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			Dedication

			Dedicated to the memory of my Colchian grandparents,
Meko and Aleksandre.
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			Epigraph

			"Everything begins with the abyss, never with the summit."

			— N. R. Katiba
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			Introduction

			This story you do not know. This is a Medea the world has never known. She is like a mineral that hid for millions of years in the layers of the earth, and one beautiful day a curious geologist brought it into the light of day. This is the story of Medea before she became Medea. Oh, no! This Medea has not yet left her land. She is still the beloved daughter of the forest witch, the queen of the nymphs, and the cherished granddaughter of Helios. She preferred running through the woods, splashing in the lilac-colored lake, jumping into the dew-drenched leaves at dawn, talking to the trees, and learning the art of sorcery from her aunt Circe.
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			Chapter I

			Far beyond the snow-covered mountains, where winter laid its gifts upon the peaks of the Caucasus like an aging god watching over his creation, there stood the kingdom of the Colchians—ancient, forgotten. Beyond rivers of milk and lakes of golden honey, where Eos once found her way by pine resin and sea salt, this land had existed since time immemorial. 

			It was a mythical yet real land, as if Zeus himself had shaped it to guard the secrets of the universe hidden in the folds of Mother Earth, where trees spoke and shadows never evoked fear. In that distant kingdom, it was the Sun—Helios, son of Hyperion and Theia, brother of Selene, father of light—who built a palace of white gold. As high as the flight of a crane, and as vast as the evening sky. Every year, when the world wrapped itself in a white mantle, Helios descended from the heavens and spent the winter in Colchis. On its plains he released his golden chariots. At that time, only the sound of his chariot and the neighing of fiery horses could be heard; the air split in two, parting before the mighty Titan. 

			As soon as she heard this thunderous symphony, Medea—Helios's beloved granddaughter—rushed headlong toward her grandfather’s palace. She was a strange adolescent, more a creature of the night than of the day. She was born under the watchful eye of Hermes, with hair the color of maple leaves and eyes the color of the lake, and a heart filled with secrets and a mischievous laugh. Hecate, from the moment of her birth, marked her with the sign of sorcery, bathing her in the oil of young violets. From that day on, Medea would forever carry an enchanting and wistfully aching aura, that of this small shadow-loving flower. Aunt Circe, who was considered the greatest master of the secret art of transformation and metamorphosis, chose Medea as her spiritual heir. She diligently taught her the life hidden within plants, their properties, and the art of choosing and using them according to the phases of the moon. The first stage concerned only the knowledge of nature. 

			

			As Medea approached adulthood, Circe made the tasks more difficult. Circe knew where and when Medea’s initiation into sorcery would take place, so she did not rush events. Circe watched with satisfaction Medea’s diligence and her unquenchable thirst for hidden knowledge. In the girl’s hands lay the entire Colchian magical world: abundant rivers, silver waterfalls, emerald mountains, and the Colchian plain where the scent of wild honey mingled with the essence of May roses and when the light breeze blew, it spread across the entire Colchian coast. 

			But it was the lake of wisterias that held a special place in Medea’s heart. An isolated spot, its location known only to sorcerers. Once it had been the site of Hecate’s mysteries, which the great sorceress later passed on to Medea as a gift. The lake was completely enveloped by wisterias, their veinlike branches wrapping around it like armor. That is why, even during the day, it remained half-dark. Clusters of wisteria flowers created an indescribable play of blues and greens on the lake's surface, and it seemed as though the boundary between sea, lake, and sky had vanished. Life and murmur settled there at dusk.  

			When Selene left her chamber and appeared on the canopy of the sky in all her cold majesty, for Medea this was the sign to go to the lake. As no one forbade her from going anywhere, no one needed to be asked. As soon as she left the palace, impatience prickled her heart. Ahead, her beloved wolf cub Geli, her beloved Caucasian wolf cub, led the way. He sniffed the air, pricked up his ears, stayed alert. There was one creature Geli particularly disliked: Ochokochi, the great, shaggy lord of the forest, armed with deadly claws. His roar could make even Zeus tremble. His gigantic, deformed body was covered with overgrown shoots, and none could escape his deadly grasp. Yet Medea had nothing to fear from him; he was her guardian in the forest.  

			On the lake, silver rays, slipping between the wisteria flowers, performed a dance of rain. Medea plunged into the water and greeted the rain of silver rays with open arms. A few more steps, and she was already swimming in the lake. The water embraced her and carried her light body. She loosened her bound hair and floated it on the surface like a water nymph. Her ears were muffled, her eyes lightly closed. She herself was the lake without boundaries. A few stadia away, in the temple of Hecate, Circe offered fragrant herbs, squeezed them in honey, and this ethereal air found its way into Medea’s nostrils. She almost did not exist; she was only fragrance. She was drifting as though the water itself breathed her. And this endless buzzing was the humming of Hecate’s temple bees, who never slept and forever reminded Medea: Do not slumber, daughter of Aeëtes—trials do not love closed doors. The daughters of Melissa whispered gently, echoing the eternal humming of Hecate’s bees. Medea dreamed, and time itself became eternity.
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			Chapter II

			Nothing in Medea’s world was ordinary.  

			Even the forest belonged to magic, drawing strange creatures to itself with its quiet enigma.  

			One part of the forest, where the wisteria lake lay, was inaccessible to humans. Four narrow paths flowed like streams into it. No matter which one you chose, it led to a crossroads—and from there, only back to where you began. But under the full moon, through a narrow passage veiled in silver cobwebs, the ancient oaks would seem to lead one toward the wisteria lake, shimmering like an amethyst eye. 

			At this hour, the forest’s hidden residents emerged. A family of owls gave the signal to the forest queen, the red-haired Dali, to greet her subjects. 

			

			The air began to vibrate, filling with the scent of mint and grape must. The trees drew back their leafy branches, opening a path. 

			There he was—Devi, the clumsy giant, moving with a shy heaviness, as though afraid he might shatter the harmony around him. His size unsettled him; he wished to disappear. Of course, he never could. So he remained at a distance, watching the forest queen with quiet devotion. 

			Devi loved Dali, and Dali, the forest queen, loved her river Phasis. She made her home along its banks, singing to it each morning, sometimes offering her red curls to the water. 

			The river Phasis—lord of springs, guardian of endless waterfalls—sheltered many of the forest’s dwellers, if not within its waters, then along its banks. 

			Among them were the Chinkas—small, restless creatures. Their clawed bodies, large ears, and round eyes glowed with a poisonous green light. Villagers spoke of them in hushed voices, avoiding the forest after dusk. 

			Medea delighted in them. 

			The first time she touched their clawed paws, she pulled back at once—it burned. The Chinkas leapt and spun to distract her, tumbling over one another, standing on their heads, sticking out their tongues. Medea forgot the pain and laughed, and the forest joined in. She stamped her feet playfully, urging them to dance. 

			Only Ochokochi remained silent. 

			He had no right to make a sound. 

			From the shadows, he watched the restless creatures closely, never letting them out of his sight—lest they forget themselves and harm Medea, though they would never dare such a thing. 

			On the lake’s shore, the nymphs gathered, their golden hair flowing as they wove a crown of wisteria blossoms for her. Medea lifted the crown to her lips, dedicated it to abundance, and set it upon the water. 

			Sometimes the moon would cloak itself in clouds and disappear. Darkness would settle—but at Medea’s clap, the forest came alive. Spirits stirred, and fireflies flared into light, illuminating the woods at once. The music resumed with renewed force. 

			This was before Circe called her to become Hecate’s priestess, before she left for the temple—with the same curiosity and bright anticipation she once carried to the wisteria lake.
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