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			For all the women who have ever been called ‘too much’ or ‘not enough’.

		
	
		
			1

			When I was a child, I turned my brother into a pig.

			I found it amusing, at the time, to watch his bones break and hear the fleshy popping as his muscles and tendons transformed. I giggled when he screamed, as his nose smeared into a snout and a little curly tail sprouted from his swollen, pink behind.

			Nobody else laughed.

			The slaves wailed when they saw what I’d done; some even fled the palace, never to return. Others fell to their knees, muttering desperate prayers, their implorations shivering on their twisted lips.

			When my parents found out, my mother shed tears whilst my father struck my face. A predictable response from both.

			‘Why did you do this?’ he asked.

			‘Because I can,’ I replied.

			Apparently, that was the wrong answer.

			Though truthful, this was not the only reason for my actions. Apsyrtus was cruel. He tormented my little sister and me, and though I can endure his nastiness, Chalciope is made of softer matter. A harsh word can cut her like a blade, embedding itself beneath her skin and taking root there. She is not built to withstand cruelty. She is like fresh snow, pure and delicate, letting the tiniest speck of dirt stain her. Whilst I am the frozen ground beneath, hard, unyielding.

			So, I transformed Apsyrtus into a swine because he acted like one. I believed it a fair sentence and I’ve always believed in punishment – my father made sure of that. My justice was easy enough to execute, just a simple concoction I peppered over his morning porridge. To Apsyrtus’ credit, he somehow sensed my deceit at the second mouthful, attempting to spit out the ‘poison’. He was too late, of course. My magic had sunk its teeth into him the moment it passed his.

			Nobody else saw the justice in my actions because, to them, Apsyrtus’ behaviour was not something to be corrected. He was just ‘being a boy’ and, apparently, that meant it was in his nature to be cruel. Though that justification has never made sense to me.

			After the incident, my father locked me in my chamber, placing two guards on watch outside. At first, I found it quite amusing that my father, Aeetes, the formidable King of Colchis, was afraid of his little, quiet Medea. It was not until later that I discovered this absence of freedom was far from entertaining.

			When night fell that day, my father came to my room and told me to undo the spell.

			‘I do not know how.’

			It was the truth, but he beat me like a liar, like I had a secret inside me he was trying to crack from my body. I can still remember the sound of his breathing, those heavy, uneven gasps as he swung his arm back, ready for another blow. They were the same kind of ragged breaths I could hear shuddering through the walls when he was alone with my mother.

			Unlike my mother, I never cried when my father hurt me. I think he found this irritating, which is probably why he did it so often. But I’ve always found tears to be entirely useless. I told this to Chalciope once, when she was sobbing over a dead bird we’d found in the courtyard. She stared at me with wet, sparkling eyes.

			‘Sometimes you say things that scare me, Medea,’ was all she replied.

			‘Everything scares you,’ I said, poking the bird’s lifeless body with a stick and prising open its wound. Chalciope screamed for me to stop, but I ignored her and dug the stick in deeper. I wanted to see what was inside.

			When my father finally relented and accepted that I did not know how to fix my brother, he turned to other means. A last resort.

			My aunt.

			I found this a curious turn of events, as I had never met my aunt before.

			In Colchis, she was more myth than woman, with a rich tapestry of rumours woven tightly around her name: Circe.

			I had heard my father banished her years ago; for what, nobody seemed to know. Though this did not stop Pheme, the Goddess of Rumours, from spreading her incendiary touch throughout the land, igniting the legend of my aunt.

			There was another name they called her, too, a word the slaves whispered behind cupped hands in their native Colchian tongue. Witch. I did not know what it meant as a child, but it was spoken with such venom, I could only assume it was something fascinatingly terrible.

			In my head, Circe was some kind of evil monster. Like a winged Fury, hideous and ruthless. I pictured her flying across the land, exacting her cold judgement on unsuspecting mortals. I was deeply captivated by her, or rather, by the potential of who she could be. I suppose you could say she was something of an obsession of mine. My mother did always say I could get fixated on things.

			Circe arrived two days after Apsyrtus’ transformation, in the dead of night. I can still remember the thrill of fear it sparked within me, when I woke to a dark figure towering over my bed, painted in silvery, moon-cast shadows.

			She must’ve sensed my fear, for Circe pulled back her cloak immediately, revealing a pair of eyes the same shade as my father’s, brilliantly golden, and a softly curved smile. Though it was her hair I noted first, cascading into glossy sheets around her shoulders. I had never seen hair so pale and radiant, like sunlight shattered across the clearest water.

			I took a moment to soak in her appearance, realizing as I did so that she was undoubtedly the most beautiful thing I had ever seen.

			Behind Circe, my father’s presence was like a stain against my chamber walls. I remember he wore a face of cold composure that night, trying to mask the fear I had exposed only days before.

			‘Hello, Medea.’ Her voice was strong and commanding, yet lit by a warmth I was immediately drawn to. ‘Do you know who I am?’

			‘A witch.’

			The word made my father visibly stiffen as he monitored the silent hallways. But, to my delight, Circe laughed at my response. The sound was sweet and smoky, like burnt honey.

			‘I prefer the term “sorceress”.’ Circe’s eyes glowed with a bright mischievousness.

			‘Sorceress.’ I repeated the word slowly, drawing out each satisfying drop of sibilance.

			‘You may leave us now, Aeetes,’ Circe instructed my father without looking at him.

			A flash of dread cut across his stony mask. ‘You cannot—’

			‘I will take it from here.’ Her tone was soft, yet there was an undeniable edge to her words, like a blade wrapped in silken sheets. ‘Goodbye, brother.’

			My father stared at us, his face twitching as he fought to hold his composure. The King of Colchis was not used to taking orders.

			In the silence, I was certain I could hear Apsyrtus’ distant squealing from where he was hidden in a makeshift pen within the depths of the palace.

			‘Well … I shall be outside … for when I am needed.’ My father lifted his chin defiantly, his ego more bruised than my entire body.

			‘You will not be.’ Circe winked at me.

			My eyes followed my father out of the room, my mouth hanging slightly open. Never, in all my life, had I seen him obey anyone’s command before, let alone a woman’s.

			‘So, Medea, how long have you been studying magic for?’ Circe asked once we were alone, sitting down on my bed and folding her long, slender hands neatly into her lap.

			‘Magic?’

			‘Why, yes, Medea. How else do you think you turned your brother into a pig?’

			I paused. I had not considered the ‘how’; all I knew was that I could, so I did.

			‘I … I just mixed some things together … plants and roots. That was all.’

			Circe leant in close, her warm scent filling my nostrils. ‘That was magic, Medea. Tell me, how old are you?’

			‘This will be my eighth winter.’

			‘That is a very advanced spell for your age.’ A spark caught in her eyes as she added, ‘And, did you know, it is one of my favourites?’

			I let her words settle inside me. ‘But what is … “magic”?’

			Circe smiled with a slow, languid curl of her lips. ‘Magic is a gift from the goddess Hecate. She is the one who blessed you with this ability.’

			‘She did?’

