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   “Perhaps all the dragons in our lives are princesses who are only waiting to see us act, just once, with beauty and courage.”
―Rainer Maria Rilke
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   Chapter One

   Feast of Beasts

   
   
    C

   

   irce had learned, over the long stretch of her immortal life, that hunger was the truest measure of a man. Not the kind that gnawed at the belly—though she fed that, too—but the deeper, more ravenous craving that hollowed the spirit and sharpened the eye. It was there in the way they looked at her island as their ship sputtered toward shore, sails ragged, hull groaning from its encounter with the rocks. It gleamed in their faces when they first glimpsed her standing at the water’s edge, her golden hair in long ropes down her back, her white gown clinging just enough to suggest softness where there was none. And it shone in their eyes when she led them to her expansive, angular home, which suggested wealth beyond their imaginings.

   Today was no different.

   She led six exhausted men through the thick woods with promises of rest and refreshment, and by the time they entered her house, their hunger had ripened into something predictable.

   She welcomed them as she always did, with warmth and the illusion of safety. Torches flared to life at her silent command, illuminating her jarred collections of plants and animal parts on wide shelves, her polished stone floors, glass table, boiling cauldron at the hearth, and the unfinished tapestry that stretched the length of the twelve-foot-high stone wall of the chimney. 

   The sailors were always amazed by the glass, metal, and stone architecture of her abode. Such a small island, in their minds, required a shack or a hut, something of grass and earth. The angular, floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out to the hill of trees gave her visitors the first hint, if they hadn’t guessed by her bright eyes and extraordinary beauty, that they were in the company of a goddess.

   The scent of roasted meat filled the air, rich and savory, threaded with honey and herbs gathered from the island’s hidden groves. Wine, dark as garnets, shimmered in golden goblets. Everything was arranged with care, every detail calibrated to disarm.

   The men tried to hide their eagerness, but they failed in the small ways men always failed. One reached too quickly for the bread, tearing it apart with greedy fingers before remembering to glance at his companions. Another let his gaze linger too long on Circe herself, as though she were simply another dish laid out for his pleasure. Their captain, a broad-shouldered man with a scar splitting one eyebrow, attempted a show of restraint, but even he could not keep the sharp edge from his voice when he thanked her.

   “You saved us,” he said, lifting his goblet. “We thought the sea would take us before we found land again.”

   “The sea takes what it is owed,” Circe replied, her tone soft, her smile gentle enough to pass for kindness. “But tonight, you are my guests. Eat. Drink. Rest. You are safe here.”

   Safe. The word settled over them like a blessing, though none of them understood how little it meant.

   They obeyed her invitation with growing enthusiasm, hunger overcoming what little caution they possessed. Plates were filled, then refilled. Wine flowed freely, staining their lips, loosening their tongues. Laughter rose, loud and coarse, echoing against the high ceilings. They spoke of their journey, of storms and spoils, and of women left behind in distant ports. Their voices grew thicker with each swallow, their movements less precise, until the line between man and appetite began to blur.

   Circe moved among them, refilling goblets, offering morsels with her own hand. She listened, as she always did, though she had heard it all before. Boasts. Lies. Justifications wrapped in bravado. It was not their words that interested her, but the patterns beneath them, the truths they revealed without meaning to.

   The one who had reached for the bread first devoured everything placed before him, scarcely pausing to breathe, his eyes darting constantly to the dishes around him as though afraid they might vanish. Another leaned too close whenever she passed, his gaze sliding over her with open possession, as though gratitude were merely a prelude to conquest. The captain watched them all, calculating, measuring, his thanks already curdling into expectation.

   She had seen their kind for centuries, and they never surprised her.

   When the last of the food had been eaten and the wine had dulled their senses into a comfortable haze, Circe returned to her place at the head of the table. She lifted her own goblet, though she had not drunk from it, and regarded them with an expression that might, to an untrained eye, have seemed almost fond.

   “You have traveled far,” she said. “You must be weary.”

   A murmur of agreement passed among them. One man slumped forward, his head dipping dangerously close to his plate before he caught himself with a sluggish laugh. Another leaned back in his chair, stretching as though already imagining the softness of a bed.

   “Yes,” the captain said, though his voice had lost some of its earlier authority. “A night’s rest, and we’ll be ready to sail at first light.”

   Circe tilted her head slightly, considering him. “Will you?”

   Something in her tone—a subtle shift, no more than a thread drawn taut—caused a flicker of unease to pass across his face. It was brief, quickly smothered by the fog of wine and fatigue, but it was there. They always felt it, in the end, a whisper of instinct, too faint to save them.

   “What do you mean?” he asked.

   Circe smiled.

   It was not the same smile she had offered when they had first encountered her. That one had been warm, inviting, and crafted to soothe. This one held something older, something colder, like the gleam of moonlight on still water. She set her goblet down with care, the soft clink echoing through the sudden hush that had fallen over the table.

