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            Prologue

         
         
            Atalanta

            Sing to me, Muse, of the stories not told, of the events left out of the epics. Sing to me of the secrets known only to the
               full moon and the voluptuous night.
            

            
            Sing to me, Muse, though I’ve never been a singer of poems, only their subject. Music has never been my strong suit. For me
               are the forests and fields, and the sunrises I once shared with her.
            

            
            As I ride down the mountainside, I think of the stories of heroes and monsters, the turns of the tales as familiar as a heartbeat.
               The rightful prince triumphs, and the evil king is vanquished. The witch works her spells, and the maiden warrior fights in
               the field. A ship of fools sails across the wine-dark sea to steal a useless treasure.
            

            
            But the story changes based on who is telling it. The victory of the fleeing deer is the tragedy of the lioness, who must
               go without her supper. From the perspective of the Hydra, Heracles is the true monster. And only the end will show if the
               story was worth telling in the first place.
            

            
            I go now to seek an ending to the story left unfinished. My horse’s gait changes as she steps from soft earth to the packed
               clay of the roads, marking our entrance into Corinth. The stink of the city rises around me, and eyes peer from dusty windows
               and doors. I press onward, though my heart thrums in my ears and my hands grip the reins white-knuckled. What will be my reception,
               and what beginnings might come from this ending?
            

            
            And if Jason is there, I will face him too.

            
            I find myself at a door, exactly as she described it: dark red with a blue-and-yellow geometric pattern around the edges.
               I knock. After some time, she opens it.
            

            
            And we find ourselves face-to-face for the first time in two decades.

            
            She is older, yes, with graying hair and wider cheeks, but no less beautiful. Her eyes are still gold as an eagle’s, and right
               now they are fixed on me in utter astonishment. Her mouth falls open, and she sags against the doorframe. I feel a momentary
               amusement—witch she might be, but even she did not see me coming.
            

            
            My heart twists at the sight of her. For so long I have avoided this, leaving the possibility of a reunion unrealized and
               therefore perfect, like an apple too high to reach ripening in the sun. And now I am here, ready to drag the past into the
               light of the present.
            

            
            “Hello, Medea,” I say.

            
            Emotions chase each other across her face, like fish flickering in the shallows. Why are you here? I can see her wondering. After all these years, why have you come here now?

            
            Because I must finish this story, Medea. I must weave in the loose threads before time runs out. Draw the years back like
               a bow, to our earliest days, and go to the beginning so that we might find an end to this.
            

            
         
         
            Medea

            I speak softly, my movements curtailed, lest I startle Atalanta into flight. We orbit each other like dancers, drawn together
               but not daring to come closer.
            

            
            Atalanta sits in the courtyard sipping a cup of water; an impossible creature come to visit my garden. Surreptitiously, I study her profile as she sits among the blossoms, taking in her sharp cheekbones and piercing gray eyes, and hair whiter than mine. Her skin is still bronzed from the sun, limbs strong and sinewy; age has dried her to a distillation of her essence, like fine wine. Mothers in Corinth scold their daughters for spending too much time in the sun, but it has only made Atalanta more beautiful, more herself. 

            
            If I’d known she was coming, I would have dressed better—not that Atalanta ever cared about such things. I’d have swept the
               dust from the corners of the house and moved the laundry in its baskets. Washed my hair with willow until it shone, summoned
               back the spark into my eyes. Packed my sons off to one of their friends’ houses for the afternoon, certainly.
            

            
            I fear her anger, I realize, at those of us who cannot do the things our hearts long for.

            
            A man’s voice rings out across the courtyard. “Medea, where is—”

            
            Jason appears at the door. He freezes when he sees Atalanta, and I notice her shoulders tense at his arrival. They are like
               two cats sighting each other in an alley, tails bottlebrush. Tension crackles in the air.
            

            
            Before I can say anything, Jason turns and goes back inside. Full of embarrassment, I am not quite sure whether I should apologize
               to my husband or to Atalanta.
            

            
            Atalanta is the one who speaks first. “What was your childhood like, Medea?” she inquires, nibbling the plate of fruit and
               cheese brought out by the cook.
            

            
            It is a bizarre thing to ask, but Atalanta could always be counted on to say bizarre things. I tilt my head, considering the
               question.
            

            
            “Lonely,” I reply. “And yours?”

            
            “You already know.” She shrugs, not looking at me. “Full of bears, full of forests.”

            
            I do know, recalling our talks from the Argo, nearly twenty years ago now. Many things took place on that voyage that did not make it into the stories and songs. Seasickness; the ache in the bones from sleeping on hard ground or the ship’s wooden deck; the blaze of the sun and the chill of the water. 

            
            And the affections that sprung up there, too fragile to persist after journey’s end but too compelling to be forgotten entirely.

            
            I met my fate all those years ago, though not in the way the poets think. I made a choice between the love thrust upon me
               and the love that grew unbidden. And I wonder, not for the first time, if it was the right one.
            

            
            What is a hero who lives past her greatest adventure? Atalanta once told me that before you aim, you must first pull your
               spear arm back as far as you can. So I draw my mind’s focus back to my earliest memories, to my childhood in the green hills
               of Colchis. I think back to that day, thirty years before, when I took the first steps on the journey that would bring me
               here.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Part One

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            1

         
         
            Medea

            As the pale light of afternoon filtered into a secluded corner of the palace garden, I held my head in my hands and wept.

            
            Beside me bloomed lavender, roses running riot, and other, rarer plants. Their scent imparted a light fragrance to the air,
               which I swallowed in great gulps as sobs shook me. Never mind that I was a princess of Qulha, called Colchis by the Greeks.
               At that moment, I was nothing but a lonely little girl.
            

            
            Earlier that day, I’d walked barefoot over the gravel path at the palace’s main gate to bid my sister, Chalciope, farewell.
               While her carriage awaited, the horses tossing their manes impatiently, we threw our arms around each other and wept.
            

            
            “It’s not fair,” I said, burying my face in her cloak.

            
            “I know,” she murmured in my hair, holding me tight enough to bruise my ribs. The daughter of Father’s first wife, Chalciope
               was a woman as stalwart and reliable as a hearth fire. If she saw a hungry mouth, she fed it; if she saw a dirty bowl, she
               washed it. Chalciope was the one who had raised me after my mother’s death, holding my hand as I toddled my first steps.
            

            
            Then Father married her off to Phrixus in exchange for that noxious pelt, the Golden Fleece. Chalciope was permitted to visit
               once a year for the festival of the ancestors, which was slow to come and all too quickly over. The festival had concluded
               yesterday.
            

            
            “Don’t leave me alone with him,” I whispered. A long shadow seemed to extend outward from the palace, and I flicked a nervous glance backward. I did not need to explain who “he” was—Aeetes, our father and the king of Qulha. 

            
            “You must bear it, my dear one,” Chalciope said, extricating herself from my embrace. “Endure him. It will not be forever.
               Soon you will be grown and married, safe in your husband’s house and free forever.”
            

            
            “My lady, we must leave now if we are to make it home before nightfall,” the carriage driver said.

            
            I glared at the man as he took Chalciope’s hand and helped her onto the plush seat, though not before she planted one last
               kiss on my forehead. The ghostly faces of her two little sons peered at me from the dimness of the carriage, and I seethed
               with envy that they enjoyed the privilege of staying at her side when I could not.
            

