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Introduction: At the Sacred Threshold of First Breath
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Before temples were raised from stone and before sacred stories were written upon papyrus, clay, or parchment, women entered the mystery of childbirth surrounded by whispered prayers. The chamber of birth was understood as a threshold where the ordinary world opened briefly into the realm of the divine, for within that enclosed space a mother moved between suffering and creation while a child journeyed from hidden darkness into visible life. Those waiting nearby could offer water, warmth, steady hands, and comforting voices, yet they also sensed powers beyond human reach. They called upon goddesses whose names carried the promise of protection, believing that unseen guardians could loosen what had become bound, drive harmful spirits from the doorway, strengthen the laboring woman, and guide the newborn safely toward the waiting light. Birth belonged to the body, but mythology placed it within a greater mystery, where human courage and divine presence met in a single trembling hour.

Across the ancient world, these guardians appeared in many forms because each culture imagined protection through the symbols it knew best. Some came as radiant queens crowned with stars, carrying authority over marriage, fertility, and the continuation of families. Others appeared with wild animals, curved knives, torches, amulets, or hands raised in blessing. A guardian of childbirth did not always possess a gentle face, for the dangers surrounding mothers and infants required fierceness as well as tenderness. Her frightening shape warned hostile forces away, while her compassionate nature remained turned toward those inside the chamber. She could be beautiful or monstrous, young or ancient, serene or untamed, yet every form revealed the same sacred truth: vulnerability was not weakness, and those passing through the most fragile doorway of life deserved the strongest protection the heavens could provide.

In Greece, women remembered Eileithyia, the mysterious goddess whose presence could determine whether the path of labor remained closed or opened at last. She belonged to the moment of passage itself, standing near the mother as pain rose and fell like waves against a shore. Artemis also became associated with this perilous hour, not because she was a mother, but because mythology placed her beside her own mother, Leto, during the difficult arrival of Apollo. The maiden of the wilderness carried the memory of maternal suffering within her divine identity, transforming witnessed pain into guardianship. Hera watched over the dignity of wives and mothers, while the household received the newborn into a lineage protected by sacred customs. These goddesses did not erase the ordeal of birth; instead, their stories gave the ordeal meaning, placing the mother’s endurance beneath the gaze of powers who understood thresholds, family bonds, and the cost of bringing life into the world.

Along the Nile, protective beings gathered even closer to the birthing room. Taweret, the Great One, bore the heavy body of a pregnant hippopotamus, the limbs of a lion, the back of a crocodile, and the rounded belly of a mother near delivery. Her appearance joined several feared creatures into one commanding guardian, turning terror against itself so that danger would recoil from the woman under her care. Images of Taweret were kept among ordinary households because divine protection was not reserved for palaces or grand sanctuaries; it was needed beside beds, cradles, doorways, and nursing mothers. Isis offered another vision of sacred motherhood as she hid with the infant Horus among the reeds, sheltering him from enemies, feeding him, healing him, and preserving the future embodied in his small life. Her power grew through devotion, intelligence, patience, and an unwillingness to surrender her child to the forces pursuing him.

In India, the divine mother appeared through figures whose love possessed both creative and defensive power. Parvati shaped a child through her own will and guarded the boundary of her private chamber, revealing motherhood as an act capable of bringing forth identity, loyalty, and destiny. Shashthi watched over fertility, infants, and the uncertain days following birth, when a child’s existence still seemed delicate enough to be carried away by an unseen breath. Families honored her not only at the moment of delivery but during the early stages of childhood, recognizing that protection continued after the first cry had sounded. Motherhood in these traditions reached beyond physical birth, embracing nourishment, watchfulness, naming, belonging, and the long labor of keeping a young life safe as it gradually entered the wider world.

Rome called upon Juno Lucina, she who brought children into the light. Her title transformed birth into an emergence from shadow, allowing the newborn’s first appearance to resemble dawn breaking across the horizon. In the northern lands, Frigg embodied another dimension of divine motherhood: the knowledge that even profound love cannot command every thread of fate. Her story carried the ache of a mother who perceived danger around her beloved child and sought protection from every part of creation. Through her, mythology acknowledged a fear that begins long before birth and may remain throughout a parent’s life—the fear of losing what is most cherished. The guardian goddess therefore stood not only beside the laboring woman but within the enduring heart of motherhood, where joy and apprehension often dwell together.

The stories within this book move among these sacred figures without forcing them into a single shape. Each goddess rises from a distinct landscape, language, ritual tradition, and understanding of the divine. Their myths must be approached with respect for those differences, because Taweret is not merely an Egyptian version of Artemis, nor is Shashthi interchangeable with Juno Lucina. Every guardian possesses her own history, symbols, relationships, and spiritual atmosphere. Their shared concern for mothers and children creates a bridge between them, but the beauty of that bridge depends upon the uniqueness of every shore it joins. By entering their stories individually, we encounter many ways humanity has imagined courage, fertility, protection, grief, hope, and the astonishing arrival of new life.

The meditations following these myths offer a quiet place to remain with the emotions their stories awaken. They invite the mind to enter the ancient birth chamber, hear the prayers spoken beside flickering lamps, sense the guardian at the doorway, and contemplate the strength held within vulnerable beginnings. These moments of inward stillness are not meant to explain away pain or turn motherhood into a flawless ideal. They create room for reverence toward the body that labors, compassion for those whose journeys have included fear or loss, gratitude for the people who offer care, and tenderness toward every life beginning its uncertain passage through the world. Within that reflective space, the goddesses become more than distant figures preserved in old tales; they become symbols through which protection, endurance, and love may be contemplated anew.

