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“I am the daughter of Ares and I was born for war.”
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I am the daughter of Ares and I was born for war. Not in the way that the Greeks mean when they say a man was born for war — meaning that he was suited for it, that his nature inclined toward the battlefield, that he found in combat the expression of what he was. I mean it in the specific and literal sense: my father is the god of war, and the blood he gave me is the blood of the eternal conflict, the divine force that moves through the world in the form of the spear and the shield and the cry of the battle-joined.

My mother was Otrera, the first queen of my people, the woman who received Ares and bore him daughters and who built from those daughters the nation that the Greeks call the Amazons. Otrera understood what she had been given. She did not raise us as the Greek women are raised — for the household, for the husband, for the production of sons who would fight the wars that their fathers had fought. She raised us for the plain and the horse and the bow and the short curved sword that we call the akinakes. She raised us for ourselves.

The plain of the Pontus — the Black Sea shore, the wide steppe that stretches north and east beyond what the Greek world has mapped — this is where we are from. Not a city. Not a walled place with temples and assembly halls and the specific organization of the city-state that the Greeks believe is the only possible form of the civilized life. We are from the plain. The plain is our city, the horizon our wall, the wind our assembly.

The Greeks have a story about us. They have many stories about us. In the stories we are the women who cut off one breast to better draw the bow — this is false, a misunderstanding of the name they gave us, a-mazon, the without-breast ones, which was their interpretation of a word from our own language that means something else entirely. In the stories we are the women who kill our male children — this is also false, though I understand why the Greeks needed to believe it, needed to make us monstrous in our rejection of the male so that the rejection could be read as the aberration rather than as the choice.

We did not kill our male children. We sent them to their fathers, to the neighboring peoples who were our partners in the specific sense that partnership requires — the seasonal coming together, the exchange of what both parties needed, the parting that was the natural conclusion of the exchange. The fathers raised the sons. We raised the daughters. This was the arrangement, and the arrangement was not cruel. It was the arrangement that produced what we were.

What we were: a nation of women who governed themselves, who fought their own wars, who chose their own queens, who worshipped Ares and Artemis in equal measure — the god of the spear and the goddess of the hunt, the divine force of the conflict and the divine force of the pursuit. We were not the absence of the male. We were the presence of the female in its full and unmanaged form, the female that the Greek world sees in its nightmares because the Greek world has organized itself around the management of exactly this.

I became queen when my mother Otrera died and my sister Hippolyta was taken. I will tell the story of Hippolyta in its proper place. I became queen at the moment when the nation needed a queen and I was the queen's daughter and the daughter of the god of war and the oldest of my sisters, and the council looked at me and I looked back at them and the thing was decided without the formal declaration because the formal declaration was unnecessary when the thing was already clear.

I was twenty-three years old. I had been training since I could stand. I had been riding since before I could stand, strapped to the horse by my mother in the old way, the way that teaches the body the horse's movement before the mind has the words for what the body is learning. I knew the bow and the spear and the akinakes and the battle-axe that is the weapon of the Amazon queen in the formal combat. I knew the plain and its seasons and its dangers and its provisions.

I knew what it meant to be the queen. Not the Greek meaning — not the wife of the king, the woman whose queenship derives from the man's kingship. The Amazon meaning: the woman who leads because she is the best available leader, who holds the position as long as she holds it by the merit of the leading, who can be replaced if the leading fails. The crown is not the inheritance. The crown is the ongoing proof.

I have been the ongoing proof for the years of my queenship. I have led the nation in the campaigns that the nation required and I have won the campaigns I needed to win and I have held the queen's position by the merit of the holding. This is the account of the leading, and of what the leading cost, and of the last campaign from which the leading did not return.

— ◆ —
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Hippolyta was my older sister and the queen before me. She had the belt — the golden girdle that our father Ares had given her, the symbol of the Amazon queen's sovereignty, the object that made her the queen not merely by descent but by divine acknowledgment. The belt was real. It was beautiful. It was the specific form of the divine gift that means: this person has the god's favor, this person's authority is the authority that the divine has sanctioned.