			‘She did. She has chosen you, Medea, and that makes you very special indeed. Do you realize that?’

			I twisted my hands nervously in my lap. ‘Everyone says there’s something wrong with me—’

			‘People often do not like what they do not understand,’ Circe smoothly interrupted. ‘But I do not think you should let other people’s ignorance get in the way of your own potential … do you?’

			I felt a smile twitch at my lips as I shook my head.

			Her eyes fell to the bruise already blossoming along my jaw. My father usually took care only to hurt me in places that could be covered, but his fury had got the better of him. I still remember the look in Circe’s eyes, the quiet rage followed by an eerie stillness that seemed to seep into every inch of her body.

			After what felt like a small eternity, she finally spoke again, her voice filled with a warm intensity. ‘I am here now, Medea. You are not alone any more.’

			From that moment, I was completely hooked.

			I had often questioned my father’s claim to his divine parentage, his assertions that he was the child of the Sun God, Helios. But seeing Circe, I was now certain she must be descended from the divine, for no mortal could create such perfection.

			I had never met a woman like her. She was not weak like my mother, nor sensitive like Chalciope, nor cynical like the slave girls. Circe possessed an effortless, unapologetic confidence I believed only men could exude. Though, unlike my father, she executed it with a quiet self-assuredness. She was utterly captivating.

			She was everything I had never realized I wanted to be, until that exact moment. I wanted to climb inside her smile and wear her skin as my own, to harbour that power, radiate the confidence, master her poise. It felt as if I had been stumbling in the dark my entire life, and Helios’ light had suddenly fallen across my path, allowing me finally to know exactly where I was going, who I was meant to be …

			I suppose that is what made her abandonment all the more painful.

			‘Can you do nothing right, Medea?’ My brother’s scornful voice splinters my thoughts, pulling me back from the edges of my memories. I find I spend most of my time lingering in the past, thinking of Circe.

			Her absence is a tangible emptiness inside me.

			I readjust my focus on the loom, my eyes running over the tangled mess of threads. There is so much potential suspended between these strands and yet, beneath my fingers, it is just a muddle of knots, a mess my mother will have to unpick and amend, weaving over my mistakes as if they had never happened.

			‘It’s embarrassing,’ Apsyrtus continues, plucking at one of the threads.

			Often, I wish Circe had never reversed my spell. He was far more pleasant as a swine.

			Behind Apsyrtus, my sister hovers in the doorway like a flickering shadow. Our eyes meet and a nervous smile twitches at her lips.

			‘Father has summoned you.’ My brother towers over me obnoxiously. He smells musty, like horses and dried sweat.

			‘I was just thinking about the time I turned you into a pig, brother,’ I say, letting his scathing gaze burn into me, yet feeling nothing. ‘That was … how long ago now? Nine winters, I think. Do you remember?’

			His eyes flash with a dark shame that quickly thickens to anger. He reminds me so much of my father when he is angry, when that same ugliness knots across his face, carving deep lines into his forehead. I believe rage ages people beyond their years, which is why Apsyrtus looks so weathered despite only being two winters older than I.

			He strikes my face with an open palm. I hear Chalciope yelp softly as the pain sparks along my nose, making my eyes water. I hold myself still for a moment, letting the sting settle as a familiar feeling stirs in my veins. Your magic,Circe’s voice glows inside my mind, listen to it, Medea.

			I smile at the ground.

			‘You are forbidden to speak of your curse.’ Apsyrtus spits the word with such venom.

			‘I know. Father has made that clear enough.’ I lock my gaze into his. ‘But I simply cannot stop thinking about how adorable your little curly tail was.’

			‘Medea,’ Chalciope gasps.

			She is still afraid of the power Apsyrtus boasts, for she has not yet realized how hollow it is. But I am not so naive. I can see through my brother’s act; I can sense the weakness pulsating beneath the authority he so desperately clings to. I have exposed it before. I could expose it again.

			‘Be careful, sister. You do not have our bitch of an aunt to protect you any more.’ These words hit harder than his slap and he smiles at the pain flashing across my face, leaning in closer. ‘When I am king, I will have you banished for ever, and I will have all witches like you hunted down and killed. I will wipe the stain of magic from Colchis’ reputation.’

			Foolish brother; he does not realize his banishment would be a gift, not a punishment. I have spent my whole life longing to escape this prison. As for hunting down other witches, I have only ever known of Circe and myself harbouring such abilities. Though I would love to see my brother incite Hecate’s fury. She is a mysterious, feared goddess, perhaps because of the ominous domains she rules over – magic, darkness and ghosts.

			I have no doubt her punishment would be swift and severe.

			‘Do you know what you are, sister?’ Apsyrtus continues, his hand stroking my head with mock affection. ‘You are a disease. You will infect everything you touch and make it rot from the inside out. And do you know what we do to infections? We cut them out.’ As he speaks, he rips out a few strands of hair, his smile widening as I wince.

			‘Apsyrtus,’ Chalciope whimpers.

			‘Chalciope.’ He mimics her whine. Then, he straightens himself up, letting my strands of hair fall from his fingers. ‘Go and see Father.’

			‘As you wish, brother.’ I rise slowly and walk from the room, catching Chalciope’s gaze in the doorway. Her eyes widen as I approach.

			If someone saw us together, they would not think us sisters. Chalciope is short and petite, with hair like spun gold and delicate features that look as if you could shatter them with a single flick of your finger. Whilst I have always thought myself harsher, uglier. If we were flowers, I would be one with spikes and knots, designed to protect and repel, whilst Chalciope would be the kind that draws everyone in with its sweetness, wishing to be adored.

			‘Stay back, sister,’ Apsyrtus hisses at her. ‘You do not know what evil the witch is capable of.’

			I sometimes wonder if my brother would have become such a cruel man if I hadn’t done what I did to him. He was always a bully, of course, but perhaps he would have grown out of that. He could have softened with age, like fruit slowly ripening in the sun. My magic scarred him, not visibly, but deep inside, leaving the stain of distrust and humiliation upon him. A dangerous combination for any young man. But, despite this, I believe there would have always been too much of my father in him. My hand merely accelerated the inevitable.

			After all, violence breeds violence. Circe taught me that. She taught me everything I know.
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			When we were younger, my father made us watch him beat his slaves.

			He filed us into his throne room and delivered speeches about ‘the consequences of our actions’, his words filling the room with empty ideals of duty and honour. Apsyrtus’ eyes would gleam with purpose as he listened, whilst Chalciope would sniffle nervously, unable to look at the slave quivering on the floor. I would stand motionless, awaiting the inevitable.

			He beat the slaves with his fists, or sometimes with a whip, if he did not wish to bruise his knuckles. The whip was always the worst.

			Even now I still hear their screams, each unique cadence of pain permanently etched into my memory.

			Chalciope would close her eyes, weeping quietly as she grabbed my hand, as if squeezing my fingers could somehow make it all better. Even the ‘fearless’ Apsyrtus would have to glance away eventually. But I did not. I forced myself to witness every inch of their agony, to let it carve through me, hollowing me out until I could taste the acidic shock of their suffering in my mouth.