To open these pages is to approach a threshold guarded by many divine faces. Behind it wait mothers calling into darkness, newborns drawing their first breath, families listening for the cry that announces an arrival, and goddesses standing where mortal sight cannot follow. Their hands hold torches, bows, protective blades, sacred knots, and blessings gathered from the oldest layers of memory. Their stories remind us that birth has never been regarded as an ordinary event, because every arrival reshapes the world that receives it. A mother emerges changed, a child begins an unwritten life, and the ancient guardians remain near the doorway, keeping watch over the fragile miracle taking place between darkness and light.
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Chapter 1: The First Cry Beneath the Moon


[image: ]


The moon rose from the sea as if drawn upward by an invisible hand, and its light passed over the cliffs, the groves of silver-leaved olive trees, and the clustered roofs of Asteria before reaching the house where Myrine stopped in the courtyard and pressed both palms beneath the weight of her child. Until that moment she had been walking slowly beside the cistern, listening to the women grind barley indoors and to her mother, Timarete, singing an old cradle song while folding linen near the hearth, but a deep tightening seized her without warning and turned the familiar yard into a place sharpened by shadow and sound. The clay cup slipped from her fingers, struck the flagstones, and rolled beneath the moon. Timarete heard it before she heard her daughter’s breath catch, and by the time Myrine bent against the trunk of the fig tree, the older woman had crossed the threshold with her skirts gathered in one fist. She placed a hand against Myrine’s rigid belly, felt the living hardness beneath the skin, and looked once toward the moonlit gate. “Call Lysandra,” she told the youngest girl in the household, though her voice carried neither alarm nor hesitation, and little Phoibe darted barefoot into the lane while Timarete curved her body around her daughter and murmured, “Do not fight the first wave, my heart; let it find its shore.” Myrine closed her eyes, but through the red darkness behind her lids she saw the moon burning like a white door above the sea, and somewhere far beyond the village dogs began to bark, as though a procession no mortal eye could see had stepped onto the road.

Lysandra arrived with a woven basket hooked over her arm and two widowed sisters, their grey hair unbound for the night’s work, while Phoibe ran ahead carrying a lamp whose flame streamed sideways in the wind. She touched Myrine’s cheek, watched the strain loosen from her mouth, and then sent the household into motion with a glance. The eastern room was cleared of chests, the sleeping mats rolled against the wall, and fresh rushes scattered over the floor with leaves of bay and dittany crushed beneath them. Bronze bowls were filled from the cistern; wool was warmed near the coals; a low birthing stool was brought from the storeroom and rubbed with oil. Timarete opened the cedar box that had belonged to her own mother and removed the objects kept for this hour: a small clay woman with lifted arms, a moon-shaped pendant blackened by years of touch, a blue bead from the southern riverlands, a knotted red cord, and a tiny ivory hippopotamus. She arranged them beside the hearth without speaking their names, while the widowed sisters, Damaris and Kleio, loosened every knot within the chamber and drew back the shutters so that nothing bound or barred might remain. Myrine watched them from the doorway, one arm around her husband Theron’s shoulders, until another pain gathered low in her back and drove her nails into his tunic. He whispered that he would stay, but Lysandra came between them, gentle and immovable, taking Myrine’s weight as Timarete drew Theron’s hands away. “Wait beyond the lintel,” the midwife said while guiding the laboring woman inside. “Keep the lamp alive, keep the door clear, and answer when she calls your name.” Theron bowed his forehead to Myrine’s temple before releasing her, and when the women shut the inner curtain, he remained in the passage, listening to the room fill with water, footsteps, and the first low invocation of the night.

At the center of the chamber Lysandra knelt and placed both hands on the floor, her fingers spread among the rushes, while the other women formed a half-circle behind Myrine. Their voices began softly, not in song but in the measured cadence of names carried from mother to daughter, each name laid into the room like another stone beneath a trembling wall. “Eileithyia who hears at the hidden gate, come near,” Timarete said as she warmed oil between her palms and rubbed it across her daughter’s lower back. “Artemis of the moonlit ridge, remember the travail of Leto,” Damaris breathed while setting the crescent pendant against the clay figure. Kleio touched the blue bead and called to Isis, mighty in the marshes, and Phoibe, who had never stood inside a birthing room before, whispered Taweret’s name with such careful fear that the lamp flame dipped as if a broad body had passed before it. Lysandra added Juno Lucina, opener of light, then Shashthi who moved unseen near the cradle, and at the final syllable a gust entered through the shutters carrying scents that did not belong to the dry island night: river mud, cedar smoke, flowering jasmine, cold pine, and the green breath of reeds. Myrine lifted her head. For an instant the walls seemed farther away, and the bronze bowls reflected stars although the ceiling above them was closed. Then the contraction tightened through her, deeper than the first, drawing a cry from her throat that she swallowed against Timarete’s shoulder. Lysandra rose at once, wrapped both arms around Myrine, and moved with her as she swayed. “Give the sound air,” she murmured, her cheek beside Myrine’s hair. “No door opens for a voice kept prisoner.” Myrine drew breath through clenched teeth, and when the pain crested she let a long rough note fill the chamber. Outside, Theron heard the sound pass through the curtain and struck his palm against the doorframe, while on the roof above him a white owl settled without stirring its wings.

Far to the south, where the moon floated in the Nile as a broken shield, a woman in a reed-roofed house cried out, and the same wind that entered her chamber stirred the shutters in Asteria. Taweret lifted her heavy head from the riverbank. Water streamed from her rounded flanks; crocodile scales glistened along her back; her lion’s paws sank into the wet earth, leaving prints that filled at once with moonlit water. Around her neck hung charms shaped by generations of mothers, and in one hand she carried a looped sign of life while the other rested protectively across her swollen belly. She heard many voices that night, some near, some across deserts and seas, and among them Myrine’s invocation reached her through the little ivory image beside the island hearth. Taweret opened her jaws, exposing tusks bright as polished bone, and every spiteful thing prowling near the thresholds of women recoiled. A presence had already crept beneath Myrine’s outer gate, drawn by blood yet to be spilled and fear not yet spoken. It moved like smoke against the courtyard wall, nosing toward the curtained room, but the ivory figure beside the hearth grew warm, then hot, and from its small carved mouth came the breath of the great river beast. The shadow recoiled. Theron, waiting in the passage, saw only the flame of his lamp leap blue and heard something scrape over the stones toward the lane. He seized a branch from the brazier and thrust it into the darkness, shouting, “Whatever seeks this house, face me first,” though his arm shook and no shape answered him. Within, Myrine gripped the birthing rope suspended from the ceiling beam and bent her knees as Lysandra guided her downward, while behind the walls Taweret planted her four immense feet at the corners of the room and made the fragile house stronger than a fortress.

