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I. COLCHIS
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I was born at the edge of the world and I have been moving away from it ever since, city to city, man to man, exile to exile, until the edge is so far behind me that it exists only in the body — in the hands that know what the hands know, in the part of me that was made before I could choose what I was being made into. The craft was in me before language. My grandmother was Hecate. My aunt was Circe. The line runs through women and through power and through the knowledge that the world gives the name of witchcraft because the world does not have a better name for what it cannot control.

Colchis. I need to make you understand Colchis before I can make you understand anything that came after it, because Colchis was the first thing and the first thing shapes the geometry of every subsequent thing. Colchis was at the eastern end of the Black Sea, where the mountains come down to the water and the air has the quality of a place that the weather hits first, before it reaches anywhere else. The mountains were snow-capped for most of the year. The rivers ran fast and cold from the snowmelt. The forests were old forests, the kind that have been forests since before people had words for what a forest was.

My father Aeëtes was the king of Colchis and the son of the sun, which is a lineage that produces a specific kind of person: the person who understands themselves as the child of the largest available force and who organizes their life accordingly. He was not cruel in the ordinary sense; he was comprehensive, which is worse. He saw everything in his kingdom as an expression of his sovereignty over it, including his children, including me. His love for us was real and was the love of a man for his property, for the things that expressed his magnitude.

He had the Fleece. This is what everyone remembers about Colchis — the Golden Fleece, the reason the Argonauts came, the thing that drew Jason from Greece across the Black Sea to the edge of the world. The Fleece was real, a ram's fleece of extraordinary quality, golden in the way that sacred things are golden: not the yellow of the metal but the radiance of a thing that has been touched by divinity and retains the touch. My father kept it in the sacred grove of Ares, guarded by the dragon that did not sleep, the sleepless guardian of the thing he valued most.

He valued the Fleece more than he valued me. This is not self-pity; it is an accurate assessment of the hierarchy of his attachments. The Fleece was the proof of his connection to the divine, the physical evidence of the sun's lineage. I was a daughter, useful for certain purposes, valuable in certain arrangements, but not the proof of anything. I was the sorceress princess of Colchis, which is a title that contains everything and confers nothing.

The craft I was taught by my grandmother Hecate, through the instruction that passed between us in the ways that such instruction passes — not through explicit teaching, not through the school-form of knowledge, but through presence and attention and the gradual absorption of the knowledge that surrounds you when you are close to its source. I was close to Hecate in the way that the people who are close to divine things are close to them: not through physical proximity but through the quality of receptivity that allows the divine knowledge to enter and stay.

What I knew: the properties of plants, which is the most basic knowledge and the most comprehensive, because every plant that grows has a property and every property has a use and the catalog of uses is the catalog of what can be done to the world through the knowledge of what the world contains. I knew the plant that would heal and the plant that would harm and the plant that would kill and the plant that would make the killed one into something else. I knew the distances between these categories were shorter than the people who did not know them believed.

I knew fire. Not in the physical sense only — not merely the management of the flame, which is what the craft looks like from the outside. Fire as the force that transforms, that takes the thing that was and makes it into the thing that will be, that moves across the gap between states. This knowledge is not comfortable knowledge. The people who have it are not comfortable people. They stand at the point of transformation, which is the most unstable point available, and they are required to manage it without being consumed by it.

I knew the dragon. The sleepless dragon that guarded the Fleece in the grove of Ares had been sleeping, in a certain sense, for years before Jason came — sleeping in the sense of being managed, its sleeplessness organized into patterns that kept it predictable, its guardianship directed at the Fleece rather than at everything else in the grove. I had been in the grove. I had sat near the dragon and I had understood it, in the way that the person who understands what fire is can understand the dragon that breathes it. We were kin, in the way that all things touched by a particular kind of power are kin.

My sister Chalciope was the one I was close to. She was older, married to one of the Argonauts — Phrixus, the man who had brought the Fleece to Colchis in the first place, the man whose sons were now among the crew that arrived with Jason. The connection between Chalciope's marriage and the Argonauts' mission was one of the complicating threads in the situation, a thread that I have never fully followed to its end because the following would require more understanding of my father's political thinking than I have ever been able to achieve.

My father's political thinking was the thinking of an absolute sovereign, which is the most constrained form of political thinking: the sovereign who has no check on their power also has no feedback on the quality of their decisions, and the quality of decisions made without feedback degrades over time in the direction of the decision-maker's preferred conclusions rather than the conclusions the information supports. My father had been making decisions without feedback for a very long time. The decisions had the quality that long-unchecked power produces.

He intended to kill Jason. When the Argonauts arrived and Jason presented himself and his mission, my father received them with the hospitality that protocol required and he was planning the killing before the hospitality was complete. This was his decision-making at work: the foreign crew that had come for the Fleece was a threat to the Fleece, and the elimination of the threat was the obviously correct action, and the question of whether there was another way to handle the situation was a question he did not ask.

