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They say we live a life at home, without danger, while they do battle with spears. Those fools: I would prefer to stand three times behind a shield than give birth once.

Euripides, Medea, 248–251
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Part One


The Voyage of the Argo
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Argo

If only the Argo had sunk to the bottom of the sea

It was hardly the fault of the Argo.

This was the kind of thing people said in those days: if you couldn’t blame anyone, you’d say it was the ship. But Jason didn’t set his Argonauts to row across the oceans because he was captain of the Argo; the men built the Argo because Jason wanted to find the fleece. So if you were trying to find the beginning of this story, then that’s where you would go: to the glimmering softness of the golden ram. Would you choose the day it was born? Or the day it appeared in Hellas to rescue two children, about to lose their lives?

But we will start in the place where the ship set sail.




   
Alcimede

rather than winging its way

Alcimede had never been a fortunate woman, and she said so to anybody who would listen. Of course, she acknowledged that it might look to others as though she had been very fortunate because when she was young, Alcimede had married Aeson, the older son of the ageing king of Iolcus. And that was the kind of thing that girls prayed for: when I grow up, Hera, please let me marry a king, like you did. And her prayers had almost come true. The older son of a king would become king in time, so all Alcimede had to do was wait.

And perhaps that had been her mistake. She had foolishly thought the Fates had granted her a happy lot: the old man would die and she would become queen. And – another ingredient in her happiness – Aeson was a soft, kind man who never raised his voice or tried to win an argument. His father issued occasional decrees and he allowed his wife to make decisions about everything else. This suited Alcimede well, because she was her parents’ only child, and she had never learned to yield to anyone. And they were both still so young: her husband had plenty of time to become domineering and inflexible.

When the old king died, Alcimede mourned in public and rejoiced in private. She would not miss the old tyrant, she doubted anyone would. And she would enjoy seeing his younger son Pelias lose influence, just as she gained it. The royal house would now have a king and queen, as was proper. She would go on to tell her friends and – when they had given up listening to her – her slaves, this was the last time she felt happiness.

Because it was not his youth that made Aeson weak, she discovered. It was his nature. And Pelias had known this from infancy, from the first time he grabbed a toy rattle that belonged to his brother and then kept it. He watched as Aeson tried to retrieve the little clay dog, shouted and screamed until Aeson crawled away. He never forgot how quickly his brother gave up, even when it was something he wanted very much. He took a simple lesson from their boyhood: Aeson didn’t want anything as much as Pelias wanted everything.

So Pelias seized the throne of Iolcus for himself. He did not ask – or offer – to share power, he simply took it. And Aeson allowed it, because he didn’t know what else to do or how to oppose it. Was he meant to take up arms against his own brother? Would any of their citizens wish for a civil war? Was it not better to let Pelias have what he so ardently wanted, and avoid bloodshed?

Alcimede had never forgiven either her brother-in-law or her husband for this disgrace, bundled out of the palace while pregnant and Aeson doing nothing about it except accepting their degraded status. Would he not fight for his son’s future, if not for his own, the women of Iolcus asked? And their husbands and brothers all gave the same reply: Aeson would never fight for anything.

And so the city had Pelias for its king: a fractious man who saw his own ambitions concealed behind the eyes of every other man. If Alcimede had been capable of viewing things dispassionately, she would have noticed that although Pelias had stolen the kingdom from his brother, it brought him nothing but unhappiness. He sent messengers to the oracle to try to uncover plots against him, then sent them back to ask again because he could not trust its replies. This illegitimate king was still who he had always been: an anxious, querulous man.

The midwives were nervous when he had one daughter, then two, then three: no one wanted to take bad news to a king. But the birth of his daughters was one of the few parts of his life that did not make Pelias angry. Daughters would take care of him as he aged, but they would never threaten his rule. If he had been cursed with a son, it would not have survived infancy. His nephew – who was changing from child to man at a horrifying speed – was almost as unwanted.

This brought Alcimede to her second piece of terrible misfortune, disguised as good luck. She had a healthy pregnancy, despite the grievous disappointments she had suffered. And she gave birth to a healthy son, who everyone said looked like his father. But there the gods put a cruel end to her family. What had she done to offend Eilythia, goddess of childbirth? She asked the question repeatedly of anyone who would listen. But no one could give her an answer except Aeson, who asked if one healthy son wasn’t enough for them.

And he wasn’t, of course, because here was the third cruel trick the Fates had played on Alcimede. Despite everything she had told him when he was a boy, her son was determined to be a hero. And because the women of Iolcus were all fools, dazzled by the mere idea of adventures, she could not even share her grief with them. It was easy for them to think a quest would burnish her family honour, but it hardly felt that way to Alcimede. She had been granted only one child, and one who cared so little for her that he would set sail in an untested boat without so much as a thought about who would look after his mother while he was gone.

And of course, Aeson had been no use – again – when Pelias made his cruel announcement. The king had recently declared that Iolcus was in need of a golden fleece, a magical artefact from far across the sea. Pelias knew little more about it: some gift from a goddess to her children, was it? Its beauty and power were fabled; people said it would bring riches to whichever land held it. But Pelias was already rich and had no need of any artefacts. The thing that made the fleece particularly desirable was how very far away it was, and how difficult to reach, across such dangerous seas.

Soon, there was a shipbuilder, and a crew. Men were volunteering from all over Greece to be part of this grand quest. Pelias could scarcely suppress his smirk when the messenger said that Jason – the king’s own nephew – was hoping to make his parents and his uncle proud by leading this voyage. Pelias didn’t necessarily want Jason to die, although it was all the same to him if he did. He merely wished that his nephew – and any other man who thought he might have a claim on anything Pelias regarded as his own – would leave his kingdom, and never return. Which, of course, this ship’s crew could not once they had undertaken such a mighty task. The humiliation of failure would see off the ones death did not seize.