Eileithyia had come without footsteps, clothed in a robe the color of a pomegranate’s inner skin, her hair bound with a cord that had never been cut. The threshold before her was neither in the house nor outside it, neither beneath the earth nor among the stars, but it held every cry uttered by women who had approached the edge of birth. Its pillars were carved with hands, knees, open mouths, and the curved backs of mothers; its lintel shone with old blood washed clean by time. On one side Myrine labored beneath the moon, and on the other waited the child, curled in a darkness warm with the beat of its mother’s heart. Eileithyia could hear the women calling, yet she did not uncross her torches. Around the gate coiled a cord of shadow, knotted where fear had tightened in Myrine during the months before labor: fear born when a neighbor’s infant had failed to breathe, fear carried from Timarete’s silence about a son buried before Myrine’s birth, fear gathered from every glance that lingered too long on the swelling belly. The goddess touched the first knot, and Myrine gasped in the chamber as a memory not her own flashed before her: her mother young and bloodless, holding a wrapped bundle while rain struck the shutters. Timarete saw recognition in her daughter’s face and recoiled as though the past had entered bodily between them. “Who told you?” she whispered, but Myrine could only clutch her wrist. The contraction passed, leaving both women staring at one another. Timarete lowered herself beside the birthing stool, and in the same room where she had hidden grief for twenty-seven years, she placed Myrine’s hand over her heart. “There was a boy before you. Aeson,” she said, the confession woven into the crackle of coals and Lysandra’s quiet work. “He came too soon, and I buried his name with him. I feared speaking would call loss back to us.” Myrine’s fingers tightened, not in accusation but in sudden tenderness, and beyond sight Eileithyia loosened the first knot.

The second knot held Myrine’s own secret, a fear she had fed through sleepless nights while Theron breathed beside her. She had dreamed repeatedly of standing before a dark sea with an infant crying from the opposite shore, unable to find a boat. She had never told anyone, believing the dream a warning that would gain strength if given a voice, but now the image rose so vividly that salt seemed to touch her tongue. Another contraction began, low and merciless, and instead of turning inward she called Theron’s name. He pushed through the curtain only after Lysandra nodded, entering with the brazier branch still in his hand and terror naked on his face. Myrine reached for him from the stool, and he knelt among the crushed herbs, heedless of the women surrounding them. “I kept dreaming I could not reach the child,” she said against the pain, her words pressed between harsh breaths, “and I thought the gods were showing me what they intended.” Theron put her palm against his mouth and answered without raising his head, “Then let them find me standing in their path, because no shore will keep me from you, and no darkness will take our child unwitnessed.” Timarete rested one hand on his shoulder, Lysandra braced Myrine’s knees, and the others drew nearer until the mother was enclosed by living warmth. At the unseen gate Eileithyia lifted the second knot. It resisted, tightening around her fingers like a serpent, but from the roof Artemis sent a silver shaft through the shadow cord, and from the four corners Taweret exhaled a roar too deep for mortal ears. The knot split. Myrine’s body opened a little more, and clear water spilled suddenly over the rushes, carrying a faint shimmer like moonlight pouring from within her. Phoibe cried out, but Lysandra’s hand was already beneath the flow. “The waters have broken,” she said, looking directly into Myrine’s frightened eyes. “Now the child has chosen the road.”

The house answered with motion. Damaris swept away the soaked rushes and spread fresh linen; Kleio replenished the bowls; Timarete tied back Myrine’s hair with an unknotted ribbon; Theron was sent once more beyond the curtain, though this time he left his hand trailing from Myrine’s until their fingers separated. Lysandra examined the progress of the labor and found the child lower, but her relief was brief. A thread of blood ran brighter than she wished across her wrist, and the baby’s position remained uncertain beneath the mother’s rigid belly. She concealed the stained cloth under another and asked Phoibe to bring the bundle of herbs from the basket, yet Timarete saw. Their eyes met above Myrine’s bowed head, and in that glance passed a knowledge neither allowed into speech. Myrine, breathing against Damaris’s shoulder, felt the room’s careful silence and knew something had changed. “Do not make a wall of your faces,” she said when she could speak. “Tell me what you see.” Lysandra wiped her hands and crouched before her, the lamplight showing every line age had carved around her eyes. “I see a child who has entered the passage at an angle and a mother whose strength must be guarded,” she replied, neither softening nor sharpening the truth. “We will turn you, lift you, and give the little one room to find a better path.” Myrine nodded once. The women helped her onto hands and knees, then supported her hips as Lysandra pressed with slow precision along the side of the womb. Pain flashed across Myrine’s spine, white and sudden, and she cried out that she could not endure another touch. Timarete knelt before her and caught her face between both palms, saying, “Look at me while the wave rises; strike me, curse me, break my bracelets, but remain here.” Myrine fixed her eyes on her mother’s, and while the contraction rolled through her, a falcon’s shadow swept across the open shutters though no bird crossed the moon.

Isis entered through that shadow wearing a dark blue mantle scattered with points of gold. The scent of papyrus and myrrh moved before her, and droplets from the marsh clung to her feet without falling. She carried no throne, no sistrum, no jeweled crown, only a folded strip of linen and the weariness of a mother who had hidden too long among reeds while danger searched the banks. At her breast rested the memory of Horus, warm and fevered, and in her hands remained the skill of one who had spoken secret names over poisoned flesh. She stood beside Lysandra, unseen except by the infant turning within Myrine, and bent close to the laboring body. The child’s shoulder had lodged against the narrow path, its head tilted beneath the pressure of each contraction. Isis laid the linen over Myrine’s belly, though mortal eyes saw only a band of moonlight, and whispered a name older than the house, older than the island, older than the sea’s first tide. The baby stirred. Lysandra felt the movement beneath her palm and shifted her pressure, guiding rather than forcing. “There,” she breathed, her concentration taut as a drawn cord. “Follow me, little wanderer. Turn your face toward the opening.” Myrine moaned into Timarete’s hands, and the goddess moved her fingers in harmony with the midwife’s. Slowly, with the reluctance of a boat changing course against a strong current, the child rotated. The hard curve beneath Myrine’s ribs softened; the weight settled lower in her pelvis; the next surge pressed downward with such force that she nearly collapsed. Damaris and Kleio caught her under the arms while Lysandra sat back, relief flashing across her features before discipline covered it. Isis folded the invisible linen and tucked it beneath the clay figure beside the fire, where its edge became a gleam no wider than a hair. Then she stood behind Myrine, one hand hovering over the mother’s heart and the other over the child’s small back, while the chamber filled with the distant rustle of reeds.