Heracles came for the belt. This is how the Greek accounts give it, and in the broad structure they are accurate: Heracles came to the Pontic shore on the command of Eurystheus, whose command was the command of Hera, who hated Heracles with the hatred of the wife for the husband's illegitimate child and who organized his labors in the specific hope that one of them would kill him. The ninth labor was to take the belt of Hippolyta.

What the Greek accounts do not give, or give in the sanitized form that the hero's account requires, is the specific quality of what happened. Heracles arrived with a ship and a company of heroes and he presented himself to Hippolyta with the request — or the demand dressed as a request — for the belt. Hippolyta looked at him. She was the queen of the Amazons and she had spent her life in the training that the Amazon queen's life requires, and she looked at Heracles with the eyes of the warrior assessing the warrior and she saw what she saw.

She agreed to give him the belt. This is the thing the accounts have the most difficulty with, because the Amazon queen agreeing to give away the symbol of her sovereignty to the Greek hero is not the story of the unconquerable Amazon that the Greek tradition needed. So some accounts say Hera intervened and stirred the Amazons to attack, giving Heracles the excuse to fight rather than receive the belt as a gift. Some accounts say Heracles attacked first. Some accounts say Hippolyta was taken captive and the belt was the ransom.

I was not there. I was a child when this happened, the younger sister watching the older sister prepare for the encounter with the famous Greek hero who had arrived on our shore with his weapons and his reputation. What I know is what came after: Hippolyta did not return. The belt did not return. The hero sailed away with what he had come for and my sister was gone.

Theseus was with Heracles on that expedition. This is the detail that the subsequent events require — that the man who would become the king of Athens was present at the shore of the Pontic steppe when the belt was taken, that he saw Hippolyta, that he took her or that she was given to him as a gesture of the alliance between the Amazon queen and the Greek hero, the accounts varying on the specific mechanism of the taking.

What is not in question: Hippolyta went to Athens. She became the companion of Theseus and bore him a son — Hippolytus, the boy whose name carries hers, the boy who would grow up to become the subject of a tragedy by Euripides in which his chastity and his devotion to Artemis produced the catastrophe that destroyed him. The boy who was the child of the Amazon queen and the Greek king is the boy who could belong to neither world fully and who was destroyed by the intersection.

I held my anger for the years of Hippolyta's absence in Athens. I held it in the way that a queen holds the things that would damage the nation if they were expressed without the management of the strategic intelligence — knowing the anger was there, knowing it was legitimate, knowing that the expression of it at the wrong moment would cost the nation more than the holding cost. The belt had been taken. My sister had been taken. The holding of the anger was the discipline that the leadership required.

When the Amazons marched on Athens — the Attic war, the invasion that the Athenians remember as the great crisis that Theseus and his city barely survived — I was part of the army. Not the leader of it; I was not yet queen. But I was among the warriors who crossed the Thermodon and marched west and came to the hill above the city that the Athenians call the Areopagus and made our camp there and fought the battle that the Greeks have been commemorating ever since on the walls of the Stoa Poikile and the metopes of the Parthenon.

The Amazonomachy — the battle between the Amazons and the Athenians — is one of the four great battles that the Greeks depict on their monuments as the victories of civilization over barbarism. We are the barbarism in this account. We are the chaos that the ordered Greek city defeated. I was there. I know what we were fighting for. We were fighting for the queen who had been taken, for the belt that had been stolen, for the specific insult of the Greek hero arriving on our shore and leaving with what was ours.

We did not win the Attic war. This is the honest account and the account requires the honesty. We came to Athens and we fought and the city held and the battle went the way the battle went and we withdrew. Some accounts say Hippolyta died in the battle — fighting for Theseus against her own people, the Amazon queen who had become so thoroughly Athenian that she fought against the Amazon army. Some accounts say she died before the battle. Some say she survived.

I do not know which version is true. What I know is that when we withdrew from Attica, Hippolyta was not among us. The belt was not among us. And the anger that I had been holding for years was no longer required to be managed. It was simply the form of what remained.