And so, on a bright spring morning, Alcimede counted a whole new set of misfortunes sent by the Fates to plague her. Jason was coming to bid farewell to his mother and to attempt to console his father, who had taken to bed months before when the voyage was first suggested. Alcimede still hoped to dissuade her son from travelling. How could he abandon her this way? Better she should have died before being left with no one to help look after his father.

Jason tried to placate Alcimede, to persuade her that he would be back in Iolcus before long, and to promise that he would be bringing the golden fleece to prove his worth. He would make her proud, he was sure of it. But his mother had grown used to disappointment before her son was born. There was no dissuading her from it now.




   
Iphias

towards the land of Colchis,

The words Iphias left unsaid would have moved the sky and parted the sea.

Last night she had been standing before the altar of Artemis, protector of her city, murmuring a quiet prayer. No one else was by the shrine at that hour, no one but the statue. Artemis towered above Iphias, left foot planted on the plinth, right foot behind her, heel raised. The golden straps of her sandals and the golden hem of her dress glittered in the flickering torchlight. The goddess had a serene expression and a few strands of hair snaked free from her plait. Something about the pose, the way Artemis had been caught mid-stride, always made Iphias feel restless, as though she too was at the beginning of a journey. But as the priestess picked a stray white hair from her tunic, she was reminded that there were no journeys ahead for her.

Iphias smiled up at the moon as she walked around the sanctuary, checking everything was in order. Artemis was always closer to her when the moon was full. But when she looked back down into the shadows around her, the visions came to her in a rush, bright and terrible: images of the young man who planned to set sail the very next day. She saw lethal trials ahead of him – brief flashes of horror – as though she was gazing up at a pitch-black sky, illuminated by sudden bolts of lightning. Iphias prayed for guidance, but the goddess waited until she was asleep before delivering her message in a dream.

Iphias felt the weariness in her knees as she offered up her thanks the next morning. Tired though she was, the priestess had the strength to perform this task. All she needed to do now was wait for the right time. And she knew it was approaching because the city spoke of nothing else as the men made the final preparations to ready their ship. Everyone who passed the temple brought another fragment of news as Iphias stood on the wide marble steps.

She sensed the tension filling the city as the men prepared to sail and the women to grieve, but she did not share it. The men’s impossible quest would become possible once they had Artemis’ advice. The priestess watched the street filling with people who wanted to see the Argo launch from her safe harbour. Today was a day they would tell sceptical children and grandchildren they had witnessed. And where there was a spectacle, there were traders selling food, offerings, amulets to bring luck to a sailor or those he was leaving behind.

The hubbub was building now, so Iphias knew that Jason had left his parents’ house and was walking towards the harbour. Soon he would be right outside the temple: she had seen it already, in her dream. She descended a single step, wanting to be closer to the path so she could make herself heard, yet not wanting to lose her vantage point.

But as Jason came around the final curve of the street before he reached her, the crowd surged, a sudden swell taking the old woman away from the temple. Jason had grown to be a very handsome man, Iphias thought, as she scurried along with the thronging people to avoid losing her footing. There was no denying it. Even Artemis would look on him with favour: he resembled her twin, the sun to her moon. Iphias felt herself being tugged in his direction and then came the moment of connection, when her eyes met his.

The priestess felt the spark of acknowledgement. She knew Jason had seen her and wanted to discuss his plans. But just as she opened her mouth to speak, the whirl of people moved again and she was behind him as he strode away. She felt dizzy and detached, as though she had been awake through her dreams and was sleeping now. Iphias almost fell, but two younger priestesses from the temple had seen her difficulty and rushed over to help her.

‘Did you have something to tell him?’ asked one. It took Iphias a moment to hear the words and to understand what the girl was asking.

‘We could send a messenger,’ the other one said. ‘Or take the message ourselves.’

Iphias could see the excitement on their faces but she could not quite remember what might have caused it. She did have a message for someone, she knew that. She had been about to speak, but then she had not. And that was all she could find, blinking away tears from the harsh light of late morning. She would never again remember the words Artemis had given her, or the way Jason had seen her and walked past without stopping to take his leave of the goddess or her priestess. And the goddess would play no role in Jason’s quest, because he had shunned her in this way.

Some men are born to be a favourite of the gods. Or at least to seem so, for a while.




   
Aphrodite

through the dark Symplegades;

Aphrodite perched on her rock at Paphos, and looked out at the Cyprian sea. No wonder she always came here when one or another of the gods had irritated her. As the sun danced on the glimmering waves, she felt something akin to envy that anything could be so beautiful besides her. The Graces were preparing the water for her bath, and she was glad of it. Once her skin was oiled and she could slip into a new dress, she might feel less irritated. She ran her tongue lightly across the back of her teeth because it was the only way she knew to express rage without affecting the shape of her perfect mouth. But she could contain her fury no longer: why would anyone be so foolish – she screamed the word into the gentle breeze – as to neglect her? Why?

She resented it when it was her husband, always leaving her to go and make . . . She paused briefly. Armour? Spear heads? Whatever he did. It scarcely mattered, because if he didn’t craft them, then someone else would. Men always needed the tools to wound. And so, she supposed, did other gods. The ethereal glory of her smile was such that no one would have dared call it a smirk. But the satisfaction that prompted it was entirely directed at herself. She could destroy a man or incapacitate a god using nothing but their own desires, which were hers to control. Weapons seemed to her a very cumbersome way to go about taking a life, when compared to longing or its bedfellow, despair.