The pains came so close together that the spaces between them vanished. Myrine no longer walked; she hung from the rope with her feet planted wide, Timarete supporting her from one side and Damaris from the other, while Lysandra knelt below and watched for the first glimpse of the child. The room narrowed to heat, breath, and the terrible downward force splitting through Myrine’s body. She called upon Eileithyia, then Artemis, then no name at all, only a cry that broke against the rafters. Blood darkened the linen beneath her, not yet enough to make Lysandra command haste but enough to quicken every hand. Kleio held a cup to Myrine’s mouth, yet she turned away, retching onto the rushes. Phoibe wiped her face, murmuring apologies though she had done nothing wrong, and Myrine caught the girl’s wrist between contractions. “Do not be afraid of me,” she said, her voice ragged, “but remember that I was here when your turn comes.” Phoibe’s eyes flooded, and she answered that she would remember every breath. Another surge bent Myrine nearly double. Lysandra reached upward and felt the child’s head at last, still hidden but close enough that her expression changed. “It is coming,” she told the women, and hope moved through them so swiftly that the lamps seemed to brighten. Yet when the contraction receded, the child slipped backward again. The next brought it no farther. Myrine strained until veins rose in her neck, but the passage held tight around the smallest crown of bone. Eileithyia stood at the hidden gate with one knot remaining, larger than the others and wound through with strands that did not belong to Myrine alone. It had been tied by generations of unspoken terror, by women who entered labor knowing they might not leave it, by children mourned without markers, by prayers uttered too late. The goddess laid both torches upon the ground and reached for the knot with bare hands.

The final knot broke, and Myrine’s eyes flew open. Air entered her lungs in a harsh gasp, and the first thing she saw was Timarete’s face wet with tears. The room returned all at once: the ache crushing her pelvis, the smoke, the blood, Lysandra’s hands, the rope swaying above her. “Aeson,” Myrine said, and her mother nodded as though the name had become a bridge between them. Then the next contraction seized her with greater force than any before it. She rolled to her knees before the women could lift her, gripped the birthing stool, and bore down with a cry that began deep in her chest. Lysandra moved behind her, one hand ready beneath the opening, and exclaimed that the child’s head was visible. Timarete knelt in front, offering her forearms for Myrine to hold, while Damaris supported the mother’s back and Kleio poured warm oil. A dark curve appeared, vanished, then returned farther with the next effort, covered in black hair slick with birth. “Your child has hair like a raven,” Lysandra said, laughter trembling beneath the urgency of her voice, and Myrine answered through clenched teeth, “Then catch the raven before it flies.” The women’s answering breath was almost a laugh, almost a sob. Above the roof Artemis rose to her feet. Eileithyia lifted one torch from the opened gate. Isis spread her mantle behind the mother. Taweret bared her teeth toward the courtyard. Shashthi knelt beside the waiting cradle. Across the sea, Juno Lucina heard her name spoken by Theron, who had remembered it from Lysandra’s invocation, and she turned from the white hill where women of Rome had left flowers at her shrine. She took up a lamp burning with clear gold fire and began walking toward the island, each step crossing a league of night.

Juno entered not through the roof or flame but through the eastern shutter, where moonlight made a pale rectangle on the floor. She was veiled, stately, and bright-eyed, her garments falling in heavy folds that seemed woven from clouds before dawn. In one hand she carried the golden lamp; in the other, a ring of keys. She looked upon Myrine straining between the women and upon Theron waiting outside with his cheek pressed to the wall, then raised the lamp toward the hidden passage. Its radiance traveled where mortal light could not, illuminating the child’s bent neck, the cord pulsing near one shoulder, and the narrow remaining distance to the world. Lysandra saw none of this, but knowledge entered her hands. When the baby’s head crowned again, she pressed gently against the emerging brow and told Myrine not to force the next breath. “Pant now, little mother; let the body widen without tearing,” she said, matching her own breath to Myrine’s until the desperate urge to push softened into short trembling exhalations. The ring of fire eased around the child’s head. A forehead emerged, then closed eyes, a nose flattened by the passage, and a mouth blue in the lamplight. Timarete made a sound of wonder that she hid inside Myrine’s shoulder. The head turned slightly, seeking room for the body, but the shoulders did not follow. Lysandra’s joy vanished. She checked the baby’s position, slid two fingers carefully along the neck, and felt the cord looped once, loose enough to move yet dangerous if pulled tight. “The child rests at the doorway,” she said, keeping her tone measured while her hands worked. “Myrine, listen only to me.” Juno lowered her lamp, and its light gathered around Lysandra’s fingers as she eased the cord over the infant’s head and cleared it from the path.

Lysandra guided one of the infant’s shoulders downward while Myrine pushed, but the body remained caught. Blood ran over the midwife’s hands. Timarete whispered her daughter’s name, and Damaris shifted her grip beneath Myrine’s arms as the mother sagged. “Again,” Lysandra commanded, not loudly, but with a force that cut through every other sound. “Bring your knee higher. Give this child the width of your bones.” Kleio lifted Myrine’s right leg onto the stool while Timarete braced the left. The position opened her hips and sent pain blazing across her lower body. Myrine cried that she was breaking, and Lysandra answered while working, “Then break toward us, and we will hold every piece.” Theron heard and struck the wall with his fist, powerless on the other side. The baby’s visible face remained still, its lips dark, its head turning no farther. Juno’s lamp flared. Isis bent close and breathed into the tiny mouth. Artemis’s hand closed around Myrine’s spine. In the hills, every deer stamped once. Along the southern river, hippopotamuses lifted their heads from the water. In distant courtyards, cats woke and stared toward the west. Myrine felt all of it as a gathering beneath her heart, a wild company lending weight to her failing muscles. She remembered the dream of the dark sea and the gate, remembered Aeson’s name loosening the shadow, and reached for strength that did not feel like her own. When the next contraction rose, she did not scream. She drew in one enormous breath, curled around the child, and pushed with a silence so fierce that every woman in the room held her own breath. Lysandra rotated the shoulder. The body shifted. One arm slid free, then the other shoulder followed, and suddenly the infant poured into the midwife’s waiting hands in a rush of blood and water.

