
        
            
                
            
        

    



Also by Hannah Lynn
Athena’s Child
A Spartan’s Sorrow
Queens of Themiscyra
Daughters of Olympus








Copyright © 2025 by Hannah Lynn
Cover and internal design © 2025 by Sourcebooks
Cover design and illustration by Sarah Whittaker
Sourcebooks and the colophon are registered trademarks of Sourcebooks.
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems—except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews—without permission in writing from its publisher, Sourcebooks.
No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.
The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious or are used fictitiously. Apart from well-known historical figures, any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author.
Published by Sourcebooks Landmark, an imprint of Sourcebooks
1935 Brookdale RD, Naperville, IL 60563–2773
(630) 961-3900
sourcebooks.com
Cataloging-in-Publication Data is on file with the Library of Congress.



To Elsie



Contents
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-One
Chapter Twenty-Two
Chapter Twenty-Three
Chapter Twenty-Four
Chapter Twenty-Five
Chapter Twenty-Six
Chapter Twenty-Seven
Chapter Twenty-Eight
Chapter Twenty-Nine
Chapter Thirty
Chapter Thirty-One
Chapter Thirty-Two
Chapter Thirty-Three
Chapter Thirty-Four
Chapter Thirty-Five
Chapter Thirty-Six
Chapter Thirty-Seven
Chapter Thirty-Eight
Chapter Thirty-Nine
Chapter Forty
Chapter Forty-One
Chapter Forty-Two
Chapter Forty-Three
Chapter Forty-Four
Chapter Forty-Five
Chapter Forty-Six
Chapter Forty-Seven
Chapter Forty-Eight
Chapter Forty-Nine
Chapter Fifty
Chapter Fifty-One
Chapter Fifty-Two
Chapter Fifty-Three
Chapter Fifty-Four
Chapter Fifty-Five
Chapter Fifty-Six
Chapter Fifty-Seven
Chapter FIfty-Eight
Chapter Fifty-Nine
Chapter Sixty
Chapter Sixty-One
Chapter Sixty-Two
Chapter Sixty-Three
Chapter Sixty-Four
Chapter Sixty-Five
Chapter Sixty-Six
Chapter Sixty-Seven
Chapter Sixty-Eight
Chapter Sixty-Nine
Chapter Seventy
Chapter Seventy-One
Chapter Seventy-Two
Chapter Seventy-Three
Chapter Seventy-Four
Chapter Seventy-Five
Chapter Seventy-Six
Chapter Seventy-Seven
Chapter Seventy-Eight
Chapter Seventy-Nine
Chapter Eighty
Chapter Eighty-One
Chapter Eighty-Two
Chapter Eighty-Three
Chapter Eighty-Four
Chapter Eighty-Five
Chapter Eighty-Six
Chapter Eighty-Seven
Chapter Eighty-Eight
Chapter Eighty-Nine
Chapter Ninety
Chapter Ninety-One
Chapter Ninety-Two
Chapter Ninety-Three
Chapter Ninety-Four
Chapter Ninety-Five
Chapter Ninety-Six
Chapter Ninety-Seven
Chapter Ninety-Eight
Chapter Ninety-Nine
Chapter One Hundred
Epilogue
Excerpt from  Queens of Themiscyra
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Reading Group Guide
A Conversation with the Author
Acknowledgments
About the Author



Chapter One
The day the debt collectors came, I had started my morning early, pruning the mint leaves and lemon balm in the courtyard with Melitta, the oldest of our servants. We were waiting for rain. For days, the air had smelled thick with the promise of thunder, yet it continued to evade us. Instead, a dense humidity slowed every person in Prousa. I kept to the shadows of the house or to the portico and the courtyard, where breezes could billow through from outside regardless of the weather. Here, vines climbed up the pillars while light shone through the open roof and across the frescoes painted on the white stone walls.
Of all the paintings that adorned that house, my favorite was one of Apollo. The god lay in the long grass, a lyre in his hands, while nymphs and mortals gazed up at him in adoration. Some days, if I studied the image closely enough, I could almost hear the melody as it rose from his strings. I could allow myself to believe I was in the presence of an almighty god, the beauty of his music flowing over me. In such moments, I was as close to peace as I ever came in that house.
“I will go to the agora myself, mistress,” Melitta said as she added sprigs of rosemary to our collection. “That kitchen girl is useless. She still lets them charge her far too much.”
“Thank you.”
Melitta was older than my mother, and her confidence when addressing me likely came from her long years serving the family. She had served Morsimus’s mother, Eriopis, who had since passed, but Melitta continued her service to me. She had taken me under her wing when I had first arrived as a new bride, showing me the ways of the house.
“Perhaps I will come with you,” I replied. “Morsimus has not yet returned from last night’s festivities.”
“Gambling” was what I really meant, but there was no need to say it. Having lived here since before Morsimus’s birth, Melitta knew my husband better than I did. Her opinion of him was not a favorable one.
As the words left my lips, however, I cursed myself for saying his name aloud, for it was as if the gods had heard and laughed. For that was when the hammering began.
“He cannot open the door.” Melitta’s muttering echoed my own thoughts. It was not the first time this had happened. There were bolts on both the top and bottom of the door, and how easily Morsimus could handle them in any given moment was a solid indication of how much he had drunk.
“You cannot do this. This is my home! This is my home!” His voice rose to a shriek that sent a ripple of fear through me. “This is an outrage!”
No matter how many beatings I had received, I had not grown numb to their effects. The anger in his voice sent my pulse soaring. At times, merely the creak of that wooden door was enough to have me seeking a safe place. I would often flee to the kitchen where our servants gathered, as Morsimus liked to keep his beatings private. I had already learned my husband could not be appeased when in such a state. An offering of wine only made the beating come faster, while offering him my body made him call me a useless, barren whore. This time, however, was different. Morsimus was not shouting at me but at someone else.
“Mistress, come. We should head to the gynaeceum.”
I heard Melitta’s words, but I did not move. The women’s room was no sanctuary for me. If Morsimus wanted to hunt me down, little things like tradition and etiquette would not stop him. He would drag me from that room by my hair or beat me where I stood. So I remained rooted to the spot, dreading hearing my name on his lips and wondering how close he would come to breaking my bones this time.
It was not my husband’s voice that sounded next.
“We will return at sunset,” said a deep and resonant male voice.
“Please, no,” came my husband’s response.
“You will be gone by then.”
The door slammed shut, and I waited, breath held, muscles tensed.
“Mistress, please.” Melitta begged me to seek safety.
“You go,” I said, handing her the bunch of herbs. “Go. I will seek you out afterward.” After the beating. Those were the words I didn’t say. I would seek her out to apply salt water to my wounds. To rub mallow into my broken skin and crushed flowers of sideritis to the areas that would bruise most deeply. “Please, Melitta. Go.”
The old woman’s eyes glazed with tears as she nodded once, then darted out between the pillars of the courtyard, only a second before Morsimus appeared.
My husband was a bulbous man. His skin was pitted and blotched red from years of drink, his belly rounded, and dark chest hair protruded from the top of his robe. Had a stranger passed us in a street, they would have assumed him to be my father, yet he was less than a decade older than me. Usually, my gaze went to his hands; would they be already balled to fists or flexing repeatedly as though to discharge the energy his fingers contained? But this time, my eyes lingered on his face. A bright purple bruise was blooming across his cheek and jawbone, while blood trickled from a thin split above his eyebrow.
This was not the first time Morsimus had come home battered, but on prior occasions, he had retreated to his room, declaring that he was not to be disturbed other than for meals and reappearing only once the swelling had subsided and his bruises yellowed. I would thank the gods and goddesses for the reprieve during such days, even though tension filled my every move and I prayed that his recovery would be slow.
Never before had he come directly to me in such a state. For once, his fingers did not flex nor his hands ball into fists, yet still the chill of the impending beating held me rigid.
Rather than hitting me, however, Morsimus spoke.
“We are to leave today,” he said.
I studied my husband’s face, absorbed by that single trickle of blood that meandered downward and into his eye. I wondered how he could not wipe it away. Were his wounds so bad that he could not feel it? Or did he simply not care?
“Did you not hear me, Otrera? I said we are to leave. Now.”
That was when his hand clenched, and I shook myself back into the moment. I did not ask why we had to leave. I knew. He had gambled away all our money. He was in trouble.
“Where are we to go? Should I tell the servants? They can begin to pack for us,” I said.
“The servants are gone too. They are taking it all.”
I stepped back, unable to steady the flow of air into my lungs. He had lost the servants. I could barely hold the thought in my head for what it meant next. As his wife, I was also his property, no different from the men and women he had just discarded without a second thought. What was to be my fate?
“Stop standing, and get moving,” he spat. “We need to be gone before sunset.”



Chapter Two
Ninniya. That was the village we were headed to. The name rang with a faint chime of familiarity, though it took me a moment to recall why. My mother-in-law had been brought there when she was newly wed and complained about the place. The family had maintained a small house there, for reasons I could not fathom. Perhaps Morsimus knew this day would come—a day when he would have angered so many in Prousa that he would have no choice but to flee to a place where even the debt collectors dared not go.
“We cannot leave Melitta,” I insisted as Morsimus swept past me, opening up drawers, hunting for any last coin or gem he had not yet pawned. “She will not cost much to keep. Nothing, even. She barely eats.” She does not even have teeth to eat with, I considered adding, for it was true. The old woman had more fingernails on one hand than teeth in her mouth, and yet her smile was a thousand times more appealing than my husband’s. “She has been with you since you were a child. Please, Morsimus. She tended your mother in her last hours. You cannot send her to those wolves. Besides, a servant is a useful tool.”
“She will share your portion of food,” he said eventually. “And I will not pay for any funeral rites for her.”
“I will fetch her now,” I said and raced off, sighing with relief. I could not live alone with him and expect to survive.
Calling in his very last favor, Morsimus acquired two mules to carry our belongings to the new village, though we took very little. The furniture was too heavy, the pottery too delicate. Most of the jewelry and silver he had already lost in games of petteia or, worse still, knucklebone—a child’s game, based only on chance and the favor of the gods.
When the satchels were filled with as many clothes and blankets as they could hold, I gave the house one last look before we headed west.
Slowly, we trudged down rocky paths lined with olive trees, and while my fear was tangible, a strange flicker of excitement accompanied it. This was my first trip out of Prousa since my marriage.
My mother had told me stories of the gods and the lands they favored. She had told me about the temple to Apollo in Delphi and the great citadel of Athens, named after the goddess Athena in return for her gift of an olive tree. Mother told me of islands where the sand was so white and gleamed so brightly, it could be confused for the sun and of places where the forest was so dense, it would seem like night had fallen the moment you stepped inside. As a child, I had longed to visit those places. But Ninniya, I would soon learn, was no such wonder.
Melitta dragged her heels on the path behind me, but it was Morsimus who struggled the most to keep pace. His cheeks glowed with the exertion, his breathing a constant, grating wheeze. Before that day, the most he’d ever carried was the weight of his own ego.
“Let me help you,” I said as the climb took an upward turn and he winced with every step. I did not care that my husband was in agony, but I did not wish to spend unnecessary nights out in the open, exposed to wild dogs and wilder men.
“I do not need your help,” he spat as he paused and rested his hands on his knees. “It is you who have brought this upon us. Bitch.”
Normally, I took this insult silently, bowing my head and keeping my gaze lowered. This time, however, I stepped away, out of his reach. I could not let the comment pass without question. Not when he was the one who had done this to us.
“How is that?”
Morsimus glanced up, the darkness in his eyes. Had he possessed the strength, he would have gone for me, but sweat soaked his skin and streamed down his face, and he could barely move.
“Your purpose was to give me a son. If you had only done your duty, we would not be here today. I would not have sought comfort in the dens. I would not have had to drown my worries in the taverns or seek pleasure at the tables. This is because of you. You barren, wretched whore.”
His words hit their mark. A deep ache spread through my chest. Knowing that any further response would earn me a beating once Morsimus was recovered, I turned away and left him to struggle alone with the climb.
It was late when we first stopped to eat. Melitta had filled a satchel with as many loaves of bread as she could carry, all of which she carried herself, along with a small satchel containing her personal belongings. Morsimus dropped to the edge of the path, like a pebble to the bottom of a riverbed, while Melitta and I moved a little deeper into the grove. There, the trees shaded our bodies from the sun, and the distance shaded our words from my husband’s ears.
“What do you know of Ninniya?” I broke a piece of bread from a loaf and handed it to Melitta. “Have you visited?”
She shook her head. “No, though the old woman spoke of it frequently, always with disdain.”
I did not ignore the irony that came with Melitta referring to my late mother-in-law, Eriopis, as old, for there could not have been more than five years between the pair.
“What did she tell you about it?” I asked instead of commenting.
“Bits and pieces. It was not for a woman of her kind. I remember her saying that. No decent woman lived in such a place.”
I attempted to understand what she meant. I was married and had been pure until the day I had been taken by Morsimus. I had prayed daily to Apollo, my father’s god, and gave offerings at every festival. I had also offered occasional prayers to Cybele. My mother’s grandparents had been believers in the Phrygian gods, and though she offered public devotion to Zeus and Hera and all the Olympians, in private, she and I would dance together and offer our footsteps to the great mother Cybele. But it was a practice I barely continued now, for I was not often inspired to dance. Still, the question stayed with me. Was I a decent woman? Probably not by Eriopis’s standards. Melitta continued speaking.
“It is a village. Tiny. It does not have its own polis or council. From the way she spoke of it, it is a forgotten cluster of houses barely remembered by the city-state.”
That part did not surprise me. My grandparents came from a similar-sounding village, one ruled by the inhabitants with as much or as little governance as they pleased.
“And the stench. That was something else, I believe,” Melitta continued. “Yes, I remember now. In days when the sewage filled the streets of Prousa, Eriopis would hold a scented cloth to her nose and say it was nothing compared to Ninniya. That, according to her, was the most putrid place on earth.”
For all Melitta’s skills, understanding when a situation should be handled with delicacy was not one of them. I could feel the blood draining from my cheeks, and yet she persisted.
“There is no agora for people to engage in trade, for they have so little, and there are no public baths either. The local women would go to the stream to wash, she said, though Eriopis insisted she only bathed at home.”
When Melitta finally fell quiet, I swallowed, trying to dislodge the churning fear growing within me. Of course, Eriopis would not have seen fit to bathe in such a manner, no matter how clear the water was. But I had loved to swim in rivers as a child, to duck and dive into the rippling currents, screaming with laughter, not knowing the gift that freedom was. Or how soon it would be taken from me.
“Mistress, about your husband’s words.” Melitta’s voice brought me back from my thoughts. “They were cruel and said in anger, and you must not believe them. You are still so young. You have countless childbearing years ahead of you.”
Of all the insults Morsimus threw at me, that one was the only one that could cut me the same way as his rings sliced the skin on my cheek.
In all the years of our marriage, my bleeding had not stopped once. I had not once felt the flutter of another heartbeat within me or watched my belly bloom with new life. Perhaps that was why I took his beatings without a fight. Because deep down, I knew his words contained a grain of truth.
“You will see.” Melitta squeezed my arms, her hands rough with breadcrumbs. “You are barely eighteen. The gods may well have wonderful plans for you.”
I forced a smile the best I could, but I could not bring myself to speak. I believed the gods had forsaken me the day I married Morsimus. How wrong I was.



Chapter Three
On that first day, we walked past dozens of people: tradesmen heading to the Hellespont, families on pilgrimages to Abydos and the temple of Zeus or farther still, to the temples of Athena in Sigeion. On the second day, it was mainly tradesmen, but on the third day, we passed only one family.
Rather than piling items on their mules the way we had done, their two animals pulled a cart. The wooden bed was full of furniture, and the children rode in the back in relative comfort. Their eyes lingered on me. Distrust flickered in their gaze, for who was I, of such poor standing that I had nothing but two mules, a few small satchels, and a husband covered in dried blood? It is not my fault, I wanted to say. This is all my husband’s doing. But what good would that have done?
Morsimus’s wounds worsened throughout the journey, and the cut on his eyebrow became so greatly inflamed he could not see through that eye. I thought—perhaps hoped—that when he lay down at night, he might not wake up again, but each morning, I was awoken by his angry grunts and whines. Thankfully, the open space allowed for some distance between me and his pointless tirades, at least while we walked.
It was on that third day that I first saw Ninniya.
From this distance, the village did not even look inhabited. There was no sign of farmland, no rows of wheat sprouting from the ground or dense vines budding with young grapes. By contrast, the sky had never appeared so big. It dissolved into the horizon, painted with the brushstrokes of fine, ephemeral clouds.
“It does not look too terrible from here.” Melitta sidled up beside me. “We may well find a good home. I am sure the house is plenty big enough for us.”
I did not allow myself a flicker of hope. Besides, a large house would be wasted on me.
It was on the next day, just as the sun had clipped its apex and we settled in the shade to avoid the greatest heat of the day, that an aroma caught in the back of my throat. A slight acrid tingle tickled my nose, only to disappear again. Both confused and curious, I glanced at Melitta and Morsimus to see if they had noticed.
They had.
“It is the tannery,” Morsimus said. He covered his mouth as he spoke, though the wind had already whipped the scent away. “That place is the reason my father did not attempt to sell the house. It is the village’s sole source of income, but no one in their right mind would choose to work at such a place.”
A tannery. There had been several on the outskirts of Prousa, but their stench had been masked by other scents of the city—the charring of meats, the roasting of nuts, the heavy incense that flowed from the temples in great clouds that spiraled upward to the gods. Perhaps it would be the same here.
Having crested the greatest of the rolling hills, I knew we were only a few short hours from our destination. My body ached from the rough sleeping and the heavy weight of our bags, so even though it made the journey marginally longer, we walked on the flat land that followed the river as it wove through the valley.
We came upon them so suddenly that when I stopped, the mule I was leading very nearly knocked into my back.
Morsimus cleared his throat, no doubt ready to scold me, but he saw them as well and stopped moving.
They were standing in the river shallows where the water turned white as it tumbled over the rocks and hit their knees. At a guess, I would have said there were thirty of them, but several more were standing on the banks.
Drinking the water, their tails flicking in the air, was a herd of wild horses, all of them perfectly at ease. As incredible as they were, however, the horses were not the main source of my surprise. For there, in the middle of the herd, stood a woman and child.
Our mules tugged on their ropes, keen to enjoy the lush grass along the banks of the river, but I held firm. I did not want anything to disturb this moment.
By her size, I assumed the child to be eleven or twelve, the mother approaching thirty. The daughter, who possessed a great length of black hair, rested her palms against a dappled gray mare, while the mother rubbed the forehead of a chestnut foal.
“She must have been gifted by the goddess Cybele,” Melitta whispered. The old woman worshipped the Phrygian gods, though she rarely dared to mention their names in front of Morsimus.
Yet even my husband was too stunned to speak. We had seen tame horses plenty of times; my father-in-law had once owned a few, though they had been quickly lost to my husband’s habits. But those had been broken since they were foals, and even then, I would not have dared to be alone with them for fear they would kick and bite. These two were surrounded yet seemed entirely at peace. Never had I seen a sight more worthy of Olympus. I wondered if perhaps they were nymphs or lesser gods, there to cast their blessings on the creatures. But their dress suggested poverty, and I could not imagine a deity choosing such poor attire.
Had I had my way, I would have sat down on the grass and watched until the sun set. I would have listened to the young girl’s laughter as the foal nibbled on the mother’s robe and drunk in the sound as if it was Apollo’s own playing. But Morsimus coughed behind me.
“It is a village full of crazy people,” he said. “Let us hope they are sane enough to have a tavern.”



Chapter Four
Had it not been for the image of the child and the horses still locked in my mind, I would likely have wept when we finally arrived in Ninniya. The aroma no longer came in wafts but hung heavy in the air, a putrid mixture of rotting flesh and ammonia that burned the back of my throat. The houses lining the road were built of rough-hewn stone, their facades dated and weathered. Graffiti marked nearly every one.
Melitta had not lied. This village had been forgotten. Yet my thoughts remained with the woman and her child. We had not seen another village between here and there. Did that mean they lived in Ninniya too? It seemed plausible. And with a population so small, it was likely I would see them again. Barely focusing on the derelict state of the buildings or the acrid air, I followed Morsimus to the place I was to call home.
Morsimus stopped at a low wall that surrounded a small garden. The wall itself had crumbled in so many places that any person with a half-decent stride could have stepped over it, but Morsimus pushed on the rotting wooden gate, which creaked and groaned before finally allowing us entrance.
“It is smaller than I imagined.” I spoke only to myself, yet Morsimus twisted around and snarled.
“You are the one who insisted we bring her. She can share your bed. Or sleep out in the garden for all I care.”
Melitta turned to me, the softest smile glinting in her eyes, and I drew on the strength of that gaze as I prepared myself for what was to come.
Despite its current state of disrepair, I could imagine the house had been beautiful in its time. Outside, a fountain had long since stopped flowing, and green stains mottled the once-white marble. Weeds had grown between the cracks in the flooring, though the tiles themselves were of good quality. I was circling the space, trying to imagine its past life, when Morsimus called across from the house.
“Why are you still standing about? Open the door for me.”
I did as instructed, pushing hard against the wooden slats of the door, though they caught on the broken tiles behind them. Dust and cobwebs thickened the air inside in equal measure. The house was small compared to the one we had just left, though the lack of life inside made it feel empty, almost cavernous.
“I shall retire to bed,” Morsimus said, passing Melitta and me. “Sort out the mules. They are worth more than the pair of you combined.” With that, he left us.
I did not, as requested, go straight to the animals but continued to walk around the house. I had not yet reached the courtyard when I stopped. For an instant, it seemed as though the room to my left was burning, for the orange light that filtered through the window was so vivid the air appeared to be aflame. That same glow illuminated motes of dust as they drifted lazily around the fireplace and revealed muted tones of paintwork on the walls. I approached and was struck with the sudden urge to clean it. My robe was already filthy from the journey, and I wiped at the thickly caked grime with the edge of the fabric. As my robe turned black with dirt, the evidence of heavy brushstrokes appeared on the wall.
Whether it was luck or divine intervention, I do not know, but it was his face that I cleared first.
The image of Ares, god of war, glimmered in the amber light. His eyes stared straight out at me from the wall, and for a split second, I believed it was not a painting of the god I was staring at but the god himself.
Looking back now, I realize how ridiculous the thought had been. His eyes look nothing like that.
* * *
By the time Melitta and I had seen to the animals and carted our belongings into the house, nightfall was nearly upon us and, with it, a heavy exhaustion. Only two sleeping chambers were in a usable condition: a small one by the kitchen and another far larger room to which Morsimus had retired the moment we arrived. Seemingly unconcerned by the general disrepair or the state of the mattress, he had stretched himself wide to ease his injuries. There was not even a scrap of the bed onto which I could fold myself.
Retreating, I curled up with my servant as a child would their mother. The weight of the journey sent me swiftly into a dreamless sleep. I was lost in a deep slumber when the first scream rang out into the night.
My eyes snapped open. My heart raced.
“Did you hear that?”
The old woman groaned.
“It will be a fox. Or a cat. Go back to sleep, mistress.”
My pulse continued its percussive beat. “No, I do not think that was an animal. I think it was a person.”
A moment later, the cry came again. This time, there was no mistaking it.
“It is likely a child. Or a woman in childbirth,” Melitta said, anticipating my response. “Yes, that is the sound. It is a woman in childbirth. I made similar screams.”
The sounds did not continue, however, as I would have expected from such things. They ended there, leaving a silence prickling at the night.



Chapter Five
The first four days in Ninniya, Melitta and I cleaned tirelessly. The place smelled of stagnation and decay, and each room was thick with grime, though some spaces fared far worse thanks to the rats and mice. Yet despite our situation, there was still room for laughter, as little old Melitta wielded her broom to chase away a rat as big as a cat. I could have helped her of course, but I was too busy struggling to breathe through the laughter as she stomped her feet, growled, and shooed it out the door.
Our joy was compounded by the fact that Morsimus had not yet risen from his bed. The first day after our journey, he slept so soundly that even when I entered the room, called his name, and prodded his great belly, he remained asleep. The next day, he woke and demanded food by yelling as loud as his lungs would allow, but it would be another two days before he would make an appearance outside.
Even with all the hours we worked, there were certain things Melitta and I could not manage ourselves. The wooden front door had warped badly over time, swollen with rain and beaten by the wind. It would have been a small job for a carpenter to straighten the crooked timber, but the chipped floor tiles would have still made the door difficult to open. Tiles had fallen from the roof too, and I did not have the skills to replace them. There were also several stains on both the walls and the floors whose origins I could not imagine. However, there were a great many things we could do to improve our situation.
The kitchen cupboards, we discovered, were filled with crockery, which, after a quick wipe, were ready to hold more warm meals. Several tables and chairs needed little more than an adjustment to make them stable.
The most dramatic changes, however, happened in the courtyard.
“The light here is good,” Melitta said, staring up at the open roof. “We will be able to grow plenty of herbs in here. Perhaps some fruit too. We will need chickens for the eggs and meat.”
“Let us focus on cleaning first,” I responded. Being open to the elements had allowed the air in the courtyard to circulate and avoid the stale scent of damp, but it had come with its own issues. Mold grew in patches on the wall and on the rugs that had borne the brunt of years of rainfall. “Come, let us start here.”
Together, Melitta and I took up the tapestries and rugs.
“You should stay here and scrub the walls,” I said as we finished piling them on the floor. “I will carry these down to the river and wash them.”
“I should come with you. It is not right for you to travel on your own.”
“It is only down to the river. I will not see a soul.”
“No, I will come with you,” she insisted.
Knowing I would not win the argument, I relented. “Fine. The rugs that come clean we can hang or use again once they are dry. The rest we could use to plump up the stuffing in the couches, could we not?”
“I found some large bolts of fabric in a chest,” Melitta said, enjoying the transformation of the house as much as I was. “They must have been left by Eriopis. The colors are the garish sort she would have chosen. But they are in good condition. I can use them to make new coverings for the couches.”
“That would be appreciated, thank you,” I said.
I should confess that my willingness to carry armfuls of fetid, mold-addled fabric was not solely from an urge to clean or to breathe a lungful of air beyond the walls of our new home. I wished for something more. I wished for people, and if what Eriopis had told Melitta was true, then the river was where I would find them.
Laughter alerted me to their presence before I even saw the stream. It was not children’s laughter but the laughter of grown women, chesty and deep yet free and frivolous. I wished to follow the sound, to discover the source of the joy, except that Melitta was with me. I knew she would object to me starting conversations with strangers.
“I do not wish to slip on a mudbank,” I said, the lie spilling from my lips quicker than it formed in my mind. “You head downstream, see if there is a suitable place there. I will try upriver.”
The old servant eyed me, deservedly suspicious. Still, she did as I asked, and as she left, I headed toward the sound.
When I rounded a corner of the riverbank, I found myself facing more than a dozen women. Most were in the water. Some held small children, whom they tossed in the air, causing them to erupt into giggles. Others were in the water up to their shoulders, scrubbing their bodies. Yet it was one who sat beneath a tree who drew my attention. I do not know what I intended, whether I would have approached her, but before I could make any decision, she looked directly at me and rose to her feet.
The woman was little taller than Melitta, but her figure was entirely curves and rolls. A broad smile stretched over her lips, and her dark eyes shone all the brighter for the gray of her hair, which glimmered like silver. She was dressed in a simple robe, and I felt garish in her presence, my tall gangliness at odds with her womanly shape.
As her eyes locked with mine, I was struck with the sudden urge to retreat to the house and send Melitta to do the washing, but before I could turn, the woman was making great strides toward me.
“Welcome. I was hoping I would see you soon.”
She took the foul bundle from my arms, not flinching at its filthy state, then dropped it on the ground by our feet. With her hands once again free, she took mine and grasped them just a fraction more tightly than was comfortable.
“Tell me, daughter, what is your name?”
The word daughter bristled across my skin. Since leaving my own mother, the only person to have called me that was Eriopis, and she had never said it with kindness. My throat cracked as I forced a reply.
“I am Otrera, wife of Morsimus.”
“Is that right? Bless you. You are a young thing to be a wife already.”
Calling me “daughter” had been irksome enough, but the sentence that followed caused the muscles in my jaw to clench tighter. Her false smile. Her sweet words. I had seen it all in Prousa. Plenty of women had been quick to call themselves my friends, to loop their arms through mine while we walked. But where were those women now? Where had they been when I could no longer attend the baths thanks to the bruises that colored my ribs? Where had they been when we were pushed out of our home?
“I have been married six years already.” I spoke with only a hint of the curtness I felt.
“And have you had a son for your husband yet?”
I should have anticipated that question would follow. I held back my ire the best I could.
“The gods have not yet blessed us with a child, but we have hope. As you said yourself, I am still young.” Regretting my decision to engage, I crouched and scooped up the heavy rugs. “If you will excuse me, I need to get these washed so they can dry before nightfall.”
“Of course you do, child. I will not bother you anymore. But we will meet again. My name is Phile. And you and I, Otrera, will become firm friends.”
Though I was standing upright, I felt the need to straighten my posture a fraction more. To tilt my head as I observed her.
“Why would you say that? You do not know me.”
This time, I made no attempt to hide my animosity, and still this woman smiled at me.
“Because it is true. All we women are friends here. We have to be. It is the only way we women survive.”



Chapter Six
I washed the rugs downstream, away from Phile and the other women, then carried them, sodden, heavy, and drenching my own robe, back to the house, where I left them to dry over the crumbling wall.
Though I did not mention my meeting to Melitta, my encounter with Phile continued to play on my mind, particularly how she had introduced herself. She had given no qualifier. No wife of, no daughter of. Even a servant such as Melitta would offer Morsimus’s name when meeting a stranger. Beyond her name, however, Phile’s final words echoed in my mind. It is the only way we women survive. It was likely she had heard the same nighttime screams as I had. She knew what it meant to be a woman in this world and was not afraid to say it aloud. That was enough to scare me. And I already had enough to fear, for it was on the following day that Morsimus finally rose from his bed, interested in more than food and water.
The morning had already gone, and on my instruction, Melitta had gone out into the village to fill up the amphorae with water at the fountain. I was still thinking of that rounded woman with the gray-streaked hair when I heard movement in the doorway.
Normally, my body responded instinctively to his presence. My shoulders would fold inward, my knees bend, and my chest cave in as I attempted to make myself as innocuous as possible. Yet with all the days Morsimus had been bedridden, my instincts had waned. I was standing straight-backed, at full height, when he entered the room.
The swelling on his face was gone, the bruises yellowing as they healed. There was, I believed, a slight lean to his left, as if his right side could not hold an equal share of his weight. Silently, he scanned the cleaned space, observing the work Melitta and I had done, though he made no comment.
“I need food,” he said instead. “Proper food. All this bread has left me bloated. Where is the meat? The fish?”
The churlish part of me wished to say something about how I could not tell that he was bloated, given how far his stomach protruded, but I knew such a comment would result in a beating I was unlikely to survive.
“Melitta has heard of someone in the village from whom she can buy chickens. I will send her when she returns with the water, though I will need money.”
It was, in my mind at least, a reasonable request. How else did Morsimus expect to purchase food? And yet he threw back his head and laughed at my words.
This was not a joyous laugh, like I had laughed at Melitta and the rat. It was not even the type of laugh he emitted after a good win at dice. This was laughter filled with malice. Laughter that froze the blood in my veins.
“Money? You think I have money?” Spittle flew from his cracked, flaking lips, his voice as incredulous as if I had requested Zeus’s own lightning bolt. “Do you think we would be here if we had money? Find something to sell in this wretched place. Yourself, if that is what it takes.”
I stepped back, my mouth dry. He had said such things to me before after coming home from the taverns, his belly full of wine and his purse empty. Never before had he said such a thing sober.
“You do not mean that. I am your wife.”
Despite my words, Morsimus felt my fear. He fed on it. His lips curled up in a snarl.
“Do I not? You are mine to do with as I choose. You serve no purpose as a wife if you cannot bear children. Perhaps you can be of use to me this way instead. A barren whore sounds ideal.” His eyes were black, solely pupils. “You will find a solution and fix me a decent meal, or you will leave me with no choice. Mark my words, there will be fools here who will pay for the little you have to offer.”
With that, he turned and left the house.
When Melitta returned home, I was seated on a couch, picking at a loose, frayed edge that she had only just repaired.
“Mistress.” She dropped to the ground by my knees and looked over my body while her tender hands reached for my face. “Where did he hurt you? Can you stand? I am here now. I will help.”
I shook my head, setting free a stray tear.
“He did not beat me.” My voice croaked as I spoke. “It is worse. He told me I must sell myself. My body. That is how we are to earn money while we are here. That is how we are to buy food.”
Melitta sighed and stood up. Of all the expressions she could have shown, there was a smile on her lips.
“Child, you do not need to fear such a thing. He has made such threats before, has he not? I thought you knew better than to be afraid of a man’s words. It is his teeth, his fists, and his feet that you should fear.”
I had been comforted by Melitta’s pragmatism many times, but she had not seen the darkness in his eyes.
“This was different. He has not had a drink since we arrived in Ninniya. He has nothing to lose. Melitta, please believe me. He will do this. He will sell my body, if not all of me, if the offer is good enough.”
She bit down on her bottom lip and drew several deep inhales before she spoke. “No, he would not do it. You are his wife.”
A silent scream rattled in my lungs. If Melitta did not believe me, then who in this world would?
“He cannot be all bad, mistress,” she continued. “I know what he has done to you before, but I do not believe he would do that. He kept me, did he not? He brought with him an old woman because of how well she tended his mother. That shows compassion. That shows there is still good within him. He did not sell me. His wife is surely safe.”
I could have shaken her by the shoulders for her foolishness.
He did not sell you because you are worthless, I could have said. You are here because your sale would not have provided him with more than a week’s worth of decent meals. Less if he drank. That was what I could have said. But I did not. Instead, I considered my own worth.
Men’s eyes had been drawn to me since my youth, for though my face was rounded, it was perfectly symmetrical, with dark eyebrows that accented my darker eyes and the soft, even tone of my complexion. My hips curved, as did my chest. Not enough to be voluminous but enough to set a man’s eyes drifting and his mind wondering what he would see if my robe dropped. And as for my barren state, it had ensured that my body remained tight, supple, and unblemished. Yes, men would pay a great price for me indeed.
As the silence stretched out, I saw Melitta make similar realizations.
“What should we do?” she asked. “Do you wish to leave, to return to your parents?”
The last time Melitta had mentioned my parents was on my wedding night. I had known to a limited extent what would be expected of me, but my mother, out of fear and love, had downplayed how physical and rough the event could be. Morsimus had taken me all night, until the blood ran thick on our wedding couch, and then he took me more. I had fought back the tears, knowing that this was what all brides were forced to endure, but when I was alone in my chamber the next morning, it had been Melitta who found me sobbing, begging to return home.
“Your parents worked hard for this match,” she had said. “You do not wish to let them down. You will have a son of your own, and they will be so proud. Wait and see.”
I had waited, but no son had come. I had failed not only as a wife but also as a daughter.
“No. There needs to be another way,” I said now, fired with determination. “I will not sell my body, and I will not run away. There must be something we can do. Anything. I just need to survive.”
That single word brought an image to mind, and in that moment, I knew what I needed to do. I needed to go to Phile.



Chapter Seven
Time was working against us. Morsimus had likely found somewhere to drink, and my stomach churned at the thought of his return. Having left angry, he would likely return more so. Unless, of course, he had already established himself as my pimp. Then perhaps he would not return alone. Bile burned my throat as I considered how the night might play out. I had only one option.
“Melitta, I need you to find a woman named Phile. I met her at the river.” Even as I spoke, I considered my recklessness. I knew nothing about this woman. Perhaps she owned a brothel. Perhaps her idea of help would be selling me into the same life Morsimus had mapped out. But perhaps, just perhaps, she could offer an alternative. One that did not involve me handing over my body to a new man every night.
“You spoke to a local woman? You did not say anything.”
I did not have time to tend to Melitta’s bruised pride.
“She has striking gray hair. You will recognize her from that alone. It is unlikely she would be at the river at this time of day though. Try the tavern, but do not ask any men. If there is a serving woman there, she is the one you must ask, but make sure Morsimus does not see you. Find where Phile lives, and go to her house.”
“You wish me to go to a stranger’s home without invitation?” Melitta asked, aghast.
“Yes. You are to go without invitation.” I was breaking a dozen rules of etiquette, but manners mean nothing if your jaw is broken in so many places you cannot show them. I knew what happened to whores, and I knew that Morsimus would let men do to me whatever they desired if it made him richer. I could not let that happen.
“Find her, and tell her Otrera wishes to see her. You must say Otrera as it is. Like that. Do not mention my husband’s name.” Melitta frowned but did not interrupt, so I continued. “Then you must tell her she was right.”
“That is all?”
“That is all. Go now, and hurry.”
Each second of Melitta’s absence passed like the slow turning of a flower head toward the sun, and all the while, my heart raced with such ferocity I could barely steady my breath. I saw only Morsimus’s eyes, staring at me with desperation. I already knew there was nothing that a desperate man would not do. In time, I would learn that it was the same for desperate women.
The sun began its descent, and white clouds stacked upon one another, layer after layer, as if they were building a wall in the sky. Yet Melitta did not return. Had I done the right thing? I questioned my actions again and again. I had sent Melitta to the very same tavern where Morsimus was likely bribing his way through the wine. What if he had seen her there? What if he received an offer for the old woman and had sold her then and there? Then what would I do? Questions rushed through me in an unending torrent until the creak of the door made me jerk in surprise.
“Mistress. Mistress, it is me.”
I ran into the hallway, where Melitta was still pushing the door open against the jagged tiles.
“Did you find her?” I asked the moment she stepped inside. “Did you find Phile? Tell me, what happened?”
Kicking behind herself like an aged mule, Melitta knocked the door back into place and finally addressed me.
“She was not at the river, and there was no woman serving at the tavern. Not today at least. Only men wolfing down thick stew.”
“So you did not find her?” My heart deflated.
“I did not say that. There was a boy at the tavern. No older than eight. He was scrubbing dishes out the back.”
“Did you speak to him? What did you say? Did he help you find Phile?”
“I said I was looking for a cook. For the woman who made the stew.”
Melitta’s need to string out a story may have appealed at another time, but at that moment, my nerves were too frayed for patience.
“And what then?” I said. “Did you find this woman? Did she lead you to Phile?”
Melitta’s wry smile twisted higher still. “I did.”
“And? Will Phile see me?”
Melitta’s smile lifted wider still, showing the gaps between her yellow teeth. “You have an invitation after dinner tonight.”
Relief and fear flooded through me.
“An invitation?”
“Yes, you are to head there before sunset. But she was very clear. You are to come alone.”
Go alone to the house of a woman I had met only once and briefly. I knew the decision was unwise, but I had no other choice.



Chapter Eight
I had never been permitted to travel alone. Even as a child, a short walk across the street had required an escort, be it my parents or one of my brothers. When I married, my freedom was restricted further. Eriopis or Morsimus accompanied me on every walk I took, including to the bathhouse, but given the beatings I received, I cannot remember when I had last indulged in such an excursion.
“Where does this Phile live?” I asked Melitta.
“On the outskirts of the village. The largest house in Ninniya, next to the tannery. Come, we should dress you suitably.”
Though it had seemed improbable that I would ever wear any of my finer robes again, I had brought them anyway. Several of them had belonged to my mother-in-law and had been worn in the company of the highest society in Prousa. I did not worry that they would be unsuitable. I feared Phile might see them as pretentious, as an attempt to exalt myself above my current status.
After some scrutiny, I picked out a purple silk chiton with tiny yellow flowers stitched on the hem. With a steady hand, Melitta helped me fix my hair into thin braids that she piled high on my head. All in all, the outfit was acceptable, although the absence of jewelry was notable, even to me.
“If I do not return by the time Morsimus arrives, let him know I am with a woman of the village, discussing credit for food. That will appease him. But stay out of his way. If he is drunk, he may be swift to anger.”
“I have dealt with Morsimus since he was a babe. I do not fear him,” Melitta said.
I was unsure whether her comment was foolish or brave, but I remained silent on the matter.
After one last check in the mottled bronze mirror, I headed outside.
During my brief excursions out of the house, I had paid great attention to the village in which I now lived. Ninniya was composed of around two dozen houses, some of which were closely packed around a central fountain while others—ours included—were spread farther away on the hillside. Most of the houses were built of wood, yet there were some like ours that were stone. Though this walk would have provided me the perfect opportunity to learn more, I did not have time to waste. I picked up my pace, desperate to return before Morsimus discovered me gone.
Phile’s home was the largest in the village by far. The walls were clean, well tended, and over ten feet high, though a pungent aroma eddied around them. This, I assumed, was the tannery. I was still several feet away from the gate when the dogs began barking.
My heart pounded against my ribs. A bite from one of those would not save me from whatever fate Morsimus had chosen. All it would do was lower my worth. Breathing deeply, I continued forward.
These large wooden gates showed no signs of warping, and the locks and hinges affixed to it were metal. The craftsmanship of the carving would have been impressive in Prousa, but here it felt at odds with its surroundings, like a stallion galloping with a rake of mules. It did not enamor me to the owner, but I did not need to like her. I needed her help. With my strength steeled, I knocked once.
As I waited, the possibility of a trap twisted through my mind, but before I could even consider turning back, the large gates opened inward.
“Otrera, I assume.” The man was unlike any I had ever seen before. He stood as broad as an ox and towered two full heads above me. His skin was dark, his eyes wide and almond-shaped, and his expression unreadable. “Phile is waiting for you.”
Phile. I shuddered at the casual moniker. No servant I had ever met would dare speak of their mistress in such familiar terms. If he was Phile’s husband, on the other hand, then opening the door hardly seemed fitting for a man of such status.
I did not question but followed the gargantuan man silently through the garden toward the house. A large mosaic of cornflower blue decorated the path, and steps led to a portico lined with simple, straight pillars. Pots were filled to the brim with flowers, while several fruit trees—cherries, peaches, and plums—were already starting to ripen.
Inside, oil lamps burned, their aroma mingling with the fragrant smoke of incense. Such scents were as heady and rich as those in a temple yet still not quite strong enough to mask the odor of the tannery. In the uncovered space of the courtyard, vines wove up the pillars, spilling up and out into a thick canopy of dense foliage. Dragonflies and butterflies danced between the flowers and the fountain that gurgled loudly in the center of the space.
The lady herself lay on a couch, waving a large fan in her hand, attempting to abate the humidity and possibly the stench. Her feet rested on the seat, and the fabric of her chiton pulled up so that it exposed her legs all the way to her knee. As I approached, she swung her legs around and pushed herself into a seated position.
“Wine?” she said.
No welcome. No formal greeting. Once again, I suspected a trap, yet I had no intention of incurring the gods’ wrath by spurning her hospitality.
“That would be kind. Thank you.”
Deciding to adopt her air of informality, I took a seat on the adjacent couch without waiting for an invitation. A moment later, a cup was thrust into my hand. Then, in a manner I could not have anticipated, the colossal man who had guided me through the home took a seat on the remaining couch.
My muscles tensed at his proximity.
He was easily young enough to be Phile’s son, yet it seemed unlikely given the darkness of his complexion and the paleness of hers. A cousin or nephew perhaps? As intrigued as I was by this man’s role, I did not ask. I had not come to question Phile. But before I could say anything, she spoke again.
“Otrera, welcome. I will repeat what I said at the river: I am certain you and I will become firm friends. But for that to happen, I require something of you.”
Even now, I can recall how I recoiled in that moment and how I thought, with both arrogance and naivety, that friendships that came with conditions did not feel like friendships at all. But I was in no position to refuse, so with my lips sealed tightly, I nodded.
Phile smiled, the creases in her eyes deepening for a second before she continued.
“This village survives on honesty between women. It is we, not a polis of men, who keep it running. We, not our husbands, who ensure there are coins for food and keeping the home. So let me tell you what I believe I know about you, and you can correct me if I am mistaken. Then you may ask me any questions you may have. Does that seem agreeable to you?”
It was far too much to take in in one go, yet once again, I could not say such a thing, so I dipped my chin to answer her.
“Good. So your husband lost the family money. Gambling, I assume?” She was astute. I would give her that.
“Yes. I did not know how bad the situation was,” I added.
Phile nodded. “Is he in debt? Are there people who will come looking for him here?”
I shook my head. “I do not believe so. They took our home in Prousa and everything there. Jewelry. Almost all our servants. All we have left is what we came with.”
“What about farmland? Goats? A way to make money?”
I shook my head again. “Merely two mules that we have no use for now.”
“That is disappointing but unsurprising.” Phile’s bluntness struck me hard back in those days, though no words landed with as much force as the comment that came next. “Tell me, Otrera, does your husband beat you?”
My eyes widened. This was not a matter we discussed. Not even with women whom I had known since my marriage. What happened behind closed doors was between a husband and wife alone. In my effort to stay silent, I glanced down at my feet, a gesture that unexpectedly angered my host.
“You do not hang your head in my house,” she came close to shouting, her face bright. “You have nothing to be ashamed of. Beating his wife is as low as a man can go. Almost. But I suspect you know that?”
She let her question hang in the air, and I wondered if she knew what else Morsimus had asked of me. What he expected me to do. Silence stretched out between us, and I suspected she would not speak again. Not until I had confessed.
“He wishes me to sell myself to the men of the village,” I said quietly.
Once again, Phile offered me an unexpected response. She laughed.
“In that case, he will be disappointed,” she chuckled. “You will not earn much money doing that here. Half the husbands are lucky if their cocks get hard once a year.”
The coarseness of her words caused me to stifle a small gasp, though beyond the shock, they brought me little comfort. If sex work was not an option, then what would Morsimus do? Sell me to a gambling den? Take me to a pimp back in Prousa and get his cut of my earnings that way? I had come to this woman for help, and she had only told me my fate was set.
“You said you could help me. Help me survive?”
I did not hide the desperation in my voice.
“You are right. That is how we women survive here: by sticking together. But first, there is someone I believe you do not yet know. Let me introduce you two properly.” She turned to the gentleman and patted the cushion by her side.
Wordlessly, he stood and sat next to her on the couch.
“Otrera, this is Hirtus. My lover.”



Chapter Nine
Barking dogs did little to mask the silence that filled the courtyard. A woman had openly, in her own home, admitted to taking a man other than her husband. It seemed absurd, yet Phile continued to observe me with nothing more than a hint of amusement. Her hand now rested on Hirtus’s thigh. He was completely relaxed. Had I misread her position entirely? Was she not a married woman but a mistress? A freed whore perhaps, who now took men where and when she desired? A hundred questions teetered on the tip of my tongue, yet I did not dare voice them. In the end, it was Phile who spoke.
“I can see my words have made you ill at ease. I apologize. You have told me so much about yourself. It is time I repaid the favor. First, you must remind me. You have been married for six years, you said. How old were you when you were given to your husband?”
“Twelve.”
Phile let out a low hiss between her teeth.
“I was similar. Thirteen years of age. Though I had been betrothed since I was five to a man fifteen years my senior. He was a good husband, as far as they went, and I a good wife, although I had the failing of only giving him daughters.”
At least you gave him children, I wanted to say. I had not managed even that.
“He was wealthy,” Phile continued. “Obscenely so. I believe your husband was the same, at least for a short while?”
“It came from his father,” I replied. “Morsimus does not know how to earn money any more than he knows how to keep it.”
Phile’s eyebrow flickered upward. It seemed to be a story she was familiar with.
“Well, mine did. He was shrewd. Very shrewd indeed. Though he worried a great deal—about his wealth, about his daughters. Which was why, when I saw Hirtus, I saw a way for us both to thrive.”
She turned to the man she had called her lover and gazed into his eyes, her smile mirrored by his. Their movements were slight, intimate. I did not know if it was jealousy or unease I felt in that moment; all I could be certain of was that I was observing an emotion I had never experienced. And Phile seemed aware of this.
“You have not been in love, I assume?”
Despite her request for honesty, I did not answer. Of course I had not been in love, other than my idiotic infatuation with my husband at the beginning of our marriage. But that was not love. That was ignorance. When I offered only silence, Phile continued.
“I understand. Well, I believed I had. And in fairness to my husband, I felt a deep affection for him. The gratitude I felt for the security he offered me and our daughters was a type of love, and not one I took lightly. But when I saw Hirtus for the first time, something stirred within me. Something we women are told to keep hidden.” There was an intensity to her voice, though it faded quickly as she continued her story. “I was walking through the agora in Thymbra when I stumbled upon him. This beautiful man, with eyes like obsidian and the strength of ten oxen, with chains around his ankles and lash marks on his back. I have seen hundreds of men in my life, slaves and noblemen. I have even been in the presence of a prince and a demigod, yet in none of those instances did I feel what I felt in that moment. I had been struck through the breastbone with Eros’s arrow, as sure as the gods of Olympus watch over us.”
“What did you do?”
Phile smiled, knowing I had been caught in her tale. I cursed myself for seeming so eager.
“I would have done anything, I believe, but thankfully, drastic measures were not required. I rushed to find my husband, where I told him there was a slave he must buy.”
“And he did?” Once again, as though from a distance, I heard myself ask the question. It was preposterous enough that this woman would tell me of the attraction she felt to a slave; to mention such a thing to her husband would have been tantamount to suicide. Yet Phile only smiled.
“I persuaded my husband that it was for security. No fool would break into our home or hurt our daughters with a man like him at our side. And my husband agreed.”
So he was a slave. My first instinct had been correct, which begged the question of whether the looks of intimacy Hirtus offered Phile were true or whether he, like I, was doing whatever was needed to survive. Phile offered the answer freely.
“When my husband died, he wrote me into his will. Very modern, I know, but as I said, I had daughters who would not, by law, inherit his wealth. The thought of his brothers and nephews inheriting the fruits of his labor was enough for him to take drastic action. He did not leave it all to me by any means, but he returned my dowry, plus some extra. More than enough to buy Hirtus his freedom.”
“The greatest gift I could ever have been given. Only I did not want to be free of her.”
Hirtus looked at me as he said this, his eyes glinting with a smile. His voice was even deeper than I had first thought and lilted with an accent I could not place.
“Well, you did not want to leave me. That is not the same thing.” Phile kissed him lightly on the cheek. “My daughters were already married with sons of their own and no need for me. So we took what I was left and built this home here, away from gossip and prying eyes, where we could live as husband and wife. That is who we are. That is our story. Our truth, as I promised you.”
I picked up the cup beside me, only to discover it was empty. I did not wait for either of them to offer me more but reached for the amphora and filled up the wine myself.
“Do others in the village know?” I asked.
“The women? Most certainly. The men? Well, let’s just say your husband is not the only one who has retreated here to escape his problems. It is sad, yes, but it has given the women strength. We get by together.”
“You said that you can help me?” I said, suddenly aware of the time we had wiled away. “How? There are no places I can sell myself, we do not have land to farm, and there is no polis here to support those in need. I do not know what I can do.”
Phile nodded. The glint in her eye that had been present when talking about Hirtus was gone.
“I understand,” she said. “But do not worry. You will not need a polis. We will see you are kept well without the need to sell yourself.”
Hearing those words felt as though a thousand weights had been lifted from my shoulders.
“Thank you,” I said, breathing out the words in a gasp. “Thank you.” Though as quickly as I plied Phile with my gratitude, the knots in my stomach returned, for I still did not know what she expected of me in return. I did not want to waste time with idle chatter, not when Morsimus was unaware that I had left the house, but I still wished to know more. Thankfully, Phile seemed to sense this.
“I will find you respectable employment. Under me, women take all roles other than goatherding,” she said. “That I keep for the young men. I have a need for more women tanning the hides. It is far from glamorous, but well-cleaned hides sell for good money. Which is why you are here.”
“What about my husband? Do you have employment for him?” I asked.
Phile pursed her lips. “You have already told me that your husband does not know how to work. I wager he has never so much as cut a carrot with a knife, let alone skinned an animal. I run an efficient business, but I only employ women inside the tannery. So what do you say? Will you join us?”
There was much I did not yet know about her, much that I wished to question, but none of those uncertainties mattered more than me bringing home coins and keeping myself out of the brothels.
“And what do I tell Morsimus?” I asked.
“That you have secured a position at the tannery, and you will be paid at the end of each day. He will not need to know any more than that.”



Chapter Ten
That evening, when Morsimus stumbled through the door, I wasted no time informing him of the job. Unexpectedly, he did not respond with anger or with gratitude but with mild amusement.
“You have never worked a day in your life. Who would offer you work?”
“It is a job, and it will bring us money. That is what counts.”
“At the tannery?” He grunted. “You will stink. You will stink like everything in this damn village stinks.”
“And you will have food to eat.”
The reply left my lips before I could stop it, and every muscle clenched in anticipation of a strike. But Morsimus’s response was not a beating, though I despised it just as much.
He took me, then and there, in the courtyard. There was no lovemaking involved in our union; what he did to me was as distant from love as a rose petal is to the thorn. His actions served only two purposes: his pleasure and the hopeful conception of a child. Given how unlikely the years had taught us the latter outcome would be, now he worked solely to accomplish the first.
That night, he grabbed my hair with such brutality he nearly ripped it from my scalp while I bit down on my bottom lip so hard I drew blood. Afterward, he fell asleep on the same couch, and I crawled to the fountain to clean myself up as best I could.
I winced as I touched my tender skin, yet I persisted. There had been a time when such rough handling would have left me wanting to cower within the safety of my chamber for at least a day. But that was the old me. From the moment I left Phile’s, I had changed, whether I knew it or not. I had work to do, and I would not let Morsimus stop me.
* * *
When I left my house the next morning, the sun breached the horizon, and the tiniest slivers of gold streaked up into the sky.
I expected to make the journey alone, yet as I proceeded down the path, I found a group of over a dozen women. As I approached, the majority headed off, but one lingered.
She was a slight girl of average height, a similar age to myself, and she carried a large pot. Though her features were distinctly plain, there was something about their proportions that was striking. Her eyes seemed almost too large for her face, as did her lips, while her nose was little more than a nub. She reminded me of a little owl, the symbol of our goddess Athena.
“Otrera? It is Otrera, is it not? Phile thought you would be the type to arrive before sunrise. She will be pleased with that. She values punctuality. Not that she would punish you for being late. Not when you have only recently arrived. Perhaps not at all. I have never known her to punish anyone, but do not tell her that. She likes to pretend we fear her.” The manner in which the young woman spoke was so full of energy it was hard not to feel overwhelmed, but there was no animosity in her tone. Rather, it was the opposite. She was childlike, eager, and radiant, unlike the distinctly putrid smell rising from her. Before I could ask, she continued to speak. “I will guide you today. You will be with me. We will be fleshing. Do you have your own knife? It does not matter. Phile provides everything we need. Without her, we would all be lost.”
I did not know how to respond to any of that, so I gestured to the pot in her hands.
“Is that…”
“Yes.” She nodded enthusiastically. “It’s urine. Mine and my husband’s. Phile pays us extra for it, though it is best to wait until the pot is full each time. Though not too full. Otherwise, you might spill it down yourself.”
Paid for urine. I made a mental note to tell Morsimus and Melitta to drink plenty of water.
As we walked, I remained silent, listening. My chaperone’s name was Eleni, and she barely paused for a breath between her words. Apparently, I had fallen on my feet in working with her on the fleshing beam for my first day, for it was her favorite task. Her least favorites were the pits, of which there were two—one for soaking the goatskins that had just arrived, the other for tanning them. This was where the urine was required. Both pits reeked, although according to Eleni, I would quickly learn to identify the nuances in the malodors from the specific way my clothes smelled at the end of each day.
When we arrived at the compound, the white clouds were illuminated from the sun beneath them and gilded with the most delicate coral hue. I paused to watch for just a moment longer before stepping through the great gates into the tannery and facing whatever fate the gods had laid out for me.



Chapter Eleven
The work should have been abhorrent. Slicing remnants of flesh and sinew from animal skins was very different from the tapestry weaving my parents had desired that I master. But Eleni had been correct in assuming that Phile would provide me with a knife adequate for the task. It was not, as I expected, some blunted blade that would struggle to cut through a ripe peach but newly sharpened, with a glimmering edge that sliced through meat as though it were fresh butter. Still, I was slow, and Eleni was already on her fourth skin by the time I finished my first. It was a testament to her nature that not once did she make me feel inadequate or inept. Instead, she offered only optimism and good-humored conversation.
“You have five brothers?” she asked when I told her of my childhood. “The gods have blessed your parents greatly. Thalia has four brothers but six sisters too. I am one of eight girls. My poor father. He would have had a dowry good enough for one of us but not eight. That is why I was married to Lycurgus.” She shrugged. “He would love for me to give him a son, and I am certain I will provide one soon enough.”
She cast her gaze over to the other side of the courtyard. Instinctively, I followed. Much of the area was covered in canopies, with an indoor area reserved for the spinners and the women who worked with the greasy wool. Perhaps, I thought, an opportunity would arise to move there from the tanning pits, though I suspected I was not alone in my desire.
Eleni’s attention was held by a small section of the courtyard where three women minded two dozen children, some babies, others old enough to be picking fights with one another. If I had birthed a child back in Prousa, we would have had servants to take care of them. Yet here, the children came to work with their mothers, almost, it appeared, from birth.
“How long have you been here? Working for Phile?” I asked, breaking Eleni’s daydream. “Do you know her well?”
“Not as well as many. I have been here for over a year now. She is a good woman.”
Across the bench, an elderly woman placed her knife down with a thud.
“Phile is not merely good,” the woman said. “She is a goddess in human form, sent as a gift to us all.”
These were strong words. I was unsure how to respond, given how the immortals could react to such comparisons, yet Eleni remained perfectly at ease.
“Dolos has been here longer than anyone else,” Eleni said, reminding me of the woman’s name. “She knows Phile well. Hirtus too.”
“Phile keeps us safe in life and death,” Dolos continued. “She has paid the passage to the underworld for every woman who has passed away in the village, has put aside greed for us, and offered us a safe haven. She does more for us than any person I have ever met.”
“But why?” I did not mean the question facetiously; it was genuine curiosity. I could not believe one who ran such a large business as the tannery could be truly altruistic. The women here stirred Phile’s pits, spun her wool, and hung her goatskins out to dry. They earned her a livelihood. Was this the standard way people respected their employer? Besides, how many women could have passed to the underworld in such a small village? Before I could ask, Eleni was talking again.
“You will love the feast days. Phile gives us extra for the offerings so that we do not need to go without, and Hirtus brings wild game so that our offerings to the gods are bountiful.”
“And your husbands, do they join you?” I struggled to believe Morsimus would ever think himself low enough to mingle with tanning-house women, even if his wife was one.
“Yes, of course. All are welcome.”
As I listened to Eleni, I wondered if her constant optimism was a sign of innocence or ignorance or perhaps even stupidity. In time, I learned it was none of those. It was a gift from the gods.
Soon enough that day, Helios’s bold beams struck the earth with such force that sweat poured down my skin. The heat was different here. There was no distant sea breeze to whip up a cold flurry, no wind or rain to abate the stifling oppression. Never could I recall being so sweat-covered, and as midday approached, I feared I would faint or else be unable to work thanks to the cramps forming in my hands. Then, at almost the same moment, a bell rang out. All across the courtyard, women dropped their tools, moving to wash their hands or gather up the children.
Eleni wiped the sweat from her brow with her bloodstained arm, leaving a smear of red across her forehead. “Are you coming to join us at the river?” she said.
“The river. You’re taking a break for food?” I asked.
My stomach was growling fiercely. I could not recall the last time I had spent so many hours on my feet without either rest or sustenance. But Eleni was staring at me.
“We end now for the day. Phile believes we work better if we are well rested and have time for our families. While it is warm, we bathe and eat fruit, then we head back to her house to collect our wages. If Hirtus has hunted well, there may be other food too. Occasionally, he even brings his bow and arrow for us to practice with. Will you join us, please?”
While Eleni’s enthusiasm was infectious, I hesitated before replying.
Even before my own abuse began, I had seen women in similar states, shadows of fingerprints darkening the skin around their arms and necks. More importantly, I had seen how the other women viewed them. Their voices would fall to hushed whispers, their gazes darting between one another to confirm they had all seen the same telltale marks. Later, once the woman left, she would inevitably become the center of the gossip. I had no intention of becoming that person; I was ready to decline the offer.
I still cannot tell you what exactly changed my mind. Perhaps it was something Phile had said the night before, about the unsavoriness of so many of the husbands here, or the realization that beyond his roughness the night before, Morsimus had not struck me since we’d arrived. Any bruises I still had would have yellowed by now, and if asked, I could pass them off as an accident from my travels. I would be unlikely to get that same chance again.
“Yes, I will come,” I said.
The words had barely left my lips when Eleni’s arms swept around me, a wide grin on her face.
“I knew you would. Come, it is time for you to meet the others.”
Her grin was almost wide enough to make my lips twitch, and I was about to respond when I turned around and saw another woman standing there.
My heart squeezed tight in my chest. The woman from the river was there. The woman from the horses.



Chapter Twelve
I stood transfixed and mumbled some vague and incomprehensible syllables, gesturing toward the fleshing bench as if I had left something there. Eleni carried on walking toward the gate while I remained rooted to the spot. The woman from the horses ambled over to where the children were playing. That was when I saw the girl with the long black hair.
She was one of those who had been minding the babies and whom I had mistaken earlier for a grown woman. The pair greeted each other with words I could not hear before turning to the gate and walking toward me.
It was strange how nervous I was. How my mind twisted and turned as I tried to think of something to say that did not sound foolish. When they reached me, the pair were still deep in conversation, though I cut in with no regard for manners.
“I saw you. I saw you with the horses.”
As the mother and daughter stopped, a flood of heat flashed red in my cheeks.
“You are Otrera, are you not?”
Once again, there was no need for me to introduce myself. It seemed like every woman there already knew who I was.
With a lump thick in my throat, I nodded my head, but before I could respond, the daughter tugged on her mother’s arm.
“Mother, can we go now? I know where they will be. And you promised.”
“I promised we would go after I had been to the river. And we will. It is hours until sunset. If you keep pestering me, we shall not go at all.”
The girl’s bottom lip protruded as she let out a huff of annoyance, though her mother appeared entirely impassive to the display.
“Go, run ahead. Let me talk to Otrera. Quickly, please.”
Sensing she would not win the argument, the girl picked up her feet and sped away toward the other children at the front of the group.
“She is fast,” I said, watching her run away.
“That she is. My Aina. She has been that way since she was a child. Never learned to crawl on her hands and knees. No, she ran from the first day she realized she had feet.”
The woman’s gaze lingered on her daughter a moment longer before she turned back to me.
“I am Iphinone. I assume your day here went well. Phile always grants women a gentle start.”
“So I heard. Though the calluses on my hands will struggle to believe that today was gentle.”
Iphinone laughed, a quiet chuckle that rolled around within her chest.
“Your skin will harden soon enough,” she said.
This was the same thing Eleni had told me, and I had no reason to doubt them. How different it was from Prousa, where women were favored for their smooth skin and soft hands. Now, it was hardness that would benefit me. I pondered the thought for only a moment longer.
“It was you I saw, was it not?” I repeated. “With the horses at the river? I have never seen anything like that before. They are wild, are they not?”
Iphinone’s smile stayed fixed in place, though the small roll of her eyes indicated this was not the first time she had been asked this question. The embarrassment that had only just left my cheeks returned.
“I am sorry,” I said. “I do not wish to pry.”
“You aren’t prying. Really.”
“They seem to know you well. The horses. Were you born here in Ninniya?”
Again came that light chuckle.
“No, no, I came from closer to the Black Sea. A place called Comana. Do you know it?”
I shook my head. “I am not well traveled, I’m afraid.”
“Few of us are.”
I nodded again. The conversation was pleasant, but there were things I wished to know.
“So the horses…”
Again, Iphinone smiled, though there was no rolling of her eyes this time.
“Our relationship is all down to Aina. Come, let us walk to the river. Then I can answer any questions you may have.”
My body felt light with anticipation as we fell into a rhythm, walking side by side.
Iphinone’s gaze remained mostly forward as she spoke, though now and then, she would turn to me and offer a smile, perhaps to ensure I was still listening or perhaps to show she did not mind me pestering her.
“My husband was a goatherd when I met him, but a bad fall made it impossible for him to work. He could hardly follow his flock over rocky terrain when he struggled to walk on a flat path. That was only a couple of years after Aina was born. My son is a few years older. He is a good boy. Ereas. He is with the flocks now.”
“The flocks?”
“Phile’s. She has the young men work for her as goatherds. You will meet them all when they return here in the winter.”
“And your husband?” I asked.
Her eyes flickered momentarily as tension drew across her brow, and I knew then that her tale was not an easy one. I waited, giving her the chance to redirect my question. But after a pause, she spoke again. “When Aina was four, her father fell into a deep pit of darkness. He was a good man, right to the end. But this was a pit from which he could not escape. Even for us.”
Regardless of how little I knew Iphinone, the words caused a deep pang of sadness within me.
“You are widowed?”
“I am. I goatherded for a while, but I was young, and with two small children, I could barely keep my eyes on them, let alone dozens of goats. Not that Ereas has ever been a problem. It was Aina, really. The moment I put her on the ground, she would run away from me, usually toward a large animal or a precarious drop. I had already lost one love and did not think I could survive losing a second. Then I heard of this place, where I could work, my daughter would be safe and cared for, and I would not need a husband. During the journey here, I was half convinced I would find myself in a trap, maybe taken by slave traders. Many times, I considered turning back, but I did not. I will be eternally grateful to the gods for that, for I know in my heart that they guided me here.”
My admiration for this woman was growing stronger with every word, and I appreciated her candor, although we had not reached the part of the tale I yearned to hear.
“Aina was young, but she struggled to adjust to her new life,” Iphinone continued. “She would take off at every opportunity. If we were in the compound, she would not get far, but it was on a trip to the river that she escaped me.” Iphinone shuddered at the memory. “She had been within my sight, and I recall thinking how grateful I was that the other children were playing with her. Then someone asked me a question, and when I turned back, Aina was gone.”
I might have not birthed a child at that point in my life, but I could still imagine that fear, the stomach-wrenching, heart-plummeting dread Iphinone must have felt.
“What did you do?” I asked.
“We split up and searched for her. I was with the group who found her, kneeling on the grass under a herd of horses. Beneath the belly of one, in fact.”
My jaw dropped. “What did you do?” I asked again.
“I wanted to grab her away, but Glykeria held me back. She told me to watch Aina and the horses, and I realized Aina was laughing. As I watched, this great mare, a beautiful creature with a mane of ash, nibbled at the top of my daughter’s hair. And each time she did it, my Aina laughed, with the kind of laughter I hadn’t heard from her for so long. The horses moved around her carefully, never putting her at risk. I stepped toward them with my hands out, and they parted, as if they knew why I was there.”
“What happened then?” I said, wanting to know more. Aina was at least eleven years old, so years had passed since this encounter.
Iphinone smiled. “I tried to pick her up, but she caused such a fuss, stamping her feet and screaming so loudly that she upset the herd. I promised her we would return the next afternoon. The only way I could get her to leave each time was by promising to return the next day. That is why she rushes me, because she knows the horses will be waiting for us.”
“And you have built a relationship with them too? I saw you together.”
Iphinone nodded. “Yes, they know me well now. I have their trust, but I believe they would give it to anyone who wishes them no harm. Their bond with Aina is different though.”
“I would like to see them again—with you, if you would not mind?” I asked, intrigued.
“You are welcome to join us whenever you wish.”
My impulse was to reply that I would go that very afternoon, for I was certainly desperate to see this relationship up close. But Melitta had been at home with Morsimus all day and would be eager to hear my news. Besides, I still needed to collect my wages.
“I would like that very much,” I said truthfully. “Thank you. Thank you.”