In this way Aphrodite nursed her anger, allowing it to grow. Hephaestus did sometimes fill her with rage, but he had done nothing particular to antagonize her today, so she would not punish him. Then she heard a pair of oystercatchers chattering to one another on the shore below, but the birds had never insulted her, so she would leave them to their courtship. No, it was only men who could be so offensive, so provoking. She paused while she remembered some of the many different forms of revenge she had taken on men over the years. She smiled again when she saw the bodies she had broken and the lives she had shattered. No battlefield could be bloodier than hers, and she had never fired so much as a single slender arrow.

And yet. Again she felt the surging anger. And yet, men had learned nothing from these lessons, so kindly offered them by this mightiest goddess. Had they looked on the destruction of the impious and vowed to live better lives? Perhaps they had, but in that case, they were perjurers as well as blasphemers. Because here she was, unable to enjoy her bath because she was thinking of the inexcusable people of some tiny island in the Thracian Sea. She could barely remember its name before today, but she would make the Lemnians one promise, and she would keep it sooner than they could imagine was possible. They would regret insulting her.

They would regret building their temples to Zeus, to Hera, to Artemis and Apollo, of course. Naturally they would build one to Poseidon, because they spent so much of their pitiful lives at sea. They had dedicated their largest temple to Hephaestus, which only sharpened the sting. To ignore her, the goddess whose favour everyone desired? She shook her head and her beautiful hair shimmered in the sun. She had given them plenty of time to correct their catastrophic mistake and beg her forgiveness. And had they?

Perhaps if it had been a sanctuary for Demeter, she might have allowed some of them to live. Mortals needed a good harvest, she supposed. But it was a temple to Athene they had decided to build next. Athene! And even that she might have ignored if the women had prayed to her. She had occasionally let men off if their wives had begged. But the women of Lemnos had done nothing. No temple, no shrine, no offerings. And she could hardly ignore such a slight.

She curled the fingers of her left hand, and examined her shell-like nails. There was no trace of imperfection. A lilting call told her the Graces had readied her bath, and she rose and turned away from the sea. As her gaze fell on the jugs of perfectly heated water, the neat piles of fresh clothes and the bottles of heady perfume, she smiled. Yes, of course. There was no better way to punish the people of Lemnos.




   
Eïone

if only the pine trees in the glades on Mount Pelion had never been chopped down;

Most of the women agreed the worst of it was that they didn’t know if the men were telling the truth. But for Eïone – although later she would nod in agreement with the others, concealing her private grief behind their collective shame – uncertainty was by no means the worst part. That came right at the beginning, with the revulsion that crossed her husband’s face when she turned to him one morning, as she always did. She expected to find herself caught in his embrace, his chin resting on the top of her head. But instead of holding her in his arms, he turned away grimacing. She opened her mouth to ask what was wrong, and then immediately changed her mind. Perhaps he was in pain, in which case he would surely tell her about it soon. But though she had never seen such an expression on his face before, she recognized it immediately. It was not pain she had witnessed. It was disgust.

She wanted to speak to her sisters about it, but when she met with them later that day, she found she could not. There was something wrong between them, all four scratchy and defensive with one another. Usually Eïone kept the peace between her siblings, but she was too upset to intervene, so they squabbled over things none of them cared about and she returned home as anxious as she had left it. And her worry only increased when she found the house empty. The men were preparing for another raid on a Thracian coastal town, their fourth since the seas had calmed at the end of the winter. But surely, he wouldn’t have left without a word? Eïone wanted to hurry round to her neighbours and ask if their husbands were missing too, but she felt her face reddening just to think of how she might frame the question. What if their husbands were happily sitting indoors, eating bread and sheep’s cheese, and they stared at her as she stammered out her question?

Anyway, he might return at any moment. Perhaps he had gone to feed the chickens and an old friend had arrived unexpectedly. She walked from room to room, unable to settle and unsure if she should prepare food or wait. As the shadows on the floor grew longer, she decided she was hungry, and went to see if the chickens had laid them any eggs. She blinked in the bright sun and almost trod on one of the birds as she stepped outside.

‘Why are you sitting right by the door?’ she asked the chicken, but it only blinked in reply. As she approached the coop, all three birds ran towards her, clucking urgently. She frowned.

‘Did he not feed you?’ she asked. ‘Are you hungry?’

She had a sudden vision of herself as a widow, a woman crazed with loneliness, talking to her chickens and expecting their reply. There was a small grain store next to the house, so she answered her own question and collected a scoop of grain. The clucking grew increasingly loud and she scattered the food on the dry brown earth. Staphylus had left without even feeding their birds. She tried to remember a time her husband – usually such a kind man – had abandoned animals unfed. She shook her head as if that would dislodge the way the word filled her eyes and ears: never, never, never. As the chickens ate their corn in quiet satisfaction, she collected three eggs and turned to go back indoors. She strained to hear voices from the neighbouring houses but there was nothing, not even a baby crying.

*

By sundown, he had not returned. She had made vegetable soup, but she ate alone, one flickering candle enough to see her meagre dinner. When someone knocked on the door, she started, and put her hand to her mouth to cover the inadvertent cry. The door opened and Eunea looked almost as alarmed as Eïone knew she herself must.

‘Is Staphylus here?’ she asked.

Eïone opened her mouth to say no, but her voice cracked and no sound came. She shook her head.

