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Lyssa followed Artemis through the woods, trying to keep her footsteps quiet, her breathing still. To be a hunter required patience, a focused mind and a singular purpose. Lyssa had a riot in her head. 
A branch snapped and Artemis’s head whipped around, her brows creased in irritation. Lyssa held up her hand in apology. With an irritated chuff, Artemis turned back to tracking their dinner. In spots, the ground squished under Lyssa’s feet and even she could see the hoof marks left in the dirt. Artemis studied them and looked up to scan the forest. A white flash of tail and the rustle of leaves sent Artemis darting ahead. She moved like whisper and Lyssa barreled after her, crashing through the brush, forgetting all the lessons on how to move quietly. The deer shot forward. Tossing Lyssa an annoyed look, Artemis pursued. Lyssa trailed behind. The deer melted into the forest and Lyssa couldn’t see what Artemis was chasing. Then, she raised her bow. Still running, she loosed the arrow. There was a pause as it whistled through the air. Lyssa held her breath, nervous. At the thud of the deer hitting the ground, Artemis looked satisfied. She never missed. 
Lyssa’s heart raced, and she sucked in air, trying to push down the irrational response her body had to the dead animal as she helped Artemis hoist the still-warm body of the deer over her shoulders to carry back to camp. Lyssa offered to help drag the deer, but Artemis looked offended. The goddess of the hunt did not need help. At least, she didn’t want the others to see her receiving help. 
Back at camp, a fire danced in the makeshift pit. The maidens sat around it, weaving crowns of wildflowers and gossiping like sisters. They were an unlikely tribe, a group of mortal girls and nymphs, some princesses who had been carefully trained and given to the priestesses, and some peasants who had seized the freedom promised in a life following the goddess. Despite their different paths there, the girls genuinely seemed to care for each other. Lyssa envied them. They made her wonder what it was like to have a pack. She dressed like them, in a short tunic and high leather hunting boots, but she wasn’t like them. She was the goddess of madness, hiding like a coward. Every day, Lyssa waited for them to notice the darkness in her and cast her out, but perhaps they had been with Artemis long enough that they didn’t notice such things. They saw what they wanted to see. Artemis, too, had a hardness to her features, a gaze that didn’t flick away when challenged. It was what Lyssa liked about her.
As they approached, the girls rushed to help. Led by Artemis, they followed her away from camp for the messy job of preparing the deer. Lyssa was glad. She’d seen enough blood for a lifetime.  
Her pulse still raced as she settled on the grass under a sprawling tree, hugging her knees close and breathing in the piney scent of the forest. As she rested her head on her arms, a gray ball of fur tore around the corner and crashed into her. Laughing, she scooped up the wolf puppy and pulled him onto her lap. He’d come a long way from the scared, skinny puppy she’d found a few days ago, huddled under the brush. She meant to only feed him, but the next morning, she woke to find the pup curled up in the nook of her leg. There was no sign of his mother and Artemis took to the pup instantly, which wasn’t a surprise. She felt it was a good omen from her brother, Apollo. Her followers were more wary, which struck Lyssa as odd. After all, this wiggly pup didn’t know he was a killer yet. 
Later, with their bellies full, Artemis and her maidens sat around the fire, singing songs and telling stories until, one by one, the girls dropped off to sleep. Alone, Lyssa stretched out under the stars, her hand absently petting the pup’s warm belly. The flickering fire and cool night should have been peaceful, but the silence made her uneasy. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw blood. She smelled it. Heard the confused screaming of the children as Heracles, blind with madness, slaughtered them. The way his wife, Megara, clutched their bodies as Hera laughed, her smug, sharp laughter like knives. Sweat dripped down Lyssa’s back. Bile rose in her throat. She didn’t realize she was shaking until she felt someone next to her, a steady arm around her shoulders. 
“It’s all right,” Artemis whispered. “It’s not your fault.”
But it was. It was her fault. Hera gave the order, but Lyssa executed it and now Heracles’ family, people innocent of any crime against the gods, were dead. Never again. She would never let them use her like that again.