Chapter Thirteen
Eleni was waiting for me, and as my conversation with Iphinone drew to a natural close, I quickened my pace to join her.
On the remainder of the journey to the river, I learned the names of several more women, some similar in age to myself. Damaris was a petite young woman who stuck closely to Eleni, though the pair could not have been more different. She did not speak to me or any of the other women that I saw, and I wondered if perhaps she was mute. Thalassa was younger still, with dark hair and bright blue eyes, and though she spoke to me, it was with thinly veiled caution. The only other woman with whom I spoke at any length was Althea, who was taller than everyone else and wore gold hoops in her ears.
At the river, the women gathered under a large copse of poplars. The thin trees offered little shade by themselves, but clustered together as they were, they provided a small sanctuary from the sun.
“The water is perfect this time of year.” Eleni continued to speak even as she untied the knots in her belt. “Sometimes in the summer, I wish it were cooler. It is so hard to escape the warmth then. Was it the same where you come from?”
I parted my lips, ready to reply, only for my words to become stuck in my throat. Swiftly, I averted my gaze, only to face the same sight again and again. My pulse pounded. Every woman stripped, one by one, revealing two dozen bodies as varied as the sea is from the mountains. But all were bound by one common feature. Injuries.
Some of the women were like me, with bruises yellowed and healing, but for others, the tender flesh was still broken and seeping. And these were not small wounds either. Althea’s collarbone was not straight but jutted out at a strange angle. And it quickly became apparent why Damaris would not speak, for a bandage was wrapped around her middle, and a deep red stain oozed through the fabric on her side. Eleni’s back and shoulders were spattered with purple as if ripe grapes had been crushed against her skin, while more than one woman wore the puckered pink scars of a burn.
I struggled to form thoughts when Eleni dipped her head as if in reverence.
“I assume your first day went without incident?”
I turned around, stunned to see Phile behind me.
She smiled, though her eyes moved past me to my companion. “Eleni, thank you for taking care of Otrera. If you do not mind, I would like to have a word with her alone.”
“Of course.” Eleni offered Phile a relaxed smile before turning to me. “I will see you in the water soon?”
It is strange now to consider the nerves I felt back then. I was far from alone, with the rest of the women jumping into the water, splashing and laughing as they washed away the dirt from the day. Yet I felt so detached from them all.
“You have all your fingers. That is a positive sign,” Phile said. This was clearly her attempt at humor, though I could not reciprocate.
“These women, all of them…” I could not finish my words.
“All of them require employment.” It was a statement. Factual. No room for ambiguity.
“Their husbands? They are all still in the village?”
“Mostly yes. Those who live. Some already drank themselves to an early grave. Others picked fights that were to be their last. Althea is one of the widows.”
“They survive without husbands?” I said it to myself more than Phile, yet she answered.
“The husbands here do nothing but drink away the money their wives earn. There is not a good soul among them, but gods be blessed, you have come to this place. You will be taken care of. You will survive. In other places, women are not so lucky.”
I turned my attention back to the river, where several women were aiding Damaris, who stood waist-deep in the water. I needed more answers from Phile, more understanding of what I was signing my life away to. Not that there was much of a life to sign.
“The men here, do they have roles?” I asked. “Goatherding? Preparing wine? Building houses?”
“The sons are goatherds. They earn coin, and I do not believe it hurts to keep them away from their fathers’ influence. The only vines belong to the tavern, the owner of which is as despicable as the rest. The men sometimes work at crushing grapes in return for wine as payment. There are those who will stretch themselves as far as to collect wood in the winter and fix the occasional piece of furniture, but for the homes, I consider myself skilled with a lathe and a plane. Perhaps that is a task that would interest you in the future?”
A task in the future. And the word future, used without the mention of a husband.
“I have a servant,” I said, feeling the need to raise the issue of Melitta. “She is an old woman and was not worth my husband selling her. She has been good to me. Is there is a place for her among these women? She is strong for her age, but perhaps you have a less demanding role? She is a most gifted seamstress.”
Phile’s expression was unreadable. Sympathetic, perhaps. “Let her remain as your servant,” she said. “You will earn enough to cover her keep, and perhaps we will be able to throw extra work her way too.”
I had been offered a miracle. The gods had seen and heard my pleas, yet before I could offer my gratitude, Phile had more to say.
“After you have bathed, come to the house. I will give you your wages. We still have much more to discuss.”



Chapter Fourteen
We traveled as a group back to the tannery, Phile at the center with Eleni once again by my side. As on the walk that morning, Eleni spoke incessantly until the moment the gates to the courtyard came into view. Then she fell silent, and her skin turned ashen gray.
Following her gaze, I noticed two women I had not seen before. One was at least a decade older than myself. The other’s age was impossible to tell, for she clutched at her stomach and hunched so far forward her face was obscured.
Phile hurried toward them, breaking into a sprint. Never had I seen an older woman run in such a manner, and the moment she reached the pair, she scooped the hunched one into her arms.
“That is Chrysothea,” Eleni whispered into my ear. “Her husband used to beat her daily, but he stopped when they discovered she was with child. I hope the baby is safe, that she has not lost another one.”
“Another one?” Sickness swelled within me. The woman had been given a child, only for her husband to take it away. Where were the gods in these moments? Where was Eileithyia, the goddess of expectant mothers?
Another woman joined Phile and took Chrysothea from her, and together, the four women disappeared into the house.
“What do we do now?” I asked.
Eleni offered a small shrug, her face creased with worry.
“Thalia will help her. She is skilled at such tasks. If you do not need your wages today, you should head home. If you do, we can wait in the courtyard.”
I was not keen to spend any extra time in the tannery, but I could not return home without my coins. Not without risking Morsimus’s wrath. So I headed through the courtyard and into the cold, dark room where the raw wool was cleaned and spun. The scent of lanolin permeated the air, as thick as the threads it was spun into. For a while, I remained there alone. Eleni had gone home, and the other women had formed clusters, no doubt discussing the current situation.
Althea and Iphinone were talking together, and I hoped to integrate myself into the conversation, only I had barely plucked up the courage to approach them when Phile reappeared in the doorway.
“Otrera, come with me.”
My pulse drummed and nervousness filled my veins as I followed Phile out of the compound and into the walled garden that led to her home. Phile moved quickly, and I had to quicken my step to keep up. When we finally entered a room, she took a seat behind a wooden desk, a reed pen and inkwell sitting on her right and a purse filled with coins on her left.
“You must decide how much you wish to leave with me. To keep hold of so that it cannot be taken from you.”
I barely heard her.
“The baby?” I said instead. “Did she lose the baby?”
I did not need to hear an answer, for Phile’s face said it all. The darkness shrouded her, enveloping the room in an unnatural chill and anchoring my grief within me.
“She will recover,” Phile said, breaking the silence. “The gods have been merciful in that.”
“But the baby?”
“The baby is lost.”
I covered my mouth. My soul ached for Chrysothea, this woman I did not know, and for her unborn child.
“It is not the first time we have encountered such a thing in this village, and I doubt it will be the last.” Phile spoke with detachment. “We harden ourselves to it, because that is all we can do. There will always be something here to break you if you let it, Otrera, so refuse to let it. Now tell me, have you decided about your wages? Do you wish to take everything or leave some with me for safekeeping?”
I knew I could not deflect again, but I was unsure of my answer. I did not know this woman. It would have been wise to take every coin she offered and leave nothing to chance. After all, I could have found my own hiding places to keep a little away from Morsimus. So far, he had barely ventured from his chamber to the courtyard, so it seemed unlikely that he would be struck with the sudden urge to move furniture. But when I stood at her desk, my certainty flickered.
It was the ledger on which she wrote the women’s wages that made me second-guess my decision. Rather than parchment, she used a soft, yellow-tinged sheet of vellum. I had seen such a material before, created from the skin of young goats. It seemed fitting that she, as owner of a tannery, would have access to such things, but the expense was significant. I could not imagine vellum being used for a task so menial as recording women’s wages, yet there it was.
My eyes moved from the coins to the ledger to Phile before I finally spoke.
“Why do you do this? What do you gain?” I asked. “You could earn twice as much money—three times, I suspect—if you bought slaves to do the work. You could move to any part of Hellas, to Attica or Thrace. You could marry Hirtus. Why this? Why here? Why bring these injured and broken women into your home? What do you gain?”
I spoke bluntly, perhaps more bluntly than I ever had, and to a woman who held my life in her hands. But I needed an answer. I wanted to know whether I was as safe under her as the other women claimed to be. But rather than replying, Phile inhaled deeply, pressed her lips together, and gestured to the chair in front of her.
“Take a seat.”
I hesitated. Women like me did not sit at desks. We sat at looms or couches or on blankets on the ground.
“Otrera?”
The old woman’s eyes were trained on the seat before me. Realizing she was waiting, I did as expected and took my place.
As I sat, she moved the ledger aside.
“Otrera,” she said. “Tell me, what are your fears?”
Unexplained anger rippled within me as I sat at this stranger’s desk. She had been my employer for barely one day, yet there she was asking me to divulge my most intimate secrets. To use them against me, no doubt.
“My fears?” I repeated.
“Yes. Don’t worry. I will tell you mine, but I think it would help you understand my choices if we can share this with each other.”
I hesitated. My coins still remained in the purse by her side, so it seemed necessary to answer, though it took some effort.
“I used to fear that I would not see my parents again,” I told her, speaking like the child I did not realize I still was. “But that has come to pass. I cannot imagine a future where I will see them again. Now? Now, I fear that I will never have a child.”
“For your husband?”
“No, for me.” Morsimus’s desires were nothing to me now. “I fear I will never feel the heartbeat of another inside me. That I will never know that pure love.” Words spilled from my tongue, and I found myself unable to stop them. “I fear that one day Morsimus will not show restraint and that I will end up dead at his hand. Or that he will make good on his promise and sell me to a whorehouse. Then, if he sells me and I do birth a child, it will be in such a place, and their future…”
I could not continue, for the tears were clogging my throat, constricting the air, and cracking my voice.
Phile nodded, a signal that I could stop.
“Your fears are just indeed. And I promise I will do all I can to ensure they never come to pass. But you will only believe that if you understand my great fear. That which terrifies me more than anything else. The Asphodel Fields.”
“The Asphodel Fields?” I frowned, not sure I understood. “You fear death? The underworld?” That seemed the most likely interpretation, but Phile shook her head.
“No. Not death. The Asphodel Fields. You understand what those are, do you not?”
“Of course,” I said. “They are where mortals roam in the underworld as wraiths. Full of the asphodel flowers for us to feed upon.”
“Yes and no,” Phile responded. “They are where most mortals will reside in the underworld. Those who have committed the most atrocious deeds will end up in the depths of Tartarus. The mortals destined for such a place are the most vile of all the sinners, the most wretched of souls. They are bound to endless sorrow, doomed to an eternity of suffering and agony, fitting for their mortal crimes. When I was young, I feared Tartarus, that I would be one of the wretched, destined to suffer. But as I grew older, my concern lessened. I am not a murderer, nor one who takes advantage of the weak or innocent. I will not be sent to Tartarus. But the Asphodel Fields…those certainly seemed possible.”
“The Asphodel Fields are in all our futures, are they not?” I asked, confused. “Unless we are heroes. Only they get to Elysium.”
Phile pointed her finger at me, her eyes wide.
“Exactly! Only heroes gain entrance to those blissful meadows, a place more beautiful than even Olympus. They taste all the sweetness of the earth, while the only food the wraiths may eat is a single white flower. It is the only sight they will ever see.”
I knew all this. Yet why Phile spoke with such bitterness remained a mystery.
A gentle smile formed on her lips, softening her anger. “An eternity of half existence as a wraith is not enough for me. My time with Hirtus has shown me what joy is. He has shown me what it is to truly feel. I wish to experience laughter and love beyond the boundaries of life, and such a gift would only be granted to me in Elysium.”
I frowned. Was the old woman mad? It certainly appeared that way. “But you are not a hero?” I said slowly, unsure of how she would react.
“Am I not?” Phile leaned back in her chair and pressed her index fingers together. “What does a hero do, Otrera? They battle monsters. Protect innocents. I realized before I was wed that I was not Atalanta. I would never gallop on horseback or slay malevolent centaurs with my bow. But I could protect the innocent. When I moved here, I knew at last what I was meant to do. I fight the monsters that infest women’s homes. I offer safety, heal the injured, and provide courage and hope to those who would otherwise have none. And maybe, maybe if I do that enough, the gods will look down on Hirtus and I, recognize our deeds, and allow us to be together forever in Elysium. Do you understand?”
As her eyes bored into mine, I saw the truth in her words. What must it be like, I wondered, to love so deeply that you wished to spend all eternity with another? So deeply that one lifetime, however blissful, was not enough? I could not imagine ever feeling such a way. Still, my heart burned with a new admiration for this strong, honorable woman.
I dipped my chin, first to answer yes and then to gesture to the ledger at her side.
“I will leave a third of my earnings with you,” I said.



Chapter Fifteen
I quickly fell into a rhythm with work, joining the women in the morning, then eating with them by the river before fetching my wages and heading home. Some days after bathing, we would not head straight back to collect our wages. Mostly, we lay beneath the shade of the poplar trees, talking, listening, or simply staring at the feathery clouds as they hung in the sky above us. Occasionally, we headed to the fields beyond the village to lay snares for rabbits. It was a simple life, but within two moons, I was more at ease there than I had ever been. Still, I had yet to bond with everyone.
Damaris struggled to look me in the eye, and I suspected she only tolerated my presence because of Eleni, who was desperate to sweep us all into one great family. Thalassa spoke incessantly of her wonderful and kind husband, Xanthus, despite the bruises that constantly patterned her skin, while Glykeria—who held no formal role—was quick to boss others around and point out errors in their tasks.
There was one with whom I quickly formed a friendship, however. Althea.
She was pragmatic to the point of bluntness, with a dark and dry humor that left the older women scowling and the younger women with tears in their eyes. Though she did not extend her smiles freely, when she did, they could light an entire room. Never once did I hear her complain about the work, and she was always the first to aid others who were struggling.
Yet with all my newfound friendships and freedom, there was still something I longed for. I wished to see the horses again.
It was on the day of Cybele that Iphinone finally suggested I join her and Aina. Melitta was keen to offer her libations to the mother goddess, and out of respect for my own mother, I too wished to make an offering to the deity. But not until I had seen Aina with the herd again.
“They will be south of the river.” Aina walked in front of us, visibly irritated by our slower pace. I had extended the invitation to Althea, who strolled with Iphinone and me, all of us lethargic from the heat. “The fruit is falling from the trees there now, so they will go there late morning to feed. We must hurry. It’s so much harder to find them if they go off into the forest.”
“Does she always know where the horses are?” I asked Iphinone.
“They follow a pattern through the seasons. Aina had it memorized by our third year here. She is rarely wrong,” Iphinone replied, “and is most upset at times when she is. I think sometimes she wishes she were a horse.”
Though she spoke with a tone of weathered frustration, I could hear the pride in Iphinone’s voice. Her daughter’s skill had little use in a life such as ours, but it brought her joy, and that was a rare thing. As I watched Aina skipping up ahead, her unbridled glee gleaming out into the world around her, I felt a sudden flash of jealousy. I could not recall anything I had ever loved with such passion as Aina loved these horses.
“Do you join them like this often?” I turned my attention to Althea. Her strides were so long that her pace was almost languid.
“I have been before, but I should come more often.”
“What about other women? Other children? Do none of them join you?”
“The children would be glad to come,” Iphinone said. “But their parents are understandably fearful. Most have come once, seen the size of the beasts, and decided not to return.”
The walk was long, but the time went swiftly as we talked. Just as Aina had said, the herd came into view on the south side of the river. The child raced toward them, calling out their names. I too wished to run, to see the magnificent animals up close once again, but the women were talking and laughing, and I did not want them to think me childish, even though I was closer in age to Aina than her mother.
By the time we reached them, Aina stood in the center of the herd with the same chestnut mare from before nuzzling at her thigh. I assumed the animal hoped to find some food hidden in the folds of Aina’s chiton, although as the child wove her way back to us, I was proved wrong.
“May I, mother? Please, she wants me to. Look!”
The chestnut mare was peering intently at us as if she understood Aina’s words and was waiting to hear the outcome. At this point, I was unsure what Aina was requesting, but Iphinone knew exactly what her child wanted.
“You cannot do it there. She is in the middle of the herd,” Iphinone said.
“She will follow me out. Look.” Aina turned to face the horse and made a noise by smacking her tongue against the top of her teeth. The mare’s ears pricked up. “Myrina! Come, Myrina!”
Belonging to me. That was what the name meant. Only a child, I thought, could be so presumptuous to name a wild beast such a thing. A child or perhaps a man.
“She has named them?” My voice was close to a whisper, my eyes fixed on the mare, though Iphinone heard.
“All of them. Every one.”
“And do they know their names?”
“This one does.”
It was beyond refute, as the chestnut mare wove a path to us, almost identical to the one Aina had taken. It was as if she were a street dog, following someone for scraps of meat. Rather than watching with amazement, as I was doing, Iphinone let out a deep sigh of resignation. Aina’s smile widened.
“You stay close,” Iphinone said firmly.
Aina’s grin was now so wide that my heart drummed with anticipation. Still, I did not fully understand what I was about to observe. Not until Aina reached up, grabbed a fistful of the horse’s mane, and pulled herself up onto the mare’s back. I let out a gasp of surprise and fear.
“The horse allows her to sit on it?”
I had seen horses hitched to chariots that would race around in circles and mules laden with bags of flour, and occasionally small children perched on top of the oldest, most gentle beasts. But never had I seen this—a girl sitting atop a wild animal nearly twice her height. And yet this surprise was nothing compared to when Aina squeezed her thighs around the animal and it took off, racing through the grass away from us as if they were one.
A rider. This girl was a rider.



Chapter Sixteen
I was torn. I wanted to look away, certain that at any second, disaster would strike and Aina would be thrown to the ground, never to stand again. Yet at the same time, her mother watched, allowing her to continue, albeit with creases of concern shadowing her face.
“Is it safe?” I asked as Aina reached an area where the trees thickened and I dragged my eyes away.
Iphinone shrugged. “She has broken countless bones. But it is safer if it happens like this, while I watch her, than if I refused to allow it. She would only sneak down here on her own if I attempted such a thing and probably try to run away with that horse of hers.”
It was her horse. Not in the manner chariot riders possessed horses, though, or the way we had possessed the mules before Morsimus had sold them for drink. Aina owned the horse, and the horse owned her. I could see it now. That togetherness. Myrina. Belonging to me.
I stood there and watched, mesmerized. The wind strengthened, billowing my robe, but I did not care. Only when a new thought entered my mind did I speak again.
“Are there other horses she can ride?” I asked.
“She has made one or two attempts. Some went more favorably than others, but it is Myrina who enjoys it the most. It would not surprise me if, one day, when I cannot bring Aina, the horse shows up at our door.”
“Their bond is that strong?”
“It is.”
I watched the way Aina controlled the animal’s movements with the pressure of her legs, altering its speed and lengthening its stride with a squeeze of her thighs. A new thought occurred to me.
“Can you do the same?”
Iphinone let out a deep chuckle. “I am not inclined to try.”
“What about your son? Ereas? Has he ridden?”
“He has not. He is certain his sister suffers from insanity.”
Insanity? Perhaps. But it was a marvel. A phenomenon. A gift I had not known existed, and I could not let the idea rest.
“Do you think that you could?” I pressed. “You say you have not tried, but if the desire struck you, do you think you could ride in the manner she does?”
Iphinone moved as if to laugh, only to stop and study my face more closely.
“I will not say I have not considered it. The joy Aina experiences would be enough to make even the harshest critic consider an attempt. And there is one horse who I believe might trust me enough to allow it: the young stallion you see there, with the deep bay coat. But for now, he is too young and spirited.”
“But you could work to form a bond with another, could you not?”
“Perhaps.”
I had fallen into a world of dreams, where women rode horses and galloped across the land as though they were as free as Hermes with his winged sandals. These were the tales the rhapsodes told, stories etched in song for all eternity, and I longed to be a part of them. I turned to Althea, who was listening silently.
“What about you? Would you try such a thing?” I asked her.
Althea chewed on the inside of her cheek.
“I am not one to shy away from adventure,” she said. “And the way Aina looks in these moments… Perhaps I would try someday.”
I could feel it rising from her, the same energy that was building within me. As we walked, I had been envious of Aina’s passion, but my envy was transforming into something more invigorating.
“And what about this bond they talk of? You have been here before. Do you feel bonded to any of the horses?”
Althea’s laugh was strong and long. “I have not been close enough to any of them to form such a thing, but there is one who I always feel is watching me. The dappled gray mare. The one with a foal.”
It took me a moment to locate the horse to which Althea referred, and when I found her, it was with a sense of surprise. She was far from the giant beast that I imagined Althea being drawn to. If anything, she was rather plain, unlike the herd’s stallion, who held his head up high in the center of them all and had been watching us intently since the moment we arrived.
“What about him?” I gestured toward the stallion. “Is he one that Aina would ride?”
“Erebus?”
Darkness. Named by a child yet it fit him so completely, for not a glimmer of light reflected from his jet-black coat. His attention had barely moved from our group, but only then did I feel the intensity of his gaze.
“She would never admit it, but I believe Aina is a little scared of Erebus,” Iphinone said. “It is his herd after all. Thankfully, she has the sense to show him the deference he deserves.”
“So she does not ride him?”
“She does not.”
This should have been a warning, but in that moment, I felt as if Aina had not taken Erebus as her own, not because she could not but because he was waiting for me. I dared not say such a thing aloud, for it would sound delusional, so instead I asked another question.
“How is it best to approach them? Slowly, I assume?”
“Slowly and with your hands raised. At least that is what Aina has always done.”
It was not the advice of a child but of one with years of experience, and I knew I would be a fool not to take it. “I am going to try. I am going to approach Erebus.”
The pair simultaneously raised their eyebrows but said nothing. I do not think I would have changed my mind even if they had. My pulse racing, I took those first steps toward the herd.
“I am not here to harm you. To harm any of you.” I spoke as I walked, mainly to block out the drumming of my heart. Several on the outside of the herd eyed me curiously before backing away, though not far. Soon I was there, moving among the animals as if I were one of them, but my gaze was fixed only on him.
“Erebus. Erebus.” My voice came out as if it were part of the wind, a gentle breeze that fluttered through the leaves to reach his ear. “You hear me, Erebus. I am not here to hurt you. It is you and I, Erebus. Only us.” My heart was so far up my throat that I could barely swallow. I did not fear that he would hurt me. No, my fear was that he would reject me.
Each step took me closer until I found myself at a distance from where, if I stretched out my arm, my fingertips would brush his coat. But that was not what I wanted. I had no desire for some tentative blink of a moment. I wished to place my palms flat against the muscles of his neck and feel his heat run into me. I wished for him to feel my pulse and for us to be bonded, heartbeat against heartbeat. So I took a step farther. His head snapped toward me, his nostrils flared.
“You can trust me, Erebus. You can trust me. I would never hurt you. Or your herd. I see the way you protect them. They are your children. They are lucky to have you watching over them.” I could not say where the words came from, but they were a stream that did not stop, and I swore he understood. In turn, I took note of every small movement, from the swish of his tail—sometimes to bat away the flies but sometimes to give a warning—to the way his ears rotated, leaning forward only to swivel back if I took a step too fast or raised my voice a fraction too loud. I stepped again and closed my eyes, drawing in a deep breath. Shutting out the world around me, I lifted my hand and placed it on his neck.
That second was everything I hoped it would be. The exchange of touch. Of warmth. Of trust.
“She’s doing it! She is with Erebus!”
Aina’s shrill was all it took for the moment to break. Erebus’s ears snapped against his head, and I stepped back, not looking where I was going. I stumbled and shrieked, and the great black animal gnashed its teeth. He caught my shoulder, and a spray of blood flared up into the air.



Chapter Seventeen
Despite the wound, which was not as deep as the blood had initially led me to believe, the joy of that moment stayed with me for days afterward. And when I returned home, I gave the greatest offering I could spare to Cybele, thanking her for the gift of nature. The bruise from Erebus’s bite was twice the size of any Morsimus had ever given me, yet this one I did not cover while I worked. I wore it as a badge of pride, a visible sign of my accomplishment. And though I earned myself a reputation for recklessness, from that day on, Aina would not leave my side.
By the next morning, however, I had genuine worries. I knew something was amiss the moment I reached the road that led to Phile’s. The same cluster of women met at the corner each morning, waiting until we were all gathered to leave for the tannery. Some days, I would be among the first to arrive, but no matter when I walked onto that dusty road, Eleni was always there before me. Only that day, she was not.
“Perhaps she’s sick,” Thalassa suggested. “Perhaps one of us should go see.”
None of us offered. None of us wished to trespass on a man’s home, no matter how well we knew the woman who lived within. We waited until the sun was up and we could wait no longer. We decided to head to the tannery, tell Phile, and hope she would send one of the elderly men who worked in her home to inquire after Eleni. Yet as we readied ourselves to leave, a silhouette appeared behind us.
“She is limping,” someone said.
Limping seemed too weak a term for what Eleni was doing. Her back leg dragged behind her as she struggled, resting her weight on the walls where possible, gritting her teeth in pain when it was not. Damaris and I rushed to her aid. When we reached her, we covered our mouths in shock. Eleni’s eyes were bloodshot and her skin was ashen, though mostly it was obscured by blooming bruises and dried blood.
“I did not expect you to wait.” Her voice was watery, strained, the timbre of one who had spent several hours crying. Or screaming. “You should have gone on ahead. I could never forgive myself if Phile docks your wages because of me.”
“Phile has never docked a wage in her life.” Althea confirmed what I already suspected as she placed a hand on Eleni’s shoulder. “Come. We will go to Phile. You cannot work like this.”
“I would prefer to be with you,” Eleni replied.
It was two of the older women who helped guide her, shooing the rest of us away when we tried to help. When we reached the gates of the compound, Phile was there, waiting.
“Come, child. You are not to work today.”
Tears broke in Eleni’s voice. “I will be fine. Please, let me work. Let me earn my wages. Let me work.”
“This is not a punishment, my daughter. You will be paid. You can rest. Please.”
Sobbing, Eleni nodded. Wordlessly, Phile swept her up in her arms. When she had taken several steps toward her house, she turned back and looked at us.
“She will be fine. The rest of you get to work. The skins will not tan themselves.”
It was later, standing with Althea at a soaking pit, that I learned more of Eleni’s situation.
“She is his second wife. The first one died of a wandering womb. That is what Eleni told us anyway, though few believe it.”
Wandering womb. The general term given to any affliction suffered by a woman that could not be seen by a physician. Any illness that might cause a woman to weep from an invisible pain. Any act of defiance against a husband or spoken desire to better oneself. Any emotion that a man did not consider fitting. All were blamed on this “hysteria.”
“You believe he beat her to death?” I asked, lowering my voice.
“That or she chose an eternity with Hades over another day with that tyrant.”
I could not respond. I despised Morsimus and being his wife, but I had never considered such an act. My heart ached as I tried to imagine how alone one would have to feel to believe there was no other choice.
“I was told you are a widow?” I asked, needing to steer the conversation away from Eleni, though I immediately feared that I had fallen upon an equally tender subject.
Rather than blinking away tears of grief, however, Althea nodded and smiled. “Some two years back. Though sometimes I still wake in the night, certain I can hear his footsteps.”
“How did it happen?” I asked. My childlike curiosity bordered on rudeness, yet once again, Althea only smiled. “I am sorry. You do not need to tell me.”
“I have no concerns about you knowing,” she said. “All the women here do. My husband was bad-natured when sober and vile when drunk, the type of man who would pick fights with anything that moved. It is possible that he picked a fight with the wrong person that night.”
“Possible?” The comment was peculiar. What was she implying?
“He was found face down with a wound at the front of his head. It could have come from being struck, or he could have easily tripped and fallen. I will never know for sure.”
“But you have a suspicion?”
Althea’s gaze darted around. We were the only two women at the soaking pit that day, and the others in the tannery were immersed in their own quiet gossip. Still, Althea lowered her voice.
“Three days before my husband’s death, he had beaten me. It was not the first time—we all know what our men are like—but this time was particularly brutal. He had tied my hands…and…and defiled me. You may think me strange to say such a thing. He was my husband.”
I shook my head, hoping the action could convey my sincerity. “I do not think that at all. Believe me. I understand.”
Althea paused, distant for a moment. “He broke me that day,” she said. “I would not have thought it possible, but he broke me. He had crushed my throat so tightly with his hands…” Her body shuddered as she grimaced.
In my mind, I saw Althea’s bright green eyes, filled with pain.
“So his death?” I asked, not merely to return to the crux of her story but also to push aside the images.
“As I said, it happened three days after that.”
I took a step closer, stirring the skins at my feet. “Why do you think it was not an accident?”
Again, her eyes flickered. “I could be wrong. I could have misunderstood. But Hirtus does not usually drink at the tavern with the men.”
“Because he was a slave. Is a slave?” I was no longer sure what Hirtus’s status was. Though the man was occasionally discussed in the compound, it was always with reverence, and he was always referred to as Phile’s husband.
“You can pick your reason why the men dislike him,” Althea replied. “His skill as a huntsman. His height and the color of his skin. His living arrangements with Phile. The fact that he and Phile are responsible for all their wives’ wages and, by extension, theirs as well. When Hirtus is not hunting, he keeps himself to the house, except on the rare instances he comes here.”
Rare indeed, I thought, for I had barely seen him.
“That night, he was seen in the town. He drank in the tavern no less. He left before my husband, and no one saw anything. But still, it is a great coincidence, is it not?”
As she paused, I pieced together a picture of that night in my mind. I suspected a man of Hirtus’s size could hold far more wine than most. But would he do such a thing? Phile wanted them to be together in Elysium, and an act of murder would prevent Hirtus from joining her there. Then again, what hero hadn’t slain a monster?
“If any of the men thought Hirtus was responsible, surely they would have done something?” I said. “Had him tried for his crime?”
“And then what of their wives? And their livelihoods?” Althea replied. “What of their drinking money? No, they would not be so foolish. But I will tell you something else—for nearly a full moon, not one woman in the whole of Ninniya was beaten.”
I was still considering this last statement when the gates to the courtyard were pushed open. The dogs that had been lazily basking in the sun jumped up and raced to the entrance, wagging their tails. There, in all his glory, was the man we had been talking about. Hirtus, their master and ours.



Chapter Eighteen
Never had a man held my attention more. He was dressed in a simple white chiton, though the fabric barely made it a quarter of the way down his thighs, every inch of which was taut with muscle. A bow rested over his shoulder, while a quiver filled with arrows sat on his hip. On his other side stood Phile, her arm looped in his, her head barely reaching his shoulder. As she stepped inside, the women flocked to her with questions of Eleni.
“She will heal.” Phile quieted them. “Thalia has been with her, and now she needs rest. With rest, she will return to perfect health. I promise you.”
“She cannot return to him. He will do it again.”
“We should do the same to him. He deserves to suffer for what he has done to her.”
I heard all their words and agreed wholeheartedly, yet my gaze remained on Hirtus. During the commotion, he had released his wife’s arm and moved to the far side of the compound, where he pulled a goatskin from the drying racks. Phile followed far more slowly, weaving her way through the gabbling protest. She raised her voice.
“I thought perhaps you would like a distraction. It has been many moons since we tried our hands at archery. I thought it would do us good to focus our frustration.”
She gestured toward Hirtus, who placed his bow and quiver on the ground a distance away from the skin. Had this woman not already gained my respect from the way she spoke of the afterlife and the way these women doted on her, that moment was when I saw the true extent of her wisdom. All these women, myself included, were itching for a fight, ready to wage battles they would not win. They needed this.
“Mother, the horses?” Aina tugged at Iphinone’s chiton. “It is the afternoon. They will be waiting for me.”
“We will go this evening.”
“But, Mother—”
“We will go this evening or not at all.”
I had never heard Iphinone raise her voice at her daughter before, and Aina fell silent.
Several of the women had already made their way toward the bow and arrows, though none had dared to pick them up. It was Phile who finally gave the command.
“Damaris, you go first.”
Of all the women there, Damaris was not the one I would have picked, and I thought perhaps Phile had only chosen her because of her closeness to Eleni. But despite her size—little larger than Aina—Damaris picked the bow up easily.
“Do you recall how to hold it?” Hirtus’s voice was as deep as I remembered but had a far softer timbre.
“Like this?” Damaris shifted her position, raising the bow.
“Good,” Hirtus said, “but there is no need to lift it yet. Not until you have the arrow nocked. Can you do that?” He handed her an arrow, which she fastened wordlessly to the string of the bow before raising her arms again. “Good. Now take your time.”
Silence filled the compound; all our eyes were on Damaris. I held my breath as I waited for the moment of release.
It came with a soft twang. The arrow shot through the air with a thin whistling sound as it headed toward the skin, only to miss by the width of a whisker.
“Not bad,” Hirtus said as he handed her another arrow. “Here. Go again.”
Damaris hit the skin after four tries, though only on the edge, and I could tell she wished for more practice. But there were other women waiting to try it now, myself included.
One by one, the women made their way to the front, picked up the bow, drew and nocked an arrow, and fired. After Damaris, no others struck the target, though they came close. It was only when Althea approached the bow that she turned and looked at me.
“Otrera, come. You have waited long enough.”
“It is your turn.”
“I can wait.”
Excitement fluttered within me, though I tried to dull it.
“I do not even know how to hold the bow.”
“Hirtus will guide you. Come. That bruise the horse gave you will soon fade. It is time you caused yourself some more damage.”
Laughter rattled in the courtyard, but it was good-natured, and I felt little trepidation as I took the bow and turned to Hirtus.
“Like this?” I had watched how the other women had done it, and I repeated their movements as closely as I could. The nock fitted into the bowstring with a satisfying pluck.
“Good. Now, lift, draw, aim, and release.” Hirtus’s instructions were brief but effective.
With my top two fingers, I pulled the string toward me.
When I paused, Hirtus spoke again. “A little farther. Use your back.”
Only when the heel of my thumb brushed my cheek did he grunt his approval. I could feel the tension in the bow. The strength in the tautness of the string. I was reminded again of that moment with Erebus, that meeting of power between the horse and myself. I felt its reflection between me and the bow. I fixed my aim, concentrating on the center of the now torn and nicked goatskin, letting everything else fade away.
I let the arrow fly.
It could not have been in the air longer than a heartbeat, but I watched it all. I watched the fletching ripple as the air passed through the feathers and the tip of the arrow shiver against the force of that same air. Then, unbreathing, I watched as that tip struck deep into the skin.
The women erupted in cheers, although my attention was still on the arrow. I had aimed for the center, but my aim had been off by at least a hand’s width.
I looked at Hirtus.
“Can I go again?”
“With pleasure. You have not done this before, have you?”
“No, but I understand my mistake. I did not account for the wind. This time, I will hit the center.”
He handed me another arrow, offering no other assistance. I set it and closed my eyes. My hair was tied in a braid that fell down my back, yet I could still feel the flutter of the wind brushing strands eastward across my skin. I would need to aim a little more to the west.
I did not wait so long this time. I locked my aim a little to the left of my previous arrow and let this one fly.
This time, it hit bang in the center.
Never before had I heard my name ring out in cheers. Never before had I felt the rise in warmth and the heat in my heart that came from succeeding where others had not. Althea’s lips were pressed together in the tightest of smiles, but Aina, by contrast, was jumping and shouting.
“Go again! Go again!”
There were several more arrows still in Hirtus’s quiver, but I did not wish to presume.
“May I?”
“I think that it is what the women want. And in this place, the women get what they want.”
He smiled, not broadly, more of a flash in his eyes, but it was all directed at me.
“Wait a minute. I wish to see how good your aim really is.”
Hirtus marked three points on the skin with white chalk before retreating and standing by Phile.
“See if you can hit each of those.”
It was a shame that my confidence had grown so high, for it plummeted swiftly when my first shot failed to hit the mark. He had placed the chalk mark right at the bottom of the skin, and though I hit the other two with ease, that one bested me, even after a second attempt.
“I need another go at that one.” I beckoned Hirtus to bring me another arrow. “I will hit it this time.”
“You need to rest. Let someone else take a turn.”
I have never been one to speak back, but for a moment, I considered it. One more attempt was all I had asked for. It would take me mere minutes. But Hirtus’s voice was that of Phile, who at that moment was looking at me so intently I dared not refuse. I handed the bow to the next woman in line before slinking away.
“You were incredible.” Aina was still bouncing in delight. Apparently, my spectacle had healed her mood.
“That is some skill.” Iphinone rested a hand on her daughter’s shoulder and shifted Aina backward slightly to offer me some space. “If I did not know better, I would have said you were descended from Atalanta herself. Or perhaps Artemis.”
I wished to bask in her compliment, but that single missed target continued to vex me. I was about to say as much when I felt a presence behind me. Phile.
The old woman’s eyes glinted with a similar glow to her lover’s.
“Tell me, Otrera,” she said, a smile twisting the corners of her lips. “How would you like to try your hand at hunting?”



Chapter Nineteen
That night, I stayed in the tannery later than ever before, gazing wistfully at the skin, desperate to take the bow and practice again. After that first attempt, I was granted yet another go, but it was more difficult the second time. Blisters had formed on the tips of my fingers, and I had several marks where the string had slapped against the inside of my arm, in one case hard enough to draw blood.
“We will fix a leather piece there when we practice properly.” Hirtus gestured to the guard strapped around his own arm. “Not tomorrow, for I have travel plans and merchants to meet with. But when I am back, we shall make something that fits you. There is little we can do about your fingers. Bath them in salt. They will harden with time.”
“He has only ever taught one woman to hunt before you.” Althea spoke in whispered excitement as we left the tannery and ambled back toward the villa.
“I assume you mean Phile?”
“Phile? I’m not sure. I mean a woman named Juara. She arrived at the village around the same time as me. I was there the first time she shot too, though she was not as good as you. Better than Damaris but not as good as you.”
So I set the standard now. I was the best. Pride rose within me.
“Did Damaris not wish to train? She is clearly skilled.” I tried to remain humble in my words.
“Hirtus offered, but she declined. She is fearful of her husband, I think.”
I remained silent and chose not to consider that too long. I would not let Morsimus take this from me.
“What happened to Juara? Does she not work at the tannery any longer?”
“No. Her body was found in the river. Her husband wept and said she must have done it herself. That she had been struggling with a wandering womb. But you don’t get bruises on your wrist from that. Nor can it break your jaw.”
At this, we fell silent, and I thought of Eleni with shame. Phile’s plan to distract us had worked better than I could have imagined, but now she was all I could think of. Eleni, Chrysothea, Damaris, Juara.
“Is it like this the whole world over?” Angry tears replaced the pride I had been feeling. “Does every woman suffer at the hands of her husband?”
“Every woman in Ninniya,” Althea replied. “But every woman, I cannot say. I hope not. I hope that somewhere in this world, there is a sanctuary. A place that extends beyond the boundary of a tannery courtyard, where women do not go home in fear. Where they are given power equal to their men.”
“Why equal? Why not greater?” I did not know why I said those words, but I did. Why was equal the best we could hope for? Surely, if the gods were just, there would be some place in the world where we were more.
I left Althea near her door and continued on to my own. My heart had seized with sadness, but I glanced down at my fingertips and saw a blister, and I felt just a glimmer of the spark return. Ninniya had already given me more than I could have ever dreamed. Employment, friendship, and, if Hirtus and Phile were true to their word, something even more incredible. That was the feeling I fixed in my mind as I pushed open the door over the broken tiles.
I wanted to tell Melitta of my adventures as soon as I found her. I imagined her disapproval and shock, and a smile widened on my face. A smile that faded the instant I saw Morsimus. Standing. Waiting.
Since we had arrived in Ninniya, our lives had fallen into two separate rhythms with which we both seemed content. I would leave early in the morning and return before dusk to find him lazing in the courtyard. He would demand my wages, which he used at the tavern. Whatever scant sum remained, Melitta would keep to purchase food, and she and I would eat after Morsimus disappeared. But here he was.
“You’re late today,” Morsimus said. “I hope nothing is amiss.” He spoke with an inquisitive, almost caring tone, and my skin prickled with warning. Morsimus did not inquire after me or my health or the women I spent my time with.
“No, nothing is amiss, good husband. The skins had been dirtied before we received them, that is all. They took longer than normal to clean.”
“Is that so?”
“It is.” The lie was only a small one and not impossible to believe.
As was our routine, I reached for my purse and handed it to Morsimus, who jangled the coins inside. Normally, that was where the exchange ended. But this time, he tipped the coins into his hand and frowned.
“Where is the rest?”
“The rest? There is no more. This is all I receive.”
“Do not lie to me!” In one swift movement, he tossed the purse into the air. As the coins scattered across the tiles, Morsimus pushed his hand against my throat. “I speak to other men, you know. One husband told me his wife makes nearly a third more than you are giving me.”
Tears stung my eyes as his hand squeezed my windpipe, blocking the air, burning my throat.
“I… I…” I could not choke out words. My head began to spin, no air reaching my lungs. He had beaten me before, but this…this crushing around my airway felt as though he was going to kill me. I was going to be the next Althea or Juara, who fired arrows with such great skill, only to wind up in the river.
“Master, please! You are choking her!” A blurred image of Melitta came into my view, tugging at Morsimus’s arm. “Please let her go.”
I wanted to tell her to stop, that it was not worth the fight, but I had no air in my lungs. Then, just before the world went black, the grip around my throat loosened, and I fell to the ground.
“Mistress.” Melitta was at my side, but I shook my head, desperate for her to stay away. I could not protect myself, let alone her. Run. That was what I wanted to say. Run away from him. But by the time my breath finally came again, Morsimus was standing over me.
“Where is the rest?” he whispered.
Swallowing my tears was enough to cause a bolt of pain to shoot around my skull.
When Morsimus spoke again, it was a scream accompanied by a kick in my ribs. “Where is the rest?!”
I dodged the blows the best I could, scrambling on my hands and knees to the courtyard. My favorite area of the house. But when I reached it, I could only whimper.
The entire courtyard had been destroyed. The cushions Melitta had meticulously sewn were torn to shreds. Our amphorae were broken, the shards scattered on the ground. All our hard work, gone.
I coughed and choked and forced myself to think through the dizziness. If I told Morsimus of the money I had left with Phile, it would be the last thing I did. One more grip like that across my throat would end me. I had no choice but to maintain my lie.
“This is everything I am given. Perhaps this wife has been there longer. Perhaps… Perhaps…”
“No!” He struck me again with his heel, causing a bright flashing light to sear my eyes. “You have been hiding my money from me. Deceiving me.”
“No, I swear. This is all Phile gives me.”
The instant I said her name I regretted it, for I saw the fire alight in his eyes.
“This Phile. This woman who treats you like a whore. Makes you work like a dog for a meager scrap of what she gives the other workers. No. I will not see our family name treated in such a way. I will see to it myself.”
I covered my face, expecting another blow, but instead, Morsimus stepped over me. Tears blurred my vision, and I did not realize what was happening until I heard the creak of the door.
Melitta once again rushed to my side. I do not know if it was my strength or hers that I used, but somehow I rose to my feet.
“Mistress, you must sit. I will fetch you water. Herbs. I will help.”
She righted a chair and tried to push me down into it, but I shook her away.
“I must get to her. I must get to Phile before he hurts her.”
“Mistress, you are in no state to go anywhere. Mistress, please. Please!”
Melitta was speaking to me, crying. But I barely heard her words, for though I was gasping and limping with pain, I was already out the door.



Chapter Twenty
The sunset had set the hill alight with amber, though I could barely lift my head to look at it. Morsimus charged ahead of me while I dragged myself forward. Each breath felt like splinters in my throat.
“Morsimus, no! Phile! Please, stop. Please stop!”
I do not know where I found the strength to continue, but I scrambled toward the tannery. The dogs were barking loudly, yet Morsimus was not deterred.
Let Hirtus answer, I prayed. Let Hirtus answer. Phile employed others, but they were old and weak. Only Hirtus’s presence could stop him. With a sickening dread, I recalled what the hunter had said about travel plans. He might have left as soon as we departed the tannery.
Gritting my teeth against the pain, I stumbled on, offering prayers to every god there was. I did not discriminate. From Athena to Ares, Cybele and Attis, and even the great god Zeus—I needed only one to hear and answer me.
“You have been stealing from my wife!”
I heard Morsimus’s voice and the hammering of his fist on Phile’s gate, and I hastened my pace.
“Morsimus, do not do this,” I screamed despite the agony it caused me. “Phile is a good woman. I will get you more money.” I was on my hands and knees by the time I reached him and the gate was creaking open. “Please. I am sure there has just been a misunderstanding. Maybe she did not realize she paid me less.”
Morsimus turned to face me, offering only a growl in response. This was not his normal anger; this was darker still, fueled by the shame he felt. Shame I had caused. If anything were to happen to Phile, it would be because of me. As the door opened, my last dregs of hope faded; Phile stood before us.
“Morsimus, please, let us return home. I will come tomorrow to Phile. We can talk then, can we not?” I pleaded with my eyes and voice and every other part of me. “Maybe I can earn more money another way? I will do that for you. For us, Morsimus. Please.”
I yanked on his arm, but I had no strength, and he remained fixed to the ground, his gaze locked on Phile. For the first time since we had arrived at her home, she spoke.
“You are Morsimus, husband of Otrera, are you not?”
He balked at the insult. A man’s name was given with his father’s, especially one as respected as Morsimus’s. Never would he be described as belonging to his wife.
“You are a whore.” He spat at her, flecks of saliva flying through the air, though Phile paid them no mind. Her relaxed stance remained exactly the same. Totally at ease.
“Not a whore, no. Come in. Perhaps you would like another cup of wine. I see you have already had plenty.”
“I would not drink your wine, whore. Give me my coins.”
She arched an eyebrow and created such a silence that even the cicadas could not penetrate it.
“I have invited you into my home. Offered you drink. I wonder, are you so foolish that you would risk the wrath of the gods by insulting and attacking me here?”
“I will not ask you again,” Morsimus growled.
Phile took a step toward him.
“You have earned no coins from me. Your wife is the one who keeps your cup full. You might do well to remember that before you next lay a hand on her.” Her eyes flitted quickly to me. “I pay my workers fairly. If you have an issue with that, then I suggest your wife find employment elsewhere. Though I can tell you, even the women in the porneia would struggle to earn as much as you wish to drink.”
“You are a fucking whore.”
He lunged forward, but then Hirtus stepped out from the shadows, casting a silhouette that was twice his already-magnificent height. Morsimus stopped, stunned, as was I. This was not the former slave who came to the tannery to teach the women to fire arrows. This was not the man who had greeted me the first time I came here and drunk cups of wine on the couch. No. This man wore just a scrap of leather around his waist and held a dagger in his hand. This was a hunter, a hero, a magnificence. He stepped forward, his teeth bared, though he did not utter a single word but made a guttural growl.
“He does not take kindly to men who insult me.”
Phile spoke with the same calm tone she had used since Morsimus had first hammered on her gate, as if she did not have a hint of fear within her. Perhaps it was Hirtus’s presence that allowed her such a luxury, though I could not believe it was that alone.
Morsimus’s hands clenched at his side as he frothed. How I longed for him to go for Hirtus in that moment. For him to be thrown aside like a rag toy. Yes, that was what I wanted, but while my husband was a foolish drunk, even he could tell such an act would not end well for him.
“She needs a proper wage,” he hissed again, though Phile barely blinked.
“She has a proper wage. Go home, Morsimus. Sleep off this drink.”
“I will not have a woman order me around.”
At this, Phile stepped forward.
“Yes. Yes, you will. Look around you, Morsimus. Every single home in this village keeps oil in their lamps and food in their bellies because of my tannery. Every single man owes his life to the job I give his wife. Jobs I can rescind as quickly as the wind changes. You come at me, and every one of them will come at you. You have no allies in this place, Morsimus. No allies at all, I suspect. Now go home. I will not tell you again. You have broken xenia enough that the gods would forgive any action I might take from this point forward.”
I had never seen anything like it before in all my life. Power radiated from this woman, and not because of her strength or money but because, as she said, of her community. As far as I was concerned, this woman deserved her place in Elysium a hundred times over. Yet it was the words she spoke when Morsimus grabbed my wrist and twisted me back around that confirmed her place among the heroes.
“I would drop Otrera’s hand now, Morsimus. You risk bruising it, and she can’t work injured. Remember that. One more bruise on her body, and I may not have employment for her in the morning.”



Chapter Twenty-One
I staggered down the hill toward our home, waiting for Morsimus to attack. Waiting for the moment when he kicked me to the ground and finished the job he had started. But it did not come. He neither glanced at me nor acknowledged me. Not even to demand I quicken my steps as I dragged myself along. I could have been a wraith in his wake for all the attention he paid me. When we reached the fork that led to our house, he did not take it but went right toward the tavern.
I should have been pleased. Happy that I had been gifted at least a few more meager hours in the land of the living. But between the pain in my ribs and the fear I felt for myself and Phile, I had lost the ability to comprehend joy.
Inside, Melitta was straightening the courtyard, collecting the broken pottery from the floor. The moment she saw me, she stopped her chores and rushed to my side.
“Mistress! Come, please. Sit down. Sit down.”
This time, I did not object as she led me to a couch and lowered me to rest.
“He has gone to the tavern.” They were all the words I could manage.
“We should wash your wounds. I have mallow. It will take down the inflammation. And wine. You should have wine to take away the pain.”
“It is not so bad,” I lied, though the tears that pricked my eyes betrayed me.
Melitta remained silent, her eyes laden with a thousand words she would not say.
As I sat on that torn couch, the day flashed before me. Were days meant to be so long? So full of twists and turns? Eleni was still in a far worse state than I, but I had almost forgotten her in the euphoria of the afternoon and the desperation of the evening. Now, I had no room left to even consider her.
A sudden sting on my arm alerted me to Melitta dousing a cut with wine. It was likely from when Morsimus threw me to the floor. Or perhaps from all the times I fell as I scrambled on the road. Either way, it did not matter.
“I have brought some honey too,” Melitta said as she cleaned me. “I will put that on the wounds. It will stop any infection.”
I did not look at my arms or the bruises swelling on my skin as Melitta worked. Rather, I looked around the courtyard, filled with chipped tiles and broken vases. Was this how life was supposed to be? Even if Morsimus did not succeed in killing me tonight, my life would be nothing but a constant game of survival, and one day, one way or another, I would lose. Even Aina’s horses had more to live for than that.
As I continued to study the room, my eyes fell on a scrap of fabric, forgotten beneath a stool.
“Melitta, what is that from?” She followed my line of sight though was confused by what I meant. I pointed. “There, that? Is it leather?”
Moving across the room, Melitta picked up the item and brought it to me. It was nothing more than an offcut, little bigger than the palm of her hand. But it was leather. Thick and coarse. Not something you would wear.
“I do not know where it has come from.” Melitta returned to my side. “A couch, I think. I am sorry, mistress—”
“Do not apologize to me. This was his doing, not yours.”
“But…”
“This leather,” I said, trying to make her focus. I suspected she was right. It was most likely a piece from one of the couches we had fixed before. One that Morsimus had taken a knife to in search of my hidden money.
“I will find where it came from. I will sew it back,” Melitta said as she moved to take the scrap from me. But I pulled my arm away from her.
“No, I wish for something different. I wish you to use it to make a guard.”
“A guard?” she said, frowning in confusion. “For what?”
“For my arm. For hunting with a bow.”



Chapter Twenty-Two
I stood in the shadow of the trees. The dappled light shifted through the leaves, creating ripples on the undergrowth. At another time, I would have marveled at such beauty, but I was struggling to focus on anything other than the churning fear that flooded through me.
“Surely she cannot pay me to be here?” I said.
This was my first day in the forest with Hirtus, and Phile had waved me on my way. We had never spoken of Morsimus and the night two days ago when he had come to her home and spat at all she did for us. It was only mentioned the following morning, when Phile offered me leave to go home and rest. When I refused, she then suggested we keep our payment arrangements the same unless I wished a change, which I did not. What I had asked for was this.
Instead of cleaning goatskins, I was spending a chilly autumn morning roaming the forest to the south of the river, training to hunt.
“She will not pay you if I tell her you stood around all day and whined,” Hirtus said. Brief and to the point, as always. “Come, you need to be strong. You need to be fast. Right now, you are neither.”
Said in such a way, it was hard to know why he had brought me with him. I did not question him again, however, for fear he would be true to his word and I would receive no pay at all. I dreaded to think how Morsimus would respond to that.
Since the day he had been humiliated at Phile’s door, Morsimus had not raised his fist to me, but I had seen the anger simmering away beneath the surface. And I feared it. One day, Phile’s threats would not be enough to protect me. That was why I had pushed for Hirtus to teach me. I needed to be able to protect myself.
Still, my mood was dampened. Hirtus carried no bow or arrows that I could see. How I was to learn to hunt without them left me baffled, though I dared not ask.
“From now on, when you work at the tannery, you carry the wet skins only. From the pits to the benches. From the pits to the racks. If there is a wet skin, you are the one who will carry it,” he said.
I swallowed back my displeasure. Carrying the skins was the most physical part of our day. A soaked and reeking skin weighed nearly twice as much as a dry one, and by the end of a day working a pit, my arms would already ache. If that was all I was doing, I would struggle to work a full day. Yet I stayed silent. I wanted to hunt, to feel the taut tension of a bowstring between my fingers again. If this was what it took, then I would do it.
“Fine. I will carry the wet skins.”
“And you must run. Arrive at the compound at dawn and run around it until the last woman appears.”
This I was even less thrilled about. I could not recall the last time I had run any distance. I was not even sure I could anymore.
“I will run,” I said instead. “And I can run with Aina to the horses. The child is fast. Faster than I will ever be.”
“Speed is good, but you need stamina too. If the girl stops, you keep running.”
I could not imagine what Iphinone would think if I abandoned her daughter for the sake of my training, but I remained silent and awaited the next instruction.
“First, we learn the land,” he said. “Tracks and droppings are guides that the animals and birds give us. When we know those, then we can train to shoot.”
There it was. The flicker of hope to maintain me through this.
It was the stillness I found hardest. Hirtus had been born with the skill to make his breath as silent as the night air. He could stand there, no more than an arm’s length away from me, and I would not so much as see a hair on his head move. I was not gifted with such patience.
“Choose where you place your feet. Do not hammer them down without consideration.”
His words came after I had trod clumsily on a broken branch, which snapped under my weight, causing me to stumble and sending a flurry of birds into the sky.
“How do I watch my feet and watch for animals at the same time?” I asked.
“Practice.”
Practice was all we did that morning and longer still. When I knew the women would have been at the river washing away the heat and grime of the day, we walked more. Sweat trickled into my eyes, blurring my vision, while my robe snagged on so many branches and roots I could barely believe it still clung to my body. Still, we continued. I was focusing on watching my footsteps while wiping the sweat from my eyes when Hirtus lifted a hand to stop me.
“They are up ahead.”
His voice was as quiet as the rustle of leaves, and I attempted to match his volume.
“What are?”
“The deer we have been tracking.”
I felt like a fool. I had been following Hirtus blindly, watching his motions as he pressed a hand to a scratch on a tree trunk or into a heart-shaped hoofprint in the earth, but I had not realized we were tracking a herd. It was a wonder he did not abandon me as his student in that moment. As he did not, I held my breath and peered through the gaps in the leaves.
I had often seen wild deer before, darting across tracks, occasionally eating the rough grasses from the roadside, but never had I watched them as intently as I did that day. Never before had I seen how amber the orbs of their eyes were or how constantly their noses twitched. These were the creatures of Artemis. Her chosen animal.
As I watched them, a calm that I could not recall feeling since my childhood washed over me. With it came a sense of purpose, as if, for the first time, I was exactly where the gods intended me to be.



Chapter Twenty-Three
From the very next day, I obeyed Hirtus, shifting the wet skins from one place to another and looking longingly at those who were given the task of running a light fleshing knife through sinew and fat.
“I am grateful he has given you that task. It was my least favorite,” Eleni said.
Just as with Morsimus’s attack on me, no one had mentioned the beating she endured all those days ago, other than to say how strong she looked now. Strong was not the word I would have used. Her face remained marbled with yellow and green, and though I had not noticed it on the day, he had knocked two teeth from her jaw. Yet somehow her smile still beamed. I, on the other hand, struggled to even speak, given the constant burning in my arms.
I had known I was weak before I arrived in Ninniya but had assumed all the work in the tannery had strengthened me. If it did, I could not feel the effects. By the second day of lifting wet skins, my muscles felt raw.
“I want to see you fire the bow and arrow,” Eleni said as she stepped back to give me room to pick up a skin. “Damaris was in awe of you.”
“I do not see why. She was very good herself.”
“Not as good as you. Do not worry. She is not the jealous type. But I think she would like it if you helped her. She struggles to bond with people, and I think you two could become firm friends.”
I tried not to scoff, for I had never seen anyone less keen to form a friendship than Damaris.
But Eleni was not deterred. “Perhaps when we finish here, you could talk with her at the river.”
“I cannot today,” I said truthfully. “I am going back to see the horses with Aina and Iphinone. Though you are welcome to join us.”
Eleni shook her head. “No, I will leave the beasts to you and Iphinone, though I will ask Damaris if she wishes to join you. I am sure she will be grateful for the invitation.”
I had not meant to invite Damaris, but there was no manner in which I could now revoke the unspoken offer.
During the hottest months, the horses kept to the deep waters of the river, their four hooves far sturdier on the rocky bed than my two inexperienced feet could ever be. And while Myrina promptly trotted out to greet Aina, Erebus did not show me the same affinity. So I had remained on the bank, staring at him as he stood out of reach.
With the temperatures cooling, I had hoped to find him on the grass. I had no desire for Damaris to come and witness my likely humiliation or, worse still, disturb the horses’ peace. Unfortunately, as the women finished bathing, she approached me.
“Thank you for the invitation,” she said. There was no smile to occupy her words. If anything, she looked displeased.
“We should leave swiftly,” I said as Iphinone and Aina also made their way toward me. “Aina, I assume you know where the horses are?”
“Still close to the water, I suspect,” she said. “There is an area of land where the hill and trees protect them from the breeze. That is where they will be.”
“Then lead the way.”
While Iphinone and I had shared comfortable silences before, both on our previous walks and at work in the tannery, Damaris’s presence added an uneasiness to the journey. I felt her gaze upon me constantly, a pressure needling into my skull, even when I walked at her side. If her intent in coming was to bond with Iphinone and myself, she would at some point be required to speak. Finally she did so, though her choice of topic was entirely unexpected.
“You brought a slave with you,” she said, staring at me intently. “I have seen her in the village. She buys meat and bread from Kallista at the tavern.”
Was this an accusation? I had a slave and therefore was no better than the men who treated us the same way? Phile had slaves. Did Damaris judge Phile too?
“I brought Melitta with us to save her,” I said, indignant. “No one would buy her at her age, and Morsimus would never have freed her. This was the kindest thing I could do.”
Damaris nodded once. “I thought as much.”
Wordlessly, she reached across and squeezed my hand. Unsure how to respond, I kept my eyes forward and continued to walk until Aina’s voice broke the quiet.
“She has come to see me. Look!”
Immediately, Damaris released my hand.
Aina was correct. Myrina had clearly spotted us and was trotting toward Aina.
“See, Mother? She likes me riding her. I cannot disappoint her. Please.”
A reluctant smile graced Iphinone’s face. “I do not know why you still ask,” she said. “You will ride regardless of what I say.”
Grinning wildly, Aina mounted the horse. Though rather than galloping away, she walked sedately beside us as we made our way to the rest of the herd.
Despite the cooler air, the horses were still in the river, and once again, Erebus was at the center of his herd.
“I will go in the water,” I said quietly, almost to myself. “If he will not come to me, I have no choice. I will have to go into the water to meet him.”
“Your heart is still set on Erebus?” Iphinone said. “You know, there are others you could ride more easily.”
“I’m not sure if I even want to ride,” I said honestly. “I just want him. In whatever way he will come to me.”
“Well, try not to get bitten this time. Or kicked either.”
The water was deeper than I expected, with a sharp drop-off and a rocky bed that threatened to trip me several times, but I kept my eyes on Erebus. Whether it was arrogance or not, I was certain he recognized me.
My heart was beating a hundred times faster than it should, yet I did not slow my pace. He knew it was him I was coming to see, and he waited. The water was up to my thighs, icy and swift, yet still I did not stop. Instead, I continued forward until I was right beside him. With my heart filling my chest, I looked him dead in the eye and pressed my hand against his flank.
“I am here, Erebus. I am here.”
Tears stung my eyes, but for the first time in a great many years, they were tears of joy. As they ran down my face, I pressed my forehead against the muscles of the horse’s neck. Erebus jolted slightly before relaxing into the pressure of my touch. I would never stake a claim on a wild animal; I would never be so arrogant. But something passed between us in that moment, and though he was not mine, I was his. Was this love? Possibly.
It was only when a sharp wind caused the water to splash up my robe and I stepped back that the moment broke. But there was no sadness in my heart, for I knew that what we had formed that day was lasting.
When I finally left him, Aina, Iphinone, and Damaris were standing on the riverbank, eyes wide.
“You did it!” Aina squeezed me tightly. “He will let you ride him, I am certain. I could see it in his eyes. Could you, Mother?”
“I am not quite ready to ride yet,” I said. Though when I turned to Damaris and caught her eye, I became aware of a sensation in my face—a tightening across my cheeks. Never before had I smiled to the point of pain.
“Once again, you have impressed everyone.” Damaris spoke with the same coolness as always, yet now I saw the warmth in her eyes, a warmth she struggled to show. “Where do you find your boldness?”
“Boldness? That was sheer brazen stupidity,” Iphinone laughed.
Aina’s chatter as we walked back was as incessant as always, though her pace was notably slower. Every so often, she would stop and readjust her robe, only to do the same again a moment later.
“It really hurts,” she said finally, letting out an exasperated cry.
Iphinone only shrugged. “I do not know what you wish me to say. Of course it hurts. You are not meant to ride a horse in such a manner. I will put some lotion on when we return home. That will soothe the skin a little.”
“What has happened?” I asked, for I could not see an injury.
Iphinone rolled her eyes. “The horse’s hair rubs against her skin. The rash it leaves is uncomfortable, but I do not know what she expects me to do. If she wishes to ride, she must deal with the consequences.”
“Could she not wear something to prevent it? A cloth, perhaps.”
“Like a blanket across the horse’s back? It would surely fall off.”
I thought of my bruised forearm and the makeshift guard that Melitta had sewn for me and was certain that she could fashion a garment to ease Aina’s pain. It would be seen as barbaric, of course. Not the type of garment any respectable man or woman would wear, but I suspected Aina would like the gift even more for that. And perhaps, when Erebus was more comfortable with me, she could make one for me as well.



Chapter Twenty-Four
The day after I met with Erebus was my next day of training with Hirtus and the one I had been anticipating.
Hirtus had set up a series of targets, and I was to turn and fire at each, dealing with the constant shift of wind and direction. Once I had found a rhythm there, he changed tactics, calling out the targets at random. When I had fired all the arrows, I was to run and collect them, ideally without breaking stride, then start the task again.
If my stamina and strength had grown since I began training, the difference was too small to appreciate. From the second I began running, I was panting, fighting both a stitch that gripped my side and the searing pain in the muscles of my forearm. The skin, at least, remained protected by my new leather vambrace.
I had fired dozens of arrows when Hirtus spoke words I was not ready to hear.
“We stop for the day now,” he said. “You must rest.”
We had met early, leaving the tannery at dawn, and had set up only a short walk away. The sun was still well below its apex.
“Then I shall head to the compound and work,” I replied. I was already receiving preferential treatment; I could hardly end my day early and expect the same pay. Besides, I could not go home without facing an interrogation.
“You are too tired,” Hirtus replied. “You will be more of a danger than a help to the women. And do not worry about your husband. You can go to our home,” he added as if he had read my thoughts. “Phile is already expecting you. Then we will go out together at dusk.”
“Dusk?”
“Yes, to hunt.”
Elation wanted to rise within me, but instead, a deep dismay took hold.
“I cannot go out at dusk, Hirtus. Morsimus will be expecting me.”
“We will send a messenger to tell him that you have work here, and we will pay you extra. That will please him, will it not?”
My absence, combined with extra coin, was likely the best thing Morsimus could hope for, but doubt still shrouded me. If he ever found out what I was doing, he would kill me. Once again, Hirtus knew my thoughts.
“You will be safe. Phile and I will see to it.”
As Hirtus met my gaze, I felt a deep wave of envy for Phile. What must it be like to love a man you can trust? A man who is good? It was something I believed I would never be blessed with.
“Then I will see you at dusk,” I said, unable to stop the smile that spread across my face.