			To look away felt as if I were somehow denying their pain, and I did not want to give my father the satisfaction of making me cower and flinch like the others. I knew he fed off weakness.

			Circe once told me my father’s cruelty came from a place of deep insecurity. I found this fascinating at the time. My father ruled one of the most successful, wealthiest kingdoms in all the world, and was a direct descendant of the Gods. What did he possibly have to be insecure about? Circe had smiled at my disbelief.

			‘The child of a famed god, born completely ordinary. Can you imagine how humiliating that must be? That will always be Aeetes’ greatest shame.’

			In that moment, it made sense – his cruelty, his anger. Yet, despite my father’s flaws, it was I who was seen as the monster. I was the one kept at arm’s length by all those around me, shut out by the world.

			Even Circe turned away from me in the end.

			I have often wondered if there is a monster inside me, cloaked in the skin of a young, quiet girl. Perhaps everyone can see it pacing restlessly beneath the surface, and that is why they keep their distance.

			Maybe that is why I did not look away when my father beat the slaves, because the monster inside me wanted to watch, wanted to enjoy it.

			My sandals clatter against the brightly patterned floors as I walk to my father’s throne room.

			It is a long space that yawns out towards the entrance of the palace, adorned with grandiose decorations that reek of desperation. A decor that suits its king.

			To my right, at the centre of the space, a large circular hearth glows lazily, framed by four pillars. The slaves beside it flinch and withdraw, as they so often do when I enter a room.

			Directly in front of the hearth, on a raised dais, my father sits. His gilded throne is framed with crimson drapery that hangs from flanking pillars like bleeding wounds.

			My father is an ugly man. His face sharp and angular, nose slightly hooked. He has the same golden hair and eyes as all the Sun God’s children do. I did not inherit this divine colouring, not that I care. My dark features are of little consequence to me. Besides, I find it fitting that I was born to look as different as I feel from my family. Admittedly, though, when I first met Circe, I longed to possess her golden beauty; I wanted to be just like her, to absorb every inch of her. To mirror every breath, echo every heartbeat.

			‘Father,’ I say in greeting. The word feels hollow in my mouth.

			‘Medea.’ My father nods slowly. He rarely speaks directly to me like this. ‘Phrixus, this is my elder daughter.’

			Beside my father’s throne stands a man I have never seen before. He is tall and narrow, with awkwardly long limbs. His face is thin and drawn together tightly in a look of permanent worry. His eyes, a deep brown, shift to mine and I see a sadness in them that nearly takes my breath away.

			I hold the stranger’s gaze for longer than I know I should, captivated by the grief he carries so visibly.

			Darkness calls to darkness, another of Circe’s wisdoms.

			‘You think she can … do it?’ he asks my father.

			I note how different Greek sounds on his lips, the vowels soft and smooth. Hearing it now, I can understand why my father has so often scolded me for ‘butchering’ his native tongue. My Greek has always been encumbered by the harsh, familiar edges of the Colchian dialect I have grown up around, burdening me with an accent my father has tried to curb in me since infancy.

			Glancing back to the king, I note the inner conflict darkening his eyes. Is he marrying me off to this man? He has always claimed I am not ‘fit’ for marriage, but could his mind have changed? At seventeen winters, I have believed myself too old to be desirable now.

			A sharp thrill pierces my stomach. This melancholic stranger could be my path out of Colchis.

			‘She can do it. She has been trained by the witch Circe herself,’ my father says, distaste edging his words.

			Circe. It has been so long since anyone has dared utter her name within these walls.

			‘Your sister?’

			There is a slight pause before he huffs, ‘Indeed.’

			‘Then it is true what they say about Colchis’ magic … Perhaps Circe can offer us her aid herself?’

			‘My sister no longer resides here.’ My father’s voice is stern. ‘And she will not be returning.’

			I watch the vein in his neck pulse, thick and slow. My gaze then drifts down to where his hands grip the arms of his throne, his tendons like rope protruding beneath his mottled flesh.

			‘Princess,’ Phrixus gasps. His eyes catch mine and I smile, but then I taste blood in my mouth and quickly cover my face. ‘Your nose … Are you all right?’

			‘For Zeus’s sake, make yourself presentable, girl.’ I wipe my bloodied nose with the heel of my hand, burning quietly under the weight of my father’s glare.

			‘It is nothing,’ I mutter, flicking my gaze between them. ‘Why did you summon me here?’

			A tense silence swallows the room. Outside, I can hear the birds singing their morning calls as the balmy air rolls in around us, making the fire shiver and spit. I slide my tongue along the back of my teeth, tasting the metallic residue of blood. It seems Apsyrtus hit me harder than I realized.

			Beside my father, Phrixus glances nervously around the room, the firelight carving out the hollows of his cheeks and eyes, making him appear more skeleton than man. What have those eyes seen that make them cradle such anguish?

			‘Phrixus has bestowed upon me a gift.’ My father finally speaks, his voice slitting the tension like a knife through flesh. ‘It is a gift from the Gods themselves, one that must be protected at all costs.’

			‘That will not be a problem. Colchis has the finest army in all the world, finer than any in Greece,’ Apsyrtus booms as he storms into the room. I feel my insides hardening as he regards my bloodied nose with a smirk. ‘Wipe your face, sister.’

			Our father looks conflicted as he replies, ‘We need more than mortal men to protect this gift. We need Medea’s … abilities.’

			I blink slowly, registering his words.

			‘Father, that cannot be! You said yourself her magic is a curse. We should be punishing her sickness, not encouraging it!’

			‘Sometimes we must appeal to the darkness to protect the light,’ Phrixus says under his breath, catching us by surprise. His eyes briefly touch mine and I feel something uncoiling in the pit of my stomach, making a warmth press hotly against my cheeks.

			‘What in Hades’ name is that supposed to mean?’

			‘It means your sister may be our only option, Prince Apsyrtus.’

			‘I will do it,’ I say, holding Phrixus’ gaze with a sudden intensity. ‘Whatever it is you ask of me, I will do it … But—’

			‘But?’ My father bites down on the word.

			‘I want to see the gift I am protecting.’

			His face darkens, eyes shifting to Phrixus as a silent discussion passes between them.

			‘Very well.’
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			Circe did not reverse my spell on Apsyrtus without payment.

			She made my father promise that she could stay and tutor me in the ways of magic. My father agreed, for he had no other choice, unless he wanted a pig for an heir. Of course, he loathed the decision he had been forced to make. But for me, it was the greatest gift I have ever been given.

			During her time as my tutor, Circe did not reside in Colchis. She usually stayed until Selene’s cycle was complete, and then would disappear for an agonizing length of time. The days between her visits were an empty void, like the barren winters Demeter inflicted on the world when she was separated from her beloved Persephone. Only my winter was internal, a coldness that spread through my entire body, freezing over my insides. When Circe returned, it was like Helios had finally risen, thawing the ice that had set into my bones.

			Her lessons were primarily theory-based rather than practical, as that was the simplest way to keep my father’s temper at bay. He could stomach me studying magic but refused to let us conjure spells on his land.

