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      MONA

      I emptied the last of the stew into my bowl before squeezing in close to the other women huddled in the corner. Body heat and hot stew were the only way I was going to make it through my meal. No one spoke. We were all too focused on eating and trying to stay warm as little clouds of smoke formed in front of our faces. Steam rose from the bowl as I glanced out the window.

      “It’s snowing again,” muttered Iris.

      I bit my tongue and sighed. It felt like my body was shutting down and nothing worked right. We were in an abandoned village surrounded by snow.

      “When does it ever stop?” I asked. “It’s been snowing since we got here.”

      Rage warmed me from the inside as I placed the stew to the side and sat up a little straighter.

      “As a matter of fact,” I said, my voice rising several octaves. “We haven’t seen a single soul either.”

      Some of the women muttered amongst themselves with sounds of agreement as they slurped their stew. I was the only reason why we had anything edible in the first place. Being the best cook out of the bunch earned me some privileges. I was surprised to note I was the only one who even brought cooking supplies.

      Madam Griselda made it sound like all of our needs would be met by the men she claimed were in need of wives. It wasn’t every day that a matchmaker rolled into town and her pitch sounded better than the pig farmer who offered that was twice my age. Nobody else from my village took Griselda up on her offer, but I stole Minerva, a goat who I affectionately called Minnie, and like an idiot, joined the ragtag group of women passing through. Of course, I grabbed a couple of pots, pans, and some of my special herb blends, too.

      Madam Griselda, the withered old woman who bamboozled us all, stood by the window smiling merrily at the snow flurries coming down.

      “She said the village would have men,” I muttered, cutting my eyes over at her again.

      That heffa was in her own damn world like we weren’t freezing to death. I should have ignored her like everybody else in my village, but I saw the comet that night, too. It was easy to believe her proclamation that the realms would collide as walls thinned during the full moon to bring about fated mates. Shit, it sounded good at the time, and I didn’t have anything left to lose thanks to my stepfather. He’d sold off everything, including Minnie, but I was able to steal her back before fleeing town. Griselda was a phony who had more hair on her chin than on her head. I would see her old ass pitched over the edge of the nearest cliff before I died out here in the middle of nowhere freezing my tits off with my goat.

      “You must have patience,” said Griselda.

      “Patience be damned,” I snapped, getting to my feet. “We’re nearly out of firewood and most of the rations are gone. We might have enough to get through tomorrow. So, if we aren’t going down the mountain to forage some more, then we’re all deciding to die, and I didn’t sign up for that shit.”

      “I signed up to get my ass ate and have a warm place to lay my head,” said Cathi, one of the older women in the group.

      The rays of sun illuminated her copper skin as a smile crawled across her face. I smiled too as several women laughed. She was right. I’d never been married, but Cathi was a widow searching for a better life someplace else. We had high hopes and Griselda came along and talked a good game.

      “This bitch is probably going to harvest our organs or something,” I muttered, looking down at the remnants in my bowl.

      It was watery, but flavorful thanks to me. No matter what, I refused to have another day like this. Absolutely fucking not. The goddess wanted more for me than this shit.

      “We’d have to go much further than you’d think,” said Priscilla. “I told you yesterday there’s nothing left to forage unless we commit to a full day’s journey back down the mountain.”

      I cut my eyes over at her and pursed my lips together. She wasn’t wrong and we needed to get a move on sooner rather than later to get some distance between us and this snow prison.

      “Well, that’s it,” I said, downing what was left of my stew, and planting my hands on my hips. “I say we pack our shit and get off this mountain before we die.”

      Madam Griselda grabbed her walking stick and got to her feet as well. She pinned me with a glare and sighed while shaking her head disapprovingly.

      “Always in such a hurry,” she said. “You can’t outrun fate. I told you the stars…”

      “Yes, yes,” I said with a wave of my hand. “The fucking stars. We know, we’ve heard it a million times. I don’t want to hear about no damn stars. We saw that comet during the last full moon, and here we are again with another full moon, freezing our tits off. I want to know how we are going to stay warm, stay fed, and not die. And it doesn’t seem like you have those answers, so we need to leave.”

      “To be fair,” said Iris, glancing around at the other women. “We do have a few rations left, and we still have the animals.”

      I whipped my head around fast enough to hurt.

      “What animals?” I hissed through clenched teeth, ready to grab my spatula to knock that bitch in the head if necessary. I wanted her to spell it out and speak plain.

      Iris rolled her eyes before putting her bowl down.

      A bowl I ensured was filled with edible food.

      Ungrateful cow.

      “That goat you’re always fussing over, and if push comes to shove, that donkey, too. I’ve eaten horse before, and I assume donkey meat isn’t that different.”

      “The hell you will!” shouted Tiffany. “I’ll cut a bitch.”

      Tiffany wasn’t a very large woman and the little stub of a knife clutched in her hand trembled as she backed up towards the door.

      I moved to join her as I opted to avoid turning my back on the group.

      “And I know like hell, you didn’t just suggest we eat my fucking goat. I brought what I thought I would need. The rest of you bitches should have brought your own goat.”

      “How in the goddess’s name would we have known we would end up on a snow-covered mountain surrounded by nothing,” said Iris, gesturing out to the ghost town.

      Most of the wood from the dilapidated buildings had been harvested for warmth and I was over it.

      “Fuck this. You know what? This isn’t about me or my damn goat. This is about her!” I bellowed, pointing an accusatory finger at Griselda. I wasn’t the enemy here, and nobody was eating my goat.

      Griselda raised a brow as her eyes widened. She held up a hand to ward off the incoming words flying at her. Everybody was pissed and I used the opportunity to slip out with Tiffany close on my heels.

      “I’m leaving,” I said in a hushed voice.

      We didn’t have much, but what we had was near the front of the house we took over.

      “Me too,” she replied.

      I didn’t trust those women, especially when it came to my goat. Little did they know, I would sooner eat one of them than eat Minnie. Our heads snapped towards the ruckus growing louder in the house.

      “Hurry up before they notice,” I whispered in a rush.

      We gathered our things as quickly and quietly as possible. She grabbed Barnaby, her donkey, I grabbed Minnie, and tightened my extra cloak around her before heading down the mountain.
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        * * *

      

      TIFFANY GLANCED BACK over her shoulder, and I knew in an instant what she was thinking. That this was a fucking mistake, because I was thinking it too. I couldn’t tell how long we’d been walking, but the sky was turning dark, and we would need some type of shelter soon.

      “Not to be that person,” she said, tightening the scarf around her neck, “but I can’t feel my toes.”

      “I stopped feeling my toes a while ago,” I confessed. “It wouldn’t be smart for us to turn back though.”

      I glanced up at the thicket of trees surrounding us and tried to quickly think of a solution. Some of the women had marked the trees during scouting missions for food, so I
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