‘Do you know where he is?’ asked Eunea, and Eïone felt her voice return, only temporarily silenced by solitude.

‘No,’ she replied. ‘I came home and the house was empty.’ Her face felt hot, and she was grateful for the dim light.

‘Oenepion is gone too,’ Eunea said. ‘He didn’t say a word.’

Eïone nodded. ‘I don’t know where they are.’

‘There’s a raid coming,’ Eunea said, and Eïone nodded again.

‘But why leave without saying anything?’

The two women stood in the half dark. ‘Can I—?’ Eunea didn’t need to finish her sentence because Eïone was already pushing a low chair in her direction.

*

The next day, it became clear that many men were missing, and the women all asked the same questions of themselves and one another. Their ships were gone from the harbour, so this solved one puzzle while creating several more. The men – even those too old to fight – had gone to Thrace, then, but they had done so in a needlessly secretive way. So the women did as they always did when their menfolk were away: tended to their homes, their children, their crops and their livestock, and tried not to think about the spears and arrows of the Thracians piercing their beloved flesh.

Eïone had never worried about Staphylus because he was such a bear of a man. No one would choose to fight him. His sight was keen, his feet were quick and he didn’t take foolish risks. But she didn’t feel her usual confidence in the man who had left her house without saying goodbye. When she tried to reach him in her mind, she could only see that expression of revulsion, a moment of unspoken estrangement. And she wondered if something had changed within her, because she didn’t quite believe that the man who had left – the man who would return, if the gods willed it – was the husband she loved.

*

She knew Oenepion had returned to Eunea, because she heard the shouting.

Word had come early that the first ships had been seen, riding low over the waves, weighed down with booty. Some women flocked to the harbour with their children, but Eïone had stayed on the hill, looking down at the bright white sails and wondering which one was fluttering above his head. She continued to work on their small plot of land, pretending that she wasn’t waiting and hoping. But Staphylus didn’t come home that day, or the next. And as she opened her door to Eunea again – this time with a bruise purpling her cheek – Eïone wasn’t sure how much she minded being alone.

Besides, she was not alone. The two women divided the chores and the food between them: Eïone had more eggs than she could eat, after all. She missed the strength of her husband, and she missed his easy kindness. But when Eunea asked her for an example of him being kind, she realized that it had been many months since she had seen this side of her husband.

‘I don’t know when it stopped,’ she said. And as she spoke, she knew that after the initial shock of his disappearance had worn away, her anxiety had curdled to indifference.

And Eunea nodded in recognition. The idea that Oenepion – a man who had never raised his voice until this year – would physically push her out of her own house was incredible. If she had received an oracle a year ago telling her this would happen, she would have assumed the priestess was lying. But here she was, sitting on her friend’s bed, her left eye still swollen shut. After a few days, Eunea crept home to try and collect some of her most precious belongings – a necklace, a ring that had been her mother’s – and she discovered the house was empty. She ran back to tell Eïone that he had gone again, smiling with relief. But she did not stay in her home, fearful that he might return at any moment and blacken her other eye. And again, the women found themselves wondering where the men had gone.

*

The rumour began circulating in the market square, where trade and talk were brisk. Two children had gone hunting on the other side of the island, and they came back with news of the men’s camp. The men weren’t calling it that, of course. They were claiming it as the new town of Lemnos, but it was a shanty town at most, a few lean-to huts. Nonetheless, it was where the missing men of Lemnos were: they had abandoned their wives and they had sent their comrades to Thrace to raid a town and steal the women they found there. And now – the Lemnian women could scarcely believe it – they were living with these slaves as though these were their wives. While the women who had borne and raised their children were spurned. The violence, the indifference, the cruelty, these all paled beside this public humiliation.

They could tolerate it no longer; they took their grievances to the king.




   
The Lemnian Women

if only those mighty heroes had never picked up their oars,

Hypsipyle loved her father, and she tried not to notice his declining faculties. She remembered Thoas when his eyesight was so sharp he could teach her the name of every bird flying overhead; she remembered when his appetite was so great he could enjoy a banquet every night. And as she watched a slave spoon food into her father’s mouth across the huge table, she wondered why people prayed for a long life. He reminded her of a story he had told her as a child: of Eos and her mortal husband Tithonus. 

The goddess Eos spread the red streaks of dawn across the sky each day, and one morning her searching gaze picked out a beautiful young man from a city on the mainland, not far from Lemnos. Tithonus was tall and strong with golden skin and thick black hair, and he played the lyre almost as well as Apollo himself. When Eos approached him, he didn’t falter as mortals so often did. He returned her gaze and her desire, and left his home to live in hers. Every morning Eos would leave him sleeping in their bed and then she would return to him as Helios began to share his light with the world. Tithonus would sing for her and his songs almost never told of the way he missed the light – her light – playing on the walls of his father’s house as his family began their day.

One day, Eos noticed a tiny change in her lover’s face, a small crease she had never seen before. She tried to hide her alarm, but she could not deceive the man she loved. He was changing, ageing, and there was nothing she could do to keep him as he was. But Zeus could help them, she explained to Tithonus. Zeus could intervene in a man’s life if he chose: all Tithonus needed to do was ask. So her beloved approached the king of the gods and begged for a small favour. Zeus affected not to hear him for a while but eventually Hera pointed at the young man and suggested Zeus either swat him or listen to him. Tithonus stammered out his plea for eternal life, and Zeus declared the matter closed.