I saw him plan it. I watched his face while he spoke to Jason in the hall, the surface of the face performing the hospitality and the calculation running underneath it, the two tracks visible to anyone who had spent a lifetime reading the face of a man who was accustomed to not being read. I was accustomed to reading him. I had been doing it since childhood, the practice of the child who has a parent whose decisions are opaque and whose moods have consequences and who develops the skill of reading both as a survival strategy.

I saw the planning. I saw Jason. I made my decision.

The decision was not the decision that the accounts describe — the love-struck princess, the girl overwhelmed by the god-sent desire for the foreign hero, unable to think clearly, acting from the passion rather than from the mind. This account is both inaccurate and insulting to the person who made the decision, which was me, and which was made with the full resources of the person I was at the time, which were considerable.

Jason was beautiful. I am not going to pretend he wasn't, because the pretense would be false and the account is supposed to be accurate. He had the beauty of the young hero in the full expression of the heroic type: the physical perfection, the bearing, the quality that the type carries of being exactly what it is supposed to be, the hero in the form that heroes take. He was the most beautiful man I had seen, which in Colchis was not the most strenuous competition, but the beauty was real regardless of the comparison.

What drove the decision was not the beauty. The beauty was a fact in the situation, one fact among many, the fact that made the situation interesting rather than the fact that made it decisive. What drove the decision was the recognition of the moment — the understanding that what was in front of me was the only exit from Colchis that was ever going to present itself, and that the exit required the cost I was being asked to pay, and that the cost, though it was everything I had, was worth paying for the exit.

I was twenty-two years old and I had been the sorceress princess of Colchis for twenty-two years and the position was a position without a future. My father had no intention of allowing me to leave, to marry, to take my craft elsewhere, to become anything other than the thing he could use in his kingdom on his terms. The Fleece was guarded. The kingdom was managed. The daughter with the craft was an asset. Assets do not get to leave.

Jason came and offered a door. The door had a price. I paid the price.

The price was Colchis. The price was my father and my home and everything I had been before the Argo arrived. The price was the severing, which I knew even then was a permanent severing — not the severing of the homesick traveler who misses the home and returns to it eventually, but the severing that cannot be undone, that makes the return impossible because the person who left and the place that was left have both been changed past the point of the original relationship's continuity.

I paid this price with the full knowledge of what I was paying. I have been making this point about myself throughout this account: the decisions were made with full knowledge. I was not deceived about the cost of the Colchis decision. I knew what I was losing. I chose to lose it anyway because what I was losing it for was the alternative to being what I had no choice but to be without the losing.

The night before the tasks I went to Jason. This was not the romantic meeting that the accounts describe, the stolen hours, the tender exchange of the lovers before the trial. It was a practical meeting, conducted in the practical mode that the situation required. I told him what the tasks were. I told him what he needed to do to survive them. I gave him what I had made — the fire-resisting preparation for his skin and his armor, the spell for the earthborn warriors, the method for the dragon. I gave him the complete toolkit for surviving my father's impossible challenge.

He received it with the gratitude of someone who had not fully believed the challenge was survivable until the toolkit appeared. The gratitude was real. His response to it was also real — the promise that followed, the oath sworn before Hecate, the promise of the permanent partnership, the marriage that would be the frame for everything that came after. He made the promise in the form that making promises means: with sincerity, with intention, with the full belief in the moment of the making that the promise was one he would keep.

I believed him. This is the thing that matters most in the accounting of the Colchis decision and what it meant: I believed him. I was twenty-two and I was desperate for the exit and he was the exit and he made the promise in the full form and I believed him. The believing was not stupidity. It was the ordinary trust of a person who has been offered something real and has assessed the offering as sincere. He was sincere. Sincerity in the moment of the promising is not the same as faithfulness across the years of the promise, and the distance between those two things is the distance across which my life traveled.

He completed the tasks. The fire-resistant skin held in the fire of the bronze bulls. The earthborn warriors killed each other with the stone I had told him to throw. The dragon slept with the herbs I had prepared. He took the Fleece from the sleeping dragon in the sacred grove of Ares and he came to me and we left Colchis in the dark.

My father's ships came after us. This is when the worst thing happened, the thing that I carry differently from everything else — not because it was worse than what I did to my children, though it was terrible, but because it was the thing that revealed most clearly to me what I was capable of when the survival of the situation required the worst available option.

Absyrtus was my brother.

— ◆ —
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II. THE ARGONAUTS
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Jason was a man of the heroic type, and the heroic type, observed up close across many years, reveals itself as a specific set of capacities and a specific set of limitations that together produce the person who is extraordinary at the heroic task and ill-equipped for everything the heroic task leaves behind. He was born to do the thing he did at Colchis — the quest, the test, the courage at the point of crisis, the physical excellence that heroism requires. He was not born for the years after.