            
            The pain of the sharp gravel on my bare feet was nothing compared with the agony in my heart as I watched Chalciope’s carriage
               disappear through the royal gates, helpless either to make her stay or to go with her. When she disappeared from sight, I
               fled to the sanctuary of the gardens.
            

            
            The departure of Chalciope evoked memories of an older, more primal loss: my mother, who had died giving birth to me.

            
            A hollow feeling spread throughout my chest. I knew very little about my mother, save for the fact that she had been the one
               to plant the first seeds of the garden where I now sat, and green things loved to grow at her touch. Supposedly she’d been
               a great huntress in life, stalking over the hills with bow in hand.
            

            
            I knew none of this for certain. All I had was a name: Hekate. There was not even a grave to visit, because in his fury over
               her death, Father denied her a proper burial.
            

            
            Eventually my weeping eased. Not because my grief faded, but because I no longer had the energy to sustain it. I could do nothing to change my situation. My head lifted; the air was filled with the gentle babble of the four rivers that flowed through the Qulhan palace gardens, one made of milk, another of wine, the third of oil, and the last of water. These were said to be gifts from the gods, but in truth they were engineering marvels created by the artisans of Qulha. They also smelled horrible, since the milk had long since gone rancid and the wine was mere vinegar. But such was the nature of my father’s palace, where a wondrous exterior concealed a rotten core. 

            
            I stood up, swaying, taking deep breaths to compose myself. If my brother, Absyrtos, saw me weeping, he would mock me relentlessly.
               If Aeetes saw, he would strike me a heavy blow. I was only thirteen, but already I knew that no one was coming to save me.
            

            
            A path wound through the city gates, and I followed it, walking to the seashore where the waves lapped at the sand like affectionate
               puppies. My father did not care about these wanderings, so long as I was back at the palace before dark. No one bothered to
               keep close track of me. I let the wind play with the ringlets of my hair and watched the clouds racing across the sky. Though
               I could not quite forget my sorrow, I could set it aside for a time, allowing it to become merely one part of the tapestry
               of existence.
            

            
            After Chalciope went away, it would be most accurate to say that the land of Qulha itself raised me. There were nurses and
               servants, yes, but I barely learned their names. It was the land that I loved: Qulha of the painted stone tombs. Amazons roamed
               the steppes beyond the mountains, and from the cliffs you could watch the flights of griffins and fierce dragons. Green hills
               rose over the storm-lashed sea, and sometimes you could see the scattershot shimmer of the Sheep of the Sun grazing along
               their flanks. These belonged to my father’s father, the god of the sun. Among the Qulhans, he was variously known as Helios,
               Ra, and Tabiti, but I knew him as Grandfather, even if he never came to visit.
            

            
            When the sun began to slant to the west, I made my way back to the city. My feet ached and my stomach grumbled; even if no one waited for me in the cold halls of the palace, it was time to return. Disdaining the main gate, I took instead the way that the farmers used to bring their harvests into the city, which led through the necropolis. 

            
            It was home to a bristling forest of monuments—small markers for the humble, grand mausoleums for the wealthy and members
               of my own family. Recently my father had declared that all men should be given sky burial while women were interred in the
               earth, but many of these monuments dated back to the earliest days of the city, when King Sesostris came out of Egypt to found
               the kingdom of Qulha.
            

            
            My eyes fell upon a little structure squatting at a crossroads: a roadside shrine, formed of nothing more complex than a statue
               inside a little alcove. The statue was quite ordinary, a crude rendition of a woman with three faces. Below was a name carved
               in Qulhan, Egyptian, and Greek:
            

            
            HEKATE.

            
            I paused mid-step, one foot hovering above the ground. Hekate was my mother’s name, and not a common one. Goose bumps prickled
               my skin.
            

            
            Hekate . . .

            
            The faces of the statue were generic and roughly carved. But the longer I gazed at them, the more I had the feeling that those
               sightless eyes might blink.
            

            
            Moving of their own accord, my feet carried me toward the statue, and my hand closed around one of the seashells I’d gathered
               from the shore. A child’s bauble, worthless, but I had nothing else to give. I laid it among the piles of incense soot and
               shriveled flowers.
            

            
            The cloud-filled sky held its breath. Even the tomb markers seemed to be listening.

            
            Into the silence I spoke a single word. “Mother.” It was like a stone dropped into a still pond, heard by no one and signifying
               nothing, but I could not help myself. 
            

            
            “Mother,” I repeated. “Don’t forget me. Don’t forget your daughter. Descend and comfort me, I beg you.”

            
            There was no answer. The silence passed, and the world resumed its turning. Birds sang, and a breeze moved through the necropolis.
               The voices of passersby reached my ears once more.
            

            
            Shivering, I pulled the hood of my cloak over my head and hurried onward, trying to beat the long shadows of evening back
               to the palace.
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            Medea

            I often cried out for my mother. But for some reason that night she answered.

            
            In sleep, I drifted in the primal void of unconsciousness. Then a torch flared, and the three-faced idol from the crossroads
               shrine appeared. As I watched, the rough wood took on the softness of living skin and the gouges of the eyes blinked open.
            

            
            The statue’s central face became an old woman’s, her hair white and her skin like worn leather. As I watched, the face became
               young, a reflection of my own. Then it ripened to middle age, expanding into handsome richness before slackening once again
               into wrinkles. And there it stayed in the cycle of time she wore like a mantle.
            

            
            “I am Hekate,” she said. “To me was given a share of the heavens and the seas and all the earth. I am the goddess of the crossroads.
               The Soteira, the Savior. Among the people of the northern forests I am known as the Baba Yaga; among the Mesopotamians I am
               called Nintinugga; the Egyptians call me Hekau. But you shall know me by my true name, Hekate. And,” she added, “I am your
               mother.”
            

            
            My mother. The words exploded into my consciousness, filling me with astonishment. My mother! She’d heard me after all. I wanted to run and embrace her, restored to me at last after so long, but found I could not move or speak, frozen in the world of the dream. 

            
            “If you doubt,” she continued, “I will show you surety. If you feel powerless, I will show you power. In other words, I will
               reveal to you the way of witchcraft.”
            

            
            Hekate raised a hand to my forehead, and light exploded inside my skull. The stream of knowledge came in flashes and sense
               impressions: the secret names of plants and animals, and the powers of the planets. Hekate revealed to me that the elements
               of the natural world had a grammar and syntax, and if it pleased me, I might rearrange the letters to spell out the future
               I desired.
            

            
            Inside me, a spark flared into life.

            
            “It will take work,” Hekate was saying. “Raw talent must be given form. But this is where it begins.”

            
            I was afraid that this new influx of knowledge might split my mind like an overfilled wineskin, but I gritted my teeth and
               held firm. When at last the tide receded, I heard a whine at my elbow and felt a cold nose on my arm. The wide black eyes
               of a dog looked up at me. A hunting hound, like the ones who trailed after my mother’s heels when she was alive, companions
               still in her godhood.
            

            
            “But how can it be,” I asked, forcing my numb lips to form words, “that you are my mother? You are a goddess, and she was
               only a mortal woman. You have the white hair of a crone, and she . . .”
            