It was years before they realized his mistake. Faint lines continued to form around his eyes and mouth. Gradually the lines grew less faint, and then they became pronounced. Tithonus had asked to live for ever, but he had not asked to remain young for ever. And so he grew older and drier, smaller and wearier with every passing year. And though Eos had sworn she would love him for ever, she loved him less when he finally turned into a cicada – the oldest and driest of creatures – than she had when he was a man.

Thoas was not yet as small as a cicada, but he had once towered over his daughter and now he would have to raise his head to meet her gaze, although he didn’t because he had long ceased to recognize her. Sometimes he thought she was his mother and sometimes he thought she was a servant, but he seemed to love her, whoever he thought she was. This consoled her for feeling that she had lost her father even as he sat beside her.

Now, when the Lemnians came to consult their king, it was Hypsipyle who received them. The princess sat on her father’s throne to hear the women’s grievances. Firstly, their husbands had been cruel to them. Secondly, their husbands had rejected them. In a little over a month, they had been abandoned, ignored and replaced. And the women would not stand for it.

Hypsipyle listened to them as they wept their rage and hurt, and wondered what she should do. She knew the men had gone on an unplanned raiding expedition, but they didn’t need royal permission for that. She knew they had brought back Thracian women, but had assumed they would take them home to their wives, as they usually did when they enslaved those whose men could not save them. More women on Lemnos meant more children, and this was a desirable outcome. They had the resources and the strength to support a larger population, so why not? Hypsipyle had heard that some of the men had set up camp across the hills, but they had sent word to the palace that they were loyal to the king and expanding his territory, so she had allowed it.

Now she felt that she had been naive and too lenient: a few men setting up a new life with their slave-women was one thing, but this was too much. She sent a messenger to the men’s camp to demand they return to their wives. But the following day the messenger returned alone. The men were refusing to leave. Hypsipyle sent her father’s guards to accompany the messenger on his second visit. She waited all day for news, but none of them returned. She consulted her nurse, because she had no one else.

‘Who do I send to bring back the guards?’ she asked.

Polyxo had been nurse to Hypsipyle’s mother before her, but she had none of the frailty that had robbed the princess of her parents. She was solid and sharp-eyed, the white strands amid her grey hair gleaming in the evening light.

‘I don’t know,’ she replied. ‘There is no one left to send.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said the princess. ‘We must have other, more loyal men.’

The old nurse shook her head. ‘They have all left.’

‘So who do we send?’ Hypsipyle repeated. ‘Slaves?’

‘They have also gone,’ said the nurse.

‘They can’t have gone.’

‘The last ones disappeared today.’

‘But why did no one stop them?’

‘All the men – free and enslaved – have gone.’

Hypsipyle took a breath as she tried to understand. ‘My father is still here,’ she said. Polyxo smiled.

‘Yes, my love,’ she replied. ‘But he cannot walk. He is tended by women now.’

‘Is it an attempt to overthrow him?’ asked Hypsipyle. Her voice was becoming smaller. How could she protect him with no guards?

‘I don’t know,’ the nurse answered. ‘But we can find out.’

‘How?’

‘We send a small band of women to kidnap one of the men,’ said Polyxo, as though she were discussing household supplies. ‘Then we torture him until he speaks.’ Hypsipyle nodded.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Who can do this for me?’ There was a brief silence. ‘Iphinoë?’

Polyxo agreed that the princess’s childhood playmate was the ideal choice. Iphinoë had almost killed her father with worry when they were young. If anything was forbidden, she would find a way to climb over a high wall, get past a locked door, range far beyond the limits of the town. She thinks she’s a boy, people used to say pityingly to her mother. But her mother simply shrugged as though Iphinoë’s behaviour were completely natural. The Lemnians wondered how such a child was allowed anywhere near the royal household, but she and Hypsipyle had been nursed together: they were too close to separate, no matter how badly Iphinoë behaved.

And – as it turned out – she was precisely the friend Hypsipyle now needed. They sent for Iphinoë and asked if she could carry out this task. The girl was more than willing and she knew exactly who to take with her. They would travel as soon as it was fully dark. Iphinoë would have her answers by the morning, she guaranteed it. And she would be back at the palace as quickly as she and her friends could travel.

*

None of them knew what to say. Polyxo, Hypsipyle and Iphinoë all looked at one another in silence. The old nurse opened her mouth to speak but changed her mind. Finally, the princess asked her friend to confirm that she had understood.

‘He really said that they have fled our city and their wives because of how we . . .?’

‘Yes,’ Iphinoë nodded. ‘He said an unbearable stench emanates from each one of us and they couldn’t tolerate it for a moment more.’

‘How dare he?’ Polyxo didn’t wait for an answer. ‘You both smell of nothing but perfume,’ she tilted her head at the princess, ‘and pine resin,’ she said to Iphinoë.

‘We tied him to a pine tree,’ the young woman replied.

‘And this happened suddenly?’ Hypsipyle asked. She could imagine that plenty of Lemnians were not very fragrant in the winter months, when they were bundled up against the cold wind, and it wasted firewood to wash bodies or clothes very frequently. But they had all lived alongside one another happily until a month ago.

‘Yes,’ Iphinoë replied. ‘He described it as being like a curse.’

‘We must appeal to the gods and ask them for guidance,’ said Polyxo.

‘Send for the priestess of Artemis,’ Hypsipyle agreed. ‘And Hera. And Hestia. Send for all the priestesses.’

‘I can go,’ said Iphinoë.

‘Save your strength,’ Hypsipyle replied. ‘Until the gods have spoken and we know what to do.’

The priestesses consulted their gods but their answers were frustratingly opaque. When the women discovered that there was no clear answer from any of their temples, they arrived at the palace a few at a time, and they were determined to stay until the princess had meted out punishment to their men.