			So, Circe focused on breaking down the properties of each spell, explaining which plants and incantations could summon which effect. We would spend endless hours strolling through the forests, draped in their lazy shade, whilst Circe would tell me about each flower, plant and shrub we came across. She knew every single one, without ever even hesitating.

			Usually, I would slip off my sandals so I could wiggle my toes into the soil and feel the power humming within.

			‘Nature is magic, Medea, and magic is nature. It is the rawest essence of our world, a power infused by the divine when they created it. It sings through Gaia’s veins, but only few can hear it, only those Hecate allows. Listen.’ I would close my eyes as Circe spoke, focusing on that tug of magic beckoning me forwards.

			After a time, Circe stopped telling me things and started asking instead. I used to love when she tested me like this, even more so when I impressed her with the correct answer.

			‘And this is?’ She would point to a plant at random, an eyebrow arched in challenge.

			‘Asphodel.’

			‘And what spell could you conjure with it?’

			‘If burnt correctly under a full moon, you can summon a connection to speak with the dead.’

			‘Very good, Medea.’ That smile would crack across her beautiful face, filling me with pride.

			When I grew a little older, Circe found new ways to challenge me.

			It began during my tenth summer when, as usual, we were out in the forest making our routine sacrifice to Hecate beneath the waxing moon. The goddess preferred her offerings at night, so Circe said.

			I had been the one to slit the sheep’s throat, and I remember the way its blood glowed an eerie silver in the moonlight, coating my palms and wrists.

			‘I want to play a game.’ Circe was kneeling opposite me, a small fire crackling between us. I watched the flames burn in her eyes, melting their golden glow to a warm ochre. ‘I have laid before you a selection of flowers, one of which grows in the mountains, sprung from the blood of Prometheus.’

			Prometheus. His name seemed to hush the forest around us; even the incessant chorus of cicadas fell silent. Prometheus was the infamous Titan punished by Zeus for gifting humans with fire. Upon Colchis’ jagged mountain range, Prometheus remains chained for eternity, his insides pecked out each day by bloodthirsty birds, only to grow back overnight so his torment may begin again anew. They still say that, to this day, you can hear his screams ringing between the peaks.

			I stared at the flowers laid out before me, wondering which could spawn from the blood of a divine immortal, a Titan.

			Circe continued, ‘This flower, when prepared correctly, can create an ointment that will grant you the ability to repel fire. I want you to show me how.’

			My eyes snapped back to my aunt. ‘But … I have not learnt that spell yet. You have not taught me.’

			‘And who taught you the transformation spell you used on Apsyrtus?’

			She had a point; she always did.

			‘I—’

			‘You followed your instincts, your gift. Hecate called to you, and you answered. That is how a true sorceress masters her craft.’ I am not sure if it is just in my memory, but I swear the fire burnt brighter, as if fuelled by her words. ‘Do so now, Medea. Trust your instincts. Believe in yourself, as I do.’

			Her encouragement blazed inside me, hotter than the flames, bolstering my resolve. And so, I set to work. I reached for the flowers laid before me, taking each one in my hand and turning it carefully between my fingertips. I kept my eyes closed, for it did not matter what the flowers looked like but rather how they felt, how they whispered against my skin, rallying the magic that paced eagerly in my blood. I imagined I could hear them calling to me, bright little voices – Pick me! Pick me! Each one held magical properties; that was evident enough from the tug I felt in my veins. But only one would cast the spell Circe had asked of me.

			One flower held my interest. Its petals were soft and creamy, its magic rippling like a sigh beneath my touch. Though this was not what caught my attention, but rather the thick undercurrent of power I sensed beneath. I focused my mind on it, opening my magic to that pulsing current. A violent vision suddenly burst before my eyes – I saw a colossal bird swooping to attack, blood dripping from its razor-sharp beak, its shriek piercing through me.

			I flinched, dropping the flower.

			‘That one,’ I told Circe, snapping my eyes open. The flower had long, curved petals like a crocus and a stem that ended in thick, fleshy roots. ‘That is the one.’

			‘That flower?’ Circe had been watching me over the flames, her expression entirely impassive. ‘Are you certain?’

			My magic flared inside me, hot and urgent. ‘It is not the flower. It is the root. That is where its power lies.’

			‘If that is your decision, then prepare the spell.’ She motioned to the sheep lying cold and still beside us. ‘All you need is blood from a sacrificial beast and soil of the earth. Then the spell will be complete … if you have chosen correctly.’

			Circe passed me a shallow bronze bowl and I placed the flower’s root inside, stripping it open with my fingernails. It oozed a thick, black sap that mingled with the blood already staining my hands. The humming in my veins intensified as I scooped dirt into the bowl and began binding the ingredients together between my palms.

			‘There,’ I announced proudly when I was done. ‘Well? Was I correct?’

			‘You must find out.’ Circe nodded to the flames and a wisp of fear shivered through me.

			‘What?’

			‘Place your hand in the fire.’ She said it so calmly, as if she were merely asking me to take a stroll with her.

			My hands tightened around the bowl, my certainty in my decision waning with every sinister pop of the flames. ‘But what if I am wrong?’

			‘It is called trial and error, Medea. How else do you think I learnt?’

			I remember I was afraid; the feeling was sharp as a blade inside me. Yet more terrifying than the fire was the prospect of letting Circe down.

			I would have rather burnt my flesh to the bone than disappoint my aunt.

			So, I coated my hand with the salve I had created and offered up a prayer to Hecate. The gritty texture seeped into my skin instantaneously, leaving a cool buzzing sensation in its wake.

			The flames hissed and spat at me, like a frothing hound eager to be let loose. Through the curling smoke, Circe’s golden eyes watched me, calmly assessing.

			A moment passed, then another. Finally, her face softened as she whispered, ‘You do not have to—’

			With that, I plunged my hand into the fire.

			The flames instantly dipped away, obediently bowing beneath my touch. I wiggled my fingers and watched, mesmerized, as the sparks tickled lightly against my skin.

			‘You trusted your instinct, Medea. Well done.’ Circe smiled at me, and to this day I can see that pride shining in her eyes, beautifully bright.

			I had been right, as Circe had known I would be.

			From that day, I learnt to trust my instincts, my magic, daring to push myself further. With Circe by my side, I felt invincible. She was an excellent teacher, always so diligent and patient. She made every effort to impart all she knew of magic. Well, nearly all …

			‘Dark magic is too dangerous, Medea.’ She would dismiss me, as she always did when I brought up the subject, begging to know more. ‘Besides, even if you wanted to, you cannot tap into that kind of power. Have you not realized that it does not call to you like the magic of the earth does? Hecate lets us access earth magic as a gift. But to wield dark magic, we must give something in return.’

			‘Give what?’

			‘Something we can never take back,’ was all she would reply, until I eventually let the subject go, tucking it away in my mind like a forbidden trinket.

			For two more glorious summers Circe continued to visit and then, one day, she simply stopped.

			Just like that.

			‘But why would she leave me?’ I asked my father when he told me my aunt would not be returning.