            
            She never lived to grow old, I tried to say, but my grief choked me.
            

            
            The apparition’s rheumy eyes filled with compassion. “Oh, my dear girl, do you not know that the immortal gods choose the shapes they wear? We can take the form of an old woman as easily as an eagle or a shower of gold. And why would I not choose the appearance I never had the chance to wear in life?” she added with a rueful smile. “I was born a mortal girl like you, but in time I came to command great magic and learned how to brew the potion of apotheosis, which transforms a human being into a god. The souls of gods are much like the souls of humans, you see, once our mortality is set aside. 

            
            “Or perhaps I simply joined with something else,” Hekate added thoughtfully. “Something that had been there forever, as long
               as the earth existed. From the perspective of a fish, the river flows cleanly; for a bird flitting over the waters, however,
               things are not so simple. So it is for the gods and time. Some say Hekate was Night’s daughter, or that of Zeus. But if you
               doubt me, Medea, remember this: Your mother has no tomb because there was no body to bury.”
            

            
            This astonished me. “Father said he threw your body into the sea,” I whispered, “for the crime of dying and leaving him alone.”

            
            “Ah, Aeetes,” Hekate said, her face twisting with rank hatred. “A monster of a man. He cast me out of Qulha after my apotheosis,
               and his blood draws a circle around you that I cannot breach except in the very rarest of circumstances. But no matter. I
               have given you witchcraft, the power to make the world into the sort of place you wish to live. And in the moments before
               your death, I’ll come to you. If you have lived a life worth immortalizing, I will give you apotheosis, and you will become
               a goddess.”
            

            
            “Are you leaving?” Panic filled me, and suddenly I was as frantic as a drowning woman. Breaking out of the numbness that gripped
               me, I fell at Hekate’s feet, clutching her skirts. “Let me stay with you,” I begged. “Please, give me apotheosis now, that
               I might stay by your side forever.”
            

            
            Hekate cupped my face in her wizened hands, stroking my cheek tenderly. “My dear girl, you do not know what you ask. A full human lifetime is the greatest of gifts, one I never had the chance to enjoy. There is nothing like it in all eternity, and I will not take it from you.” 

            
            A strangled cry tore from my throat. Next to me, the dog whined.

            
            “I will be worthy,” I pleaded, grasping frantically at Hekate’s hem as the dream blurred at the edges. “I’ll be a good daughter,
               I’ll give you heirs and descendants. And a temple, and worshippers too. Just don’t forget me, please.”
            

            
            The dream dissolved, and I opened my eyes.

            
            My cry echoed off the stone walls, but I did not weep. There were no tears left in me. Instead, I was angry, burning with
               fury that I had finally come so close to my mother only to lose her. Hekate had found a way to keep her hunting dogs with
               her, but not her daughter. And I was angry too at the loss of Chalciope, who enjoyed the double blessing of returning to her
               husband and leaving our awful father behind.
            

            
            But my mother had not left me empty-handed.

            
            I stepped out of my bed onto the death-cold tiles of the palace floor. While the rest of the world slept, I walked out into
               the moonlight-drenched courtyard and looked up at the sky.
            

            
            The moon was full. It seemed that something very ancient and female rode with her through the trees, and mysteries lurked
               in the shadows cast by her light. The familiar world was rendered strange under the cover of moonlight and shadow, and anything
               might be possible.
            

            
            Lifting my hand, I considered the blood running within my veins. My mother’s blood, Hekate’s. My mind was heavy with the knowledge
               she had given me, like an autumn tree laden with fruit. The power within me crackled like lightning, seeking its release.
               Certainly I would need to refine it with practice and study, but the raw potential was there. Waiting.
            

            
            I looked at the plants around me and saw all their component parts: the living creatures that decayed to make the earth fertile, and the new life nurtured by death. The power that dwelled within the green growing plants, rained down by the stars. 

            
            Around me the four rivers flowed. Water mingled with the dark earth and the clear night air. In my heart, a fire burned.

            
            Water and fire. Earth and air. Dark and light. A crossroads, in other words. These were the forces behind the Chaos that had
               given rise to the speaking gods at the beginning of the world, and these forces belonged to Hekate.
            

            
            My breath billowed out in the cold air. I could not have what I wanted most—my mother and my sister, whom I was powerless
               to keep by my side. But I wasn’t helpless anymore. If I had not been given the love of a family at birth, then I’d force the
               hand of fate to grant it to me.
            

            
            I set in motion gathering ingredients, moving soundlessly through the darkened gardens. I wrenched some mugwort from the moon-soaked
               ground and rosemary too, mixing these together with the sweet Qulhan earth and a little of my own blood.
            

            
            There was little craft or finesse to it, though there was a great deal of passion. I found a tablet of lead and rubbed it
               with the herbs and earth before running it through the incense smoke. Then I began to carve the words in Qulhan and Greek
               and Egyptian, so that the gods of every people might know my will. Repeating the words again and again, using a hairpin to
               drive my wish into the soft lead, over and over.
            

            
            Give me love unconditional.

            
            Gradually I became aware of my own voice turning the command into a chant, inscribing it into the air as surely as my hand
               carved it into the lead. I felt the edges of my mind brush up against the shape of the world, like one hand touching another
               in the dark. With all the strength I could muster, I pushed.
            

            
            When the chant abruptly ended, the exultation of power left me reeling. Like a sleeper waking from a dream, I gradually became aware of the cold flagstones beneath my knees and the sharp scent of the dwindling incense, not to mention the dirt ground under my fingernails. 

            
            The courtyard remained empty. No one stood there, no loving mother or gentle sister or handsome bridegroom come to take me
               away from all of this.
            

            
            Embarrassment warmed my cheeks. Well, it seemed that my magic was not able to summon any whim or desire. No matter. The seeds
               were planted, I insisted to myself, and someday love would enter my life. Until then, I would work on mastering the intricacies
               of my witchcraft, learning its strengths and demands.
            

            
            Feeling rather foolish and very, very cold, I buried the lead tablet in the shadow of the palace before creeping back into
               bed.
            

            
            

            The next morning, I resolved to keep my promise to Hekate.

            
            I surveyed the crossroads shrine, then summoned representatives from the guild of stonemasons. I used my own royal jewelry
               to pay for the construction, which would no doubt have incensed my father if he found out. But Aeetes never managed to tear
               his eyes away from the Golden Fleece, the only treasure that mattered to him anymore.
            

            
            In time, the crude wooden idol was replaced by a statue formed of bronze, and a proper temple grew up from the roadside shrine.
               Priestesses came from a dozen nations to serve—they were Qulhan, Heniochi, Scythian, and Greek. They bowed before me, the
               chosen of Hekate and their royal benefactress.
            

            
            On the day that construction was completed, a great crowd gathered below. I placed two braziers filled with burning herbs on the temple steps, sending up great clouds of smoke. Next to them, I was a lone figure clad in royal purple. Among the milling crowd I noticed Aeetes, his golden eyes blazing. Fear filled me at the sight of my father, but I swallowed it down. Never again would I be that girl weeping alone in the garden, I swore. Never again would I be so powerless. 

            
            “Behold the power of Hekate!” I cried out, and threw more incense on the fire.