Chapter Twenty-Five
Phile was indeed expecting me, and I was shown in to the house by an elderly slave. He led me to the courtyard, where a platter of soft, salted cheeses was laid out on a table with fruit and dried nuts, the likes of which I had not seen since the days when my mother-in-law still lived.
The slave smiled at his mistress before shuffling out of the courtyard, leaving us alone.
“Come.” Phile beckoned me in. “Tell me, how is the training going? Hirtus says you have some way to go yet to build up your strength but that you are determined to do so.”
“I am,” I said earnestly.
“I am certain you are.” She smiled. “Now let us eat.”
We did not mention hunting as we ate. Instead, Phile asked me about my life, and I told her of my childhood and the early years of my marriage. I told her of the loss of our fortune and my mother-in-law’s coldness. Phile, in turn, told me stories of her youth—the years before her first marriage, as she called them.
This was the first time I had spoken to Phile in such a manner, not as my employer but as another woman. Perhaps even a friend. Several servants filled my cup with water and hastened away the empty plates. Silence drifted between us, and though my eyes still lingered on the food, my belly was far too full to consider reaching for anything.
“Why do you not take a bath, then rest?” Phile said. “You will be out late tonight, and I still expect a full day’s work from you tomorrow. Come. Let me show you where you can wash and sleep.”
“Thank you.”
I followed Phile through the house, marveling at the quantity of leather used to decorate the spaces. There were as many leather rugs as there were woven ones, and several seats and couches had been upholstered with it. The warm, musky smell of the material filled the air, although when we reached the chamber, the aromas were concealed by the scent of lavender, which rose in clouded swirls from scented oils.
A heavy tapestry of greens and yellows hung from the wall, while fresh flowers had been placed in terra-cotta vases. Beside the window stood a stone bathtub, where steam spiraled up from the warm water.
“Relax. Treat this as your home.” Phile reached out her hands as if to clasp mine.
Rather than letting her, however, I took a step forward and planted a kiss on her cheeks. “Thank you. Thank you for everything.”
“It is my pleasure, Otrera. Always.”
It had been many moons since I had slept while the sun was still above me, and normally such times followed one of Morsimus’s beatings. This, however—resting merely because I was tired—was a luxury in which I wished to indulge. Once I had soaked my tired muscles, my intention had been to stay awake and remind myself of the instructions Hirtus had given me in preparation for our hunt—or at least carry out the stretches he insisted I practice each night. But as I lay my head down on the soft cushion of the couch and the tension rolled from my body, sleep took hold.



Chapter Twenty-Six
My eyes snapped open with the knocking at my door. Only it was not my door. Not my couch. Not my room. Scrambling to sit up, I struggled to recall where I was. I lay on something smooth and silken, yet I was dressed as though I had already begun the day. Only then did the memory of where I was return, along with the realization of what I was about to do.
“Master Hirtus is waiting for you.” A slave spoke behind the door.
“I will come now,” I said hurriedly.
In the courtyard, Phile and Hirtus sat together. Her head rested upon his shoulder as he gently brushed his hand along her hair. Embarrassment rose within me at invading such an intimate scene, and I cleared my throat. When they saw me, they smiled softly before Phile slowly straightened.
“You slept well. The gods wanted you to be rested for tonight.”
“Yes, thank you. I am very well rested.”
A dry lump formed in my throat. An issue needed to be addressed before I considered going on the hunt. The thought alone was enough to cause a rise in my pulse.
“Morsimus?” I said.
Phile nodded. “One of my men has visited him. They gave him your wages for today and told him you were required for later and that you would be bringing extra coins with you then.”
“He was satisfied with this?”
“Extra coins and no wife to remind him of his failings? What man in the village would not be satisfied with such a situation? Present company excluded.” Phile smiled at Hirtus, who kissed her gently on the head before standing up.
“Come,” he said. “We should make our offerings to the goddess.”
“I will offer my own blessings when you are gone,” Phile said as she also rose to kiss me on the cheek.
“Thank you. I hope to do her proud. And you as well.”
Hirtus led me behind the house to a rustic altar of roughly hewn stone. It was a simple shrine, decorated with gifts from the earth as offerings to the goddess, from simple pine cones to a delicately carved wooden effigy of Artemis herself. Etched into the stone itself was her symbol, a smooth crescent moon. It was far from the elaborate and ornate altars that I had prayed at in Prousa, yet trepidation filled me, for that day, more than ever, I wished for the goddess to hear me.
Facing the altar, Hirtus took an amphora full of wine and filled two cups, one of which he handed to me.
“I will speak my prayers silently, but I understand if you wish to say yours aloud.” He had barely finished speaking when he closed his eyes. He rocked ever so slightly on the balls of his feet as he used his fingertips to sprinkle wine on the ground by the altar. The red liquid was drawn into the earth like droplets of fallen blood.
Panic gripped me; I should have asked what words he usually offered to the goddess before a hunt. That way, I could have uttered the same sentiment and hoped to be blessed the same way he so often was. The last thing I wanted to do was disappoint or offend her. But knowing that Hirtus’s prayers would not last forever, I closed my eyes and began.
Goddess… My thoughts stuttered and stumbled. Artemis. Divine huntress, daughter of Zeus, and guardian of the wild. I seek your favor. I seek your guidance. This, my first hunt, I offer in your name. Grant me swiftness and silent feet on the earth. Grant me strength in my arms and unerring aim. I do not ask this solely for me but for all the women here. For Phile and these gifts that she has granted me, for the joy that it will bring the women with whom I labor, for the feast that I will offer to Melitta, who has toiled so hard with me for so long. Grant me a kill, and I will offer it in your name. I will offer all I can in your name. In gratitude, I offer you this humble gift.
Eyes still closed, I sprinkled the wine on the ground, feeling the droplets that fell onto my toes. Only when I could retrieve no more wine by such a method did I open my eyes and tip the rest onto the dry earth.
For a minute, I remained still. Wind whipped around the home, bringing a distant scent of the sea. Was it Artemis calling to me? A sign that she had heard my prayers? I believed so then, and I still do. When all the wine had soaked into the ground, I looked up at Hirtus, his normally serious expression replaced with a wide grin.
“Now,” he said. “We hunt.”



Chapter Twenty-Seven
“It was so loud, I’m surprised you did not hear it from here,” Hirtus laughed. We were back at Phile’s, drinking wine as he recounted the tale. “She stomped with such force it was not just the boars who fled. I think every bird in the forest was woken by our Otrera.”
It was true. The moment I had stepped clumsily and the branch snapped, the boars lifted their heads and bolted, while the birds that had gone to roost hours before had risen up into the sky in great flocks.
Phile motioned to one of the servants to top off my cup with wine, and I saw no need to stop them. By a gift from the gods, Hirtus had struck one of the boars as it ran. Once we had collected the animal, we had returned to thank the goddess and recount the evening’s events to Phile.
“When can we go again?” I said, desperate to rectify the situation. “Perhaps there is somewhere where the trees are less dense? Or I could borrow a smaller bow that I do not have to fight to get through the brush?”
Phile laughed. “Hirtus will be away again from the new moon. There are items we need and a trader he is to meet in Gordion. But I am sure when he returns, he will be happy to take you out again.”
“Though perhaps we would do well to train you with spears or knives instead. They might make less noise,” Hirtus said.
When the next cup was finished, I offered my gratitude for the evening’s hospitality and prepared to leave.
As I stood in her doorway, ready to embrace Phile, a question that had been turning over in my mind all evening finally left my lips.
“Phile, the money you have put aside for me, can I take it whenever I wish?”
“Of course. I am not keeping anything from you. And I had forgotten. I will give you more for this evening.”
“No, no, that is not why I asked,” I said, though she had reminded me I could not return to Morsimus empty-handed. “I wondered if I could ask you to purchase something for me. Or perhaps Hirtus could. I wonder if he might see to it?”
“I will gladly pass on your request. Or you could tell him yourself the next time you train.”
I nodded. It was likely I would need to spend most of my savings on this, and I did not want to make any mistakes. “I will speak to him directly. And he can take the coins from you if that is suitable?”
“That sounds most acceptable.” Phile smiled.
“Thank you. And there is one other thing. Do you have any scraps of hide or goatskins I could buy from you? They do not need to be the best quality. Marked and stained pieces will more than suffice. And again, I am happy to pay.”
“I shall ask one of the women to take a look for you. May I ask what it is for?”
“For a gift. I hope.”
“You have fortunate friends,” Phile said. “I hope one day to be considered among them.”
The remark caught me off guard, for at some point, perhaps on that very day, I had considered the shift between us too.
I kissed her on the cheeks, bade her farewell, and walked homeward. Before I left, Phile had promised me a share of the boar, and while I did not know what that would entail, I suspected there would be enough for several meals, enough to share with Iphinone and the others. Perhaps, if I could guarantee Morsimus would not be present, I could invite them around for the evening. Or suggest to Althea that we dine at her home.
So busy were my thoughts that I did not even notice the figure walking behind me until we had nearly approached our home and he called out.
“I knew you were lying to me,” he said.



Chapter Twenty-Eight
I did not rise before daybreak the next morning. Even when the sun splintered across the horizon, I remained in bed, aware only of the pain. Melitta had come to me in the night, brought compresses and tonics, and I had let her tend to my body because I had not had the strength to object. By morning, my strength had dwindled further.
“Please, mistress, you must at least drink.”
With all the might she possessed, Melitta raised my head with one hand and lifted a cup to my lips with her other. A trickle ran down my lips and onto my chest, but Melitta did not have a free hand to wipe it away. A moment later, she left me, though for how long I cannot say. I drifted in and out of this world.
I did not hear the knock at the door. I did not hear as Melitta welcomed the guest nor the footsteps as they approached where I lay. But I saw the shadow of the figure, and I heard the scrape of the stool against the tiles. I did not need to hear her speak to know who she was.
“Otrera, I am so sorry. I thought we had managed to keep you safe.”
“This was not you, Phile,” I said, my voice catching.
“But if I hadn’t suggested you hunt at night—”
“He would have found another reason.”
I took her silence as agreement and wished that I could lift my head to see her. Was this how she had sat next to Eleni when her husband had beaten her so severely she could barely walk? Or Chrysothea when she had lost another of her children? I had been at the tannery for a few months, and in that time, I had seen every woman arrive with bruises. Black eyes. Swollen lips. This was how women lived in Ninniya, and this would be how we died unless something changed.
“I want them dead.” I did not mince my words. “I want them all dead.”
“What he did to you, he will never do again. I will make sure of it. Hirtus will make sure of it.”
I rolled over, gasping at the pain that shot through my side. My eyes blurred with tears as I forced myself up onto my elbow. Phile moved to help me, but I shook my head. I did not want her help. I did not need it. I was no longer a beaten wife. I was a huntress. A poor one, yes, but I was a huntress, and I would prove it to them all.
“It is not good enough,” I said. “I want them all dead. They are evil. Every man in this place.”
“They are not all evil, Otrera. You have been unfortunate, that is all.”
“No, that is not true.” I shook my head. My words slurred and my motion swayed, as though I was drunk on the pain. “They are evil. Name me one. Name me one man in this place who deserves to live.”
“Hirtus. Hirtus is good,” she said.
“He alone. Tell me another.”
“The men who work for me. In my house. The boys who roam the land and tend my goats.”
I would not have it. She knew the truth, and I needed her to admit it.
“Tell me of a single husband who has brought his wife to this place and not injured her. Tell me the name of a man who does not drain his wife’s money on drink. Tell me of one man here you think will be able to stand in front of the judges of the underworld and not be damned to the depths of Tartarus.”
Silence bloomed, and with it, an acrid sense of pride burned within me. Phile could not do it. She knew the truth as well as I did. When these husbands stood trial before the judges and their eternal fates were cast, they would burn in Tartarus with the gods’ feared adversaries. And I wanted to be the one to send them there.
“I understand how you feel,” Phile said, her hand still resting on mine. “I have had the same thought a thousand times over, every time one of my women comes to me in this state. Or worse, for we have lost so many.”
“Then why not act?” I could not keep my fury hidden. “We could do it. Slit their throats while they slept, every one of them.”
“And what of the sons? What would you do with them?”
“We can teach them to be better men. Men like Hirtus. They can stay on the hills, working as they always have done.”
“And at what age does a boy become a man? What of the ones there who have already reached an age to marry? And what if a woman does not have the strength to slit her husband’s throat?”
“Then I will do it for her!” I had no patience for endless questions when she knew I had no answers. The only thing I knew was that the world would be better without these men in it. I pushed myself up to standing, staggering, ignoring the searing agony that consumed me. I had reached a point of desperation.
“What of Althea?” I begged. “You killed him, did you not? You killed her husband. Why could you not do the same for me? For all the others?”
Althea and I had grown close, and guilt flickered within me at betraying her trust, but I needed Phile to see sense.
The older woman lifted her thumb to her lips and bit at the nail, silence stretching out between us. As that silence expanded, I thought perhaps she would leave, that she would never be the one to speak. Perhaps I had pushed her too far. My heart drummed unsteadily in my chest as I waited until Phile finally lowered her thumb and drew in a long breath.
“What I will tell you now is a show of trust, for the information is enough for the man I love to be killed. A man I believe you have grown fond of as well, you understand?”
“So Hirtus did do it?”
Unease dried my throat. I had come to know Hirtus as a gentle beast. Gargantuan in his stature, a fierce and formidable hunter, yet gentle. To hear he was truly capable of such an act affected me more than I had expected. Yet I had no time to mourn the loss of a man I believed I had known, for Phile was speaking.
“What I tell you now cannot leave this room, for there is only one other soul in the world who knows the truth.”
“Althea?” I asked.
Phile shook her head. “She has her suspicions, of course. But that is all. Her husband, Nireus, was not just a useless, lazy drunk like your Morsimus. He was conniving. Controlling. He beat her daily, and I still recall how she looked after the last one. Worse than you are today.”
She paused, and I waited, knowing more answers would come.
“I did as I have done countless times in such a situation, as I will do with you now, and offered her a place in my home to recover. I should have known Nireus would take unkindly to that. I had foolishly assumed he would react like every other man and come banging on the door. But he did not come the first two nights, and by then, we needed offerings for the gods for a festival. So on the third night, I insisted Hirtus go hunting. I thought we were safe. But like I said, Nireus was conniving.”
Silence lingered, then Phile continued.
“I heard the hammering on the gate, and I was foolish. You have seen how I talk to these men, but he was in no mood to listen. He had come for revenge. He did not violate me,” Phile said after a long pause. “But he tried. It took an amphora broken over his head before he stopped.”
She chuckled as if the memory amused her, yet even in my blurry state, I could see the pain.
“He ran, and I thought the matter was over. But when Hirtus came home and saw the marks on my body…there was nothing I could do to stop him. I would like you to know that. I did not want him to do it. I begged him not to. Not for Nireus’s sake, nor Althea’s, but for mine. For moons afterward, I feared every knock at the door, feared that one of the men had alerted the polis and that he was going to be taken from me.” She stood, though she continued to speak. “I tell you this, Otrera, because there are consequences. The gods may have spared Hirtus once, but I will not test them a second time. And no, you do not have the freedom you deserve, but you have some. And that has to be enough. Please.”
My throat stung bitterly, not only from the pain but from the anger. Before she disappeared, Phile turned to face me.
“If you wish to stay with me, send Melitta to the house. I will send some servants to help you make the journey.” She paused. “But one last thing, Otrera. I will not offer sanctuary or employment to murderers. Think of that before you act irrationally.”
With that, she left.



Chapter Twenty-Nine
It was four days before I could return to the tannery, and though almost every woman protested, I resumed my task of lifting wet skins. I needed my strength. I ran too. Only small distances, for it was not long before I was coughing and wheezing and the cramps in my ribs had me doubled over in pain. Still, I did not accept help to stand. I would grow strong on my own. And if Phile would not help me get rid of Morsimus, I would find another way.
“I would help you kill them.” Althea was quick with her answer when I mentioned my intentions. “You are not the first woman to suggest such a thing.”
Her response did not surprise me, but neither did it fill me with hope.
“But do they mean it?” I said. “I do not say this lightly. These men have raped and ruined enough. We deserve our time of freedom.”
“I will try to recall which women spoke of such things,” Althea promised. “Discuss matters with them. Discreetly. See if they still feel the same way.”
Many did. They caught me in between tasks, accosted me in corners of the tannery, always with hushed voices and eyes darting quickly from side to side as though they feared being overheard.
“For what he has done to our daughter.” One could barely speak through the tears. “I wish to kill him myself.”
“I cannot survive with him much longer. Gods forgive me, but I even picked the hemlock flowers, though I have not yet had the courage to use them.”
Some were less sure.
“How could we? What if they found out? What if he overpowered me?”
These were questions for which I had no answers, but I did not need answers yet. I needed us to come together. Yet one familiar face did not come and find me. Instead, she sent an emissary in the form of Damaris.
“Eleni is concerned. Rumors have spread that you are planning to kill all the men in the village. She is worried that you will get yourself hurt.”
It was unlike Eleni not to voice her opinion herself, and the fact that she did not speak openly left me sadder than I might have expected. Still, I shut down my doubts as I replied.
“What I am trying to do is make us free women.”
“Is any woman free?” Damaris was as blunt as always, but I was no longer put off by her manner.
“Then we shall be the first. A village of women. A tribe, even, that needs no men.”
“So with no men, there will be no children. Who will take care of us when we are old?”
“We have children in the village. Dozens of children. Boys who will grow into men who don’t beat their wives for fun or sport.”
Damaris nodded. In many, such a gesture would imply agreement, yet I struggled to read her expression.
“And what of the love these women feel for their men?”
“Who can love a monster?” I replied.
“Many can. Hera loves Zeus, even after all the despicable things he has done. Amphitrite still places her trust and love in Poseidon. If gods are blind to the flaws of their loved ones, then what hope is there for mortals? Eleni loves Lycurgus. It is wrong, I know, but she does. She will not act against him. The same with Thalassa. She is besotted with Xanthus despite the way he treats her.”
Damaris did not speak in anger, only to show me a truth I could not control.
Despite the gossip spreading within the tannery, Phile did not discuss it with me. Our meetings were all as employer and employee until the day when I finally reminded her of my request.
“The leather that I asked you for,” I said as she handed me my coins for the day. “Have you managed to find me any scraps?”
“I have them here for you.” She lifted up a small parcel of folded pieces of leather; she had seemingly only been waiting for me to ask. “The largest piece is probably the length of my arm. All the other pieces are far smaller. I can get you more, but I would have to charge you for them.”
She handed me the small parcel, and I sorted the scraps, an image forming in my mind. “No, these will work perfectly. Thank you. You will let me know how much coin you need?”
“I do not need any. Not for these.”
I did not object. I needed all my money for something else.
“Would it work?” I asked him that same evening. I had sketched the design in my mind a hundred times as well as in the sand. I believed it would, in my limited knowledge, but I needed his opinion.
“It looks like a child’s weapon,” he said. “Not a hunting bow.”
“The shape must be changed.” I pointed to the sketch that I had scratched in the dirt. “I think adding a curve here will make all the difference. It will make the bow smaller while increasing the force, will it not?”
He hummed, moving around my sketch as if he were visualizing, then lifted his hands as if imagining it there in his grip, as I had done so many times. “Possibly, but it would take me some time to make it this way.”
“You could do this yourself?”
“I can. I have made my own bows since I was a child.”
I chuckled softly. I should have known Hirtus would not need to look elsewhere.
“Fine. If you make it, then I will pay you,” I said.
“Otrera, I do not even know if something this shape and size will work. At least not the way you envision.”
“Which is why it is important that I pay you. If you are going to waste your time when you could be doing something productive, then you should at least get paid for it. I have my savings with Phile, and you must believe me, there is nothing else on this earth that I wish to spend them on. Please. Do this for me.”
Hirtus looked me in the eye, and we understood each other. He saw that this was who I wished to become. Who I would become.
“It will have to wait until the spring,” he said. “I will not be able to make it before then.”
The leaves were abandoning the trees, and the icy claws of winter would soon be upon us. Spring felt as though it was still a full year away, yet waiting was my only option.
“Spring will be perfect,” I said.



Chapter Thirty
Winter in Prousa had been an inconvenience. I was not particularly fond of the season, where vegetables were sparse and meat sinewy, but I did not despise it. Unlike Morsimus.
His temper was always shorter in the winter, as if the cold froze what little humanity he maintained. He would ache and groan like an old man as he moved about the house and spend more hours drinking. But the cold in Prousa was nothing compared to that first winter in Ninniya.
The first snow fell while I was at the river with Aina and Iphinone. As always, Aina was riding Myrina, while Erebus and I were walking side by side. That day was the first time that he had come to me. Like Myrina, he had sensed us coming, and rather than staying in the center of the herd as he commonly did, he walked out to the edge of the group and made himself available for me to stroke.
“This is something special.” I rubbed my hand on his head. “It is almost as if you are pleased to see me.”
He snorted, a plume of steam rising from his nostrils.
Across the way, Iphinone called to Aina. “Come, we should return. Hirtus is leaving in the morning, and you will be sad if you do not say goodbye. Besides, we need to get the house ready for your brother’s return.”
The hint was meant for myself as much as Aina, so I bade Erebus goodbye and joined Iphinone.
“Hirtus is leaving, you say? He is going to trade?”
“No, he is leaving for the winter.”
“The entire winter?”
She looked at me quizzically before her expression cleared.
“Honestly, it feels as though I have known you a lifetime. Sometimes it is difficult to believe this will be your first winter here.” She squeezed my hands, and I felt the warmth of our friendship, yet I was still no closer to understanding her comment.
I repeated myself. “Hirtus leaves for the entire season?”
“He does, when the boys return with their herds.”
“But why?” I pressed.
“Why else? For the warmer weather.”
I still struggled to comprehend what she was telling me. He simply left the village, just as more men arrived? It made no sense.
“What about Phile? Does she leave too?”
Iphinone scrunched up her nose. “No. No, I do not know how far he goes, but she would rather stay inside and light the fires than make those journeys.”
“And yet he returns?”
“Before the first buds of spring have blossomed, he will be back. Around the same time as the boys and goats leave.”
“And Phile does not fear for him? Miss him?”
“I am certain she does,” Iphinone answered, “but I assume it is something he is passionate about. Come, we should leave now.”
As I turned back, I saw those first flakes flutter from the sky. Winter had arrived.
Just as Iphinone had predicted, the young men returned with the herds the very next day. We heard them before we saw them, the chimes of goat bells echoing off the hillsides. The boys’ laughter, deep and sonorous, rang out above them. Work was immediately cut short as mothers and sisters rushed out to meet their loved ones. I stayed back. None of these young men meant anything to me, though I found joy in the happiness of my friends.
It was later in the day that Phile found me in the courtyard.
“You are lost in thought,” she said to me.
Only then did I realize that the skins were dripping onto my feet as I listened to the laughter that drifted up from the village.
“Does it change?” I asked.
“Does what change?”
“The village, now that the young men and boys have returned for the winter. Does it change? Does it get worse?”
“I thought you did not think such a thing was possible?” she said, her eyebrow arched.
“Do they take after their fathers or their mothers?” I rephrased my question.
Phile’s gaze shifted from me to the wall as though she could see through the bricks. “They are like all children. Some take after their mothers, some their fathers. But no, the village does not change so deeply. Winter is not so long as people fear. The young men will be gone as soon as the spring arrives.”
“And is it short for you too? Without Hirtus here?”
At this, her smile tightened.
“I find peace knowing that he is in a place that brings him the deepest joy,” she replied diplomatically.
I did not press further.
* * *
As much as I’d assumed otherwise, Phile’s words proved true. The young men had little impact on my life, although the goats’ bleating at night took some adjusting to. When work at the tannery ceased due to the freezing weather, I still went up there to run, to carry things, to train. I was determined that when Hirtus returned, I would be so strong that he would barely recognize me. Initially, I feared Morsimus would say something about my daytime absences, though he was barely home. He preferred enjoying the warmth of the tavern and racking up a debt with the landlord to the company of his wife.
Some nights, he slept there or somewhere other than home, blaming the ice and snow for his inability to make the journey back, but I smiled and said I understood. I was glad for his absences, for the hours Melitta and I spent together alone, fixing meals from dried meat, stretching it as far as we could so it would last long enough for the lambs to arrive and the fruit to fill the trees and bushes.
Collecting wood became an opportunity for the women to gather, if only for a few brief, chilly hours, although I went more often than most. It was my opportunity to test my limits, test my endurance, and grow stronger. Each day, I challenged myself to chop more, carry more and farther. When I heard that someone was sick, I took it upon myself to make extra journeys to chop and take them all they needed, not out of altruism but determination to work my body harder than ever.
“You know it would not harm you to rest, mistress,” Melitta said to me one day.
Other than the name she offered me, always “Mistress” and never Otrera, there was now no boundary between me and my servant. The food she made, the clothes she sewed, they kept me as alive as the shelter I provided her.
“I will rest if I need to,” I replied.
“It will do you no good to make yourself sick from the cold,” she continued. “You can lose your life in such weather.”
“I will take care of myself, I promise,” I assured her and kissed her softly on the cheek, the way a woman would kiss her doting mother.
I dropped my head onto her shoulder and sighed deeply.
Maybe one day, we’ll do more than just survive.



Chapter Thirty-One
Another advantage of those winter months was that Melitta had time to work on my gift.
“This will not work,” she said when I told her my plans for the leather scraps. “Some of these pieces are so thick I will break a dozen needles trying to make this creation of yours.”
“Then I will buy a dozen needles. I do not need to know how difficult it will be. I need to know if you can do it. If your sewing skills are not up to it, I will ask around the village and see if there is a seamstress proficient enough to manage the task.”
Melitta understood I was goading her, yet it worked as I had hoped. She straightened her shoulders.
“What about size? How big am I supposed to make these?”
“She is a child, but make them on the large side. If they are too big, we can tighten them with a string. If they are too small, we will have to tear out some of your stitches. And considering how difficult you have told me this will be, I would hate to do that.”
Despite her protests, I believe Melitta was pleased to have the task. There was little to do in the cold months; the dust did not blow so frequently into the house, and my clothes were less dirty now that I was not at the tannery. So once she had made food, Melitta would retreat to the back room, cutting and stitching the leather, snapping many a needle as she went.
Aina’s gift was ready well before the snow began to melt, yet I held on to it. I knew exactly when I would give it to her—the one day we celebrated in the cold, where we sang and danced and offered all our praises to one god. One god to whom the men in particular owed their greatest sacrifices: Dionysus. The god of wine.
The day before the Dionysia, clear skies covered the grass with frost that crunched beneath our feet, while the air was rich with the aroma of freshly baked bread and slow-cooked meats.
“Even with the pyre, it will be cold,” Morsimus said to me as we prepared for the feast. “We will need to wear our furs. I assume you have sufficient.”
His comment caught me by surprise, for despite living in the same home, we barely exchanged two words these days. My purpose, I had discovered, was to be invisible to him, a task at which I proved to be exceptionally talented.
“Yes, yes, I believe so.”
“Good,” he said. With that, our conversation ended.
Once outside, a surge of confusion ran through me. The village was alive with song and laughter. Lamps, candles, and a pyre burned so brightly that the dancing flames lit the world almost as fiercely as Helios’s sun. Several boys had drums and were beating rhythms to which the younger women danced and laughed. It was a festival indeed, and had it not been for the memory of bruises that mottled my back and thighs, I could have believed that this was how the gods intended us to live.
We had barely reached the well when Thalassa saw me coming and raced toward me.
“Otrera, come join us.” Behind Thalassa, her husband, Xanthus, stood watching. It was the first time I had seen him up close. Despite the long scar that puckered the skin from the corner of his mouth to his ear, he was a beautiful man, broad and tall, with narrow, piercing eyes. They were a striking pair. Damaris had called Thalassa “besotted” with her husband, but I recalled the way she had struggled to hold a fleshing knife the week before it got too cold to work, for Xanthus had squeezed her hands so tightly her knuckles no longer formed a straight line.
“Thank you,” I said. “I would love to join you, though there is someone I must find first.” My gratitude for the offer was genuine, and I hoped she would not take my words as a slight. I could wait no longer. I needed to find Aina. “Later?”
“Of course. Yes. Later.”
“I will fetch us wine,” Morsimus said, having spotted Kallista with her amphorae, generously filling cups to near overflowing. He did not wait for me to respond before he marched away.
“Come,” I said to Melitta. “This is your doing. I wish you to see Aina’s face.”
* * *
I found Aina standing with her mother and a young man.
“Otrera!” She bolted toward me and took me by the hand. “Come, you must meet Ereas, my brother. I have told him so much about you.”
She did not even notice the package in my hand as she dragged me away. There was no mistaking Ereas, for he was a reflection of Aina. He had the same dark hair, the same light freckles, the same bright smile.
“So you are Otrera,” he said. “My sister has spoken of no one else all winter.”
In the manner that only siblings can do, Aina promptly thumped her brother on the shoulder.
“I have not,” she scoffed, but from the smile Althea offered me, I suspected Ereas spoke the truth. With the strike on her brother landed, Aina turned back to me. Her cheeks had been pinched pink by the cold, making her smile all the more luminous. “I cannot wait for spring. Mother will not let me walk to the horses when the weather is like this, even though they do not travel too far south. Four days at most.”
“You would camp that long in this weather just to see Myrina?” I asked.
“I would sleep in this weather every night if I got to be with her.”
I did not doubt that, and as she had already brought up the horses, it seemed an appropriate time to offer her my gift. I held out my small parcel to her.
“A gift,” I said. “For the Dionysia.”
“For me?” Her eyes widened.
“There is no one else I believe could make use of such a thing.”
A deep flutter of anticipation and excitement filled me as I waited for her to pull away the thin cloth wrapping.
“What is this?” Aina asked as she unfolded the garment. It was, without doubt, the greatest example of Melitta’s skill that I had ever seen. She had matched the leather scraps in color the best she could so that rather than looking like a mismatched patchwork, the bifurcated garment appeared to fade in gradient, while the hems were so smooth and straight it was near impossible to believe that an old woman with fading eyes and weakening hands could have produced such an item.
“They will hopefully protect your legs from the sores you get riding,” I said.
“They are for riding.” Her jaw hung open as she turned the fabric over and over in her hands.
“I had Melitta make them for you,” I said. “If you wear them under your robe, it should save your skin from abrasion. The Persians call them anaxyrides.”
Aina’s response was immediate, and she turned to Iphinone, her hands clasped in prayer.
“Mother, please, can I go and find Myrina now?” she said. “Please. They are perfect. I will be able to ride longer than ever before.”
The warm glow of the pyre caused Iphinone’s smile to burn all the brighter as she reached out and took the anaxyrides from Aina to inspect. “Spring is on its way. You can wait until then. But for now, I think there is something you have forgotten to say, is there not?”
With a flush of embarrassment, Aina turned back to me and squeezed me so tightly she nearly stole my breath.
“Thank you, Otrera. Thank you, thank you.”
Once I had been released, she turned to Melitta.
“Thank you, Melitta,” she said and embraced the old woman almost as tightly.
I was about to suggest that Aina check whether the garment fit so Melitta could address any alterations swiftly when a voice stole my attention.
“Ereas? We are waiting for you. It is time for the plays to begin.”
I turned to find a young man watching our group. A light beard graced his chin, and even in the firelight, his eyes shone such a vibrant blue I found myself dumbstruck. I had stepped forward, compelled to ask for his name and introduce myself, when Ereas turned back to me.
“I should go. Otrera, I’m honored to meet you after all my sister’s swooning. I do hope you enjoy the plays.”



Chapter Thirty-Two
For a few short hours, it was as if I lived a life blessed by the gods. I drank wine and laughed with my friends as we watched the plays that the young men had spent moons preparing. Oh, we laughed as we watched them, although most of the plays were tragedies where the heroes met unfortunate ends. Still, the boys played to the laughter, drawing more from the audience.
While they acted, I tried to match the young men to their mothers. Some were easy to spot. Glykeria’s son had the same narrow, beak-like nose, not to mention the permanent scowl, while Halysia’s had the same strong brow and square jaw. Yet there were those whose families I could not place. One in particular.
I searched the group for the one who had fetched Ereas, though he did not appear in any of the plays. Instead, he stood at the side, pushing the younger children in front of the audience when it was their turn.
“Who is he?” I asked Althea as we watched. “Whose son is he? Or husband? He appears old enough.”
“Cleon? Oh, he is old enough to be married by quite some years, but so far he has shown no interest.”
“He prefers men?” I asked.
“He prefers solitude,” Althea replied before shaking her head. “I am sorry. That is not fair of me to say. He was a good boy growing up, and he tended the sheep from a young age. But around the time he should have been securing a wife, his mother, Siana, grew ill and passed away.”
“And his father?”
“They arrived here together without one. She said she was a widow, yet I always wondered if perhaps there was never a husband at all. Either way, Cleon has made her proud. He looks after the young boys, and it does them no harm to have someone like him watching. Why do you ask?”
My gaze shifted to where Cleon was adjusting the shoulder of a smaller boy’s robes, and an unexpected lightness filled my belly.
“No reason,” I said.
By the time the festivities ended, the fires were waning, and the stars were succumbing to the light of the dawn. It was then that I finally spoke to my employer.
“See,” Phile said as she appeared beside me and took my hand. “There are good moments to be found in the black. Good moments for all of us.”
I scanned the scene. The smiling wives, the playing children. Drums continued their beat, and men slurred their words of song. To an outsider, it would be an idyllic scene, but I saw the cracks in the image. I saw women’s smiles that, like my own, had grown narrower and narrower the more their husbands drank. I saw the flinches at every unexpected noise and the grips around wrists that were far tighter than they needed to be. I saw the daughters who stuck to their mothers’ sides, not even daring to meet their fathers’ eyes. I saw the truth behind the facade.
And even if it was entirely my imagination that had conjured the darkness behind the veil, it was not enough.
“One night a year,” I said to Phile. “Perhaps five or even ten with the other festivals? That is not a life. That is not what we deserve. And I would risk Tartarus to offer the women of the village more.” With that, I dipped my head in a nod and took my leave. “Good night, Phile.”



Chapter Thirty-Three
The arrival of spring meant something different to every person in the village. As soon as it grew warm, Phile reopened the tannery. To me, this was a joyous event. Morsimus paid me little mind during the winter months. Our longest interactions were when he woke me in the middle of the night for a rough fumble or when he came home drunk and spoiling for a fight. I needed people, and for more than the brief interactions we shared fetching water or collecting wood. For others, the spring brought the loss of their sons. Glykeria sobbed for days when the boys headed off with the herd, although her son had done the same thing five times before. For Phile, spring meant that she and Hirtus would soon be reunited.
But for Aina, spring meant only one thing. The horses.
I had assumed we would have to walk some way to find the herd, so I was surprised when they came into view less than an hour after we left the village. We had been at the tannery all morning, and the days were still short at this time of year. We would not have long with the animals before we needed to head back. From the manner in which Myrina galloped toward us, it was as if she knew.
Aina was wearing her leather shorts, which were loose around the waist and held firmly in place with a piece of twine. She did not hesitate before she launched herself onto the mare’s back. Without missing a stride, the pair were galloping, looping to the forest and back.
I turned back to the horses, searching for one. I found him in the center of the herd, looking straight at me.
“It’s your turn to come to me, Erebus.” I stretched out my hand and locked my eyes on him. “You cannot have me do all the work.”
The horse’s nostrils flared, and though he did not move, he threw back his head with a snort. For several minutes, I stood there, motionless, our gazes fixed. It was a war of wills, which I did not have the patience to win this time.
“Is it always to be this way between us?” I laughed as I made my way toward him. The herd allowed me to pass with little more than sideways glances. “Fine, I will come to you today, but next time, it will be on you.”
He bowed his head low to the ground, allowing me to stretch up and run my fingers through his mane. When we parted, he nudged me gently as if asking me not to wait so long before my next visit.
On the walk back, Aina spoke nonstop.
“There are no marks on my legs. None at all. And I think it may be softer for Myrina too. My robe is too long though. I need something shorter. A tunic perhaps. Do you think Melitta could make me one, Otrera?”
Iphinone took her daughter’s hand and squeezed firmly. “How about for today, we simply show gratitude for the gifts Otrera has already given you?”
I watched on with warmth in my heart.
While the reunion with Erebus was more than I could have hoped for, there was another that I anticipated just as much. One that happened the very next morning when I headed to the tannery.
I was so focused on my early morning run that I did not see him until we almost collided.
“You’re faster,” he said as I drew myself to a sudden stop.
I was struck with the urge to throw my arms around him, the same way I would have done with Althea or even Phile, but I fought it. It was not appropriate to greet another woman’s husband in such a way, so I simply offered him the warmest smile I could.
“You are back,” I said unnecessarily.
“I am. And I have something for you.”
It was then I saw the bow in his hand, which he held out toward me.
“You made this?” I asked, running my fingers along the wooden curves.
“I did, and I think you are right. This shape will give you the power without the size or weight. I think it will fire beautifully.”
I looked at him questioningly. “You have not tried it?”
Hirtus shook his head. “No, this is a special moment for you. You should be the one to send the first arrow flying.”
“Can we do so now?” I asked.
Given how Hirtus had been so keen to show me the weapon, I was certain he would say yes. Instead, he tilted his head to the side.
“How about you let me have a day with my wife first?”
My cheeks flushed with embarrassment as only then did I notice my bow was not the only item he carried. There were satchels across his shoulders, and his own bow was slung across his back. Through no fault of my own, I had accosted him before he had even greeted Phile.
“Tomorrow morning?” I said hopefully.
“I think I can manage a short lesson,” he said and smiled.



Chapter Thirty-Four
I could not take the bow home for fear Morsimus would burn it, nor the quiver and arrows that Hirtus had generously made to go with it. I could think of little else, however, through that whole day.
That night, I struggled to even close my eyes for the anticipation that filled me. The next morning, my life was to change. I could feel it. This bow and I were to become something special together.
I was at the tannery before dawn and expected to have to wait some time before Hirtus rose, but he appeared in the archway from his house shortly after I arrived, wearing only a small cloth around his waist.
“I knew you would rise at such an hour,” he said.
I should have apologized; only the grin of excitement I wore prevented me from doing so.
“Come, Otrera. Let us see if this bow is all we hoped it would be.”
Though I would never dare compare a mortal’s workmanship to that of the gods, that morning, it felt as if I were holding a weapon created by Hephaestus himself. It was weighted perfectly, light to hold yet sturdy enough not to be affected by the wind. It was a work of art. And it was mine. Even when I heard the chatter of the others arriving for work, I blocked it out. I found love and did not want to let it go.
“I fear Phile will not be happy with me if you spend all day practicing instead of working,” Hirtus said.
“Just one more.” I nocked an arrow again. “Then I will stop.”
Rather than agreeing, Hirtus placed his hand on the center of my bow and pushed gently downward.
“There is no rush, Otrera. This is your weapon. You can use it whenever you wish.”
I took his advice and handed the instrument back to him, already anticipating when I would fire it again.
Every day, I rose well before dawn and headed to the forest, sprinting as fast as my legs would carry me. Once there, I would fire my six arrows into targets of my choosing and race to collect them before running back and restringing them, again and again. The exercise could have been mundane, tedious even, but not once did I feel that. Instead, it was exhilarating.
It took mere days, not weeks, to see my skill increase, and I wished to share the feeling.
“Damaris, you must try it,” I insisted one day at the tannery. I had owned the bow for over a moon, and so far, I had been the only one to fire it. “I believe you will be able to hit the target every time with this. You will see.”
“Otrera, I am not as skilled as you.”
“With this weapon, you will be. Please, we do not need to go to the forest. We can try here when we have finished for the day.”
Sensing that I would not relent, Damaris agreed. Her first shot—and the five that followed—all hit the skin.
“My arms are not even tired,” she said, almost confused. “You say Hirtus made it?”
“I believe he can teach us to make them for ourselves too if we wish.”
Her eyes glinted as she nodded. “This changes things, Otrera. I do not know how, but I know this. You here, in the village, have changed our paths.”
I could feel it too. It was almost as though the gods were watching us now. As though we were becoming more than we were.
The first time my arrow hit an animal, I was out on my own. It was before daybreak, and my intention had been to practice at the tannery, but I was drawn to the forest instead. Now, of course, I am certain it was the great goddess who had called me there.
Dozens of rabbits were gathered in the open fields, feasting on the dew-soaked grass. As silently as I could, I slipped my bow from my back and nocked an arrow. My own tension filtered down into the bowstring as I pulled it tight, while the slight tremble in my hand was steadied only by the constancy of my breath. There, with my sight fixed, I released.
The high-pitched squeal was over as soon as it started, and I was already reaching for another arrow, which I fired. Two rabbits, killed by my bow and my bow alone, with barely a pause for breath between.
I made an altar to Artemis that morning on a large, flat stone by the edge of the forest, one that I would pray at time and time again during my years in Ninniya. As the leaves and dried twigs caught light around the body of one of the rabbits, I said my prayer. I was not Atalanta, not one of Phile’s heroes, but I was Otrera at last.
* * *
Perhaps I should have continued hunting that morning, but my spirits were too high. I waited outside the courtyard, holding the remaining rabbit by its legs, my arrows in my quiver, my bow on my back.
“You did it! You did it!” Eleni was the first to wrap her arms around me.
“Are you sure it did not come from a snare?” Althea joked, while Aina promptly fought her way to the front to stand by my side.
“I do not know why you are surprised. This is Otrera. She can achieve anything. We should all know that by now.” Aina grinned broadly.
“I do not think it fitting to gloat,” Glykeria said, interrupting the festivities. “You must make an offering to the goddess Artemis.” Her tone was authoritative, although I doubted she had ever killed more than a dormouse herself. “You must give this first kill to her.”
I smiled graciously. “The first rabbit I killed is already burned on an altar,” I said.
More gasps followed.
“The first?” Thalassa said. “Soon, you will not need to work here at all. You will sell all your own pelts and kill all your own food.”
“If that is the case, then I will need to find a new woman to carry all those skins.”
I turned to face Phile. Despite her dry words, her eyes shone with pride. This was what she had imagined all along. Women with no need for her generosity.
“Now, go hang that rabbit in the courtyard. There is work to be done. All of you, I do not pay you to spend all day gossiping.”
Still chattering excitedly, the other women retreated into the tannery ready to start work, yet I waited. There was more I needed to say.
“It is for you.” I held the limp animal out in my arms, offering it to Phile. This was the woman who had given us so much, and now, however slowly, I would give back to her.
I carried more skins that morning than any other day, with the elation of my first kill bringing me strength I could not have imagined. It was an elation I truly believed could have lasted a lifetime.
Yet within days, it was gone, and in its place was a grief the likes of which I had never known.
* * *
The next morning, I went out early again. My first kill had been an offering to Artemis and the second a gift to Phile. I had not yet tasted the fruits of my labor, and I did not believe the gods would forbid me food for my own home. So I decided I would hunt again, this time for food.
By the time I had shot three rabbits, the sun was well above the horizon. Light fractured through the clouds in wide beams that illuminated only parts of the land, hinting at the clear skies that would come. I would need to offer Phile another of the animals as an apology or work without a break to make up for the time I had missed. Yet as I approached the tannery, silence shadowed the place. I heard no laughter or singing from the women in the pits, no squeals of children as they chased one another in and out of the shade. I quickened my pace, trying to convince myself that the drumming in my chest was nothing more than fear of rebuke. As I stepped through the gates, I knew I was wrong.
The children were gathered together under the canopy, heads bowed as they ate. They were quiet, subdued. Unlike the women.
Some were on their knees, clawing their fingers into the earth. Iphinone held Aina to her chest, and the child sobbed weakly while Althea and Phile held a deep discussion. When I cleared my throat, every person faced me. Each pair of eyes was red, each face blotched with tearstains.
My heart racing, I searched the faces. Dolos and Glykeria were talking with Thalia and Thalassa. Trapezitai, who mostly spun the yarn, was there with the women who washed the wool. I scanned every one. Dozens of women, both friends and people I still scarcely knew. There was only one face missing.
“No.” My knees buckled. “No, it cannot be.”
I looked to Althea and Iphinone, wishing one of them would correct me, would tell me I was wrong. And yet it was Damaris who stepped forward. Damaris who looked me in the eye and told me what I already knew to be true.
“It is Eleni. Lycurgus has killed her. She is dead.”



Chapter Thirty-Five
The agony I felt was worse than any beating I had received from Morsimus. It was as though every one of my ribs had broken and the jagged shards of bone sank inward to my heart with each breath. But the pain was not from loss alone. I had known this would happen. I had told Phile it would. The pain was from guilt too, for we should have acted.
As I stood in the courtyard, my emotions shifted from devastation to anger. Fury burned my veins. Pushing Damaris aside, I strode toward Phile.
“You. This is on you.”
“Otrera. You are hurting. We are all hurting.”
“I told you we could end this. I told you we could end this all. We should have killed him. We should have killed all the husbands before it came to this.”
“It is not that simple—”
“Yes! Yes, it is! They are killing us. If not our bodies then our souls. One by one, the husbands of this village are destroying everything we are. But we can stop this. We can stop it from ever happening again if we stand together.”
Phile straightened her back, the curve in her spine disappearing as she stood far taller than I believed she could.
“You would have these women become murderers, Otrera?” She shook her head. “No. I will not do that. I will not have blood on my hands or on theirs.”
“We are not murderers if we kill to survive,” I insisted.
“We are still alive, Otrera.”
“No! No, we are not! Eleni did not survive. Juara did not survive. Chrysothea’s child did not survive. More and more of us will be lost this way unless we do something.”
I was shouting at my employer, my friend, and my lifeline. But I could not stop.
“Your heroes,” I spat at her. “Your precious heroes with whom you wish to roam in the afterlife, how many of them have blood on their hands? You think they reached Elysium by waiting? By allowing fate to take its course? No, they defended the weak, and they took whichever lives they had to. You want to be a hero? This is the only way you will get there. Believe me, Phile, if you don’t, then all this”—I drew my hand in a large arc around the women and tannery—“everything you have tried to make of your life will be worth nothing, for by doing nothing, you will have condemned us all to death. Every one of us will die at the hands of our men. That will be your legacy.”
My chest heaved, and though I wished for nothing more than to tumble to the ground, I remained standing, my eyes blazing. I had admired Phile, loved her, but I could follow her no more.
“I will stand with you,” Damaris said and moved beside me. “They are all responsible. They all turn a blind eye. They all beat and rape. I stand with you.”
“As do I.” Althea stepped forward. “I have found freedom from a tyrant husband. You all deserve such freedom.”
My eyes went to Iphinone. In order to persuade the other women who knew me less well, I would need to have my friends stand by me.
“I have no husband, but I am with you,” she said.
“My daughters need protection from these monsters,” Halysia said next. “If I can save them from a future like mine, I must.”
One by one, women took their places beside me until soon, only a few remained. Among those were Dolos and Thalassa: the oldest and one of the youngest. I aimed my words at the one I believed would be easiest to persuade first.
“Dolos. You have seen so many deaths here. How can you believe it is right to stand aside and let this happen again?”
“Because more death does not make the world right, Otrera. You are so young. You have seen so little of life. Phile has created something special for us here. A sanctuary. And your actions will ruin that. Even your talk threatens to ruin that.”
“No, my actions will make us free,” I said. “Imagine no longer hearing the screams at night or knowing that each time you step across the threshold of your home, it could be your last. Imagine never having to hear a friend has lost a baby or been beaten to within an inch of her life. I might be young, but that does not mean I am blind to the injustices that we have to face.”
“And what of the boys?” Glykeria was also yet to be persuaded. “My son, Kakos, will be of marrying age soon. You wish for me to bring a knife to his throat now that he is soon to be a husband?”
“No.” I recoiled at such a thought. “Your sons are innocent. They have not yet harmed a woman. But can you say the same of your husband? We are doing this to protect the innocent, Glykeria. The innocent women and the children.” Her eyes avoided mine, and I knew I was coming close. A little more persuasion and she would be there. I shifted my gaze from Glykeria back to Thalassa.
She was barely more than a girl, younger than me even, so I spoke to her with a softened voice as if to a child, not to a woman who had birthed three children of her own.
“Thalassa, you are afraid. I understand that. Of course you are. But you have seen what has happened here. It will happen again.”
“But Xanthus loves me.”
“Thalassa, he beats you. He burns you. We have all seen the marks on your skin. You cannot believe a man who does such things has any place here.”
“He is not all bad. He loses his temper. Often I am to blame. I break things. I am clumsy in the home. He gets upset. That is all.”
I could hear no more. I strode forward and pulled down the shoulder of her robe, exposing her left side. The skin there was puckered and raw, while the burn oozed pus into darker, older scars. Most women would have winced at such a sight, yet it was all too familiar to us.
“Would you ever see Hirtus do such a thing to Phile?” I spat at her. “No, you know you would not. This is not what love is.”
“Xanthus is different. It does not mean he does not love me.”
“Really? Would you ever do such a thing to your child?”
“No, never.” She gasped as if I had just slapped her.
“What will you do when he does?”
Her face hardened. I was pushing her, but I needed to. I needed her to see that her actions affected more than just herself.
“He would never do such a thing.”
“Why not? What about when one of them breaks something? When one spills something? You are the mother of his children. You bring money to his home, yet he beats you. He says he loves you, yet he makes you suffer. Why would it be any different with your children?”
Tears dripped down Thalassa’s cheeks as she pulled her robe up to cover her shoulder.
“I love him.”
“No, you love the idea of him. You cannot love a man who does that to you. You cannot truly love someone you fear. Just like he cannot love someone he abuses.”
Thalassa bowed her head. There were no more protests she could give me, that anyone could give me. Lifting my arms, I looked at Phile.
“Will you support us? We cannot do this without you, without your promise that these women will still have employment with you, even after the deeds have been done.”
Silence followed my question. Silence that grew and grew as Phile chewed on that same thumbnail, now bitten to the quick. She drew in a deep breath.
“I wanted to build a place better than the rest of our lands. A place where women felt protected, valued, listened to. I wanted to listen. And if this is what you want, then I hear you. We will do this. We will do this, Otrera, but know there will likely be consequences. Not from me but from the gods. They will be watching this, and they will judge.”



Chapter Thirty-Six
We needed to act immediately. Any delay and whispers would reach the men’s ears. These women could not lie to their husbands, even to save their own lives. So with the skins left festering in the pits, we gathered in Phile’s home.
“How do we stop the children from seeing?” Thalia asked. “You do not have children. You do not understand.”
“Has your child been playing elsewhere every time your husband beat you?” My response was unsympathetic and my regret immediate. I tried again more softly. “We will do it when the children are asleep. If they are old enough, add valerian root to their milk. If they are too young, nurse them into a slumber.”
“What of Kallista at the tavern? Do we tell her? Her husband beats her,” Iphinone said.
“And worse,” Thalia interjected. “He lets the men in the tavern use her. When they are drunk and violent, he lets them take her to the back room.”
“I will tell her,” Althea offered. “She and I have spoken several times at the river. And I can do the act for her if she needs help.”
“How are we to do it?” Damaris spoke the question that many of us were thinking.
Personally, I had already envisioned Morsimus’s death a thousand times—with poison, with a knife, and now, more recently, with a bow and arrow. I wished him to see me raise my weapon and fire it into his chest. I wished for him to know what I had become. But it was not something the other women could do.
“However you must,” I told them. “Hemlock grows in the forest. You can make a tea of it if that is what you prefer.”
“Or there are knives.” Phile caught me by surprise. “We have countless sharp knives for fleshing. They would do the job. It might do everyone good to take one with them even if they do not intend to use them. For protection, should the hemlock not work.”
As my gaze met Phile’s, I tried to read the thoughts that spun behind her eyes as she continued to speak.
“If this is to be done, we need to make sure there are no loose ends. No survivors. Or there will be repercussions.”
I nodded. “Every woman should take a knife from the fleshing table,” I said. “No one should leave without one, regardless of what you intend to do. We will brew the hemlock here too if that is agreeable to you, Phile?”
“It is best,” she said, answering in the way I had hoped. “It will prevent accidents with children or the men growing suspicious. We can add it to my wine. Offer it to the men when you arrive home. Say it is a gift from me for the skins fetching such a good price.”
“I am happy with that,” I agreed.
The women nodded in agreement, though no one spoke. I saw their fear. I wanted to offer them the assurances they needed. I was so certain of my decision. So confident in the promises I had made to them. Confident and foolish.
“We will not be safe if we do not do this,” I said, my voice strong. “But I know this will not be easy, no matter how much we despise these men who have abused us for so long. Everyone’s situation may be different, but we are all wed to men who do not deserve a place in the land of the living.” I drew in a long breath before I continued. “This is what I suggest. Every man will be killed in his home. And every man will be dead by sunrise. The deaths must be swift and silent so others do not catch wind of what is happening. Hemlock is the only option to be used before nightfall. Those are your only constraints. Is that agreeable to all?”
Whispers passed among the group, and though I could not hear what was said, they seemed to be murmurs of agreement.
Before they could grow too loud, I continued. “So now we must brew the hemlock. Althea, when you leave, go straight to the tavern, take a small flask of the hemlock wine with you for Kallista, and ensure you are entirely alone before you tell her what is planned. The rest of us will go home as normal, but before that, we need to return to the tannery. Ensure our hands are stained and our clothes smell. If we arrive home clean, the men may grow suspicious. Lastly, if there is anyone who does not think she can do this, you need to speak now. The men must not find out.”
“What about Lycurgus?” Iphinone asked. “How will we kill him?”
It was a question I had not considered, but there was no doubt in my mind that he would die tonight, whether by my hand or someone else’s. Eleni would be avenged.
“He drinks at the tavern at night,” Althea responded. “I doubt his wife’s death will change that. But I can deliver wine to his home before he leaves. Say it is from Phile in sympathy for his loss?”
“That will work,” Phile said.
“Good.” Once more, I took charge. “Then there will be no loose ends. Remember, this is not murder. Only men who have made us fear for our own lives will die tonight.” I focused my attention on Phile as I said those words. “This is survival.”
There was little chatter among those of us who returned to the tannery, but other than the silence of our contemplation, we worked as if it were any other day. As we toiled, my mind twisted over and over with all the ways we could fail. All the horrendous ways the women could be punished and tortured should we not succeed. I calmed my mind the only way I knew how.
I shot my arrows.
One after another, I sent them into the air so that they landed so tightly clustered in the skin that the feathers of one fletching could not be distinguished from another. Each time I shot, I imagined a heart. Morsimus’s heart. Lycurgus’s heart. This would be the last day they beat.
Once I was out of arrows, I slung my bow over my shoulder and walked to retrieve them, musing upon the words that Phile had said to me. If the gods were watching and judging, then Artemis was not the only one who deserved my devotion. As I yanked an arrow out of the skin, I recalled the painting that decorated the walls in our home and the eyes that had stared back at me since I scrubbed the years of grime from his image during my first night in Ninniya. In that moment, I realized the truth. There had always been a war, bubbling beneath the surface of our existence, and Ares had been there, watching quietly for this moment to come. As I closed my eyes, I muttered a prayer to the god. Let him watch. And let him see us win.
“Your skill has grown,” Damaris said as she appeared beside me and broke my thoughts. “You know that many of us here believe you have been gifted by the gods.”
I scoffed, though the vision of both Ares and Artemis remained firmly in my mind.
“If I have been, then I pray tonight is the night they show me.”
She nodded, but her expression did not falter.
“I believe the gods sent you here, Otrera,” she said. “And I believe I prayed for you to come.”
I did not know how to respond, so I remained silent and let Damaris continue.
“There have been whispers before. Women wishing to rise up. Each time, my heart leaped, as I believed that if just one woman could find the strength to move beyond words, then perhaps I could find that courage too. Yet I feared what would happen if only one woman brought her husband the justice he deserved. I do not fear today. I had never dared to dream that all of us would rise together, but this is how I know we will survive. It is you who have done this, Otrera.”
“It was Phile who gave us purpose,” I objected. Yet Damaris was not to be deterred.
“Yes, she gave us safety, but it is you who have given us belief. Hope.”
I took her words to heart with a heavy burden.
We did not lay the snares out for the rabbits that evening, nor did we head down to the river to bathe. Instead, we grew quieter and quieter, as if our whispers could somehow travel on the breeze. When the women readied themselves to leave, I spoke to them one final time.
“This is to be the last night you enter your homes afraid. The last night you fear for your children. This is the night we gain our freedom,” I said.
“What if something goes wrong?” Thalassa whispered. “What if they sense something?”
“If they do not take the drink, you have your knives. But if one of your husbands comes home with his fist flying and you are in fear, then call. Call your name out into the night. Althea, Iphinone, myself, any of us who can be there will be there. The gods will be there with us.”
She nodded as I turned my head and looked at each of the women. Each met my eyes with the slightest dip of her head, stirring the certainty within me.
“Then we are ready,” I said.



Chapter Thirty-Seven
Melitta was scrubbing a pot with sand in the kitchen when I returned home. Morsimus had taken his coin and headed to the tavern, so she and I were alone. Wordlessly, I took the pot, then her hands, and twisted her around to face me. Confusion clouded her expression.
“Mistress, what is it?”
“Melitta, something will happen tonight,” I said, keeping my words as vague as I could. “Something I believe the gods support.”
“Mistress?”
“Stay in the room. Do not come out. Whatever you hear, do not come out. Do you understand?”
Melitta’s face paled. Her eyes locked momentarily on mine before they traveled down my arm to where the bow sat loose in my grip, as natural as if it were part of me.
“Mistress?” I heard the fear in that single word.
“When tonight is over, you will be a free woman.”
“A free woman?” The words were not spoken with the same sense of elation that I had expected. “Free? Where would I go?”
“That is your choice. There will be nothing to hold you back.”
“But could I stay with you?”
Her words tugged at my heart more than I could have imagined.
“Always,” I replied before I leaned forward and kissed her on the forehead. “I will always have a place for you in my home.”
She nodded, then looked past me to the doorway.
“So what do we do now?” she asked.
“Now?” I said. “Now we wait.”
The hours passed slowly. I sent Melitta to her room after finishing our supper, then took a seat in the hallway with my bow beside me. I did not know which women had taken the hemlock wine or who planned to use knives on their husbands while they slept. My mind twisted constantly as I waited for Morsimus.
“Mistress?” Several hours had passed since I had told Melitta to retire to her room, yet there she stood at the end of the hall. “I am sorry that it has come to this, mistress. You are so young.”
“I do not feel young. I feel tired and old,” I said honestly. “Tired of the hurt. Of the pain. Of the loss.”
Melitta came and took a seat beside me, and not for the first time. I wondered how old she truly was or if she even knew. Was it the weight of age that had curved her spine and creased her skin or the weight of life?
“Perhaps if you do this, you will find your youth again,” she said before we fell into silence.
That was how we sat, side by side, not so much as a whisper passing between us, yet it brought me comfort. For a while at least.
“Is it best just to sit and wait?” Melitta said quietly some hours later.
Her thoughts echoed my own. Some nights, Eos’s painted dawn was making way for Helios’s chariot before Morsimus finally stumbled through the door. Would I be able to stay awake until that hour? And how accurate would my aim be when I was groggy from lack of sleep? Yet I could not close my eyes. Not until Morsimus had an arrow through his heart.
A heaviness was seeping into my bones when a single owl’s hoot caused me to straighten in my seat. Even before I heard the footsteps on the ground, I knew something was amiss.
“Is that him?” Melitta’s confusion matched my own.
The crunch on the stone path was fast-paced and purposeful, not the sloppy strides of a single staggering drunk. By instinct, I reached for my bow.
“Go back into the chamber, Melitta. This is not your fight.”
“I am staying with you.”
I could not argue with her, not because I did not want to but because I was listening. It was not one man who had come to my house that night. It was many. These were men with whom Morsimus drank most frequently. Lycurgus was among them, as was Chrysothea’s husband. But never had another set foot in our home before now, which meant only one thing. They knew.
“There is nowhere to run, whore,” Morsimus shouted out into the night. “We know what you have planned.”
It was as if I became cloaked in a shadow of dread as I stood there, his words reverberating through my very breastbone.
“Let us see if you’re as brave as you claim to be. Will you hide in there like a coward, or will you come out and let these men bear witness as I kill you?”
Melitta grabbed my hand. “Please, mistress. Go around the back. Run. I will distract him.”
“There is no running now, Melitta. Not for me.”
I stood up and took my bow. Judging from the way Morsimus bellowed, he was still some way out. Near the gate perhaps. If I opened the door with an arrow already nocked, I could send it flying into his chest before he had the chance to draw another breath.
Then I would need to deal with the others. I drew the fleshing knife from my belt and handed it to Melitta.
“You do not have to do this. You do not have to go against your gods,” I told her. “I would never ask that of you. But if you choose to, I believe your help would be appreciated.”
Without hesitation, Melitta took the knife from my hand.
“I shall go out first,” she said. “They will not be expecting that.”
I nodded. I was putting her in harm’s way, something I had hoped never to do, yet she was right. Their confusion could buy me some time.
“I will be behind you. My arrows will fly if they take one step toward you.”
She offered a small smile that barely flickered at the corners of her lips.
“How is your aim?” Her voice hinted with a humor that I reciprocated the best I could.
“The women believe I am gifted by Artemis herself.”
“Then I will believe it too.”
We needed the door to open swiftly, which was no easy task, considering how it stuck on the jagged tiles. With one sharp yank, Melitta used all her weight to tug it open. A second later, I saw them. There were not two or three men standing outside, as I had hoped, but a half a dozen, although my eyes did not linger on any of them for long.
Not on any of the men, that is. For there, in front of them all and standing next to Morsimus, was Thalassa.



Chapter Thirty-Eight
I watched from inside, angled so that I could see through a tiny crack in the door. Thalassa’s head was bowed as she stared at the ground. Xanthus stood beside her. The sneer that slanted his scarred face erased any trace of his former beauty, though his smirk was small compared to that worn by Morsimus, whose eyes glinted and lips twisted tightly.
Yet as tall as her frail frame would let her, Melitta stood before them all.
“What are you doing, old woman?” Morsimus snapped. “Step aside.”
“You will have to go through me to reach my mistress.”
“That will not be a problem. But you offer your life for nothing. Otrera dies tonight. We know what she has planned, what she has coerced the other women to do. She is a traitor to her husband and the gods.”
“She does not betray her gods. Ridding the world of your kind would be a blessing.”
That was the moment I saw how deeply I loved Melitta. I loved her as the mother I had lost. As the sister I had never been blessed with. As the friend I had never truly appreciated.
“Enough games,” Morsimus snapped, striding forward. “If you don’t move now, I will kill you.”
Melitta knew him well enough to know when Morsimus’s words were more than idle threats. Her eyes flickered back to me before she shuffled forward, creating just enough room for me to step into the doorway.
The sight of my raised bow caused the men to erupt with laughter.
“Are you going to shoot us with that child’s toy, woman?” Xanthus was the first to mock me. “That I would pay to see.”
I was tempted to draw and fire my first shot straight into his heart, but I knew once the battle began, there would be no way to stop it. And I needed answers first.
Ignoring Morsimus and the mockery, I looked only at Thalassa.
“Why?” It was all I could say.
Her voice struggled, strangled in the same throat that had already betrayed us.
“They will let the other women go unharmed,” she said. “It is not fair that we should be punished because of you.”
“Because of me? I am trying to free you.” My hand trembled on my bow, not from fear but from anger. “You say they will go unharmed? For how long? Tonight? Tomorrow?”
She kept her head down, yet even in the darkness, her tears glimmered as they fell to the earth.
“I could not do it,” she whispered.
“Then you should have let me.”
I was biding my time as I spoke to her, reading the men. Morsimus, for once, was steady on his feet, but many were not. Several struggled to even keep their eyes open, and more than one seemed truly confused as to why he was there. I did not have enough arrows for them all, so I would need to kill the strongest first. Then perhaps take the knife from Melitta to finish the rest. As for the other men, I only hoped they had headed home before Thalassa had betrayed us and were now lying dead in their beds.
I weighed my actions, still delaying the inevitable, when a cry filled the air. The cry of a young woman, perhaps one as young as Aina. I could not help but laugh. The sound was bitter.
“Not harmed?” I spat at Thalassa. “Is that what you think that sound was? A woman not being hurt?”
Her cheeks paled.
“You coerced us! You started this!” She tried meekly to defend her actions, but I saw Xanthus’s hand gripping hers so tightly her knuckles bulged out of place. “The women did not want to join. They were afraid of you.”
“Afraid of her.” At this, Morsimus laughed again. “Perhaps I should keep you alive then. Break your arms and legs. Cut out your tongue so you can’t start any more rebellions. Show the other bitches here who they really need to be afraid of.”
That was it. I had heard enough. With one swift glance at Melitta, I nodded, then drew and fired the first shot.
It was an arrogant shot. I could have sent that first arrow into Morsimus and ended my own battle then and there, but I wanted him to see. I wanted him to see who I was and know who I had become while living under his roof. I wanted him to know that while he had continued to view me as a weak child, I had become a woman he should fear.
The first arrow went into the man on the left of him, the second into the one on his right. Morsimus’s eyes bulged.
“You bitch. You… How…”
“It appears the gods are on my side,” I said.
Four arrows remained. Of the six men who remained standing, three—Morsimus included—were capable of overpowering me. A spark of hope fluttered inside. If I acted now, I could still win this battle. And I needed to win. It was not only my life that was at stake. If any men survived, it was likely their wives would not.
For both my own life and the women’s, I took out another of the stronger men next. Never did my grip falter. Never did my fingers over the quiver find air instead of the slim shaft of whittled wood they were searching for. Although the next death was less clean.
The man was short, as stocky as a bull and charging toward me as if he had the blood of one. Had he been standing straight, it would have been a perfect shot, but my arrow caught in his shoulder. He yelled in pain and lunged for me. Yet before I had nocked again, Melitta was there, the fleshing knife in her hand. Either the man did not see her coming or did not see her as a threat as she jumped into his path and thrust the blade into his belly. A moment later, he toppled over onto her.
“You have tricked us! You knew she would do this!” Xanthus yanked on Thalassa’s arm before kicking her to the ground.
“No! I told you. I told you she had a bow and had been trained by Hirtus.”
“No, you said she had shot some rabbits. Not that she could do this. You lied to me, you bitch.”
His foot flew into her ribs with such force that her entire body lifted from the ground. But I did not have time to help her. I needed my strength for myself. Some of the men were running, stumbling back toward the village and their homes. Others watched on, dumbfounded.
Morsimus’s eyes shone with darkness as he strode toward me.
“I will make you suffer for this, Otrera.” His teeth gleamed yellow, and for the first time, my hand struggled to find an arrow. By the time I had one between my fingers, Morsimus had smacked my arm, knocking it to the ground. “You will burn with the Titans in Tartarus.”
He struck me again, planning on sending me down with my arrow, but I was prepared. Twisting, I softened my landing with a curve of my back, yet Morsimus did not see the control with which I fell, nor the handful of dirt I scooped from the ground. As he loomed over me, I threw the dirt in his face.
The cloud engulfed his mouth and eyes. Coughing and spluttering, he stepped backward, giving me all the time I needed to ready my weapon.
“I wanted to make you suffer as you did me,” I said. “But this will have to do.”
I fired the shot clean and without hesitation, right through his throat. Blood gurgled, and Morsimus’s eyes were wide with shock. I did not see pain register on his face, however, nor anger. Just confusion. He toppled, not to his knees but backward, as though he were dropping onto the softest bed. The last bed he would ever lie in.
Plumes of dust rose from the impact, and for a moment, I simply stood. I could hear cries around me, both close and those farther away in the village, yet none could reach me. None until her voice.
“Otrera.”