			‘Why?’ he scoffed. ‘Circe is a selfish creature. She probably grew bored of you. Do you not think she has better things to do than your silly lessons?’

			His words pierced my heart, cruel and cold. He knew exactly how to hurt me, even without his fists. But I would not believe him, I refused. I knew Circe would return; she would not leave me like that, she could not. So, I waited for her.

			And waited …

			And five summers on, here I am. Still waiting.

			My father leads us from the throne room, instructing his guards not to follow.

			I expect him to take us to his treasury, where he keeps his most precious items, gifts from distant kings eager to gain his favour. But, to my surprise, he walks us behind the palace to the stables.

			The sickly-sweet stench of manure hangs in the air as my father leads us inside. Sunlight seeps through the cracks in the walls, spilling golden strips across the muck-stained floor. From the stalls either side of us, shadows shift and sigh gently.

			It seems Helios’ glow is impossibly bright today, illuminating the far end of the stable with a strange intensity. As we draw closer, however, I realize this burning light is coming from another source hidden within the furthest pen. Four armed guards stand watch outside, shielding their eyes from the harsh glare.

			I glance questioningly at my father.

			‘Stay calm,’ he instructs, before heading inside.

			I follow him without hesitation.

			For a moment, the brilliant light overwhelms me, obliterating all my senses. It is like plunging into ice-cold water, my body temporarily paralysed by shock.

			I shield my eyes with my hands and, gradually, detail begins to return to the world. I can make out the corners of the room and the large formation that stands at the centre of it. A creature with a coat so golden and radiant it emits a light of its own.

			Beside me, I hear Apsyrtus mutter a prayer to the Gods as I strain my eyes to get a better look at this magnificent beast. It is the size of a horse, horned and hoofed, with a tightly coiled coat. It could be a ram, though on its back two brilliant, feathered wings are tucked neatly away.

			The creature’s head slowly sways to look at us and its blazing eyes burn into mine as if they were reaching into my soul. I wonder if it is afraid of what it sees there.

			Instinctively, I reach out a hand and feel the air pulsing with the intoxicating whisper of divine power. I can almost taste its richness coating my tongue …

			‘That’s enough.’ My father grabs my arm, steering me away.

			‘What was that?’ I breathe, dark splotches blooming across my vision as my eyes adjust to the shadowy stables outside.

			‘A gift from the Gods,’ Phrixus says. ‘They instructed me to bring the creature here, to sacrifice to Apollo in his sacred grove.’

			‘Its fleece possesses great power,’ my father murmurs to Apsyrtus, throwing his arm around his shoulder. I pretend not to listen as he continues quietly, ‘The Gods told Phrixus whoever harbours it will have untold glory. Do you know what that means, my boy? The owner of that fleece will be undefeatable. Once word gets out, many will wish to obtain it for themselves. It is our duty to protect the fleece, whatever the cost.’

			My father’s actions make sense to me now. He does not wish to protect the fleece to appease the Gods, but rather so he can hoard its promised power for himself.

			The thought of him as undefeatable makes my blood turn cold.

			‘I will give my life to the cause!’ Apsyrtus announces, his face flushed with purpose.

			I wonder if my father believes this act of valour, or can he see the emptiness within it? Apsyrtus will lose interest in this creature as soon as a pretty girl catches his eye, or someone looks at him the wrong way. His interests are always self-facing. This ram will not hold his focus for long.

			‘Medea.’ My father turns to me. ‘You must create a spell so great, so powerful, that no man can surpass it. Do you understand?’

			‘Yes, Father.’

			‘Are you sure she is up to it?’ Phrixus mutters, his face turned slightly away.

			‘I am up to it,’ I interject. ‘How much time do I have?’

			‘Until Helios next rises.’

			‘Then you should move out of my way. For I have work to do.’
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			‘I do not understand.’ Chalciope pouts at me, a small crease appearing between her fair brows. ‘I thought you were banned from doing magic.’

			She is flitting around the palace kitchen, periodically peering over my shoulder as I work. We both know our parents have forbidden her to be alone with me but, as usual, she doesn’t leave, and I do not ask her to.

			‘Apparently that rule is void in certain situations,’ I say.

			A small fire is lit, over which I am burning the flowers and herbs I instructed my father’s guards to fetch me.

			I would have gathered them myself, but I am no longer allowed beyond the palace walls save for public ceremonies where my attendance is mandatory for my father to uphold his illusion of a united, obedient family. But those events sometimes feel more oppressive than my marble prison, with the people’s eyes watching, assessing, judging …

			Did you hear what she did to her brother?

			‘Because of a ram?’ Chalciope prompts, tugging my attention back to her.

			‘It is not just a ram, it is a gift from the Gods,’ I say as I burn the flowers, watching their violet petals glow gold and crimson. A thin stream of smoke curls upwards and Chalciope leans away just a fraction.

			Once they are burnt, I transfer the remnants into a small bowl along with the blood of a snake I carefully gutted before Chalciope arrived. I rub the ashy concoction between my fingertips, feeling the power of the flames mingle with that of the flowers. It sings through my body, coaxing my magic to life so it begins to stir in my veins, causing my mind to fizz.

			How I have missed this feeling. It revives me, grounds me, like a voyager taking their first step on land after months lost at sea.

			‘But why bring the ram here?’

			‘Because the Gods said so.’

			‘But why do we have to keep it hidden?’

			‘Because Father said so.’

			‘But—’

			‘Chalciope.’ Her name escapes me as a frustrated rush of air, making her flinch. Sometimes I forget how afraid of me she is. I meet her wide eyes and feel something in me soften. ‘I have to get this potion done before sunrise, or else …’

			‘Or else what?’ she asks nervously when I trail off.

			To be honest, I do not know. What greater punishment is there than the imprisonment and loathing I already endure? I suppose my father could kill me, though I doubt such punishment would be worth the divine wrath my death would invoke. The Gods who rule our world may be deeply flawed, but they are very particular about murdering within bloodlines. They have peculiar morals.

			‘Is it safe?’ Chalciope leans over the pot, wrinkling her nose.

			‘Yes, it is safe.’

			‘How do you know what to do?’

			‘I just do … It’s difficult to explain.’

			‘Can you try?’

			It’s the first time in a long while we’ve been alone together and able to talk freely, without the oppressive eyes of our family dissecting every word we share.

			I used to love being Chalciope’s sister, before my parents made me feel unworthy of the title. I loved the way she looked up at me with those giant, curious eyes and asked endless lisping questions. Whatever answer I gave, she would believe. I could spin nonsense in the air, and she would still gaze at me as if I were the Oracle of Delphi herself.

			She never looks at me like that any more, with that unreserved adoration. Now her eyes are always tinged with a slight fear, a fear that has been impressed upon her by the others. They have tainted her, taking a piece of her away from me for ever. And I hate my family for that.

			And yet, despite this, Chalciope continues to steal these moments alone with me, even though she knows she risks our father’s wrath. Though I would never allow that. I would rather endure the full force of his fury than let him lay a single finger on her.

			‘Please?’ she prompts, leaning in closer so that her golden hair falls across my shoulders, tickling my skin.