            
            Out of the smoke, a shape emerged: the full moon, luminous despite the daytime brightness. The crowd gasped. I chanted under
               my breath, sweat pouring from my brow as I maintained the illusion. The shape of the moon waned to a crescent and then grew
               back again, wheeling through all her phases in the noonday sky.
            

            
            Below me, the crowd howled with delight. I looked for the face of Aeetes but could not find him.

            
            When it came time to consecrate the temple, I was the one who held the sacrificial knife to the throat of the black ewe. With
               a swipe of the blade, I silenced her bleating cries and offered up the sacrifice to Hekate. Young as I was, I already knew
               that everything worth having was paid for in blood.
            

            
            Look, I said silently to Hekate as I presented the offering. I promised you worshippers, a temple. I kept my promise.

            
            Will you keep yours?
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            Medea

            A life worth immortalizing, that was what would bring my mother back to me. And every day for the next ten years, I strove to live such a life.
            

            
            In the morning, when rosy-fingered dawn reached through my windows, I leaped out of bed and dressed hurriedly, then ran to
               the temple of Hekate.
            

            
            Qulha was—and still is—a land of temples, situated at the intersection between cultures. Some of these temples were dedicated
               to the animal-headed gods who came with my ancestors out of Egypt; others to the fickle gods of the Greeks, their worship
               brought on shallow-bellied trading boats. The most ancient shrines were dedicated to the primordial forces worshipped by the
               steppe peoples, original inhabitants of this land: Tabiti the sun, all-seeing eye of fire, my family’s progenitor. And Tengri,
               the eternal blue sky, vast and endless.
            

            
            Those first people could not imagine any deity more majestic than the sky itself. But the firmament was only one part of Hekate’s
               domain.
            

            
            In the ten years since its founding, the temple of Hekate had only grown in size and prominence, and my burgeoning magic with
               it. I ran through the necropolis and up the marble stairs, then into the sanctuary.
            

            
            The others inclined their heads as I took the place of prominence befitting the high priestess. Melanippe, a half-Greek woman, stood at the altar with the morning sacrifice. When she saw my arrival, her knife flashed. 

            
            As the sacrifice breathed its last, I gazed up at the statue of Hekate. It had been crafted by the finest artisans—who, despite
               my strenuous objections, had chosen to represent the goddess’s three faces as youthful. Surely Hekate was pleased by our sacrifices,
               though the expression on her bronze face did not change. 
            

            
            I felt a familiar flicker of trepidation: If you have lived a life worth immortalizing, I will give you apotheosis, she’d told me.
            

            
            Such a small word, if. How could I know what she thought worth immortalizing? Surely a temple established in her name was a worthy thing, and yet
               I could never be sure. Hekate had not seen fit to visit me since that dream a decade ago, no matter how much I called out
               for her. Your father’s blood draws a circle around you, Hekate had said, one she could not breach. A grim reminder that I was Aeetes’s child just as much as I was hers.
            

            
            I steeled myself. My mother had given me many gifts, and I would not squander them.

            
            “Draw close and attend my words,” I told the other priestesses, who formed an obedient ring. I reached into the pouch at my
               side and pulled out a little jar, rubbing its contents over my hand.
            

            
            Peering from beneath my lashes, I glanced at Melanippe to make sure she was still watching. I liked Melanippe, with her strong,
               capable hands and her lush black hair twisted into a braid. I found myself wanting to impress her.
            

            
            When my arm was coated in the contents of the jar, I walked to the altar, skirt swishing along the stone floor. The base of
               the potion was the herb Prometheon, which grew in the mountains and had roots like freshly slaughtered flesh. It was sacred
               to Hekate and good for magic.
            

            
            Above me soared the great bronze statue, flanked by low torches on either side. These torches were holy and never allowed to go out, and the heat of them warmed my skin. 

            
            “Behold the power of Hekate,” I declared, and shoved my hand into the fire.

            
            A commotion erupted among the priestesses. Some shrieked and rushed forward—including Melanippe, I was pleased to see, concern
               written across her lovely face. But they stopped short when they saw that my hand was not burning.
            

            
            “Magic,” I began, “can turn away fire and transform one thing into another. All through the power of Hekate.”

            
            “Hail Hekate,” the priestesses intoned, eyes wide as full moons. I rejoiced in their esteem. How far I had come from being
               that little girl working a slapdash spell in a midnight garden.
            

            
            But before long, the priestesses broke away to go about their daily tasks: sweeping and drawing water and preparing for the
               worshippers who would ensure the temple’s prosperity. I caught sight of Melanippe carrying a bucket for water, her braid swaying
               between her strong shoulder blades. Watching them, a certain loneliness filled my soul. Despite being the temple’s royal patroness,
               I could increasingly see that I was not privy to the camaraderie of the priestesses who dwelled there. I’d built a sisterhood
               but found myself outside it.
            

            
            Well, no matter. I lifted my chin and squared my shoulders. With the morning sacrifices finished, there was no reason for
               me to stay. I headed back to the palace, only to find someone was waiting for me at the garden gate. My brother, Absyrtos,
               leaning against a pillar.
            

            
            Inwardly, I grimaced, though I knew better than to let my feelings show. Five years younger than me and rangy with adolescence,
               Absyrtos was our father’s favorite and he knew it.
            

            
            “Well, well,” Absyrtos sneered. “My wayward sister has come home again, it seems.”

            
            My hands clenched into fists. For all that I could turn back fire and place the moon in the noonday sky, I never could manage
               my brother.
            

            
            “You’re always going off to that temple,” he continued. “How do I know you’re not meeting a lover there?”

            
            A flare of anger. “I’m the royal patroness of the—”

            
            “I know what you are,” Absyrtos snapped. “What I want”—he poked me in the chest for emphasis—“is not to have people talking
               about how my future wife used to walk the streets.”
            

            
            Future wife? Shock made me lightheaded. At first, I thought he must be talking about someone else. But I then remembered my histories,
               and how the pharaohs of the southern kingdoms, our forebears, used to marry their sisters to preserve the integrity of the
               royal line.
            

            
            A distant ringing sounded in my ears. The world spun around me, unreal. It made sense that my father would arrange a marriage
               for me, since I’d reached the venerable age of twenty-three without a match, but I’d never imagined something like this.
            

            
            Absyrtos laughed at the naked shock on my face. “Father doesn’t want another faithless daughter whoring herself after foreign
               kings. That’s why he rejected your other suitors and betrothed you to me.”
            

            
            I stared at him in horror.

            
            Absyrtos grinned cruelly. “As for that little cult you’re running, no matter. When you’re my wife, I’ll make you give all
               that up.”
            

            
            No.

            
            Over the roofs of the palace came a distant sound like a faraway trumpet. A low, brassy song gradually increasing in volume. Though not unpleasant, the sound made the hair along my arms stand on end, because I knew what it meant: Somewhere in the palace, someone was dying. 

            
            My father would be in a good mood if the bulls were singing, insofar as he was ever in a good mood these days. I might be
               able to talk with him, change his mind. I picked up my skirts and ran, my brother’s laughter echoing in my ears.
            