— ◆ —
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The training: I want to give this because the training is the thing that the Greek accounts leave out entirely, and leaving it out leaves out the most important thing about what the Amazons were. The accounts give the result — the warrior women, the fierce fighters, the unconquerable cavalry — without the decades of work that produced the result. The result looks like nature. It is not nature. It is the application of the full intelligence of a people to the specific project of producing the finest warrior from the female body.

We began on horseback before we could walk independently. This is the old way, the way Otrera established from the beginning of the nation: the child is strapped to the horse in a sling of soft leather, and the horse moves, and the child's body learns the horse's movement in the period before the conscious mind has formed the categories that would make the learning more difficult. The body learns directly, without the interference of the analytical mind, and the learning goes deeper than any subsequent instruction can go.

By the time the child can walk, she can ride. By the time she can run, she can ride at a gallop and stay on through the turns that the cavalry maneuver requires. By the time she is old enough to be formally trained, the horse is already part of what she is — the centaur reality that the Greeks have encoded in the myth of the half-horse half-human creature, which is their way of saying: these people and their horses are a single organism.

The bow comes next. The short composite bow that we use — not the long bow of some traditions, but the short recurve bow that can be drawn and shot from horseback at the gallop — requires the specific strength of the back and shoulders and the specific flexibility of the wrist that the years of training produce. You do not simply pick up the bow and draw it. You build the body that can draw it, through years of the progressive loading that develops the specific musculature.

A child who has been training since she could draw a string of any kind can, by the time she is twelve, put an arrow through a target the size of a man's chest at fifty meters while riding at a gallop. This sounds impossible to the person who has not seen it. It is the ordinary competence of the Amazon warrior in training. The extraordinary competence — the shot at full gallop, turning in the saddle to shoot behind, the Parthian shot that the Greek and Persian worlds know us for — comes later, after years more.

The akinakes — the short curved sword — is the weapon of the close fight, the weapon you go to when the bow has been used and the distance has closed and the battle has become the thing that the battle becomes when the distance closes. The sword requires the different training from the bow — the different balance, the different use of the body's weight and the body's movement, the specific geometry of the cut and the parry that the sword fight requires.

I trained in all of these. I trained harder than most because I was the queen's daughter and the queen's daughter was watched by everyone and the watching required the performance of the standard rather than the approach to the standard. This is the specific pressure of the inherited position: you are not merely reaching for competence, you are demonstrating it to the community that has placed its survival in the hands of your family.

I trained also in the things that the Greek accounts do not mention at all because the Greek accounts are organized around the combat and the combat is the visible thing. The governance: the management of the seasonal migrations, the organization of the food supply across the winter, the maintenance of the relationships with the neighboring peoples that the nation's survival required. The medicine: the specific knowledge of the steppe herbs and the wound treatments and the management of the injuries that the training produces as inevitably as the training produces competence.

A queen who can fight and cannot govern is a queen who will win battles and lose the nation. My mother taught me this. Otrera was the finest ruler I have seen in the span of my life — not merely the finest among the Amazons but the finest in the sense of the person who holds the full complexity of the leadership in the conscious knowledge, who knows what the nation needs and provides it, who makes the decisions that need to be made without the delay that uncertainty produces.

She is why I know what a queen is. She is why, when I look at the Greek kings — Agamemnon with his vanity, Menelaus with his pride, even Priam with his grief — I see the specific failure of the male leadership that organizes itself around the performance of the king rather than the function of the governance. The Amazon queen does not perform. She leads. The distinction is the whole of it.

I trained until the training was in me rather than on me. Until the bow was the extension of the arm and the horse was the extension of the body and the governance was the extension of the intelligence, all of it continuous, all of it the single thing that the queen is when the queen has become what the training makes. This took the years it took. This is the honest account of the making.

— ◆ —
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The nation before Troy: I want to give a picture of what we were in the years before the campaign, so that what came after has the full weight of what was lost behind it. The plain in the summer — the wide grass sea of the steppe, green in the early season and gold in the late, moving in the wind the way that the Aegean moves in the season when the Etesian winds blow from the north. The horses grazing in the long grass. The camps moving with the herds and the seasons in the old nomadic way that the Greeks have never fully understood because the Greek mind organizes itself around the fixed place, the city, the permanent foundation.