For one heartbeat Lysandra smiled. Then she saw that the child hung limp, its skin grey beneath the birth blood, the cord trailing without vigor. The room changed before anyone spoke. Myrine turned, reaching blindly, but Damaris held her upright while Lysandra lowered the infant onto warm linen near the hearth. “Why is there no cry?” Myrine asked, and the words came thin, almost polite, as though terror had stripped them of force. Lysandra did not answer. She cleared the baby’s mouth with her finger, rubbed the small back, and bent to listen near the nose. Timarete moved toward her, but Kleio caught her arm. The child was a girl, dark-haired and narrow-shouldered, with one fist curled against her chest. She made no movement. Theron heard the sudden absence of voices and pushed through the curtain despite every command he had obeyed. He stopped at the sight of Myrine bleeding beside the stool and the infant still beneath Lysandra’s hands. “Daughter,” he said, though no one had told him, and fell to his knees. Myrine tried to crawl toward the hearth, but another contraction gripped her as the afterbirth remained within, and Damaris forced her to stay low. “Bring her to me,” she demanded, striking the floor with her palm. “Do not let her lie there without my voice.” Lysandra lifted the child, held her head lower for a moment, wiped her mouth again, then rubbed the soles of her feet with the rough edge of the linen. Nothing came. The lamp flames bent toward the baby. Above the house the moon reached its highest point and seemed to stop. Even the sea withdrew from the cliff, leaving a silence so complete that the smallest drop of blood striking the bronze bowl rang like a bell.

The infant’s chest lifted beneath Lysandra’s fingers and fell again. A faint spasm passed through one arm, so slight that only Isis and the midwife saw it. Lysandra rubbed harder, turned the baby on her side, and cleared a thread of fluid from her mouth. “Again, little one,” she murmured while the song continued around her. “You have crossed too far to turn away.” Juno lifted the golden seed from her lamp and held it above the child’s sternum. Artemis drew moonlight through the open shutters and laid it across the tiny ribs. Taweret released a low rumble that traveled through the stones, up the legs of every woman, and into the infant’s body. Shashthi’s cat pressed its unseen nose against the baby’s curled fist. At the hidden threshold Eileithyia raised both torches and brought their flames together, severing the last shadowy strand that led backward. The child jerked. Her mouth opened, but only a wet click emerged. Myrine heard it and lunged forward so suddenly that Theron nearly lost his hold. Lysandra turned toward her, hope and warning mingled in her face. She breathed once more into the infant, then carried her across the small distance and placed her against Myrine’s bare chest. The baby was cold and slippery, scarcely heavier than a loaf of bread, yet the impact of her body made Myrine sob. She wrapped both arms around the child while Lysandra continued rubbing the narrow back. “Hear me,” Myrine said, pressing her lips to the wet crown. “I am the shore. I am here. Your father is here. Your grandmother has spoken the names of those who came before you. There is nowhere else you must go tonight.” Theron covered them both with his trembling hands, and Timarete’s song broke into tears.

Warmth moved from Myrine into the child slowly, as dawn enters a room through a narrow crack. The infant’s fingers loosened against her mother’s skin. Beneath the linen, the small ribs attempted another breath, faltered, then rose with a shallow tremble. Lysandra leaned close, counting under her breath, while one hand pressed Myrine’s belly to help the afterbirth release. Pain tore through the mother again, but she barely noticed it. Her entire world had contracted to the damp weight below her collarbone. “Open your eyes,” Theron whispered, his words buried in Myrine’s hair as he bent over them. “You do not have to see much. Only see us.” The baby did not obey, yet her mouth moved, searching blindly. Isis smiled then, a brief curve of relief, and guided the tiny face toward the breast. Myrine shifted with Lysandra’s help, touching the nipple to the child’s lips. For an agonizing moment nothing happened. Then the infant made a weak sucking motion, stopped, and drew a deeper breath. The sound was no more than a reed pipe catching wind. Every goddess leaned nearer. Outside the shadows at the gate recoiled, for the breath carried a warmth they could not endure. Taweret advanced, driving them into the lane; Artemis’s arrows followed; the great cat’s claws scattered what remained. Juno raised her lamp until golden light flooded the eastern wall. Eileithyia lowered one torch and closed the gate behind the child, sealing the passage with a touch of her palm. The girl inhaled again, her chest expanding farther, and a shudder ran from the crown of her head to the soles of her bluish feet. Her face tightened. Myrine felt the change before anyone heard it and clutched her closer, afraid even hope might frighten the breath away.

The first cry came rough and furious, tearing out of the newborn as though she had seized the silence in both fists and split it open. It was not the thin mew the women expected from so small a body, but a fierce, ragged wail that filled the chamber, struck the rafters, passed through the curtain, and flew over the roofs of Asteria toward the moon. Timarete laughed with her whole body and dropped beside her daughter. Theron bowed until his forehead touched the bloodstained rushes, his shoulders shaking. Phoibe clapped both hands over her mouth, then forgot every rule of solemnity and began to dance in place, weeping as she spun. Damaris and Kleio embraced so tightly their grey heads knocked together, while Lysandra sat back on her heels and closed her eyes for one breath before returning to the work of the mother’s bleeding body. Myrine stared at the child, astonished by the force of her anger, and whispered, “Yes, little raven, tell the night where you are.” The girl cried again, louder, her tiny face reddening, her fist opening against Myrine’s breast. Outside, Theron’s lamp flared without oil. The owl launched from the roof and circled the house once, its wings silver at the edges. In the hills the deer resumed grazing; along the Nile Taweret’s carved images warmed in sleeping homes; beside distant cradles cats curled their tails around newborn feet; at white shrines lamps brightened as Juno’s fire returned. Within the room Artemis lifted her bow, Isis gathered her mantle, and Eileithyia turned from the closed gate, but none departed while the mother still trembled and the infant’s breath remained new.

When the moon began its descent toward the western hills, Myrine asked to see the child’s face. Timarete raised the lamp while Lysandra helped unwrap the linen. The newborn protested with a hoarse cry, then blinked once, revealing eyes dark and unfocused. Her nose was flattened, one ear folded, and a bruise marked the temple where the passage had pressed her, but to Myrine each feature appeared too astonishing for speech. She touched the curled ear with one fingertip and traced the delicate line of the brow. Theron knelt beside them, afraid to touch until Myrine guided his hand beneath the child’s feet. They fit together in his palm, wrinkled and damp, the toes spreading at the warmth of him. “She stood against the dark before she had even seen light,” he murmured, keeping the words inside the same breath with which he kissed Myrine’s shoulder. Timarete glanced toward the moon and asked whether they had chosen a name. Myrine had carried several through the months, trying each silently when the baby moved, but none returned to her now. She remembered instead the silver road, the black water, and the gate opening beneath the hands of women and goddesses. She listened to the small rasp of her daughter’s breathing and said, “Lyra,” because the cry had filled the house like a string struck beneath the heavens. Theron repeated it against the child’s feet. Timarete spoke it toward the hearth. One by one the women welcomed Lyra into the room, weaving her name through blessings that belonged to no single tongue, and every time it was spoken the infant’s fingers flexed as though she were gathering the sound.