“I don’t need your… particular skills,” Artemis had promised after Lyssa had told her she fled Thebes and sought refuge among Artemis and her followers. Now, under the stars, with the fire gilding Artemi’s sharp face, Lyssa almost believed her. She wanted to believe her and so far, Artemis had honored her word. This time with her felt like a refuge and Lyssa didn’t want to let it go. Artemis made her feel like things might be different, that she could be different.  Lyssa told herself that Artemis was more than capable of doing her own dirty work. But then, so was Hera. 
Lyssa had tried to lose herself before, but you can’t run from the gods. Perhaps with Artemis as a shield, she could finally be free. All Artemis had asked for in return for sanctuary was that Lyssa protect her maidens from anyone or any god who wished them harm. That was an easy promise to make. 
Now, Lyssa leaned into Artemis, who smelled like sun kissed pine needles and burned wood, and wanted to believe her murmured platitudes. She squeezed her eyes shut, breathed her in, and it almost felt like everything would be all right. 
In the morning, Lyssa awoke alone and freezing on her mat next to the ashes of last night’s fire. Only her feet were warm because the pup was sound asleep on top of them, perched on her blanket, which he’d fluffed underneath him like a nest. She watched the sun rise through the trees and when the girls woke, a small group set off, following the stream. The others would follow with the supplies when Artemis returned. Though Lyssa wondered where Artemis disappeared to, she never asked. Instead, she focused on the girls scampering ahead, the ones she promised to protect. They were young and untested, with an innocence she envied. If she hadn’t promised Artemis to watch over them, she would have stayed far away from them. 
Atalanta ran ahead, motioning for the others to follow. Fast as a deer, she hunted like a panther. Bold and playful, Lyssa had a hard time picturing Atalanta as the dutiful wife of some mortal king, but that was the fate that awaited her if she went back to her father. No wonder she seemed in no hurry to return. Peals of laughter trailed Atalanta as the girls ran to catch up. For a second, Lyssa thought about joining them, but didn’t. Instead, she followed at a distance, keeping watch. When their laughter suddenly stopped, heat prickled up the back of Lyssa’s neck and she took off along the bank, weaving over rocks and tree stumps, the wolf pup on her heels. 
Near the crook of the stream, Lyssa stopped. The fierce girls of the woods had become shy maidens, lowering their heads and cocking their hips. Before them, the satyr, Pan, preened. The only thing other than respect for the forest that Artemis demanded of her followers was that they remain unattached and unmarried. To Lyssa, this seemed easy, but for them, it proved more difficult. Artemis’s followers seemed to attract the attention of gods and men wherever they went and whether they were carried off, cast off, or married off, Artemis’s retinue changed with each city they visited. Watching Pan now, Lyssa didn’t understand why these girls would risk Artemis’s temper for a rustic god who had twisted horns, hooves for feet, and food crumbs in his beard. 
What bothered her the most was the flicker of recognition across Pan’s face as his gaze raked over her, the tiny rise of the corner of his mouth. Panic crashed in waves, making her throat dry. He was just a minor god, barely a god, really. He couldn’t make her do anything, she told herself. 
“What a delightful surprise!” he greeted her. “A shame Dionysus isn’t here. I know he’s been looking for you. We had such fun together, didn’t we?” Pan’s eyes twinkled as he grinned at her, oblivious to the cold sweat trickling down the small of her back. 
Fun isn’t how she remembered that last time with Dionysus when, after too much wine flowed, he’d suggested she whip his followers into a frenzy. He meant it as a game, but she’d lost control, just for a moment, and girls just like these…. That moment when they’d stilled, stared at her, eyes wide in confusion. No, Pan couldn’t bring Dionysus here. Just for an instant, Lyssa imagined these girls tearing Pan apart. Lyssa locked into them for too long and their blood pounded in Lyssa’s ears as she felt their pulses speed. No, stop it. Lyssa fought to let go, to keep her mind clear. At her feet, the wolf pup growled, his fur up. 
“You should go,” Lyssa snarled at Pan, forcing herself not to look away from him. With surprise, the happiness she found in his rugged face was genuine. He seemed pleased to see her. Perhaps he looked fondly on that night in the mayhem with Dionysus and the threat she’d inferred was only her imagination, but it didn’t matter. They didn’t need a lusty god following them around the forest. “These are Artemis’s followers, and she will not appreciate you bothering them,” she added, softer. 