            
            

            Among my father’s most prized possessions were a pair of bull statues forged from bronze, empty as drums, created using long-forgotten
               techniques from Egypt. Through a trapdoor on the back, prisoners were thrown into the hollow bellies and a fire kindled underneath.
               As the prisoners roasted to death, their screams were transformed through cunning artistry into low melodies that exuded from
               the mouths of the bulls, a song like a war horn. It was a death that Aeetes reserved for his direst enemies—which seemed to
               be everyone these days.
            

            
            The guards surged forward at my approach, then took their hands from the pommels of their swords when they saw that it was
               only the princess. Aeetes turned his golden eyes upon me. They were a sign of his descent from Helios-Ra-Tabiti, the same
               as mine.
            

            
            The Golden Fleece lay across his shoulders, its color pale and washed out compared with the brightness of his eyes. I recalled
               the story of its origin: the Fleece had been harvested from one of the Sheep of the Sun, a divine ram sent by the cloud goddess
               Nephele to protect her children Phrixus and Helle from their cruel stepmother, Ino. After explaining why he had come, the
               ram spirited the children away across the sea to Qulha. Though Helle died during the journey, Phrixus sacrificed the ram in
               gratitude and made the Golden Fleece from its pelt. Then Phrixus gave the Fleece to Aeetes in exchange for my sister Chalciope’s
               hand in marriage.
            

            
            I didn’t doubt that an animal could fly across the sky and speak with a human voice. What strained my credulity was the idea that parents could love their children so much. 

            
            Aeetes eyed me like a serpent about to strike, resting a possessive hand on his treasure. Courtiers often praised the beauty
               of the Golden Fleece, but I thought its sheen evoked the oily glimmer of poison.
            

            
            “Is it true that I am to be married to Absyrtos?” I demanded.

            
            “Yes,” Aeetes said simply, then turned his gaze back to the singing bulls.

            
            “Why?” I asked, my voice cracking in desperation. “I don’t want to marry him.”

            
            Aeetes laughed, a horrible sound. “Girl, that matters little. If you want”—he drew the word out mockingly—“to do things such as eat, drink, or breathe air aboveground, you will do as I bid. I won’t
               have another traitorous son-in-law scheming to take what’s mine, and you’re too useful to lose. No, I will wed you to my heir
               and keep you here.”
            

            
            The walls seemed to loom higher above me, and a noose closed around my neck. The guards shifted uncomfortably behind Aeetes,
               not inclined to help lest they draw upon themselves the wrath of the king. My tongue was like a dead fish in my mouth; I could
               not speak.
            

            
            “What?” Aeetes continued with a sneer. “Do you think that because he’s your brother the gods will frown on the marriage? We
               are nearly gods ourselves, we Heliades, and do what we like. If you think I am a monster, oh, child, you should meet my brother
               Perses. Even now he lies in wait, searching for my weaknesses. He would take this kingdom for his own if I ever relaxed my
               grip, and then you would be very sorry indeed. He would raze Qulha to the ground to enrich himself.”
            

            
            Aeetes pulled the Fleece closer, as if for reassurance.

            
            “You won’t become like your cousin Ariadne,” Aeetes continued. He was no longer looking at me but at the bronze bulls, which had gone ominously silent. “Ariadne betrayed her father and killed his Minotaur and ran off with the handsome young Theseus. He left Ariadne on a deserted island to die, you know. So it goes for faithless girls who disobey their fathers.” 

            
            I recalled a different ending to Ariadne’s story, one in which she became the wife of the god Dionysus and a goddess herself.
               Some of our relatives on the isle of Lemnos even claimed descent from her. But even if I could speak, I would not dare say
               such things to my father. To contradict Aeetes was to invite great danger.
            

            
            My father’s eyes cut to me. “I may not possess a Minotaur, but I do have a girl who can call the moon into the noonday sky
               and turn back fire. A marvel and a useful weapon. So I will keep you close.”
            

            
            Now I saw the answer to a conundrum that had long perplexed me: Why Aeetes allowed me to run a temple to his divinized, despised
               ex-wife. It was a declaration of my power, and by extension, his own. Why did he care if people worshipped Hekate’s name,
               so long as they feared his? 
            

            
            Unable to hold myself back, I began to speak. “But, Father—”

            
            “SILENCE!” Aeetes roared, and this time swung his fist at me, large as a bear’s paw. I ducked, the wind of its passage rustling my hair.
            

            
            Before Aeetes could swing again, I was running. I did not stop until I was safely back in my chambers, where I slumped against
               the wall and slid to the floor, hiding my face in my hands.
            

            
            At the end of my days, I would become a goddess and unite with my mother—or so I hoped. But I had a whole human lifetime to
               live before then, and in truth it hadn’t seemed so bad at first. I’d promised Hekate heirs, and she would surely bless me
               for it. Moreover, I looked forward to the chance to create the family I never had.
            

            
            Now all of that was thrown into doubt. I’d wanted love and family, but now I was faced with a distorted version of my wish: My husband would be my own hideous brother, and my children, the twisted offspring of incest. I’d sworn to never again be that girl weeping in the garden, but now it seemed I would never leave it. 

            
            Such was my distress that I might have hanged myself or swallowed poison, but a presence like a hand on my shoulder stopped
               me. Don’t, a voice within me whispered. Don’t throw away your one mortal life.

            
            Yes. I couldn’t cut my life short; I needed to think of something else.

            
            My mind churned through possible solutions like a waterwheel. Absyrtos would force me to give up the temple of Hekate when
               we married, but perhaps I could take refuge there for a short time. No, that would only make the priestesses targets of his
               anger, a monstrous injustice. Or perhaps I could brew a love potion to force Absyrtos to fall for someone else and marry her
               instead. But I dismissed the idea almost at once; a love spell would not solve anything, because love had no place in this
               arrangement.
            

            
            Escape was tempting, but no ship or caravan would willingly take the king’s daughter. A disguise was possible, but if I used
               witchcraft to transform my appearance, I might lose both my true shape and my mind forever. Besides, where would I go? I’d
               never left the borders of Qulha. I’d barely left the city.
            

            
            A sound in the hallway interrupted my thoughts. It was the voice of Zaidar, chief of the palace guard. Odd—what in the world
               would bring Zaidar to the women’s quarters so late at night?
            

            
            Then I heard another voice, one that sent me running out of bed despite the cold of the flagstones. There in the hallway,
               wearing a traveling cloak and hastily braided hair, stood my sister, Chalciope. 
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            Jason

            Jason stands one-sandaled before the king who killed his father.

            
            The usurping Pelias sits on the throne overlooking the megaron. The skin on his face sags, painting hollows beneath burning
               eyes. He blanches when he sees Jason, as though the ghost of the murdered Aeson has come up from Hades to confront him.
            

            
            But oddly, Pelias is not looking at Jason’s face when he makes this expression. Instead, he is looking at Jason’s feet.

            
            It isn’t Jason’s fault. The missing sandal, that is. It was lost when Jason carried an old woman across the river on his way
               here. He couldn’t just leave her there on the shore, but then he slipped in the water and the sandal unhooked itself, spiraling into the current. There
               was no retrieving it, so he continued on.
            

            
            Jason is keenly aware of the river smell on his clothes and the cold floor against his bare foot. He knows that he looks a
               bit silly. But when he begins to speak, the watching nobles and even the king are so charmed that they forget his awkward
               appearance.
            