   “I mean,” she said, her voice calm and clear, “that the journey you began has already reached its end.”

   For a heartbeat, nothing happened. The men stared at her, confusion knitting their brows, their sluggish minds struggling to grasp her meaning. Then the magic took hold.

   It began in small ways. The man who had eaten too greedily clutched at his stomach, his face contorting as though the food within him had turned to fire. The one who had watched her with such open hunger let out a strangled cry, his hands flying to his throat. The captain surged to his feet, knocking his chair backward, but his legs betrayed him, buckling beneath his weight as the first wave of transformation rippled through his body.

   The hall filled with sound—shouts, curses, cries of pain—but they twisted quickly into something else, something less human. Flesh shifted, bones cracking and reforming beneath skin that no longer held its shape. Hands became hooves, fingers fusing and shortening, nails hardening into blunt, unforgiving edges. Faces elongated, jaws reshaping, and teeth grinding and growing as voices fractured into grunts, snarls, and terrified squeals.

   Circe watched without flinching.

   There was no pleasure in it, not anymore, but neither was there regret. What she felt instead was a quiet, steady certainty, the same certainty that had guided her through countless such nights. She was not creating anything new. She was only revealing what had always been, hidden beneath the thin veneer of civility they wore like borrowed cloaks.

   The greedy man fell to all fours, his transformation completing in a final, shuddering convulsion. Where he had stood now rooted a boar, thick-bodied and wild-eyed, its snout twitching as it searched for more to consume. Three other men, also turned to pigs, snorted behind him. 

   The leering one shrank inward, his limbs contorting until he crouched low to the ground, a fox with sharp, darting eyes and restless, predatory energy. 

   The captain fought the longest, his body resisting even as it betrayed him, but in the end, he, too, succumbed, his broad frame reshaping into that of a wolf, powerful and dangerous, though no longer in command.

   One by one, the men were stripped of their illusions, their true natures made manifest in fur and fang and hoof.

   When the last cry had faded into the rustle of animals shifting uneasily into their new forms, silence returned to the hall. The torches flickered, and the scent of the feast lingered, but the conversation had ended.

   Circe rose from her seat, her sandaled feet making no sound against the stone as she moved among them. But where there had once been noise and bravado, there was now only the restless unease of creatures who did not yet understand what they had become.

   The pigs snorted as she passed, their small eyes glinting with confusion and lingering hunger. The fox slunk back, wary now, its earlier boldness gone. The wolf held its ground, watching her with a steady, assessing gaze that almost suggested recognition.

   Circe paused before it, meeting its eyes.

   “You see now,” she murmured, though she knew it could not answer her. “This is what you are.”

   The wolf’s ears twitched, but it did not move.

   For a moment, something stirred within her, faint and unwelcome. A memory, perhaps, of a time when she had believed that men could be more than this, that beneath their appetites and ambitions there might exist something worth saving. It flickered and faded as quickly as it had come, leaving behind only the familiar weight of truth.

   She turned away.

   With a simple gesture, she summoned the animals from the hall to the enclosures beyond, where they would live out the rest of their days in the shapes they had earned. The pigs would soon be slaughtered for their meat and the fox for its fur. The wolf would live out its days as her domesticated pet, along with a handful of other wolves and mountain lions.

   When the hall was empty once more, Circe stood alone at the center of it, surrounded by the remnants of the feast. Empty goblets, half-eaten loaves of bread, overturned chairs—all the evidence of a day that had followed its expected course.

   She lifted one of the goblets, turning it slowly in her hand as the last of the torchlight glinted off its surface. For a long moment, she simply looked at it, as though searching for something new.

   Then, she set it down.

   Outside, the sea whispered against the shore, its endless rhythm unchanged by what had passed within her walls. Circe moved to the open doorway and stepped out into the evening, the cool air brushing against her skin. The island stretched before her, wild and untamed, a kingdom shaped by her will and her solitude.

   But inside her, she carried a hunger of her own, one that was never sated. She looked up at the sky as her father’s chariot, that bright, golden cup that mortals called the sun, disappeared on the horizon, having never acknowledged her, just like her mother, not once.

   She didn’t need them. She’d built a kingdom on this island, where she reigned supreme. She needed nothing and no one.

   As she re-entered her house, blood began dripping down the walls, as it always did at nightfall. Dreading the sight of it, she called one of the wolves outside to join her in her bed. She hugged the animal close, soothed by its warmth and the sound of its breathing. The creature licked a single tear from her cheek before nestling against her. Only then could the great witch heave the sigh that finally led to sleep.

   
   Chapter Two

   The Storm and the Survivors

   
   
    T

   

   he storm came before dawn, slipping over the horizon in silence before revealing its full violence. The air shifted, thickening with a pressure that pressed against Circe’s skin and settled deep in her bones. The sea, which had whispered so softly through the night
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