Chapter Thirty-Nine
She crumpled on the ground, the fleshing knife lodged between her ribs, as a glistening pool spread outward beneath her. Even in the moonlight, there was no disguising the deep red that was seeping into the earth.
“Melitta, no, no. You will be fine. You are fine.” I grabbed the hilt of the knife, my hand quaking. Did I pull it out? Could I stop the bleeding? For the first time since I had fired my first arrow, I doubted my actions. My mind raced but refused to form a coherent thought. “Tell me. Tell me what to do.”
Behind me, a man grunted. I jumped to my feet and, with no arrows left, swung my bow at him with all my weight behind it, smacking him across the face. The force was not enough to kill him but enough for him to stumble and hesitate before running back to the village.
I dropped back down next to Melitta.
“My friend, I am so sorry. This is my fault. What should I do? Please, how do I fix this?”
Her eyes shone with all the brightness of the morning sun. For a moment, I believed it was raining, only to realize it was my tears that fell onto her paling skin. Hastily, I wiped my cheek.
“I can carry you to Phile’s. One of her men has sewn wounds before. They will be able to fix this.”
I moved to pick her up, yet before I could, Melitta reached up and grabbed my wrist.
“Otrera, the gods have decided my fate,” she said.
I shook my head, tears flying.
“No, no. This was not the gods’ fault. This was mine. I can put it right. You will live. You have to.”
“You cannot change destiny. Otrera, you have risen. You have risen into a woman I never thought I would see. He stabbed me while I watched you. I thought I was staring at Atalanta herself.”
“Please, Melitta, let me carry you.” As I heard my words, I knew the truth. I would need to spend every second of my life atoning for her death, or else I would join Morsimus with the rest of these men in Tartarus.
“Go,” Melitta urged me. “You have done nothing wrong. I forgive you. The gods will forgive you too.”
“Melitta—”
“The women need your help. Make sure I have my coins, won’t you?”
“Always.”
“Take the knife. You will need it.”
“No, Melitta.”
“Yes. Do not worry. There is no pain.”
I could well have stayed there until the sunrise, feeling the warmth wick away from Melitta’s skin and the hope fade from my bones, but a single word caught on the breeze.
“Help.”
I twisted my head to see Thalassa on the ground, Xanthus viciously kicking away her last shred of life. Though it was not intentional, my face must have hardened, for Melitta spoke again. They were to be the last words she offered in the land of the living.
“Save her.”
“Otrera.” Thalassa’s voice came again, though so weakly I do not know how I even heard it.
Still blinded by the tears and the pain that throbbed through my chest, I pushed myself to standing, wiping my friend’s blood on my robe.
Thalassa lay on the ground, her eyes closed, and if it had not been for the strained gurgles that rose from her throat, I would have believed her dead. I will not deny it, I wanted to leave her there. She deserved to die. If she had not told the men of our plans, Melitta would have lived. But it was my actions that had led us here. Led me one step closer to Tartarus.
I pulled an arrow from a dead man’s body; a slight tug was all that was required. With blood still dripping from the metal tip and my own hands stained, I nocked it and fired it into Xanthus’s back.
Only then did I realize my mistake. His body toppled forward, his weight enough to crush Thalassa. I ran toward him, grabbed the back of his chiton, and pushed him aside. His body thudded to the earth. I did not check on Thalassa though. I had done all I could for her.
Only as I retrieved my arrows did I see all Melitta had done. One drunk lay on the ground, his throat slit. Another was bleeding out slowly from a wound across his stomach. She had done her part for me, lost her life for my cause, and I would not let her be forgotten. But I could not stay and pay her respects. Not then.
I ran toward the village, where orange flames licked the sky and the scent of smoke filled the air.
My feet pounded the ground. This was not like the laps Hirtus had commanded me to do around the compound, where my speed had been purely for my own gain and satisfaction. I was running for everyone’s lives.
Iphinone was outside, silhouetted by the flames. Aina stood behind her. “Halysia has been killed. Brysta too. It is their husbands who have set the fires. They are heading to Phile’s.”
I heard no more, for I was already running toward the tannery. The moment the men came into my sight, torches in their hands, I let an arrow fly. The first body dropped to the ground, yet to my surprise, so did the second. I squinted out into the night, expecting to see the gargantuan frame of Hirtus looking back at me, but the figure I saw was only half his height, gray hair shining in the moonlight. Of course Phile could shoot. I did not have time to congratulate her though. Instead, I raced back to the village.
* * *
By the time the sun had breached the horizon, the fires were smoldering. Gray ash caught the last swells of heat and drifted upward in graceful plumes. The Ninniya I had known was gone. Now, the earth ran red with blood. I had shot all my arrows, thrown my knife, and beaten with my fists until every husband in the village was gone. But the men were not the only ones who had lost their lives.
I found Aina and Iphinone pulling a sheet across a body, tears streaking their cheeks.
“Who?” I said.
“Thalia. Her husband did not drink the hemlock. He forced it down her throat. She made it out into the street before she died.”
Images of Thalia, writhing in pain, poisoned because of my actions, sickened me to my core. I choked down bile and turned to the mother and daughter.
“What of her husband?”
“We have not seen him. We believe he fled to the forest.”
The pain of losing Thalia deepened. If we had not even killed her husband, her loss was for less than nothing.
“How many women have we lost?” I asked.
Iphinone kept her head bowed for a moment longer before she spoke. “Four. Three by their husbands. Coarallei was caught in the flames. She believed her child was still in the house.”
Nausea billowed through me.
“Where is the child now?”
“Found, smoke-covered but safe. All the children survived.”
“All of them?”
“All of them.”
Tears pricked my eyes. It was a comfort, though perhaps that was the wrong word. A lessening of guilt would be closer to the truth. Every woman should have survived that night, but because of one, five were dead.
“Kallista did her part,” Iphinone said.
“From the tavern?”
Iphinone nodded. “When Morsimus and Thalassa left with the others for your home, she slipped the hemlock into the wine of every man still drinking. I think the pain of this act has shaken her.”
I could only imagine, but it was not her guilt to hold, and I would do whatever I could to lessen that for her.
“Otrera, have you seen Thalassa?” Aina asked. As I looked into her eyes, I wondered if the change from child to young woman had happened that night or before, for she was no longer the youth I first recalled meeting. “People are talking about what she did.”
My jaw locked. The muscles in my hands itched as if they were desperate for an arrow to finish what I had not let Xanthus do.
“We have more pressing issues to concern ourselves with,” I replied.
Silence swelled between us, a silence I feared would swallow us entirely until Aina spoke again.
“What do we do with the men’s bodies?” she said. “Shall we burn them? They deserve to be burned.”
I shook my head.
“No. We bury them. We will place coins in their mouths as payment to the ferryman Charon. More than enough for them to make the journey ten times over.”
Lines creased Aina’s young face, but it was her mother who spoke.
“You will pay for their crossing?” Iphinone said. “Why? Let them wander as wraiths forever. Why would you give them the gift of a payment?”
A small smile flickered on my lips. I had anticipated this question. There were those who would disagree, but in this, I was resolute.
“Without the coins, they will not be judged. And without judgment, they will not be sent to Tartarus. That is what these monsters deserve. To burn for eternity.”



Chapter Forty
We gathered together in the center of the village. All eyes were on me, some with peace, for they knew from that night onward, they would sleep without fear. Others looked at me with hesitation and trepidation.
“What do we do now?” Dolos spoke. Despite her initial reticence, I had learned she’d killed two men that night. Not only her husband but her brother, whose crimes against her had been much the same.
“Now you are free,” I said, though as I spoke, I realized how feeble the words sounded. How hollow. What did freedom mean?
Damaris’s lips narrowed, her eyes piercing into me as if to say, You were the one who brought them this freedom. Now tell them what to do with it.
I responded with a pursing of my lips before addressing the rest of them.
“We have work to do. The bodies need to be cleaned, oiled, and buried in the graveyard.”
“I will lead those digging graves.” Chrysothea stepped forward. “The earth is soft. It will not be a hard task. No harder than the work at the tannery.”
“Thank you. Are there others among you who wish to dig rather than anoint the dead?” I asked.
Several women nodded and drifted toward Chrysothea.
“Thank you. Go now. If you struggle, let me know, and I will send more women to you.”
They nodded yet did not immediately move. They wanted more from me, though what more I could give them, I did not know. Then, behind the crowd, I saw a face I barely recognized. For nearly a full year, I had only ever seen glimpses of her as she hurried through the village, head bowed. Yet here she was, standing with the tannery women as if she was one of them. One of us. And she was.
“Kallista,” I said, looking directly at her. “Do you have meat in the tavern? Goat, lamb, chickens?”
She stared at me, barely moving. “Yes, goat. I had plans to make a stew. For the tavern.”
“Then make one still, for all of us. Once we have dug the graves, Damaris and I will hunt. When we return, we will feast and give offerings to the gods. A blessing for the future on our first night of freedom.”
The quietness remained, a stillness so intense I could hear the beating of a falcon’s wings on the winds above us. The women were waiting, anticipating my next words. Yet I did not know what more I could say or what more I should. I drew in a deep breath, still praying for inspiration, when Damaris lifted her hand into the air.
“To our freedom!” she shouted.
Althea came next. Then Aina.
“To our freedom!”
“Our freedom!”
The cheer rose around me, and in that moment, I let myself dissolve into the sound, the chorus. And I wondered, only for a moment, even as darkness spread in my belly, if this was what it felt like to be a hero.



Chapter Forty-One
No woman complained as they dug one grave after another. Deep enough for a body but no deeper. Some of them wept, some were silent, and some laughed, though whether because they felt genuine joy or merely because their bodies did not know how else to respond, I could not say. Those who did not dig prepared the bodies, taking them into their homes and placing them on tables, ready to clean the dead and anoint them with oil.
Of the men who had died at my home, three were collected by their families, for the women had children who wished to help perform the rites on their husbands. I helped to carry the men to their homes before I returned to mine. It was when I finally returned alone that I found her kneeling by Melitta’s body.
“Get away from her.”
My voice was a snarl, and she did not need telling twice. Thalassa scrambled to her feet.
“If you have come for Xanthus, take him. You can drag him back on your own for all I care.”
“Please, Otrera. I need to help you. Let me help you. I cannot… I cannot survive this guilt,” she pleaded with her voice and eyes. Those same eyes that had refused to meet mine hours before when they brought death to my doorstep.
“Your guilt means nothing to me.”
“That is not true.” She stepped forward, and the simple act was enough to make me flinch. “My guilt is yours. We are one and the same. You wanted to save us. You wanted to lead. You think every woman under your command will make the right decision every time? We are human. We make mistakes. Please, Otrera, I need your forgiveness. I know it is within you.”
I ignored the question that rose in her voice, not out of spite but because my mind had fixed on her earlier words.
“I did not want to lead,” I said instead. “I do not want to command. That was not my aim.”
“Aim or not, that is what you have done. You set yourself apart as the ruler of this…this…tribe the moment you said we should take up arms against our husbands. And you confirmed it when you spoke to us after the deaths. You rule this village now, Otrera, like it or not.”
“No,” I said again, but uncertainty wavered in my voice. Phile, I wanted to say. Phile could rule us. But the words would not pass my lips. Phile hadn’t wanted this. She had not wanted the burden. And now I knew why.
My silence was all the confirmation Thalassa needed. She stepped forward and looked me in the eye.
“I will anoint these men in your home while you see to Melitta,” she said. “And I will come hunting with you and Damaris this afternoon. If anyone needs the grace of the gods, it is you and I.”
I did not wish Thalassa to join Damaris and me on the hunt. I did not want her within the village or all of Anatolia, yet I hadn’t an argument I could fire back at her. She had cost women their lives, but so had I, and she knew this. Still, I tried to slip away without her knowing.
I placed Melitta’s body in the house, and while I carefully washed every patch of blood and dirt from her skin, I left Morsimus on the ground outside. His spirit now wandered the earth as a wraith, awaiting his burial, and I wanted it to see this. To know what I had done.
When Melitta was clean, I anointed her body with oil. She had been so conservative with the use of it in our home, not only with the lamps but in cooking too, fearful of the cost. Yet I spared no expense as I slathered her in the slick, viscous liquid, so thickly her skin shimmered. Only once the task was complete did I head into the village.
I found Althea and Damaris on the road.
“The women continue their work,” Althea said. “But we were coming to find you.”
“Why?”
“We believe we should head out on a hunt now.” Damaris took over the conversation. “You should know, the women are expecting a sign.”
“A sign?”
“From the gods. Confirmation that our actions were in line with the gods’ wills. They are fearful of rebuke.”
My jaw tightened, as did my unease.
“None will feel rebuke,” I said, praying the fear in my words did not show. “The gods will be just. I will fetch my bow. Go to Hirtus, and ask if you can use one of his.”
Damaris nodded.
“I will return to the women,” Althea said. “The gods will be with you. I am sure of it.”
I did not reply.
After fetching my bow and arrows, I returned to Damaris, only to discover she was not alone.
Thalassa was with her.
As we walked to the forest, she remained on our heels like some mangy, flea-bitten stray hoping for food. I gave her nothing. No backward glance or slight smile. Not even a scowl or hostile word. No, I pretended she was invisible.
We walked in silence, for there were no words that could pass between us. I could not help but think of food. Rabbits, for instance. I had cleaned them, but I had never cooked one. That had always been Melitta’s role. I did not even know how many hours they took to roast on a fire or boil in a stew. Or what herbs would bring out the flavor of different meats. It was as if I were an infant.
“Damaris, can you cook?” I asked as we approached the forest.
“As well as any wife and mother,” she said, then added, “I can make a few simple dishes.”
I nodded. “I will need you to teach me,” I said, trying to hide the shame I felt.
“Teach you?”
“I have never cooked before. It was Melitta’s role…” My voice trailed off. I had hoped Damaris would reply quickly, although that was against her quiet nature, and instead a silence took hold before she finally spoke.
“I can cook enough for you,” she said.
The relief that flooded through me was palpable.
“We will each need to find our roles now, will we not?” she said.
“I believe we will.”
As we reached the fields where the rabbits grazed, I left my bow on my back. I had not sharpened the arrows since the night before, only washed off the blood. They would likely be blunter than I wished, and I wanted more than just a rabbit to take back with me. The women wanted a sign, and so did I. So for the first time since she had joined us, I looked back at Thalassa.
“Watch where you tread. I do not want to hear your footsteps hammering on the ground like a wild boar,” I said.
Stepping into the forest, I recalled that first hunt with Hirtus. I had no doubt that if I had asked him to join us, he would have agreed, but it was not what I wanted or what we, the women, needed. I needed to do this alone.
Taking slow, considered steps, I pressed my hands against the bark of the trees in search of those signs that had previously been invisible to me. Now I saw them all: the small patches of fur, too high to be from a rabbit or other small animals. Later still, I saw greater dents, scratches so deep that sap seeped from the wood. And then, as we reached a place in the forest where sunlight struggled to penetrate, the droppings. Small…and warm.
I did not speak but gestured with a tilt of my head to a path broken through the undergrowth.
The leaves had been pushed aside, and judging by the width of the track, it was no small beast that had gone through. If not deer, then certainly a boar. I planned to go for the biggest and hoped Damaris could kill a second. Thalassa had little purpose, trailing behind us with nothing more than a fleshing knife, but hopefully we would use her later to carry the animals back to the village.
The herd was so silent I could have stumbled straight into them. These were not like the boars, who snuffled and grunted as they burrowed their snouts into the earth. Some grazed, while others stretched their long necks to nibble on the lower leaves of the trees. Deer. Not one or two but dozens. Never in all my days had I seen a herd like this. Every inch of the clearing was filled with them and farther back still, lost in the lengthening shadows.
The women had asked for a sign, and in my heart, so had I. I had come to the forest not only for an offering but for assurance. Assurance that the gods had understood my actions. Assurance that I was fit to lead. Assurance of our future. And there it was, standing in front of me. Every one of those animals was a gift.
I would kill only stags, I decided. Male blood for male blood seemed fitting. Besides, the herd would continue to grow if I took a stag, better than if I took a doe. And I knew which stag I wanted. His antlers twisted like gnarled branches, and from the marks on his hide, he had been in his fair share of fights. He was mine.
I nocked my arrow and pointed it at the creature’s belly, though I made no attempt to pull back on the bowstring. Instead, I looked at Damaris.
She did not point with her bow but her finger at a small doe near to me. I shook my head. She did not question but seemed to understand, for the next one she selected was a young stag with small knots of antlers protruding from its skull. I nodded.
With my focus now back on the beast, I lifted my bow and drew. The sensation of my high elbow and tension across my chest came with such ease, as natural as stretching upward or clicking out the cricks in my neck. I knew where I must aim, though before I did, I glanced once more at Damaris. If my stag fell before hers, the others would be alerted and dart away before it had even hit the ground. We needed to do this together. As one.
Soft rays of dawn’s light struck my face as I pulled the arrow back that final inch and locked my aim. I would not miss. Holding my breath, I released the string.
My shot was as clean as I could have hoped for. The high-pitched whir of the arrow was loud enough to draw the attention of several deer, yet none of them bolted. They all remained still, as if they had been carved from stone, until the moment my arrow struck.
“Shit!”
For a second, I thought it was I who had missed, but my arrow stuck deep in the stag’s neck, and the animal was already toppling to the ground. It was Damaris who had missed her mark.
She hit the beast she had aimed for but not won a kill. Rather, she had struck it in the hind leg. Its eyes bulged from its sockets as it moved in circles, disoriented by its pain. I reached for a second arrow, ready to fire again, only to be pushed out of the way.
“It is mine!”
Thalassa shoved past me, her arm raised.
A fire of fury sparked within me. This, I realized, was the reason she had come. Not to help bring home an offering to the gods but to ensure I failed. I reached out to grab her chiton when her hand flicked forward, sending a flash of silver spinning in the air.
It flew hilt over blade, hilt over blade, until the knife lodged itself right in the throat of Damaris’s injured beast. I watched, heart clenched, as blood poured from the wound. A moment later, the animal dropped to the ground. Thalassa moved so slowly and with such confidence, it was difficult to believe this was the same woman who had sobbed as she groveled at my sandals only hours earlier. She moved to the animal and recovered the knife, only to turn back and look at me squarely.
“It would appear that the gods wished for me to join you in this hunt after all.”



Chapter Forty-Two
Killing the stags, we’d discovered, was far easier than carrying them.
Tearing strips of linen from the bottoms of all our robes, we had bound the animals’ legs before hoisting them on thick branches that I had cut. Then we began the walk.
By the time we reached the outskirts of the village, we were soaked in sweat, but when the women came running onto the streets, hands over their mouths in disbelief, the ache in my muscles almost faded.
“Come, come see what they have!”
“The gods have blessed us.”
“Artemis has blessed us. This is the sign we needed.”
I do not know who took the creatures from me, but my hands were suddenly empty, only to be taken hold of by Dolos, who held them to her chest.
“I am sorry I doubted you, Otrera. You have been a gift from the gods to the women of Ninniya.”
Her hands were replaced by those of Chrysothea.
“You are a child of Artemis.”
I did not fully believe their words, but I knew that a small part of my heart, which had been hollowed by Melitta’s death, had been filled with something else.
Sparks flew from the fire, a constant stream of dazzling pinpricks dancing on the hot air. Twisting and turning, they dipped and dived, only to dissolve into the mist of stars above. It was a performance worthy of the gods of Olympus and of the women who had earned this celebration.
The singing and laughter were unlike anything I had heard before. Raucous and full-bellied, the unparalleled joy barreled through the night as if it were the greatest festival we had ever attended. And it was. It was a festival of life. Whatever fears or guilt churned through the women had evaporated the moment we returned with those two stags. That was all they’d needed to see to know we had earned the gods’ approval.
The women brought drums and lyres from their homes. Several children took up the task, beating rhythms to which the women danced while the meats roasted on the fire, the scents traveling to Olympus for the gods’ consumption.
Kallista provided the wine. A great deal of it. I recall wondering what would happen to the tavern. Would she continue to run it, with no men to wander through her door? Did she have the means to live a life without it, and if not, how would I provide for her? I was the one who would need to maintain this after all. This joy. This freedom.
As the stars claimed the sky, I sat on a broken wall and watched while the songs grew louder, the dances more unsteady. I sipped only on water. The wine was good enough, but I remembered all too well its effects on Morsimus. Besides, this celebration could not last forever. I suspected the women would start coming to me in the morning, asking for guidance on this path I had carved out for them, and I needed my head to be clear.
“Is this what you hoped for?”
In all the noise and commotion, I had not noticed Phile until she appeared beside me. This was the first time I had seen her since she had brought down a man with an arrow.
As her question lingered in the air, I allowed myself to appreciate the moment. Aina had a smaller child on her shoulders, who was shrieking with glee as they bobbed from side to side. Even Damaris had ventured deeper into the gabble, a cup of wine in hand. My heart heavy with unease, I turned to Phile.
“This is one night. What I dream of is a lifetime of freedom like this.”
“And do you believe you will achieve such a thing?”
“I believe the gods have blessed us.” I gestured to the meat roasting on the fire. “I believe the gods brought me to you and Hirtus. I believe they gifted me with a talent for a bow that I could never have imagined. And they have gifted other women too. We have women who can braid rope, skin animals, harvest, cook. We have Aina, who can talk to the horses. Gods be praised, I believe there is nothing we cannot do.”
Her lips pressed tightly together, Phile’s gaze drifted over the crowd.
“Now, when the sun is warm, we do such things, but what about when winter sets in? When frost covers the ground and the water fountains freeze. It is unlikely that we will dance like this then.”
“We will do as we have always done,” I answered. “We will crack the ice with mallets. Live on the harvest we have taken, the meat we have stored, and dress in the pelts and leathers that we ourselves have provided.”
Phile nodded. I did not know whether her silence was doubt or contemplation, yet I did not have the patience to wait and find out.
“You do not think we can?”
“Oh, I do. Or at least I think you can. You and Damaris could live on the wide empty steppes with nothing but a bow and survive. But whether it will be the same for all the women, I do not know. In six moons, winter will be upon us again, and it will come faster than you could ever dare fear. The snow will be upon us. The boys will return and learn what you have done to their fathers.”
“Six moons?” I replied, refusing to let the fear seep into my spirit. “Then that is how long we have to prepare. We should get to work immediately.”



Chapter Forty-Three
During those first days after the men’s death, a council was formed and tasks were delegated among the women. New living arrangements had several families combined under one roof, limiting the number of houses that required heating and repair. Roles were assigned, resources pooled.
Soon we found a new rhythm, although life was not always smooth. Some days flowed with such ease it was as though women and children were always meant to live this way, free from the burden of men. At other times, it felt as though all the problems of the village were being thrust upon me one after another, and it was a miracle I did not collapse under the weight. One moon, a downpour caused leaks in several houses, yet a moon later, it was the heat forming cracks in the bricks.
Another time, a storm caused a tree to fall, blocking the river and causing a flood. Yet together, twelve of us shifted the fallen trunk up onto the bank and celebrated our accomplishment with a feast of wild boar. For we never went hungry. We never feared at night. Only when autumn came did our laughter dwindle and an edge of tension stir in the air. For we knew the young men would soon return to spend the winter with their families. Families that now lacked their fathers.
The day of return had played on my mind since we killed our husbands. Different laws held in different lands, but one was the same everywhere: A son should avenge his father’s death. What did that mean for us? Would the sons turn their weapons against their mothers, their sisters? Against me? Or worse still, would I be forced to kill these young men if they came for me and the women? What would happen to us then?
As the last moon of autumn waned above us, we met again, the young men the sole point on my agenda.
As was always the case, the women were well aware of the reason for our gathering, and the moment they arrived, the meeting erupted into arguments.
“He is my son. He has spent half the year away from me, and now you are saying he is not to sleep under the same roof? He is only fourteen years old.”
“That is not what I am saying.” I fought the urge to grind my teeth or fire an arrow into the wall in frustration. “We are here to discuss what would be best for everyone.”
“It would be best for sons to be housed with their mothers. As has always been the case,” Glykeria insisted. She was not the only mother with a son out with the herds, yet she was the one who defended them most vehemently. Perhaps that was why I struggled to keep my temper, for Glykeria could irk me more than anyone else. Except perhaps Thalassa.
I allowed a deep breath to fill my lungs, yet before I could respond, Damaris was speaking for me.
“Glykeria, surely you understand that not all women feel comfortable in such a situation. This is the first time in my life that I can recall sleeping through the night without the fear of someone creeping into my or my child’s bed. Some of these boys are not children anymore. They are young men. Old enough even to be married.”
“You are calling my son a rapist?”
I silently cursed the woman, waiting for the moment when I would be required to step in and mediate, yet Damaris could hold her own when it was required of her. She did not raise her voice but spoke with curt authority.
“I have said no such thing,” she responded. “I am saying that every man has the physical ability.”
“Perhaps a man you raised could do such a thing, but mine would never.”
“Do you not understand that the fear is enough?”
“This is ridiculous. You are judging my son because of what you fear yours will do.”
“Enough!” My raised voice was now all it took to bring them to silence. “This is not helping. If you cannot speak without shouting over each other, you have no place in this discussion. I do not care which side you are on. I care about you as a group, what is best for this collective.”
Glykeria’s eyes flashed. Trapezitai’s showed a similar glower. I do not doubt they cursed me to the gods that night, but I was learning to put personal concerns aside, so I lowered my voice.
“All women need to feel safe. That is paramount. And we have plenty of empty houses.”
“Some of which are near impossible to heat.” Althea made a practical point.
“We will use those that are adequate,” I responded. “Now, I wish for a raise of hands. Which women do not feel safe with young men in their homes?”
I looked around, expecting arms to fly into the air, yet instead, I saw hanging heads and eyes focused on the ground, avoiding my gaze.
In the end, it was Thalassa who spoke.
“Anyone who is afraid will not say, because they fear people like Glykeria will hold it against them.”
As several heads raised, I could see this was the truth. Iphinone offered me a small nod of agreement. The ire that had been smoldering within me at Glykeria all night caught light. There was fear in the group, fear of one another. The rot I had hoped to eradicate was seeping back in beneath the tiles.
“Fine,” I said, my decision made. “Even one woman or child scared on my watch is too many. When the young men return, they will sleep in homes of their own, separate from their families.”
Chaos erupted, and I waved my hands to calm it.
“Listen! Listen to me.”
My pleas did not work, and even a shrill wolf whistle from Thalassa failed to silence them. She drew a knife from her waistband, and with the same skill with which she had thrown it at the deer, she sent it spinning hilt over blade until it collided with an amphora by the wall. The smash of broken pottery startled the group to silence.
“We will prepare two of the houses for the young men to ensure they are more than adequate. The young men who return with the herds will sleep there. Any woman who wishes to stay with her sons is most welcome to do so,” I said.
“And leave my other children?” Trapezitai responded.
“This is your choice.” I spoke with the tone of a ruler. I could hear it then. “Most of you now share your homes with another family. Your children will not be alone.”
“You only say that because you do not have children yourself,” Glykeria spat back. “It is easy to make such a decision when you are barren. You will never understand the pain you are causing us.”
Silence swept through the group. Glykeria’s words echoed in the hush. There were many unspoken rules of womanhood, as varied as the hues of a sunset, yet this one we all knew. You did not call a woman barren. Not one who had been married and was old enough to bear children. I drew in a slow breath, knowing that every woman’s eyes were on me, waiting to see my reaction.
“Perhaps I am in a better position to see others’ opinions objectively,” I said. “Perhaps I am more invested in the village’s interests than in my own.” I could have gone on, but I stopped myself. My aim was not to bring her down the way she had tried to do with me. My aim was for peace always. “There are other women who will stay with your younger children so you can join your son if you wish, but none of the young men will sleep in the same houses as the women. If you wish to share meals with them, it is in their houses. Is that understood? This is no longer a discussion. The decision is made.”
Knots twisted in my gut, yet as Kallista’s eyes met mine, gratitude glinted there. I had made the correct choice. For her and for others.
Shortly afterward, the only women who remained were those with whom I now shared my home: Althea, Damaris and her two young children, and, against my better judgment, Thalassa and her family.
I had not wanted Thalassa to reside with us. I wished for anyone else to take her under their wing, but her involvement on the night of the men’s death was widely known. Many blamed her for the women we had lost. Either she stayed with me, or she and her three young children would be destitute. I could have reconciled myself with her death easily enough, but not her children’s. So she remained with us.
“Was I wrong?” I asked as I stared into a cup of water. “Should the sons be allowed to stay with their mothers? Perhaps Glykeria was right.”
Damaris was quick to come to my defense.
“No. Glykeria made a scene because she wanted a scene. She is the one who got a job for her son with Phile as soon as he was old enough because she wanted him out from under her feet.”
“It is true,” Althea said. “She is trying to make herself out to be a victim so that she can excuse how little she does in the village.”
Gradually, my guilt was marginally lessened. The friendship I shared with these women was unlike any I had known before. They were my equals, my confidantes, my kin.
“Althea is right.” Thalassa did not sit with us but spoke from the far corner. “You are doing what you can to protect the women of the village. That is your role.”
“Thank you.” It was the first time I had thanked her for anything, and the words left my lips before I could stop them. Sometimes, apparently, a truth from an enemy is worth more than a truth from a friend.
* * *
Autumn had descended in full; leaves were abandoning the trees to return to the earth, while each morning, the air brought a colder and colder chill. The horses no longer bathed in the water to cool themselves but gathered on the riverbank to drink. But the greatest sign of the cooler months was Hirtus’s departure. He had been gone for only three days, but I felt his absence more keenly than my own husband’s.
“I do not understand how you do it,” I said to Phile the night after he left. “I cannot imagine how you must miss him.”
“It is true, but the joy with which he returns and the tales he recounts of his travels bring us closer.” She drew a sharp intake of breath, as if she meant to continue speaking, only for a deep cough to come instead. One deep enough that a simple pat on the back would not alleviate it.
“Here,” I said, handing her a cup of water, which she sipped until the coughing ceased.
“Do not look at me in such a manner,” she said when she found her voice again.
“In what manner?” I asked.
“As if I am growing infirm. I spent plenty of winters here without Hirtus before you came along, and I have survived each one. This will be no different.”
I knew she spoke the truth, but in Hirtus’s absence, I felt a responsibility that extended to Phile and even her servants.
“Now, let an old woman drink her wine in peace, will you?”
* * *
The first I knew of the young men’s arrival was the thundering hooves of a horse racing into the village.
“Otrera! Otrera!”
I had seen Aina on the back of that mare dozens of times. I had seen her walk and gallop and jump over hedges taller than a man. But every time, we had been out in the countryside, away from people. Yet that afternoon, the pair stood boldly on the path outside my home.
“Aina?”
She had come straight to my house, followed by a crowd of women and children. Every person knew of Aina’s gift with the horses, but to see it in front of them was a very different matter. Some stood with their hands over their mouths, and others held their children close, as if just being near Myrina and Aina would inspire them to leap onto a horse and gallop away.
“Aina? What are you doing here? Where is your mother? What has happened?”
Her breath labored slightly, and I could not imagine the pace at which she had galloped to me.
“They are here. They are coming.”
“The young men?”
She nodded. “Mount. I will take you to them now. You can speak to them before they reach the village.”
“Mount? The horse?”
She nodded again, this time shifting her body farther forward up Myrina’s neck, exposing a greater length of back on which I could perch.
“It was my mother’s suggestion. It is perfectly safe, I promise.”
The others watched with a collectively held breath while I stared into Myrina’s wide eyes. Her tail barely flicked as she held my gaze, as if she knew exactly what I was to do.
“Can she hold us both?”
“She can. I do not doubt her. Come. Let us go. Mother is trying to prevent them from coming to the village, but I do not know how long she will be able to delay them.”
I stepped toward her, only to hesitate.
“One moment,” I said. Racing back into the house, I grabbed my bow and quiver. I did not wish for this meeting to descend into violence, but I would not be ill-prepared if it happened.
When I returned, Aina stretched her hand out to mine and, with a strength I did not know she possessed, hoisted me upward. Through grunting and heaving, I maneuvered myself until I sat with my legs on either side of the horse. I had barely grabbed the back of Aina’s tunic when she kicked the animal with her heels and we galloped away.



Chapter Forty-Four
I had dreamed of the moment since I first saw Aina riding Myrina. I had imagined what it would be like to sit on Erebus’s back, flying through the air. In such daydreams, I had imagined the ease. The lightness. The grace that I would radiate. How wrong I was.
My body slammed repeatedly into the horse’s back, jerking me up and down. While Myrina’s feet barely skimmed the earth, my hair whipped into my eyes and mouth, and my hands gripped Aina’s tunic so tightly I feared I would tear it. Yet through it all, there was a freedom, an exhilaration that eclipsed even the thrill of firing my first arrow. Why would anyone choose to pound the earth on two feet when they could soar on four?
I would ride Erebus when spring came, I would ride Erebus, I promised myself. I would feel this sensation, this freedom and joy.
When we reached Iphinone, she was talking to the young men. There were nearly two dozen of them. Of those, five looked old enough to be fathers themselves, while the others were a similar in age to Aina or younger. The group stared at us as we drew near.
“What is this?” The one who stepped forward sported a beard, though it was thin and patchy as if he had only recently managed to grow it. “Why have we been told to wait here? Phile will punish you for delaying her herds.”
It was by luck rather than skill that I dismounted Myrina with infinitely more grace than I had mounted her, though I knew that on foot, I was no longer the intimidating figure I had been.
“You and I both know that is not true.” I did not know who this young man was, but my dislike was instant. “Phile knows I am here. She wishes for me to talk to you about the new arrangements in the village before you arrive.”
“What arrangements? Who are you?”
His eyes narrowed, but I did not falter.
“I am Otrera. And you are?”
“Kakos.”
Glykeria’s son. My eyebrow twitched slightly.
“You arrived last year,” Kakos continued. “Your husband is a drunk.” He sneered as if he had found a weak point, yet I kept neutral.
“My husband was a drunk,” I responded. “But he is no more.”
“Another widow then?”
If there was a tactful way to break the news to these young men, I no longer knew what it was. So I let the words that formed on my tongue free into the world.
“All the women here are widows now,” I said, taking them each in one by one. “Your fathers are dead. Every one of them.”



Chapter Forty-Five
The boys stared at me in disbelief.
“Your fathers are dead,” I said again. “They beat and raped your mothers and sisters, made their lives unbearable. I believe you know this. I believe you know the torture they inflicted on your families all their lives. This spring, a woman was killed at the hand of her husband. We vowed it would not happen again.”
The boys stood motionless. A slight whistle in the wind rustled the remaining leaves.
“Our fathers are dead,” one of them choked out. “All of them?”
“We were left with no choice,” I said. Some heard. Others did not.
“Murderer!” Kakos threw himself at me, but I was ready. I swung my bow around my arm, nocked the arrow, and drew back the string. The silver tip quivered in the pale light.
“I have killed enough men with this bow already. Do not add your name to the list.”
He bared his teeth and growled as though he were a wolf intending to devour a flock, not a goatherd whose role it was to tend it. He wished to intimidate me. Yet to intimidate, there must be fear of consequence.
“Kakos, I understand your anger and hurt, but we have been blessed by the gods. They ensured our triumph over the men who beat us. They offered gifts and feasts when we succeeded, the likes of which Ninniya had never seen before. All we want is for every person in the village to live without fear. There is a place for you there, houses solely for your use. But no longer will you live with your mothers and sisters. If you can agree to that, then you can stay through the winters the way you always have.”
Some of the young men nodded the moment our eyes met; others lowered their gaze in fear or disrespect. But one pair of eyes remained locked on mine for just a heartbeat longer. Cleon. The one who led the younger men. He who had no ties to the village now that his mother had passed.
“Thank you. Thank you for protecting them,” he said.
Kakos shuddered. “It is only because she did not murder your father that you can say such a thing,” he said, though Cleon ignored him and continued.
“My father broke my mother’s arms more times than I can recall. Mine too when I was young. I thank you for what you did.”
“I do not need your thanks,” I responded honestly. “We just pray we do not have to live such lives again.”
Cleon nodded and spoke again. His voice was not loud, yet he had the ability to hold the attention of every person around him. His beard was not a light dusting but a full and dark face. This was not a child. This was a man looking at me.
“We will not exploit the hospitality that you and Phile are generously showing us. We will adhere to your rules.”
Kakos balked. “Hospitality? She is not allowing us into our own homes. To see our own families.” He moved toward me, only to notice how, even through all my conversation, the tip of my arrow had not moved. It was still pointed firmly at him. He stepped back again.
“No one is forbidding you from seeing your family,” I responded. “Nor from spending time with them. I only ask that you do not trespass into their homes. Things have changed in Ninniya. For the better, we hope.” Given his mother, I should not have been surprised that Kakos took umbrage at my words.
“She speaks as if she is a queen.” He lifted his hands as he addressed the rest of the group. “She cannot do this. She cannot put these conditions on us! We will not accept an order from a madwoman. I do not think you even killed our fathers. My bet is that they are in the tavern, laughing at Morsimus’s crazy bitch of a wife. Come.” He beckoned to the rest of the young men. “I will show you.”
Half a dozen of the younger boys started to leave with him, but I was ready. But even as I released my arrow, I questioned the wisdom of my action. A slight movement by one of the younger boys could have made this end in tragedy. Yet once again, the gods were with me. The arrow whistled past Kakos’s ear so closely the feathers tickled his skin. Eyes bulging, he turned slowly back to face me.
The smirk that had twisted his lips was gone.
“Next time, I will aim as I did with your fathers. To kill,” I said. “I will not tell you again. You may come to Ninniya and live by our rules or not at all. That choice is yours.”
Truthfully, I wanted him to leave and to take all those like him. I knew it would cause pain to Glykeria, among others, but I prayed he would turn on his heels and walk off into the dusk. For if he came with us to Ninniya, I knew darkness would fall upon us again. I knew this in my bones, but I had promised. I could not turn their sons away just because I felt myself blessed with a new prophetic intuition, so I waited for his response.
“Fine. We will live by your rules,” Kakos spat. “For now.”



Chapter Forty-Six
For all their initial protests, the young men could find no fault with the houses we had prepared for them. They had enough firewood to get them through a full moon if they were careful, along with plenty of salted meats and cheeses. They met with their mothers and sisters during daylight hours if they so wished, then returned at night to be with their peers. Within only days, it was as though it always had been.
But that did not mean the winter was easy. We lost two children. Two young girls went to the river to walk on the ice, not knowing how thin and fragile it was. One made it back to the village, but even the blazing fires and tonics Kallista brewed only lengthened the time before her passing. Such a thing could have happened any year, but it happened that year. On my watch.
Kallista was not only skilled with grapes and vines but with many herbs, and several women made use of her tonics that winter, which she provided readily and freely.
“Phile, this cough is getting worse,” I said as I sat in her home one evening, sharing cups of wine. Phile had barely managed to speak before dissolving into a coughing fit.
As always, she waved my concern away. “It is a winter chest, that is all. It comes each year,” she said, though she seemed unwilling to meet my gaze.
“How are you heating your rooms?” I questioned. “I can send Althea to help. She builds the best fires in our home by far.”
Phile shifted in her seat and set the cup down.
“Do not be so ridiculous. I have servants for that. Now, tell me how things are. The young men seem happy enough.”
“It would seem so. I can only hope that it remains that way.”
For the first moon of winter, it did. The goats still required tending, which kept the young men busy, while the women were determined to use the months away from the tannery productively. Some used the time to sew and mend garments for their sons, and others practiced their skills at woodworking and fixing joints within the houses.
The young men generally avoid me. I knew there were rumors flying around that I was god-linked. Patroned, perhaps by Artemis. I chuckled at such rumors in private, but in public, I did all I could to embody them. For though I would not admit it, some of the young men still sparked a lingering fear within me. Not for myself but for others. They were, after all, their father’s sons.
Few ever sought me out. The first was Cleon.
He found me when I was alone, returning from an early morning hunt in the forest. I had brought down a small boar, dragging it by the ankles as I walked. Had I brought Damaris or even Thalassa with me, I would have fashioned a game pole to carry it, but I had not anticipated such a kill. My bow remained slung on my back. When I saw him, I wondered whether I should arm myself, then hesitated. The boar alone should be enough to signal my abilities.
“Cleon.” I stopped walking, dropping the boar to the ground with a wet thud, and spoke his name when he was still several feet away from me. “Is something wrong?”
His hands were crossed in front of him. His pose was not hostile, yet I remained vigilant.
“No, nothing is wrong, Otrera. Not at all. Only…” He paused. His uncertainty was nothing I had encountered in a man before. Certainly nothing like Morsimus.
“Yes?”
“I wanted to ask about the Dionysia. The boys wanted to know if there will be a celebration this year. Now that…”
“Now that the men who drank all the wine are dead?” I finished for him.
He took another step toward me. My fingers itched for the comfort of my bow, but they remained where they were. Cleon’s eyes locked on mine, and a shiver that was not from the cold rippled through me. He was the same age as me. Older even. In another lifetime, he could have been the man I was given to in marriage. How different would my life have been then?
Such thoughts had never crossed my mind before. I had been married to Morsimus, and that was the sum of my existence. Yet there, for that split second, I saw something else. I saw what could have been. I shook the thought from my head and tightened my grip on the boar’s legs.
“We will still celebrate,” I responded, then, without another word, continued walking.
“Thank you. I will let them know,” Cleon replied.
He had more sense than to ask if I required his help.



Chapter Forty-Seven
I had hoped that my encounter with Cleon would be my only one with any of the young men that day. Perhaps that would have been the case had I not been out after dusk.
Once again, I had gone to see Phile and bring her a tonic for her cough, though her servant informed me she had already retired for the night. Leaving the brew with them, I headed back to the village.
Clouds obscured the moon and stars, casting shadows over shadows, while the fires that burned inside every home thickened the air with smoke. I was lost in my thoughts when a man slipped out from between two of the buildings and stood on the path, blocking my way.
By instinct, my hand reached down to my waist where I kept a knife sheathed, for even in the darkness, I knew who had accosted me.
“Kakos?” I tried to keep my tone neutral. “If it is Phile you are after, I’m afraid your request will have to wait until morning. She has retired already.”
Kakos’s smile tightened, his eyes narrowing. “No, it is not Phile I wished to speak to but you.”
Unlike Cleon, whose posture had been open, almost reticent, Kakos stood with his arms folded across his chest. Such a posture was perfect for concealing a weapon, so I slipped my hand around the hilt of my knife.
“If this is about the Dionysia, I have spoken to Cleon already. The festival will go ahead as always.”
“No, it is not about the Dionysia.”
“Then can it wait until morning?” I asked. The night was bitter, and though they were gloved, my fingers throbbed from the cold. This was not a conversation I wished to have at any time but even less so there, alone in the frigid air.
“It is not a long question,” Kakos said, ignoring my request. “I merely wish to know what will happen when I take a wife.”
“You have proposed marriage?” A sudden rush of heat replaced the cold. “I had not heard.”
He stepped forward, a sneer rising on his lips.
“What I asked is what will happen when I do? I assume I would not be kept separate from my wife, my children? I would be able to return here and live as a husband should be able to?”
The meaning of his words became clear. This was not an announcement. He wished to test me. And threaten me, I suspected.
I crossed my arms, mirroring his pose as I stepped toward him, close enough that he could see the unblinking truth in my eyes.
“There are hundreds, thousands of villages and towns throughout these lands and beyond where you and your wife can make your home. I am sure you will be very happy there. If you find someone to accept your proposal.”
His lips twitched.
“So we would not be welcome? That is what you are saying? You would not allow me to live in the very place where I grew up? The place I had a claim to long before you dragged your scrawny-arsed, drunkard husband here?”
He uncrossed his arms to reveal only clenched fists, though he did not move any closer.
“You came for an answer, Kakos, and you have it. Now go,” I said. Any flutter of fear had faded once I knew he was unarmed, though his anger intensified.
“You silly bitch. You cannot do this. You have no rights. We will go to the polis, tell them what you have done. Tell them how you murdered all the men here. We will see you imprisoned.”
That was as much as I could take from this young fool. My arm snapped up and raised my knife. In a heartbeat, I pressed the blade to his chest. The fool could have easily twisted away from me, but his fear was enough to root him to the spot.
“You are threatening me?” My voice slithered into his ear. “You have come here on your own, in the dark of night, to threaten me? A woman who has killed men twice your size?”
His voice quivered, but he refused to yield. “You will not get away with this. You should pay for your actions.”
“Pay for my actions?” I lowered my arm and stepped back. My narrow glare was enough to keep him held in place. “I paid for them every night, as did every woman here. You think mine are the only hands covered in blood? Ask your mother what she did. What the women who raised you did. If you want to imprison me, you will need to imprison us all. Believe me, Kakos, you are here by invitation only. Invitation that can be easily revoked, in whatever manner I choose.”
Kakos scowled so deeply his wrinkles were that of an old man. For a moment, I thought he might come at me again and I would be forced to test the knife against his chest, but instead, he snarled.
“I will not forget this,” he hissed before twisting on his heel and striding away.



Chapter Forty-Eight
I have thought about that night a thousand times since, if not a hundred thousand. I have replayed it in my mind. I could have told Kakos we would consider the subject of marriage at a later date. That it was a matter for all the women to decide, not me alone. I could have refused to listen to him there in the shadows and darkness and not even engaged in conversation. But I thought I was in control.
A few days later, arrangements for the Dionysia began, and I had little time to think of Kakos and his temper. Besides, there was good news—unexpectedly good news.
“Hirtus is back!” Aina barged in through the door of my home and raced into the kitchen where Althea and I were talking by the fire. “Hirtus is back early!”
I glanced at Althea to find her expression mirroring my own concern. From what I had been led to believe, Hirtus always spent the entire winter farther south.
“Has he returned early before?” I asked.
Althea shook her head. “No, he always waits until the snow has melted. Perhaps something is wrong.”
“Nothing is wrong,” Aina insisted, her cheeks glowing from the bite of the cold. “He wished to return for the Dionysia. That is what he said.”
As plausible as his words must have sounded to a fourteen-year-old, I had difficulty believing that could be the only reason.
“I will go see him now,” I told Althea while fetching my leather cloak. “If anyone comes with questions about the festival, answer as you see fit.”
I feared it would be an invasion of privacy, knocking on Phile’s door the same day her husband had returned, but when I was led through the house to the dining room, I found an extra place had already been set. They had been expecting me.
“Otrera.” Hirtus greeted me with a tight embrace. “I assume Aina told you of my return.”
“Is everything well?” I shifted my gaze from him to Phile, who was wrapped in thick furs despite the warmth inside the house. “I was not expecting you so soon.”
“No, I understand. And I did not wish to worry you. But I could not find peace so easily on this trip.”
“You were worried about how the young men had reacted to the loss of their fathers?”
His smile rose at one corner. “I should have known you would have the situation under control.”
“She is a great leader.” Phile spoke, her voice crackling with the same cough that had plagued her all winter.
“I do not think that is the answer,” I said. “We have worked together—all of us women and the young men too. But I am glad to see you returned safely to us. Aina says you are here to celebrate the Dionysia?”
“I am looking forward to it.”
“In that case, I should go help with the preparations.”
“Are you not staying for food?” Phile said as Hirtus folded his arms around her. However welcome they had made me, I was invading their time together.
“We will have plenty of time to talk,” I said, once again embracing him. “But I am grateful to have you home, Hirtus.”
* * *
When the Dionysia arrived, we were treated to a day of clear skies and crisp air. Kallista enlisted help from several women to ensure our cups were never empty, while the young men readied to perform the plays they had practiced over the summer.
We moved in front of the fires, sharing food and offering our prayers to the gods. The young men mingled among us with an ease we had not managed all winter. Some played with the children, while others spoke to the older girls. My gaze lingered on Ereas and Cleon, who were deep in conversation with several young men, along with Aina and a friend of hers of a similar age.
Something unexpectedly uncomfortable panged behind my ribs. Envy? Disappointment? Both, I suspected. Cleon would be a good match for Aina. He was older, yes, but that was often the case. And there was something within him…a kindness that I wished for her. That was the purpose of what we had gone through after all. These young women would never know the type of violent matrimony we had experienced. No matter how much I wished otherwise, I did not believe we could keep men from our lives forever. For while we did not need them for their strength or competence, we needed their seed. These young women would want children of their own one day, and that was not a role I could perform.
In the distance, I saw Phile with her arm resting on Hirtus’s. Her eyes shone golden in the firelight as her lips curled up in a smile that reflected his. I had hoped to find an opportunity to pray with them both that evening, so I started toward them, only to find my route blocked.
“Otrera.”
“Cleon.”
While most of the young men had used this time to thicken their beards, Cleon had trimmed his close to his face. His blue eyes were still piercing, even in the limited light.
A pause widened the space between us, and I searched my mind for words to say, only to find myself lacking. He had come to me after all. Thankfully, he spoke again.
“Today has been joyous. You honored the god well.”
“I can hardly claim credit for the work done here. I believe you are one of the master playwrights among us.”
He chuckled lightly, shyly.
“I wished to thank you for what you have done here. My mother…she had a strength like yours. She would have liked to have seen this. It would have brought her great joy.”
“Thank you.” They were the only words I could offer.
“I know it is not her day, but I intended to pray to the goddess Artemis tonight. To thank her for all she has blessed us with here. I heard there is a shrine you have made in her honor by the edge of the forest. Could you take me there? I find it easier to pray in the quiet.”
“I am surprised you know of such a place,” I said before recalling who he had been talking to only moments before. “Aina?”
“She idolizes you,” Cleon said, again offering that soft, warm smile.
“As I do her. Her skill with the horses is one I hope she will teach me one day.”
“You amaze me, Otrera. You are fearless.”
I could not recall ever having been looked at that way before, and a heat that was not from the blazing fire rushed to my cheeks.
“That is not so,” I said truthfully. “There is plenty I fear.”
“Truthfully?”
“Truthfully.”
His smile widened as he cast a look behind him to where Aina was still talking with several of the young men. A moment later, Cleon’s attention was back on me.
“Then perhaps you can tell me of some of your fears as you walk me to this shrine of yours,” he said.



Chapter Forty-Nine
Before my marriage, the only men I had been allowed to see without a chaperone were my brothers and father. After, Morsimus was the sole man with whom I was permitted to be alone. It was for my safety, I had been told repeatedly. Now, of course, I see the irony.
But that was before I had become a huntress or a killer, and I felt no fear as Cleon and I ambled away from the fire. Instead, an anticipation I could not fully understand fluttered within me, an anticipation I tried to quash.
“You and Aina were talking very intently. What were you discussing?” I asked, trying to keep my voice neutral.
“I do not know if I was discussing so much as listening in amusement,” Cleon replied. “She seems to have found herself a great number of willing suitors among the goatherds.”
The comment riled me for more than one reason. I could not forbid Aina from marrying, but she had not yet taught me to ride. Selfishly, I hoped that a proposal would not affect her interest in doing so. The other reasons I was less keen to admit to myself.
“Are you included among those admirers?” I asked with a similar subtlety and grace to that with which I had first mounted Myrina.
I waited for Cleon to answer, but instead, he offered me another question.
“You do not have children, do you?”
It was far too blunt to be polite. Had another asked it, I am not sure how I would have reacted. Yet I suspected my question to him had been equally improper, so I replied.
“No,” I said. “The gods have not blessed me in such a manner.”
“Or perhaps it was a blessing?” he said.
I halted my step in pure disbelief. My heart pounded as I struggled to accept the cruelty of his words.
“How dare you?”
Even in the dim light, I watched the color drain from Cleon’s cheeks.
“Forgive me, Otrera. I did not mean those words to sound as they did. The world would be blessed to have your children in it. I know that, and I believe the gods do too.” He moved as though to take my hands, only to hesitate and withdraw. “I was referring to your husband. How it was a blessing that his seed did not remain in the world. But that was wrong of me. Forgive me. My manner was callous. I am sorry. Truly.”
I stood my ground, my posture fixed as I stared him down for a moment longer before I swiveled on the ball of my foot and continued up the hillside. Silence hung heavily between us. Cleon’s intention had not been to hurt me. I knew that. I could hear the honesty in his tone, the desperation with which he tried to claw his words back. But that did not make it easy to reply. We walked for several minutes before I spoke again.
“Perhaps the gods were wise in ending Morsimus’s line with him,” I said eventually.
“Yes,” Cleon said. “His line deserved to end, but not yours. You deserve children if that is what you want.”
His hand slipped into mine, and my footsteps slowed a fraction. I could hear his words but refused to allow myself to believe them. I was not even sure I wanted to. Since the death of the men, I had envisioned the life I would live. The life of an eternal widow, leader in Ninniya, childless to the end. To allow myself to think of anything else, to even believe in the concept of love when I had been married to Morsimus, was more than I could cope with. Yet my feet no longer moved, and Cleon’s gloved hand pulled me around to face him. Even without the firelight, his eyes gleamed as they bored into mine.
“Otrera, you are a widow, I understand that. And do not feel you have to answer me now. But I would be a good husband to you. I understand what you are trying to do here. I believe it is for the best. I do. But I also believe there is something between you and me. Or there could be?”
“I am not the type of woman you want for a wife,” I said. The drumming of my pulse was so loud I suspected it could be heard over the frivolities below.
“You are the only one I want, Otrera.”
An endless array of thoughts passed through my mind. A hundred possible futures that could one day be. But I did not hold on to any of them. I held on only to that moment. With Cleon’s hand still in mine, I twisted to face the village again and began to walk toward it.
“I thought the shrine was by the forest,” Cleon said, still gripping me tightly.
“We are not going to the shrine,” I told him. “We are going to my home.”



Chapter Fifty
We walked back in silence, our hands interlocked, taking the path that wove around the outskirts of the village. I did not fear being seen. My home was far enough away from the festivities. Besides, in our furs and leathers, we could have been anyone.
We walked in silence as we stepped through the gate, and only then, my hand braced against the door, did I turn back to speak to him.
“I need you to know I do not want marriage. Not yet.”
Cleon’s lips pressed tightly together, though he did not speak. Instead, he offered me the space to continue.
“Ninniya is evolving. There is too much to do here. I cannot consider the distractions of a husband.”
“But it is a possibility for the future?” he asked.
“I will not rule it out.” I opened the door, expecting Cleon to follow me in, but instead, he remained outside.
“Otrera.” The hesitation in his voice struck me. Hesitation and possibly even fear. When I faced him, I found his complexion as pale as when he had insulted me. “Otrera, I have not done this before,” he said.
I did not hide my surprise. Goatherds roamed through small villages; there would have been plenty of opportunities for him to have been with women, either out of passion or payment, yet I could tell he spoke the truth. Wordlessly, I reached out, took his hand, and led him inside.
The music drifted through from outside as we slipped off our thick furs. I had left the fire burning, smoldering with small logs, so that the space did not lose all its heat while we enjoyed the festival. I lit an oil lamp in the corner of the room, which spluttered and flickered before catching into a full flame. The light danced on the walls as if it could hear the drumbeats outside, and while Cleon stood rigid, I poured two cups of wine. Though he took the cup I offered him, he did not take a sip. Instead, he set it down, stepped toward me, and laid his palm against my cheek.
A surge of energy flooded through me, although it was not one of pleasure. Instead, I became acutely aware of the knife strapped to my thigh. Morsimus had cupped my face in such a manner before, normally right before he slammed me against a wall or threw me to the floor. I was ready to act should I need to. But Cleon did not slap me or throw me. Instead, he tipped his head down and placed his lips against mine.
My legs trembled as I gasped. This was not like any kiss I had experienced before. This kiss sent sparks down my spine, warming my body, heating me from the inside and setting my bones alive.
As Cleon’s hand slipped to the back of my neck, I pressed against him. I needed more of him. I needed his closeness, his pressure. As if he were reading my mind, his hand shifted again, briefly passing over my chest, only to settle on my waist. I reached to the place where the thin fabric of his robe separated my skin from his, and when I touched the hardness between his legs, it was his turn to gasp. The sound spurred me to continue. I moved my hand in a long, firm stroke, yet I had barely raised my palm back up when he pulled away.
“You do not wish that?” I said.
“Oh, I do. Very much. But there will be time. For now, it is you I wish to explore.”
He led me back to the couch, hands on my waist, and lowered me down to sit on the edge. I expected him to push me onto my back and take me the way I had invited him to, but instead, he knelt on the floor and parted my legs before his head disappeared beneath the fabric of my robe.
As I lay there, my legs wide, his lips and tongue creating a rhythm in my body, I thought of the freedom I felt riding on the back of the horse. This was a freedom too. Freedom within my body. Freedom to gasp and cry out in pleasure. To buck my hips deeper against his mouth and drop back when the feeling became too intense to bear. Morsimus had taken me hundreds of times, but never had he done this. Not once had he made my body rise in pleasure or made me bite down on my hand, other than to suppress my tears.
I will confess that until that moment, I did not know that such pleasure could be gained from this act. It is sad, is it not? I was a wife, a murderer, a leader, yet I had never known the pleasure that could be found within my own body.
Wetness soaked the couch, and after my body writhed and contorted for the third time, I could take it no longer.
“I need to feel you within me.” I groaned, pulling Cleon upward. He did not resist. Smoothly and gently, he shifted me farther back onto the couch so that I lay flat, anticipating the feel of him inside me. I was not disappointed.
A great groan of relief rolled from both of us as he pushed himself into me, once and then again. Each time, my pleasure rose. My hands traced the muscles of his arms as his soft gasps echoed in my ears while we found a rhythm in the movement of my hips and his. We could have continued in such a manner long into the night had a sound from outside not jolted me back to reality.
My hands on his chest, I pushed Cleon upright.
“Is something wrong?” Panic struck his face. “Did I do something wrong?”
“I heard a noise.” I forced him off me.
“There is someone in the house?” His panic grew as he hurried to right himself, adjusting his robe.
“No, I heard something outside.”
He sighed heavily.
“Otrera, my love, there is a festival outside. There are plenty of noises tonight. Come, I would far rather hear those noises you made again.” He took my hand to lead me back to the couch, yet I hesitated. My attention remained piqued as I waited for something I could not place, an explanation for the prickling that had risen all the hairs on my neck.
I was still there, in a heightened sense of awareness, as Cleon ran his fingers down my arm.
“Come, lie down with me. They will all be fine without you. I need to finish what I started.”
I shook my head. “No. Something has changed. Surely you can hear it? Can you not?”
Cleon parted his lips as if he was about to argue with me, only to stop and frown. It was more than just a shift in volume. There was a tangible motion to the air. Something had changed.
“We must go.” I grabbed at the fabric of my robe, twisting it up and around my shoulder before reaching for my knife. “Now.”
“Otrera, wait!” Cleon’s voice called out into the night behind me. “Please, wait.”
I did not turn back, for I was already out of the house, still fixing my garments and holding my knife between my teeth as my bare feet pounded the cold earth. Ice crystals encrusted the long grass, yet I paid no mind to the sharp sting.
Instead, my heart trembled faster and faster, each step confirming my fear. Something was wrong. There was no music, no singing, no laughter. It was as if the festival had been struck by silence, and I could not fathom what could have caused such a change.
Phile? The thought caused a sickness to seize my stomach. She had grown frailer, and her pestering cough had refused to shift. But it was a common affliction of winter, was it not? Surely the gods had not chosen this night of all nights to take her from us?
I was still racing toward the crowd, certain I knew why the mood had altered, when I saw her. Phile was there, standing on her own feet, her gray hair rippling in the heat from the fire. Even from the back I knew it was her, though it took me a moment longer to realize the shoulder her hand rested on was Iphinone’s. Iphinone was kneeling on the ground. Another surge of pain struck me. Was something wrong with Iphinone?
It was as if people did not know where to look. Some eyes were fixed on the ground, many on Iphinone and Phile, while others were staring at Hirtus as he stood in front of the group of young men. That was when I saw it. The segregation. The young men and boys were on one side of the pyre, the women, girls, and children on the other. This was not how it had been when I left. Then, the sons had danced with their mothers. Brothers had joked with their sisters. The fire had been a place around which they had come together. Now it separated them.
With another step, I noted the wariness that clouded all their eyes, men and woman alike, yet it took another step before I saw why Iphinone was kneeling on the ground.
“Aina?”
Aina lifted her head from where it was buried against her mother’s chest. Her large, wet eyes met mine, and her lips trembled for only a moment before her face disappeared again into the folds of Iphinone’s furs. Had she fallen from Myrina? That was my first thought. Or perhaps something had happened to the steed she loved so dearly. I racked my mind for anything that could have caused the strongest and most fearless of all our young women to collapse on the ground, looking so broken, when I noticed the one young man at her side. Ereas. He looked straight at me, begging me to see the truth.
Still unable to shake my unease, I moved in a circle, trying to take in every person, though several refused to meet my gaze. That was when I knew. Bile stung the back of my throat. Thick and caustic, it ignited a fire within me, a red rage that blinded all else.
“Who?” My single word resonated between us as I faced the young men, though none replied. Then, as I stared at their shaking frames, I saw the answer in front of me. He stood a distance away, the slightest of smirks gracing his lips. “Kakos.”
“What?” There was an oiliness to his voice, while his face said everything it needed to. “I have done nothing. I was with these others all night, was I not?”
He glanced to the other young men, undoubtedly bribed alibis, who could not raise their gaze to meet either mine or his. Instead, they only trembled. Kakos’s expression darkened at his friends’ reluctance to speak for him, yet he refused to drop his smirk entirely.
“It is her word against mine,” he said.
Fury exploded within me as I lunged forward, only to be pulled back.
“Otrera, stop.”
“Let me go, Cleon,” I snarled.
Cleon released his grip, only to sweep around me and block the path between Kakos and myself. A new wave of nausea struck me.
“This was your plan,” I said, remembering the knife still gripped in my hand. “This is why you wanted me to take you to the shrine. So Kakos could take Aina and…and…”
“No, Otrera. I swear. On the gods, I promise. But this… Whatever he did, you need to wait. You need to—”
Cleon did not get a chance to finish his sentence.
I was strong now. Pushing him aside, I lifted my hand. And with a flick of my wrist, I threw the knife through the air and straight into Kakos’s heart.



Chapter Fifty-One
No one moved. Had it not been for the sounds of stifled sobs and the crackling of the fire as it spat scalding embers into the dark, I might have believed time had ceased. But as a baby’s wail cut through the night, I knew I was not done.
“Take the children home,” I commanded. I did not need to repeat myself. Several women scrambled away from the scene, scooping up children in their arms as they went.
“Is he dead?” someone said.
I strode forward, my head held high, refusing to quicken my pace. When I reached the body, I bent down, pulled the knife from Kakos’s ribs, and wiped it on the fabric of my robe. That was the only answer they needed.
That task done, I returned my attention to the rest of the young men.
“Who else was involved?”
My voice was a low whisper, a growl that reverberated as though it had come from the depths of Tartarus. I did not move or blink as I stared at them. They stood with their heads bowed, tears dripping from their cheeks. Whether those tears were for their friend’s life or their own, it was impossible to tell. Not that I cared.
“I will not repeat myself a third time. Who else was involved?”
I moved my hand, ready to strike, but once again, Cleon grabbed me.
“Otrera. Whatever they did, they would have been acting on Kakos’s orders. Do not tarnish them all with his actions.”
“You.” I spun and pressed the blade of my knife against his neck. The difference in height meant I was forced up on tiptoes to ensure the pressure was enough to draw the slightest sliver of blood. But Cleon did not so much as flinch. “You were complicit in this.”
“No, no, I was not.”
“You knew he wanted me away from her.”
“No…yes…perhaps. I did not know the reason he suggested I ask you to pray. I thought he was being gracious. Encouraging the feelings I—”
“Stop now. You and I are nothing. You and I will never be anything.”
I dropped the knife from his neck and spun back to the young men.
“I will not ask again, so let me make this easier for you. If I do not know which of you played a part in this violation, then every one of you dies here, tonight.”
Screams and wails rose from the mothers and sisters who remained. I was vaguely aware that at least one lunged toward me, only to be stopped.
“She does not mean it,” Damaris said quietly.
“I can assure you, I do.”
Damaris approached me, her hands raised as if I were a wild animal.
“Otrera, I know you are angry, but these are good boys. Most of them have not left the fireside all night. They have been with their families.”
“Can you tell me which ones?”
“We can figure it out.”
“No. They will lie. They have shown that already. They have left me no choice.”
I raised my knife, and one boy stepped forward. His cheeks were ashen, and there was a stain of vomit on his robe.
“I kept watch. He told me to. Kakos. He threatened me if I did not. It was me. I am to blame. Do not hurt the others for this.”
I nodded, satisfied that at least one had seen sense, cleared his soul before he passed into the underworld to face judgment. I lifted my knife again, but before I could let it fly, a hand wrapped firmly around my wrist. Three times that night, a man had taken liberties to hold me back, but I knew that the fingers currently fixed around me were not Cleon’s.
“Hirtus,” I growled as I met his gaze. “You need to release me. This man needs to face his fate.”
While my voice was guttural and uncontrolled, Hirtus’s was calm, soothing.
“The wrongdoer has been killed, Otrera. You have seen to it.”
“No. Kakos is not the only one who did wrong here tonight. He would not have gotten away with it without this boy’s help. And others too, I suspect.”
“That may be. But I believe him when he says he was threatened. He does not deserve the same fate as Kakos. This boy did not force himself on Aina.”
It was the sound of her name that fueled the fury within me.
“This time. He did not do the act this time. Surely you see that?” I turned and addressed the remaining women. “Surely you see that if he is not punished, he will do the same. He helped another man to violate one of our daughters. He will grow up to be the same kind of man as his father. That is what we must stop.”
“Or we could teach them to be different men. Better men.”
I turned slowly back to Hirtus, my brow furrowing deeply as I scoffed. “Better? How can such men be better? They cannot. This is who they are.”
“I do not believe that is true. You trust me, do you not? I am a man, and you trust me with your life.”
“It is not the same.”
“But it can be. Give me a chance. Let me take this boy, this one who spoke out to save the lives of the others. Let me offer him guidance. Let me teach them all to become what their fathers were not. To become good people.”
Silence swelled around us. The crying babies had been removed, and even Aina and Iphinone had stopped their weeping to listen.
Everyone’s gaze was fixed on me, awaiting orders and answers that I did not want to give. That I did not know how to give. I needed time and space and was afforded neither.
In the end, it was not myself or Hirtus who broke that silence. It was Aina.
“How will you do it? How can you teach them not to do this to others?”
Hirtus locked his eyes on Aina, his back to me as he spoke. “I will leave, and I will take them with me.”
I had heard enough.
“No. You will do no such thing. Your place is here. Your place is with us.”
“No, Otrera, you are wrong. My place is with Phile. She is my home.”
“And her home is here.”
“But not for much longer.”
It was as if Phile were not with us, not able to hear how we spoke about her impending death. And perhaps we would have continued arguing had she not walked toward us. When she reached Hirtus, she looped her arm into his and looked up at his face. The pair smiled at each other as if they were walking through flower-filled meadows, not here, in this forgotten village where pain circled like vultures.
“We have talked at great lengths,” Hirtus said, once more looking at me. “Once Phile has traveled to the underworld, I will not stay here. There will be nothing here for me but grief. My departure was planned before this night.”
One would think it was not possible for a heart to break so many times in such a short space of time, yet there was mine, shattering over and over again. I was to lose Phile. I was to lose Hirtus. And as for Cleon, had I even had him long enough to feel loss?
As I stood there, I felt the pressure of gazes on me mounting like a crushing weight upon my bones.
“We will make no decisions now,” I said, trying to shake the sensation away. “The festivities are over. Damaris, Thalassa, take these boys back to their homes. None of them are to leave. I will leave it to you to arrange the watches. I will let them know their fates at sunrise.”
The two women moved without words, and the young men followed. Even Ereas left his sister’s side. Only one remained, and he dared to address me again.
“Otrera, please,” Cleon spoke softly. “I am here for you. Tell me how I can be of aid.”
Tell me how I can be of aid. They were words I never expected to hear from any man’s lips. Words that could have given me power, strength, confidence. But they did not. Instead, they reminded me only of how weak I had been.
I moved forward, so close that no one could overhear. So close that I could feel the quiver in his warm breath and see the reflection of myself in his eyes. It was there that I spoke to him.
“Let me make myself clear. To me, you are as dead as this body on the ground. I never wish to lay eyes on you again.”