			‘I suppose it’s like asking you to explain how you breathe. It’s just something your body knows how to do.’ Chalciope considers this for a moment, chewing her lip thoughtfully. ‘The plants, they have magic inside them; I just have to coax it out … The best way to do that is with the elements: fire, water, earth, air.’ I nod to the fire, and it crackles as if in agreement. ‘Once the magic is extracted, I can infuse it with my own and bend it to my will … It is all a science. That’s what Circe says, anyway.’

			‘There’s magic in plants?’

			‘There’s magic in all of nature.’ I motion vaguely with my hand and Chalciope gives an uneasy glance around us, as if magical demons skulk in the corners of the room. ‘Magic is nothing to be afraid of.’

			‘Then why does Father fear it?’

			‘Because it is a power he cannot command.’

			‘Chalciope.’ Our mother’s voice makes us both jolt. She is standing in the doorway to the kitchen, her glassy eyes fixed on my sister. ‘You should not be in here.’

			‘I was just—’

			‘Out. Now.’

			Chalciope bows her head in submission, slipping silently from the room. My mother watches her go with an empty glare, as if she is trying to be angry but cannot muster the energy to feel it. She then turns to leave without registering my existence.

			‘The magic is Father’s bidding,’ I tell her. I’m not sure why.

			She tilts her head slightly to the side, so I can see the delicate curve of her nose and lips. I notice her hands are gripping the folds of her gown, making the thin fabric ripple. The silence drags itself around us.

			Please, a small voice aches inside me, say something. Anything.

			‘Princess?’ Phrixus appears behind her, puncturing the tense stillness.

			My mother instinctively cowers and quickly retreats, her head bowed low.

			‘I did not mean to intrude.’ He watches my mother leave, wringing his hands behind his back. His voice is delicate and strained. I find it incredibly endearing. ‘Your father sent me to see if you are ready?’

			‘I am,’ I say, tipping the contents of the bubbling pot into a small vial tied to a cord. A faint charred smell wafts upwards and makes Phrixus lean forwards curiously.

			‘What is the spell?’

			‘An old favourite.’ I loop the cord around my neck, letting the potion rest warmly against my chest.

			Unsure of what to say, Phrixus fidgets awkwardly, as if groping the air for the right response. He then picks up one of the flowers discarded on the table, twirling it between his thumb and forefinger.

			‘An ingredient,’ I tell him as he regards the flower’s little violet faces crowded together. ‘For my spell.’

			‘Your magic – can it work without these ingredients?’

			I’m surprised by his curiosity. Nobody ever asks about my magic, save for Chalciope. ‘No, not really. It is like art, I suppose. An artist cannot create without his tools.’

			‘And Hecate – you require her involvement as well?’

			‘Yes. The goddess allows the connection between my magic and the magic of the earth. Without her, none of this would be possible.’

			‘Has the goddess ever made herself known to you?’

			‘Not yet.’ I brush away the familiar press of disappointment, refocusing my attention on the flower still in Phrixus’ hand. ‘They’re called heliotropes, named after my grandfather. They say there was a nymph who was madly in love with Helios, but when he left her for another lover, she could not bear the heartbreak. So, she wasted away and eventually transformed into this flower. That is why they always grow to face the sun, for it is the spirit of the nymph looking to her lost lover.’

			Phrixus twirls the flower slowly as he considers my words. ‘That is a sad story.’

			‘It’s not all bad. Now these flowers have the power of transformation within them. I suppose you could say in her death she became more powerful.’ His eyes touch mine then flit away.

			‘Your Greek is very good,’ he comments, perhaps to change the subject.

			‘Colchis is a land of trade; it suits the people here to speak many dialects. But my father made sure his children shared his native tongue. He still thinks himself Greek, even though he has not stepped foot in his homeland since he was a young man.’

			Phrixus considers this, his eyes finding mine again. ‘He has built quite the kingdom here. Admittedly, it is not what I had expected.’

			‘What did you imagine to find here, wild savages?’ His eyes pop at that, and I cannot help but smile. ‘We have all heard the rumours you Greeks spread about us; the people here laugh at them.’

			‘I meant no offence, Princess …’

			‘I am not offended.’ I shrug, taking a measured step closer to him. ‘May I ask you something now?’

			Phrixus immediately tenses. He reminds me of a skittish creature, constantly poised to flee. ‘I suppose so.’

			‘I see a sadness in you. Where does it come from?’

			My question catches him off guard, cracking open his composure and causing a streak of pain to slice across his face. He collects himself, coughing as if to clear the rise of emotion in his throat.

			‘I will not say a word to anyone,’ I add. Something in his face softens at that and for the first time he meets my gaze without seeming like he wants to look away.

			When he finally speaks, his voice is thick in his throat. ‘We had to flee our home, my sister and me. Our stepmother wanted us dead, and she was going to stop at nothing until she succeeded. Through the mercy of the Gods, we were aided in our escape. They sent the golden ram and instructed we come here, to Colchis. They said it is what the Fates had decreed and … well, you know, you cannot disagree with the Fates.’ He smiles sombrely. ‘But our journey – it was … challenging.’

			‘What happened to her?’ I prompt as he glances away, and I study the sadness glistening in his eyes.

			‘I could not save her.’ His words are just a breath caught in his throat. He pauses to gather himself. ‘I tried to. I tried to reach for her, but I could not … She had always protected me, always been there for me, and when she needed me most, I failed her. But I tried. Gods, I tried …’ He trails off as the tears begin to spill down his cheeks. He covers his face with his hands as a sob rips through him.

			For a moment I watch him cry, captivated by the rawness of his emotion. I have only ever seen men express their sadness through anger and violence. It is fascinating to see it take a softer, delicate form.

			Carefully, as if trying not to frighten off a wild animal, I take a step forwards and gently peel his hands from his face. His palms feel wet and warm against mine. He is surprised by my touch, though he does not pull away, as I thought he might.

			‘It is OK to feel lost,’ I tell him. ‘I have felt lost my whole life.’

			He looks as if he is about to say something, but then his eyes settle into mine and he falls silent, letting his pain ache between us for a quiet moment. I cannot remember the last time somebody looked at me like this. Like they could trust me with their words, their vulnerability. It fills my chest with an overflowing warmth.

			In the silence I find myself thinking of his sister and feel a stab of jealousy piercing my gut. How wonderful it must be to have been loved so deeply that your loss could cause utter torment, that your death would be capable of ripping someone apart with grief.

			Would anyone care if I died?

			Perhaps Chalciope would, though her sadness may be tinged with relief. I imagine Apsyrtus would laugh as he joyously danced on my grave. But what about if he died – how, then, would I feel? I probe inside my mind for some kind of visceral response, yet all I am met with is emptiness.

			As I gaze up at Phrixus’ red, swollen eyes, I toy with the urge to brush away his tears. But he suddenly withdraws his hand from mine, as if stung by wherever his quiet thoughts had taken him. I remain still, staring at the empty space between my fingers where our hands had intertwined.