We were not rootless. The Greeks think that the nomadic life is the life without attachment to place, the life that has no home because no single place is home. This is wrong. Every place on the circuit of the seasonal migration is home. The summer grazing grounds where we camped for three months and the children ran and the horses grew fat on the rich grass. The winter camp by the river where the willows gave shelter from the north wind and the fires burned long and the stories were told in the long dark nights. The spring migration paths that the elders knew and that were passed down in the specific knowledge of the land that the nomadic people carry in the memory rather than on the map.

The stories told in the winter dark: this is where the nation lives in the deep sense. Not in the camps or the seasonal migrations but in the stories — the account of Otrera and Ares, the origin of the nation. The account of Hippolyta and the belt. The account of the Attic war and the withdrawal. The account of the great queens of the generations before Otrera, the women who led the nation through the earlier crises that the nation's memory preserved.

I was the teller of stories as well as the subject of them. The queen tells the stories. This is one of the queen's functions that the Greek tradition has no category for, because the Greek tradition separates the warrior from the bard, the man of action from the man of the word. We do not separate them. The queen who cannot tell the story of the nation is the queen who has lost the nation's identity, who governs a people who do not know who they are.

My sisters: Antiope, who was the fighter among us in the specific and extreme sense, the one who trained beyond the ordinary Amazon competence into the territory where the training becomes something closer to the obsession that the greatest warriors have. Aella, the swift one, who rode faster than any other and whose archery at the gallop was the finest I had seen. Derinoe, who had the gift of the leadership in its specific strategic form — who could look at a battlefield before the battle and see what it would become.

The nation's size: several thousand women of fighting age, with the full range of the warrior's competence from the new initiate to the veteran of many campaigns. Not an infinite army. Not the legendary horde that some Greek accounts have described. A real and specific military force with real and specific capabilities, operating in the terrain that the force knew and on the horses that the force had trained since childhood.

The relationship with the Scythians: complex, ongoing, the specific complexity of the neighboring peoples who need each other and resent the need. The Scythians were the men who fathered the sons we sent back to them, and the sons grew up Scythian and sometimes fought against us and sometimes alongside us and the relationship was never simple because nothing involving the question of who the children belong to is ever simple.

The relationship with the Trojans: older, more formal, the relationship of peoples who had been in contact across the long trade routes of the Pontic shore for generations. Troy sat at the intersection of the land routes and the sea routes, at the mouth of the strait that connected the Black Sea to the Aegean, and everything that moved between the steppe world and the Greek world moved past Troy. We had allies in Troy. We had trading relationships with Troy. When Troy was besieged by the Greek fleet and the Greek army, we had obligations to Troy.

The obligation is the thing that the Greek accounts miss entirely when they try to explain why the Amazons went to Troy. They explain it as the heroic impulse — the warrior people going to war because war is what warrior people do, the Amazons answering the call of combat as the heroes answer it. This is the Greek version of why warriors fight, and it says more about the Greek understanding of the warrior than about us.

We went to Troy because we were called. Because Priam sent his embassy to us across the plains and through the mountains and the embassy arrived with the old man's grief in it and with the specific argument of the nation that has been our ally and that is asking us to honor the alliance. And because the Amazon nation had an obligation that was older than the specific alliance with Troy — the obligation to the resistance of the Greek world's expansion, the world that had taken Hippolyta and taken the belt and commemorated the Amazonomachy on the walls of their temples as one of their great victories.

We owed Troy the campaign. We went.

— ◆ —
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The march to Troy: across the plain of the Pontus, through the mountains of Phrygia, down to the Troad and the plain before the city where the Greek camp had been dug in for ten years on the shore. We came with a force of Amazon warriors, mounted, armed, the specific military force that the steppe produces and that the Greek world had not encountered in the organized form since the Attic war.