Pan laughed. “Bothering them? Who’s bothering them? We were just chatting, weren’t we dear? No harm in that.” He addressed Syrinx, a beautiful water nymph.
Syrinx’s wide blue eyes sparkled, looking at Lyssa like she would at an overprotective parent. “We were just—”
“Lyssa is right,” Atalanta interrupted. “We should not be consorting with satyrs in the woods. Especially ones with his reputation.”
Ignoring Atalanta, Pan turned to Lyssa. “Nobody is consorting.” He said the word with mock piety. “I don’t mean you any harm. Company only, some music to pass the time.” He held up his flute. 
Pan then turned to Syrinx and kissed her hand. With a courtly bow, he said, “what do you think, my dear?” 
Syrinx blushed. “I think there’s no harm in letting him walk with us a while.”
Pan beamed. All eyes turned expectantly to Lyssa, who crossed her arms over her chest. Lyssa sighed. “Fine, then. Let’s keep moving.”
Someone clapped. The girls swarmed around Pan as he took out his flute and played a familiar, lilting melody that sparked a song. Arms locked together, they followed Pan along the river, their voices clear and sweet. Lyssa needed a minute. She hung behind, put her hands on her legs and bent over, breathing in the cool, earthy air, and tried to stop her thudding heart. What was going on? She was older than Pan, stronger than him, yet all he had to do was mention Dionysus and she crumbled. This was ridiculous. She needed to pull herself together. 
Morning bled into afternoon, but Pan hadn’t moved on. So far, he’d behaved himself, but she didn’t like his attention to Syrinx, the way she blushed, and the way his hands lingered on her arms, her back. Though, Lyssa had to admit, his stories were a pleasant diversion. Pan was a pet of the Olympians, and spending so much time following Dionysus had given him a trove of interesting stories. He was a fair mimic and when he imitated the famed King Midas, she couldn’t help but smile. Only Atalanta wasn’t charmed by him. Like Lyssa, she kept a watchful eye on Pan. 
They stopped to rest in a shaded clearing where cypress trees scented the air. Resting on rocks or lounging in the cool grass, they ate and passed around Pan’s jug of watered wine. It was then she realized the wolf pup was gone. She looked around and whistled for him, but he didn’t come. Worry washed over her as she tried to remember when she’d last seen him. As they walked, he was weaving in and out, chasing squirrels and birds, splashing in the water. No doubt he had just gotten distracted and would catch up with them. Still, there was a lot of trouble a curious pup could get into. She glanced at the girls. They would be fine. 
“Stay here until I get back,” she told them. Barely listening, Syrinx leaned back against Pan, who perched behind her on the rock. He whispered something that made her giggle. Atalanta caught Lyssa’s eye, and they shared an unspoken look of concern. Atalanta nodded. She would keep an eye on that situation. 
Lyssa backtracked along the trail, calling to the pup. She peered into shadows and crouched down to check the tangles of brush. Finally, she found him playing with what was left of a rabbit. When he saw her, he bounded forward, a furry foot dangling from his mouth, eager to show off his prize. He dropped it at her feet and sat, tail thumping. 
Relieved, they headed back to the clearing, but when they arrived, raised voices greeted them. “I said I’m not going with you,” Syrinx yelled, yanking her arm out of Pan’s grasp. She tore away from him and darted into the forest. Pan chased her, disappearing into the woods, followed by Atalanta. 
For a moment, Lyssa was stunned. She was only gone a few moments. How had the mood turned so quickly? Dumb question. She was all too familiar with how fast fun can turn into chaos. Taking off after them, Lyssa charged through the forest, the wolf pup at her heels. She could hear Syrinx ahead, calling on the help of her river gods to protect her, to hide her. Cutting along the edge of the stream, Lyssa rushed forward, determined to get to her in time. 
Atalanta shrieked. When Lyssa caught up to them, there was no sign of Syrinx. Pan was standing in the water, clutching a cluster of reeds. 
“Where’s Syrinx?” Lyssa demanded, shoving Pan.
“Gone,” Atalanta said, her voice thick with emotion. “There was a flash of light and then she was gone. Changed.” She pointed at the reeds in Pan’s hands. “Into that.”
“What?” Lyssa couldn’t process what she was seeing. 