Chapter Fifty-Two
I did not go to my home but headed to Phile’s, where a small council followed. Some could not join us, such as Damaris and Thalassa, who were keeping guard. I left Glykeria to be comforted by Dolos, sobbing over the body of her rapist son. Still, there were several who joined us, including Iphinone and even Aina, no matter how much her mother tried to persuade her otherwise. For my part, I was grateful. She deserved to be there more than anyone.
“Aina, if you feel strong enough, I would like to hear your voice on the matter. Where do you stand?” I asked.
Her eyes were bloodshot, and her throat cracked multiple times before she spoke, but when she did, her voice held the strength of a warrior.
“I do not want them in the village.” She dropped her mother’s hand as she spoke and looked each of us in the eye. “This place is a sanctuary. We made it a sanctuary, and we lived in peace. We have now seen that men have no place here. Not if we wish to keep women safe.”
Iphinone studied her daughter intently, her lips pressed tightly together before she spoke. “Aina, I know what has happened to you, but think about what you say. These boys are your friends. It is not just your brother. He is old enough to deal with the separation, but what of the younger ones? Do you really want to cast them out?”
“No, nor do I want them to become rapists. Nor do I want them to follow in their father’s footsteps, as every man here seems doomed to do.”
“Surely killing Kakos was enough to make an example?” Kallista spoke. She attended our meetings regularly now and offered her voice as freely as any of the other women. “They must see that they cannot do such things.”
“We killed their fathers,” Althea reminded her. “If that was not enough of a deterrent, then what will be?”
A murmur of agreement rippled through the room, though I did not let it rise. Instead, I steered the conversation.
“It would fall on you, Hirtus, to raise these boys and men by yourself. And you will become what? A goatherd with them? That is very different from the life you have lived.”
He laughed a brief but genuine chuckle. “No, I will not become a goatherd. They will need to leave the flocks here. Most of them at least. I will teach them to live off the land. To hunt and respect the wisdom of Artemis and the gods.”
I did not hide my skepticism.
“What of the herds? They have been this village’s livelihood for decades.”
“They are Phile’s herds, and she will not need the coin in the afterlife.” He responded so calmly that a dull ache spread through me. “Slaughter as many as you need to leave yourself with only what is manageable—those that can graze on the land around here.”
It was now I who pressed my lips tightly together. His words made sense, but what I did not know was whether Hirtus was offering me a solution or a delay that would culminate in calamities even greater than those we had already suffered.
“This is what you wanted, Otrera.” Phile spoke for the first time since we had entered her home. “You women will run the village alone.”
“I do not doubt that we can run this village,” I said. “It is what will happen when all these young men are grown that I fear. Hirtus has no sons, yet he claims he will raise over two dozen by himself.”
“I will not be on my own,” Hirtus said. “These are boys, most of whom want to be good, Otrera, if they are not already. I believe you know there are some of the kindest souls in the world among them.” His eyes lingered on me as he spoke, as if he wished me to confess my earlier indiscretions. Eventually, he spoke again. “There are other men I have met on my travels. Nomads who are not bound to a piece of land nor a family. Often they group together to hunt and share resources. They will aid me. I do not doubt it.”
I felt as though I were a bowstring, loaded with an arrow and pulled tight yet with no target. All the tension was there, ready to release, but would it strike straight through a heart or fall to the ground, limp and lifeless?
“I have heard your words,” I said, shifting away from Hirtus and addressing the group. “My reaction at the pyre with Kakos was just. He deserved to die. But I do not want unnecessary bloodshed. That said, I will not stand aside and wait for others to be violated or killed because I was too weak to do what was right. Leave us now. I wish to speak to Phile and Hirtus alone.”
The group muttered as they slowly stood and edged toward the door. Several tried to catch my eye, but there was only one I wished to hear from.
“Aina, if you wish to stay, then please do.”
She forced her lips into a wavering smile that faded almost as quickly as it formed. I expected her to look at Iphinone, to seek her mother’s approval before she spoke, but her attention remained solely on me.
“Thank you, Otrera, but I wish for a bath and my bed. And whatever you choose, I will stand by you.”
I wrapped my arms around her, though as I pulled her into my chest, she flinched. A sharp throbbing settled in my chest. Releasing her, I watched as she and the others filed out.
When only the three of us remained, Hirtus moved to the amphora and poured us each a cup of wine. He handed one to me, and though I took it, I had no intention of drinking. Hirtus’s cup also remained untouched. Only Phile sipped before she spoke.
“You must understand, Otrera, this will never be a debate you can win. You will never have all women on your side. You may have swayed them to kill their husbands, but these are their sons. Children they carried in their wombs.”
“But you agree they should not be in the village?” I said.
She bit her lower lip, her eyes not quite meeting mine.
“When I leave, you will run this village alone, Otrera. If you do so with animosity and hatred toward the men, then that animosity will likely return.”
My nostrils flared with indignation. “You are saying I am to blame for what happened to Aina?”
“No, I am not. And do not be so churlish as to imply that I was. You are the one who will need to maintain harmony. If you cannot do that with the men here, then they must leave. And leaving with Hirtus is the wisest way to ensure they do not come back for revenge.”
Her smile was soft, yet I could not reciprocate. Instead, I shook my head.
“I do not like this. If these are your last days, then Hirtus should spend them here with you.”
“Or I can spend them with him, seeing his world, as he has seen mine for so long. I will think of it as my last adventure.”
I jerked upright, unsure I had heard her correctly.
“You would leave too? No, you cannot. This is your home.”
“Yes, I can.” She looked up at Hirtus. “Like he told you, our home is together. He has been saying for years now how he wishes me to travel with him. To sleep under the eyes of the gods, nestled in nature. And I have always refused, always putting the women first, always promising next year. But soon I will not be granted that luxury. If I do not take this chance now, it will never come. Perhaps the gods saw that. Perhaps that is why they intervened to bring me you.”
Tears built in my eyes. Tears that I could not swallow.
“What of your servants? Surely they cannot all survive such a life.” I thought of the older man whose right arm finished at his elbow. Not once had I seen him struggle with the demands of his employment in Phile’s house, but beyond here? Out hunting with Hirtus? I could not imagine.
“I will give them the choice. They can come with us or live out their days here with you. Assuming you do not see them as a risk?”
“Of course not.”
“Then it is decided. This home will become yours. These women yours fully.”
“But what if that is not what I want?”
As I stood there, with tears of my own selfishness and pride threatening to fall, Phile took my hands.
“Otrera, so much in this life is wrong. You have seen this, but I still believe in what you are building here. In what you can build. I believe in you, and I need you to believe in me too, this one last time. Please, trust me, child.”



Chapter Fifty-Three
It was decided. All the young men and boys would leave with Hirtus at the start of the new moon—a mere nine days away. All of those who had goatherded before were to go with him, but others would go as well. Those who would have begun their goatherding that year or whose voices had begun to crack were to leave too. There were no exceptions.
I met opposition, women who did not believe that their sons should be punished for the acts of others, but they were few, and it was Glykeria who brought an end to their protests. She had not spoken a single word to me since I sent her son to the underworld, yet when an argument broke out at the fountain, she was the one who spoke out.
“It is not punishment for them to grow up with integrity,” she said.
One single sentence silenced them all. The women dispersed, muttering quietly to one another, leaving Glykeria and me alone. There were countless sentiments I could have offered her in that moment. I could have thanked her; I could have apologized for what I had done to her son. I could have simply asked after her health. Instead, I turned and left.
For two days, the young men remained in the houses, leaving only to fetch their food and relieve themselves. Always guarded. Always watched. Never was a single one allowed alone or given the slightest hint of freedom until Hirtus came knocking on my door.
“I need some of the young men to be released,” he said.
“That is not an option.” My response was immediate and impulsive, and Hirtus knew this.
“Otrera, it is not wise to keep them all imprisoned. It will make their anger against you fester.” His point was reasonable, but the one he spoke afterward struck me far more deeply. “I must ensure the majority understand our cause before we leave Ninniya. For Phile’s sake and mine. The two of us alone will not be enough to hold them if they turn against us.”
Only then did I realize the risks that came with the commitment he made to me. All it would take was a single person with a sharp knife in the dead of night, and the young men would have no one to hold them in line. He needed more protection.
“Iphinone’s son, Ereas, is of a pure heart. Halysia’s and Trapezitai’s too. They are younger, but they can be trusted to stand with you,” I said.
“Yes, I had chosen those myself. But I will need more. Older ones.”
I knew of whom he spoke, but whether through stubbornness or hurt, I did not speak his name.
“Take whoever you wish,” I said. “But they go to your home alone. They cannot be allowed to traipse through the village unaccompanied. And I do not want to see hair or hide of him. Them,” I tried to correct myself quickly. “I do not want to see them.”
* * *
The morning they left, the sun was a vivid pink. Its rays unfurled over the land, coloring the hills and sky the same ethereal hue, while in the distance, opaque clouds drifted lazily toward us. I stood apart from the group and watched as the young men hugged their mothers and sisters, wiping their eyes and trying to disguise their fear. Each was laden with bags, and I suspected Hirtus and Phile had emptied their stores to ensure this transition to their new life was as comfortable as possible.
“Your servants are to come with you?” I said to Phile, gesturing to the two men who now drew attention not because of their scars but because of their age.
“They say they wish to see the world,” Phile replied. “But in truth, I think they are afraid of you.”
She chuckled, though the laughter soon devolved into a throaty cough, and I could find no way to smile in response. Instead, I looked at her pleadingly.
“Phile, please reconsider. Stay with us for a few more moons at least. Perhaps your chest will ease. You will manage the journey better when you are stronger.”
“There is only one journey I am making, Otrera, but I promise I will make my trip there as slowly as possible.”
From across the way, Hirtus called out, and all but one of the young men heeded his command.
“I should join the others,” Phile said, offering me a final farewell before following the young men and leaving me alone with Cleon.
Somehow, those days without seeing him had deepened the intense color of his eyes and squared his jaw. I recalled in that moment the first time I saw him. The way he alone drew my attention. But now it was not merely mine he drew. I could feel the eyes of the other women, watching us, waiting for my reaction. I would give them none.
“I have spoken to Hirtus,” Cleon said eventually. “He mentioned that perhaps, when several years have passed, we might return. Not to stay, just to visit. Only if it is agreeable to you, of course.”
“He said the same to me,” I replied.
Silence bloomed. Cleon’s hands twitched at his sides, pulling at the threads on his tunic.
“It was never my intention to hurt you, Otrera. That was the last thing I wanted. I hope you know that.” His gaze moved past me, not to the men or to anything else tangible. Just away. Perhaps to the past. Perhaps to a future that would never be. Either way, when he looked back, a light glimmered in his eyes. “I would have been a good husband to you, Otrera, and I still could. I know we must do this now, for the good of all the people here, but when I return, in whatever manner that might be, I wonder if you would consider being my wife.”
After all the words I had spoken to him, the cruelty with which I had dismissed him, I could not fathom how he would make such an offer. Or how his voice continued to hold so much hope. Hope I needed to quash. And yet I could not.
“The future is a long way away, Cleon. Who knows who we will both be when you return?”
* * *
I could have walked with them for a while, as many women did. Almost all those with sons, whose bodies were able, walked for half a day before they returned. But I did not. There was work to be done. Spring would soon be upon us, and it would be bountiful, but we needed to be wise with that bounty. We needed to ensure that Phile’s legacy remained strong by hunting when the animals were abundant and fixing the homes while the weather was warm. We needed to prepare our wares and decide how best to trade them now that we had lost Hirtus and his contacts with the merchants at the agoras. There was much to do, yet that first morning when the heavy weight of rulership was placed upon my shoulders, I could not stay in the village. A desire burned deep within me. A desire that I knew would not fade.
So I found Aina.
She had not joined the crowd to bid the men farewell but had said goodbye to Ereas in private so that she could retreat to her home. Those first days after the Dionysia, I feared Aina would find comfort only in the shadows and the darkness. I feared she would sink into herself the way I had seen so many do and become little more than a wraith with a beating heart. But she could not. Because I needed her.
I did not knock but entered her home with confident strides.
“It is today,” I said.
“What is this?” She flinched, pain flashing on her face. But I would not let it settle.
“It is today,” I repeated.
“I know. I have made my farewell to Ereas already.”
“No, that is not what I mean. I mean, it is today.”
Confused, she sat up, and her face folded in consternation as she struggled to understand what game I was playing. Only when she saw my broad smile did she finally understand what I was saying, though I voiced it to prevent myself from backing out.
“Today is the day I ride Erebus.”



Chapter Fifty-Four
We needed this. I needed this. I needed a distraction from the load I already felt weighing me down, from the pressure of the women’s expectations. Phile had overseen the wages, the spending and the saving, to ensure that no one went without. Hirtus oversaw who traveled to other villages and took skins and game to their agoras to sell. He was the one who fixed things and made tools for us. The one who purchased produce we could not get in Ninniya. Now I would be responsible for it all or for finding women who could do the tasks instead. I had no intention of shirking my responsibilities, but first I wanted to taste that freedom again.
We walked mostly in silence, at a pace closer to a jog than a walk. This was the first time Aina and I had traveled alone together. Iphinone had always accompanied her daughter to the horses, and often Damaris or Althea had joined us too. But I did not want an audience for what I assumed would be a disaster.
“I am not with child,” Aina said once we were outside the village.
They were the first words she spoke since leaving the house, and I stopped in my tracks.
“My bleeding came yesterday. I was worried. I want children, but I did not want his. And now I know I am not with child.”
“Then that is good,” I said, offering a fleeting smile as Aina began walking again, slower this time.
“Do you think it means I cannot have children?” she said a few moments later. “My mother does not. She says that not all seeds are meant to be planted.”
“I believe the same.” Cleon’s words rose in my mind. How he had told me I could consider it a gift not to have born Morsimus’s children. Anger and pain flashed through me, but I fought them down. This was not the place for my pain. “I am sure you will have a child in time if that is what you want.”
“Is that what you want?” As she looked at me, I knew that only a truthful answer would suffice.
“I do,” I said. “And though no seeds have ever taken root within me, I am still hopeful. I am years younger than when my mother birthed me.”
“You do not speak of your mother. What was she like?”
It was not a question I had been asked since my arrival here, nor for many years before. I felt a tug of guilt within me. I had let the image of my mother’s face slide from my mind. I should have done better.
“Her hair was a mass of curls that could not be tamed, and she had little patience with jewelry or cosmetics,” I said, recalling her features as I spoke. “But to me, she was the most beautiful woman in the world. Her laugh could make an entire room smile. She did not think of volume or restraint when she laughed or when she danced. It was unwomanly, according to my grandparents, but my father loved that about her.” I allowed myself to slip into the memory. My mother taking my hands, our feet gliding across the cold tiles of the courtyard floor. My father’s eyes focused solely on my mother as if she were the most mesmerizing creature he had ever laid eyes on. That was what I had believed marriage was. Marriage and love, hand in hand.
“Do you think about them often?” Aina’s voice broke my daydream, and I drew in a long breath before I replied.
“I do. Morsimus severed the link between us over time, and I was so concerned with being a good wife that I believed I was doing right by not seeing them. We have not spoken in years.”
“Would you ever seek them out?”
“No,” I answered immediately.
“Why not?”
I could have laughed at the comment, not for how it was spoken but merely that it was.
“What would I say to them if I saw them again? That they sold me to a monster? That I have murdered my husband? That I persuaded women to rise up and take their freedom and that I could throw a knife and strike a boy’s heart?”
“He was not a boy. He was a man, and he deserved that knife.”
Aina’s face was stone, and her jaw locked as she fixed her gaze on me.
“You are right. I am sorry. And I do not regret what I did. I would do it a thousand times over. But how could I explain this to my parents, who loved and respected each other? Who believed in the harmony of the home? No, it is better this way. Now come, tell me the best way to mount Erebus for the first time.”
For the remainder of the journey, Aina talked about the animals, and the closer we got to the horses, the straighter her back became.
“You need to use the strength in your arms and legs to control him,” she told me. “But do not grip too tightly. And do not shout or scream, even joyfully. It will startle him. I learned that the hard way.”
Her face cracked into a smile, which I expected to fade swiftly, but instead it stayed, the way it always did when she spoke about the horses.
“Do you think he will let me ride him?” I asked, my nerves tickling my throat.
“I think we should wait and see.”
The herd was in the forest when we found them. Aina noticed the tracks in the damp earth and, only a few minutes after we entered, had found them grazing on the grass. As always, Erebus was at the center.
“It seems the gods are as eager for you to ride him as I am.”
It took me a moment to realize what Aina was referring to. Erebus was standing with his herd, but this time his left shoulder rested against the trunk of a tree. Only a foot or so above him, a thick branch extended over his back. It was the perfect position from which to lower myself down onto him. First, though, I needed to approach.
Despite our months apart, his ears barely flickered as I wove my way through the other horses and placed my hand against his side.
“You remember me, don’t you? Remember the agreement we made?”
Myrina was nuzzling at Aina, and although Aina embraced the horse with both arms around her neck, she made no attempt to mount her. Instead, she watched me. Had it not been for the intensity of her gaze, I might have abandoned my goal, for it felt as though Erebus had grown two feet since our previous encounter.
“What do you think, boy?” I asked, attempting to ignore Aina’s presence. “Should I climb the tree? Is that the best way?”
I moved my hand farther down his neck, and his nostrils flared, though with no sign of animosity, for his ears stayed forward. My eyes on his, I traced a line lower still to the place where I would sit. He was such a height that I could place both palms flat against his spine. With my pulse pounding, I pushed down, watching his expression and testing his temperament to help judge my next move. His ears flicked back, though he remained where he was.
“I don’t think we should go for the branch, do you?” I said to him. “I think we should find another way.”
With a wave of my hand, I beckoned Aina over.
“Can you help me?” I asked.
“How?”
“I will pull myself up onto him. I need you here to ensure I do not topple backward should he move.”
She nodded.
“Ready?”
I placed one hand on his back, and with the other, I grabbed a handful of mane. Again, Erebus’s ears snapped back, but he did not move.
“Three, two, one!”
I jumped, all my weight tugging at Erebus’s mane or else pressing down on him, and it was not a sensation he enjoyed. Ears pinned back, he turned in a circle, but Aina was there, slowing his movements and holding me steady.
“You need to lift your leg over!” she said. “You are nearly there. Sit astride him!”
It took every ounce of power I had to lift myself up. With my chest against the back of Erebus’s neck and Aina’s hands holding me in place, I grunted and heaved and hoisted my leg up and over him.
Panting, I lay there, my sweat-soaked cheek stuck against the coarse fur of his mane. My heart pounded, but only half from exertion. I was on Erebus.
For a brief moment, I considered ending on such an achievement, sliding my leg back over, dropping to the ground, and cherishing my accomplishment. But as I opened my eyes, I saw Aina’s face. The beaming light that I feared had been lost from her glowed brighter than I had ever seen before.
Slowly, so as not to alarm Erebus or myself, I sat up.
I saw the scream of excitement building within Aina, her fists clenched with glee.
“I shall ready my horse,” she said and grinned, only the slightest squeal to her tone. “Then we can ride.”



Chapter Fifty-Five
The ease with which Aina mounted Myrina made me balk with embarrassment, though it did not last long.
I was upon Erebus. Not any horse of the herd but Erebus. This was not like before, when I had clung to Aina as she steered Myrina. All responsibility rested on me.
I will confess I felt a great deal of fear throughout that first ride. When Erebus followed Myrina to leap over a log and jolted my body forward, it felt as if my heart too had been thrown all the way up into my throat. And when he first galloped, I thought I would fly from him and tumble to the ground. But I did not.
We rode until the sun shone directly down on us, and when we stopped, I lowered myself tentatively to the ground. My muscles ached in an entirely new manner; my thighs, my back, my arms all throbbed from holding on. Even the muscles along the backs of my hands trembled from how tightly I had clasped Erebus’s mane. Though rather than feeling despondent at how much more difficult riding was than I’d anticipated, I reveled in the sensations.
While the horses grazed, Aina and I sat upon the grass, and despite the chill that still held stubbornly to the earth, I felt only warmth deep in my bones. I tilted my face up to the sun and was sitting there with my eyes closed when Aina spoke.
“I was not going to ride again,” she said.
My eyes snapped open.
“Why?”
Slowly, Aina turned to face me, her cheeks sucked inward, and I knew of what she was about to speak. For a moment, I considered stopping her. Telling her she did not need to share such things unless she wished to. Only I realized that she wanted to talk. She wanted to tell me, and I needed to listen.
“It was the horses that first drew him to me. That was what he said. He told me I was the one he had decided on the day he returned. You remember the day I brought you to see them? I rode Myrina.”
“I remember.” My voice caught in my throat. Aina had ridden to the village to fetch me. Had she not done so, Kakos might never have formed such a fixation.
“Aina, I am sorry.”
She looked at me with puzzlement.
“What for? This was not your doing any more than it was mine. No, I am grateful to you. I was going to let him take this freedom from me. But that was wrong.” Her gaze wandered to Myrina. The bond between the pair was as profound as it was unyielding. With a quiet sniff, Aina wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “Nothing will ever take her from me again,” she said, and as the horse lowered her head and nuzzled the young woman’s chest, I sensed the animal felt the same.
Silence took hold. There were only seven years between us, half of the difference between Iphinone and me, yet at that moment, I saw Aina as a daughter. A child whom I cherished and loved and would give my life to protect. My heart yearned with the realization that it was likely to be as close as I came to motherhood, for how would the gods ever gift me a child now that I had killed another woman’s?
“Come, we should head back to the herd. The other women will be returning to the village soon. They will be wondering where we are.”
I mounted Erebus with slightly more grace this time, though he was far less at ease, and he jerked and jolted as he tried more than once to buck me off. At Aina’s advice, we did not ride all the way back to the herd but dismounted farther up the river. “They will find their way back to the others faster without us,” she assured me. “And it is better we dismount now before you break your arm. But we can come again tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow? I have work to do in the village,” I reminded her.
“Well, that is your fault for being responsible. I plan on doing nothing but riding all day.”
We chuckled.
“Perhaps I should give Erebus a day’s rest,” I tried instead. “I do not want him resenting me.”
“I do not believe he would ever do that. Myrina was just as objectionable when I first rode her. Honestly, you are far more skilled than I was when I started.”
I did not believe it was true but was grateful for her encouragement nonetheless. For the rest of the walk, we spoke easily, mainly about the horses, though when we crested the hill and the village came into view, Aina halted and stared out at the vista.
“Will you teach me?” she asked, her eyes still lost in the distance. “Will you teach me to use a bow and arrow?”
“You wish to learn to hunt?”
“I helped you with Erebus,” she said, avoiding my question. “You would not have ridden without me.”
“That is quite true,” I said. “And yes, of course. I will teach any woman who wishes to hunt.” I slipped my hand into hers, and as we took those last steps back toward Ninniya, I felt something I had not felt for several days. Hope.



Chapter Fifty-Six
For the next four moons, life in Ninniya moved at such a pace I barely had a minute to rest.
As she had requested, I took up residence in Phile’s home, and while Damaris and her young children came with me, Althea remained with Thalassa in my old house. From dawn to dusk, we worked, no longer to earn our wages but to ensure our own survival.
Our roles changed according to the weather and our needs and what we had learned from one another. Soon there was not a woman in the village who could not mend a crack in a clay pot or weave a simple blanket, while several joined Aina in learning to shoot.
“We need more bows,” Aina said to me one evening as she was waiting for her next turn. Hirtus had left two in his home—one for Damaris, the other to be used at my discretion. But they were both full-size and heavy. As such, I had to loan out my smaller weapon.
“We do,” I said. “I was considering heading to one of the agoras next moon. I might be able to trade some silver from Phile’s house for another few, but they are likely to be too large. Hirtus made the small one specifically to my design. Not to mention the presence of a woman buying weapons is likely to draw undesirable attention.” I tried to make the last remark as casually as possible, though it was a thought that hung as a constant and heavy weight around my neck. We needed to be self-sufficient, to keep our existence secret from those who would punish us for desiring our own survival.
“Could we not make them ourselves?” Aina continued. “We can chop wood and whittle too. Why can we not make bows?”
I tried not to sound discouraging. “It is a skill, Aina. One that took Hirtus years to learn. I don’t think it will be so simple.”
“I think I will manage,” she responded.
I should have known not to underestimate a girl who could tame wild animals. It took nearly two moons, but when she walked into the courtyard one evening, her smile was more luminous than the sun behind her.
“I will make the next one far more quickly,” she said before firing an arrow from her homemade bow with a near-perfect shot. Every minute she was not with Myrina, she had been teaching herself to make weapons. Soon she knew exactly what pieces of wood would curve and bend without snapping. She learned to file down goat’s horn to reinforce the inside curves and stretched sinew over the outer edges, the way Hirtus had done. All the pieces were held in place with a glue of her own recipe, created from the boiled bones left from our feasts. Previous attempts at the mixture could be found in numerous pots and pans around the village.
Aina also remained true to her promise of teaching me to ride. While I could not escape every day as she did, I made a point not to miss two consecutive days, even if I could only manage the briefest ride before sunset. Long before Aina had mastered her bows, I no longer needed her aid to mount or dismount, and Erebus rarely attempted to buck me off. My hours on Erebus were my hours of freedom, when I felt as close to the gods as Icarus when he flapped his wings and soared toward the sun.
When I was alone, I would think of Phile. I would wonder if she was still with Hirtus, traveling with the young men, or whether she had already stood before the judges in the underworld. Occasionally, when Damaris and her children slept, I would offer a prayer to Hades. In such moments, I prayed that he would don his helm and walk down our paths to see the peace she had created. She deserved a place in Elysium, just as I deserved one in Tartarus.
Sometimes, when the hour was late and I could not find sleep, I thought about Cleon. About those brief minutes when his lips had pressed against mine. I thought too of his offer to make me a wife when he returned, but I did not dwell upon such musings.
By the time the summer had begun to fade and the verdant leaves were replaced with translucent skeletons warning of winter, we were prepared for the cold days that would follow. It would be a winter unlike any we had ever known. A winter where we let our bodies slow and our minds rest from the toil of the previous moons. That was what we assumed would happen. But then the women arrived, and our entire lives were to change once again.



Chapter Fifty-Seven
I was itching to hunt, itching to ride Erebus, itching to have time by myself to pray or simply close my eyes and sleep, but the cold air was fraying tempers, and bickering ensued. There were issues over those not pulling their weight or taking more than their fair share of meat at mealtimes. Mothers feared for their sons, knowing they would not return when the snow fell, and the task of comforting and appeasing them fell on me.
Aina arrived at my door before dawn.
“I need an ibex horn.” She did not bother with greetings as she allowed herself in.
“Ibex horn?”
“To reinforce the limbs of the bows. It will be stronger than what I have. Longer too. One animal should be enough for a half dozen weapons.”
Ibexes were not creatures we saw daily in Ninniya, but they were common enough on the other side of the valley where the terrain was rockier. It was a full day’s walk away, but I saw the determination on Aina’s face. If I did not go with her, she would go on her own, and right then, I was grateful for any excuse to leave the village.
“You will need help to carry such an animal,” Damaris said, appearing in the hall behind me. “And I could do with a hunt.”
So the three of us left.
The cold air stung, and the higher we climbed, the stronger the wind buffeted us. My strength had grown considerably by this point, for I would not have managed such a journey the year before. Still, I was about to suggest we head back and wait for spring to fetch Aina’s precious horn when she spotted a herd of ibexes above us.
There were at least twenty of the animals scattered on the mountainside, finding stable footing on the jagged, sloped rock faces. With spring long gone, even the kids were sizable, but I knew without question which animal Aina had chosen.
The horns that protruded from the beast’s head rose upward to double the animal’s height before curving down his back. Those two horns alone would be enough for Aina to strengthen over a dozen bows, and the meat would provide us with a feast grand enough to abate some of the bickering. So I hoped.
I did not speak but looked at Aina. In her eyes, I saw it: that desperation to be the one to make the kill. Lifting the bow of her own creation, she fired an arrow up the mountainside.
* * *
Aina’s pride, more than the elation of the kill, made the walk back to the village bearable.
“I wish Mother had been there to see,” Aina said for what must have been the twentieth time. “I am going to make her a bow next. She has used mine and is a solid shot. She just needs more practice. I’ll make one for each of you too if you would like them?”
“That is very kind, Aina,” Damaris replied. “I would like that very much.”
“I know you have yours from Hirtus, Otrera,” Aina continued with barely a pause for breath. “But something could happen to it, and where would you be? I think it is necessary for you to have more than one. Don’t you? Otrera? Otrera?”
It was only the repetition of my name that alerted me to Aina’s question, yet even then, I did not respond. Instead, my eyes were fixed on the road to the village. Or rather on the people walking upon it. Noting the reason for my silence, Aina shifted her questioning.
“Why would people be walking to the village?” Her tone reflected my own apprehension.
“I do not know. Damaris, is there anywhere they could be heading? A distant temple perhaps?”
Damaris shook her head. “This road ends here. There is nowhere else to go.”
“Perhaps they are lost?” Aina suggested.
“Perhaps.”
My bow was slung over my shoulders, and my fingers tingled with the urge to pull it around. Damaris wordlessly shifted her position, taking my share of the weight of the ibex so that I could reach for my weapon.
We continued to walk back toward the village, the group below us in the valley oblivious to our presence. The longer we watched them, the more deliberate their choice of path appeared. They had not turned back or even stopped to scan the horizon in search of some missed track. Soon they would be upon our village, our homes. The thought knotted in my stomach. I could not let that happen. If people were to find out what we had done, news would spread, and one polis or another would see we paid the price. I could no longer watch and wait.
“I will go to meet them,” I told Damaris and Aina. “The sooner we turn them back onto their correct path, the better.”
“We should come with you.” I could have predicted Aina’s response.
“No. Stay here. Keep your arrows nocked. If you see me go to do the same, then fire.”
My bow remained slung over my shoulder as I separated from my friends and headed down the hillside.
The sun was behind the travelers and the sky full of the soft magenta hues that Astraeus so frequently produced on colder days. Often, when I glanced at such a sight, I would offer a prayer to the gods for filling my life with such beauty. Yet that day, the thought did not cross my mind.
As I drew closer to the group, one feature became apparent. Other than the children, every person wore a veil and a long chiton. They were women. Over half a dozen of them.
I did not try to hide my presence, and it was clear when I had been spotted. Several women and children pointed in my direction, and for the first time since I had begun watching them, their pace faltered. While they slowed, I sprinted toward them and placed myself squarely on the road, blocking their path to Ninniya.
“Where are you headed?” I said.
The women huddled together, whispering furtively. Only one looked directly at me. Her eyes, which were fixed on my bow, were flecked with green and yellow. They were the only features I could see, for her veil was swept over her hair and across her face. I opened my mouth to repeat my question, but before I could, the woman spoke.
“Are you one of them?” she asked urgently. Her accent was local. Less than three days’ walk away, I suspected.
“Are you lost?” I asked, paying her question little mind. “Where is it you are hoping to go?”
She stepped forward again, her eyes widening as she repeated her question.
“Are you one of them? One of the women who rose up?”
I shifted my attention up the hill. My bow remained empty, yet Aina and Damaris were ready. The woman’s gaze followed mine up the hillside, where she saw the women with weapons trained on them. She let out a small gasp.
“Tell me who it is you are looking for,” I tried again.
“You are them,” she said, tears filling her eyes. She lifted her hand to her veil and pulled the fabric from her face. A split in her bottom lip had swollen her mouth to an ungainly size, while her jaw was mottled with black and blue bruises. She turned to the group behind her. “Do it,” she said.
My hand darted for an arrow, but no sooner had I touched the shaft than I realized what they had wished to show me. One by one, the women dropped their veils. Each of them bore wounds. Wounds that we ourselves had worn so often. Eyes swollen so greatly they were almost closed shut. Noses at disjointed angles, where they had been struck by a fist or an elbow or thrown against a wall. It could have been a glimpse of my past.
“You are the ones who fought the men,” the woman said again. “And we have come to join you.”



Chapter FIfty-Eight
Silence enveloped us, broken only by the whistling of the wind as it cut through the valley, rustling the brown grasses and bare branches.
Women knew of us. Women wanted to join us. I did not know what terrified me more. For a moment, all I could do was signal Aina and Damaris with a whistle and wait for them to meet us. Their arrival beside me, with the ibex between them, produced yet more whispers and shuffles from the children, though it was the women to whom I was paying the most attention.
“My name is Sotiria.” Only the one had spoken to me, though the others listened eagerly. “We have traveled for two days to find you.” Her speech suddenly quickened, and she reached into the satchel beside her. “We have skills we can bring to you. I can work metal if you have a forge. My father was a smith. I have not worked it for many years, but when I was a child, I would help him every day. I made this when I was only ten.”
She stretched out her hand, offering me the knife, which I tentatively turned over in my hand. The work was rough, the hammer marks clear along the blade edge, but it was better than any woman in the village or I could produce.
“We do not have a forge,” I said.
Her face fell, but she did not let it stay so for long.
“We have other skills too. Boryana can sew. Her tapestries have hung in the temple of Athena. The greatest that our village has produced.”
“We do not need pretty tapestries or silk garments.”
My responses were curt, but not through cruelty. Too many questions whirled through my mind, and while she continued to speak, I could not fully form, let alone voice, any of them.
Damaris, however, happily interrupted the woman when she started to speak again.
“How did you hear of us?” she said. “How did you hear about what happened?”
Sotiria exchanged glances with the women before she spoke. Several pursed their lips, but they did not speak their concerns, so Sotiria continued.
“There was a man who came to us,” she said. “A man who ran through the night. He said the women in his village had turned savage, as if they were possessed. He said they had killed all their husbands. Poisoned them. Stabbed them. Fired arrows through their hearts. He believed he was the only survivor.”
“Thalia’s husband,” Damaris muttered. “I hoped he had died running.”
A new question had formed in my mind, one that I voiced.
“If he told you we had gone insane, why would you come looking for us? Why would you try to find people who would slaughter their loved ones?”
Sotiria scoffed. “If you loved your husbands here, then you are more fortunate than any of us. We saw what type of man he was. The same as the ones we married.” She gestured around her. “A hundred times, we met in our village baths and ruminated on how we could repay them. What tortures we could inflict. No one ever did, though several took their own lives instead.”
At this, she paused and reached out to squeeze the hand of the woman next to her. Was it a sister she was referring to, I wondered, or a mother? It could have been either.
“The more we heard him speak of how he had escaped and the things he would do upon his return, the more we knew who the real monsters were. And we knew we were not alone. But you had the courage to see the act through. Which is why we are here. To join you.”
“If it is sanctuary you seek, why not go to a temple?” I said to Sotiria. “The priestesses there would protect you.”
“Some of us have done so. And some have been dragged back through the temple gates by the same husbands who sent them running. Besides, we do not want sanctuary. We want freedom. We want strength. We want you to teach us. And we will offer you every skill we have in return.”
Sotiria straightened her back as if she had said everything she needed to.
I saw more of myself in her than I wished to admit. She was the one who had brought these women to us, who spoke for them. It was likely she was the one who had tried to convince them to rise up against their husbands as I had done.
“I cannot make that decision alone,” I said to her. “None of us can. But for now, you need food. And your wounds need tending. Let us address those issues first. Then we will discuss what you came for.”
I turned and began the walk back to the village. Several paces later, I stopped, glanced over my shoulder, and found the women still standing there.
“Come,” I said. “I do not extend an invitation twice.”



Chapter Fifty-Nine
There were seven women and nine children. The decision should have been an easy one, for without our acceptance, they would be condemned to death. But we had to see beyond the moment. If we accepted these, more could follow. Or worse, men could seek them out. The debate rolled late into the night, yet in our hearts, even the most fearful knew it would end the same way.
“They will stay,” I said, my tone declaring the finality on the matter that would otherwise have been debated well past dawn. “I will go now and speak to Sotiria.”
The dismissal had only been implied, but the women knew well enough what my words meant and rose to their feet. Soon, only Damaris remained.
“You wish to come with me?” I said, assuming that was her reason for lingering. But she shook her head, and her pupils grew so wide it was as if she had been plunged into darkness. Only when every last woman was out in the night did she speak.
“What is it? Something is wrong?” I said.
She nodded. “I did not wish to say anything in front of the others for fear it would alarm them, but when we met with the women on the road, I saw six crows circling.”
“Six crows?” I questioned.
“They circled to the left, looping three times around these women. I believe if we are to offer them refuge, there will be consequences.”
Her face was stern, and I recalled the woman I had met when I first arrived in Ninniya, the quiet waif who looked at me with such a curious gaze it caused my skin to prickle. It had been a long time since I had viewed Damaris in such a manner. Resting my hand on her arm, I spoke.
“Thank you. I believe what you saw, but I am sure you are mistaken, for I saw only swallows and sparrows. Artemis has protected us always and will protect these women too now. Now come, they will be waiting to hear our answer.”
Within days, it was as if Sotiria and her women had always been with us. They may have provided only seven more pairs of hands, but they were hands that worked tirelessly, from dawn to well past dusk. They took their meals last, washed other women’s and children’s clothes with their own, and constantly sought out ways to aid us. Sotiria had not lied about Boryana’s skills at sewing. Still, it was hard to look at her handiwork without a throb forming in my chest as I remembered Melitta. But she had underplayed her own skill with wood. In a matter of minutes, she could whittle an arrow that was smoother and straighter than I could have achieved in a full day of trying.
Our first winter without the men, we thrived. Every home was warm, every belly full, and every woman survived. Those accomplishments alone would have been enough to fill my heart, but there was one other. One that happened before the snow came, when the leaves still fell from the trees. And as with so many things in my life, it was Aina who was central to making it happen.
“I believe if we could coax the rest of the herd closer to the village, they might stay there,” she said. “Myrina is growing more comfortable around the houses, Erebus too. We could build them stables. That way others could learn to ride as well.”
“I think perhaps we have enough tasks at hand before we start building stables,” I replied, anticipating how Erebus would feel confined within four walls. I believe that he, like the rest of us, felt comfortable in the village, because he held the power to leave.
“But you will think about it?” she asked, still with that childlike eagerness in her voice. Though no stables were built, the herd stayed close throughout the coldest months, and just as she had dreamt, more and more of the women took to their backs. Yet when spring arrived, the first of our fears came to fruition.
I was riding Erebus that morning, and height offered me a vantage point from which I could see down the valley. My stomach knotted. A mass of women and children walked the path up to Ninniya.
Kicking my heels into Erebus, we galloped the short distance to the rest of the women.
“Otrera!” Sotiria was the first to see me. “I did not know. I promise you. None of us did.”
“You know these women?”
“I believe so.” Tears filled Sotiria’s eyes as she spoke. “I believe it is the rest of the women from the village.”
“Village?” Damaris spoke. “This looks as though half of Athens has come for us.”
“I promise you, Otrera, they have no weapons. No means or knowledge of how to attack.” One winter together, and Sotiria had already learned enough about me to know my first thoughts were about protection. “They are peaceful, like us. They come only for sanctuary. I fear their lives worsened after we left. They will help you, Otrera. Just like we did.”
I did not count the numbers, but from my brief study, I knew there were a hundred more mouths to feed at least.
“Otrera, look, please.” Damaris tilted her head upward as she spoke. There, circling above the lines of women and children, were six crows. “It is the same as I saw before. We should not do this.”
These were not swallows or sparrows, and a shallow apprehension fluttered within me, though I quashed it. I did not have time to pander to a different god’s superstition. I trusted Artemis.
“This is who we are now.” I spoke as much to myself as to Damaris. “We are the women who stand together.”
The women worked like Sotiria had promised they would: without question or complaint. Sotiria herself fell into the role of spokeswoman, and she had good instincts too. The first time I introduced myself, she had already separated them out into those who she believed would work best with the herd, those who should be given the task of cooking or washing, and those who could work in carpentry or learn to hunt and ride.
Of all the women who now lived with us, over a dozen were capable with a bow, and a similar number could ride to some degree. I was not the only one to have brought down a doe or a wild boar, and it soon became so commonplace that we did not even celebrate such a hunt with great festivities unless it was a person’s first kill.
One evening was such an event. Tasia, a woman from Sotiria’s village, had headed out with Damaris and Iphinone. She was the seer, the oldest woman to have made the trip to Ninniya, and her skin bore the evidence of her longevity. The left side of her face was scarred, puckered, and stretched with pink skin, while her left eye was so opaque no light could penetrate it. She had been that way as long as Sotiria had known her, and the scars were a gift from her late husband in return for providing him with only daughters.
The energy and life that Tasia brought to the village were infectious. She would hunt at daybreak, weave baskets in the morning, and even learned to ride, though only upon the most docile of mares. But it was at nighttime when she truly came to life.
While the fire crackled and gray smoke wove its way to the stars, Tasia would tell us the stories of the gods. She would recount these tales with such animation that her voice quivered. Her quiet whispers were so intense they could hold the attention of the most restless child, while her laughter could have tears rolling down your cheeks.
The night she shot her first arrow into the hide of a boar was a celebration indeed. The women had been with us for a full year. They had survived their first winter in shelters built on the hillsides, formed friendships with the women in Ninniya, and proved themselves integral to our way of life. On nights like that one, where we all came together, I would find myself wondering how we had ever considered turning these women away. They were my home now. My family.
In truth, the animal would have likely survived, and it was my own shot, fired from Erebus, that brought it down, but it was a victory for Tasia, and every woman in the village came to celebrate and listen to her that night around the firelight.
“She had no desire or love for him. For he was hideous.” She was recounting the tale of Aphrodite and Ares. It was one I knew, having clung to it as a child. Like so many, I had longed for the gifts of Aphrodite, with all her beauty, for who did not yearn for men’s attention or adoration? But times had changed. I still wished for men to fall to their knees for me, but in terror, not love.
Like all the women, I knew how the story ended. I knew how Hephaestus had trapped the lovers in a golden web of his own creation and how, upon Zeus’s ruling, Aphrodite and Ares were separated, nevermore to meet. But Zeus did not have the infinite power he so liked to believe, and if the whispers on the wind were true, the lovers’ trysts continued.
We waited in silence for Tasia to complete the tale, to recount the climax of Aphrodite and Ares’s entrapment, but as she told us the part where the watchman fell asleep, a voice cut through the night.
“Sotiria! Tasia! They are coming. They are coming!”



Chapter Sixty
A silhouette stumbled toward us, grappling with the ground. Her wheezing breaths resonated in the silence, punctuated only by sobbing gasps. Without pause for thought, I picked up the knife that had been resting on my knee and sprinted toward her.
I found little more than a girl around Aina’s age, on her knees. “Who are you?” I began, only for Sotiria to speak over me.
“Rilaena, what is it? Why are you here? Are there others?”
At the sound of a familiar name, Boryana and several more of their women crowded around, though I held them back.
Rilaena was breathless, gasping as she tried to fill her lungs. I wondered how long she had been running, for none of the other women had arrived in such a state. Had she been chased? I squinted behind her but could see nothing in the darkness.
“The men of Oreia, they are coming,” she said. “They are coming to kill you all.”
Chaos descended, the night filled with shrill cries and guttural sobs.
“We must leave. We must leave now!” someone shouted into the night.
Echoes of agreement rattled into the sky as an icy chill lifted the hairs upon my skin. The freedom that we had created was threatened, but I was not ready to fall. Not yet. Not without a fight.
“Rilaena, Sotiria, I need you to stop and think. I need to know everything. How many men will be coming? What weapons will they have? How long until they get here?”
Rilaena spoke haltingly, but she spoke all the same.
“They were talking in the tavern. I should not have been out so late, but my sister, she…my sister…”
Her speech dissolved into sobs that I did not know how to soothe, nor did I have the patience to try. It was Iphinone who stepped forward and placed a hand on Rilaena’s shoulder.
“You have done a great thing coming here to warn us. You have saved so many lives, Rilaena. Thank you.”
Aina stepped up next to her mother.
“You are safe here, Rilaena. We can protect you if we know who is coming. You came here to warn us, so do that. Answer Otrera’s questions.”
There was a control in Aina’s voice that mesmerized me, and I wished I could emulate it, for I watched as Rilaena steadied.
“They were talking about leaving in the morning, as soon as the sun rose. And they meant it. So I left Oreia right away. That was two nights ago. I have not stopped since. I have not… I could not.”
I saw the scratches on her hands and blood on her feet. She had crawled her way to us, refusing to give up. All it would have taken was for her to rest her eyes once and we might never have received her warning. It was a gift from the gods I intended to use.
“We can assume the men will have stopped to rest,” I said, forming a plan. “They cannot travel as you have done. Do they know you have come? That you have warned us?”
Rilaena shook her head. “No, they would never expect me to leave my sister. My sister…”
Once again, tears overcame her. While Iphinone and Aina continued to offer comfort, Sotiria explained.
“Her sister was the reason she could not leave with us. The girl was born lacking the strength in her legs to walk. She would have never made the journey. That is why Rilaena did not come.”
“But the things they did to her, to all of us after you left…” Rilaena’s voice rose above us before she once again descended into tears.
I watched as the wave of guilt flooded through Sotiria, and in that moment, I thought of Eleni. Of the same guilt I had felt for not protecting her. But we had not fallen to our own men, and we would not fall to these.
“We have the advantage now.” I faced my women as I spoke, beckoning them in close to me. “We have bows and arrows.”
“And they are men with double our strength,” Trapezitai said. “Dozens of them. Do not forget, we did not just fight. We used hemlock to send them to the underworld. We slit their throats as they slept. Some of us have never fought nor hunted. Otrera, not all of us have your advantage.”
“You are right,” I conceded. “But we have time to think. Time to plan. It will be at least half a day until they reach us, likely longer.”
“Perhaps we hide in the forest, pretend we have left,” Chrysothea said, though her suggestion was met with scoffs.
“And watch as they burn our homes and leave us with nothing, knowing we will starve?” Glykeria replied. “That will give them greater pleasure than killing us outright.”
She was right. These men would see sport in a game of chase, as though we were animals to be hunted. I gazed at the woods, hoping that an answer might appear from the trees yet not truly believing that it would.
“What of weapons?” I asked again. “These men, do they hunt? Will they have bows and arrows? Swords? Axes?”
“Some but not many. Half a dozen perhaps.”
“And their aim?”
“I would say only a handful are skilled hunters. The rest fish, throwing their nets out into the waters. Though they have great skill at gutting what they catch.”
I saw some shudder at this remark, although I ignored it.
“If they do not shoot, then we have our advantage,” I said instead. “They will need to be close to kill us. Daggers, knives. Their hands will be their most likely weapons.”
“You cannot believe that a dozen women with arrows will be enough to stop them?” Damaris said. “We need more of an advantage than that.”
I spoke the prayer in my mind, for I did not wish the others to know how desperately scared I was. But I trusted her.
Please, great goddess. Please, help us.
Those were all the words I offered, for she saw all. With my piece said, I looked around me, searching for an answer. And before I had even dared to hope, I found it, standing in the darkness at the top of the hill. All I could see were his black eyes, but that was enough. He was there, waiting for me. All I needed to do was ask.
“You are right. We need a way to beat them. A way to make us stronger and faster than even the strongest and fastest among them. And we have it.”
I faced Aina, unable to suppress my smile. She had seen it too. She had seen where my gaze had fallen and knew exactly what it meant. So I let her speak.
“Well,” she said, looking around at the group. “What are you waiting for? We must ready the horses. Ready the horses!”



Chapter Sixty-One
“We cannot delay,” I said, hoping fear had erased any desire for sleep in the others as it had done for me. “We will come to them. Meet them on the road when they are not prepared.” The murmurs continued, yet I spoke above them. Erebus had not come alone but with his herd. They were a gift from the goddess, the way we were to survive this battle. “Any woman who can ride must go with Aina. She will find you a suitable steed.”
“Many of you have ridden before. You do not need to be afraid,” Aina assured them. “The horses know us. They will protect us.”
“Judge your talents,” I told them as they moved. “Being on a horse will not be enough on its own. You will need to wield a weapon too. All the best archers must be able to shoot. If you cannot do so on a horse, then remain with your feet upon the ground.”
“What of the children?” Thalassa said. “Are they to come with us?”
I shuddered, for I had not considered the children. Yet my answer was swift.
“Pick the most secure house, and block the doors and the windows. Dolos and Tasia, you stay with them. Arm yourselves, but be assured we will return.”
The moon inched higher as the women lit the torches. I had told each of those walking to carry two. That way, if the men were to see us coming, they would expect a far greater number.
“Keep the flames away from the horses,” I said. “They do not like them.”
Keeping the animals calm was paramount. If we did not have them, we had nothing.
When all the weapons were gathered, we met together outside Phile’s home. As I prepared to mount, Althea spoke to me.
“They are expecting something from you,” she whispered. “A speech.”
“A speech?” I had given them orders already and did not see what good more words would do. However, a brief glance at their wide eyes and pale complexions assured me she spoke the truth. So I mounted Erebus and pulled him around to face the women.
The moment I did, the village fell silent.
“Women of Ninniya!”
The breeze had dropped away, and in the hush, my raised voice carried clearly through the night air. My heart hammered against the stillness, though Erebus did not so much as flick his tail or twitch an ear. It was as if he too was waiting to hear my words. And as I gazed upon the faces staring up at me, those words fell from my lips as though it was the gods that had placed them on my tongue.
“Tonight I feel the fear that runs through you,” I said. “I hear the questions burning in your hearts, questions to myself and to the gods. Why must we fight again? Why must we risk our lives once more when we wish for nothing but safety in our own homes? Why can we not live in peace? Why must the gods test us again and again?
“I will tell you why, for it is only now that I truly understand it. This is not a test. This battle will be the moment we rise. This night is the moment we show the world that no man is entitled to be in our lives unless we allow him there. We will not be threatened. We will not be intimidated or thought of as less than these men who wish to beat us down. We will rise, and the gods will see us do it. Tonight, tomorrow, whenever we are forced to face these foes, we will claim our places so that no man will ever risk our wrath again! We will rise!”



Chapter Sixty-Two
As Ninniya faded in the distance, the chatter quieted, and the silhouette of an owl passed once across the moon. It swept down to the ground and rose again, and though I could not see the prey in its claws, I had no doubt it was there. The owl was the symbol of the goddess Athena, goddess of wisdom. Were my actions gaining her patronage or losing it? Only time would tell.
Those on horseback rode beside the women on foot until the sun broke over the horizon. At that time, when we knew we could be seen, we separated. Those walking remained on the road, while those of us on horses moved into the scant covering of trees to shield our presence. This was the hour I expected the men to come into view. But they did not.
“Should we not be able to see them now?” Aina asked as the sun continued its upward arc. “We have been traveling for half a day.”
This was not what I had hoped for. The walkers had long since abandoned their torches, and the lack of sleep was slowing their every step.
“Do we keep riding?” Aina spoke again with the voice of all present.
“Keep the others hidden here. I will speak to the women walking,” I said.
I kicked my heel into Erebus’s side, and he and I raced out of the trees and down to the road. The women stopped as I approached. Several dropped to their knees with exhaustion.
“What do we do?” Sotiria was at the front of the gathering. Though she could ride as well as many, she wanted to be the first to look the men of Oreia in the eye.
“It must be a mistake. Nothing more than drunken tavern talk,” I replied. “We will rest; then we will return.”
Silently, I cursed my impulsive decision. I had marched us away from our homes in the dead of night, using our time and resources, and for what? Nothing. As I prepared myself to issue a command, to sit and rest, a single whistle cut through the air. Thalassa’s whistle.
“Wait there!” I commanded them before galloping back up to the coverage of the trees.
“Otrera, there, look.” Iphinone pointed across the valley.
I strained, squinting as I scanned the length of the horizon. They came into view on the neighboring hill.
There were nearly a hundred, but at such a distance, that was all I could tell. Numbers alone were not enough. If half were nothing more than boys, then what would I do? Could I slaughter them for following their fathers’ orders? And what about weapons? Rilaena had assured me there were only a few skilled hunters in the group, but surely they would not come at us unarmed when they knew what we had done?
“Keep the women here!” I ordered and pulled Erebus around.
Feeling my urgency, Erebus lengthened his strides, pushing himself faster. When we reached the crest of the hill, I brought him to a stop. We stood there, as motionless as if we had been transformed to stone by a gorgon’s gaze. I was grateful for his stillness and the darkness of his coat to keep us hidden as I pressed my body low to his. There, with the spring sun beating down on us, I waited to learn all I could.
The sun had begun its descent when the men finally drew parallel with me. I gasped sharply. Rilaena had been correct in their number, but she had been wrong to believe they were unarmed. It was true they were not warriors and carried no bows or swords, but like us, they had made use of what they had. They carried spears used for fishing in the shallows as well as scythes and rakes, axes and mallets. Flasks passed between their hands, yet there was no swagger or sway to their steps, telling me that it was only water they drank. They had come for a fight, and they had come prepared.
Having seen all I needed to, I turned Erebus and galloped back to the women.



Chapter Sixty-Three
I did not soften my words; there was too little time for that.
“They are coming,” I said as I reached them. “And they are armed. Rilaena is right. They mean to kill us all.” I did not let the whispers begin, although I felt them burgeoning on the others’ lips. “We need to get close before we attack. I have a plan. But we need to act fast.”
“You had a plan,” Thalassa replied. “This was your plan. The men will be drawn to the women walking on the road, then we attack from a distance. Why are you changing it now?”
“Because before, I believed they would be unarmed. And it is only a small change. Any woman who has come to the village from Oreia, you need to dismount and head to the road.”
“You are sacrificing us?” Boryana’s voice was thick with a sting of betrayal as she sat upon a palomino mare. “We came to you for safety. For over a year, we have considered you our friend, and now you are sending us back to the wolves?”
I did not raise my voice, though it stung that she thought so little of me.
“I am not betraying you. I am trying to save you. And listen, because you will need to tell the others. We do not have long.”
The plan was simple enough. They were to convince the men they had seen the error of their ways and were returning home. They were to beg and plead and cause the men to hesitate long enough for us to sweep in on the armed ones. Those who were young, we would not attack.
“And what of the children?” Boryana said when I was done. “They are to believe that we returned without our children?”
I pondered the question only momentarily before Thalassa replied.
“Tell them we are barbarians. That we were tricksters. That we did more despicable things than they would ever fathom. Tell them we held you captive and that you have only now managed to escape. They would believe that.”
Thalassa’s eyes met mine, and I nodded my approval.
“Do not forget, you must fall to your knees,” I reminded them. “When you do that, arrows will fly through the air. Those of us on horseback will circle around and take down who we can. If you stay low, it will be easier for us.”
“And what of us? How are we to be armed?” Boryana’s questioning was wasting what precious time we had. Yet without answers, she would be a greater risk.
“Keep only the knives that you can conceal in your clothing,” I told her. “Hide all other weapons in the grass. If you feel you can strike, then do so, but not until our arrows have flown. Do not put yourself at risk. We can do this. We will do this.”
“We will not let you down. You are part of us now,” Aina said. “We promise.”
It was her assurances, not mine, that finally persuaded the women off their steeds and onto the ground, and when Boryana spoke again, it was no longer to question me.
“You heard what Otrera said. We must act fast.”
The women had barely swapped places by the time the men crested the hill and came into view. Upon seeing their wives, they lifted the weapons and cheered.
“We could go now?” Trapezitai was by my side, struggling to steady her horse. Her impatience barely hid the fear in her voice. “We could circle the men as they are. It would work.”
“No, we need them to get closer. Some could bolt, fetch more men from other villages to band together and attack. I will not allow that to happen.”
Behind me, the women and horses were ready. The archers already had their weapons raised. Both Thalassa’s and Damaris’s arrows were trained on targets, tracking them as they stepped closer. But rather than approaching their wives as we hoped they would, the men stopped a distance away.
“What do we do?” Althea said. “Should the women keep walking? Should we fire now?”
“Wait. Sotiria will make the decision.”
Oh, how I doubted. What did I know of battles and wars? I was nothing more than a murderous wife at the head of an unskilled army. But the gods were on our side. I believed that.
The women kept walking, lessening the space between them and the men. Each step lasted a hundred heartbeats. Each inch they moved was miles within my heart. Finally, when they were but the length of a house apart, they stopped. Sotiria alone stepped forward.
“What is she saying?” Thalassa asked, as if I had the ability to hear across the fields. But what Sotiria said did not matter. For a moment later, she knelt on the ground. And every woman with her followed.
That was when I let my first arrow fly.
“Erebus!” I did not even need to strike the horse, for the fire in my voice told him all he needed to know. Together, we galloped down the hill. The distraction was all the other women needed. As the men looked around in surprise, Sotiria and several others grabbed the knives from their robes and stabbed through the hearts of the men within their reach. Other women fetched the weapons they had hidden in the grass or yanked the young boys away from the fray.
“You will not ruin our peace!” Aina yelled as she raced forward on Myrina. She had chosen a scythe as her weapon, not wanting to be slowed by a bow. With a swing, she cut through the bulbous belly of an armed man. Blood spurted from the wound, and he fell forward, his innards reaching the ground before he did.
“It is no different from the blood of the goats,” I shouted when I saw how she paled. She nodded, and a moment later, her scythe was swinging again.
From all around us came the cacophony of battle and the shrieks of men and women. There was a distinct difference, for the screams of the women were not cries of fear or pain but of defiance. Of strength. Of war. Man after man fell, not to rise again. But as I had promised them, the women were rising, higher and more powerful than ever before.
“To the east!” I do not know who made the cry, but it was I who responded, firing an arrow through the air and into the back of a cowardly man running from the fight. As he toppled forward, I raced toward him, leaning over on Erebus so that I could retrieve the arrow for another kill.
“Mercy, mercy!” Men who were not fleeing were surrendering, begging for clemency from women for whom they had never spared such a thought. And they were repaid as they should have been. With knives and axes and no remorse.
“Otrera!”
I heard Damaris call my name. She was on the ground, clutching her arm, her horse nowhere to be seen. I could only assume she had been bucked, but her injury was the least of her concerns. Two men strode toward her, wielding wooden stakes. Their hands were already red, though with whose blood, I could not tell.
“Otrera!” she shouted again. I had barely nocked the arrow when I pulled it back and released. It struck my target, though not as squarely as I had hoped, striking him in the shoulder. I fired again; the second arrow met its mark and finished the job. I reached into my quiver, only for my fingers to fall upon air. It was empty.
Damaris was scrambling away from the second man, pain contorting her face.
“I am coming!” I shouted as I kicked Erebus hard in the flanks, but the bodies around us made it impossible for him to gain the speed we needed. He bucked and reared as people buffeted him from every side. I could not reach Damaris in time. With panic rising in my throat, I twisted in my seat, searching for someone to make the kill before it was too late.
“Aina! Help Damaris!”
Even through the clattering and clanging, she heard my voice. She scanned the battlefield, for that was what the road had become, and her eyes fell on Damaris. Needing no more instruction, she spurred Myrina toward her. The horse’s nostrils flared as Aina brought her scythe down across the assailant’s chest. Relief flashed on Damaris’s face as she flopped to the ground, relief that I reciprocated before I realized it was misplaced. And I was too late to do anything.
I had not seen the third man. Perhaps he had been lying low, feigning death in hope that he might escape. Perhaps he had been too deep within the fray. Wherever he had been did not matter. He held a stake, nothing more than a sharpened wooden spike. But it did all it needed to do. He thrust upward, piercing Myrina’s soft underbelly.
“No!” Aina’s scream was a match for my own as her horse reared. Aina clutched the mare’s mane while leaning against her neck, as if her hold would be enough to save the animal. Yet as Aina leaned forward, Myrina toppled sideways. There was no way to escape.
Aina fell to the ground, trapped beneath her horse.
“No!” I did not care who or what remained between us. I pushed Erebus with every inch of strength I had to reach her.



Chapter Sixty-Four
Reaching down, I plucked an axe from the hand of a fallen woman, paying no mind to who it was. There had been losses. I was prepared for that. But not for this. Not to lose her.
The killer remained hunched over Myrina, his fist clenched around the stake as he fought to remove the weapon from the horse, but he never stood a chance. I swung that axe through the air, separating his head from his shoulders in one clean cut. His eyes widened on the instant of impact before his head thumped to the ground, rolling until it came to a stop against the torso of another corpse.
“Aina, I am coming!”
Never had I leapt from Erebus with such grace. Grace that served me no purpose as I scrambled over Myrina’s body to reach Aina.
“Aina. Aina, please. I am here. I am here.”
Her legs and torso were crushed beneath the animal, her arms and shoulders the only parts of her still visible. While I could see no wounds, blood pooled beneath her. Blood, I prayed to the gods, that belonged to her beloved steed.
Around me, the battle was ending. The cries of the men faded, the few who remained running or pleading, only to have their journeys and words cut short. But for me, the battle did not matter. I ran my hand down Aina’s face and chest, and there I saw her own blade impaled through her breast.
“Iphinone!” I drew my eyes away to cry out. “Where is Iphinone! Find her!”
Damaris remained on the ground, unmoving but breathing, her eyes red with tears. Her life had been saved, and she knew the cost.
“No…no…” The words stuttered from her lips, yet I could offer her no comfort.
“Iphinone!” I bellowed, for I could not see through the blur of tears. I knelt on the wet earth, the blood of Aina and Myrina staining the ground beneath me.
“Otrera?” Her voice was a crackle, a shallow whisper, watery with the blood that filled her throat. Her face strained as she struggled to speak.
“Shh, shh.” I wiped her forehead with my hand, brushing her cheek as though she were a young child scared of monsters, not a woman who had killed them. “Your mother will be here soon. Your mother is coming. You will be fine. You will see.”
“They are safe? The other women, they are safe now? We are safe?”
I could not stem the tears that streamed down my cheeks, that dripped onto her face as I continued to cradle it in my hands.
“Shh, shh. They are safe. And so are you. You’ll see. You will be safe. I promise.”
“I cannot feel, Otrera. My legs, my feet, I cannot feel them.”
I lifted my head. So many of the women had stopped fighting. The men were dead. Instead, they knelt on the ground, tending their injuries, comforting their sons, and searching out their loved ones among the dead. Althea and Sotiria stood over me, tears in their eyes as they tried to push Myrina off her rider’s legs, for they could not see the knife in Aina’s chest.
“Find me Iphinone!” I screamed, my voice louder than any cry I had offered in the battle. “Find her!” They fled to do my bidding. I started to rise, ready to hunt down Iphinone, when I felt the soft touch of a hand against my side.
“Otrera.” Aina’s voice was barely audible now. The pain that had creased her features only a moment before had faded. Her expression was now so smooth and at peace it was as if she were waking from the most perfect slumber. “Bury us together.”
“Shh, stop. We will not talk of such things. You will be fine.”
She smiled, blood coating her lips. I had barely patched my soul back together after the loss of Melitta. I could not lose Aina. I would not come back from this. I would not have it, yet I knew I had no choice.
“Please, save your breath. We will find a way. When your mother comes, she will know what to do.”
“Otrera, bury me with Myrina. I wish us to be together always.”
“Shh, I—”
“Promise me!” The volume and agony in her words caused me to flinch and gasp as if it were I with a knife in my ribs. The next time she spoke, Aina’s voice was nothing but a whisper. “Promise me you will keep us together?”
I could not speak for the tears. This was not how today was supposed to end. We were victorious. That was supposed to be what mattered. In the distance, I could hear women cheering. Celebrating. But how could there ever be joy in the world when one such as Aina was taken from us?
Only she hadn’t been taken. I had offered her up. The moment I had said we should ride into battle, I had offered her up to the gods, and they had taken her. I nodded and spoke between my staggered breaths.
“I promise. When the time comes, I promise.”
A slight smile curved Aina’s lips as blood trickled from the corner. I assumed it would fade, evaporate with the pain, but instead it remained. Her smile froze, motionless as if a painted fresco. A crevice unlike any I had ever known formed in my heart as I stared into her unblinking eyes and prepared to wipe away the blood, only to be pushed to the side.
“No! No, no, no! Aina, my daughter. My girl—no!” Iphinone had come. But she had come too late. Aina was in the land of the living no more.