Priam received us at the Scaean gate. I had not seen him before — had known him only through the reports that the trade routes carried, the old king who had been governing Troy for decades with the specific competence of the long experience, the man who had seen his city survive everything that the world had thrown at it and who was now watching it fall to the thing that the experience had not prepared him for.

He was old. The grief of Hector was on him in the way that the grief of the lost child sits on the old parent — the grief that is also the recognition that the thing you built is ending, that the child who was supposed to carry it forward is gone, that what remains is the holding of the ending rather than the building of the continuation. He had fifty sons. Hector was the best of them and Hector was dead.

He looked at me with the eyes of the man who has been receiving help too late for too long and who is not sure that this help will be different. I looked back at him with the eyes of the woman who knows she is arriving into a situation that is already decided in the deep structure and who has come anyway because the obligation required the coming.

I told him: We are here. We will fight. We will hold the line that Hector held for as long as it can be held. I make you no promise about the outcome. I make you the promise of the effort.

He said: It is enough. He said it in the voice of the man for whom it was not enough but who understood that the not-enough was the available thing and that refusing the available thing because it was not sufficient was the specific foolishness of the desperate man.

The Greek camp: I studied it from the walls of Troy in the days before the first engagement. Ten years of siege had made it a city of its own — the ships drawn up on the shore, the huts behind the ships, the organization of the long stay visible in the way the camp had arranged itself into the territories of the different contingents, each king with his own section, his own fires, his own ships in the specific order of the seniority and the honor.

The Myrmidons were the force I was most interested in. Achilles's people. Achilles himself, who had been withdrawn from the fighting since the quarrel with Agamemnon — the quarrel over Briseis, the captive woman, the specific male stupidity of the two great commanders fighting over a person as if the person were the property that the fighting was actually about. He had come back when Patroclus died, when the grief of the lost friend was larger than the pride of the wounded honor.

He had come back and he had killed Hector. He had killed Hector and dragged Hector's body behind his chariot around the walls of Troy for twelve days in the specific desecration that was his expression of the grief-become-rage that Patroclus's death had made of him.

I had heard all of this before I arrived at Troy. I had thought about what it meant. A man in the grip of the grief-become-rage is a man who is fighting from a place beyond the tactical assessment, beyond the strategic calculation, beyond the ordinary heroic courage. He is fighting from the place where the fighting is the only remaining form of the feeling. This is the most dangerous kind of fighter and also, in its way, the most vulnerable.

The first engagements: I led the Amazon force out through the Scaean gate on the third morning of our arrival, when I had had enough time to assess the Greek positions and the Greek response to the news of our arrival, and we hit the Greek line at the point where the assessment suggested the weakness was. The bow from horseback, the speed of the cavalry charge, the specific terror that the mounted archer produces in the infantry that is not prepared for it.

We drove them back to the ships. Not a final defeat — not the thing that would end the siege. But the ground recovered, the Trojans encouraged, the Greeks reminded that the battle was not over because Hector was dead.

Achilles watched from his camp. I knew he was watching. I fought knowing he was watching. The watching was the prelude to the thing that we were both moving toward, the thing that the structure of the myth had arranged before either of us arrived at it.

— ◆ —
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He came out on the fifth day. The Myrmidons with him, the bronze armor catching the morning light, the specific quality of the great warrior entering the field that I had heard described by people who had seen it and had not fully believed until I saw it myself. He moved the way that the best warriors move — with the economy of the person who has nothing to prove and the stillness of the person who is entirely present in the moment of the action.

I moved to meet him. This was the decision that the queen of the Amazons makes when the greatest Greek warrior comes onto the field: you meet him, because the failure to meet him is the failure of the leadership that the nation is watching from the walls above. Whatever happens in the meeting, the meeting is required.

We spoke first. This is in some accounts and not in others. I give it because it happened. He said: You are Penthesilea. I said: You are Achilles. The exchange was unnecessary in the informational sense — we knew who each other was — and necessary in the human sense, the acknowledgment that the people about to fight are people.