Dawn had not yet broken when the village women began arriving at the outer gate. They had heard the cry carried over the roofs and came wrapped in shawls, bringing bread, goat’s milk, oil, salt, and clean wool. Theron met them in the courtyard with tears dried silver on his face. He did not invite them into the birthing chamber, but he accepted each offering and told them the child’s name, and soon “Lyra” passed from mouth to mouth beneath the fading stars. Inside, Myrine drifted near sleep while Timarete sat behind her, supporting both mother and infant against her chest. Lysandra washed her hands in the final bowl of water, watching red clouds unravel around her fingers before she poured them onto the earth beside the hearth. Damaris and Kleio gathered the stained linen for cleansing, and Phoibe curled near the cradle she had not yet needed, her head resting against its frame where the red cord was tied. Lyra slept with her cheek against Myrine’s skin, her breathing uneven but persistent, and now and then she released a tiny sigh that made Theron look in from the doorway. The moon touched the western ridge. Its light narrowed across the floor until it rested only upon the child, then slid away as the first line of sun appeared over the sea. Myrine woke at the change and looked down. Lyra’s eyes opened briefly, catching neither moon nor dawn clearly, yet reflecting both. Around the house, the women outside began a low song of welcome. Within, Timarete joined them, her voice no longer hiding any name, and Myrine held her daughter while the new day entered through the shutters, warm and gold, upon the place where the first cry had broken the night.
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Reflection: At the Threshold of New Beginnings
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You are invited to pause beside the threshold where fear, courage, pain, and love meet beneath the moon. Myrine’s labor reveals how vulnerability can gather strength around it, even when the path ahead feels hidden. Consider the moments when you have stood before an uncertain beginning, carrying hopes that felt fragile and fears you could not easily name. Who remained beside you, offering steadiness when your strength seemed to fade? The goddesses gathered around the birthing room in many forms, yet mortal hands, voices, and acts of devotion also guarded the passage. Perhaps protection has entered your life through unexpected people, quiet gestures, inherited wisdom, or an inner resolve discovered only during hardship. As you remember Lyra’s first fierce cry, allow yourself to honor every difficult crossing you have survived. New beginnings may arrive trembling, breathless, and unfinished, yet their first sound can break a long silence and welcome light.
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Meditation: Protection in the Hour of Vulnerability

[image: ]


Find a quiet place where you can rest without needing to perform, explain, or protect anyone else. Sit or lie down in a position that lets your body soften, and allow your hands to settle where they feel comforting. Close your eyes if that feels safe, or lower your gaze. Breathe through your nose, letting air enter your chest and belly, then release it without force. With each exhalation, permit tension to loosen. Let your jaw unclench, your shoulders descend, and the space around your heart become less guarded. Nothing is required here except your presence and your breath.

Imagine night gathering around you beneath a moon. Before you stands an ancient house built of stone, with olive trees whispering beyond the courtyard and a lamp burning beside the doorway. The air carries crushed herbs, clean water, and cedar smoke. Nothing outside this place needs your attention. Walk across the courtyard, feeling the earth beneath your feet. At the threshold, notice a red cord tied around the wooden frame, marking the chamber as protected. When you are ready, step inside and feel the noise of the outer world fall away behind you.

A circle of women waits within. Their faces are kind, steady, and unafraid of whatever you carry. Some seem familiar, while others belong to distant ages, yet each has come to remain beside you. One warms folded linen near the hearth. Another pours water into a bronze bowl. A third scatters leaves across the floor, releasing a scent. No one asks you to hide your fear or become stronger than you feel. They simply make room for you. Sit at the center of their care and allow the fire’s warmth to reach the places within you made cold by worry, loss, exhaustion, or uncertainty.

Beyond the circle, the ancient guardians arrive. Eileithyia stands near the doorway with two torches, watching over every passage that must open in its own time. Artemis appears beneath a beam of moonlight, her silver bow lowered, her presence alert. Taweret takes her place beside the wall, immense and fearless, turning her fierce face toward anything that would cause harm. Isis kneels near you with linen gathered across her hands. Juno Lucina raises a golden lamp, and Shashthi waits near a cradle with a watchful cat beside her. Let their forms create a circle of protection around you.

Bring your awareness to the part of your life that feels most tender now. It may be a beginning you cannot control, a change you did not choose, a hope you fear trusting, or a wound that has not fully closed. Do not force it into words. Imagine placing that tenderness in your cupped hands. Notice its weight, warmth, and shape. Perhaps it trembles like a newborn creature, uncertain of the world. Hold it gently. You are not required to solve it. You are only asked to remain beside it. As you breathe, whisper inwardly, “You do not have to face this moment alone.”

Imagine the guardians drawing closer. Eileithyia touches the knots created by fear and loosens only those ready to release. Artemis stands behind you, keeping watch over the boundaries you need. Taweret plants her feet at the four corners of the chamber, making the walls steady. Isis wraps your tenderness in warmth without hiding it. Juno brings her lamp near enough for you to see the next step, but not so far ahead that the future overwhelms you. Shashthi remains beside what is new and fragile. Breathe within their circle and feel protection as a presence accompanying you through uncertainty.

Place one hand over your heart and the other over your lower belly. Feel the rise and fall beneath your palms. With each inhale, imagine moonlight entering through the crown of your head and traveling through your body. With each exhale, imagine fear draining into the earth, where it can be received without judgment. Say within yourself, “I am held while I am vulnerable. I am guarded while I change. I am accompanied as I cross this threshold.” Repeat the words slowly. You do not need to become fearless. Courage can breathe beside fear, and love can remain present while the outcome is unknown.