            
            Jason claims his birthright with eloquence and assurance. He is the exiled prince returned to his kingdom, the rightful ruler
               claiming his inheritance. The assembly in the megaron murmurs and nods—young Jason, handsome and bright, makes a much more
               appealing ruler than withered Pelias.
            

            
            Jason knows how to weave his words into a glittering cloak and settle them upon his shoulders, taking on the mantle of a king’s authority. After his father’s death, Jason was sent to foster on Mount Pelion with Chiron himself, the son of ancient Kronos and the instructor of heroes. It was from Chiron that he learned the skills of speechmaking and rhetoric. 

            
            Strategy is just as vital as spears, and speeches even more so, Chiron told him once. The art of persuasion is a dangerous one, but you may be suited for no other. I would make you a bloodless hero who reaches
                  heights untold.

            
            By the time Jason finishes speaking, Pelias has recovered from his initial shock. His eyes move over Jason’s form, assessing,
               calculating. Jason doesn’t carry a weapon; he won’t be able to defend himself if Pelias orders one of the guards nearby to
               run him through with a spear. Jason finally allows the terror he’s kept at bay to wash over him. The idea that he will die
               here, half barefoot, is almost too much to bear.
            

            
            “Very well, Jason,” Pelias says. “I will give you the throne of Iolcus . . .”

            
            A stunned silence.

            
            “. . . if you bring me the Golden Fleece of King Aeetes of Colchis,” King Aeetes finishes with a twisted smile.

            
            Ah. There it is. Colchis is the land of witches and dragons, located beyond the edges of the known world. Its king, Aeetes,
               is said to be neither human nor animal, and renowned for his cruelty. The journey will be long, every part filled with danger.
               It is a fool’s errand at best, a suicide quest at worst.
            

            
            “To show that you are worthy of the throne, of course,” Pelias adds, smug as a cat with cream, knowing it will be a show of
               the utmost cowardice for Jason to refuse.
            

            
            The crowd in the megaron stares at Jason, waiting to see what he will do. A beast of many eyes, each burning like a brand into Jason’s flesh. They will not forget this day and will never accept Jason as a legitimate king without the fulfillment of this challenge. 

            
            Jason has no choice but to agree to this absurd quest, and thereby ensure his own doom.

            
            

            That night, safe behind a locked door at an inn, Jason stares at the ceiling.

            
            His mind spins around and around. He needs the Golden Fleece to get the throne, but he has no idea how to get the Fleece.
               He doesn’t even have a ship to cross the treacherous seas to Colchis. Yet he must do this for the sake of his father, Aeson,
               murdered by Pelias so long ago. And for his mother, Alcimede, who lives in a shepherd’s hut at the bottom of Mount Pelion.
               Jason remembers what she said before sending him off to his apprenticeship with Chiron so many years ago.
            

            
            In the memory, his mother kneels so that they are eye to eye. Jason, my son, she begins. Three times have I given you life. The first was when I birthed you in blood and agony. The second was when I hid you from assassins sent by the man who
                  killed your father, and stood with my women around your bed wailing so that the murderer would think you were already dead. The third time was when
                  I fled from the palace and brought you here to safety. Three times I have given you life, and here is what you must do with that life: Avenge your father and take back Iolcus!

            
            Jason recalls a cold foreboding. He was only seven years old at the time, small and skinny, with less interest in battles
               and more in the poems sung about them. How was he supposed to take on a king and seize a kingdom, even if it rightfully belonged
               to him?
            

            
            You will be a hero, his mother says in the memory. And I will be the mother of a hero, with shrines and devotees who bring offerings to her, like Danaë, the mother of Perseus.

            
            She looks dreamy for a moment, then snaps back to attention. As if sensing Jason’s hesitation, Alcimede grabs his chin, holding
               it firmly and forcing him to look at her. You will avenge your father, killed at the hands of Pelias, and gain fame as a hero. You will do your duty, and if you forget,
                  then I will make sure that you remember.

            
            Young Jason nods obediently. He does not forget his duty during his long apprenticeship with Chiron, even when he proves useless
               with sword and spear and instead must take training in rhetoric, so unbecoming of a man. But throughout the ten years Jason
               spends with Chiron, a question nibbles at the back of his mind like an insistent mouse:
            

            
            If his mother wants to avenge his father and take back Iolcus so badly, why doesn’t she do it herself?

            
            There is no use asking such things. Jason rolls over in his bed at the inn, squeezing his eyes shut. To soothe himself, he
               summons up the only memory he can recall of his father.
            

            
            It is a clear evening many years ago, before the exile, before his training with Chiron. Jason’s father is sitting in the
               garden as the day winds to a close and shepherds come down from their high pastures. Jason runs as fast as his small legs
               can take him, and a smile comes over his father’s face when he sees the boy. Aeson lifts Jason up, whirling him around and
               around until the sky becomes like the earth, and they are both laughing, laughing, laughing.
            

            
            Then Pelias kills Aeson, making exiles of both Jason and his mother.

            
            If Jason had been born another man’s son, perhaps he could have become a rhetorician or a sophist, taking students for pay.
               Or the keeper of a ford, ferrying people to a distant shore where he himself cannot go. But as it is, he is his father’s only
               heir and he must take back his father’s throne.
            

            
            Jason must find a way to go to Colchis and get the Fleece, even if it kills him.

            
            

            In the morning, Jason wakes to a knock on the door.

            
            A robed figure stands there. “I come with a message,” a voice says from beneath the cloak. A woman’s voice. This surprises
               Jason, since women rarely serve as messengers. “Your inheritance is almost finished. Follow me.”
            

            
            Jason is puzzled; his mother never made mention of any inheritance Aeson left him, except for debts and duties. Against his
               better judgment, Jason trails the hooded figure through the teeming streets of Iolcus, toward the smell of salt in the air.
               If his father left him one final message, if there was something he wanted his son to have, Jason needs to know.
            

            
            Soon they reach the shipyards, full of vessels carrying treasures from far away. Jason and the stranger walk past legions
               of men toiling in the blazing sun, sweat glistening on their rippling muscles, and head toward an area where the sound of
               hammers echoes in the air. Light glitters on the water.
            

            
            Then Jason rounds a corner and sees it.

            
            A marvel among ships, larger than anything else in the harbor, with curved sides reaching far above Jason’s head. The planks
               of the hull are fitted so tightly together that not a drop of seawater can get in, and an array of oars bristles at its sides
               like the limbs of a multilegged insect. Jason cranes his head back and notices the multiple decks: one beneath the sky and
               another to shelter the rowers, a remarkable innovation at a time when most boats are little more than rickety fishing rafts.
               Eyes painted on the hull allow the ship to see its way. Above, huge sails snap in the wind.
            

            
            “This,” the stranger says, “is the Argo. And it is yours.”
            

            
            When Jason turns toward her, the hooded figure has changed. A woman stands there, or something that looks like a woman, her beauty seemingly carved from stone. She brings to mind an empress dowager; though not young, she makes the loveliness of youth appear garish. She is clearly someone who is used to being in command, and it is equally clear that she is not mortal. 