“I didn’t mean…” Pan mumbled, “to hurt her… It was only a game.” He hugged the reeds to his chest. 
Lyssa’s fingers itched to punish him, to send him into a crack of madness, but his face was a blanket of pain. And she couldn’t harm Pan, beloved of the gods. There would be no hiding from them if she did that. 
Barking and splashing startled her, and she pulled her eyes away from Pan to see a pack of hunting dogs charging toward them. Pan’s eyes widened, and he ran away, still holding the reeds. The dogs followed, thundering out of the water and chasing him into the woods. Lyssa watched in confusion as the wolf pup scampered off after them. 
From nowhere, Artemis appeared, her face tight with rage, and she focused it on Lyssa. “You didn’t protect her.” 
Her words hit like an arrow. Where had Artemis even come from? Lyssa stood frozen, her mind whirling, her chest tight, choked by the words she couldn’t say. In her silence, it was Atalanta who stepped forward and explained Syrinx’s transformation. Artemis listened with impatience, glaring at Lyssa. 
“Well,” Artemis said after she’d processed what Syrinx had done. “She turned herself into reeds rather than dishonor me with the unwanted touch of that creature. She remained pure. It is a lesson for all of us.”
Lyssa saw by her face that she was serious. Artemis had taken the senseless tragedy of a young girl and twisted it to make it about her, turning it into a parable about chastity. By now, the rest of her followers had joined the group. They all nodded sagely at this announcement, agreeing with the goddess that Syrinx had done what was necessary, though, hours before, they too had been laughing and playing with Pan. It was then that she noticed a man standing behind Artemis, off in the shadows. He ran a hand through his messy black hair and adjusted the bow slung over his shoulder. 
“Who’s that?” Lyssa blurted. 
He stepped forward and bowed. “I’m Actaeon. I drifted away from my hunting party and had the honor of hunting with the goddess today.”
Lyssa glanced at Artemis, who confirmed with a nod and told stories from their day of hunting, but Lyssa could barely listen. She stared daggers into Actaeon. After all of that talk about chastity, Artemis was going to allow this stranger into their camp? Lyssa was confused. Without thinking, she asked the question. 
Artemis’s eyes flashed to her, angry at being questioned. “Indeed, Actaeon is a fine hunter, the best in the region. Once the dogs return, we will set up camp over that ridge,” Artemis said, the matter closed. “In the morning, he will reunite with his party.”
That night, they made camp on a ridge, with Mount Cithaeron rising before them through the mist. The hunting dogs had returned with her pup, but there was no sign of Pan. Artemis had barely looked in her direction. The message was clear. Lyssa had failed. 
It stung more than it should have. Lyssa knew Artemis was an Olympian, but she’d fooled herself into believing she wasn’t like them, when she was behaving exactly like them. Lyssa hugged her knees tight and watched the flickering glow of the fire, trying to ignore Artemis and Actaeon trading hunting stories around the campfire. Lyssa didn’t trust him. He had the greedy look of a man who had been told his whole life that he was special. She could tell by the possessive way he watched Artemis that he thought he was worthy of her, that deep inside, he believed he would be the one to make her renounce her vow of chastity.
As the fire died into ashes, and the girls dropped off to bed, Lyssa laid awake, fighting with her memories. She unwound and twisted her hair into braids, a habit she’d developed to keep her hands busy and her mind still. It wasn’t working. This time, there was no comforting arm of Artemis to distract her. Only the warm, solid presence of the wolf pup, who’d broken away from the dog pack to settle into sleep beside her. 
The sun peeking over the crooked line of the mountain woke her. Before everyone else got up, Lyssa walked into the valley, where the stream cut through two rocky hills and a waterfall melted into a spring. The shock of the crisp water and the thunder of the waterfall drowned out the thoughts whirling through her mind. The reeds alongside the water reminded her of Syrinx and how she had tried to get away from Pan and, in the process, made herself portable so he could take her everywhere. And once he’d carried her off, Artemis had forgotten her, distracted by her new hunting companion. It was that way any time one of her followers displeased her. Lyssa wondered what kind of flattery Actaeon had used to ingratiate himself into her retinue. 