Hypsipyle understood their anger, she said, as the hubbub in the main courtyard grew louder. But what could they do? They had no menfolk to avenge them, she no longer even had guards to protect her. Lemnos was fatally weakened by the loss of its men.

‘Forgive me,’ said a young woman standing nearby, bright eyes glittering. Her black hair fell across her brow like a bird’s wing and her voice was low music. Hypsipyle wondered how any man had walked away from such a woman.

‘What is your name?’ she asked.

‘I am Eïone,’ replied the woman. ‘And I don’t agree that we are fatally weakened. Eunea and I,’ she pointed to the woman standing beside her, ‘have been coping very well without our husbands. We have managed our crops and our animals without them – just as we did when they have gone on expeditions in the past.’ Women around her murmured their agreement. ‘We don’t want them back,’ she said. ‘They can stay away.’

But this was a less popular position.

‘No,’ cried another woman. ‘They can’t be trusted to stay away. What’s to stop them deciding they would rather live in our houses than in their tents? They would throw us onto the streets. My husband pushed me out of our house and didn’t care that I was injured. He slammed the door behind me.’

As the crowd parted, Hypsipyle could see this woman leaned on a stick. Her right foot was bandaged and her arms and face still bore the traces of bruising.

‘She’s right,’ said another voice, and many more muttered their agreement.

‘Then what do we do?’ asked Eunea, raising her hands in irritation that someone had disagreed with Eïone.

Everyone looked at Hypsipyle, who glanced at her oldest friend. Iphinoë tilted her head and gave her a small smile. If her parents had seen her in that moment, they would have known something irreversible was about to occur.

‘Let’s seize one or two of their Thracian women,’ Iphinoë said. ‘They won’t have any loyalty to the men who stole them away from their loved ones. They will tell us the weak points in the men’s defences, if they even have any defences.’ She shrugged. ‘They won’t be expecting an enemy attack from the land, will they? They’ll have a watchman facing the sea.’

‘But how will any of us get close to them?’ asked Hypsipyle. ‘If they can smell something on our skin that is so strong it made them leave.’

Iphinoë grinned broadly. ‘We roll around on the ground,’ she said. ‘We’ll smell like whatever animal was there last.’

‘Don’t kill the Thracians,’ Hypsipyle said. ‘Bring them here, if you can.’

*

Polyxo found a slave who spoke the dialect and she was able to interpret for them. Iphinoë had brought back two young Thracians, scarcely more than girls. They were sisters, the slave explained to Hypsipyle, but anyone would have known it by looking at them. They had the same wide-spaced eyes, the same reddish tinge to their hair. They were cautious of these Lemnian savages who had lost their men, but they were not unduly afraid. They had been seized by a pair of marauders, who had killed their father and their younger brother in the attack. Iphinoë could offer no hint as to who this man might have been: she had swiped them as they washed clothes in the river.

‘Won’t the men come looking for them?’ Polyxo asked. Iphinoë shook her head as one of the girls replied. Her accent was thick but they understood her well enough.

‘They took so many,’ she said.

‘Roughly how many?’ asked Iphinoë. The slave translated this and the two Thracians turned to one another and tried to count, but they soon lost track and had to begin again. Iphinoë asked a simpler question. ‘Are there more women, or more men?’

‘Women,’ came the reply. ‘Two for each one.’

The Lemnians tried to count their missing menfolk. They weren’t completely sure – who knew how many had died on that last raid – but they knew the men couldn’t outnumber them by too many.

‘This wouldn’t be enough to defend our city against them,’ Hypsipyle said. The others nodded.

‘You’ll stay here,’ she said to the Thracian prisoners. ‘While we decide what to do next.’

The girls looked confused. The interpreter explained and they nodded eagerly.

‘Take them to the kitchens,’ said Hypsipyle. ‘Give them something to eat.’

The one who had spoken stared at Hypsipyle, unpicking the unfamiliar words. When she understood, she squeezed her sister’s arm and the quiet one began to cry.

‘One more question,’ said Iphinoë, as the three young women withdrew. They turned and the interpreter raised her eyebrows. ‘Ask them what they can smell.’

A few quiet words were exchanged. ‘The palace smells of flowers and food, the princess smells of perfume,’ said the interpreter. ‘You smell like an animal in the forest.’ Iphinoë laughed.

‘Living or dead?’ she asked. There was a pause while the slave realized she wanted an answer and posed the question to the Thracians, whose eyes widened in alarm as they hurriedly replied.

‘They didn’t mean to cause offence, madam,’ said the slave.

‘They haven’t,’ said Iphinoë. ‘We need to know.’

‘Like a warm animal,’ said the Thracian girl. ‘Good, not bad.’

‘Thank you,’ said Iphinoë and waved them away. ‘So either the men are lying,’ she said, ‘or the curse is limited to them.’

*

The reprisal came quickly, in the night. Two women were dragged from their homes on the outskirts of the town and decapitated. The men left their bodies in the street, and tossed their heads onto the palace steps. One of them was the mother of a small girl, to whom they entrusted a simple message: the men wanted their homes back, so the women must leave. They had until the full moon.

‘Where are we supposed to go?’ asked one woman as they thronged around the dais where Hypsipyle sat. Her despair was echoed by everyone around her. The women could not hold out against their husbands, and they had already seen what the men were capable of doing in anger. The princess ordered her servants to bury the murdered women, and she begged the Lemnians to give her time to consider their best course of action. She withdrew and consulted Iphinoë and Polyxo once more.