            
            A goddess. The rest of the world seems to recede around them as her peplos robe rustles in the wind of another world.

            
            Jason falls to his knees, forehead pressed against the sun-bleached wood of the dock. He trembles with terror, knowing how
               quickly divine favor can shift, but even so he cannot quite resist the temptation of peering up at her. She has the dark eyes
               of a cow, long-lashed and luminous. They are strangely familiar.
            

            
            “The old woman from the ford,” Jason whispers. The one he carried over the river. She had eyes like that, beautiful in her
               withered face.
            

            
            The goddess laughs. “Just so,” she says. “I hope you will forgive the disguise, but I needed to judge what sort of person
               you were, Jason of Iolcus. And I must say, I find myself pleasantly surprised. Carrying me across the river on your back,
               what kindness! You are a different sort of man, and you will become a different sort of hero—if you live long enough. And
               I will make certain that you do.”
            

            
            “Why, my lady?” he asks hoarsely. “Why did you come to judge me?”

            
            “Because the enemy of my enemy is my friend,” the goddess says. “You hate Pelias as much as I do. A horrible man—he once slaughtered
               an innocent woman in my temple, I’ll have you know. An awful mess and an unforgivable insult. But now you are here. And the prophecy about Pelias’s defeat by a man wearing only one sandal will at last come to fruition.”
            

            
            Forehead still pressed against the dock, Jason blinks. Now he knows why Pelias stared at his feet in the megaron. Though Jason can’t help thinking it’s not a very good prophecy, since a man might lose a sandal for all sorts of reasons. But he doesn’t say this to the goddess. 

            
            Jason feels a cool hand on his head. “I give you the Argo so that you may get the Golden Fleece, Jason of Iolcus,” the goddess says. “Now gather your crew, and know that you travel
               under the protection of Hera, Queen of Heaven.”
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            Medea

            The little green snake thrashed in my grasp, though I was careful to hold it just under the head so it could not bite me.

            
            Around me burned a circle of tallow candles, illuminating a scroll from faraway Egypt. Carried halfway across the world from
               a land where it never rained, the tome of spells had been endlessly useful for refining my witchcraft. After my experiments
               with charms against fire, I’d now moved on to the section labeled “Transformation.”
            

            
            As if sensing what was coming, the snake redoubled its struggles.

            
            It was for Chalciope’s sake that I did this. In the weeks since my sister’s midnight return, she had not snapped out of her
               stupor. She spent her days staring out her window, taking only a little food and water.
            

            
            I’d tried to cheer her with gifts of her favorite foods and bolts of fine silk for dresses. She smiled briefly upon receiving
               these and patted my hand, then turned back to look out the window once more.
            

            
            It occurred to me that the unexplained absence of Chalciope’s husband and children might be the root of her melancholy, but
               there was nothing I could do if, as I suspected, Aeetes was involved. Instead I focused on what I could control, losing myself
               in the details.
            

            
            Something grander than food or clothing was in order. I wanted to distract Chalciope from her secret sorrow just as I distracted myself from the prospect of my hateful marriage to Absyrtos. I could do nothing to change my circumstances, but I could do this: take refuge in the ability my mother had given me to conjure illusions and work magic and turn one thing into another. 

            
            Hence the little green snake.

            
            The snake had begun to relax its struggles, seeing that they were getting it nowhere. It did not protest as I slathered its
               body with the poultice, brewed from herbs sacrificed under the full moon.
            

            
            Over the years, I’d slowly learned the size and shape of my magic. It was best exercised in the service of specific, discrete
               goals—turn back fire; create such-and-such illusion; change this creature into that one. I’d arrange the herbs, and the chant would rise, sometimes from the dusty pages of a magical papyrus and at other times
               from the depths of my own mind. Far less successful were spells focused on nebulous goals, like my foolish childhood working
               for unconditional love.
            

            
            I breathed in, then out, feeling the power growing in my body like a water droplet about to fall. The core of my witchcraft
               woke within me, raising its head like a serpent. My palms itched, a sensation both impetus and invitation.
            

            
            My voice pierced the silence, robust in authority. “I cast this working in the name of Hekate Soteira, the Savior . . .”

            
            More words followed, twining through the air like incense smoke, building a ladder for my will to climb upon. I grasped the
               poultice-slick snake tightly, holding the image of its new shape in my head.
            

            
            And, slowly, reality bent to give it to me.

            
            The little green snake’s body expanded outward, quickly filling my hands. Legs sprouted from its torso, terminating in claws. A red ruff sprang up from the arch of its long neck. 

            
            A dragon stood before me, blinking in stupefaction.

            
            He was about the size of a dog, with a long, narrow body like a weasel, though I sensed he was young and would grow larger
               yet. He possessed a crest of red and gold and, most significantly, the ability to fly, a skill of Qulhan dragons that had
               been lost to their Greek brethren.
            

            
            I squealed and clapped my hands. Chalciope would be delighted.

            
            The dragon followed me through the palace, trotting faithfully at my side. He did not snap back to his original shape as cheaper
               transformations did, and he seemed to enjoy having feet; perhaps being a dragon was an improvement over being a little green
               snake.
            

            
            Chalciope opened her door, then stifled a scream when she saw what stood at my side. “What is that?!”
            

            
            “A dragon!” I replied brightly, ruffling his crest affectionately. “I made him myself. His name is Xanthippus.” It meant “yellow
               horse” in the language of the Greeks, for his scales were the buttery glow of ancient coins. I liked the way it sounded.
            

            
            “Medea!” Chalciope’s voice was shrill. “You cannot have a dragon in the palace.”

            
            My joy receded. I’d thought Chalciope would be so awestruck by the gift that she would forget her melancholy, not pepper me
               with admonishments like bronze-tipped arrows.
            

            
            “He’s my new pet,” I explained. “I made him, and I’m going to raise him. I . . . I thought we could raise him together,” I
               added wistfully, imagining the three of us dancing in a meadow.
            

            
            Xanthippus leaned forward to sniff Chalciope, and she recoiled with a shriek.

            
            “What will Father say?” she fretted, chewing her lip. “At least bring that thing to the stables, Medea.”

            
            With that she shut the door, leaving me and Xanthippus alone.

            
            

            Chalciope’s rejection stung, but my hurt was soon overtaken by the joy I felt in the company of Xanthippus.

            
            How delightful it was watching him discover the world, sniffing plants and taking to the sky. I doted on him as if he were
               my own child, feeding him delicacies from my plate and scratching his chin until he rolled on his belly like a puppy. I pressed
               my forehead to his, basking in the simple, ineffable feeling of love.
            

            
            “Someday we will fly away from here in a chariot made of gold,” I whispered to Xanthippus. “You’ll take me to a new kingdom,
               and I’ll marry a handsome prince and never return to this awful place again.” A childish wish, but a solace nonetheless. A
               brief idyll of happiness, like sunlight falling through a break in the clouds.
            

            
            Until the day Xanthippus did not appear in response to my summons.

            
            He must be distracted, I told myself, or sleeping. But the stable hands all shook their heads when asked if they had seen him recently, and I could find no trace of him in
               our old haunts.
            

            
            By evening, I was hysterical. It was then that Zaidar, captain of the palace guard, came to my rooms, lifting his helmet to
               wipe the nervous sweat from his brow. When I saw Zaidar, I wept even harder, because I knew that he would only come himself
               if something truly terrible had happened.
            