The Argonauts were fifty men on a ship built for the mission, assembled from every significant house in Greece with the specific gravity of a project that had divine backing and royal authorization and the accumulated heroic weight of the greatest available generation. I met them in the harbor at Colchis the night we sailed, in the dark and the hurry, and I saw what they were: the best available examples of a type that I was going to spend the rest of my life navigating.

They were not unkind to me. I want to be accurate about this. They were not the men who saw me as the foreign sorceress and treated me accordingly, not in that first period. They saw me as Jason's choice and therefore as the asset that Jason's choice had provided, and they treated the asset with the respect owed to something that had just saved all of their lives through the craft I had given to Jason. The respect was real. It was also conditional on the usefulness, which I understood from the beginning.

Orpheus was on the ship, which is a detail that matters. The music of Orpheus on the Argo was the music that cut through the Sirens, that held the crew together through the sections of the journey that might otherwise have come apart. He was not a man I would have chosen as a traveling companion — his quality was too purely inward, too organized around the internal experience of the music and what the music meant to him, to make him available as a person in the social sense. But the music was what it was, which was extraordinary, and the extraordinary music made the ship something other than a vessel carrying fifty men home from a theft.

I was the only woman. This is a fact that I became aware of in the first hours of the crossing and that did not diminish across the weeks of the journey. Not because the men were hostile — I have said they were not — but because being the only of anything in a space containing fifty examples of the other thing produces a particular quality of solitude, the solitude of the singular. I was singular in every direction: singular as a woman, singular as a non-Greek, singular as a sorceress, singular as the person who had just severed herself from everything she came from in the pursuit of the exit she had chosen.

Jason was present, which means he was there and available and attentive in the ways that the promise of Colchis had established and that the obligation of the promise required him to be. He was a careful husband in those first weeks, careful in the sense of tending to the obligation rather than the natural ease of a person who is genuinely in the place they want to be. I noticed this and held it alongside everything else I was holding — the grief for Colchis, the distance from everything I had known, the specific and complicated grief for Absyrtus — and I did not speak it because speaking it would not have served any useful purpose.

The craft was useful on the crossing. There were the Symplegades — the clashing rocks — which required the specific knowledge I had of how to pass through them, the knowledge that a dove sent first would show the gap and the gap would allow passage if taken at the right moment. There was the island of Aea, where my aunt Circe lived, and the purification that the killing of Absyrtus required of both Jason and me, performed by the only person in the world who could perform it for what we had done.

Circe. My father's sister. The only person in the world who was both family and older in the craft than I was, who understood what I was in a way that no one else I have ever known has understood it, who looked at me when I arrived at her island and saw the whole of me without requiring the explanation. She saw Jason too. She performed the purification because it was required and because I was her niece and because the rites demanded it. She did not approve of Jason. She looked at him the way people with the full vision look at people whose sincerity is genuine in the moment and whose faithfulness is not certain across time.

She said nothing to me about this directly. She had the wisdom of the person who understands that the warning of a senior relation is the least effective form of warning, that the person being warned is not in the place to receive it, that the warning will be held against the warner rather than against the situation being warned about. She performed the purification and she gave me the specific things I needed for the continuation of the journey and she looked at me with the look I have been seeing in my memory ever since — the look of someone who knows the ending before the beginning is complete.

I did not receive the warning she didn't give. I was not in the place to receive it. I believed in Jason with the belief that is available only to someone who has staked everything on the belief and cannot afford to revise it without losing everything. The belief was real and the stake was real and neither of these things made the belief accurate.

Colchis receded. Greece approached. The journey took what it took, produced the experiences that the Argonauts later made the material of their accounts — the Sirens, the Symplegades, the Phaeacians and the marriage ceremony they hosted when the Colchian pursuit fleet caught up with us and the Phaeacian king decided the matter on the terms that Jason and I were already married. We were married. The ceremony that the Phaeacians hosted formalized what Hecate's grove had established and what the weeks on the ship had been.

I was Jason's wife. I had been his wife since the night in Colchis before the tasks, in the sense that the commitment was made and I had acted on it completely. The formal ceremony was the world's acknowledgment of what had already been, which is what ceremonies are for.

I thought about my father's face when he found us gone. I have thought about it throughout my life, the specific image of Aeëtes in his palace in the morning discovering the absence — the Fleece missing from the grove, his daughter missing from her rooms, the Argo gone from the harbor. The anger would have been absolute, the comprehensive rage of a man who has been taken from by people he had been planning to take from himself. And under the rage: something else. I have constructed different versions of the something else across the years. I have never settled on one.

He loved me in the way that I have described
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