The lamp brightens as dawn touches the shutters. The guardians do not vanish; their presence becomes quieter, settling into your breath, your bones, and your memory of the circle. Thank the women who tended the fire and prepared the room. Thank the part of you that entered despite hesitation. Rise slowly and walk toward the doorway, carrying your tenderness close to your heart. The moon is still visible, though the horizon has begun to glow. Take one final nourishing breath. Return your awareness to the room around you, move your fingers and toes, and open your eyes with gentleness.
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Chapter 2: Artemis and the Memory of Leto’s Pain
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Artemis came to Delos at the hour when the sun stood directly above Mount Kynthos and every white stone appeared sharpened by light, leaving nowhere for memory to conceal itself. She crossed the narrow strait without boat or oar, her sandals touching the glittering surface as lightly as the feet of a water bird, while behind her the sea closed over each step and erased the path by which she had returned. Her hounds waited on the farther shore among the tamarisks, restless at being left behind, but she had raised one hand and they had obeyed, lowering their silver-grey bodies to the sand with their eyes fixed upon her retreating figure. She carried her bow across her back and wore a short hunting tunic stained with pine resin, mountain dust, and the dark blood of a boar slain three nights before in the forests of Arcadia. No crown marked her as divine, and she had dimmed the radiance of her face until she might have been mistaken for a young woman returning from a difficult journey, yet the gulls circling above the harbor fell silent as she passed beneath them, and the lizards basking on the temple walls pressed themselves flat against the stone. Ahead rose Apollo’s sanctuary, brilliant with bronze, marble, incense, and the songs of pilgrims who had crossed the Aegean to praise the golden god, but Artemis did not turn toward its columns. She followed a narrower path beyond the treasuries and altars, moving through heat that trembled above the ground until she reached the weathered palm whose roots gripped the island more deeply than any foundation laid by mortal hands. The tree had grown bent beneath centuries of wind, its trunk scarred by knives, storms, and the touch of women who came seeking children or carrying infants against their breasts. Artemis stopped before it, and the palm leaves stirred though the air remained still. She placed her hand against the rough bark, intending only a brief greeting, but the instant her skin met the trunk, pain flashed through her body with such force that her fingers curled into the old grooves. Salt filled her mouth. Her knees weakened. Beneath the blazing noon she heard her mother breathing as she had breathed before Artemis had known language, each breath torn from a body hunted across the world and denied every place of rest.

The memory had scarcely opened when a clay jar shattered beyond the low wall surrounding the sacred grove. Artemis turned, drawing her bow halfway from her shoulder before she saw three mortal women standing among scattered figs and broken pottery. The eldest had dropped the jar. The youngest held a basket of folded cloth against her chest, her face pale beneath a wreath of faded violets, while between them a heavily pregnant woman leaned against the wall with one hand pressed to the underside of her belly and the other clenched around the wrist of her mother. She had been dressed for pilgrimage in a saffron-bordered robe, but sweat darkened the cloth beneath her breasts, and a strand of black hair clung to the corner of her mouth as she fought for breath. The older woman murmured her name, “Thyra, look at me, my dove, keep your feet beneath you,” yet Thyra’s gaze had gone distant, fixed upon something inside herself. The tightening eased after several moments, leaving her trembling. She tried to straighten and managed a breathless laugh as she told her companions that the road from the harbor had tired her more than expected, but before the words had fully left her lips, warm water ran down her legs and darkened the dust around her sandals. Her younger sister, Ianthe, gave a frightened cry and nearly dropped the basket. The older woman, Aglaonice, stared at the wet earth, then toward the crowded sanctuary where music and sacrifice continued beyond the wall. “It is too early,” she whispered, not as a question but as an appeal to any power willing to contradict her, and Thyra gripped the stone until the skin across her knuckles whitened. Artemis remained beneath the palm, invisible to them for the span of one heartbeat, watching panic gather in the hollow of Aglaonice’s throat and in the quick movements of Ianthe’s eyes. She had intended to leave Delos before sunset. She had intended to touch the tree, silence the memory, and return to the mountains where pain could be pursued, cornered, and ended with an arrow. Then Thyra bent forward with a low groan, her body tightening around the life within her, and Artemis stepped out of concealment. The women started when they saw the armed stranger approach, but she raised both empty hands and said, while keeping her voice calm enough to steady the air between them, “The child has begun the journey. There is a shaded chamber near the old treasury, and water can be brought from the sacred well. Let me help you reach it before the next pain comes.”

Aglaonice looked first at the bow, then at Artemis’s youthful face, and suspicion hardened her grief. “You are a huntress,” she said while drawing Thyra closer, as though the goddess might have mistaken a laboring woman for prey. “We need a midwife, not a girl who knows the tracks of animals.” Artemis accepted the words without anger, for she had often been met with fear before reverence and preferred the honesty of it. She glanced toward the sanctuary, where the procession had thickened around the main altar and smoke rolled above hundreds of heads. The island’s midwives would be among the houses near the northern shore, a long walk beneath the merciless sun, and Thyra’s contractions were already gathering more quickly than her companions understood. “Send the younger one for whoever attends births here,” Artemis replied as another tremor passed through the ground, so slight the mortals did not notice it, though the palm roots tightened beneath the soil. “You and I will carry her to shelter.” Ianthe hesitated until Thyra seized the front of her robe and told her, through a pain that bent every word, to run and bring back any woman with skilled hands. The girl fled toward the harbor, scattering doves before her. Artemis moved to Thyra’s other side and took her weight without asking further permission. The laboring woman was taller than she had appeared from a distance, broad-shouldered and strong from years spent tending vines on Naxos, yet in that moment she leaned against the stranger with the helpless trust of someone standing where pride could no longer hold her upright. Together they crossed the grove while Aglaonice whispered hurried prayers to Apollo, Hera, and every household power she could summon. Artemis guided them away from her brother’s crowded precinct toward an older structure half hidden behind cracked statues and wind-shaped myrtle, a small stone chamber once used to store offerings for Leto before the newer temples claimed the island’s glory. Its doorway faced the sea, and within lay a low bench, a basin, and a floor swept clean by attendants who rarely entered. Artemis spread her cloak over the bench and helped Thyra kneel before it, supporting her arms while another contraction rose. Thyra buried her face against the folded fabric and groaned that the pain was in her back, not her belly, pressing downward as though the child had braced both feet against her spine. Artemis laid a palm over the rigid curve beneath the woman’s ribs, and from that living darkness came a frantic movement, a heel striking where a head should have rested. The goddess’s expression did not change, but the memory in the old palm opened wider, dragging her backward through blazing water and hostile shores.