Chapter Sixty-Five
Horses and women combined, we lost twelve lives. Twelve lives that had passed through to the land of the dead because of my choices. Among the dead were Rilaena and Glykeria. Someone said that Glykeria had never intended to survive the battle, that she had raced into the fight, waving her knife and stabbing wildly. They said she had hoped it would be her way to earn forgiveness from the gods for the wrongdoings of her son. I do not believe that one person’s sacrifice can outweigh another’s misdeeds, but we found her body among a pile of dead men, all killed by a blade. At least she had tried.
Of the remaining dead, only one other than Aina was originally from Ninniya. The other five were from Oreia. Five women had paid the price for their sisters’ freedom. The remaining deaths were horses—a bay colt ridden by Chrysothea, a mare that had bolted from its rider, and of course, there was Myrina. Myrina, whom I grieved almost as deeply as I did some of the women. Myrina, who would be buried with Aina, as was her dying wish.
It took six women to lift the mare, and we had barely carried her to the side of the road when Althea approached me, still mounted.
“We need to rest, Otrera. Here is as good a place as any. The women need food. They need sleep. They need to recover. Even more so if they are to carry the horses back. There is food here, rabbits and boars. There is a stream for water too. We should rest here.”
Rather than replying, I scanned the area. The men’s bodies had been dragged to the side of the road in the long grasses where they could rot and give their life to the earth. They would receive no ceremony, though it was Sotiria, not I, who made that choice.
“Let them rot. They would have done the same to us,” she said. So we did, watching as flies settled and vultures readied themselves for a feast. And there, directly above us, six crows circled. Damaris’s omen had come true. Circling crows had brought us death. Two lives lost for every one of the birds.
Everyone was bloodstained and bruised, limping or being held up by those who were only slightly more steady on their feet. It was a small miracle the women had been able to lift Myrina at all. Althea was right. They needed rest, but they would not do so until I commanded it.
I found Erebus grazing near the roadside. I had expected him and his herd to bolt the moment they were given their freedom, but they remained close. I wondered if they had stayed for their own dead and perhaps for Aina, whom they had loved as their own.
I rode slowly, picking a careful route back to the group. In my head, I rehearsed how I would tell them we would rest there until the morning, then leave, taking our dead and traveling as slowly as we needed to. But as the women fell silent and looked up at me expectantly, I knew they needed more. They deserved more. So I began to speak.
“I will not stand here before you and pretend that today did not come without loss.” I did not know how to start but with the truth, though my voice trembled. I forced the volume through the tears, holding them fast in my throat and refusing to let them spill. “I will not stand here before you and pretend this battle was easy. But I will stand before you and say that once again, we have risen in a way that women have never risen before.
“We are no longer wives. We are no longer widows. Whatever our origins, now we are sisters, bound by more blood than kin could ever be. We are warriors, as true as any army from Sparta to Athens. We have battled, and we have won. Not through luck but because the goddess willed it so.”
Silence met my words, a silence that pierced through the air. I needed to do more. I needed to name the dead, to honor them as they deserved. But as I opened my mouth to do so, a single cry rose from the crowd.
“To Otrera, blessed by the gods,” Boryana shouted, loud enough to send every bird flying from their roosts.
“To Otrera!” Damaris joined in.
The cheers that followed would have drowned out a thousand battle cries. The horses whinnied, rearing up on their back legs, not as if to bolt but to express adulation.
As the sounds filled me, I raised my bow and arrow to the sky, then rode in a loop around the living and the dead. Cheers were joined by the clanging of metal on metal, by hands in the air as the women danced to the sounds.
I could have stayed, could have yelled and shouted and celebrated our victory with them, but instead, I hastened away, riding to the forest’s edge. I rode as fast as Erebus’s tired legs would allow us until a canopy of leaves shaded us from the sun and the women’s cheers had faded with the whirring of the wind.
Then I dropped from Erebus, fell to my knees, and vomited. And with no one there to see my weakness, I cried as I have never cried before.



Chapter Sixty-Six
I regained my composure, though I struggled to keep it. Iphinone had still not left Aina’s side, and as night fell and the women fashioned what beds they could, Iphinone remained, singing to her dead child.
I watched from a distance, the sickness of my hypocrisy churning within me. I wondered what would have happened if, when I had ridden Erebus to the forest alone, I had not returned. I wondered what would happen if I left the women by themselves. After all, I had brought them so much death, so much pain and guilt. But I did not consider the idea for long. I had made this world, and I would stand by it.
Althea led a hunting party to find food, and upon my insistence, she had taken Damaris with her. Like me, Damaris had been unable to draw her eyes away from Aina’s body and was as useless as the dead in helping us clean up the aftermath. Despite her injury, I hoped a hunt might help her.
Later, when the aroma of roast rabbit lingered in the air, Sotiria came and sat beside me.
“I am sorry for your loss,” she said.
I wanted to smack her apology away.
“You have nothing to apologize for. I am sorry for the loss of your women too. We will ensure they are buried in whatever tradition you choose.”
“Thank you. I do not know your intentions, but the speech you gave has roused the women like never before. They will follow you anywhere. As will I.”
I scoffed. “You would follow me when I bring you death?”
“No, Otrera, you bring life. It has a cost, yes, but you bring life. You must know that, or why else would you have led us here when you could have left us to die?” She shook her head. “But that is not why I have come to you. I was thinking about our village. About Oreia.”
A weight dropped into the pit of my stomach. She had said only moments before that her women wished to follow me anywhere. Had she said such a thing merely to appease me? Were they planning to ride back to their homes, taking all we had taught them, leaving their marks forever etched on our landscape?
“Oreia is larger than Ninniya. We have resources there. Forges.” She pressed on that last word, knowing how I would respond. “We are partway there already. Surely it is worth a trip? Even if we do not stay, we can take what we can find. Metals, leathers, anything of use.”
“You mean pillage?”
I had heard enough of bandits who would rampage through small villages, killing the inhabitants and taking what they wanted. That was not who I intended to be. Sotiria read my expression.
“We did not kill the men in order to pillage,” she insisted. “We killed them for our freedom. And those are our belongings. If we do not take them, someone else will. There should be enough in Oreia to supply all of us. We could build somewhere new. Find somewhere entirely different, with no memories of the men and the violence. It is worth consideration, is it not?”
It was. Every word she had spoken was true, but I did not have the capacity to consider it.
“Tonight, we sleep,” I said. “Tomorrow, I will decide.”
I thought my words would be enough, but her expression tightened instead.
“There is one other thing,” she said. “We could consider butchering the dead horses. There is so much meat, they could provide a worthy offering to the gods.”
From her tone, I knew Sotiria expected the same reasonable response as her first request, yet I straightened my back and locked my gaze on hers, making no attempt to hide the anger that flashed in my eyes.
“We would not have survived today without those horses. Your women would not have their freedom without those horses. The horses were gifts from the goddess Artemis. I will let you know my ruling on Oreia in the morning, but advise your women to hold their tongues when it comes to the animals.”
“I apologize,” Sotiria said, lowering her head. A moment later, she left me there to be haunted by the ghosts of my actions.



Chapter Sixty-Seven
The women were all in agreement; it would be a waste not to use the resources in Oreia, but we could not all go. There were still women left in Ninniya, those who had remained with the children. If they did not hear from us soon, they would think the worst, and there could be no predicting the outcome. Besides, we had dead to bury. I would not offer Aina the insult of delaying her passing to the underworld in return for some copper or gold.
So we split, half the group to each town, as many women riding as was possible. Only those carrying Myrina had to walk, for despite my initial objections, we burned the other horses on the roadside at an altar we built to Artemis.
Damaris was among the women I assigned to go to Oreia. She protested, but I wanted her away from Ninniya for a short while at least. Time to heal and regather herself and be my trusted voice.
I rode with the group back to Ninniya, keeping pace with the women who carried Myrina, swapping out when they became tired. We fashioned a sling to make carrying the animal easier, but it did not change her weight, nor the weight we all felt.
“I will head to the house,” Thalassa said when we arrived. “Tell the others of our victory. They may wish to anoint the bodies of the dead.”
Flies were already buzzing around the corpses. Bathing them in oil would stem their decay, but what for Myrina? We could not do the same for her, and our oil was already in limited supply.
“We will skip the prothesis,” I said. “I do not believe the gods will prevent them from entering the underworld for not having been laid out. We will bury the dead tonight.”
I expected some rebuke, but none came. We dug graves on the outskirts of the village, in the graveyard where Eleni was buried. As I placed a coin in Glykeria’s mouth, I considered the items beside her: a comb and a mirror. They were common items to be placed with the dead. But a thought struck me, and I caught the attention of the others.
“Place a weapon in each of the graves. Bows, arrows, scythes. Whatever they used in life.”
Thalassa hesitated. “Do we have the weapons to spare?”
“If not, we will make more. These women were warriors, and they will be buried as warriors.”
We should have all been there. I regret that now. Every woman among us should have stood by those graves and paid their respects to those we had lost, thanked these souls for what they had done for us. The air should have been thick with words of love and gratitude, loud enough for every Olympian—even Hades himself—to hear. But even though our voices were few, I know now that there was one god who heard our words, even though I refused to believe it at the time.
I cannot say why I was drawn back to my old house that night. Perhaps it was because I hoped to feel a closeness to Melitta, to a past where I had not yet brought death upon the people I loved. Perhaps because I knew the women would not come looking for me there, and I would be gifted the solitude I craved but did not deserve. Either way, when I pushed open the door, which no longer snagged on the broken tile, I moved into the courtyard, closed my eyes, and breathed in the air. Yet before I had begun to exhale, a sound caused me to start.
“Who is there!” I called, grabbing for my knife, only to curse my own skittishness. The noise was little more than a rustle. A mouse or a rat perhaps. That was what I assumed until my eyes landed on a shadow weaving its way toward me. Its slender body swayed back and forth, its rippling motion as mesmerizing as the colors that danced within a flame, and its own tones were shaded to match. The red and orange scales of the snake blurred in its motion. With my breath held, I watched as the creature slithered past me before disappearing into a crack in the wall. A crack directly beneath the first painting I had ever viewed in this home. A painting of the god whose very symbol was the serpent. Ares.
I did not know it, but even then, I was being drawn closer and closer to the god of war.



Chapter Sixty-Eight
Twelve days after burying Aina, Iphinone finally spoke to me again. Like her daughter had, she had spent every waking hour with the horses, which, in the time since our return, had ventured only as far as the river before returning to us. They had seemingly decided we were part of their herd, and a herd should stay together.
“Should they not be back by now?” Iphinone said to me. Nothing more. No greeting. No words of comfort or of anger, which I well deserved.
“It will have taken time to gather everything,” I said, hoping to convince myself as much as Iphinone. “They will have needed to figure out a way to carry it all, and it’s likely they decided to take their time, recuperate a little, and ensure that nothing was missed. Twelve days is reasonable, perhaps even a couple more. I am not concerned yet.”
“And if they do not return, then what? Do we send a party to find them? You said yourself that scavengers would come to the village when they realized it was abandoned. What if they were there already?”
“Then the scavengers would have faced an unexpected fight,” I told her. “One I fully expect them to have lost.”
Iphinone nodded. I believed that our conversation had ended, that she would walk away and return to her state of silence, yet she spoke again.
“I know you saw her as a daughter. I know you believed you loved her as one, but you are young, and you are wrong. One day, you will learn what that love truly feels like.” With that, she turned and left. She had not shown anger, but she had cut me just as deeply as she’d hoped.
Despite my calm words, I was deeply anxious about the women’s return, and a permanent knot had formed in my gut, one that grew tighter every time the sun set without their return. Soon, Iphinone was not the only one asking questions.
“My mother went back,” a girl from Oreia said. “I did not wish her to, but there were things in our home she wanted to retrieve. Last night, I dreamed. I saw her wandering in a field, but it was a field of flames, not grass. It is a sign from the gods, is it not? A sign that something terrible has befallen her?”
“The meanings of dreams are difficult to comprehend,” I replied.
“We should send more women back.” Trapezitai sided with so many of the others. “What if they have been taken away as slaves? We should help them. We must help them.”
For this, I had no response. If slave traders had stumbled upon the women, I did not doubt they would have fought back, but if they had been taken, there was little we could do.
“We will wait until the next full moon,” I told them. “Two more days, and if they have not returned by then, I will go.”
The night before my deadline, I did not sleep for the churning unease that twisted in my belly. Each time I closed my eyes, that young girl’s vision of flames took hold in my mind, only it was not just her mother I saw but every woman I had ordered to Oreia. I rose as the last stars futilely attempted to cling to the sky, ready to call Erebus and begin the search myself. But as I mounted him and the sun’s first rays fractured the horizon, I saw the silhouettes.
“They are coming! They are coming!” I did not care how many were still sleeping as I shouted with all my strength. “Come! We must help them. They are here!” Only as relief flooded through me did I realize how great my fear had been that they would not return. But the gods had spared me. They had spared us all.
The group’s slow amble was a far cry from the speed with which they had entered the battle, but it was understandable given the countless satchels strapped to the horses. The other notable change was the number of women who approached—over double the number who had left for Oreia. More mouths to feed. Our numbers were now so great I did not believe it even mattered anymore.
Damaris was at the front, her posture straight on her horse as she guided these women home to us. As I gazed upon her, I thought how she looked almost as comfortable as Aina upon her steed, only to wish with all my heart I had not.
“These people were among the essentials you needed to gather?” I asked her, raising an eyebrow.
“You asked me to act as you,” Damaris replied. “Besides, we could hardly leave them.”
I glanced over her shoulder at the group of women and children, some of whom were older than Melitta. The fact that they had made the journey was a testament to their strength. We would certainly find uses for them if they had not already chosen roles for themselves.
“I was beginning to worry that you could not recall the way,” I said to her. “You know you have been gone for nearly half a moon. Did you meet trouble?”
Damaris’s cheeks pinched. “A little. A group of men had heard Oreia’s numbers were depleted and came to take what they could. We were already in the houses when we heard them. But we ambushed them. That did not delay us.”
“So did you lose your way? Did you simply decide to rest?”
Rather than responding, Damaris looked behind her, and I realized that for all their traveling, her group did not show a hint of weariness. Instead, excitement buzzed through them.
“Something happened?” I asked. “What is it? What did you do?”
Damaris did not smile, though a spark glinted in her eyes.
“Otrera, you have told me how you value my opinion,” she said. “Told me that my voice can be as your own.”
“Yes…in a way. I suppose.” My uncertainty deepened. “Damaris, what is it? What are you saying?”
Finally, she allowed a smile to flicker on to her face.
“We have been to a place, Otrera. And I think we should move there.”



Chapter Sixty-Nine
Damaris waited expectantly. Behind her, I could see the women waiting to hear my response, although I struggled to understand.
“You wish us to move? To Oreia?”
“Not to Oreia. North of there, along the sea. A woman from Oreia told me of it. She had traveled there once when she was young.”
“Why would we wish to move?” I said. “What benefit would we gain?”
“Look at Ninniya.” Damaris gestured to the village. “We have women living in camps. Patched roofs, doors that need replacing. If we are doing so much work, then why not do it somewhere not tainted with thousands of unbearable memories? We could build whatever we desired. Bathtubs in chambers. Halls like those seen in palaces. Spaces grand enough for feasts. A true temple to Artemis. There is no limit to what we could achieve.”
I understood her reasoning. It was impossible to pass my old house without old memories appearing in my mind. I could not stand in the tannery without thinking of Eleni’s incessant chatter or Phile’s endless generosity. Now Aina would be added to the list of wraiths that haunted me, and I was not alone with my ghosts. But it was Damaris’s comment about the temple that I pondered most deeply. We had been relying on the goddess’s patronage from the prayers and offerings that we delivered from our small altar. With a temple dedicated to her, our protection would be far more secure.
“Say I agree. Say I believe we should find somewhere different. Why go to this place instead of Oreia? To somewhere that has the foundations for our homes?”
Damaris’s smile returned. Small and twisted, it glimmered in her eyes, almost bright enough to hide the pain of what she had endured.
“We will go there because of the horses,” she said.
* * *
Damaris wished to leave immediately, but I needed to talk to the others. I needed to see what they had brought back, to think everything through. It was four days before we headed out. I left Althea in charge, and Thalassa and Sotiria rode with us, as did Iphinone.
She had not spoken a word to me since the women had returned, yet I felt obliged to ask her to join us. If Aina had been alive, she would have been riding by my side to this place where, according to Damaris, the horses packed the earth as densely as sparrows on a fallen scrap of bread. That was why I extended the invitation to Iphinone, though I did not expect her to come.
“I will gather my things now,” she responded before turning away from me to do just that.
Iphinone remained silent throughout the day, and though I knew excitement bubbled through Damaris, her mood was dampened by Iphinone’s presence, as was Thalassa’s. So it was left to Sotiria and me to keep the mood as light as we could. We took heavy leathers, which provided seats on the horses while we rode, and we strung them up over branches for a wind break and laid them on the ground to offer us some comfort. We stopped at streams to fill our water and ate rabbits we caught and roasted on spits.
“Do you think this is what life is like for them? For Hirtus and the boys?” I asked as we sat around the fire on the second night.
I had meant the question in earnest but had not thought through its consequences. Aina’s body was still warm in the ground, and now I was drawing attention to Ereas, Iphinone’s son, whom she had not seen for over two years and, for all we knew, may never see again. My throat tightened as Iphinone opened her mouth.
“I hope so,” she said. “This is a good life. A simple life. To sleep under the stories of the stars. To follow the seasons and the streams. I hope all could live as peacefully as this.”
There was nothing more any of us could say. Peace was what we all hoped for, but for such a simple concept, it seemed almost impossible to achieve. We finished our food in silence before retiring for the night.
I do not know what woke me. Perhaps it was an animal or a vision. Perhaps it was an act of the gods, wishing me to see this moment. But it was only I who woke, while Thalassa, Damaris, and Sotiria continued to dream under the stream of stars. Iphinone, however, was standing by the horses, her silhouette illuminated by the bright, milky moon.
“Are you unable to sleep?” I asked, rubbing my eyes and sitting up. “I do not mind staying awake and watching, though the horses will make plenty of noise if there is danger.”
“It is fine,” Iphinone replied. “Go back to sleep, Otrera.”
It was then I noticed the satchel in her hand. And another two tied to the horse.
“You are going somewhere?” I asked, standing. “Are you returning home to Ninniya?”
My questions lingered in the air, and in the silence, an ocean of unspoken sorrows filled my heart. I knew what she was about to say.
“I am leaving, but not to Ninniya.”
“Then where?” I asked.
“I do not know.”
A dull pain seared my chest, filling my lungs. Stepping forward, I took her hands, making no attempt to hide my desperation.
“Iphinone, I know your pain is incomparable to anything I have ever felt. You must feel like there’s no place for you in this land without Aina, but I promise there is. You will find a reason to live again. Think of Ereas. Think of the pain he would suffer from your loss.”
Iphinone’s lips parted as she stared at me unblinkingly. “I am not going to the underworld yet, Otrera.”
My cheeks colored, only for my embarrassment to switch to confusion. “Then where? Are you going in search of Ereas and Hirtus?”
“Perhaps. Perhaps I will wander that way in time.” Iphinone spoke as though she had not considered anything further ahead than this conversation. “I cannot say. All I know is that last night, under the stars, I felt a flicker of peace. Of connection to Aina. She always said that she was not meant to sleep under a roof. That she and Myrina would travel the land together, learning the ways of the gods. Last night was the first time I truly understood.”
“So you will be nomadic?” I said.
“For a while at least. Perhaps I will return to you in the future if you will allow me?”
“Always.”
I stared at her, this woman who had been a stranger. She was a warrior, a mother, a widow, and a leader. She was my dearest friend, and she was leaving.
I saw no need to stifle my tears, for I wished her to see my pain. I wished her to see how deeply I would feel her loss.
It was not the first time I had lost someone who lived. I lost my family when I married Morsimus, my mother and father and my brothers. But never had someone chosen to leave my life. Never had my presence caused them so much pain they could no longer bear it. So with all the love I could, I wrapped my arms around her and held her close.
“There will always be a place for you, Iphinone. Always, wherever we are.”



Chapter Seventy
“She is gone.” That was all I told the group when they rose the next morning to find Iphinone and her steed missing. “She has gone.”
They did not ask me any more. Perhaps they sensed there was no more I could say. So with Iphinone’s name stripped from our tongues, we packed up our belongings and continued the journey, following Damaris and her horse, which Erebus was not fond of.
The feel of the land was entirely different from that of Ninniya. The trees were closely packed, the leaves deeper in color, and the ground springy beneath Erebus’s hooves. For hours, we rode through dense foliage, so thick that only faded and filtered light could reach us. Yet only once did Damaris stop to gather her bearings.
“We will camp here,” she said. “Then make the final part of the journey in the morning.”
Something shifted in the air as we lay upon our backs and gazed up through the canopy of leaves that night. I could have believed we were lying at the base of Olympus, for that was how close to the gods I felt. It was as if they were no longer watching us from afar but there, in the shadows, waiting for what was to come.
The next morning, we were awake with the first birdsong, ready to continue our journey. Only when the forest began to thin did Damaris slow.
“Otrera, you go ahead,” she said. “Thalassa too. Sotiria and I have seen this already.”
I will admit to being more grateful for the gesture than perhaps I showed, for finally, Erebus did not feel the urge to push forward. I had barely kicked him into motion, however, when we stepped out into the bright sunlight and I drew him to a stop. Or perhaps he halted himself, for I do not believe I moved. Instead, I gasped.
For a moment, I believed the sky had stretched into a great expanse of blue, bigger than I had ever seen. Light glinted upward, and birds dipped and dived in front of a shimmery mass that fractured and faltered, sending the sun’s rays outward in a manner I had never seen before. Only then did I realize my mistake. It was not air I saw but water: a great sea, which reflected the brilliant blue that shone from above. The river in which we had filled our flasks meandered gracefully out of the forest, gurgling as it went.
I noted the way the forest curved around, encapsulating the green steppes that were thick with grasses and flowers. I could only imagine the life that teemed there, enough food for every one of us to eat fresh meat every day. Not to mention the fish that likely filled the water. This was the perfect place to build a settlement. So perfect, it could have been created by the gods.
The grasses and the water and life all paled into insignificance, however, compared to this one sight. I held my breath, certain that I was hallucinating. But the thunder of their hooves rattled in my ears and shook the ground beneath us, and I knew this was no vision. There were indeed horses here. Hundreds and hundreds of horses.



Chapter Seventy-One
“We do not know how to build homes, let alone a citadel.”
“We did not know how to ride horses or fire arrows or fight, but we learned.”
“We can make do in Ninniya, even with our new numbers. There will be enough. More than enough if we are careful.”
The heat of the dispute rose with every passing comment, each woman desperate to make her opinion known.
“Why would we make do when we can thrive?” Damaris’s voice was the most fervent of them all. It was a fervor I felt, though I tried to maintain an air of impartiality, no matter how strongly that land was drawing me back.
I spent a full day exploring the slopes where the river Thermodon reached the Black Sea, galloping farther and longer than I had ever done before. The horses, although nervous about Erebus at first, did not take long to accept his presence. There was fresh water and sea water, fish to catch and animals to hunt; mouflon, muntjac, and deer teemed, and I saw them all, as well as wild boar and rabbits. I would not have been surprised to find bears stalking through the forest. By the time I was ready to set up camp and fall asleep, I was under no doubt that this was a land given to us by the gods. It was only my love of the women that drew me back. Women whom I needed to convince to change their lives once again.
“I was skeptical,” I said as I tried to use my own doubts to assure them. “But you will understand when you see. Or you can put your trust in me the way you have done many times before.”
Murmurs rippled through the crowd. Every woman there had lost something or someone, and now I was asking them to give up more, but it was nothing compared to what they had gained and would continue to gain if they followed me.
“What of Hirtus and our sons? What if they come to look for us and find we are gone? What then?”
“And what of their sons?” Chrysothea looked to the young boys who had arrived with their mothers from Oreia. “You made us exile ours, yet you will house other women’s? That cannot be.”
I had thought long and hard on the matter during the journey back to Ninniya, but I still took my time in responding. After all, I had not consulted Hirtus about my plan, and it would rely on his generosity. A generosity that had never failed me before.
“Any boys here will join the others,” I said. “Once we agree, I will take the young boys, seek out Hirtus and his men, and inform them of our move—but not the exact location. He told me of the lands he hoped to visit and the times of year he intended to pass through them.”
“And if these women do not wish to leave their sons?” Boryana asked. “Then what?”
“Then they will not fall under our protection,” I said. “There may be more of us now, but our need has not changed. We will be free of men.”
Reactions were mixed. As the volume rose once more, I spoke over them again.
“There is one other option,” I said. “The other option is that we split up. If you wish for our protection, then you must give up your sons to the men who have left. But if you do not desire to live with us in this new land, then you can choose to roam wherever you wish. You would not be the first. Iphinone has already taken her leave but remains one of us. She is welcome to join us whenever she wishes, but for now, while her son remains with Hirtus, she has chosen to live apart. She has opted for a nomadic life.”
A rumble of shock rippled through the women.
“She has abandoned us?”
“No,” I said firmly. “She has not. She has made a choice to live off the land on her own. This is why we have done all that we have done. This is why we have suffered everything we have suffered—so that we can choose the lives we want. You decide what life you want: to remain here or travel alone or join us in Themiscyra.”
“Themiscyra?” Women exchanged looks of confusion, but it was Althea who spoke.
“Themis for the goddess of justice?” she guessed.
“The goddess of justice and order, for that is what we have given ourselves. And the river Thermodon, which will sustain our life there. Cyra for what we are. Women.”
“Justice and order of the women.” Sotiria’s voice was soft as she said the words.
“And life from the river,” Thalassa interjected. “I like it. Themiscyra.”



Chapter Seventy-Two
Never had I known a group of people to work so tirelessly and yet with so much anticipation and joy. Preparations began that very day, with the majority of women choosing to make Themiscyra their home. Journeys were made back and forth, bringing materials for building. Summer had arrived, with its clear skies and long days, dry and perfect for traveling and sleeping under the stars. But we needed to have shelters for when the rains came. And as much as I wished to stay and oversee the work, it was soon time for me to leave in search of the men.
Twenty women came with me and the boys, including Althea and Trapezitai, whose young son had left with Hirtus all those moons ago. The rest were from Oreia, mothers wishing to say final farewells to their sons and meet the men with whom we had entrusted the lives of our own. One other young woman from Oreia came too, Safak. She had no children but could fire an arrow and ride a horse after less than a day’s training on each. At times, she reminded me so intently of Aina that I would spin around on Erebus, expecting to see my young friend behind me.
We traveled south, where I had never been. The rate at which the landscape changed around us was unlike anything I had experienced before. Summer had taken the place of spring in Themiscyra, but here the grass was brittle and beige, and it crunched under the horses’ hooves.
We had been traveling for six days when the bickering began in earnest. Excitement and anxiety had kept the mood subdued, but soon squabbles were starting before the sun had even risen and stopped only when all had fallen asleep. After two days of incessant griping, I was considering making up a reason to ride ahead when we found the group deep in a valley.
“Is that them?” Althea asked as we slowed.
“It is,” I said.
“How are you so sure?”
I had no answer except that I felt it deep within my heart. I knew that the specks of people we saw in the distance, lost in the yellow earth, were those I was seeking. I squeezed Erebus with my thighs and galloped toward them. Althea was the only one who followed.
I did not recognize any faces of the young men at first, but I knew they recognized me. No one moved as I drew Erebus to a stop and turned to Althea.
“Take Erebus. I will go on foot from here.”
She looked at me with concern. “It is better if we go together. For protection.”
“I do not need protection. I have these.” I tapped my quiver while my bow remained securely fixed to my back. “Besides, they will not hurt me.”
I had found those I had been seeking. What I needed to know next was whether a specific one was still with them. It had been two years since I had last seen these men, and understandably, their faces had changed. Pairs of eyes, dark brown, gray, and green, all fixed on me as I stood tall and walked through the crowd. There was only one I desired to speak with, and I found him without direction at the center of them all, his dark skin glistening with sweat.
“This was unexpected.” He gestured with an emotionless tilt of his head to the horses on the hillside, laden with boys. “I had assumed you could not shock me anymore, Otrera. It appears I was wrong.” Then the corners of his mouth tilted upward, and his face broke into a wide smile. Still beaming at me, he stretched out his arms, and had it not been for the spectators, I would have run into that embrace. Instead, I strode at a stately pace, and when I reached him, I wrapped my arms around his waist and breathed in his scent. When we broke apart, his smile gleamed with the same ferocity as all those moons ago.
“Hirtus,” I said, his name a breath of relief in the heat. “Ruling suits you.” I nodded to the boys, who were still watching us with trepidation, and flashed them smiles that none reciprocated.
“I could say the same of you.”
I was surprised to find a great many adults had joined Hirtus. Huge men, with muscles taut around their arms and stomachs, their bare chests sparkling with sweat or covered with tattoos.
I scanned the faces, searching for the familiar, when one young man caught my eye. Seeing him was enough to raise my spirit and crush my soul almost simultaneously.
Upon catching my gaze, he walked toward me.
“Ereas?” Speaking his name caused a lump to swell in my throat. “How have you been?”
“Otrera, it is good to see you. We have been strong, gods be blessed. We have been learning the ways of the land. I am grateful. I think I am more suited to this life than to tending sheep. Wildness runs in my family, it would seem.”
The throb in my heart deepened. How had I forgotten that he would be present? That I would be responsible for telling him of his sister’s death? How could I do such a thing when I could not even bring myself to say her name?
“I am glad you are here,” Ereas continued. “Hirtus has much to tell you. Did you see my mother on your journey?”
“Your mother?”
“She passed this way not half a moon ago.”
I looked at Hirtus, who nodded.
“She had not told me she would be traveling this way,” I said truthfully.
Ereas nodded, and a silence formed in the air. There were words that needed to follow. Words I needed him to say first.
“She told me of Aina,” Ereas said finally.
The lump that had forced its way into my throat now threatened tears too, but I fought them down. “What did she tell you?” I said instead.
“She told me that Aina died a hero,” Ereas replied. “That she died saving Damaris.”
“That is true.”
“And that she insisted upon her dying breath that she be buried with Myrina.” He let out a sad chuckle. “And that you commanded the women to carry the horse all the way back from the battle so that she could pass to the underworld with my sister. So thank you. Thank you for that kindness.”
“I am sorry,” I said. It was all the reply I could manage.
The boy smiled, and I saw a plethora of questions flicker in his eyes, about the women who rode with me and the young men who had not been present in Ninniya when they lived there.
“Ereas, I am sure Otrera will make time for you later, but for now, she and I must talk,” Hirtus said. “Please, make the other boys feel welcome. I can assume they will be staying with us for a while?”
“I believe ‘indefinitely’ is the term you are looking for,” I replied.
Hirtus’s eyes bulged. “The women too?”
“Only the boys, though they are all tired after their journey. Can you ensure they have somewhere to rest? And food?” I said to Ereas.
“I will see to it, Otrera,” he said, dipping his head again. “I will see to it now.”
As he raced away, Hirtus looked me square in the eye before he spoke again.
“Now, you and I must talk.”



Chapter Seventy-Three
As we walked, Hirtus offered me a drink from his flask. Despite my own still being a third full, I took it from him and drank a mouthful gratefully.
“As Iphinone has been this way, I assume she told you what happened?” I asked.
“Do you mean has she told us of the women arriving in Ninniya seeking sanctuary or that you waged war against their men by riding on horseback to meet them as though you were gods yourselves?”
“I do not think any of us considered ourselves gods. Though we were greatly blessed by them. Did she tell you of Themiscyra too?”
“A little. I sensed she did not wish to discuss it at length.”
I nodded, feeling no need to respond.
“It has not been a time of great ease,” I admitted. “There have been other deaths too. I like to think that we saved more than would have died at their husbands’ hands, but I cannot know for sure.”
“These women knew the risks,” Hirtus replied, skirting my comment. “Aina knew the risks. You cannot hold yourself responsible for every act of the gods. All you can do is honor the dead now that they have passed.”
Beyond my women and the life Hirtus now lived, one question remained burning within me, pressing on my heart. It had been the first question I had wanted to ask him, and I could no longer keep it to myself.
“Phile?”
Hirtus’s eyes glazed before he blinked the sheen away and spoke. “She passed two moons ago.”
“Two moons?” I frowned in confusion, for I had expected to have lost her long before then.
“We met someone on our travels,” Hirtus said. “Someone I had heard of. A woman who knew how to brew tonics. She said she was trained by Hecate herself. Whether that is true or not, I cannot say, but her gifts gave Phile that extra time. And she remained strong until the end.”
“That is why you wished her to leave with you? So you could see this woman?” I asked, wondering if it had been Phile’s plan too, to visit this acolyte of Hecate.
“It was one of the reasons. But in the end, the illness was too much for her. She passed in peace though.”
A wave of grief washed over me. “She was a good woman,” I said, my voice thick with tears.
“The best,” Hirtus replied, his own voice breaking.
“Good enough for Elysium.”
I said the words to comfort Hirtus, yet they held the truth. Phile had changed and saved lives. She was a hero among the women of Ninniya and those of Oreia, for it was her actions that had laid the foundations for their freedom. If the gods were half as just as they claimed to be, Phile had found her place in Elysium.
For a moment, we stood in silence, each lost in our own thoughts.
“Come, Otrera. Let us talk.”
For the first time, I took Hirtus’s hand, and together we continued our walk.
“So is this likely to recur? You bringing boys to me?”
“I would like to say this will be the only time, but I cannot guarantee it. The home we are building by ourselves is to be a sanctuary for women. A continuation of what we achieved in Ninniya. Would that be a problem?”
“For me? No. Not at all. You are building something for yourself, and so are we. The boys have named us the Gargareans.”
“The Gargareans.” I smiled at the name, for it suited them. “And you have no fixed home? No place you have settled?”
“I do not believe that is the way the earth was intended for us. Animals move for the weather, for the food. It makes sense for us to do the same. But it is a shame you have come this time of year. Summer is always arid wherever we go. In spring, we choose the places that are most alive with life.”
“Then I shall return at springtime.”
“With more boys?” he chuckled.
“Perhaps.”
I had forgotten the ease with which he and I could speak, or perhaps it was the ease with which he spoke. The paternal presence was for me. Now it shone a light on all the young men here.
“I should help the women.” A sudden awkwardness came over me. “We need to hunt. Our rations are running short.”
“Do not be foolish. We have plenty.”
“Are you certain?”
“I am, though I suspect some of my men would like to try their hands at riding your horses in return.”
Hirtus cast his attention to where one of the older men was standing with his hand out tentatively to a horse. Though I would not have thought it possible, this man was taller than Hirtus, and I suspected his feet would touch the ground should he sit on horseback. Yet I wished to see it, for humor’s sake if nothing else.
I could not help but smile at his childlike curiosity until my eyes swept past him to another face. One that was staring at me. One whom I had done all I could to push from my mind. But he was there, and there was no escaping him. His gaze was enough to cause my pulse to rise, and though I tried to disguise that from Hirtus, he was aware my attention had shifted.
“I believe you have some other reunions to make,” Hirtus said, the smile twisting on his lips. “I shall leave you. Consider the camp your home. We have plenty of mattresses upon which you can sleep. If you require a bed of your own, that is.”



Chapter Seventy-Four
While Hirtus’s departure left me exposed to Cleon, I did not offer him the opportunity to approach me. Instead, I turned quickly back to the women, many of whom were locked in tight embraces with their loved ones, and strode to Althea.
“If we told any person of this situation—women taking boys to be raised by a group of nomadic men—they would think it barbaric,” she said. “And yet it does not feel so, does it? It feels as if this was what the gods intended.”
“It does,” I agreed. “And we should make an offering for it. To Hermes for the safety of our journey as well as Artemis, of course. And we should find out to which gods the Gargareans pay homage.” I added.
“The Gargareans?” Althea questioned.
“That is what they call themselves. Or at least that is what their young men call them. I think it is fitting, do you not?”
Althea’s eyebrows rose as she surveyed the scene in front of her. “I do, though perhaps we need to give ourselves a name too.”
“You think?”
“How about the Themiscyrians?”
I considered the name with a level of humor, only for a sense of sadness to unfurl within me. Did I not tell Iphinone she would be one of us wherever she chose to live? Themiscyrians implied we were rooted to a place, like the Athenians or the Mycenaeans, and we were not. We were more than they could ever hope to be.
“I will think on it,” I told her. “But for now, I will help to light the fires, for it will not be long until darkness comes.”
Had I had the skill to observe myself objectively, I would have laughed at the way I dodged and avoided Cleon, kept my gaze away from him, yet always knew where he was. Only when the stars took a hold of the sky and the women and men began to retire did I know I could not avoid him much longer.
“I should get some sleep,” I said, rising from where I had been sitting cross-legged on the ground.
“Good night, Otrera.” Safak was among those who remained awake, many young men vying for her attention. I did not fear for her safety; these were Hirtus’s boys. I trusted them as I trusted him.
Still, Cleon was on his feet before I had taken a single step.
“I will come with you,” he said. “I can walk with you to your resting spot.”
I could have refused him, but I did not have it in me. Not that I had been yearning to feel the touch of his hand against mine since the moment I first saw him across the valley or that I had been imagining the moment of us alone together on the long hours’ ride to find them. No, it was to spare his feelings that I allowed him to join me. That was what I told myself as my gaze met his for the first time since our arrival and I nodded.
His shoulders had grown broader, and the muscles on his thighs and arms had thickened. His fingers twitched, yet he made no move to touch me nor to speak. I noticed with a sense of disappointment how he kept himself always a slight distance away as we walked to where I had strung a skin over a branch and formed a rough shelter. Erebus was loosely tethered, with enough slack that he could easily leave if he wished, but he chose to stay by my side, Erebus and Cleon both.
When we reached my shelter, Cleon met my gaze before dipping his head. “Good night, Otrera,” he said. His intention had been, as he had said, merely to walk with me to my resting place. Yet as he turned away, something surged within me.
“I know you were not complicit.” The words blurted from my mouth before I could stop them, and Cleon twisted back to face me again. The words continued to spill from my lips. “I am sorry. I am sorry to have ever thought you could have been behind Kakos’s actions.”
As he took a step closer, Cleon shook his head.
“No, do not apologize, Otrera. You were not wrong to blame me.”
It felt like an axe to my belly.
“You knew?”
“No. No, of course I did not know. I would never condone such actions. Believe me, had I heard even a whisper about what he intended, Kakos would not have set foot at the festival. But I should have known. I should have seen the type of person he was becoming and done all I could to prevent it. I did not, and therefore the blame lies with me.”
Relief and sadness filled me as I saw the remorse that burdened him. With no words to offer him, I reached out and took his hand.
A small sigh blew from his lips, as though my simple touch was as intimate as the time we had spent together.
“My regret about that night is deeper than any I will ever know,” Cleon said. He closed his eyes before opening them again and staring straight at me. “I should have known. I should not have left him. That poor girl.”
“Aina was strong,” I said, my need to erase Cleon’s image of her as nothing more than a feeble girl more overwhelming than my need to offer him comfort. “She drew strength from what happened.”
“She should not have had to!” His voice was loud enough to stir Erebus. With a second sigh, this one far more melancholy, Cleon dropped his head. “I am sorry. It plays on my mind every night, you know. How that evening ended and how it had begun.”
I knew what he referred to, yet I made no immediate acknowledgment.
“You are right,” I said instead. “She should not have had to. But now, under my rule, no women will have to suffer in such a way. Their strength will come from their actions alone.”
“Your rule?” He gave a slight smile that caused a lightness to flicker within me. “You speak as though you are a queen.”
At this, I scoffed. “No, I am no queen, Cleon, but there are times when people must put themselves forward for the good of all.”
He nodded. His smile was gone, and silence swirled around us, silence that I was worried would not break but hold us immobile for all time. I imagined the stars tracing their paths across the sky, dissolving into Eos’s painted dawn before the sun broke across the hillsides. And beneath it all, Cleon and I would remain standing there, waiting.
“This life. Life as a Gargarean. You find joy in it?” I asked.
He chuckled only briefly, but it was enough to take that lightness and transform it into a bone-trembling quake that caused my pulse to soar.
“You have heard the term, Gargarean?”
“I think it is quite fitting.”
“Then I will insist we are called it always.” He paused; then when he spoke, he shook his head slightly as if he were in disbelief. “The things we have seen, Otrera, I could lose a thousand nights telling you of them.”
“Then I would like to lose those nights listening to them.” My words were genuine, yet his smile dropped.
“My regret haunts me, Otrera, and not only because of Aina. I only spoke the truth to you. I swear. I wanted to be with you. Not for a night but for always. I wished to marry you. To be your husband.”
Longing soared in my chest. Longing that I knew had no home.
“Themiscyra is a sanctuary for women. I am the one who has decided that. I am the one who has cast away other women’s sons and brothers, because I have said we are safer without them. How could I then take a husband? I could not.”
His head bowed, and only then did I realize that my hand was in his. No sooner had the realization occurred than he let go. The emptiness of my palm felt as painful as a slap.
“I understand,” he said. “I do. And I respect you for that.”
Once again, he prepared to leave. This man whom I had spurned was walking away from me, just as I had told him to. Yet as I stared at the smooth skin of his back, I reached out and grabbed his arm. Cleon turned to face me, confusion written across his features.
“Just because I do not want to be a wife,” I said, “does not mean you must leave me now.”



Chapter Seventy-Five
We made love first on a thin leather hide, then again with Cleon’s back against the bark of the tree while he lifted me and held my hips tight around his legs.
It had started with the same intimacy as in Ninniya, with the tenderness of his lips against my skin, his soft breath spreading heat through my thighs and spine. But when he entered me, the softness was replaced with urgency. We would not let this moment be taken from us again.
Our bodies moved rhythmically, each thrust pushing him deeper and deeper inside me, yet still I wanted more. I dug my fingernails into his back, fighting the urge to scream. I bit down on his shoulder, reveling in a sensation my body had never experienced. That night, I learned what the joining of bodies was meant to be.
I do not know when we fell asleep, but when we rose, the birds were singing their morning song. The weight of Cleon’s arms around me caused a moment of discomfort before I moved as gently as I could to slide myself out, though I was not as gentle as I had hoped, and his eyes snapped open.
“Otrera, I am sorry. I didn’t mean to fall asleep,” Cleon said.
“Why are you apologizing? All animals sleep. We need to.”
His cheeks flushed a bright, deep red. “Yes, but your women, the men, someone may have seen us.”
“And it bothers you?”
Cleon shook his head. “No, of course not. It is you I was concerned for.”
“My reputation?” I chuckled. “Come, I am famished. Perhaps you can show me where is best to hunt?”
That morning, Cleon and I left on foot. The forests were sparse, filled with needled trees and fir bushes, and the game we found was far smaller than back home. Hares and birds were their main source of food, but turning over the rocks also offered several snakes, which Cleon assured me would be delicious after roasting.
“The first time we came to this place, it was difficult,” Cleon said when I commented on the limited food. “But it deepens our pride in the kills. We treasure every mouthful we eat.”
“I wish you had told me as much before we devoured all the venison last night.”
“We have plenty,” Cleon assured me.
“Well, tonight I will ensure the women are more reserved. And if we come again, we will bring our own provisions.”
I had not considered when we would come again. There were pregnant women among those who had come from Oreia. It was likely at least some of those would be boys, not to mention several of the babies already born. Still, it was not a matter I wished to discuss then.
Later that day, we agreed to spend three more days there to allow the horses time to recover and offer the young boys a modicum of support as they adjusted to their new life. So for three nights, Cleon and I spent time in the same seclusion, learning and enjoying what our bodies could do together. Not once did the women comment on how I spent my evenings. Not until we began the journey back.
“So it appears the affection is still there?” said Althea as she rode beside me. “I suspect visits to the men will become more frequent now?”
“No more frequent than they need to be,” I replied. “Though I suspect we shall return at some point. And you? I heard you found enjoyment with one of Hirtus’s men.”
“Phyleus. And for an old man, he had quite the stamina. Though from what I heard, not so much as young Cleon.”
I could have swiped at her in jest, only I feared it would have drawn others’ attention, though many were involved in similar discussions. I let out a snort instead. Given how she had only moments ago ridiculed me, I was surprised when Althea lowered her voice and became serious.
“I do not mean to speak out of turn, Otrera, but you spent four nights with Cleon. And some mornings too from what we heard. Have you thought about what you will do if you are carrying his child?”
The words were so humorous I jolted on Erebus.
“I cannot be with child, remember? I was married more than seven years, and Morsimus certainly tried his best.”
“You did not bear a child with Morsimus,” Althea responded. “Why do we always assume it is the woman who is at fault? It could just as easily be the man.”
“My womb is at fault,” I said firmly. My unease was growing, so I twisted the question back to Althea. “What about you? Do you believe you could be with child? From this Phyleus?”
She shook her head. “I stopped my bleeding three full summers ago. I would not have been so reckless otherwise,” she added. There was nothing more she needed to say.
On the journey back, my mind was as turbulent as the air above a storm. I could not bear children. But if Althea was right and Morsimus had been to blame, what then?
That night, while gentle snores drifted into the air, my mind rolled with the possibilities.
If I had a son, he would not be allowed to live with me in Themiscyra. My only choice, if I wished to stay with him, would be to leave, but I did not know how to raise a child. I would need the guidance of a village. So I would have to return him to his father. It would be the only way.
For the most part, the journey back was a solemn and melancholy one. It was only on the third day of traveling that the mood changed and the talk shifted away from the place and people we had left to where we were headed. When we finally reached the thick forest that marked the final leg of the journey to Themiscyra, the women were alive again with chatter.
“Sotiria will have built a forge. Nothing else,” they joked.
“Perhaps a stadium for the horses. Like they have in the citadels.”
As their conversation continued, Althea twisted around to face me. Her voice was barely a whisper.
“If you are with child, it will be a gift from the gods,” she said. “And there will be decisions to be made. But do not dwell on them now. You must give the women here your undivided attention. You will learn your fate in time. As we all do.”
When I think back to the advice Althea offered me that day and so many others, I wonder how many there are like me out there. Great rulers who are great only because of guidance from those around them.
“I will,” I promised, though even as I spoke, I doubted that anything would be enough to take my mind from Cleon and the possibility of his child growing within me. But as we broke through the clearing and the silhouette of a city came into view, I was faced with a far more immediate concern.



Chapter Seventy-Six
“This cannot be right.”
The women’s disbelief matched my own. With my confusion mounting, I nudged Erebus to walk in a circle, wondering if I had somehow veered us off course. But there was no mistaking the gentle curves of the river Thermodon or the angle at which the sun struck the sea. We were in Themiscyra. Yet at the center of the field stood a city. Or at least the makings of one.
Scouts had been sent to keep watch for us, and no sooner had we reached the open plains than women on horseback were galloping toward us, Thalassa with them.
“You have been gone over half a moon. Some of the women feared you had been stolen or worse.”
“Then such women are lacking faith,” I replied.
“You found them?”
I nodded. “The children are safe and well with Hirtus and his men. Now tell me, what have you done here? And how? I do not understand how you have built such structures.”
Thalassa’s smile broadened into a grin. “Come see.”
I had expected the shelters to be similar to those Sotiria’s women had slept under—sturdy tents, large enough to house a fire, whose thick fabric could hold back the wind and rain. Simple but sufficient. What I found could not have surprised me more, for the buildings were made of bricks. How the women had learned to shape and bake and build such things, I did not know.
“There is good mud at the bottom of the river and endless sand on the shore,” Thalassa said. “Zehra had the idea of making bricks the first day that you left. We thought she was foolish, but she insisted we had all we needed, so I allowed her to try. After the first day, we were all convinced.”
“Zehra.” I scoured my mind but could not recall such a person. “I do not know that name. She is from Oreia?”
Thalassa nodded. “I assume so. She must have joined us when the men fell. I believe she is the one who told Damaris of this place.”
Thalassa’s vagueness did not surprise me. She had never been one to show interest in others unless it benefited her. However, I made it a priority to know all the women who needed our protection.
“I must meet her immediately,” I replied. “I must thank her for what she has done here.”
“You will have to wait to meet her. I am afraid she took to the horses almost as swiftly as you and accepted your offer to become a nomad.”
“After achieving all this?”
“She taught us how to make the bricks,” Thalassa said and pouted. “We built the buildings. Come and see what we have done.”
The structures were rough around the edges, the bricks slanted in some places, curved in others, but to me, every building was a masterpiece, worthy as a temple to the gods. Our women had built homes with their own hands and had needed no help. No guidance beyond this woman who had gone. They had achieved so much.
“Let me guess. You have come to see the forge.”
Sotiria’s voice was enough to raise my lips into an even broader smile as she laughed and drew me in for an embrace. Only when we broke free, both still grinning wildly, did I question her statement.
“Did you really build a forge?”
“I was overruled when I tried to make it a top priority,” she said with mock terseness. “But I did.”
“I do not doubt it,” I said. “And we will make do with our current weapons until then. As long as all the women are confident in using them, it will be enough.”
“Come, let us show you your chamber. It was the first room we finished, and I think you will approve of the views. Not to mention the baths, with room for kindling beneath. A design of my own creation.”
My chamber. Mine. That word spiraled around me. I had been given Phile’s house, yes, but several of the more elderly women from Oreia had joined us there, and we had been living atop one another. Even more so since the second group had arrived. I would never have to share again.
“Come. Come.”
The closer I got to the city, the more women joined us, and by the time I reached the buildings, two dozen led me to the room that was to be mine. Thalassa, Damaris, and Sotiria were joined by girls of different ages, including a newborn who had not been present when I left.
“It is beautiful, is it not?” Thalassa said.
There were no colored throws or embroideries, no painted fabrics or great wall hangings depicting scenes of the gods. Other than the bathtub, bare bricks and a thin mattress were all that filled the space. Yet Thalassa was right. It was the most stunning chamber I had ever seen.
Two of the walls had windows with views out over the sea and the plains to the east. At that moment, the sun was setting, and the last of the sunlight reflected off the water, painting the waves in shades of coral and deep rose. There was still plenty of work to be done, of course. While the walls were solid and grand, upon glancing upward, I was faced with only sky.
“Are there plans for a roof?” I asked. “I am sure we will get rains when winter comes. Tiles would be beneficial.”
Tension rippled through the women, and I sensed I had touched a nerve, though it was left to Damaris to explain.
“We are struggling to make such a thing. When the clay is thin, it becomes brittle, but when it is thick, the weight is too heavy for the walls and beams.”
“So what alternatives are there?” I asked.
“We will master the skill,” Sotiria said, “perhaps when Zehra returns. For now, the obvious solution is thatching. Although there was some discussion of trade? Taking some metals or leathers to the agora and exchanging them for tiles?”
As she likely expected, I shook my head at the suggestion. “No. No, they are not necessary. Thatch will keep us dry. Our appearance at an agora would lead to speculation. We will use thatch.”
Sotiria smiled knowingly.
“We have collected the rushes already and are drying them now. They should be ready to lay in two to three days. Though for now, I suspect you would like to eat. Come, we will feast and praise the gods for your safe return.”
She moved to leave, only to stop, her eyes locked on something in front of her. My breath caught in my throat.
“Sotiria?” I said. “What is it?”
She remained there a moment longer. I saw the tension grip her body, felt her held breath quivering in her lungs. When she finally released it with a sigh, she turned and looked at me.
“It was a snake, the colors of which I have never seen before.”
She edged forward, her eyes scanning the area, before she looked back at me and smiled.
“It is gone,” she said. “Come, let us enjoy our feast.”



Chapter Seventy-Seven
Day after day, we toiled. Roofs were thatched, kindling dried for fires, and long grass cut down and left in the sun to provide hay for the horses so that they would not seek different pastures when winter came. Every morning, the sun rose a little later and set a little earlier, and soon the long days and warm sea breezes of summer were fading.
The first of the leaves were fluttering from the trees when Althea voiced the question I had dreaded.
“It has been nearly four moons since we left the Gargareans,” she said.
We were lying in my chamber. Despite all the space in our new home, it turned out that I found the solitude at night disconcerting, though what I had told Althea was that I would not feel comfortable burning wood solely for myself in the colder months. Most likely knowing the real reason I had requested it, she had set up her bed in my chamber.
“Have you bled yet?” she asked.
I chewed on my lip, avoiding her gaze. “I do not always bleed with the moon,” I replied.
“No, but it has been three since then.”
“There have been many changes lately. All these can affect a woman’s cycle.”
“Otrera.” She sat up, her presence looming over me.
I knew my friend well enough to know I would not escape this conversation by requesting we sleep, so I rolled over and looked her in the eye.
“What do you wish me to do, Althea? How should I approach this? You were the one who said it did not need to be dealt with immediately.”
“That was when we first returned to Themiscyra. I did not mean you could push it from your mind entirely. The women will need to know. This will be exciting. Imagine, you will be a mother.”
“Althea, don’t.”
“It will be a girl, I am certain. The gods have guided you this far. They will offer you a girl. I know they will.”
Her excitement was far more infectious than I had hoped, though I tried with all my heart to keep it in check.
“I have always wanted a girl,” I said quietly, then lay back down with my hands upon my belly.
If Althea was right, my child would never need to leave my side. But it was not so simple as that. The question of when I would tell the women remained. One more moon, I decided. In one more moon, when summer had faded in full, then I would tell them.
* * *
The day came faster than I could have anticipated, and several times, I considered delaying my announcement further, but I knew I could not. That morning, I ran my hand over the small swell of my belly and breathed in the last secret moment between myself and my unborn child.
Excitement and fear flurried through me. Just as I believed I was born to ride and to shoot an arrow, I knew I had been born to be a mother. I had waited, I had suffered, and soon I would be granted the greatest gift for my patience.
I was sitting up when a pang twanged in my side. The sensation was short and sharp, not painful, more of a reminder of what was growing inside me. It was as if my unborn child desired the entire world to take notice.
“Today,” I whispered to her. “Today all the women will know of your existence.”
Standing up, I gazed out the window. Every day, more leaves dropped from the trees, and the blue sky held more gray. It was before dawn, and I stared out at the steppes, hoping to see a perfect painting of Eos’s creation. But my eyes only flickered at the dawn.
My stomach dropped, and my throat tightened so sharply I could barely breathe. Any hope of joy or happiness drained from my veins from what I saw, creeping out of the forest and encroaching on our home.
Men. Men had come to Themiscyra.



Chapter Seventy-Eight
“Everyone up! Arm yourselves! Mount your horses!”
I had checked the view several times, hoping it was the shadows of a dream somehow clouding my vision, but I knew in my heart it was not. There, in the distance, a small group of men was making its way from the forest toward us.
“Fetch your arms!”
I raced between the houses. Sotiria had been the one who suggested we build them close together so that we could always hear one another should we need to. Now, more than ever, I was grateful for that decision.
One by one, the women appeared, some bleary-eyed, some already dressed with knives in their hands.
“What is it?”
“Get to the horses!”
“Otrera, what is going on?” Thalassa met me on the way to Erebus, a large blade in her hand.
“Men, coming from the east. Five of them.”
“And they are men, you are certain? Perhaps it is our women coming back before winter settles.”
“Our women would come on horseback, not on foot. They have breached the edge of the forest. Everyone on horseback!” I commanded the women gathered around me. “Surround them! Leave them no way out.”
The dew-soaked grass was trampled beneath us as the horses’ hooves thundered toward the gathering. Whoever they were, their pace was slow, and they were not far beyond the forest’s edge when we reached them. Immediately, they dropped to the ground.
“Women!” I yelled.
Needing no more command, the women fell into a circle around the group, nocking their arrows. Fifty of us. Five of them. There would be no escape, and from the trembles that gripped the men, they knew this. Yet one of them lifted his head.
“We do not mean you disrespect,” he said. “We have come for help.”
“Stand up. I cannot hear you.”
My voice was a bellow, giving an order that he did not ignore. He leaped to his feet, though the rest of his men remained flat and quivering against the earth.
“Who are you?” I asked. “What is your name?”
My question was a simple one, yet he stuttered and stumbled before answering. “My name is Leander. I come for help from the great warriors. From the Amazons.”
“The Amazons?” This was not a word I had heard before. An amalgamation of terms, perhaps, in a language I did not speak. “The Amazons?” I repeated.
“I believe it is us he has come for,” Trapezitai said on the other side of the circle. “It means ‘warrior women’ in my father’s tongue. That is us, is it not? We are the warrior women.”
I pondered the question. Could it be that we had been given a name? It certainly appeared that way, though I cared little for what the men were calling us or why they were trespassing.
“Why are you here? Why do you seek these Amazons?”
The name rolled off my tongue.
“We need their help.” Only Leander had the courage to speak, and he sniveled through his words. “We are being raided, our town. There is a dispute. We need you to fight for us.”
“To fight for you? Why would we do such a thing?”
“You are mercenaries, are you not? We can pay you? We can pay you greatly. We can get you whatever you ask for. Gold, silver, anything.” He looked between us as he spoke, though I met his gaze only with a scowl.
“Tiles?” Thalassa said in the quiet. “Can you get us tiles?”
My scowl shifted momentarily from the men to Thalassa. Then, with a squeeze of my thighs, I pushed Erebus forward so that we stood inside the circle, marking my role as leader. Thalassa may have worked hard to regain my trust, but she had no right to speak for me.
“You trespass. How did you know of us?”
Leander fell to his knees.
“You were our only hope. There was a woman who passed through our town, who saw the battle we fought. Zehra. She saved us. Saved my daughter too. From a different fate.”
Zehra. The nomad I still had not met. I gritted my teeth at my decision to let these women roam free, particularly ones I did not know, for I had not realized it would cost us our privacy. Then again, another girl had been saved, and another rapist was dead. The world needed such a balance.
“We are not warriors.” I corrected his belief. “We have fought, and we have killed, but that was for ourselves. I will not put my women’s lives at risk for a cause that is not theirs.”
His hands clasped in prayer.
“I have seen what one of you can do. What a single warrior is capable of. Please. We need you. You need things here. We have skilled men. They can make you whatever you desire, from wood or met—”
My stomach jolted. Not from his words but from the child within me. A sharp pressure pushed behind my ribs as though I had been kicked. Gasping, I loosened my grip on Erebus, who staggered sideways in surprise.
“Otrera?” Damaris paled.
The pain had gone as quickly as it had come, but I knew I could not linger.
“Hear these men out. Learn everything you can about them,” I said to Damaris as I kicked my heels into Erebus’s sides.
“Where are you going?” she called after me, but I did not reply, for I was already galloping away.



Chapter Seventy-Nine
With every step, the pain worsened. I drew in air through my nose, which I exhaled out whenever a new surge struck. I would feel well when I was sitting, I told myself. That was what I needed. Yet when I reached the chamber, I could not bring myself to sit. I paced from one window to another, only to change my mind. Any of the women could easily look up and see me there. I could not have that. So I waited, my back braced against the brick walls, hidden in the shadows until the door opened and Althea entered.
“Otrera, what is it? Did the men do something to you?”
“Althea. It is the baby. I believe it is coming, and it is too soon.”
Rather than agreeing, Althea took my hands and forced a smile to her lips.
“You will be fine, Otrera. You will be fine,” she said, but it was too late, for I had already seen the truth in her eyes. “We need other women,” she said next.
I shook my head. “No, no one can know. If the baby… If I… No other women can know…”
Althea bit down on her knuckle. “Otrera, I cannot do this on my own. We need someone here with you.”
“Thalassa.”
“Thalassa?” Althea questioned my sanity.
I had kept Thalassa by my side, not out of choice but out of logic. The closer she remained to me, the less trouble she could cause. To have her there, at this moment more intimate than any other, did not make sense. Not to Althea at least.
“Why not let me fetch Sotiria? Or Damaris? They have birthed children too. They will be able to help us.”
“Thalassa will not lie to me. She will not give me false hope. Thalassa is my choice, Althea, so fetch her. And be fast.”
Althea sprinted away, though several more surges squeezed my body before she returned with Thalassa, and the mattress upon which I now sat was bloody and wet.
Thalassa gaped at the sight.
“Otrera, what is this? How?”
“The how does not matter.” I spoke through gritted teeth. “They are coming, and they are coming too soon. You have birthed children. You can help.”
“I… I…”
“Yes or no, Thalassa?” I snapped.
“Yes, yes.” She came toward me and took my arm. “Come. Crouch down. That is it. Legs wide. Let us make this easy on the little one.”
I did not scream as my body was ripped open from within. I snarled and growled and snapped at my companions, yes, but I did not scream. For a scream would have traveled, and I refused to let anyone beyond those walls know what was happening.
Instead, I closed my eyes and thought of my daughter. I thought of holding her against my breast for the first time. Of kissing the soft downy top of her head and allowing her tiny fingers to wrap around mine with enough strength to pull back a bow. I thought of Cleon too. How I would tell him of our child and the joy he would feel. That was what I thought of until the pain slipped through me and my child appeared in the world.
She was the tiniest baby I had ever seen, no longer than the length from my wrist to my fingertips. Her lips, minute and perfect, were slightly parted, while her eyes were closed and her skin held the palest blue tint. Around her neck was wrapped a white pulsing cord.
“A knife. Fetch me a knife.” Thalassa barked the order, and Althea obeyed. Before I had even taken my eyes away from her, the line between my baby and me was broken.
She was so perfect. That was all I could recall thinking in that moment. How was it possible that such a perfect thing could be created by a human and not a god? I do not have the answer to such a question even now, but as I took her in my arms and felt the warmth of her damp skin seep into me, I thought that perhaps I might have passed into Elysium, for I had never felt such love and wonder. It was in that moment of reflection that Althea spoke.
“I am sorry, Otrera. I am so sorry.”
I stiffened my back and frowned, unsure as to why she would make such a remark.
“She is a girl? Is she not? She is a girl. She can stay with us?”
They did not reply. A single tear trickled down Althea’s cheek, and I believed it to be a tear of joy, but then I noticed Thalassa’s eyes were glazed too, and deep furrows creased her face. And when I looked down at my daughter, I saw that the paleness of her skin had deepened. There was no drumming heartbeat. No warm breath against my skin. She was gone.
“No… No…” I turned the baby over onto my knees and slapped her back as I had heard so many women before had needed to do. Yet even when my hands stung, she remained limp and lifeless.
“She is gone. She has gone.”
“No, she cannot be. She cannot be.”
“She was too young, Otrera,” Thalassa said. “She would not have survived. Perhaps it is kinder this way. So that you do not have to suffer her loss later.”
“Kinder? You believe this is kinder?”
If a knife had been within my reach, I swear I would have plunged it through Thalassa’s heart, but Althea was ready. With both hands, she held me back. At any other time, I would have fought her off, but my body was too weak from the birthing and my hands filled with the child I could not let go of.
“No…no…please, gods, no.” No air entered my lungs as I looked back down at my child, though my vision was so deeply blurred I could barely see her outline. How? How could I have come this close?
I moved to stand, only for a spasm of pain to shoot through my gut. I stumbled backward.
“Something is wrong. Something is wrong with me,” I gasped.
In the days of Morsimus’s beatings, I had become accustomed to my body not being my own, to him taking control, breaking parts of it, using others. But now I knew so much about myself. This sensation was as unknown as childbirth had been only minutes before.
“It is the afterbirth. It is nothing to fear.” Thalassa was at my side, kneeling so that her eyes were level with mine. “It will pass. This is a good thing. You will be fine. You are fine.”
Such compassion after her previously brutal words was more than I could take. I wept as the last thing that joined my child and me slipped from my body.
We remained there in silence. No soft cries of a baby, no deep sobbing like that which could be expected from one in my situation. Just silence. Beyond our room, I could hear movement and hushed conversation, wondering, perhaps, about their leaders but more likely whether they would be expected to go and fight another man’s battle.
They would not be thinking about my child. The child who had passed to the underworld before her eyes had even seen the first light of life. My child, who would never know the touch of her mother’s lips upon her skin or hear her name said aloud.
Her name. That was the impetus I needed. She had no name, but worse still, she had no need for one. Swallowing back my tears, I pushed myself up to standing. The body in my hand was merely that: a shell. Her spirit had moved on, to be guided through the underworld, with Aina and Melitta at her side. That was the vision I chose to see as I handed her to Althea.
Perplexed, Althea accepted the offering and stared down at the limp body.
“Bury her,” I said.
“Otrera?”
“Bury her. Choose a place in the land you believe she would love. Perhaps where the rabbits play. Children love rabbits, do they not? Yes, that would do well.”
“Otrera, you are making no sense. This is your child. You will bury her.”
Her words drifted by me as if I were unable to even hear.
“You will ensure it is done right. Give her and the gods all the offerings that she deserves. You will see to the rites and ensure that she passes through to the underworld. Can you do that?”
Althea’s frown deepened as she looked between me and the child.
“This is your daughter, Otrera.”
“I understand, Althea. That is my daughter, and for that reason, I cannot be the one to lay her to rest. I cannot have this land remind me of her. I cannot know that the earth I walk upon is the same earth that holds her body. I have done my part. I brought her into the world. Now the gods have taken her from me. The next part I give to you.”
The two women remained silent, staring at the child, barely noticing as I wiped the blood from my thighs, crossed the room, opened the door, and stepped out into the sun.
Time had stopped for us in that room, and had you asked me, I would not have known whether a single hour, day, or moon had passed. But when the blazing sunlight struck my damp skin, I felt a coldness of clarity. The men were still waiting in anticipation of our answer.
With the agony from the loss and labor clenching at my body, I called out with all my strength.
“Women! Get your weapons and horses ready. We are riding to war!”