[bookmark: _Hlk108877675]When she returned, refreshed from her bath, the camp was stirring and Nicaea, a young water nymph, told her that Artemis, Atalanta and Actaeon had gone out hunting. 
Later, the hunting party returned, victorious, dragging the body of a stag behind them as they roared into camp, laughing and proud. Artemis announced she needed a bath and motioned for her girls to come along. Lyssa started to follow, but Artemis stopped her with a look. Embarrassed, Lyssa watched Artemis’s attendants trail behind her down the path to the spring. Actaeon also watched. Lyssa could see the raw longing on his face. “Don’t,” she said. “You cannot go down there.”
He huffed a reply and dragged the deer off to process it. As he worked, Lyssa didn’t want to have awkward conversation with him, and went to look for something to eat. There were baskets of food foraged from the forest as well as breads and some fruits. Lyssa pulled a pomegranate from the basket and cut it in half. Artemis loved them. Lyssa thought maybe making breakfast could be a peace offering and she started seeding the pomegranate and cutting chunks of bread. After a few moments, she noticed that Actaeon had gone quiet. Hoping he hadn’t given in to temptation, she started down the path to the stream. She wasn’t going to fail to protect them again.
Perhaps she had learned something from hunting with Artemis because she barely made a noise as she followed the trail through the valley until she found him, crouched, pressed against a rock to stay out of sight. She just had to snag him and pull him back to camp. Ahead, the river nymphs laughed and played, at home and happy in the water, while Artemis and the others relaxed. Actaeon went still, watching them. Lyssa debated how to grab him without causing a scene. Or maybe she should cause a scene. 
Deciding a glimpse wasn’t enough, Actaeon crept closer, ducking behind a boulder. Lyssa pressed herself against the rock. He was too close now. If she tried to pull him back, Artemis would surely see them, and he could easily talk himself out of trouble. Artemis was already angry with her, and Lyssa didn’t want to risk angering her by insulting her new hunting companion. She stared daggers into his back, willing him to slink back to camp where he belonged.
Instead, like an idiot, he moved closer and Lyssa could see why. While the others bathed, Artemis had stood up.  Always beautiful, Artemis was radiant in the mist of the waterfall. Her body was strong and lean, and her face glowing with happiness as she watched her nymphs splash and swim in the water. She looked free and powerful. Lyssa felt a pang of jealousy at being excluded.
Actaeon stepped closer, and the movement caught Nicaea’s eye. She screamed. In an instant, the peaceful scene exploded. Her attendants rushed to cover Artemis, to shield her body from being seen. Lyssa rushed forward. Artemis prided herself that no man had ever seen her naked body and now, the one she invited into her camp was openly gaping at her as she shrugged on her tunic. He didn’t even try to hide it or defend himself. 
Lyssa knocked him to the ground. As he struggled, she held him there for Artemis, who, now fully clothed, stormed over. Caught, Actaeon stammered out apologies and excuses. He’d heard a sound, came to check on them. It wasn’t his fault. He would never knowingly offend the great goddess. She didn’t buy any of it.
“You will not speak,” Artemis said finally, her voice shaking with rage. “I don’t want to hear your voice. You will never speak again. If you do, I will turn you into a stag and hunt you myself.”
He nodded, looking up at her, prepared to agree to whatever would stop the gush of anger, the look that could tear him apart. Why didn’t she tear him apart? Artemis wasn’t shy about punishing those who offended her. Lyssa jammed her knee into Actaeon’s back, making him groan in pain. 
Artemis turned to Lyssa. “Release him. He will not speak of this or of anything ever again.”
She released him. He stumbled to his feet, bowing, and putting his hands together in supplication. Artemis ignored him, pushing past him up the trail and back to camp.
Eager to be done with him, the group set out to find his hunting party. They trudged through the woods, the air thick with tension, with words not spoken. Artemis walked ahead, cutting violently through branches and brush. Actaeon trailed behind her, tracking his dogs, who ran ahead searching for deer out of habit. 
They crested a hill and, on the other side, a party of three hunters moved near the bottom. Actaeon called out to them, waving his arms. Artemis’s attention snapped to him; her brows narrowed. “I told you not to speak.”