He said: You came to the wrong war. I said: There is no wrong war for the daughter of Ares. He smiled at this. Not the smile of the man who has heard something funny but the smile of the man who has heard something that resonates with his own understanding of the world. He was the son of a goddess and the student of a centaur and the man who had been told since childhood that his life would be short and glorious. He understood the logic of the obligation to the inherited nature.

He said: I would rather not kill you. I said: Then do not. He said: If you fight me I will have to. I said: Then we will both do what we have to do.

The fight: I will not render it in the extended form of the heroic narrative that the Greek tradition uses for its great combats — the blow by blow, the specific strikes and parries, the elaborate choreography of the aristeia. What I will give is what I remember of it, which is the quality of the experience rather than the sequence of the actions.

He was faster than I expected. This is always the first thought in the fight with the great fighter — that the accounts have not fully conveyed the speed, that the speed is the thing that makes everything else possible. The strength is secondary; the strength is the product of a training that many warriors share. The speed is the specific gift of the body that was made for this, the speed that the training can enhance but cannot create if the gift is not there.

I was fast also. The Amazon training produces a different kind of speed from the Greek heroic training — the speed of the mounted archer, the reflexes of the person who has been shooting from horseback since childhood, the specific quickness of the wrist and the eye that the bow requires. We were different kinds of fast and the fight was the encounter of the different kinds.

I hit him. I want to say this because the accounts that say I did not are wrong. The akinakes found the gap in the armor at the shoulder and drew blood. Not the wound that ends the fight, but the mark. The mark mattered to me. It mattered to the people watching from the walls. The daughter of Ares drew blood from the son of Thetis, and the sky did not fall, and the fight continued.

He hit me. The spear — the long spear that the Greek warrior uses in the primary assault before closing to the sword — found the gap in my own armor in the same moment that my sword found the gap in his. The wound in my side, where the bronze went in, was the wound that determined the rest of the fight. Not immediately — the adrenaline of the combat keeps the wound from being felt in the way that it will be felt when the combat is over. But the wound was the wound.

The closing: when the distance collapses and the fight becomes the thing it becomes when two fighters are within arm's reach and the weapons are the short weapons and the strength and the weight of the body are the deciding factors. He was larger than me. This is the simple physical fact that the close fight makes definitive. The strength that the Amazon training produces is the strength of the fast and mobile warrior; it is not the strength of the very large man in the grapple.

The spear went through me. I felt it in the way that the mortal wound is felt — not as pain, not yet, but as the specific recognition that the body has been changed in a way it cannot recover from. The light changed. The sound of the battle became the sound of the battle heard from a distance, even though the battle was all around me.

He held me as I went down. This is in the accounts and it is true. The great Greek warrior held the Amazon queen as she died on the plain before Troy, and what happened in that moment is the thing that the accounts have the most difficulty with, because the accounts are organized around the heroic narrative in which the defeated enemy is the enemy and nothing more.

He looked at me. I was still looking at him when I died, and what I saw in his face was not the triumph of the victor. It was something else. The recognition. The grief. The specific quality of the warrior who has killed the person who was most like him in all the world — who fought with the same logic, from the same place, for the same reasons — and who understands, in the moment of the killing, what has been lost.

I died looking at the face of Achilles. The face that was grief.

— ◆ —
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What he saw: I want to give this chapter because the myth requires it and because the truth of the encounter cannot be given from my side alone. I was dead when the thing that the Greeks recorded happened — when Achilles lifted the helmet from my face and saw what was beneath it and the accounts say he loved her, loved the woman he had just killed, in the moment of the seeing.

I cannot give this from direct experience. I give it from the myth, which is the form that experience takes when experience has passed through the distorting and clarifying lens of the story that a people needs to tell. The myth says: he saw her face and loved her. This is the myth's way of saying something true about the encounter that the direct account cannot say.

What was true in the encounter: we were equals. Not equals in the specific outcome — he survived and I did not — but equals in the quality of the fighting, in the logic of the obligation that had brought each of us to the plain before Troy, in the specific nature of the person who fights from the place beyond the ordinary courage. He recognized this. The recognition was in his face when I was dying. The recognition is what the myth encodes as love.