Chapter Eighty
It was a rash and foolish decision. By the time we were all gathered, it was late afternoon, and we were barely out of the forest when darkness fell upon us and we were forced to set up camp.
I gave the women a choice. They did not have to fight. It would not be held against them. But I also told them the truth: The greater our numbers were, the less chance of any loss. My one condition was that we would all ride. I wanted to be in a fight. I wanted to feel the rush of anger flying through my body and into the end of my arrow tip, and I would not wait for those who ambled behind.
Forty women came on horseback. Still, our weapons were not as they should have been, and several were forced to rely on scythes and old knives from the tannery. When we returned from this fight, I promised myself that the next time we rode into a battle, it would be with swords and spears.
As we set up camp, I placed my bed a short way from the rest of the women. The men, for their part, remained together. My impulsive decision to leave without proper preparation meant that we did not have adequate supplies and were forced to hunt. Three women quickly brought down a wild boar, but skinning and roasting such an animal is a lengthy process. I was ravenous, and in my state, I could not wait the hours it would take for the beast to be cooked, so upon seeing a snake coiled around the branch of a tree, I impaled the animal with my knife and cooked it on a small flame hidden from the rest of the women.
It was not a leader’s action, I know, but my pain made me selfish, and I devoured that meat without so much as a flicker of guilt.
I was busy picking the final fibers of flesh from the bones when Thalassa approached.
“You should not be here. You should be resting. Mourning.”
I snapped off a small bone from the ribs and used it to pick at my teeth. “Do not tell me how I should behave. And do not think I have forgotten this morning. The way you attempted to present yourself as the leader.”
Thalassa sucked in her cheeks as she narrowed her eyes at me.
“By asking if they had tiles? I thought we all had a voice. I thought all opinions could be heard in this place. If not, how is this any different from a land ruled by men?”
I sprang to my feet. “How is this different? I will tell you how. Because you are not raped every night by a man who claims to love you. Because you are not beaten black and blue, merely because a man desires sport. Because you have the freedom to ride, to hunt, to live in safety.”
Thalassa’s eyes locked on mine, her expression entirely calm, the same calm that rolled through her voice as she spoke to me.
“Take your hands off my throat, Otrera,” she said.
Confused, I glanced down and startled at the sight. The fingers and thumb of my right hand were pressed up against her jaw as if I were hoping to squeeze the breath out of her body. It was the same grip Morsimus had held me in a hundred times. I dropped my hand and stepped back, shaking, confused, and afraid. How could I be capable of such an action? With my legs still trembling, I swept my gaze around me, fearful of who might have seen my display. I had told the women time and time again that they were safe from monsters. I had never believed that I could be one.
“Thalassa.” I stepped back. Every inch of me trembled.
“You do not need to explain, Otrera. You do not.”
“I did not… I could not.”
“I understand.” Thalassa’s voice did not so much as flicker in volume as she continued with that same soothing tone. “That pain you feel, Otrera, is the same every mother here has felt. Every one who has lost a child or whose child has been hurt under their protection. That anger and fear and guilt you feel are the same as all the mothers who allowed their sons to be taken away from them at your command because they knew it was for a greater good. But watch yourself, Otrera. You can use that pain to build yourself as a leader, or you can use it to destroy yourself. The choice is yours.” With that, she glanced down at the discarded snake bones and skin scattered on the spitting flames of my dwindling fire. “And eat more. You need everything you can get.”
* * *
We began again at first light. In my erratic state, where I had insisted that only women who could ride could join us, I had forgotten the men. Men who had already spent three days walking to reach Themiscyra and had been allowed less than half a day’s rest before continuing.
Their torpid pace caused me to itch with irritation. And I was not alone.
On the second day, we reached plains. Plains where the horses could have galloped and stretched their legs but instead were forced to trundle onward, kicking out, sometimes bucking and rearing in frustration.
The third day, I was done.
“I can do this no longer,” I said. “Leander, you and your men join the women. You are to ride on the horses.”
The women looked at me, aghast, and I understood. To have a man forced on them was something I had promised they would never have to endure. But it was not merely about the pace. The slowness of the journey was giving me too much time to think, to dwell. My body was still not my own. I felt the difference in the tightness of my chest, the looseness of my belly.
“I will not insist any of you carry a man upon your steed,” I said. “I ask this only because I believe it will aid us. The sooner we reach their farms and do as we have been hired to do, the sooner we can head home to Themiscyra.”
Silence remained. They needed more from me, and I needed to find a way to give it to them.
“The men will ride in front,” I said, my thoughts and speech simultaneous. “Their hands will be bound if necessary so that you can push them off and snap their necks at the slightest hint of disrespect. You have my blessing to do so.”
The men’s eyes widened, although the light chuckle that reverberated through the air assured me the women were slightly more appeased.
“Do I have any volunteers?”
“I will take one.”
I did not need to turn to know that it was Thalassa who had spoken. I glanced at her, yet her eyes barely met mine. No doubt she was fearful of what they would betray if they did. Thalassa, who had always been out for herself, was doing this for me.
“I will take one too.” Sotiria, as I could have predicted, was next.
“That makes three, for Leander will ride with me,” I said. “Two more are needed, or we can leave the others here to trudge behind. I do not mind either way.”
We received no more volunteers, so the remaining two men were left to walk home, although they did not seem too displeased.
“I assume this will not be an issue for you?” I asked Leander as I offered him a hand and pulled him up onto Erebus.
He shook his head. Even if it was, I suspect he would have avoided saying anything. The other two who came with us were the eldest, those I had feared would not manage much more of the journey. As we rounded a hill, cut through by a river, the one sitting with Sotiria spoke.
“I think it is less than half a day’s ride from here. Perhaps it would be best to decide how you wish to approach. They are unlikely to come to the village if they see all these horses surrounding it.”
“Tell me, from which direction do the raiders come?” I asked.
“The east. The farm is a few days’ walk southeast of here.”
I scanned the horizon. “In that case, we will continue on for only a short while longer. Then you three must continue the journey on foot and alone.”
“And you?”
“What we do does not matter to you. All I ask is that when you reach your village, place three torches in a row so that when lit, they can be seen from that hill.” I pointed to a place where the height would offer us a clear view across the valley but a copse of trees would provide shelter. We would not be seen, even if the men came in daylight. “If they arrive, light those three torches, and we will come to your aid.”
“Thank you, thank you.”
“One more thing. Ask all your people to tie white scarves around their necks. That way, we will know not to run a dagger through their hearts should they be outside when we attack.”
Leander opened his mouth as if to thank me, but his lips closed tightly, and he nodded instead.
I had said all I needed to say, yet as silence fell on our group, I felt Thalassa’s gaze boring into me. Unease churned within me as, with a grimace, I spoke the words she desperately wished me to say.
“And when we have rid you of these men,” I said, “and your farm is once again safe, then we will discuss our payment.”



Chapter Eighty-One
We waited in the shade of the trees, enjoying a new freedom. There were no chores or tasks to do, no houses to repair or meat to hunt, so the women spent the hours before sunset as they wished.
The young women were similar in age to what I had been when I arrived in Ninniya, eighteen years or thereabouts. They laughed and joked with each other and spent their time perfecting tricks—headstands, handstands, similar movements to those I had learned as a child. Only these girls were doing it all while on the backs of their steeds. They were mesmerizing, and at another time, I could have watched them for hours. But I was craving solitude.
As the young women continued to play, I retreated to a quiet space in the copse and snapped some thin willow branches for whittling.
The wood was not suitable for a real arrow. It was too soft and light and would warp after only one or two shots. But Hirtus had long ago taught me the importance of practice and using what nature had given, so I worked, busying my hands to distract my mind.
I was using my knife to peel back the fine skin of the bark when Damaris approached me. In her hand was a chunk of meat from the night before. They had left the carcass in the heat of the embers as we slept, and though hours had passed, it still retained a little warmth.
“Thalassa said I must make you eat this.” Damaris handed me the lump of meat, which was easily big enough for two people. I wondered whether she was to sit and join me or return to the others. Instead, she lingered.
“I lost a child too, you know.”
My head snapped up, and my teeth ground as I fought down a snarl. Not one aimed at Damaris but at Thalassa.
“She told you?”
“No one told me anything.”
“Then how?”
“Because I know you. Because I have watched you. I have watched you since that very first day when you arrived in Ninniya. And you looked so lost. So innocent.” She smiled at the recollection as if it was the sweetest of all her memories.
“I would not have expected you to remember,” I answered truthfully. “Not with all the women who worked for Phile.”
“But none were like you,” she answered. “I watched you that time with Erebus, remember? When you first placed a hand upon him. I was there. I saw the love and passion in your eyes. The energy and excitement that you returned to the village with after that day. It was the same love and passion I saw grow in you this summer when you believed no one was watching. And I saw that light extinguished when you left your chamber three days ago.”
The meat remained in my hand, though a lump had fixed itself in my throat so that I could not hope to swallow.
“It was Cleon’s, was it not?” she said.
I nodded, only to feel a stab where my shattered heart was still struggling to comprehend the magnitude of its loss.
“She,” I said, wishing for Damaris to know I had birthed a daughter. “She was Cleon’s.”
Damaris smiled softly. “Good. He loves you. You deserve to feel that love from someone. From someone who sees you as…as you should be seen.”
There was something unspoken in the silence, something I could not place, yet before I could respond, she was turning and walking away.
Silence came with nightfall. We set watches of three women at a time while the rest would sleep. I had taken the first watch, partially because I believed it was my duty as leader but also because my mind would not rest.
I had brought these women to this battle, not even considering the possibility that we could be walking into a trap. I had acted out of hurt, and that rashness weighed heavily on me.
Dusk had settled, and as I stared at the sky, I found myself lost in the stars.
“You need to sleep.” Thalassa’s voice brought me back to the present, although my hands clenched involuntarily.
“I am perfectly capable of taking this watch, Thalassa,” I said tersely.
“I do not doubt it, but you will need to make the calls tonight should the raiders come. And you will need a clear head for that. Unless, of course, you wish to sleep later and leave me to make the decisions during the battle?”
A small smile quivered on her lips as she knew she had bested me.
“Fine,” I said. “But I do not need much sleep. Wake me when you need a rest.”
“Of course,” she said, though we both knew she was lying.
My sleep was fitful. Images of babies and old women. Arrows and sheep skulls. All fleeting, with one vision merging into the next before I could make sense of what hidden message was being relayed to me. I did not know whether the cry I heard was in my dream or my reality, and even as I woke, I was unsure why. But as I rose to my feet, I saw three torches had been lit in the distance.
“It is time!” I called above the voices of the other women. “It is time to fight!”
We were a force. Forty women thundering on horseback down the hillside. The drumming of our hooves echoed around us, louder than any roar of thunder. We had hoped for the element of surprise, and we had gained it.
It did not take long for us to realize the raiders’ goal; this time, they had come to destroy the farm. I readied my arrow, but I was too slow to stop a torch brought against the dry kindling of a thatch roof. The flames rose in an instant.
“Hold your horses strong. They will fear the fire,” I yelled, cursing myself again. If the horses bolted, the riders could be injured and unable to defend themselves. The flames had to be controlled.
As I fired an arrow into the heart of a torchbearer, I sought that same group of girls I had watched earlier, those who had been so confident with their tricks.
“You six, head around the far side. Ensure the men do not escape around the back.”
They did not ask for further clarification but dug their heels into their steeds. Their horses galloped toward the flames, which continued to grow. Dark plumes of smoke melted into the sky and masked the stars.
“You.” I pointed at another group of women, around half of those who remained. “Find the fountain, the well, wherever they get their water. Extinguish that fire before they lose the entire farm.”
Once again, they did as I asked. Now, there was only one last order that needed to be given.
It was chaos. Men, women, and children were running in every direction, some from the flames, some toward them. We knew what we had to do.
“Women! Find the raiders and kill them. Make sure you hit the right targets. We will not lose an innocent life this night.”
I had thought it would be difficult to distinguish the raiders from the strangers I did not know, particularly in the dark, but as I looked out at the farmers, I smiled. Over half of the people in the fray were dressed entirely in white—tunics, headscarves, and even scarves around their necks. They were taking no chances.



Chapter Eighty-Two
The smell of smoke was dense in the air, and twenty bodies lay on the ground. I myself had struck at least eight, for once my hand began the action of firing the bow, it could not stop. One after another, arrows had streamed through the air, leaving nowhere for the men to escape. And now they were no more. Of the bodies that lay on the ground, not one wore so much as a scrap of white.
“Thank you.” Leander approached us. “There are no words for what you have done for us—”
A burning sense of pride rose within me. This was what I had hoped for all along, to bring an end to suffering. But to continue to do such things would come at a price.
“We did not come here for free.” I spoke over him, sounding more like Thalassa than myself. “Metals. Bronze, gold. Bring us what you have. And we will need satchels too. To carry it all.”
He nodded, gesturing to the women beside him. As they scurried back into the buildings, Thalassa coughed behind me and pointed to a barn at the far side of the farm. It had not gone up in smoke the way many of the buildings had, for its roof was not thatched.
“Fine,” I muttered to myself before calling back to Leander. “And before we go, we need to see your kiln. That way, we can make our own damn tiles.”
* * *
Laughter filled the air as we journeyed back to Themiscyra.
“This is more gold than I have ever seen.” Boryana held a necklace in her hand, pressing it against her chest, though she had not the courage to wear it. “I feel like a king.”
“A king? In a land of only women? Surely a queen.”
“A queen then. I feel as though we are queens.”
Laughter deepened. Two younger women were riding backward on their horses so they could chatter and giggle with their friends behind them.
“It cannot work that way,” Safak said. “There can only be one queen. And it is certainly not you, Boryana. It is Otrera.”
I had thought the comment was nothing more than a simple jest, yet quiet descended on the group as their attention turned to me with gazes so narrow it was as if I were the only thing they could see. In the silence, the tension widened and weaved its tendrils around me. I forced a laugh from my throat, tight and false.
“I cannot be a queen,” I said.
“Why not? You rule a kingdom,” Safak replied.
“A land,” Boryana corrected. “There is no king, remember? It cannot be a kingdom if there is no king.”
Relief ebbed within me as I assumed the bickering would see an end to their ridiculous conversation, but it did not.
“You rule a land, Otrera,” Safak insisted. “You protect the women. You have seen that we win battles and gold and have all we need to survive. That is what a queen does.”
“That was not a battle,” I protested. “It was a group of renegade farmers. Thugs. That is all.”
“And you slaughtered them. We are an army, Otrera. That is how the world sees us now. We are an army, and an army follows its queen.”
I needed someone to put an end to this.
“Thalassa. Sotiria. Someone, please.” I twisted around on Erebus, trying to make my voice more clearly heard. “Stop them from talking such nonsense. I am not a queen. I am one of you.”
But they did not. Instead, they viewed me with the same pinched expression as everyone else.
“You are not one of us, Otrera,” Damaris said, breaking the silence. “You were never one of us. You are the one who saved us. It is time you claimed that honor.”
I could not understand. So many had died because of me. Bewilderment rendered me silent, and in that moment, every woman dropped her head.
“Queen Otrera.”
“Queen Otrera.”
The name rolled around the hillsides, around and around me, shaking the grass we walked upon as the horses whinnied their response. Every voice echoed the same words. Queen Otrera.
I had gone to battle broken. A failed mother. A barren woman. A shattered heart. None of those things had changed, except now they called me a queen.
I searched my mind, unsure how to respond, when a shadow flew overhead. Tilting my head upward, I saw an owl in the daytime, as clear as if it were a swallow or a gull. I could not imagine what would cause the animal to be out at such a time unless it was an act of the gods. Athena. The wise one was sending me a sign, and I heard it. With tears in my throat, I took my bow from across my back and thrust it into the air.
“Otrera. queen of the Amazons!”



Chapter Eighty-Three
Several of the younger girls wished to fashion me a crown, but I outright refused. I would lead them as a queen did, and I would protect our lands, protect their lives. But I would not wear a crown.
“If you are going to use metal, use it to make me a sword,” I said. I made the comment in jest, so I was surprised when Thalassa responded in earnest.
“There is one in the payment from the village,” she said.
“A sword?” My heart fluttered at this news. I had let the women sort and pack the payment. My intentions had been to sort through it all when we returned so that we could decide how to repurpose the metals as necessary. But a sword?
“I will fetch it,” Safak said.
A moment later, she galloped off, returning shortly after with the weapon in her hand.
It was close to the length of my arm, with a wooden handle and a single sharp edge that had been so blunted it did not cut my skin as I ran my finger across it. Still, it could be turned into something useful should we ever need to fight again. Provided I could teach myself how to use it, that was. Judging the weight in my hand, I lifted the weapon above my head.
“This is the only crown I shall ever wear,” I laughed, only to stop while the sound was still half-formed in my throat. Laughter was not a sound I wanted to hear. The memory struck like an axe in my stomach, flooding me with guilt and disgust for allowing joy into my life. The only sounds I wanted to hear were hungry cries or mellow whimpers. A sword would not change that. A name would not change that. Nothing would.
I was overcome with the sudden urge to throw the sword away, yet the women’s eyes remained on me and the gift they had used to name me their queen. So with Safak still riding parallel to me and Erebus, I handed it back to her.
“Thank you. I will begin my training with it when I return.”
It was some hours later, as we set up camp for the evening, that Damaris sought me out.
“Perhaps you should ride ahead of the rest of the women,” she said as I slung a skin onto the ground. “You can leave at first light. I will pack up your belongings and take them with me. All you need is Erebus. That way, you will be granted a little time alone to collect your thoughts.”
“Leave the women?” I said.
My initial instinct was to refuse, but the mere thought of solitude was enough to send calm washing through me. This way, I would have two full days’ riding, with no tasks or burdens to bear. It was the first moment I realized the true appeal of the nomadic life.
I will not pretend that two days’ riding was all it took to push the thoughts of my daughter to the back of my mind. Two years, two decades, two centuries would not be enough to make her memory fade. But those two days allowed me the chance to honor her in private. To hunt and make sacrifices in her name. They allowed me peace to grieve.
When I returned to our lands, my heart was just as heavy as when I had departed, but ripped seams always weigh more when a tough thread is used to repair them.
I had not yet reached the buildings when Althea rode to meet me.
“Where are the others?” she asked. “Did something happen?”
I shook my head. “No. I came ahead. I suspect they will be here by nightfall.”
Relief washed over her.
“That is good.” She paused. A question lingered on her lips, one I knew she would ask and for which I already had an answer. “How do you feel?” she said quietly. “I take it your body is healing, but your mind?”
“My mind is where it needs to be,” I said. “On the women and our home.”
“I do not doubt that,” she said. “I did as you asked of me. Your daughter is buried, and I placed an arrow by her side. For she would have grown to be as formidable a warrior as her mother. Would you like to know where?”
“No.” I shook my head. “She is in Themiscyra. In every blade of grass and cloud that floats in our sky. That will be enough for me. Tell me, has there been news while I have been away?”
The expression was fleeting: a muscle twitching along her jawline. But it was all I needed. Tension flooded through me.
“Althea? What is it?” I said.
Rather than answering, she turned her horse and kept her eyes forward on the horizon.
“I do not know how to tell you this, Otrera,” she said, her gaze still not meeting mine.
My mind raced. What could cause her to react in such a manner? Had we been attacked? I instantly dismissed the idea. There was no sign of a battle, no bodies or churned-up earth. So what could it be? What could have happened with the women that Althea did not wish to tell me? She knew all there was of my life. She was the one I had entrusted to bury my own child after all.
That was when I felt it, like a sickness in my stomach. Tears throbbed at my eyes, yet I tilted my head to the sun and burned them away.
“How many?” I asked Althea, clearing the lump in my throat as I forced the question out. “How many of the women are pregnant?”
It was short-sighted to believe I was the only woman who had conceived at the Gargareans, yet I had been too consumed with my own pregnancy to consider that others could have been in the same situation.
“Four,” Althea said in answer to my question. “Four are pregnant. Three of them stayed here. They did not want to fight in their condition. One, according to them, rode with you to the fight. Though I only have their word for that.”
“Which one?” I asked, racking my brain for any indication that one of the women I had spent the previous days traveling and fighting with was with child.
“Safak,” Althea answered.
“Safak?” I heard the shock in my voice. Safak. The young girl who reminded me so much of Aina. She could not have been more than eighteen years of age. Anger filled me, though Althea was quick to continue.
“She formed a bond with one of the Gargareans, according to her friend. A promise to return to each other. She swears it was all consensual. Safak would not have allowed him to take advantage. She would not have let him live.”
From what I had seen of the girl, I suspected it was true, yet it did not stop the bile that stung the back of my throat as images of Aina resurfaced in my mind.
“Did they come to tell you, or did you find out?”
“They offered the information. They hoped I would approach you. Ask that if the children are male, you will ensure the mothers can travel to the Gargareans with you again to leave the children with their fathers.”
It felt as though my chest was constricting all my air. Not only were these women with child, but they had felt the need to approach Althea rather than myself about the matter.
“I am tired from the riding,” I said, dismounting. “Will you take Erebus and brush him down, please? There is mud and blood on his legs from the fight.”
“Of course. Will you be retiring to our chamber? I have fixed another for you if you would rather.”
If you would rather not be in the room where your child died. Those were the words she did not say. But it had been the room where I had held her too. Besides, I would not be held prisoner by illusions of a future that could never exist. Mourning had its place, and so did living.
The chamber had been scrubbed clean, and no evidence remained of the stained mattress on which I had birthed my dead child. Instead, burning herbs filled the room with the aroma of citrus, and a small wreath of rosemary had been placed beside the window. Rosemary. For remembrance.
As I closed my eyes, my body no longer resisted, and I allowed sleep to take me more fully than I could ever remember. I would have slept all day or longer still had Althea not opened the door a little before sunset. Rather than allowing me my rest, she spoke loudly.
“If you are a queen, does that mean that I must find myself a new place to sleep?”
I opened my eyes to see her hovering over me with her hands on her hips and a smirk on her lips.
“I would hate to impose on her majesty’s space,” she said.
“The women have returned,” I deduced.
“They have, high on the excitement of their newly named queen. Although I wish I had known. I would have prepared a far grander reception than just myself this morning. Perhaps we should have had some music? Or dancing?”
The warmth of her jesting flowed through me. Not for one moment had I expected Althea to revere me, and I was grateful.
“You are a good friend, Althea. Thank you.” I stood up and kissed her on the cheek.
“You do not need to thank me for friendship,” she replied. “We have been through far too much for that. Now, the women wish to hold a feast to celebrate our newly appointed queen. Not to mention their first spoils of war.”
And so our days continued.
Much to Sotiria’s delight, the forge was completed before that first winter, and she spent the cold months hammering out weapons and tools. Remaining true to my desire to keep favor with the gods, I delegated over half the women to build the temple for Artemis, and platters, candlesticks, and jewelry from our spoils adorned the altars inside. The relief it brought me was immeasurable. The goddess would not forsake us now. I was certain of it. Babies were born, a tonic to my own grief, winter passed, and soon spring returned with its cacophony of color.
One morning as I rode Erebus, I stood at the top of the plain and gazed across at the world we had created. Women riding, smoke weaving up from the forge, and birds dipping and diving above flower-filled fields. At that moment, I thought of Phile. We had created our own Elysium. I only wished she were there to see it. All that it was missing was the presence of a god upon the lands. And when spring came, that too would change.



Chapter Eighty-Four
We had fought a dozen battles already that year and rode back home with the clattering of gold in our satchels. By the last day of our ride, the horses needed no direction, for they had ridden that path so many times before. But when we reached the steppes and the lush grasses I knew so well, confusion overtook me. Normally, the steeds galloped the final miles home. It was my favorite part of the journey. For if the horses were filled with such uncontrollable excitement about arriving, then how could I not feel the same? However, this time, the city was barely in view when they began to slow. Confusion flashed across the faces beside me. Without hesitation, I forced Erebus back into a gallop and headed for the front of the group.
“What is it?” I called. “Why have you stopped?”
Althea answered.
“There is a man,” she said. “A single man, just standing there.”
My bow was ready, my arrow nocked before I had even seen him. I pulled back on the string, and Erebus moved beneath me with the need for my hands on his mane. Yet when I reached the front and aimed at the man before us, I stopped. The weapon quivered in my hand, and the skin on my arms prickled into goose bumps as the air chilled around me.
“That is not a man,” I said, certain of what I was seeing. “That is a god.”
Even at a distance, he was a sight to behold. How the women could ever have thought it was a mortal man left me in disbelief. It was not merely his height, which towered over even the tallest of the Gargareans. It was something more than that. A radiance that shimmered from within him. A light I feared could be enough to blind me should I look too closely. I was in the presence of a god, and I was as terrified as any sane mortal would be. But I was queen, and I would not let my women see my fear.
I waited for a moment longer, eyes fixed and staring as the women trembled behind me. Whispers passed between those who had heard what I had said. Which god did I believe it was, and what did he want from us? Would he hurt us? Was he there to punish us? If so, why?
All were questions I needed answers to, yet I considered my actions slowly, for I would not get a second chance. Should I drop to the ground? Lower my bow and arrow as a sign of deference and understanding? It seemed like the most obvious course of action. What good would a bow and arrow be against a god? He could destroy me before my feet had even touched the ground.
“If anything happens, take the women and run.”
My voice was a whisper, so quiet it was intended only for Althea to hear, yet I could have sworn the god shifted in the distance at my words. He could hear us. Of course, he could have heard every word we had ever said, but I still had to speak.
“Do you understand?” I said to Althea.
“I do.”
A second later, I kicked Erebus back into a gallop.
I drew close, wanting to put as great a distance between my women and the god as I could. For the moment I could see his face, I knew which god I was in the presence of.
“Great Ares.” I pulled Erebus to a stop, still a distance away, and bowed my head, though I remained mounted as I spoke. “You have blessed us with your presence on this land.”
None can see a god’s true form. To look upon a god in such a state is to burn in the flames of its magnificence. But Ares had come to us in the image of a mortal. The most magnificent of mortals.
The softness of his curly brown hair was in contrast to the hardness of the rest of his body. The shape of his torso could have been carved from stone, the angles of his muscles were so sharp, and his dark eyes were fierce.
“Queen Otrera. Ruler of the Amazons.”
A shudder ran down my spine. Was he mocking me? Perhaps. I could not tell, yet he continued.
“I believe your exploits were fruitful? The village will no longer be raided?”
A smile twitched on his lips. He was playing games with me. He knew all aspects of my life, from birth until my impending death. But that did not explain why he was there.
“We did as was asked of us,” I replied succinctly.
“You did. And now you will talk with me. I do not require the rest of your women. They should head home. After, you will offer me the grace of a spar.”
There were no questions, only commands. My title of queen meant nothing, and he knew that. I could not refuse, although to accept meant only one thing. Sparring with a god would likely be my last act in the land of the living. But if it offered my women some chance of survival, it was what I had to do.
“Of course. Yet I fear I do not have a weapon that will withstand the force of a god’s blade.” The comment was not cowardice. It was the truth. If I was to die fighting, I wanted the chance to protect myself.
Ares tilted his head to the side as he observed me.
“It will not be an issue. Now ride back to your women. Tell them to head home via the forest. They do not need to bother us again.”
The sharpness in his tone implied it would not be wise to question him, so I bowed my head before kicking Erebus into a turn.
“Take the women back to the city.” I spoke with urgency the moment I reached Althea and Damaris. “Take the route back past the forest. Do not come near us.”
“And what of you? It is Ares, is it not?” Damaris said.
“It is,” I replied.
“And what does he want?”
“He wishes to fight me.”
The whiteness to which my friend paled caused fear to rise within me, though I pushed it down before it could fully form.
“To fight you?” Althea said. “Have you offended him?”
“I do not know,” I answered truthfully. “But we do not have time to discuss that now. Go. Please.”
They did not need to be asked again. Althea took charge, and behind her, the women retreated to the forest, leaving me alone with Ares.
I waited only a moment longer, watching them shrink into the distance before I rode back to face the god. As Erebus’s hooves slammed against the earth, I recalled Phile’s warning from all those moons ago. The gods would be watching. That was what she had told me. They would watch, and they would judge my actions. Now, I realized, was the day I faced that judgment.
He was nothing short of colossal, a behemoth of a man, with muscles bulging from his arms and thighs. And he wanted me to face him. Or so I thought.
“It would appear you misconstrued my earlier invitation, Queen Otrera. I do not wish to fight you. I wish to see how you fight.”
“You wish to see how I fight?” I repeated, even more bemused by the situation.
“And given how you doubt your women’s skills as blacksmiths, take my blade.”
From a sheath at his side, he pulled out a blade longer than his arm, which glimmered with all the divine light it contained. Still, I hesitated. To take it meant dismounting, and my only form of escape would be lost. But, I reminded myself, Ares was a god. If he wanted me dead, it would not matter how fast I rode.
Steeling my breath, I dropped to the ground.
“Send your horse away,” Ares commanded.
The air caught in my lungs. Erebus was not one of my women. He could not hold a bow or fire an arrow, yet his presence was a protection. He was a dear friend and the only one I believed would be with me in my final moments. Now I was to lose him. I attempted to shoo the horse away, though he remained stubbornly by my side.
“Go!” I said, waving my hands vigorously. Erebus cocked his ears back slightly and tilted his head, though he still did not move. “Erebus, go!” I shouted, my raised voice directed solely at him, but it had no effect. He would not leave me.
With a step forward, I placed my hand on his shoulder and rested my head against his neck. I knew that no matter how quietly I whispered, Ares could hear, but I could not pay that mind.
“Please, Erebus, you need to leave me now.” The tenderness in my voice was that of a mother with a child or perhaps a child with an elderly mother. Either way, it was filled with a yearning love that stretched the fibers of my heart. “I know you only want to look after me. But I want to look after you too. I am going to be fine. I promise. After this, I will find you. We will be together again. But you need to go. You need to look after the others for me. You can do that, can’t you?” With the last breath of my words, I stepped back and struck his thigh just hard enough to surprise him. A moment later, Erebus was thundering away, leaving Ares and me alone.



Chapter Eighty-Five
I watched until Erebus was lost to me in the forest. He would catch up with the rest of his herd in only a few minutes. What would happen then, I wondered. Would the women assume the worst? Would they believe his presence was a sign of my death? I contemplated that only a moment or two longer before the realization of what I had done struck me. I had turned my back on a god.
I spun hastily, though when I faced Ares, a tiny smile tilted the corner of his mouth. Was he pleased that I had followed his orders, that he had me alone, or that he was about to kill me? I could not tell.
“Thank you,” he said. “You have a good animal there. Now, take this.” He stretched out his hand, once again offering me the blade.
I would not be unarmed when I died. That was something. Refusing to allow my hand to tremble, I stepped forward and took the weapon.
No sooner had I taken hold of the hilt than Ares drew another sword. Whether it was from behind his back or from the air itself, I do not know, but he swung it toward me. I dodged and tumbled to the ground, lifting the beast of the sword he had given me and blocking his blade only a moment before it struck my chest. Any heavier and I doubt I would have been so lucky. How could I hope to strike with such an instrument? It was easily double the weight of the sword the women had given me.
“Don’t doubt yourself. You are plenty strong enough to hold that weapon.”
The hairs rose on the back of my neck. Could Ares hear the thoughts as they formed in my mind, or could he tell how I felt from my expression alone? I waited for him to make the next move. When he did, it was the most unexpected of all.
He reached down and offered his hand.
Every muscle in me screamed to run or to plunge the tip of the blade into his stomach. But I did not. Instead, I reached up and let him clasp my hand in his. I felt the flood of warmth for less than a heartbeat before he swung his arm back and lifted me from the ground as if I were nothing more than a brown and crumbling autumn leaf. When both my feet were planted firmly on the ground, he spoke.
“Now that you are a little more prepared, shall we go again?”
For a second time, he swung at me, though this time, I lifted the blade far earlier to block. The balance of the sword was unlike anything I knew, so perfect it sliced through the air with a precision that could only have come from Hephaestus. But I did not have time to consider the great blacksmith god’s skill. Ares was coming at me again and again. I knew I could not hope to win; all I wanted to do was delay the inevitable. Every turn I took, he was there. Every twist I made, he anticipated. There was no movement, no strike, no single flick of my wrist he did not see coming. Sooner or later, he was going to kill me. And then he would go for my women.
That thought alone was enough to pull me to my feet. I had stood there long before they had crowned me their queen and promised that I would protect them with my life. Only, when I had spoken those words, I had been thinking of men—of the murderers and rapists and raiders who had plagued their lives for so long. But as my feet skidded on the damp grass and the weight of Ares’s attacks burned the muscles of my arms, I knew mortal men were not where my responsibility ended. I had promised to protect them from everyone, gods included.
So I began to fight, not like I was one woman but the hundreds I had sworn myself to.



Chapter Eighty-Six
The clang of metal reverberated again and again as our swords struck. Ares was holding back. I knew that. At any second, he could change his footing and drive his blade through my heart, but I did not care. I fought him. I fought him with all I had.
I thought of Hirtus. I thought of every lesson he had taught me and how he would feel if he could see me now. I would make him proud. That was the thought that repeated in my mind as sweat soaked my skin. I would make him and Phile proud.
While for a few brief moments of adrenaline and exhilaration the sword had felt weightless, it did not take long for such deception to fade. Ares was still swinging when the burning began in earnest. Fatigue struck my arms first; my muscles began to throb, sensations that soon traveled down to my stomach and thighs. Would it be my legs or arms that failed first? Would it even matter?
I was gasping for breath, praying that my lungs and legs would not fail me, when Ares stepped back. For a split second, I too considered retreating, only to change my mind. I had not come so far to fail at the final hurdle. Instead, I kept my weapon raised as I watched him, awaiting his next attack. Only then did I notice the sword was gone from his hand. I scoured the ground. Had he dropped it? It was impossible to see in the long grass, yet I was sure I would have heard something when it hit the ground, and I knew without a doubt that I had not disarmed him.
“I think that will suffice for now, Queen Otrera. Come, you require water. And food too, I suspect.”
He turned and headed toward the shore. A moment later, I dropped to my knees.
I could barely see for the fluid that filled my eyes, though I did not know if it was sweat or tears. Either way, I wiped my face clean and pushed myself up, grateful for the sword as support. As I reached my feet and picked up the blade, I stopped in confusion. It was not Ares’s sword now but my own. How long had I been fighting with that? I pushed the sword from my mind. Ares had summoned me, and it would not do me well to keep him waiting.
“You have no god in your blood, do you, Queen Otrera?”
He had a flask in his hand, which he offered, and I took it without hesitation. The water inside was clean and cold. It slipped down my throat, abating my thirst with such ease I wondered if it was water at all. I tipped it up to my mouth and drank again. Only when my breath had once again steadied and my thirst was quenched did I respond to his question.
“No. The ichor of the gods does not run in my blood.”
“What of great rulers? You are not some distant cousin of a great hero?”
“Perhaps so distant that neither he nor I know of it, but no. I do not come from rulers or heroes or gods. I come from a family of tradesmen.”
“And yet you have trained an entire village, persuaded them to rise up and fight against their husbands. And you have fought raiders and saved farmers.”
“I have.” I had felt a swell of pride at my actions before, but hearing them from a god’s lips caused that to surge. “Yes, I have.”
“And through it all,” he said, “you have offended me.”
In that split second, all hope and esteem I had felt crumbled, replaced by fear. I dropped to my knees as my pulse hammered like a drum against my chest.
“My god?” I did not raise my eyes, afraid of what I might see. “I am sorry, great god. I did not know. Please…whatever I have done, do not punish my women for this. It was my mistake alone.”
He offered no response. I closed my eyes, waiting for the strike. Waiting for the moment I would open my eyes and find myself not in the land of my women but awaiting Charon’s passage.
The sounds of waves crashing and sea birds squalling reached my ears, yet still no blow came. Emboldened only by the belief that I was to die, I opened my eyes and looked up.
Rather than the thunderous expression I expected the god to be wearing, Ares’s gaze was fixed but contemplative.
“My god?” I said. I stayed low to the ground as I awaited his verdict on my life.
“You have fought battles with strangers,” Ares said. “Wars, one could even say. You have taken the name ‘Amazons.’ And yet the only temple you have raised in this land is one to my sister.”
My stomach lurched as I lowered my gaze again, and the sickness that swirled in me churned so that I feared the water had been poisoned.
“I am sorry, my god. The name was given to us. We did not choose it. I swear, we can give it all to you. Everything we have from the spoils of this fight, we will gift it in your name.”
“And not use it to make armor or weapons? That seems foolish. Not warrior-like at all.”
My head jerked up to see a small smile twisting on his lips.
“Come, Otrera, you know we gods see all. Walk with me. I have a proposition for you.”
He was right. I knew the gods saw all and that they had the power to end my life and the lives of my women before I could even nock an arrow. I also knew that if they told a mortal they had a proposition, then only a fool would refuse to listen.
I took my time rising to my feet, not from disrespect but from the burning agony that afflicted my legs. Every fiber of my muscles felt shredded beyond repair. The one thought running through my mind was that if I survived this conversation with Ares, then I would fix myself a bath filled with all the oils I could find in which I would soak until the new moon.
When I was standing, Ares began to walk. Dutifully, I followed.
“You were taught to hunt and fight in Ninniya, is that not so?” He made no attempt to shorten his stride to accommodate my exhaustion. Still, I refused to fall behind.
“Yes, I was. By Hirtus.” Given that the god had already displayed his knowledge of all things, this conversation seemed futile, yet I responded in full. “Hirtus allowed all of us to use his bow and arrows. When he thought I had a talent, he trained me further.”
“And the sword? When did you start to use such an item?”
“My first sword was given to us in payment from farmers whom we helped. Since then, we have been trying to master smithing. We train with each other, hoping to better our skills, but our knowledge is limited.”
“So you are self-taught, and to such a level that you can hold your own against the god of war.”
His words sounded earnest, yet I could not help but scoff internally at such a false compliment. “I believe we both know that what you offered me today was not even a fraction of your power, great god, but I appreciate the kindness.”
He smiled, a glimmer in his eyes. He was a far cry from the thunderous image that had been etched in my mind from birth—a god who was quick to anger, slow to reason, and whom I still feared would appear before me at any moment.
“Otrera, the guidance you have shown your women is extraordinary, and what you are building here is unique and wondrous. But it has not come without guidance. You should know that I have intervened.”
“You have?” I halted, frowning. “When?”
“There have been several instances. There is a nomad you have never met, a woman you believed to have come from Oreia, who led your women to this place. She taught your women to make bricks and told the farmers how to reach you. She does not exist. Except in me.”
Ares had been Zehra? The knowledge was like a key turning in a lock, opening my mind to the realities of all he had done. Upon my very first visit to Themiscyra, I had thought to myself that the land was like a gift from the gods. I had simply not realized how directly that gift had been given. But despite his generosity, the knowledge of what Ares had done riled me.
“You sent men to Themiscyra?”
I could not disguise my disgust, even from him. He knew of my intent, knew this place was sacred to women, yet he had allowed men to trample upon it.
“I have offended you now. I see that,” Ares said, taking a step toward me. “But I needed to see what you were made of. I needed to see if you had the strength to become what I hoped for.”
What he hoped for? My head spun. He had manipulated me. Manipulated us all. I should not have been surprised, for what are we mortals if not playthings of the gods? Yet hearing those words from his lips caused my blood to boil.
“You wished to make us an army for yourself,” I spat. “To do your bidding. To fight your wars. You wanted to make us warriors so that you would have more mortals than ever to sing your praises and offer their orations. That is why you set us on this path.”
“Is it?” he asked.
My words should have been enough to end my life, yet all Ares offered me was a slight smirk. Rather than responding to my accusations or striking me dead, he asked another question.
“Do you know gods can make mortals immortal? It is not easily achieved, and it is the greatest gift we can bestow, but there are other similar blessings.”
“Why are you telling me this?” I asked.
“We can make time pass for you as it does for the gods. Allow the years to pass as if they were days. Extend a life or lives so that the afflictions of age do not burden the body for centuries.”
He paused and looked at me as if he expected me to respond, yet bemusement left me silent. I had not imagined eloquence from the god of war, but such fault lay in my own ignorance. After all, Ares was not just the god of war. He was also the god of courage and father to Harmonia, the goddess of harmony, who served to soothe discord. Should I, therefore, have been surprised by Ares’s poise? As the silence continued to bloom between us, I spoke again.
“My god, these are great gifts indeed, but why are you telling me this?”
He took a step toward me, a single stride that closed the gap between us as if it had been ten paces of a mortal man. He was so close that I could see the pulsing in his veins, not of blood but of the ichor that the gods possessed. I could feel my body strengthened by his presence, as if his powers could permeate through the air and into me.
“My fellow gods have a reputation that is well deserved. Zeus, Poseidon. They have seen women they want, mortal or god, and they have taken them regardless of their wishes.”
My grip tightened on my sword as a fresh wave of fear swelled within me. Death I had expected, but not this. Not again.
“I am not like them,” Ares said. “It is not possible to preside over civil order and condone such actions. Besides, I have felt the bliss of true intimacy, the deep connection with one and one alone. I understand the strength that can come from a union, and I know the pain when separation is forced upon you because of another’s jealousy.”
His face hardened. I knew this love he spoke of. It was likely that every being in the land of the living and the dead did. Aphrodite. The goddess of love.
I do not know how long their affair had lasted; time moved differently for the gods, but it had been long enough for the goddess to birth several of Ares’s children. I thought of their separation, how they had struggled to stay apart, and my mind went to thoughts of Cleon and the child we had lost. I would never dare to consider my own emotions comparable to that which the gods might feel, but I knew how deeply they burned within me.
I had not realized how long the pause had been until Ares spoke again. His voice was far quieter, softer than I had ever envisioned the god of war’s could be.
“Otrera, I have spoken of time,” he said. “And it has little meaning to me, so I do not ask you this impulsively. As such, I do not expect you to respond impulsively either. Take a year. Take two if that is what you require. Think carefully. I believe my offer will be of great benefit to many.”
“What will?” I asked, unsure what it was he was asking me.
“Our union, Otrera,” he said. “I wish to make you my wife.”



Chapter Eighty-Seven
Disbelief rendered me mute. I briefly considered whether this was a vague attempt at humor, though when I looked at Ares, I saw no hint of amusement on his face. Certainly, some gods were known for their trickster ways, but not Ares.
“I can see you have much to think about.” Ares’s words broke my stream of thoughts. “But think of this. You have built an army here. An army from nothing. Imagine that army with the daughters of Ares at its helm. Imagine our children, riding into battle with the name Amazon on their tongue. There would not be a single force from Anatolia to Thrace who would not fear you.”
His words were true, though they brought me no ease. Instead, a knot tightened at the base of my gut.
“My god.” I dipped my head low, bending at the knee as I did so. “Your offer is gracious and more generous than I deserve, but I cannot accept. For what you wish me to give, I cannot provide.”
Ares tilted his head slightly, indicating his confusion.
“Children,” I clarified. “I cannot give you children.” I had said the words so frequently before, always with an ache in my chest, but this time, it was a deep burning that spread out from behind my ribs. A burning for myself, for the child I had lost and the ones that would never be brought into this world. “My body will not carry them. I conceived only once, and she was born too young to survive. I am afraid I would most certainly fail you.”
I bowed again, remaining deep in the hope that he might take my words and leave, but he did not.
“Otrera, I know you have not birthed a living child. I am sorry for your suffering. But our children would not be mortal. They would have the ichor of a god running through their veins, and I can promise you, these children would survive. If you agree, you will hold your daughters in your arms and watch as they grow into fearless warriors. I promise you this.”
Unexpected tears burned behind my eyes. I lifted my gaze to the sun, and I tried to swallow them back the way I had managed countless times in the past, but it was not enough to stem the flow. I raised my hand and wiped my eyes. The action lasted a few seconds at most, a few seconds during which my vision was entirely obscured. Yet when I removed my hands and could see clearly again, the god was gone.
* * *
I found the women farther around the coast, in a place not unlike Themiscyra, where fresh water flowed into the briny bath of the sea and the horses drank greedily from the stream. The journey took me several times longer than it would have done, and not merely because I had just fought the god of war. It had been years since I had walked any distance instead of riding.
As soon as they spotted me, several of the women mounted their horses and galloped across the steppes, although one horse needed no rider. Erebus. He was the first at my side, but before I could mount him, Damaris had leapt from her own horse and thrown her arms around me.
“We did not know if we would ever see you again. He is angry, is he not? Because we have not placed blessings in his name.”
“That was part of our conversation,” I said.
“And the rest?” Althea appeared equally relieved, though she kept a short distance away, offering me the space she knew I needed.
“The rest we shall discuss when we are back in Themiscyra,” I said. “Come, we have been away too long.”
I should have known I would not be able to ride home in peace but was instead hounded with questions from every direction. Did he throw fire? Did he transform into an animal as Zeus so often did? Every woman had questions, and even those who remained silent listened in, eagerly hoping for scraps of information about the god and our meeting.
“He was not as I expected.” I offered as many truths as I could without revealing the complete nature of our conversation. “He was respectful to me as a warrior. That is how he sees us. All of us. As warriors.”
The elation that cascaded through the women distracted them from any other concerns. Ares had called them warriors. The news spread like a great wave, and they expressed it as screams of pleasure, so unadulterated it could not be kept within them. As did I.
“We should hold a feast,” Thalassa said the moment she heard the news. “We must hold a feast, surely? Our first feast in offering to Ares, the god of war. He will receive the greatest kills we have ever made.”
A twist of nerves tightened within me. While Ares had been paramount in building Themiscyra and turning the women into warriors, Artemis had been offering us her patronage long before. She had been there with me from that first hunt with Hirtus until our last kills. How would she respond if we were to switch allegiances?
Althea nodded, understanding my hesitation.
“This is right,” she said. “He honored us with his presence. We must repay him. The goddess would accept and understand this.”
I smiled at her softly, grateful for a friend who could think with strategy and foresight while my own mind spiraled so erratically. Of course we had to pay our honors to Ares, as we should have done from the very first time we battled.
“Then a feast it shall be,” I said.



Chapter Eighty-Eight
We did not need the effects of alcohol to sing and dance that night. With a fire sending sparks and the aromatic smoke of herbs into the sky, the women of Themiscyra danced on the soft ground, their weapons clanging out rhythms as they beat them against the ground. It was the song of war, and it had been blessed by the god of them all.
I tried my best to embrace that feeling. I burned the meat of a newborn fawn in the great god’s name and offered my prayers of thanks with a raised voice so that all could hear my words, Ares included. Not that he needed to hear them to know what I was thinking.
As the stars faded, most of the women had abandoned the idea of sleep. Some were continuing to sing, while others had taken to fighting or riding. Both my mind and body were exhausted, yet I knew this was a night we would never be offered again. The night a god had claimed us.
The flames of the fire had faded to small golden tongues that danced in the sea breeze. I had taken a place beside the warm embers where I was picking the meat from a bone when Althea approached.
She took a place on the ground beside me, and wordlessly I handed her the bone, for it had far more meat on it than I needed. It was only once she had finished her first mouthful that she spoke.
“So are we to build another temple? I do not mean to sound ungrateful, but if that is the case, perhaps you can delegate someone else to manage it, for I would happily never see another brick again.”
I chuckled. “No. We will not build a temple for Ares. That is not what he wants from us.”
Althea arched an eyebrow. “Then what does he want?”
I paused. Althea had seen everything. I had trusted her and her alone to bury my daughter. Not for a moment did I doubt her discretion. But how would Ares respond to me sharing news of his proposal with my women?
I did not wish to anger him if his offer was supposed to remain private, but I did not know how to decide without the perspectives that my friends offered. Beyond that, he had watched me. He knew me. He knew that Althea and I were as close as any two sisters could hope to be. He knew I would tell her. And for that reason, I told her.
“He wishes to make me his wife. For me to bear his children. For us to create an army of the most feared women warriors.”
Her lips parted slightly as she struggled to disguise her shock, and it took a great deal of strength for me not to laugh. A moment passed, and she blew out a long breath, a single whistle on the air. When the noise finally stopped, she broke into a grin.
“Wife of a god. I think it will suit you.”
Her smile was so infectious it could raise the lowest of spirits, yet at that moment, it did not penetrate the fears that blanketed me. Fears that would continue to consume me if I could not find a way through.
“You truly believe so?” I questioned. “I am not special. What if I disappoint him? What if I cannot give him children?”
At this, her smile faltered. “Did you tell him of your past? Of…of…” She hesitated, searching for the right way to express what I had gone through. I did not make her suffer the humiliation of trying.
“He said it would not be the same. That I would carry his daughters. That I would birth warriors.”
At this, Althea frowned and folded her arms across her chest. “Then what is there to dispute? Surely you have no reason to refuse?”
My throat tightened with words I wanted to say. Words I should perhaps have offered Ares himself, for he had been so generous with his own truth. But he knew mine. He knew what I felt without me needing me to voice my heartbreak to the world. Yet in that moment, Althea saw it.
“It is Cleon,” she said. “You love him. That is why you did not accept the proposal?”
I swallowed, hoping to force a sound from my throat.
“I do not know for certain what love is. But I am fond of him. Deeply so. And he wishes to marry me. He said so that night I killed Kakos and again when we took the boys to him. What does it say of me if I would reject a marriage offer from a good man, a man who would ask nothing of me, who wanted me before I was a queen and ruler, and yet accepted the offer of a god?”
Althea wrapped her hands around my own, and their warmth seeped into me as fiercely as that of the fire.
“I cannot answer that for you, Otrera. Only you can. But from what you have said of Cleon, he would understand. He would understand that the strength and protection of your women come first, because that is the way it has always been. Besides, gods do not require fidelity, do they?”
“I believe this one would,” I said. I thought of how Ares had distanced himself from the actions of his father and uncle. I thought too of how he had referred to Aphrodite. He would not want to be made a fool of, the way he and his lover had done to Hephaestus. I would be bound to him for life.
When Althea spoke again, her voice was gentle but firm.
“If I am truthful with you, Otrera, I believe you are asking the wrong person. It is Cleon you need to speak to, not me.”



Chapter Eighty-Nine
The ride south in spring was jubilant. Excitement buzzed as tangible as the insects that had awakened with the warmer weather. Most of these women were meeting Hirtus and his men for the first time, and along with fighting, there was one thing on their minds. Many of the women had been married before and learned intimacy from their husbands’ harsh hands. They had heard from those like Safak that this could be entirely different.
In some ways, it reminded me of the excitement I had felt in the days before my marriage, when I had believed my union would be one of love and passion. But there was none of that naivety here. Very few if any of the women were seeking a relationship with genuine affection. They would take who they desired, leave when they wanted, and ride back to Themiscyra content that they had chosen their destinies. All except me, that was. I was burdened by the affliction of affection, and it filled my every thought.
We met the Gargareans in a land of deep undulating hills, where the grass was so soft it was like a sponge beneath the horses’ feet, and the flowers grew in so many shades of yellow, it was as if Chloris had forgotten all other colors when she cast the petals. The men had set up a camp partway into a valley, a sensible location, low enough to be sheltered from the wind but elevated so that if the rain fell, they would not become flooded.
Their camp, like ours, had grown in numbers, yet the man I sought out found me first. His arms were wide as I approached.
“Hirtus.”
I embraced him even more tightly than I had before. While I provided all the security I could for my women, there were very few who could instill that same feeling in me the way that Hirtus did.
“This is quite a surprise, Queen Otrera.”
A blush of color shaded my cheeks. “You have heard?”
“I believe every man has heard of the great warrior women who fight on horseback.”
“It is a strange role I have found myself in. Never did I envision myself as a queen.”
“And yet you seem to have found your home within that role.” He glanced behind me at the sea of women and horses. “I assume you have brought all your women here to us for a reason? Other than to escape your notoriety farther north.”
He went to laugh, but the short chuckle strained in his lungs and transformed into a dry cough, one that sounded unnervingly familiar. As Hirtus covered his mouth, he saw the concern that flashed across my face.
“A leftover from the winter chill, that is all,” he said. “And now that we are reunited, walk with me. Tell me why it is you have come.”
As we walked toward the edge of the camp, I glanced back over my shoulder. People from both groups were already greeting their relatives, embracing one another with laughter and cheers and more than one stifled sob. With a nod to Damaris and Althea, I followed after Hirtus.
“We have traveled down here to learn from you, from all your men. I have told the women that you will train them. That you will turn them into warriors, like you did with me.”
I had not for one moment thought that Hirtus would turn me away, but a crease etched in his forehead, the deepness of which filled me with fear.
“That is the only reason you came? From what I hear, you need no training. If anything, it is my boys and men who will learn from you.”
“Then that is what will happen. We need opponents. We need to fight.”
“And that is all?”
“That is all.”
He would gain no peace from learning the truth of Ares’s potential role in our lives, and the fewer people who knew, the better. Yet Hirtus knew me well enough to sense the omissions in my words.
“That is the only reason that concerns my women and your men,” I conceded. “I have a more personal reason for the visit too.”
Finally content with my answer, Hirtus nodded.
“We shall set up space for the women to train and fight now, assuming they do not need rest first?” Hirtus suggested.
“They are well rested. This morning was the shortest part of our journey.”
“Very well then. Perhaps to get them motivated, we should start with a demonstration by our strongest fighters. One-on-one?” His eyes glimmered with excitement.
“You believe you can still take me?” I asked, the excitement of the impending spar tingling in my bones.
“Me?” he asked with a grin. “Oh, I am not the strongest fighter here anymore. Age has got the best of me. No, there is someone else for you to fight.”
* * *
I wondered if Ares was watching and laughing or if it was in fact a moment of his own engineering. For the first time I saw Cleon after losing his child, we were standing on opposite sides of a makeshift stadium, weapons in our hands. Yes, it was surely a game of the gods.
His appearance took me by surprise more than his presence. The hair on his face had grown thick with dark curls, like one of those wild animals who grew dense coats through the winter and had not yet fully shed it. Several tattoos now marked his skin, ringed around his biceps and thighs, with another intricate pattern wrapped around the lower part of his chest. But his eyes remained the same. His eyes, with their deep intensity and soft glow, pools for me to gaze into. Or would have been had it not been for the fact that I had to beat him.
“Strike him down!” The women’s cheers thundered around us as I padded in a circle, Cleon following my lead so that we remained equidistant. We had been given wooden swords, the kind normally used for training. They were weighted with metal and offered the same feel as if we were fighting with blades. Though a blow would likely not kill us, it would most certainly cause a bruise.
“You are queen of the Amazons. Strike him!” Thalassa’s voice rang clearly out through the others, and though I registered it, I did not act on her demand.
Instead, I spun my sword around in my hands, not once losing balance or control, a flashy display of nothing more than my skill.
“This is not how I had envisioned our reunion,” I said as I mock lunged toward Cleon.
He saw the movement for what it was and did not so much as shift his footing. He smiled. “You envisioned a reunion. That is enough for me.”
He swung his sword, though I knocked it back. The cheers roared again, mixed with jeers. The spectators were hungry, ready for a true fight.
I swung lower this time, hoping to use Cleon’s height to my advantage, but he blocked the strike and knocked me back. The force of his block was harder than any strike I had encountered beyond fighting Ares. I swung around, using my sword as a pivot, and when I halted, I looked squarely at him.
“You should know that I have been blessed by the gods,” I said.
“Is that so? Then show me.”
There was no holding back. One strike after another, we danced, the clattering of wood spraying splinters into the air. More than once, Cleon almost caught me on the shoulder and then the hip, but each time, I maneuvered out of harm’s way. It was when he went for my stomach that I saw another opportunity. My arms were high, and with no way to block his strike, I threw my sword sideways and knocked his blade out of his hands. I reached and grabbed my weapon with my very fingertips while Cleon was still struggling to make sense of what had happened. By the time he made a move for his sword, I had reclaimed my own and was standing beside him, the edge of my blade perpendicular to his neck.
“I believe this means I have won,” I said.
Even as the women raced toward us, cheering, and both Damaris and Thalassa slapped my back before hoisting me into the air, my eyes remained fixed on Cleon. Through all the noise and jostling, he too looked only at me. And when the women finally lowered me to the ground, I took a single step toward him.
“We need to talk,” I said.



Chapter Ninety
While Hirtus arranged for the next fighters to take our place and begin their spar, I followed Cleon, out past the crowds to an area of shade created by a stretched skin. Neither of us spoke until he drew to a stop and checked over his shoulder to ensure we were far enough away not to be overheard. Judging from the shouting and cheers, the next battle had begun, and that was more than enough to keep the others occupied.
Wordlessly, Cleon slipped his hand around my waist and pulled me against him.
“You are magnificent,” he said. “Truly, I have never seen a more wondrous sight than you with a sword in your hand. It is no wonder they call you their queen.”
He lowered his head to plant a kiss on my lips, and I desperately wanted to allow it, to respond with the entirety of my body. But I could not. Instead, I stepped away.
“Cleon, I have been offered another proposal of marriage.” I saw no purpose in delaying what I needed to tell him. For us to continue without him knowing the truth would be tantamount to lying, and I could not deceive him.
The look of adoration that had graced his expression shifted. His features pinched together.
“It is understandable. You are a queen. What man wouldn’t want to marry you? He is a king, I assume?”
“Cleon—”
He reached forward and took me by the hands.
“Whatever he has offered you, I will try to offer the same. We do not have lands, but if that is what you want, then I will make it so. Maybe if we were to join you, combine our armies—”
“It is not a man who offered the proposal.” I closed my eyes, wishing I could find the strength that had come so easily to me in the fight. “It is Ares.”
“Ares. Ares, the god of war?”
“The very same.”
As I opened my eyes, I saw the disbelief flash across Cleon’s face, though the expression was only fleeting. Within a heartbeat, he had regained his composure.
“Otrera,” he said firmly. “You cannot refuse a god.”
“No, I cannot, but there is something I must tell you first. A reason I must accept.”
“What other reason do you need? He is a god. No person of sound mind would ever reject such a proposal, just as no man would ever hold it against a woman who accepted.”
They were words of kindness, words of truth that worked well to hide his heartache. I did not need to say any more for Cleon to understand. Yet I needed him to know it all. This time, it was I who initiated the touch as I placed my hand against his cheek.
“When I left here before, after the time we spent together, I was with child. Our child.”
His mouth parted silently, and I let my hand remain against his skin until he spoke again. “You…we… We have a child?”
I shook my head, angry at the tears that were burning behind my eyes.
“I prayed to the gods that she would survive, Cleon, but perhaps I did not pray hard enough. I need you to know that I wanted her. I wanted our daughter with all my heart. And I miss her. I miss her, though I never even knew her.”
He was holding me, now wiping the tears from my eyes.
“Otrera, please stop. You do not need to do this to yourself. Please, you do not owe me an explanation. Not for Ares, not for our child.”
I looked up at the sky, and though the gesture stemmed the flow of tears that trickled down my cheeks, it could not restrain the throbbing that filled my heart.
“Ares has promised me I will be able to carry his children,” I said. “He has told me he will stretch our lives so that time does not affect us the way it does normal mortals. I do not understand his ways—whether it is a gift he will give all the Amazon women or just his own daughters—but I would be a fool to dismiss such an offer.”
“Otrera, stop,” Cleon said, this time with force. “You do not need to explain any more. You are a queen. This is what queens do. They rise into places they may not want to go for their people. That is what you are doing, and my love and respect for you have only deepened because of it.”
I nodded, still feeling the trickle of tears down my cheeks. I, Otrera, queen of the Amazons, was crying.
With a sharp breath, Cleon held me at arm’s length.
“Otrera, I will hear no more. This is a reason to celebrate. You are to be married to a god. A god.” He shook his head, a smile creasing his lips. I do not know how he managed such an action, but it created a glimmer of hope within my heart.
I stepped forward so that my lips were only inches from his. Once again, his aroma filled my veins, but this time, I allowed myself to bask in it.
“I am to be married to a god indeed,” I said. “And it will occur shortly after I leave this place. But for now, while I am here, my body remains my own, and I shall do with it as I choose.”



Chapter Ninety-One
We did not make love that evening but rather returned to watch the fighting. It was a far more even match than the women had hoped, with the Gargareans beating just over half of them. Perhaps surprisingly, I was pleased by this outcome. Had the women won all their fights on the first day, they may have doubted my reasons for bringing them. This way, they knew the men were worthy opponents.
The fighting was followed by festivities—dancing, feasting, and, in several cases, women disappearing with their sparring partners to continue their personal entertainment.
That night, Cleon held me in his arms, and we lay together as the flickering stars drifted in and out of view behind the clouds. I told him of the battles we had fought, the men we had beaten. He told me of the same and of the new men who had joined them.
It was after dawn once he had ridden with me, his arms tight around my waist as we sat upon Erebus and galloped across the plains, that we stopped by a small stream and finally enjoyed each other’s body to the fullest.
The act, though I would not have believed it possible, was more precious and exhilarating than the last time we had met. Perhaps it was that time had passed, and we had missed each other. Perhaps it was the loss of our child that caused a bond greater than the meeting of flesh. Or perhaps it was not past longing or pain that made the sensations so intense but the future ones. All those years we had envisioned with each other, meeting, laughing, loving, would never come to pass. So during those last days together, Cleon and I made love not only for the past but for the future.
The moon passed quicker than I could have dreamed, and the women gained more from their time than I could have hoped. I gained from the time there too. I gained in strength, in leadership skills, in respect from the women and the men. Still, it was difficult to tell if it was more than I lost.
The morning we were due to leave, Cleon found me packing my belongings into the satchels that hung on Erebus. He stood close enough to touch me, though he did not. Instead, his fists were clenched at his sides as if he had to hold himself in place. Several comments whirred around in my mind, yet none seemed appropriate to voice, so I remained silent. Cleon was the one who had come to find me. Hopefully, he had words enough for the both of us. I was ready to mount when he finally spoke.
“You will forgive me if I am traveling the next time you and your women arrive?” he said.
I turned to face him. His face was creased with deep frown lines that aged him so harshly, I could barely see that young man I had met in Ninniya all those years before.
“You have decided such a thing already?” I said.
“I believe it will be easier that way. Do you not?”
I pondered the question only momentarily before I replied.
“No, I do not. I may not be able to lie with you, but I can fight with you. That might almost suffice.”
He let out a low chuckle. “Sadly, Otrera, I do not believe it will.”
So many words raced through my mind, so many words of loyalty and love, of apologies and gratitude, yet all seemed trite. In the end, I said all that I was able to.
“Then this must be goodbye, Cleon,” I said.
Those were the last words we ever spoke to each other.



Chapter Ninety-Two
We had been traveling back home for almost half a day when Althea appeared from the front of the group, galloping up beside us, Safak at her side.
“Is something wrong?” I asked.
“Some of the young women were riding ahead,” Althea replied, now riding parallel to me. “They say there are people on the road ahead.”
“People?”
“A small group,” Safak replied. “Maybe twenty. We believe they are men, but we cannot tell. I am happy to ride ahead. Put together a small scouting party to ensure there is no threat.”
Safak was only young, but she had already birthed a child and was now putting herself forward as a leader. It was difficult not to admire her.
“Only twenty? I do not believe there is any threat to us,” I said. “You and your friends are to stay with the rest of us, but thank you.”
Safak lingered, however, as if she was waiting to be dismissed. Althea’s gaze fixed on my mine before she threw a fleeting glance across to the other two women.
“Otrera, perhaps you and I can use this opportunity to discuss how things progressed with the Gargareans?” she said. Althea’s tone was clipped, indicative of her desire for privacy.
Sotiria gestured to Safak, motioning that they should move on, but before they could adjust their pace to take leave, I shook my head.
“No, stay. Both of you. It is right that you should hear this. The others will find out soon enough.”
Sotiria’s gaze shifted instantly to my belly, though Althea’s expression was one of deep concern.
“You wish to do this now?” she said.
“I think it will be easiest.”
“For whom?”
I heard her terseness but ignored it. Telling the women of my impending marriage took more courage than anticipated, and a small group such as this was far easier. Hopefully, I could get my wish and the rest of the Amazons would learn of my fate with no need for a grand announcement. Still, I drew a deep breath in before I began.
“Upon our return, there is to be a change in Themiscyra. I cannot tell you the details of the matter, for I do not know them fully, but I am to be wed.”
“To whom? Hirtus?” The excitement lifted Safak’s voice as she looked at me in astonishment. “No, of course. To Cleon. You intend to join our tribes?”
“No, I do not. The arrangement we share with the Gargareans will be exactly as it has been. Children, fighting, and pleasure if you should so desire. But there will be no marriages between us. Not for me and not for you.”
“Then who are you to wed?” Sotiria spoke quietly.
Up ahead, a flock of birds took to the sky, passing in front of the sun, momentarily casting a shadow on the earth. I held a deep breath. Was it wise to tell them when I had yet to confirm the matter with my future spouse? Perhaps not. But then I suspected the god knew that his union to the Amazons went beyond our matrimony.
“Ares,” I said.
Silence followed my announcement. The thundering hooves continued, as did the chattering of the Amazons around us, but in our small cluster of four, not a single breath was taken.
“Ares, the god?” Sotiria said finally.
“The same.”
“Ares wishes to make you his wife?” Safak repeated.
“He does.”
Her hand covered her mouth as she continued to gape, wide-eyed, like a fish caught in a net. Such a sight would have brought me to laughter had it not been for Sotiria’s look of consternation, so deep it almost rivaled Althea’s.
“And the women? You wish them to know?” she said.
“I think it is better they know beforehand,” I replied.
She nodded, this time exchanging a look with Althea instead.
“Safak,” I said, shifting the tone in my voice and indicating the conversation had ended. “You should ride back with your friends. Thank you again for telling us about the men ahead. Be sure to keep me posted if anything changes.”
Safak nodded while offering me one last look of disbelief before she tightened her grip on the horse’s mane and dropped back into the fold.
It was a moment before Althea spoke.
“Why would you share such news with her?” she asked, the anger spitting from her eyes. “She is young. She has not yet lived long enough to hold her tongue. All the women will know the news before we even break for water.”
I kept my eyes forward as I rode, but I did not need to respond. Sotiria did that for me.
“You did that deliberately, didn’t you?”
I did not want to endure the women’s stares when they heard of my betrothal. That was why I told them in such a manner. But before long, the chattering among my Amazons was so animated I did not doubt the news had passed to them all. I hoped that the dramatics would have died down before I was required to face them as a group, but in my desperation to relieve myself of the news, I had not anticipated the strength of the midday sun. Before long, both horses and humans required fresh water.
“When we stop to drink, I will go downstream,” I said to Althea. “I would like it if you stood guard. Say I do not wish to be disturbed.”
Althea quirked an eyebrow. “How long do you intend to avoid them?”
“As long as it takes them to stop looking at me like that,” I replied.
Up ahead, groups who had already stopped by a stream were huddled together and staring pointedly in my direction.
“We should not drink here,” I said, turning my attention away from the Amazons to study the landscape. “The ravine is too steep. We cannot see the road above us.”
Althea surveyed our surroundings in a similar fashion before she spoke.
“It is the same road we saw from farther back with one small group of people upon it who are likely still miles away,” she replied. “I do not think we need to be concerned. Besides, the horses need water. I will tell the women to be swift. Those who finish first can head up and take watch. We will not be here for long.”
For a moment, I considered forcing the matter and insisting we leave, but I dismissed the feeling as nerves about my impending union and the questioning I would soon be forced to endure. As Althea dismounted, she stationed her horse across the path and allowed me time to make my way farther downstream. The barrier was easily penetrable, but I had hoped she would act as a deterrent or at the very least allow me a chance to see who was coming.
As expected, it did not take long.
I had barely filled my flask when a figure marched toward me. Rather than approaching with a sense of awe or intrigue, the way I had expected the women to, she wore an expression of absolute fury.
“Is it true? Is it true you are to wed Ares?”
I had seen little of Thalassa during our time with the Gargareans, though I knew she had focused her attention solely on the betterment of her swordsmanship. Frivolity had not been part of her agenda. She wanted a name for herself as an Amazon, a future of honor that obscured all the shame of her past actions. And from what I heard of her fights, she was well on her way.
“So you have heard?” I said, the tension clawing me from within.
“Yes, I heard it. I heard it from Boryana, who had heard it from Safak, who supposedly heard it from the queen herself. So is it true? Is it true that you are to marry Ares?”
I reached down to the water to fill my flask. The small stream tumbled over a series of rocks, each miniature waterfall creating a pitch of its own. I would have liked to have remained there, absorbed in its sound for longer, but Thalassa’s shadow loomed over me.
Slowly, I stood and turned to face her.
“Yes. Ares proposed marriage. To provide me with heirs.”
“And you accepted?”
“Not yet, but my intention is to do so upon our return to Themiscyra.”
Rather than expressing disbelief or delight, Thalassa remained fixed in her fury.
“And this is how you thought I should find out? Through thirdhand gossip?”
With my flask full, I took a long sip, feeling the cold slip down into my throat.
“There was nothing to gain by telling you before now. Not before I was certain of my decision.”
“Me and the other Amazons, you mean?” Her words were short and sharp, as if the air between them had been punctured by a blade. “This is because of Melitta, is it not? All these years and all I have done for you, and you still hold it against me.”
“How dare you?” My fists twitched for my knife. I had never fought one of my women in earnest, and I did not intend for that day to be the first, but neither had I ever expected to hear Melitta’s name roll from Thalassa’s tongue. “You were told with the rest of the Amazons in the manner I felt best as your queen.”
“Of course. Queen. But I knew you before. I knew you when you were nothing but a weak-willed wife.”
Her words were meant to sting, and perhaps once they would have, but those days were gone.
“You are angry. I see that, but you are not alone in learning this news now. Althea was the only woman who knew of the proposal.”
Thalassa stepped closer, and she spoke in a hiss.
“I held your secret,” she said. “I held the most precious secret of your child, and you could not even trust me with this?”
“It was not about trust. It was about my mind. About not wanting to compete with the opinions of others while I decided on my answer.”
“And Damaris? Damaris who has hung on your every word, who has loved you with her heart and soul from the first day she saw you, you do not think that she deserved something more than the whispers of women you barely know?”
“Barely know?” Again came that ripple of anger. “These women are our sisters.”
“And we were sisters before them! You owed this to your sisters from Ninniya, those who stood beside you from the very beginning, when there was no hope or glory to be seen.”
Did I? Perhaps she was right. As Thalassa spoke, I wondered if I had been too hasty, too desperate to unburden myself of the secret, too keen to avoid the eyes of the Amazons as I told them.
“Thalassa, I—”
I cannot say for certain what words I intended to offer, whether I would have apologized or tried to make her understand. For in the moment I went to speak, an arrow flew through the air and struck her in the heart.