‘I will not see them turned out of their homes,’ she said. ‘What can we do?’

‘Very little,’ said Polyxo. ‘They have strength that we don’t share. They’re armed and we are not.’

‘That’s not strictly true,’ said Iphinoë.

‘No,’ snapped the old woman. ‘This is not one of your games. You may be half Amazon, but the other Lemnian women are not. If we try to fight these men in battle, we will all be killed.’

‘Don’t cry,’ said Hypsipyle. ‘Perhaps there are other places we could settle, if we can seize a few of their boats.’

‘Why would they let us take their boats?’ asked the nurse. ‘They will have guards along the shore to protect them. They have all the men they need.’

‘Perhaps if we wait until they are back in their homes?’ Hypsipyle wondered. ‘Then they might leave the shore unguarded, or less well guarded, at least.’

Polyxo shook her head. ‘I doubt it,’ she said.

Iphinoë smiled at them both. ‘I don’t think you’re thinking about this in the right way,’ she said. ‘We have strength in numbers.’

‘How do you work that out?’ replied the nurse. ‘Every father, brother, husband and son is there. They have at least as many as we do, and they are bigger and stronger than we are. Be realistic.’

‘What are you thinking, Iphinoë?’ Hypsipyle knew her friend.

‘We withdraw from our homes,’ said Iphinoë. ‘We leave and we hide in the woods at the foot of the mountains.’

‘They can find us there easily!’ said Polyxo.

‘I know they can,’ Iphinoë replied. ‘But why would they? We’re not trying to convince them we have disappeared into the air. We’re trying to persuade them that they have won.’

‘And they haven’t won?’ asked Hypsipyle.

‘Not if the Lemnian women have the stomach to deal with them,’ said Iphinoë. ‘On the second or third night that they sleep in their former beds, we approach the houses in darkness. That will give us enough time to spot where their watchmen are based, but I don’t suppose we’ll need it.’

‘Why?’ asked Polyxo.

‘Because they will use the lookout points we have always used,’ said Hypsipyle.

‘Why would they change them?’ asked Iphinoë. ‘They aren’t afraid of us.’

‘But no woman can overpower a man.’ Polyxo could not conceal her frustration.

‘She can if he’s asleep.’

There was a pause.

‘We all creep back into the houses after they fall asleep?’ asked Polyxo. ‘What if a man hears us coming and raises the alarm? What if the doors are locked?’

‘That is the clever part,’ said Iphinoë. ‘We have someone to help us. And she is in every house, every bed.’

The nurse frowned. ‘What can you mean?’ she asked.

‘The Thracian women,’ said Hypsipyle, understanding at last.

‘Yes,’ replied her friend. ‘I’ll send for them?’

*

The two women Iphinoë had captured were brought into the throne room once again, along with their interpreter.

‘I only have one question for you,’ Hypsipyle said. In the time it had taken to fetch them, the three women had agreed that they must keep their plan secret for as long as possible. ‘Do the other Thracian women feel as you do?’

There was a brief silence when the interpreter had finished speaking. The women looked at the princess, hoping they weren’t mistaking her meaning. They nodded. One of them muttered a few short, guttural words, and the interpreter cleared her throat.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘They hate the men who used to be yours.’

*

On the night of the massacre, the moon had begun to wane and a brisk wind sent small clouds rushing across the sky. The plan had been explained first to the Lemnian women, so they had time to make their preparations. Each woman gathered the belongings she did not want to risk losing, and her sharpest knife. They all withdrew to the mountains the day before full moon. Some – those who had been least happily married – treated the whole expedition as an adventure, and they played and sang with their friends as they slept under the starlight. Others were unable to set aside their feelings for the men who had repudiated them, and found their anger unequal to their grief. Polyxo worried that they would falter on the night, and they all knew their safety depended on every woman doing her part. But Iphinoë had the solution. She found the most reluctant participants and paired each with another who lived far from her home. Those who still felt a love they could not overcome would not kill the men they loved, therefore, but another man they could more easily hate. They had debated longest what they should tell the Thracian women, and when. Should they send a secret message to them? What should it say? Did they release their captives, trusting them to participate in the scheme rather than run away? Hypsipyle believed they were trustworthy, but she didn’t want to risk the whole enterprise on her belief. In the end, they took the two women aside and asked for their advice. If the Thracian women found themselves separated from one another, one or two in the home of each of the Lemnian men, would they welcome their liberators? Or would they attack? Could they be trusted not to scream and raise the alarm?

‘They won’t attack!’ said the interpreter. ‘They will help you if they know you are coming.’

‘But if one of them betrays us,’ said the princess. The captives shook their heads.

‘They will not,’ the interpreter confirmed.

Iphinoë agreed that the risk was worth taking. That night, she took the young women back to the outskirts of the city and waited for them. And her trust was well placed: the Thracians returned just as Eos spread her fingers across the morning sky. They had found two of their compatriots – one sleeping in the dust against the wall of a house because the Lemnian thug indoors had thrown her out and she had nowhere else to go, and one doing laundry in the stream before it was light because her captor didn’t want his slave to be meeting or talking to her friends. But she would find a way, they assured Iphinoë, both women would find a way to spread the word in secret.

They returned to the women’s camp and reported the news to the princess.

‘What about the women they cannot reach? There isn’t much time.’

‘The Lemnian women can rely on us,’ said the one who understood more of their Greek. ‘If any find a woman who doesn’t already know, they must only say this: Alcippe and Menippe ask for your help to kill this man. We will teach you to say it in the dialect they understand.’

‘Thank you,’ Hypsipyle said. ‘Everything else is prepared?’