The Greek world has no other word for the recognition of the equal. The Greek world has eros and philia and agape — the desire, the friendship, the love of the divine. None of these quite names the specific thing that happens when the great warrior recognizes the greatness of the person he has just killed. The myth reached for love because love is the word for the thing that produces the grief that Achilles showed.

He grieved me. This is what Thersites mocked him for — Thersites, the ugly man, the common soldier, the man the Greek tradition uses to represent the voice of the cynical ordinary against the pretensions of the heroic. Thersites said: you weep for the woman you killed. Achilles killed Thersites for it. The killing was the measure of the grief.

The Amazon warrior who died on the plain before Troy and the Greek hero who killed her and grieved her: this is the story that the Greeks have been telling and retelling because the story contains something they cannot fully articulate. The meeting of the equals across the line of the combat. The recognition that arrives in the moment when recognition is no longer useful. The grief of the winner that complicates the winning.

I know what he saw when he lifted the helmet. He saw the face of the woman who had fought him as an equal and who had drawn his blood and who had died as a warrior dies — fully, completely, having given what she had to give. He saw the face without the combat-mask of the battle-engaged, the face in the stillness of the just-dead. He saw what I was.

And what I was: the daughter of Ares and the queen of the Amazons and the warrior who had led her people in the campaigns that the obligation required and the person who had come to Troy because the coming was owed and who had fought on the plain because the fighting was what the coming required. This is what he saw. The myth calls it beauty. Beauty is not wrong. But it is not complete.

The complete thing is the person behind the beauty — the specific life that produced the specific face, the training and the governance and the grief of Hippolyta and the winter stories and the horse that was my body's first home and the bow that was my arm's extension and the nation that was my responsibility and the combat on the plain that was the last thing and the dying that was what the dying was.

He carried my body from the field. He buried me with the honors that the great warrior receives. This is also in the accounts and it is also true. He gave me the burial that the Amazon queen deserved and the Greeks who watched did not understand why and he did not explain it to them because the explanation required the acknowledgment that what he had killed was the equal and the equal deserved the honor.

Achilles died shortly after. The arrow of Paris, guided by Apollo, found the one place the divine protection did not cover. He died before the fall of Troy, before the end of the war that had taken everything from both sides. He died with the grief of Patroclus already in him and the grief of the plain of Troy added to it.

We met at the edge of the place where the dead go and I did not speak to him and he did not speak to me because in that place the speaking is not required. The recognition had already happened on the plain. Everything after was the continuation of what the recognition had established.

— ◆ —
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VIII. WHAT REMAINS
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What remains: this is the question of every account that ends in the death of the one giving the account, and this account has reached that point and the question requires the answer.

The nation remains. The Amazon people are not the person of the queen — the queen is the person the nation has elevated to the leadership, and the leadership ends when it ends and the nation continues. My sisters took the nation home from the plain of Troy when the campaign was over and the obligation was discharged and the plain had taken what the plain took. They rode north and east through the mountains of Phrygia and back to the Pontic shore and back to the steppe and back to the life that the steppe required.

The steppe is still there. The horses are still there. The daughters of the daughters of the Amazons still ride on the Pontic plain in the forms that history has given them — the Scythian women who fought alongside their men, whose burial mounds the archaeologists have opened to find the weapons and the armor that the Greek accounts said the Amazons had. The archaeology confirmed what the myth encoded: the women of the steppe were real, the fighting women were real, the warrior women who rode and shot and governed were real.

The myth took the real and made it the extraordinary. The Amazon of the myth is not the Scythian woman of the burial mound — is larger, more complete, the full expression of the thing that the real women of the steppe were the partial expression of. The myth distorts but it does not invent from nothing. The distortion is the enlargement of the real into the mythic, the specific woman into the type that the specific woman represents.

I am both. I am Penthesilea the specific queen who led the Amazon force to Troy and died on the plain in combat with Achilles. I am also the Amazon — the type of the warrior woman, the figure of the female in the full expression of the female's power, the thing that the Greek world needed to imagine and needed to defeat in order to tell itself the story of what it was.