			‘I apologize, Princess,’ he mumbles, rubbing his eyes. ‘It is not proper. I … We, um …’ He coughs nervously. ‘We should go. The others are waiting.’

			‘We should,’ I agree, remaining perfectly still.

			‘Yes, well … I can escort you … if … if you would like …’

			‘Do you always have difficulty with your words?’

			‘I do.’ He laughs at that, the sound smoothing the worried creases in his face. ‘But it seems intensified around you.’

			‘Why?’

			‘I am not sure.’ His eyes hold mine for a moment and I can feel something tugging in my chest. ‘To be truthful, I have never met anyone like you, Princess.’

			‘Are you afraid of me?’

			‘Afraid?’ He seems surprised by the suggestion. ‘Should I be?’

			‘No. Never.’

			‘Well, I shall take your word for it.’ His hands slowly stop twitching as his eyes soften.

			Take me away from here. Please. The silent plea screams inside my head, so loud and intense I feel as if it might crack me in two. Please. The desperation rings through me and then, suddenly, in the echo of that despair, an idea sparks in my mind. A plan.

			My smile widens.

			‘You’re right. We should go.’ I nod, drawing a breath as my plan settles inside me. ‘But I must speak with my father first.’

			I find the king in his throne room.

			He stands beside the circular hearth at the centre of the space. The weather is mild outside, yet the hearth burns continuously in respect to the goddess Hestia and as a mark of our united household. A hollow symbol.

			The palace seems quiet and yet I know the slaves are close by. They are experts at being invisible, existing in the shadows. They are somehow able to subsist at the edges of our lives, whilst simultaneously serving at the centre of it. They facilitate our very existence without ever really existing themselves.

			My father nods as I approach him. The firelight throws flickering shadows across his face, distorting his features in hideous ways, as if revealing glimpses of what lurks within.

			‘Are you prepared?’ he asks as I stand opposite him.

			‘Yes.’

			Seeing him like this, fire reflected in his golden eyes, reminds me of that night with Circe, when I willingly cast my hand into the flames for her.

			‘I never liked your aunt; I have made no secret of that,’ my father says, as if somehow reading my thoughts. His gaze loosens into a memory as he continues, ‘I have always found her to be an untrustworthy woman. That is evident enough from her little vanishing act, is it not? How long has it been now since she last visited you?’ I know better than to answer, so I wait for him to go on. ‘There has always been something wrong with her. I have sensed it ever since we were children. Something vile and malevolent.’

			‘Your words may offend Hecate,’ is all I can think to reply.

			‘I have no qualms with the goddess’s power. I respect her, as I respect all the Gods. It is because I respect them so deeply that I have tried to stifle your abilities, Medea. A power like that should only reside with the Gods, not mortal girls. It is unnatural.’ He pauses then, his eyes finding mine across the flames. When he continues, his tone relaxes. ‘But now I wonder … perhaps all these years I should have been guiding your hand, not binding it.’

			His words stun me into silence. It is the closest my father has ever got to admitting he was wrong.

			But I am not looking for reconciliation, and this weak attempt will not sway me from my purpose.

			I clear my throat before speaking. ‘Father, I have prepared a spell that will protect the Golden Fleece and ensure no mortal ever lays their hands on it … but I have one condition.’

			‘Condition?’ he repeats, the word slow and heavy in his mouth.

			‘I wish you to give me to Phrixus. As his wife.’

			A wisp of surprise catches in my father’s face, then hardens to cold amusement. I know what he is thinking. He believes me a silly, infatuated girl, struck by Eros’ sweet, burning arrow of love.

			‘He is a prince, from a well-respected family. He would be a suitable match and ally for Colchis,’ I continue steadily. ‘He intends to return to his land and overthrow his treacherous stepmother; he says the Gods promised to aid him once he delivered the fleece here safely. He will be a king.’

			Though I believe I could easily come to love Phrixus one day, it is not affection that drives my decision. I am not blind to my limits as a woman. The only way I can safely leave this land is under the guardianship of another man, with the approval of my father. To try to flee any other way would be a death sentence, for one of us at least.

			Marriage is my only way out of this prison.

			‘Very well.’ My father nods slowly. ‘Once your spell is done, I will announce the union.’

			‘Do I have your word?’ A slash of irritation cuts across his face at the question, but he settles it quickly and nods.

			‘You have my word.’
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			The ram is silent as it dies. Stoic.

			When my father went to cut its throat, the creature lifted its head willingly, as if it knew this was the fate it must abide. It is supposedly a good omen when sacrificial animals die easily. But something about the ram’s compliance makes its death feel more unsettling than if it had screeched and thrashed. At least then it would have fought for its life, fought for a chance.

			I watch as the blood pools into the bronze bowl Phrixus holds beneath its neck. Some spills over, dripping thickly down the altar and forming crimson rivulets that creep across the floor.

			Despite the ram’s magnificent, shining fleece, it still bleeds red like the rest of us.

			Heavy darkness swathes the cave we are gathered in. It is an ancient darkness, the kind that feels as if it was forged long ago from the remnants of shadows cast when only chaos and emptiness existed. Before the primordial Gods came and teased out those tendrils of disorder and tied each one to a meaning, a purpose.

			At the far end of the cave there is a pool of water stretching around a gathering of rocks. These stones are cloaked in thick greenery and form a raised platform on top of which a man-made altar stands. Here, a near-constant pillar of light reaches down from above, soaking the altar in an ethereal glow.

			This place is known as the Grove of Apollo, a sacred sanctuary tucked away in the heart of the Colchian mountains and a place I have never been allowed to step foot in before.

			‘Phrixus, if you will.’ My father stretches out his hands.

			As Phrixus passes him the bowl, I find I cannot stop staring at the slash gaping across the ram’s neck, the wound grinning at me like a wet, toothless mouth. As its life ebbs away, the creature’s golden radiance seems to retreat with it, dulling to a gentle glow.

			‘Mighty Apollo, we offer this sacrifice to you,’ my father continues as he pours the collected blood over the small fire. It crackles and hisses, choking out great wafts of smoke that billow upwards, filling the lofty cave. The smell of burnt blood sticks in my throat.

			As my father continues his appeal to Apollo, I wonder if I am supposed to feel something, some shift in atmosphere that tells me the Olympian is listening. But I feel nothing. My father’s words just bounce off the gloomy cave walls, hollow.

			If it were not for my gifts from Hecate, I would wonder if the Gods existed or if they were just another of mankind’s weapons, wielded to instil fear and obedience.

			‘Princess, we must skin the creature now,’ Phrixus tells me quietly, his brown eyes swallowed by the darkness. ‘You would perhaps prefer to wait outside? It is not a sight for ladies’ eyes.’

			His concern makes me smile and I consider telling him that I would prefer to watch. Yet I know I cannot, for I have work to do.

			‘I shall prepare my spell,’ I say.

			‘Do not fail,’ Apsyrtus spits as I exit through the mouth of the cave.

			This grove is a place many have heard of, but few know its true location. It is a secret passed down between Colchian kings, so they say. If anyone ever tried to discover its whereabouts, they would have great difficulty, for only a specific, hidden pathway carved into the side of the mountain can guarantee safe passage. Even the entrance to the cave itself is hard to locate, just a narrow crack splintering the rock. Nobody would assume a beautiful, divine grove lay hidden within.