Iphinoë and Polyxo nodded. ‘We are as prepared as we can be,’ said the nurse. ‘This time tomorrow, we’ll be safely back in the palace.’

*

The princess knew that both women were choosing not to ask about her father. Hypsipyle had agreed to the plan, and Thoas was her responsibility. Death was a kindness for someone who had been stripped of everything but life. She knew this to be true, and she remembered moments of lucidity in her father’s decline when he had begged for death. If she killed him tonight, she would only be giving him something he wanted. But still, she could not do it. How could she, when the old man had done nothing wrong? Even when the other men were rejecting and abusing their wives and daughters, he had not expressed revulsion at her, or any woman. His senses had dulled over the years, and he gave no indication of being able to smell or taste anything much, so perhaps the curse that afflicted the rest of the Lemnian men had passed over him.

He could not stay in the palace, that much was clear. Hypsipyle could hardly ask the women of Lemnos to do what she could not. She had been thinking about it since they first made their plan. All the details had been resolved except this one: what could she do with her father? She was still turning it round in her mind as the day shifted to night.

The wind had picked up a little and the women were making their final preparations. They chose their dingiest tunics, their darkest cloaks and their sharpest blades. They set out together, but soon broke into smaller groups as neighbours hurried towards the same parts of the town. Hypsipyle and Polyxo were making for the palace, while Iphinoë was accompanying the Thracian women to sweep the houses they thought might be unoccupied. It was the only way to be sure a man didn’t escape.

*

Not every killing was silent, but most were quieter than the women expected after everything their husbands had told them about the noise of war. But it wasn’t a battle, it was a night raid, and they attacked with the passion of those who had nowhere else to go. The men had driven them out of the only homes they had, so they must be removed. The Thracian women had prepared things well: the Lemnians found their doors unlocked and weapons hidden out of the reach of men.

The blood, though, flowed in rivers.

*

Hypsipyle and Polyxo were accompanied by several other women, in case the palace guards had returned to their posts. But as they approached the royal house, it was clear that no one was guarding the gates. The doors to the palace stood open and the women began to search the outer chambers. Hypsipyle ran towards her father’s room, praying she would find him still tended by the slave-woman who had stayed behind. She was not Lemnian, but had been won by her father in a long-forgotten war. They had hoped she would not offend the men who came back to the palace, but as Hypsipyle followed a twisting corridor, she was almost tripped up by the woman’s body. What was wrong with the Lemnian men? A living woman offended their sense of smell but the corpse of a dead one did not.

She picked her way past the woman, and moved more slowly now. Men had been here, they might still be here. Surely they would not have left their king alone with no one to help him. But when she approached his door, she could hear only her father, who was singing softly to himself.

‘Papa,’ she said, as she ran and embraced him. Panic flickered across his face, but he opened his arms just the same. She held his fragile bones and knew she would not let anyone hurt him, no matter what they had agreed.

‘Everyone’s gone,’ he told her. ‘I don’t know where they’re hiding.’

‘I do, Papa. Come with me.’

He took her hand. ‘Have you seen my daughter?’ he asked.

‘She’s this way,’ Hypsipyle replied. ‘Come on, we’ll find her.’

The old man could move surprisingly fast for one so frail. His muscles had wasted, but he weighed so little that she could put his arm around her waist and help take his weight.

‘This way, Papa,’ she repeated.

*

Polyxo left the palace as soon as they had confirmed there were no other men inside. She sent the women who’d accompanied her to find Iphinoë and help with the house-to-house search. And she went the other way, towards the shore.

*

Iphinoë had killed three men so far. She had slit the throats of the first two, but the third one woke just as she raised her knife, so she stabbed him quickly in the neck. The Thracian women shook their heads at her and Iphinoë asked what was wrong.

‘Nothing,’ said the one who had learned enough Lemnian Greek. ‘But stab them in the chest and there’s less blood to clean up.’ Iphinoë nodded.

‘I’ll try,’ she said.

*

The Thracian woman who had slept in the street was named Melite. By the time the Lemnian women arrived in the town, she had already drugged the man’s cup and clubbed him with a bronze jug until his face was obliterated. His wife crept in through the open door, and saw the carnage on her bed and the young woman – scarcely as old as her own daughter – holding the jug in her hand, crouching next to the wall. She knelt beside her and prised the jug free. She took the girl’s hands in hers, and held them tightly until the girl stopped shaking.

*

Hypsipyle met Polyxo by the shore. The nurse was standing by a small boat, scarcely more than a raft. Hypsipyle looked at it with doubt.

‘Is it seaworthy?’ she asked.

Polyxo did not reply. She reached out a hand to Thoas, and said, ‘Here, my king. This is your boat. Do you remember?’

Confusion glazed his eyes, but then cleared, like the rushing clouds above. He nodded happily.

‘Oenoë sent for me,’ he said.

‘Yes,’ said Polyxo.

Hypsipyle felt his weight shift as he pulled free of her with a startling strength and clambered onto the boat.

‘Who is Oenoë?’ she asked. ‘How did he . . .?’

‘Hush,’ said Thoas. ‘When you see my daughter, tell her to take care.’

She pushed loose hair from her face as he picked up the stubby oars. But he had not even touched the surface of the water with them, before the little boat had floated free. Oenoë – a water nymph who had known him in his younger days – did not neglect a former lover.

‘Don’t forget,’ said Thoas, as the boat bobbed out into the waves. ‘She worries.’

‘I won’t forget,’ said his daughter, and she wept as she watched her father slip away from her for the last time.
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