Leto had wandered beneath a sky without mercy, her body heavy with the children of Zeus while Hera’s anger traveled before her like a herald of ruin. Artemis remembered the story not because anyone had recited it beside a fire, but because fragments of her mother’s fear had entered her before birth and remained lodged within her immortal flesh. She remembered mountains turning their faces away. She remembered rich valleys trembling beneath Hera’s threat, their rivers drawing back from Leto’s thirst, their groves refusing shade. On Lesbos, women had watched from doorways while their husbands barred the gates; on Chios, priests had extinguished the altar flames as the pregnant goddess approached; along the coast of Asia, villages had emptied their wells and pulled their fishing boats above the tide so no vessel might carry her farther. Leto had walked until blood stained her sandals. At each place she had lifted both hands and begged only for enough earth beneath her knees to deliver the lives pressing against her bones, yet fear of the Queen of Heaven had hardened every answer. Artemis remembered the sensation of being carried within that hunted body, suspended in warm darkness while the rhythm around her weakened day by day. She had heard her mother speak to them, though neither child had yet opened an eye. “Remain with me,” Leto had whispered while sheltering beneath a cliff whose stones soon split and drove her onward. “Do not choose this moment. Wait until I find a place that will not betray us.” The unborn Apollo had stirred with restless fire, but Artemis had become very still. Even before her birth, she had listened for danger. She learned the cadence of footsteps following along distant roads, the hiss of Hera’s messengers in the reeds, and the change in her mother’s heartbeat whenever another refuge refused her. One night, while Leto lay among thorn bushes beyond the walls of a silent town, the first pain came. It rolled through her body and tightened around the twins, then faded, leaving her cold despite the summer air. She pressed both hands against the ground and promised the darkness that she would crawl to the edge of the world before allowing her children to fall upon land that hated them. Inside her, Artemis had felt the vow pass like iron through blood. Now, in the dim offering chamber on Delos, Thyra gripped Artemis’s forearm and said she had dreamed for weeks that the baby would come feet first. The goddess returned to the present with Leto’s desperation still beating beneath her ribs.

Aglaonice had found a water jar in the adjoining storeroom and was filling the basin when Artemis told her to tear the longest strip from the hem of her outer robe. The older woman obeyed despite her distrust, cutting the fabric with a small bronze knife and handing it over while asking what the huntress had felt. Artemis folded the cloth and placed it beneath Thyra’s abdomen, then answered that the child had not settled head downward. Aglaonice closed her eyes as if struck. She had attended enough village births to know the danger concealed within those words, and when she looked again, the suspicion in her face had become fear sharpened toward blame. “My daughter climbed the temple steps because the priest said Apollo’s island would protect her,” she said, dipping another cloth into water and wiping Thyra’s neck with hands that trembled. “Her husband remains on Naxos, the midwife is somewhere beyond the harbor, and now you tell me the child has turned wrong.” Thyra lifted her face from the cloak and told her mother not to quarrel over her body as though she were absent, but the effort ended in a gasp when pressure drove down through her pelvis. Artemis knelt behind her, supporting her hips while the woman rocked instinctively from side to side. She could have laid one divine finger against the womb and commanded the child to turn; mountains shifted when she loosed an arrow into their roots, and beasts obeyed a glance when she chose to reveal herself. Yet the power inside a laboring body followed older laws than conquest. She could not treat Thyra as a field to be crossed or a creature to be mastered, and the fierce restraint required of her felt stranger than drawing a bow against a charging lion. “I will not force what must move from within,” she said, shaping her words between Thyra’s breaths. “We will give the child room, and we will listen for the moment when it chooses.” Aglaonice stared at her, perhaps hearing something in the voice that did not belong to an ordinary hunter, but Thyra had already reached for Artemis again. Together they lowered her from the bench to a folded blanket on the floor. Artemis guided her onto her side, pressing gently along the high hard curve where the baby’s head rested beneath the ribs. Thyra cried out and tried to twist away, and Artemis loosened her touch at once. “Tell me when it is too much,” she murmured close to the woman’s ear. “No hand, mortal or divine, has the right to make your pain voiceless.”

The words carried Artemis once more into the body of her mother, and Delos vanished beneath a memory of water. Leto had reached the island when it still drifted rootless across the Aegean, a barren fragment of rock avoided by sailors because no harbor remained in the same place from one dawn to the next. No olive tree softened its slopes, no grain bent beneath its winds, and no city walls promised safety. It had nothing Hera might covet and nothing her wrath could easily destroy, yet even Delos trembled when Leto climbed from a borrowed fishing boat and fell upon the shore. The island’s spirit rose from the stones as a pale woman crowned with foam, her limbs thin as reefs exposed at low tide. She looked upon the exhausted goddess and the two children straining toward birth, and terror moved through every ledge and cavern. “Hera will cast me beneath the sea,” Delos had said, her voice sounding from the pebbles beneath Leto’s knees. “Your son will despise my poverty and abandon me for richer lands. Why should I carry the anger of heaven for children who will forget where they first touched earth?” Leto had no gifts left to offer. Her veil was torn, her gold lost during the wandering, and even the strength to stand had nearly deserted her. She placed both palms against the trembling ground and swore that the child within her would raise a sanctuary no passing age could erase, that pilgrims would fill the barren shore with song, and that Delos would become the fixed heart of the sea. The island remained afraid, but it did not cast her off. Four pillars rose from the depths and caught its drifting roots. The shore steadied beneath Leto, and at that same instant the labor that had stalked her across the world closed its jaws around her body. She crawled inland, seeking the slender palm whose leaves shivered above a shallow pool. No attendants came to undress her. No mother stood behind her. The goddesses who might have helped remained distant, some fearing Hera and others deceived by messages that sent them elsewhere. Leto wrapped both arms around the palm and endured alone while the island groaned beneath each contraction. Inside her, Artemis felt the passage begin to press around her skull. She heard her mother beg the absent Eileithyia to come, then beg Zeus, then cease begging anyone. The memory returned to the offering chamber with the sound of Thyra’s voice asking whether her baby would die.

Artemis looked at the mortal woman and saw that she had turned her face away from Aglaonice, unwilling to let her mother read the terror gathered there. Sweat ran along Thyra’s temples and darkened the curls behind her ears. The pains had changed, gripping deeper and holding longer, yet the child remained high. Artemis took Thyra’s hand and placed it against the goddess’s own chest, where the heartbeat beneath skin and bone was steady as hooves crossing firm ground. “The child is alive,” she said while letting Thyra feel the certainty rather than merely hear it. “Its heart runs swiftly, but it has not abandoned you.” Thyra kept her palm there after the words ended, drawing rhythm from the unfamiliar body beside her. She confessed that she had lost another child before this one, a
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