			Outside the entrance, a small lip of rock juts outwards. The view is breathtaking, a rolling valley that ripples like the soft curves of Gaia’s belly. Beyond, I can see Colchis sprawling in the distance, a shimmering mirage on the horizon.

			I remove my veil, the one I am required to wear whenever I am outside. I then draw in a deep lungful of air, so rich and pure compared to the stagnancy inside the palace. It has been too long since I felt able to breathe this freely.

			The mountain range stands silent and watchful. I close my eyes and listen. I want to know if the rumours are true. If you can truly hear the screams of Prometheus suffering his eternal torture amongst these peaks. I focus on the low whistle of the wind tugging at my hair, remembering the vision that startled me when I touched the flower sprung from Prometheus’ blood. That razor-sharp beak, bloodied and hideous …

			‘Princess Medea, is it time?’

			I turn to find my father’s most trusted guard standing beside me, as still as the rock surrounding us.

			‘Amyntas.’ I nod to him. ‘Why am I not surprised you were the one to volunteer?’

			‘It is my duty to serve my king,’ he replies stoically.

			Amyntas has served my father for as long as I can remember. When I was younger, I used to think of him as his shadow, always lurking two steps behind. He was a soldier in his youth, elevated through the ranks by his skill and dedication, until he was selected to be one of the king’s personal guards. ‘The ultimate honour,’ he had called it. But the glory of battle must taunt him as he wastes his days shackled to my father, watching him eat, sleep, even piss. The king’s paranoia really knows no bounds.

			Perhaps that is why Amyntas is here now: he wants to inject the thrill of battle into his life again. I cannot blame him. I would take any opportunity I could to escape that palatial prison.

			‘Has the king told you what this will entail?’

			‘Magic,’ he says, without any hint of the disgust I am so familiar with. ‘To enhance my ability to protect the sacred fleece.’

			‘Good. Shall we begin?’

			‘Yes, Princess.’ He does not hesitate. They always said he was the bravest of my father’s men.

			‘Drink this.’ I remove the potion from around my neck, handing him the vial.

			He sucks in a slight breath, his weathered face hardening. He’s trying to mask his fear, but I can feel it tightening the air around us. For a heavy moment, I think he’s going to refuse.

			‘For my king. For Colchis,’ he says, before swallowing the potion.

			I smile.

			‘Now, remove your breastplate.’ He regards me warily but complies, averting his eyes as he unbuckles the leather straps and strips it away. I do not think I have ever seen him without his armour before, and I take a moment to regard his broad, muscled chest beneath his tunic.

			I place my palms over his heart. ‘What are you doing?’

			‘Waiting.’

			‘For what?’

			‘To feel the magic inside you.’

			He stiffens at that but says nothing.

			I draw in a slow breath, closing my eyes. The air is thin up here and so cold it stills my lungs.

			Hecate … I call to you, Goddess …

			For a long moment I feel nothing, just the quickening of his heartbeat. A sense of doubt wriggles into my mind. Did I do the spell correctly, or has my magic faded after so many years of disuse? What if Hecate has turned from me after neglecting her for so long? My father sacrificed to her this morning, as I advised he must, but perhaps a single bull was not enough …

			Wait … there. Something flickers in Amyntas’ chest, a gentle buzzing. I press a little harder with my hands and I feel a warmth begin to glow beneath my fingertips, as if I am coaxing a fire to life within the depths of his body.

			‘Can you feel that?’ I breathe, my voice catching with excitement.

			‘I am not sure …’

			I can sense the potion igniting inside him now and I lock myself on to it. Invisible sparks shoot up my arms, making my skin tingle and ache. A sharp tang cuts into my nose; it is the smell of wet earth and warm fires, salty waves, and swollen clouds before a thunderstorm. It is the smell of the earth, the smell of magic.

			I steady my excitement, taking another slow breath and clearing my mind.

			Magic must come with discipline. Circe’s voice comes to me. Otherwise, there will only be chaos.

			With a measured breath, I lean in close and whisper against his chest, ‘Drakon.’

			Despite all his bravery, Amyntas still screams like my brother did.

			He falls heavily to the floor and begins to writhe around as if he were possessed by the madness of Dionysus. His choked cries of pain are amplified by the mountains, as if they were sharing his hurt, crying out alongside him. Or perhaps they are the distant cries of Prometheus, mingling with his own.

			‘What is going on?’ my father demands, appearing beside me. His robes are stained with the ram’s blood.

			‘The spell is working,’ I reply.

			Apsyrtus retreats near the mouth of the cave, raw fear cut across his face. I wonder if he can still remember the feeling of being transformed. I wonder if it still haunts him.

			‘We must help him.’ Phrixus, now considerably paler than before, steps forwards to where Amyntas writhes on the floor.

			My father blocks his path. ‘It must be done.’

			Phrixus opens his mouth to argue, but our attention is caught by the sound of cracking bones and wet, snapping muscles as Amyntas’ body begins to transform. His blood-curdling cries intensify, making even my father wince, though there is something else in his face, too – curiosity, perhaps even wonder.

			‘Father, this is wrong!’ Apsyrtus yells as he withdraws further into the cave.

			Amyntas begins to swell to an enormous size, so large his skin starts turning purple and red, looking as if he might burst. His face contorts with terrified pain. Then he collapses to the ground and begins to elongate, as if his body were being rolled out. His belly stretches, his spine snaps and begins protruding out of his back, forming a long, flicking tail. His fingers and toes splinter into large talons and his skin tears and hardens into dark, glistening scales. All the while he is growing larger and larger.

			It is a hideous, magnificent sight and I cannot help but feel a thrill tremble through me as I witness the extent of my power.

			Thank you, Hecate. Thank you, Goddess. 

			Amyntas’ face extends next, hundreds of razor-sharp teeth cutting through his gums, crowding his mouth as his tongue stretches. His pained cries morph into a low rumble that erupts into a spine-chilling hiss.

			He turns his face to us then, his fearful human eyes replaced by fiery amber irises, with dark, sinister slits of obsidian at the centre. His previous terror has vanished now and the beast stares down at us calmly, a forked tongue flicking outwards.

			There is a tense pause, then two scale-covered bones break out from his back, as if he were growing two additional spines. They arch upwards into the air, stretching out a thin canvas of skin, like sails catching in a strong wind. It takes a moment for these strange limbs to take form as they quiver and flap.

			‘Wings,’ my father breathes.

			I stare up in awe, watching the sunlight filter through them, illuminating the veins sparking across the stretch of leathery skin. The talons at their apex glint as the dragon flaps his wings, stirring up a menacing wind. He then steps a heavy, taloned foot towards us, making the ground tremble and causing the men to recoil instinctively backwards.

			Only I do not move.

			‘What has she done?’ Apsyrtus shouts.

			‘Zeus protect us,’ Phrixus whispers.

			‘You do not need the Gods’ protection any more,’ I say, turning to face them. I can
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