            
            “Please follow me, Princess,” he said, not meeting my eyes.

            
            Zaidar led me down to the bowels of the palace, into the long, dim hallways of the dungeons. He opened one of the doors, and in the wedge of torchlight, I saw the Golden Fleece glittering faintly from the hook it hung upon. And then I saw Xanthippus. 

            
            My friend blinked at the sudden illumination, taking to his feet and calling out a greeting. I went to throw my arms around
               him but flinched back when I saw the collar fastened around his throat.
            

            
            My beautiful Xanthippus, his neck enclosed in iron.

            
            I should have known. I should have seen this coming. My father wanted a Minotaur of his own, a pet monster to glorify his
               name and guard his treasure. Now, at last, he had one.
            

            
            And I’d given it to him, all unwitting. I thought I was out of tears, but I began weeping again, feeling as trapped as Xanthippus.
               I could cast a charm to remove the collar from the dragon’s neck, but doing so would doom us both. Xanthippus would be dragged
               back to this prison, and I’d be accused of trying to steal the Golden Fleece. Aeetes had executed people for less.
            

            
            My magic wasn’t an escape. It never had been. It was only another reason to control me.

            
            “Your father ordered food and water brought to the beast,” Zaidar assured me. “It will not suffer.”

            
            “That is not enough,” I said, voice quavering. “It’s not just food and water he needs, it’s freedom too.” Xanthippus needed
               to wander through the forest and snake across the sky, not stay shackled here to the dark earth. He would die a slow, lingering
               death if he did.
            

            
            Zaidar would not look at me. “The king has spoken. The dragon will remain here to guard the Golden Fleece.”

            
            When my eyes fell upon the cursed pelt glittering in the torchlight, my lips drew back from my teeth in a snarl.

            
            “Everything in this kingdom belongs to Aeetes,” Zaidar said wearily. “Everything.”

            
            My anger boiled over, black and hot. I wanted to tear down Aeetes from his high throne, turn him into a little green snake so that he might know what it felt like to be small. But I would be cut down before I could get
               near enough to do any of this. Aeetes was a king with armies at his command, and I was only a lone woman, even if I was a
               witch.
            

            
            I thought of our family: Chalciope’s mother divorced; mine dead in childbirth, though divinely ascended; his current wife,
               Idyia, a pale shadow after birthing his heir, Absyrtos. My father ruined the lives of any women he came near, and I did not
               flatter myself that I would be the exception.
            

            
            I had to free myself from his shadow, or else perish in the attempt.

            
            

            After Zaidar escorted me back to my rooms, I threw on my cloak and fled to the seashore. These long walks cooled my anxious
               mind and brought me closer to the earth from which all magic came. But today, the sea did nothing to soothe my rage, and the
               slight breath of freedom only emphasized my captivity.
            

            
            Then I looked up and saw something along the beach that stopped my meandering thoughts short.

            
            The smooth expanse of the beach was disrupted by a ragged tangle of wood, like a tumble of sticks. I recognized the hull of
               a ship, half smashed. Dark shapes lay sprawled across the sand.
            

            
            People.

            
            I broke into a run.

            
            Falling to my knees by the closest, I saw he had lean muscles like ropes and skin browned from the sun. Though his eyes were
               closed and his breath shallow, he was not dead. But he would be soon if he could not flee, because my father had issued an
               order to kill the crew of any shipwrecked vessel found upon our shores.
            

            
            I looked down at the unconscious sailor and felt an unfamiliar stirring in my belly. Sympathy. These men had survived a storm, only to have the bad fortune of washing ashore in Aeetes’s domain. My chest tightened; I knew what it was like to live a life measured out by my father’s wrath. 

            
            These sailors were each some woman’s son. They were people with thoughts and feelings, and inner lives that would be tragically
               cut short if I did not act.
            

            
            A strange wind rose within me—magic, seeking its expression. I ran to the dunes and plucked a few yellow flowers that I knew
               would clear the lungs and restore breath. I hurried back to the sailor and stuffed them in his mouth, whispering a charm.
               The man came awake with a gasp, choking for air.
            

            
            “Do not come into the city,” I said, laying a finger on his lips. “Stay on the outskirts and the necropolis, or King Aeetes
               will kill you. There will be food for you at the temple of Hekate. Find it and then make your way home.”
            

            
            Eyes wide, the man nodded uncertainly. Silently I blessed Melanippe, who had the habit of leaving out roasted offerings on
               the shrine that faced the road, so that the poor might avail themselves of good meat. An act of devotion to the goddess, she
               said. Only now did I truly appreciate it.
            

            
            I went to the next sailor and did the same. He stared at me in awe, then followed after his brethren in the direction of the
               city.
            

            
            Watching him go, my chest felt much lighter. I could not change the circumstances that bound me, but I could do this. My act
               of mercy was also an act of defiance, a refusal of Aeetes’s orders, and it made my cage feel just a little more spacious.
            

            
            My mother’s words sounded in my mind: If you have lived a life worth immortalizing, I will give you apotheosis, and you will become a goddess.

            
            The memory of the sailors’ faces rose up in my mind. I might become a goddess someday, but in those men’s eyes, I already was one. 

            
            

            That night, I heard Chalciope’s voice outside my chamber door, calling my name. Footsteps whispered over the flagstones, and
               a weight settled on the edge of my bed.
            

            
            “I should have paid more attention to the work you were doing at the temple of Hekate,” Chalciope said. “When you said you
               made the dragon for me, I didn’t understand, I didn’t appreciate it as I should have.”
            

            
            Under my blankets I lay unspeaking, wondering why she had come.

            
            “I wish you could have met your aunt, Circe,” Chalciope said after a long pause. “I think you would have liked her. She was
               like you, strong in magic. A witch.”
            

            
            The word sent a thrill down my spine, like a chime being struck. “Circe? Why have I never heard of her before?”

            
            “Why do you think? Father, of course. He banished Circe to an island in the western sea and then forbade any mention of her
               existence. She is a great sorceress and likes to turn men into pigs. She would marvel at your dragon, I am sure.”
            

            
            “The dragon isn’t mine anymore,” I said, tears prickling my eyes once more. Even the existence of a faraway witch-aunt could
               not distract me from the loss of my friend.
            

            
            “I understand,” Chalciope said. “Father has taken much from me too.” She drew in a deep, ragged breath before continuing.
               “He killed them, my husband and my sons. He said my husband planned treason, plotting to take back the Golden Fleece. Phrixus
               never dreamed of such a thing, but Father killed him anyway.
            

            
            “And my sons. Argus, Cytissorus, Phrontis, and Melas, my sweet, innocent boys.” Chalciope’s voice cracked with grief. “Aeetes put them in a boat without oars, with only an old tutor to look after them. He wouldn’t shed the blood of his own kin, he said, for fear of miasma. But neither could he let the sons of a traitor live.” 

            
            Horrified, I sat up and took her hands in mine. Though I’d puzzled at the absence of Chalciope’s sons and husband, never in
               my wildest imaginings had I dreamed of something like this.
            

            
            Now the meaning behind Father’s words was clearer. I won’t have
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