Chapter Ninety-Three
Thalassa’s mouth remained open, filling with blood. A heartbeat later, and she toppled to the ground, face-first. For the briefest moment, I thought the arrow had been sent by an Amazon, one rebuking her for the way she spoke to her queen. But a red feather fluttered at the end, and we had never used such fletching. As I turned, another metal-tipped shaft flew in my direction.
“Amazons! We are under attack!”
Arrows rained down, both ours and theirs. I grabbed my bow and fired in the direction the first two had come.
“Go!”
The Amazons mounted rapidly, kicking their heels into the horses as they raced uphill, but the ravine was steep. The steeds slipped and slid as more arrows pelted down on us. A horse fell behind me, its wild scream drowned out only by the cry of its rider, yet I could not even glance back to see who had fallen. Instead, I forced Erebus up and onto the flat path above.
Three dozen men faced us, armed with bows. Tattoos and scars marked their skin. These were not raiders or farmers hoping to steal another man’s crops. These were warriors. I fired my arrows as fast as my fingers would allow and struck more than one. There were enough of us to take them. The question was how many of us they would take before they were overpowered.
“Do not let any escape!” I ordered.
It took only moments for us to surround the surviving men and form an impenetrable barrier of women and horses. Yet their faces did not show even the slightest glimmer of fear. Instead, they brandished knives wildly in our directions, snarling as they spoke words I did not understand.
“Get those weapons from them!” I shouted before yelling even louder. “Where is Trapezitai? We need Trapezitai!”
Several women spoke different tongues, yet Trapezitai was the most skilled. For an instant, I feared she had been the one who had fallen on the slope, but she rode forward, her fiery red hair gleaming with blood from a mark on her head.
She barked a word I could not make out, harsh and consonant-filled, as others rode forward to seize the men’s weapons. I doubted it was truly a word at all until one of the men barked back.
“What did he say?” I asked.
Trapezitai turned to face me. She did not fear having her back to these warriors. Not while we had them surrounded.
“They say we have come to their land. Trespassed,” Trapezitai said.
“We were traveling through,” I snarled. “The same way we have traveled through here before.”
She spoke in the strange foreign tongue, yet the men were speaking again before she had finished.
“They say we started the fight when we began shooting.”
“They shot the first arrow! They brought bloodshed onto this land!”
It was not I who shouted, and I did not know which woman did, but they were the same words that filled my head.
Anger rolled through me, fierce and furious. Anger that manifested in my hand drawing back my bowstring. The action was copied by every Amazon. I could feel it, the strength of my betrothed running through me. I could take every one of these men, and I could make it painful in return for the suffering they had caused me. And I wanted to, but they were talking again. Fear flashed across Trapezitai’s face as she spoke.
“They say they have an army of hundreds that will come after us. They will hunt us down.”
I scoffed. “If such an army existed in these lands, I would have heard of them.”
Trapezitai spoke, then translated their response.
“He says you have. That they are the Phrygians.”
An icy cold filled my belly, though I tried not to show any reaction. It was true. I knew of the Phrygians, and not merely because they came from the land of the gods that Melitta and my mother worshipped. I had been told of them as a child, heard of them in threats to make me head to bed at night or not wander off from the house alone. Yes, I knew of the Phrygians, and I also knew their land was far from here. We had not trespassed on their homes. They were the ones wandering, the ones who had seen a group of women drinking by a stream and believed themselves in the presence of easy prey. A mistake they would not make again.
I dismounted Erebus and kept my bow at my side as I approached the man who had spoken with Trapezitai.
“You are a long way from your homeland, Phrygian,” I said. “Why is that? Perhaps you have been cast out? Too weak or too old to fight? Or perhaps you are cowards who have fled a real battle.”
The moment Trapezitai’s translation met their ears, it was not just the man to whom she spoke who snarled and hissed but every one of them. Only the tightening of the Amazons’ bows made them fall silent. I took the response with glee.
“The Phrygians have a reputation, it is true,” I said, Trapezitai translating as I spoke. “But even if your threats had merit, it does not matter. Do you know who I am?”
His eyes were wide as he stared at me. His lips pursed while his hand clenched and unclenched as if in search of a knife or spear with which to strike me. So I stepped forward.
“I am Otrera. Queen of the Amazons.”
I took another step toward him, not because I needed to but because I wanted to see his pupils dilate. I wanted to see his chest rise and fall with the quivering breath of fear. Fear that I invoked.
“I am betrothed to the great god Ares.”
As my words met their ears, a rattle of laughter flew from one of the men’s lips. I repaid him by nocking an arrow. A moment later, the man was dead on the ground. Several other men attempted to use the distraction to strike out at us, but each of them met the same fate. By the time they had stopped fighting, only eight men remained alive.
“Does anyone else wish to laugh at the future wife of a god?” I said.
Silence followed, but only for a moment.
“Bitch!” one called out. They may not have been fluent in our tongue, but it appeared some knew at least a single syllable. He was the next to die.
“Your men are reckless, foolish,” I said to the one who had led them. “I do not mind, but I think perhaps your wives will. You have families, do you not? Women and children back home? Do they know the truth of their power? Do they know how quickly you have submitted to women? Perhaps if they learn, they, like us, will rise up. I would certainly offer them a place among us if they did.”
The bait worked, as another spat at the ground and someone else swore. This time, it was Damaris who took the first shot, Sotiria the second.
“There are very few of you left now,” I said, looking at the remaining men. “Perhaps this is enough. Perhaps I will let you live.”
I turned to Althea, whose eyes were black with fury.
“Kill one more,” she said. “It was that one who killed Safak. He deserves to die.”
Safak was dead? The knowledge sent a bolt of pain between my ribs, and I barely offered any attention to my aim as I fired, knowing I would hit the target’s heart regardless.
“The rest live,” I said, only for the women to rise in protest.
“You cannot!”
“They must die!”
“They have killed four of our women.”
Four? The loss spread as an ache through my chest, but with a wave of my hand, I silenced them before turning my attention back to the men.
“I will let you leave with your lives for one reason,” I said. “So that you can spread the word to every corner of the world. You are to tell them of the warriors feared even by the great Phrygians. You are to tell tales of how they shot their arrows from the backs of horses, right through your men. Tell all you meet how the Amazons are blessed by Ares himself, how their arrows never miss and their courage never falters. That is why I will release you. Do you understand?”
As Trapezitai translated, the one who had spoken lifted his head and spat at the ground. It was a shame that I had to repay such bravery with death, but he left me no choice.
With so many of their men fallen, the last few offered no resistance. They nodded rapidly, one after another, a sight that brought a small smile to my face. With that, I gestured to the women. Knowing my request before I had even spoken, they spread apart, creating a gap within the circle.
“Go. Run, before I change my mind.”
For a split second, they remained, looking at me, certain I was laying a trap, until it dawned on them there was no choice. Either they died in a trap, or they died at my hand. And at least this way, they still had a chance.



Chapter Ninety-Four
We traveled for as long as the light would allow, each of us desperate to reach our home. It was as if my bones ached for Themiscyra, and the closer we grew to it, the more intense that longing became. I needed solitude. I needed time to make plans. And I needed to bury our dead.
“Will this ever get easier?” Althea asked as we rode.
I had taken Thalassa’s body on Erebus, while Safak had been placed on her steed, her friends bracing her body as they rode. As I watched them, I thought of the day I first saw Safak, standing on her horse’s back as confidently as if she were standing on solid ground, despite the child that had been growing in her belly. She had considered her life with us a gift, a blessing from the gods. She would have been grateful her friends had chosen that manner for her to return home. Grateful that even in death, they had let her ride alone.
“If it gets easier, it means we are no longer loving as deeply as we should,” I said to Althea. “So I hope it does not.”
There is a difference between embracing death and accepting it. Anyone who rides to battle without the realization that it might be the last time they feel the heat of the sun on their skin or the weight of a blade in their hands is a fool. Anyone who believes that when the dead are tallied at the end of the fight they will find only their opponents’ bodies on the ground is sadly misguided. That was the life we had chosen.
We rode to each fight accepting that death might come. But we hadn’t been racing to battle the day we lost Thalassa and Safak. I think that is why we mourned them so deeply. Thalassa had longed to die with a sword in her hand, yet when she reached the underworld, she had been wielding only the sharpness of her tongue. It was why her burial needed to be the greatest we could offer. She had not been blessed with the honor of a warrior’s death, but we would show the gods of the underworld that every Amazon deserved a place among the heroes.
By the time we arrived in Themiscyra, flies buzzed around the blanket-wrapped bodies. Blankets that only days before we had lain upon, laughed upon, made love upon, were now drenched in the aroma of decaying flesh. They would be washed in the river, of course, soaked to remove the scent, left out in the sun to bleach the stains, and by the time winter came, no one would recall which blankets had held our dead and which birthed our young. I wondered if perhaps we should have tried to remember.
“Take the women straight to the river,” I said to Sotiria as we arrived in our lands. We had not hunted since the women’s death other than to provide a small offering to Ares to thank him for our survival during our encounter with the Phrygians. Considering that we had been caught so unaware, it had been a gift from the gods to lose only four that day. “The bodies need to be washed,” I continued. “The horses will want to bathe too.”
“You are not coming with us?” Sotiria asked.
I shook my head. “I need to hunt.”
“I am sure there will be food enough here. The women who remained will have had little else to do.”
“I need to hunt,” I stressed again. With that, she understood.
It was selfish on my part to wish to leave as soon as I had returned home, but even before the Phrygians’ attack, I had been feeling the claustrophobia of my position. I had thought our time with the Gargareans would have allowed me the opportunity to step back from my responsibilities, but everywhere I had turned, women had been seeking help or advice. When I had not been guiding them, I had been with Cleon or with Hirtus and my closest women, planning for the future. I had found no respite other than in Cleon’s body, and those moments had been tinged with grief from the knowledge that it would soon come to an end.
I will confess, in such times I thought of Iphinone, of the freedom her nomadic life offered her, a freedom I had offered to all my women but not myself.
“Damaris and I will see to the funeral arrangements,” Sotiria replied. “You will attend?”
“Of course,” I said, hurt that she would need to ask such a question. “I will be back long before sunset. We will bury the bodies then.”
Sotiria nodded, and I tugged on Erebus’s mane, ready to move him away, only to hesitate.
“Check with Althea where to bury the bodies. There are some places it would be…less than ideal to use.”
I expected Sotiria to question this, but she did no such thing.
“We see you, Otrera,” she said instead. “We see what you do for us. The burdens you take upon yourself for us. Thalassa and Safak saw too. Go. We will take care of the dead.”
My selfishness was not restrained to my women, for I did not think of Erebus as I rode out to hunt that day. I did not consider how he had also been traveling for days. I did not consider how he might have wished to head to the water with the other horses, to cool his muscles and drink until his belly was full. No. I thought only of myself, of what I needed in that moment. And what I needed was to be on his back and lost in the nuances of the forest. To focus so intently on the sounds of crunching leaves and twigs that the ache in my chest was dulled, if only for a moment. The ache for the women I had lost but also for myself. For Cleon and me. And an ache for a future I knew nothing of.
I picked a place where water sprang from the ground. The soft gurgles were met by slow trills of birdsong, and muted light diffused through the canopy of leaves. There, I lowered myself from Erebus and dropped to my knees, only to change my mind. I had not knelt to him when we fought, and I would not kneel to him now. Instead, I stood tall and pushed my shoulders back.
“I am ready for you!”
The fact that Ares would have heard if I had barely whispered did not matter to me. I threw the words from my belly with all the force I could.
“I am ready! Ares, I am ready for our daughters to be the most feared of warriors. I am ready to fight in your name. I am here, Ares! I am ready to be your wife.” Only when I was done, my breath heaving from my lungs, did I let myself fall back to the ground.



Chapter Ninety-Five
When I returned to the camp, the bodies had been wrapped in thin sheets and the graves dug on the west side of the land, on a gentle hill that offered a view of Themiscyra. It was a place we would pass often on the way to battle and offered us plenty of opportunities to pay the dead our respects.
“Is all prepared?” I asked. Items were laid by the sides of the graves, awaiting my approval. All the women had weapons, although a bridle was placed next to Safak as well. I stared at her grave, feeling a sting of guilt. I paid her my respects, then moved to the next two bodies. They were both older women, one from Oreia, the other from Ninniya. The hand of the latter had escaped from its cloth swaddling, and as I went to cover it again, I noticed something on her wrist, a pattern in dark ink—a tattoo.
“From one of the Gargareans,” Althea told me. “The pair formed a friendship during her time there. He did this for her the day before we left.”
I stared at the pattern of triangles and thought of the Phrygians, with their bodies covered in such markings. I thought too of Cleon, with the lines of ink beneath his skin that I had traced time and time again.
“Did any of us see how this was done?” I asked Althea.
She shrugged. “I do not know. I suspect so. Several more women have the same.”
“Then find them and send them to me. I will get this same pattern on my skin, out of respect.”
Althea nodded, though she remained by my side.
“Find them now. I do not require your presence here.”
She parted her lips, only to close them again, and without further question, she began the walk down the hill. As I stood there in solitude, only one woman and one grave remained. Thalassa.
Other than Morsimus, I do not believe I ever despised someone as fiercely as I had despised Thalassa. Not only for weeks or moons but for years after Melitta’s death. I blamed her for every death we had suffered that night, every woman we had lost to the hands of our husbands. But my blame had been selfish, a distraction from the self-loathing and guilt that I piled on myself. Now, years later, I understood. Perhaps she had acted partly for herself, but her husband had told her the other women would be spared if she confessed. That only I needed to die that night. Who would not choose the life of one over the lives of many? To her, I had been an acceptable loss compared to the lives of those she had known for so much longer. How could I of all people harbor anger toward her for that?
The sun was melting into the clouds, staining them with deep fuchsia, as I stood there and watched, letting time roll over me as tides roll across the sand. I knew women were watching from a distance. Those whom I had asked Althea to retrieve were waiting for me. Others too, for I had said we would begin the celebrations at sunset, and the colored streaks that filled the sky marked the moment. Soon I would go to them, and we would pay our respects to the lost Amazons through dancing and feasting. But first I needed to give Thalassa the apology in death that I had never given her in life.
Slipping my most treasured bow off my back, that first one made by Hirtus’s hands, I lowered it into the ground and placed it across her chest. Then I turned to the women.
“Let us light the pyre,” I said.
* * *
We threw poppies into the flames. The aromatic ribbons of smoke drifted upward, darkening the air as they lightened the mind. By the time darkness fell, the dead were buried, and the women were singing as they danced.
As I had requested, with the use of a needle and black ash, Boryana marked my skin with the pattern worn by the deceased, using the same steady hand with which she had sewn so many garments. Afterward, I asked her to create a second image on my wrist, that of a sunburst. For besides Althea, only the sun god, Helios, who saw all, knew where my daughter lay.
I was not the only woman who chose to adorn herself so. Safak’s friends had the outline of a horse etched on their bodies in remembrance of their friend. Damaris chose a knife for Thalassa. While Boryana worked, Damaris recounted to those around us the tale of that first hunt we had been on together after our husbands’ demise and how Thalassa had spun the knife through the air and killed a stag. Others chose simple patterns and shapes for their tattoos, some to honor the dead, some to honor the land and the gods.
The first rays of dawn were threatening the darkness when, with the dull sting from the long-finished needle still throbbing in my arm, I moved away from the dancing and closer to the water. My goal had been solitude, for a moment of contemplation. But I had barely placed my toes in the foam when Damaris came and stood beside me.
As she took a place with her feet in the water an arm’s length away from me, I thought of the last words Thalassa had spoken. I recalled how she had told me, in her furious anger, that Damaris had loved me before she had even truly known me. That she had felt such affection from those earliest days. They were not words I could unhear, nor did I know if I wanted to. But I wondered if I had known before. Had I known Damaris loved me when she had followed me blindly? Did I know she loved me when I had not chosen her to be present at the birth and death of my daughter? I longed to believe that I could not have been so cruel, but I cannot be certain. Still, Thalassa’s accusations rang true.
“Damaris, I am sorry—” I began, only for her to look at me.
“There is no need, Otrera. You did what you thought was best.”
“What I thought was best was wrong.”
“Perhaps. We will never know.”
Together we gazed out at the sea. In the distance, large waves were rolling toward the shore, yet by the time they reached us, they were nothing more than ripples. Is that what mortal lives are like, I sometimes wonder. Those great moments that seem so insurmountable when we face them, slowly fading to nothing with time.
I had turned to face Damaris when I saw him there, standing in front of the city, his shadow cast by the rising sun.
It was my expression that caused Damaris to turn and see him.
“Must you go to him now?” she said. There should have been no question in her tone. He was a god, and he was waiting.
“I must,” I said, then cast one final look at those waves. “Keep the others here. Finish the night. Honor the women.”
“We would do nothing else,” she said. “But if you need us, even against the god of war, we will come.”
“I know.”



Chapter Ninety-Six
The pale blue morning light glinted off Ares’s armor, which was so tightly molded to his frame it was near impossible to tell where the metal ended and his skin began.
He did not move to meet me, and perhaps I should have quickened my pace. I could have called Erebus and ridden so that I did not keep my future husband waiting. But I did not. My dead were only just buried. I would not offer them the disrespect of hurrying to his side.
“My god.” Only when I was standing within an arm’s length of the immortal did I dip my head in a bow. “You heard my prayer.”
“I did.”
He seemed larger now, his divinity more visible even in the muted light.
“I will confess I did not expect your presence so soon.”
He held my gaze with not a hint of empathy on his face. Instead, his eyes glimmered only with pride. “You served me well in taking vengeance for your women, but the Phrygians will hold a grudge against you for decades to come.”
“Our response was no less than they deserved, and the only grudge they can rightly bear is one born of jealousy,” I replied. “It will do our reputation no harm for them to spread stories of the women who killed their men. And I dare say ours will be a reputation that long outlives theirs.”
I could tell from the way a slight smile twitched at the corner of his lips that my answer pleased him.
“Your reputation will outlive all the heroes and monsters of these lands.”
“The Amazons’ reputation,” I corrected. I was not doing this for personal glory or for my daughters alone. I was doing it for protection. For strength. For them.
“Yes, you are right. The name of the Amazons will live on.” Ares stepped toward me. planting his foot between my own so that his body was but a hair’s breadth away from me when he spoke again. “But so will yours as their queen. This union will be one of greatness, the likes of which you could never have dreamed. Our daughters will spark fear over all the world.”
“They will,” I said, knowing he spoke the truth.
I did not take his hand nor press my body against his to make my intentions clear. There was no need. We came to the moment willingly.
Without another word, I headed between the buildings to my chamber. Not once did I turn to check that he was following. He had come for one reason alone.
Animal skins covered the ground, while tallow candles, odorous and half-melted, were scattered on the floor and set upon the window ledges. Taking an oil lamp, I set them burning before I turned to face the god. I had not considered the sparseness of my chambers until this point, nor the decadence that his previous lover must have provided him with.
“It is not the luxury you are used to, my god,” I said. My heart pounded against my ribs, and an apology teetered on my tongue, yet I would not allow myself to speak it. What would I be apologizing for? Choosing a life of freedom over the shackles of marriage? Building a sanctuary for my women from the ground up?
“I have not come here for fine furniture or frescoes,” Ares said quietly. “I have come here for you.”
He placed his hand around my waist, a firm grip, almost familiar in its touch, yet it caused my body to tighten by reflex. Only one man had the freedom to place his hands on my skin, and even then, only by my consent. But I had consented, I reminded myself. I had consented to this marriage. To birthing Ares’s children. And for that, we needed to spend this—and perhaps other nights beyond this—together.
“I did not lie to you when I said I would never take a woman against her will,” he said.
I swallowed back the fears that were shaking my knees and locked my gaze on his. “I know,” I said. “And I am here willingly.”
Ares nodded before running his fingertip up my arm and along my collarbone. “I have seen the way the mortal touches you. I have seen the manner in which he makes your back arch and your body quake. Is that what you want from me? To pleasure you as he pleasures you? To make you moan as he does?”
“You wish to pleasure me?” The question caught me by surprise. I did not even believe Morsimus ever knew pleasures were available to a woman during intimacy. I myself had not known until my first night with Cleon.
My thoughts drifted back to my former lover and the last time we had been together. Wild dogs had howled through the night, and the sounds of dancing and laughter had come from the fire, but we had paid them no mind. We knew it was to be the last time we would ever touch each other’s skin, feel the mounds and dips in each other’s bodies, trace the lines of each other’s scars. We would dance and sing a thousand more times in our lives, but that was the last moment we had together.
We had taken each other together on the soft moss that grew on the thick trunk of a gnarled tree. My feet had hooked tight around his waist while his thrusts beat to the steady rolling of my hips. I had thought at the time how I could live that moment for all eternity and never tire of it, how I wished I could live it a hundred times more before I had to say goodbye. And there was Ares, offering it to me again. Offering to take me just as Cleon had done.
“No,” I said. I placed my hand on Ares’s chest and looked up at him so that he could not deny the truth in my words. “I want you to take me as a god would take his queen.”
At my command, Ares’s eyes flashed with hunger for my body, and I had given him permission to take it all. There were no words, the way there had been with Cleon, no laughter or suggestions of how to move together for the greatest pleasure. Ares did not need suggestions.
He pulled and twisted me every which way he chose, yet I made no protest, for what was there to protest when a mortal body is brought to ecstasy time and time again by a god? At first, he lay down on the couch and had me sit astride him, my thighs clenched around his. When he tired of that, he bent me over, taking me instead from behind.
At times, I was the one who held all the control, or at least that was what it felt like. I was the one who had a god between my legs and the power to make him moan and writhe with pleasure or tease and delay as long as I chose. Other times, I succumbed entirely to his will, clenching my jaw as he released himself into me. I squeezed my eyes shut so tightly that not a sliver of light could hope to creep in, not out of pain or dissatisfaction but out of fear that in such moments of pure pleasure, Ares could easily have slipped into his true godly form.
I had thought the action would be brief, perfunctory, there to serve the purpose of impregnation and nothing else. I was wrong.
I did not learn his body the way I did with Cleon, for I could not. It was ever-changing. The tautness of his muscles, the size and strokes with which he filled me, all evolved constantly to meet my needs. No sooner had I yearned for something than he met that craving with his hands, his fingers, whichever part of him he could. And with every hour that passed with our bodies joined as one, I felt the shift. New energy coursed through my veins, not only in me but in Themiscyra. There was magic in our presence. A god, molding us. Making us greater. Making me a true queen.
I did not know how long we remained in that chamber, only that I lost count of the times I heard Ares growl and groan with a primal fury so intense it resonated with all the strength of the Titans. My back and knees were rubbed raw from the coarseness of the hide beneath us, yet within the passion, there were moments of tenderness that I could never have dreamed possible from any god, let alone the god of war. Moments when he kissed my body as if he were the one worshipping me, when his movements were so subtle it felt as if a single breath could push me over the edge.
When Ares stood without beckoning me to him, we had been in my chamber for so long that the smell of sweat overpowered the stench of the tallow candles, which had long since burned their wicks. He did not take a robe or garment to conserve his modesty but his zoster, his prized possession in which he sheathed his weapons.
“We are done?” My voice sounded foolish, yet he did not respond judgmentally.
“You wish to continue?” he said. A glint of mischief burned in his eyes. “If that is the case, then by all means.”
Unexpected laughter broke from me, though it was quickly joined by another sound: a loud growl from my stomach. I was now ravenous, famished. It felt as though the funeral feast had been days ago, and I suspected it had been.
“We should eat,” I said, unsure how I could continue our exertions without sustenance. “We should eat. And then we will fight.”



Chapter Ninety-Seven
I stepped out into the sunlight, blinking with confusion. For a moment, I believed it was the lack of food that had left me baffled, but as I continued surveying the land, my disorientation deepened. Something felt different.
Sunlight alone could transform the land. A gray and overcast day, where white foam whipped up the water, made Themiscyra unrecognizable compared to a bright spring morning where horses ran through the shallows and dolphins danced in the break. But this was something different.
“Ares? What has happened here?” I said, unable to shake the dissociation that clouded me.
“Nothing but the passing of time,” he said.
“How much time?”
“Two moons.”
I gasped. Two moons? How? I had not eaten, not drunk more than a few sips of water. Tentatively, as if I were a newborn fawn, I examined the space around me, though it was not my eyes that guided me but my ears. The clanging of metal on metal drew me between the buildings.
“You should go, see what I have made for you,” Ares said.
I did not wait to be asked again. I found my pace quickening to a near run as I moved along the paths of Themiscyra, which I believed I knew so well. But where my city had once ended, yellow stones stretched out now instead.
It was the most beautiful construction I had ever seen. Cut into the hillside, the stadium was as large as fifty homes or more. Stone steps stretched upward with enough room to seat a thousand Amazons. In the center, two women battled on horseback, swords in their hands.
“What is this?” I turned to Ares. The overwhelming nature of the situation allowed me to forget the anger I should have felt at losing two moons in fervent union.
“Warriors need a proper place to train,” he said. “To watch each other fight. Do you approve, my queen?”
I walked slowly, delayed by my disbelief.
“You did this?” I said to Ares.
“I did. It is for you. Not a traditional wedding gift, but I hope you approve?”
My feet needed no instruction but wove a path toward the horses that were now approaching. Still, my pace was slow, and by the time I reached them, Althea had dismounted and was striding toward me.
“Otrera?” She embraced me tightly in a hug, yet I struggled to reciprocate.
“How? How did this come to be in only two moons?”
“In truth?” Althea shook her head. “We do not know. When the sun rose the day after the funeral, this was here, as if it had grown from the earth itself.”
“When did you say this was?”
“The first day you took the god as your husband.”
Her eyes flickered tentatively behind me to where Ares was listening in. I turned again to look at him.
“Thank you. I could not have imagined a better gift.”
“You are welcome. Now, do I get to see my new wife fight?”
A smile formed on my lips, not at the thought of sparring but at what it would allow me to do. Ride. The sudden urge was greater than any other, yet before I could call my steed’s name, a sharp stab in my side caused me to flinch.
“My queen?” Althea looked at me with concern, but I waved it away. For two moons, I had been the plaything of a god. It was surprising I was not more battered and bruised.
“Where is Erebus?” I said to Althea. “Has anyone ridden him while I was…occupied?”
“You think he would let anybody but you upon his back?” She laughed. “He is waiting near the stable. I think he has been keeping guard.”
“Good. Then have someone fetch him. I will greet the women in the stadium.”
Despite our friendship, I expected her to move at my order, but instead, Althea stepped forward and blocked my route.
“Otrera, there is something we must discuss. While you were…occupied…we had a request to fight. There is a king in south Anatolia who has said he will pay us handsomely for our time and skills. We were practicing here only until you were ready to give the order that we could go.”
“A request? How did you hear from him? Were there men in Themiscyra?” Once again, the same sharp pain struck, lingering just a fraction longer. Still, I held Althea’s gaze the best I could, more concerned about the trespassers on our land.
“No, it was a woman who brought word of his request. One of our nomads.”
“Who?” I knew it would not be the mysterious Zehra, now that Ares had admitted his part there. “Who has returned?”
My heart clenched. For all that I had lost and gained already, there was little I needed. But I longed for things that could never be returned to me, people who would forever be lost. But there was one thing, or rather one person, who could still return. I did not care that my husband, the god who had married me for my warrior prowess, was still standing behind me. My desire for my friend was not a weakness.
“Iphinone?” I whispered.
Althea’s face held the answer.
The joy flooded through me with such a surge that my body convulsed, and I struggled to remain standing.
“Iphinone is back? I must go greet her. Where is she? Where can I find her?”
I tried to turn, only to find my body off balance. My head spun as if I had stood up too quickly, yet I had been standing the entire time. When Althea reached out to steady me, I flinched in response and twisted around to view my husband, fearful of how he would react to his new wife, struggling in such a manner. But he was gone.
“Iphinone, I need to find her. Where is she?”
“She will find you soon enough, my queen, but now you need to return to your chamber.” Althea’s voice was firm.
“My chamber? No. Why?”
“Because I believe you are about to give birth.”



Chapter Ninety-Eight
The surges rocked my entire body, setting every muscle trembling.
Althea took me to my chamber but, following my request, had gone in search of Iphinone. She had barely left when another surge struck, this time strong enough to drop me to my knees, though I fought the desire to scream. I knew that if I screamed, Althea would hear and rush back without Iphinone, and I needed my friend with me. Even the most cynical could not deny this was the gods’ gift, bringing her to me the same day that my child was to be born.
As I waited, I knelt on all fours and recalled what Thalassa had told me when I birthed my first child. Gritting my teeth, I forced myself to crouch with my back pressed against the cold, damp brick of the walls. With my eyes closed, I allowed the pain to ripple through me, pain that was near constant. My jaw clenched and my nails dug so hard into my palms I believe I had drawn blood when a foot kicked outward from my belly. I gasped, praying the pain would be short-lived, but I was offered no such respite. Tears stung my eyes, and every nerve in my body seared as if they had been set alight. If this was the power that the unborn child of a god could possess, I could barely imagine how formidable an Amazon she would grow to become.
I knew with the next surge that it would not be long and that my child would enter the world with only me present to witness her arrival, but despite the pain, I did not fear the moment. Ares had promised me healthy daughters, and I knew that was what I would receive. This was not pain, I tried to tell myself. This was rebirth. Love. A transformation I must go through in order to become what I longed to be.
I placed my hands down between my legs and felt the flood of water drench my palms. A moment later, soft bone touched my fingers.
She eased out of my body and into my hands, so smoothly and silently that my heart stopped beating. Healthy babies cried when they were born, did they not? That was what I had been led to believe.
“No…gods, no…” I whispered as I pulled her up into my hands, fearing the same fate had befallen my second child as my first. She was far larger than my first daughter, over twice her size, and no pale blue tint colored her skin. Her cheeks were pink, and when her eyes met mine, they were wide and blinking. As my heart flooded with wonder, her little lips pursed, then widened with her first taste of the air.
“My daughter,” I whispered.
Time may have passed far quicker in the presence of my new spouse, but in that moment, it stopped. I did not care if it was day or night, if armies were fighting or women and men falling in love. I cared only for this child in my hands. This newborn baby with plump pillars for thighs and arms, her scent as sweet as blossom. And I was grateful no others had been present to share this moment. For our entire lives, my daughter and I would be surrounded by family, by women. Those few seconds of bare skin pressed against bare skin were ours and ours alone.
I was still there, gazing into her eyes, when the door swung open.
“You have done it?” Althea covered her mouth as tears filled her eyes. For a moment, she simply stood there, as transfixed by the child as I was. Then, without a word, she tiptoed across the chamber and knelt down on the ground beside me, placing a hand gently on the newborn’s head. “She is here?”
“She is.”
“And how are you feeling? You are not in pain?”
It was a question meant in solidarity and compassion, yet I struggled to form an answer. How were words enough to convey the emotions that ran through me? Just like how the word green barely touched on the spectrum of colors possible, the words love and happiness did not suffice to describe how I felt holding my daughter.
“There is nothing so perfect in all the world as a child, yet untouched by the hand of man.”
That voice alone was enough to unleash a torrent of emotion, a swell of grief and gratitude that interwove so deeply I could not hope to tell them apart. My eyes filled with tears. Tears of grief and love. Of gratitude and guilt.
“Iphinone.”
She stepped in slowly. Her grace was the same as always, though her hair showed the first streaks of gray, and her skin had creased around her eyes.
“Would you like to hold her?” I said.
It pained me to be separated from my child before I had offered her a first feed, but it was a temporary separation and one of my choosing. Unlike Iphinone and Aina’s.
Althea stood up and made room for Iphinone to crouch down beside me and place her hand on my daughter’s head. I held her out, but Iphinone shook her head.
“There is time enough for that.”
Stray tears rolled down my cheeks.
“You are staying?”
“For a short while.” She smiled at me briefly before turning her attention back to my child. “Tell me, have you thought of a name for her?”
When I had been married to Morsimus, I had considered hundreds of names for the children we might have had, only to realize such thoughts were a cruel waste of time. When Cleon’s child had grown within me, I had allowed myself only glimpses of her future, but when that future had been stolen from me, I had refused to contemplate such a matter again. But this time, I had not even been given the time to consider what her name would be. Surely the daughter of an immortal deserved the greatest consideration of all?
Iphinone’s hand clenched mine, and those same eyes she shared with her daughter stared back at me. I knew there was only one name this child would possess.
“Hippolyte.” I said her name quietly at first, only to feel the strength of it on my tongue. It was a name that would be spoken for generations. Centuries even. A name worthy of the daughter of a god. “Her name will be Hippolyte, if you agree?”
Tears streamed down Iphinone’s cheeks, though she made no move to wipe them away. Instead, she bowed down and kissed the child’s head, then spoke her name’s meaning for us all to hear.
“Hippolyte. Ready the horses.”



Chapter Ninety-Nine
Had I ever doubted my choice of name for my firstborn, such doubt was erased when she first laid eyes upon a horse. We left the chamber to bid the Amazon army farewell. A king had come to us in need, and a battle was waiting to be fought, but rather than leading the women myself, it was Iphinone who took charge. She was home.
Hippolyte was no longer the newborn I had given birth to. During the few hours in my chamber, she had grown so greatly that she could pull herself up and walk and now sat proudly on my hip.
“I have never been in the presence of a god’s child,” Althea said as she waved a hand at Hippolyte, who grabbed it tightly and giggled at her own action.
“I do not believe any of us have,” I said.
“It is a marvel, is it not?”
I did not reply. Every child was a miracle. I had known that from the day I had lost my first one. Were she half god or not, I would have loved her the same.
Every warrior leaving to fight was dressed in the armor that Boryana had designed and perfected, which included tight leather caps to hold their hair in place. On the lower half of their bodies, they wore loose attire reminiscent of the leather garment Melitta had fashioned for Aina all those years before.
Each woman was recognizable as an Amazon yet an individual in her own right, from the weapons they held to the tattoos on their arms and the horses they rode. As we waved them off, Hippolyte was babbling away in syllables and then words. Whole words. Like horse and mother and fight. She was the child of a god.
“Come, let me take you to meet the finest horse of them all,” I said.
I had never considered Erebus’s age when he and I had met. He was the stallion, the one who protected the herd. Yet as he stood there, his muzzle showing the first flecks of gray, I wondered if Ares’s offer to lengthen our lives extended to the horses too, for they were as deeply Amazon as any of us could be. He more than any other.
“Can I ride?”
That was the first sentence Hippolyte spoke. Can I ride? I did not feel that it was so much a question of permission but of her own ability. Could she ride? Could she do what she had just seen the women around her do with such ease? I walked to Erebus’s side and placed my daughter on his back. Not a hint of fear graced Hippolyte’s face as she gripped his mane with her legs barely stretching wide enough to cover his back.
I watched until the midday sun was high above us as they rode together in wide circles around the stadium that Ares had created. Seeing Erebus respond to another with such ease would, at any other time, have caused a stirring of jealousy within me. But there was no jealousy here. Just love. Love for the child I had created. The child I had been given.
“I did not believe I had been gone so long,” Ares said, his voice startling me from my thoughts.
“Ares, my god.” I bowed deeply, though my gesture brought only a deep laugh from him.
“I think we are past such things, are we not?” he said, then slipped his hand around my waist to plant a firm kiss on my lips. The act was unexpected though not unwelcome. Still, when he drew away from me, I cast my eyes back to Hippolyte. She had now kicked Erebus into a gallop, her legs long enough to reach the top of his belly.
“Hippolyte. A fitting name.”
“Yes, I believe it is. And in case you fear my fidelity, there is no doubt as to the lineage of the child,” I told him as we watched her. “She has the body of a six-year-old and is barely a day.”
“It is the way of so many gods,” Ares replied. “Even when they are centuries old, they are barely children.” A wistful gaze crossed his expression before he continued. “Does it sadden you? Do you feel you have been stolen of her youth, the way you would not have been with a fully mortal child?”
I shook my head, scarcely needing to consider an answer. “With her, I will gain so much more than I have lost. This way, we will be able to head out together more and sooner. To ride. To hunt. To fight.”
“Yes, yes, indeed.” Ares’s eyes twinkled with a smile. “Which reminds me, we should see how she is with a sword.”
“A sword already? Wooden?”
There were young children among the Amazons who had learned to hold a wooden sword as soon as they were strong enough, but Hippolyte was barely a day old.
“She is half god, my love. She will take the metal.”
My love. He had let the words trip so easily from his lips, yet I felt hollow beneath my breastbone. Did he expect me to respond with such a declaration so soon? What if I did not? Then what? I was still lost in my rumination when Ares strode into the stadium, brandishing a sword.
“Hippolyte, come.”
Upon the sound of her father’s voice, Hippolyte clenched her legs around Erebus and swerved swiftly, drawing to a halt beside him.
The tunic that had been well past her knees when she mounted was now midthigh. Her growth was slowing but still rapid. I expected her to be taller than I was by the time night fell.
“Here.” Ares handed her a metal sword drawn from his own scabbard. “It is time to battle, my child.”
“I am to fight you?” she said.
“You are.”
I watched on, my hand across my mouth, my heart in my throat as Ares swung at my daughter again and again. But each time, Hippolyte evaded his strike. She was swift and nimble on her feet. She rolled, ducked, and twirled out of the way of his blade at a speed I could only have dreamed of. At one point, she flipped, landing perfectly at Ares’s side, and she was fast enough to almost land a blow. I saw the god’s eyes widen in surprise before a flicker of satisfaction lit his face.
“I think that is all I have time for, Hippolyte. Why don’t you take a bow and arrow and practice on some of the targets?”
Taking the god’s advice, Hippolyte moved to the other side of the stadium where the weapons had been arranged. Ares walked to me.
“We have done well,” he said, a smile still toying on his lips. “She is a great fighter indeed.”
“She is something special.”
I watched as she took a bow and fired her first shot into the center of a target. I was about to congratulate her when Ares leaned in, his breath hot against my ear.
“I think perhaps it is time we create some more,” he said.



Chapter One Hundred
During the following three years, I birthed three more daughters by Ares, each pregnancy as different as the children themselves. My pregnancy with Penthesilea, my second child, was almost as swift as Hippolyte’s, though her birthing was not. It took three days for her to finally be released from my womb, and once she was, her stubbornness remained.
Even as a newborn, Penthesilea had little desire for my milk. Fruit such as berries and soft plums nourished her until she began to eat the meat killed by our women. And though she was slower to speak than her sister, her words were far louder.
With Antiope, the pregnancy was longer, almost a full moon, and I gave birth to her in the stables with only Erebus beside me. I do not doubt that he himself had fathered dozens, if not hundreds, of foals, yet I knew he felt this experience for what it was: the child of a god made flesh before us both.
Melanippe was the last of our children and was the longest term of pregnancy, closer to four moons. By the end of it, my temper was frayed, and I longed for my old body that could jump to and from Erebus without a care. I would go as far as to say I resented that pregnancy, yet such resentment evaporated the moment I laid eyes on her. Her growth too was far slower than that of her sisters, yet by the end of the first year, she was a fully grown woman who could ride and hunt and fight with her sisters from dusk until dawn.
Iphinone remained by my side through each of their births, and it was not until Hippolyte was old enough to lead the army that my dearest friend took a sword between her ribs during a battle with the Phrygians and joined her daughter in the underworld.
Truth be told, I knew my departure would not be long after, but I felt no fear. What we had created would live on with my daughters and all the women who bore our names. Women of Artemis. Women of Ares. Women who lived fearlessly and free. Amazons.



Epilogue
I am dead.
Do not mourn for me. My life was long ago, and it was extraordinary. Besides, there are questions I can now answer. That is a gift of death.
Phile made it to Elysium. So did Iphinone, Aina, and all my women. For the Asphodel Fields are for mortals whose lives had been nothing more than unexceptional, and the Amazons were exceptional. Every one of them.
I am afraid I cannot tell you if Hirtus and Cleon were offered the same gift. I did not find them there, among the flowers and the streams, but it is possible that they drank from the river Lethe and returned to the land of the living. Of course, it is also possible that they wander as wraiths, with no sadness or joy. It is possible, but I have difficulty believing it is true. Hirtus trained a hero, and Cleon was loved by the first queen of the Amazons. They deserved a place in the eternal paradise.
And what of my other loves?
Perhaps we should start with my husband Ares. I do not profess that I ever loved Ares as I loved Cleon, nor as he loved Aphrodite, but not all loves must be great ones. Not all loves need to be fires that ignite every part of your life. Some are just small, smoldering embers that keep away the cold of the night and provide safety for you and your loved ones. They bring you that which you desire and could not have had without them. That was what Ares was for me.
He was there, waiting in Themiscyra after my death, my four daughters at his side.
Damaris was the one who carried me on her horse. Despite the number of dead, she carried no others, and the women did not ask. Althea was injured, and Sotiria had also passed from the land of the living.
I could feel them. See them. Not with my eyes, of course, but with some other part of me. I felt my women’s pain as they wept when Ares silently lifted me. I heard their moans as they dropped to their knees beside my cold, limp body.
“We need to bury her,” Penthesilea said. “We need to bury her now, with Erebus.”
Ares shook his head. “No, there is a decision that must be made first,” he said.
Of course, he knew what he was doing. Had I been buried, coins placed in my mouth, then I would have passed over into the land of the dead before I could see this action. But by issuing his command, by making the women and my daughters wait, he ensured that I could be there in the only manner possible.
There were no words. No great laments about how he loved me or how I had brought him joy and comfort. He did not even offer a brief recognition of me as a fighter, a mother, a wife. Instead, he removed his zoster, held it in his hands, then carried it to Hippolyte. My firstborn. The new queen of the Amazons.
And as for my last love, the one I held so deeply in my heart for so long and for whom my love and grief were most profound? He and I are forever together, riding across the hills and valleys of Elysium, waiting for the days when my daughters will join us here.
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Chapter One
Her blade whistled through the air, sure and unwavering, first through the warrior’s leather armor, then through the soft flesh of his belly. A spray of blood arced upward as he toppled from his horse. Already racing away, Hippolyte paid him no mind. Her mare’s hooves churned the dry earth beneath them, sending up clouds of dust as the queen locked her aim on her next victim. Within moments, he too lay face down in the dirt.
From all around came the clang of metal—swords against shields, arrowheads against breastplates—and the stench of blood, bitter and cloying, hung densely in the arid air. The aroma was one she knew well. One of battle. Of sweat and pain. Burning skin under the glare of Helios’s sun, of horses slick with perspiration. But above all else, it was the scent of victory.
Their adversaries, who only an hour ago had been screaming in rage and fervor, were now crying in fear, begging for mercy, choking as they drowned in their own blood. If they were fortunate, her women would offer them a swift death. Flies had already arrived in droves, settling on open wounds, buzzing around the corpses already graying in the dirt.
By the time the last scream had faded, and the sun had reached its zenith, the earth was crimson with the blood of the fallen.
Hippolyte cast her gaze across the scene. These were young men. Some barely in their teens. It was a weak king who thought to send such boys to face them.
“Back home to Pontus and Themiscyra, my queen?”
Hippolyte turned to face Penthesilea. Her sister sat upright upon her horse, her embroidered tunic, leather trousers, and boots—the traditional warriors’ garb—possibly even more stained with the colors of battle than Hippolyte’s own. The princess’s bow was stowed in a sling on her back, the elegant weapon with its double curve, smaller than those their enemies favored. Smaller than those that littered the ground around them.
The bow had been carved, planed, and strung by Penthesilea’s own hand. Wood and bone, shaved off in the finest of slivers, imperceptible to some, yet enough to shift the weapon’s balance and ensure the truest of flights. Hippolyte could not imagine how many arrows had been loosed from it that day, how many bronze tips had met their target, piercing hearts or skulls. Penthesilea’s arrows did not miss.
“Back home to Themiscyra, sister,” the queen replied. “Although first we must collect our payment.”
It was a handsome settlement; the best they had received in months. The bulk was in metals—gold, iron, bronze—that would be hammered out or melted down, but there were other items, too. There were jewels, both raw stones and those already cut and polished. There was pottery. There was even a lyre, and although she did not play herself, Hippolyte knew many of the women would strike a fine tune from it.
Within the city walls, the king had thanked them profusely, bowing low to the ground in the awkward, angular movements of one unaccustomed to such humility, even less so toward women. Hippolyte was almost as uncomfortable with the display as he was. Afterward, settled into a more reposeful posture, he asked if they wished to stay the night. Most kings prayed she would refuse and offered only out of courtesy, and this was the case today. She could not help but note the flash of relief dart across his face when she declined his offer and found herself feeling a pang of sympathy for the man. This was unlikely to be the last battle they fought for him.
Their saddlebags full and their horses rested, they began the ride east, back to the region of Pontus and their citadel home, Themiscyra.
The journey to the edge of the Black Sea would take two days at a leisurely pace. If needed, they could ride at a gallop and without stopping unless unavoidable—that was the way they had ridden to reach here—but the women and the horses had earned a little respite.
Blue skies, scattered with feather-like clouds that hovered motionless in the still air, stretched above them as they rode. On a clear day like today, from its southernmost point, they could see all of Anatolia. To the north, beyond the Sea of Marmara, was Thrace, and west, across the Aegean, lay Thessaly and Athens. They had traveled to these places, and further still. They had traveled to Thebes and the Peloponnese, called to fight for kings who might otherwise have lost their lands. Called to rain their arrows on armies with whom they had no quarrel. And paid handsomely for it. Sometimes the battles would come one after another, and they would race from one beleaguered land to the next, always ready, always victorious. But for now, they were headed home to rest, basking in the scent of the ferns that littered the hillsides around them.
Women chattered as they rode. There was always a rush that came after battle. The adrenaline that had lent them such force and ferocity now drew words from their lips as quickly as the blood had spilled from their enemies. Such exuberant conversation between her women might endure for miles, over plains and through valleys, across rivers and around grand lakes. Yet inevitably, at some point before the sun set on that first day after a battle, the quiet would descend. The quiet in which they recalled those they had lost. Those that had been granted the most honorable of deaths. A warrior’s death. An Amazon’s death.
“Four women made their first kill today.”
It was Antiope who spoke to the queen through the quiet. “Four who can ride with us to the Gargareans next spring.”
“That is good news. I will meet with them personally upon our arrival home.”
Shortly after midday, they halted at a shallow lake that had survived the droughts of summer. Shingle stones shimmered beneath the surface as the women knelt to wash the blood and grime from their skin and watched as swirls of red eddied from their palms.
While Hippolyte and her sisters considered Themiscyra their home, this was not the case for all Amazons. Certainly, many dwelled within the citadel walls, with the protection and luxuries provided by so many warriors living in close proximity, but there were those who found such a life constrictive and claustrophobic. These nomads spent their time away from the battles wandering the steppes and camping out beneath the stars. They hunted with bow or spear, preferring to make small fires and pick the meat from the bones of the birds and beasts they had caught alone, rather than with the company of the other women. They craved solidarity, returning to join the rest of the warriors only on those occasions that required them to do so. At festivals, or to fight, or to embark upon the annual springtime trek south to the Gargareans. There was no enmity between the two groups of women. The queen had no preference in how the women lived and did not judge one way of life more favorably than another. Each woman could choose to spend her days in the manner in which she found the greatest delight, and each woman would therefore fight for it with the strongest fire.
By the time they had pitched their bivouacs, the sun had long since sunk below the horizon, and streams of stars glimmered above them. A chorus of cicadas hummed and buzzed, a complement to the chatter of the women. Lying with her back on the grass, her sword by her side, Hippolyte listened. This was her favorite time to learn—the night after a battle had been fought and won. The women would regale their comrades with stories of their opponents: how they fought, how close they came to striking them down. The maneuvers they had mastered and those that had nearly lost them their life. The queen would seal it all away in the back of her mind, ensuring they would not make the same mistakes again.
They had lost a dozen women that day. Nothing when set against the hundreds their opponents had suffered, but more than was acceptable. They had brought the bodies with them, wrapped tightly in linen to be returned to their homes in Pontus. They would perform a proper burial there, committing the women to the land with their weapons and horses and all the honor they deserved.
Next time, Hippolyte told herself as the fire sizzled and spat, she would not lose any. And she would offer a greater sacrifice to her father. Her father. Her immortal father. Ares, the God of War.
* * *
On the second day, the sky had brightened to the point of brilliance, Helios’s glow so radiant they were forced to pull their hats lower on their heads and squint so tightly their eyes were barely open. The grass they trudged was short, brittle, and brown, and the horses flicked their tails, agitated by a heat that caused the flies to buzz in swarms and their coats to darken with sweat. Spring was a swift season in these parts, with lush green turning dusty and arid almost overnight. Heat rippled from the ground, blurring the air immediately above it. This part of the journey would end soon enough, though. The further northwest they traveled, the cooler it would become. And by nightfall, Pontus, and perhaps even Themiscyra, would be in view.
Hippolyte considered the harshness of life in a place such as this, for there could be little to hunt, nothing to fish, and no prospect of farming such lands. She had seen mules, gray and hunched, long eyelashes drooped and blinking, but no horses. The leaves were already browning on what few trees there were, their brittle twigs too weak to bear the meanest of fruit.
As was often the way when she passed through such lands, Hippolyte thanked the gods for all they had been given in Pontus and Themiscyra and vowed once again to present a sacrifice to her father upon her arrival home.
Hour after hour they rode, without stopping, even when the sun reached its apex. There was nowhere to stop, no shade to be found at this time of day. On they rode, until clouds began to form above them. Thick and white, like freshly plucked down, these clouds cast thin shadows on the earth. Small at first, they ripened as she watched. Swelling with water, their bases glimmering with gray as they muted the sun’s rage.
There would be rain soon, Hippolyte thought, staring at those clouds. Strong, refreshing rain that would fall in great sheets bridging the void between sky and earth. This was the rain she had raced as a child, the rain she had lifted her head to greet, the rain she had let flow across her face, its very coolness replenishing her. Her memory stirred with moments from her childhood, she and Penthesilea riding out for days, living only on the rabbits that they caught or the berries they could forage. These were the days before Ares had chosen her ahead of her sister to rule the Amazons, despite Hippolyte not being the oldest. Only once had Hippolyte succeeded in drawing blood against Penthesilea. A nick. Nothing more. But that had been enough for Ares to name her queen.
But now she dwelled on the times before that, when they would train and spar and ride from dawn until dusk unburdened by the cares of leadership. They spent their time learning about their land. Practicing on horseback those acrobatics that would one day be put to the test in battle. But this had been one of their favorite games: to watch clouds thicken, to stand completely motionless beneath them. There they would wait while the clouds grew grayer and grayer until they had swollen so fat they could no longer contain all the moisture within them. At that point, the instant when the clouds cracked apart and unleashed their downpour, the girls would squeeze their horses and fly in an attempt to outride the rain.
Sometimes they made it. Sometimes they would reach shelter before the storm met them, or else keep riding at such pace that the clouds in time would lose their weight and have nothing left to drown them with. But more often than not they ended the game drenched. Soaked to the skin by the downpour. Hair plastered to their heads; their horses sodden from ear to hoof. And they would laugh as the icy water ran down their spines. Afterward they would build a fire and dry their leathers before riding back to Themiscyra and their mother to continue their training.
Noting again how the clouds were burgeoning above them, Hippolyte signaled to the women to pick up their pace. Squeezing her thighs around her bay mare, she urged it to a soft canter, and then faster still until she was galloping. Slicing through the grass.
The air drew through her hair like a comb as she closed her eyes and lifted her head to the sky. Not even the thrill of a battle could compare to this, to the thunder of hooves rumbling through the earth beneath them and the cold blast of air needling her skin with pleasure. The laughter of the women as they rode was more melodious than any lyre. More tuneful than any flute. All were now following her lead. Galloping as if their very lives depended on it.
A glance behind her brought a smile to her lips. Several of the women were taking advantage of the opportunity to practice their horseback combat positioning, twisting to face behind them or else balancing on their knees as their horses sprinted across the ground, their feet barely grazing the short stubble beneath their hooves. Some, Hippolyte saw, were grieving, remembering those who had been lost, all daughters, sisters, mothers. She would let the mourners ride out first next battle. Let them drown their pain in the blood of others.
As they approached the coast, the storm broke. Rather than the downpour she had hoped for, it fell in a mist. A light shower that formed perfect droplets on her skin and clothes before evaporating into nothing.
It was here, where the foaming waves crashed against jagged cliff edges, that the horses picked up the scent of home. Their pace quickened without instruction from their riders. Their nostrils flared as they turned in unison like a flock of birds, the pull of home upon them, the certainty that there was nowhere else on earth quite like it.
The citadel of Themiscyra had been built on the steppes of Pontus, with views out over the Black Sea. The land that surrounded them was an oasis, regardless of the time of year. It did not suffer droughts or floods. Their animals did not get plagued by mites or vermin, and the forests that filled the far regions to the east were as bountiful as the sea to the north. Birds, rabbits, wild pigs, and mouflon made their homes above and below the ground, their songs and snuffles providing choruses day and night, their tracks weaving among the thick layers of foliage that made a bed of the forest floor. Had they chosen to do so, the two thousand strong Amazon women might have picked a different-colored fruit for every day of the week, although no food was ever more satisfying than the food that came from a hunt. They would hunt that evening, Hippolyte thought to herself as she rode ahead of her sisters and the women. A good hunt to celebrate their victory and to find an adequate sacrifice. They would need to salt and dry more meat, too. Preparing for the long trips that might await them.
The queen’s mind was so lost in her home and the future that it took her a moment to spy the flash of light on the peak of a hill several miles to the east. And even when she did see it, within a blink she had disregarded it as if it were some trick of the evening light, like rays reflecting off a puddle, or light caught on the sheen of iridescent wings. Small lakes and tributaries littered the land, though generally at lower levels than this. Birds, however, could be found everywhere. It was likely to be a bird.
“My queen.” Antiope had sped from behind to catch her. “Did you see that? Did you see that light?”
“I did.” Hippolyte was about to dismiss any concerns her younger sister might have had when the light flared again, directed straight toward them. Her heart quickened. It was no accident. It was a sure and certain signal, a flash of polished brass. One of the many mirrors placed along the tops of the steppes so that the women could signal each other. But the pattern of flashes was one they had never used before—one they had never had cause to use before.
It was well known, throughout Anatolia and the whole of Greece, that if men or women were in need of the services of the Amazons, the women would hear of it one way or another, but it would always be their decision as to who they aided. Sometimes money played a part, but often it was the righteousness of the cause that made the choice for them. Never did anyone other than the Amazons themselves set foot on the silver sands of their beaches or ride the dense forests to reach the steppes of their home. To do so would certainly bring about an intruder’s demise. But in spite of this, the sequence of flashes came for a third time, and it could mean only one thing.
Outsiders had come to Themiscyra.



Chapter Two
“It must be a mistake,” Antiope said. “An accident. A ship that has gotten lost, perhaps?”
There was no fear in her voice, only confusion. Confusion Hippolyte could feel herself. The single short, fleeting flashes of light had each lasted the same duration and had come consecutively, with no pauses between them. It was the sign that a boat was approaching from the Black Sea and encroaching upon their land. But for someone to land on their shores deliberately would be an act of war. A war that they would undoubtedly lose. There were only two possibilities: either this ship had lost its way or its sailors had lost their minds. Whichever the situation, she would not waste time wondering.
With a whip of her hands, she dug her heels into her horse’s side. Raising the reins, she pushed her body forward into its withers. The animal knew the movement well. Within two strides, it was galloping forward, its rear legs sweeping back and forth in unison as its hooves skimmed the earth, Hippolyte’s hair pushed back and away from her face by the force of the wind.
“Your zoster?” Penthesilea called to the queen as she quickened her pace and galloped alongside her. “We must prepare to fight. We must prepare for war.”
Always the fight was at the front of Penthesilea’s mind. The kill. The glory. It was true, there had been competitiveness between the pair. The desire to shine brightest in their father’s eyes. But out of all her sisters and the women she fought with, there was no one that Hippolyte would rather have beside her in a battle. No one as fearless when faced with the gleam of a thousand swords. No one whose hand or mind were quicker. Her ax, her bow, her spear, whatever the weapon, if it were wielded by Penthesilea, it would not falter or miss. She was the warrior of all warriors.
“I have the zoster here.” Hippolyte replied. The horse maintained its speed as the queen leaned to one side, slipping her hand into the satchel that was strapped fast to the saddle. A saddle stitched by her women, filled with wool and horsehair to soften the long rides. From out of the satchel, she pulled a large belt, which, with only one hand now on the reins, she fixed around her waist.
The leather zoster, which held her sword and knives, was reinforced with bronze and gold plaques and shone with a soft luster, reflecting all the light that fell on them. Etched into it were patterns so intricate and delicate it was obvious to all who saw it that it was the work of the gods. Despite its metal plates, it was supple between her fingers, and its shape had molded to her body over the years of wear.
The gift had been handed to her from her father, Ares, on the day she had been crowned Queen of the Amazons. His acknowledgment of her strength and leadership of the women. It had cemented her position as ruler and served as a physical reminder of the ichor that ran through her veins. In every battle since receiving the gift, she had worn the zoster without fail. Now she sometimes felt her women fought for the belt as keenly as they fought for her. For it displayed the truth: that each of them was blessed by Ares, and his hand would see their fates remained strong.
Hippolyte spoke to only her three sisters, who now rode alongside her, Antiope and Penthesilea to her left side, her youngest sister, Melanippe, to the right. “Signal the women to stay back. This may yet be a misunderstanding. I do not wish for bloodshed unless it is necessary.”
“They have come to Themiscyra. They must pay the price they deserve.” Eagerness for battle rang out in Penthesilea’s voice.
“They will, if it is deserved. We do not condemn simple mistakes, though. There may well be an innocent explanation for this.”
“I should return to the citadel. I should head to the children. See that they are protected,” Melanippe said. She was by far the youngest, barely old enough to battle when Hippolyte had been crowned queen. Her hair was the fairest of them all, but her skin the darkest. Her almond eyes, while the same shape as her sister, had a unique wideness to them. A youthfulness, almost an innocence. This was the first time that Melanippe had come to battle since the birth of her twin daughters the previous spring. She had been eager to return to the field, to feel the weight of her sword in her hand again, to feel that cut of a breastbone beneath her blade, and Hippolyte had welcomed her back to the fray. However, now she could see the pressure this absence had placed on her, which was only heightened by their current situation.
“Plenty of women remained in Themiscyra. Over half our numbers. They will have protected them. You will stay with me. I wish for all the daughters of Ares to ride in together.”
“As you wish, my queen.” Melanippe dipped her head slightly as she rode forward. There would be no discussion on the matter. The queen had spoken.
No more conversation followed. No more words passed their lips other than to spur their steeds. The distant sweeping sounds of the sea were drowned out by the hammering of the horses’ hooves, the heaving of the riders’ breath barely muffling the drumming of their hearts. The light on the steppes flashed only once more. The women upon the hill would have noted that the army had changed its speed and would know their signal had been received. They, too, would be arming themselves now, preparing for whatever was to come.
Led by the queen, the warriors took a weaving path up the steppes. It was not the fastest route back, but it allowed them sight of the sea below, and what they lost in time they would gain in knowledge of these intruders. As the sea came into view, Hippolyte pulled on the reins of her mare, easing it into a slow canter before drawing it to a halt. Her heart pounded as she checked the zoster around her waist and observed the scene below.
The water was choppy, surging with frothy whitecaps that were broken by the wind before sinking back into the swell ready to rise again. Above them swilled dark clouds, their edges tinted with violet. Clouds that threatened a storm but were scudding fast across the sky. Experience told Hippolyte they would pass the mountains before the rains broke. Normally the queen might lose herself in such a view—the perfect backdrop against which to ponder battle plans for the future. But today her gaze held fast on the ship.
The Amazon women rarely traveled by sea if it were avoidable. Their horses could take them any place they wished to go, often faster and without the fear that Poseidon, or some other jealous god, might turn his wrath in their direction and impede their journey. As such, she did not have an intricate knowledge of sea vessels, could not expatiate upon them in the way she might upon horses or weapons or the way a bivouac of leather pelts can be assembled to withstand any terrain or weather. Still, she knew enough about water vessels to know that what she was viewing was a trireme. And a trireme was a ship of war. If the men on board came to shore, it would be a fight on their sands.
With three rows of oars and brass plates that shone a burnished orange in the muted evening sun, the ship’s mainsail slapped back and forth in the wind, its percussion fighting for dominance amongst squalls of seagulls and the crashing of the waves. Hippolyte felt each smack of fabric as if it were a hand against her skin. An echo of the thudding within her bones. This was no lost vessel. No merchant been blown off course by a storm. These were rich men. Powerful men. And powerful people knew exactly where Themiscyra was.
They had dropped anchor a fair way from the shore, perhaps suspecting the sharp coral and rocks that hid beneath the surface close to land. Perhaps they had chosen the distance, knowing that they were beyond the reach of the women’s venom-tipped arrows. The specifics didn’t matter. They were too close by at least a hundred miles.
The queen strained her eyes, trying to see more. At such a distance she could make out no details to identify the vessel’s origin, but she knew around two hundred men could fit aboard such a ship. Perhaps three hundred. It was a fact that caused her confusion, rather than distress.
In some battles, such a number might suffice for victory, yet what were three hundred men against the two thousand women of the Amazon army? Her women could kill them all with their arrows before they set a single foot upon the sand. And if it came to it, they would. But surely the intruders knew this. Perhaps if they had come as a fleet, a hundred such vessels, outnumbering the Amazons ten or twenty to one, they might stand a chance. But one ship. What could possibly be the purpose, unless every person aboard wished for a swift death?
“There, have you seen it? They are coming to shore.”
Just as Penthesilea spoke, the queen’s eyes fell upon another vessel in the water. It had been dropped on the far side of the trireme and only now was coming into view. It was a small smudge. A dark shadow amongst waves, little more than a blot beside the trireme, though recognizable still as a small rowing boat.
“That cannot hold more than a dozen men at most,” Hippolyte said, her horse fighting against her hold as she held her there. Had she dropped the reins, it would likely have run straight to its stable without pause. But she held it there, watching as the small vessel drew closer. A dozen men, perhaps, but from the way their vessel raced forward, oars plowing through the water, they were strong.
“What can they be thinking?” Penthesilea asked. “This cannot be an attack, can it?”
“We rule nothing out,” Hippolyte replied. “Keep your arrows at hand. It will not be long now. Men have come.”



Reading Group Guide
 
	Consider Otrera’s interpersonal relationships. Which is the most meaningful to her: Is it a romantic or platonic one?
	In this book, what defines a typical marriage between a man and a woman? Compare and contrast this traditional union with the relationship between Hirtius and Phile. Does it differ from traditional marriages of the time?
	While women certainly hold little social power in Otrera’s world, even among women, some demographics held more power than others. Can you break down the hierarchy between women like Melitta, Phile, and Otrera?
	Describe horses’ role in the rise of the Amazons. How do they contribute to or help develop the women’s culture?
	Some women stand against Otrera’s decision to separate the boys and young men from the women and girls. Why is that? Do you agree?
	What do you think of the difference between Elysium and the Asphodel Fields? Does it seem fair to you to make a distinction between people in such a way?
	Why does Otrera choose to lead? Do you think it comes naturally to her?
	Otrera takes “complicity” seriously. Do you agree that anyone who does not actively back her choices must be held responsible for the choices of her opposition? To what extent should a neutral party be held accountable for the actions of their leaders?
	Define Ares and Otrera’s relationship. What is it born of? Why are they interested in each other?
	What, to you, makes the Amazons free?




A Conversation with the Author
The Women of Artemis isn’t a “traditional” retelling. Why did you choose to tell Otrera’s story?
After writing Queens of Themiscyra, I was so drawn into the myths of the Amazons that I wanted more of their world. Otrera is named as Ares’s wife and mother of Hippolyte Penthesilea, but there is little else about her. Her character is automatically a complex one, being married to a god, living this unique lifestyle, and raising her formidable daughters, and I knew there was so much to work with.
Many of Otrera’s and the Amazon’s choices are brutal and unforgiving. While navigating such complex characters and landscapes as an author, did you find yourself feeling as though the violence was warranted?
I believe as the author I had to feel I was portraying it in a way that was warranted if I wanted my readers to feel the same. No matter how brutal the acts were or whether they were thought out and planned or impulsive acts of emotion, I hope they always came across as justified or at least understandable.
Who, out of everyone in this story, is your favorite character?
Naming a favorite character is tough, but I can say that I cried more writing Aina’s death scene than any other character death I’ve ever written. Every draft of the book I was reduced to floods of tears. (Which when you’re editing in a cafe can be an interesting look!) Equally, I felt an incredible bond to her mother, Iphinone, too.
There are many forms of love in this novel, though very few romantic relationships. Can you talk a little bit about that?
I am a great believer of romantic love, but I am also aware that they are not the only relationships that shape us. Often it is the friendships of peers or mentors or even those you never expected to find friendship with that have the most profound impact on our life. With the close-knit way in which the Amazons live, it seemed important to highlight many of those other types of relationships too.
Are there any themes in The Women of Artemis that seem to apply to the present day? Did that make writing this novel difficult?
Present-day themes are almost always found in retellings or historical works, and what is difficult with them is how they are often issues we wish we no longer had to face. The most prominent one in The Women of Artemis being the subjugation of the women and the violence that they faced. It would be amazing if any form of domestic violence could be written purely as fiction or a matter for the past, but sadly, we are a long way from that happening.
The violent or hurt-filled scenes are always the most difficult for me to write, but hopefully they allow the readers to connect with the characters on a different level.
If you could send a message to Otrera, what would you say?
The deaths weren’t your fault. Aina’s death wasn’t your fault. Melitta’s death was not your fault. What you did for your women was extraordinary, and I am sorry for the suffering you had to endure to achieve your world. I hope that wherever you are, you are riding Erebus with your daughters and loved ones at your side.
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