He gasped, paled at his mistake. It was a reflex. Lyssa could tell by his reaction. Artemis rounded on him, eyes like arrows fixed on him. Actaeon dropped to his knees before her. The forest held its breath. Artemis flicked her wrist, calling up a burst of dirt around him. When it fell, a deer stood in Actaeon’s place. I will turn you into a stag and hunt you myself. 
But she didn’t. The gods never do their own dirty work. Instead, she turned to Lyssa. “Tear him apart.”
“What?”
“You heard me. Do as I say. I don’t need to remind you of your place here and where you were when I found you.” Artemis’s face had hardened to ice, and cold washed through Lyssa’s veins. 
Lyssa swallowed. She told herself that she didn’t want to do this, that Actaeon didn’t deserve this, but he did. This was all his fault and she did want to do this. Actaeon’s ear twitched and his black eyes locked onto Lyssa. 
He ran.
Lyssa locked onto his hunting dogs, felt their blood rushing, their pulses beating together. Their minds snapped to hers. It didn’t take much. A whisper, a suggestion to make them forget their master’s scent. The dogs were off, barking and snarling, their feet thundering on the ground, chasing the deer. It was exhilarating.
With her wolf pup trailing behind, watching and learning, the pack chased the stag through the woods. Actaeon was fast, using his new deer body to leap over boulders and weave through trees. The pack was agile, working as one to push him, testing him to spot his weaknesses. 
Artemis watched with cold fury, hungry for blood. In her face, Lyssa didn’t see horror at watching her hunting companion being hunted. She saw satisfaction, smugness. Just like Hera. In the end, Lyssa thought, it wasn’t the sanctity of the hunt that got her blood racing, it was the demonstration of her power. The hunt, like everything, was about Artemis. 
The pack, spurred on by the smell of fear, thundered after the deer. Locked into them, their excitement coursed through Lyssa’s body. A few members of the pack bolted ahead, getting in front of the deer and running back and forth. Confused, the deer faltered. The others seized the opening and surrounded it. The deer stalled. It had nowhere to go. 
Lyssa’s heart pounded, her mind stilled. She clenched her fist and released it, unraveling the dogs. If Artemis wanted a spectacle, she thought, I’ll give her one. There was beauty in it, the breath before violence erupted. 
One dog leaped forward, sinking its teeth into the deer’s soft neck. Then, chaos. It was a bloody tangle of teeth and hooves. Actaeon kicking and using his antlers to fight off the dogs, but they didn’t waver. Once the smell of blood was in the air, the dogs he’d trained so well did their jobs. 
Actaeon’s dogs tore him apart.
Bones cracked, flesh tore. Lyssa gave herself to the madness, her mind one with the dogs. This is who I am, she thought. The spark that lights the inferno.
In the shocked quiet afterwards, Lyssa recoiled at what she had done. The girls wouldn’t look at her and they were right. Shame and embarrassment wove themselves into knots in her stomach. Artemis wrapped her arm around Lyssa’s shoulders and pulled her in tight, whispered praise that she didn’t want the others to hear.  Bile rose in Lyssa’s stomach. She turned away from Artemis and threw up in the trampled grass.
Later at camp, the maidens avoided her. After night fell, Lyssa curled into a ball on her blanket, crushed by guilt. It wasn’t just the violence. It was that when she unleashed that chaos, it felt right. It felt like who she was. Artemis sat down next to her and murmured pointless platitudes that Lyssa stopped hearing. Artemis smelled like pine needles and wood smoke, but instead of being comforting, it stuck in Lyssa’s throat, choking her. 
In the golden rays of morning, Lyssa stole across the forest while the camp slept. Artemis had taught her how to be quiet and she didn’t make a sound, though she didn’t know why. Nobody was coming after her. Only her wolf pup. He, too, had tasted blood during the hunt, but he didn’t blame her for it. It was his nature and he accepted that it was hers too. When she stopped, he cocked his head, watching her. She picked up a stick, wiggled it, and threw it. The pup bounded after it and dropped it at her feet when he returned. His tail thumped the ground. This was enough. She didn’t need any of them. 
She’d trusted Artemis when she promised not to use her the way the others had. That was a mistake she wouldn’t make again. At the top of the hill, the world spread out before her, a sea of rolling green possibilities. There had to be somewhere the gods wouldn’t find her. 