The defeating of me is the Greek world's way of containing the Amazon. The Amazonomachy on the metopes of the Parthenon — the figures of the Greek heroes defeating the Amazon warriors, the same composition used for the Gigantomachy and the Centauromachy, the same narrative of civilization over chaos — is the Greek world's monument to the containing. We are the chaos that the ordered Greek world must defeat to maintain its order.

I do not accept this accounting. We were not chaos. We were order of a different kind — the order of the plain rather than the city, the order of the nomadic rather than the settled, the order of the female governance rather than the male. The Greek world could not hold this order within its categories and so it made us into the chaos that the categories required.

What I want the account to say about us: that we were real. That the life of the Amazon nation — the training, the governance, the seasonal migrations, the winter stories, the relationship with the horses and the steppe and the seasons — was a real life, organized by a real intelligence, producing a real civilization. Not the Greek civilization. A different one. Not inferior. Different.

The horses will remember us even when the people have forgotten. This is the specific form of the Amazon survival — not in the texts, not in the monuments, but in the relationship between the horse and the human that the steppe peoples developed and that the Amazon people brought to its highest expression. Every horsewoman who has ever ridden carries in her body's knowledge something that descends from the plain where we lived.

Hippolyta is somewhere in the myth. Otrera is somewhere in the origin. The belt is somewhere in the story that the Greeks tell about the hero who came to take it. I am somewhere in the account of the plain before Troy and the combat and the face that Achilles saw when he lifted the helmet.

The nation is somewhere in the daughters who rode home from Troy and continued on the steppe and became the Scythian women in the burial mounds and the Sarmatian warriors and the warrior women of every people of the steppe in every subsequent generation.

The account is complete. I was Penthesilea. I was the daughter of Ares and the queen of the Amazons and I came to Troy because the obligation required it and I fought on the plain because the fighting was what I was made for and I died there in the combat that the combat required.

The nation remains.

The horses remember.

The steppe is wide.

The account is done.

The Amazon nation existed before the myth organized it. This is the thing that needs to be said clearly: the warrior women of the Pontic steppe were real before the Greek imagination made them into the Amazon of the legend, and the real women were more interesting than the legend, because the legend needed the women to be the opposite of the Greek woman — the chaos to the city's order, the wild to the domesticated, the uncontrolled to the managed — and the real women were not the opposite of anything. They were themselves.

The archaeological evidence: the burial mounds of the Scythian and Sarmatian cultures of the Pontic steppe have been opened in the modern era and the contents have confirmed what Herodotus reported in the fifth century — that among the peoples of the steppe, women were buried with weapons and armor, that some women showed bone changes consistent with years of archery practice, that some women were buried with horses. The women of the steppe rode and shot. The Amazon myth had a real foundation.

The specific distortion that the Greek myth introduced: the isolation of the warrior women from the warrior men, the creation of the all-female society that had no male members. The real women of the steppe lived alongside men, fought alongside men, governed alongside men. The all-female Amazon nation is the Greek imagination's way of making the warrior woman into a category — the woman who has entirely rejected the male — rather than the integrated human being who happens to be both a woman and a warrior.

Herodotus tells the story of the Amazons differently from the mythological tradition. In his account, the Amazons are captured by the Greeks after a battle and loaded onto ships, then kill their Greek captors and drift to the Scythian shore, where they encounter the young Scythian men and negotiate a relationship. They refuse to live with the Scythian women because they are not accustomed to the work of women — the weaving, the household tasks. They propose to live apart, raiding on horseback, and to meet with the young Scythians seasonally. From this union, Herodotus says, come the Sauromatian people, among whom women ride and hunt and fight.

This is the ethnographic Amazon — the Amazon as the ancestor of a real people, the Amazon as the origin story of the warrior women culture that Herodotus had heard about from the peoples of the northern Black Sea coast. The ethnographic Amazon is more interesting historically than the mythological Amazon precisely because the ethnographic Amazon is the attempt to explain a real phenomenon — the warrior
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