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There is a ship first. That is where this begins — not with the man, not with the woman in Colchis who would unmake herself for him, but with the ship, because the ship is the thing Jason built and it is the only thing he built entirely himself, and understanding what he was requires understanding what he could make without her.

The Argo. Fifty oars. Pine from Pelion, cut by Argus who knew wood the way Orpheus knew sound — as a living thing with specific properties, a thing that could be worked with but not against. A ship that moved through water the way a well-made argument moves through silence: with the authority of something that has been thought all the way through.

Jason assembled the men to row it. That is the other thing he could do: assemble. Heracles came — briefly, the greatest hero in the world, rowing with a strength that exhausted every other man's trying to match him, before the sea gave Hylas back to nothing and Heracles went inland calling a name that the water had already swallowed. Orpheus came, the musician whose lyre could move stones toward him the way water moves toward the lowest point, simply because it is the nature of things to go toward what calls them most completely. Atalanta came, the only woman among them before Colchis, the fastest runner on the ship and the finest archer and the one who saw everything clearly and said what she saw without adjusting it for the comfort of the room. Castor and Pollux came. Zetes and Calais came, the winged sons of Boreas, who would later drive the Harpies to the edge of the world and leave them there. They came because Jason asked them and because something in the asking — some quality in the center of the man, neither the greatest nor the least — made the asking feel like the right call on the right quest at the right time.

He was not the greatest hero in the room. This is the first fact about him and the most important one. He knew it, which is different from a man who doesn't know it. He knew it the way you know a wound — by where it hurt when pressed. The men who assembled around him were individually more extraordinary than he was in nearly every measurable quality, and he held them together by being what they were not: the center. The place around which extraordinary things could organize. Not the source of the greatness but the condition for it. He was, in this specific way, essential — and the specific way was never quite enough to satisfy him.

He had a claim. That is where the story starts, in the claim — Pelias on the throne that belonged to Jason's father, the old king who had held stolen power long enough to begin believing he deserved it, who looked at the young man arriving in Iolcos with one sandal lost in the river crossing and understood immediately that this was the shape of the thing he'd feared. The oracle had said a one-sandaled man. Here was the one-sandaled man. So Pelias did what frightened men with stolen power do: he sent the young man toward the thing that should have killed him.

Colchis. The Golden Fleece. The end of the world in the direction the sun comes from.

And this is where the story becomes what it actually is, beneath the adventure, beneath the quest, beneath the fleece and the dragon and the ship threading the Clashing Rocks: this is the story of what one person gave another and what the receiving person did with the giving.

Her name was Medea.

She was the granddaughter of Helios, who drove the sun across the sky each day with the focused attention of a man who understood that if he stopped attending, everything would burn. She was the niece of Circe, who turned men into what they already were. She was the most powerful sorceress in Colchis and the most dangerous person Jason would ever stand in the same room with, and when he arrived at her father's court she looked at him across the hall and made the choice — one of the great choices of the age, one that would be told and told and told until the telling calcified into myth and the myth forgot what the choice had cost — to give him everything.

She gave him everything.

The tasks her father set, which were impossible and which she made possible. The Fleece, hung in the sacred grove, and the dragon that did not sleep and which she put to sleep. The escape from Colchis, and the terrible thing she did to slow pursuit — the thing that would not leave her, that sat in the back of every room she ever entered after, quiet and permanent and terrible. The years in Corinth. She gave him those too — the sorceress in the Greek city, the foreign woman who had given up the foreign world to follow this man into the world that did not want her, giving up the only identity she had built before the ship arrived so that she could stand beside him in the identity he was building.

He was ordinary without her. This is the second fact about him, and the one the Corinthian years make plain. The quest required her. The greatness required her. What remained when the greatness was complete was a man of decent gifts and limited understanding who looked at what he had and could not hold it and reached instead for what the ordinary life offered — the Corinthian princess, the alliance, the stability, the ordinary good things that ordinary men were permitted to want.

He put her down.

And she — who had given up everything, crossed every distance, done the irrecoverable thing to slow her father's pursuit — understood that she had been used the way you use a tool, and that the tool was no longer required, and that this was what the love had always been underneath the love.

What she did with that understanding is the end of this book.

But first: the ship. The men at the oars. The sea.

The beginning.
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The river took the sandal at the crossing and Jason let it go.

He felt it pulled from his foot — the current stronger than it looked, the way rivers in early spring are always stronger than they look, the snowmelt coming down from Pelion still cold enough to ache — and he made the decision in the half-second before the decision became irretrievable: let it go. He was carrying the old woman already, her weight settled across his back with the particular density of someone who has stopped trying to be light, and he did not have a free hand and the current was already taking the sandal downstream and there was the bank ahead, close enough. He came out of the river onto the far bank with one foot bare and the old woman still on his back and the cold of the water already leaving his legs and going somewhere deeper.

He set her down on the bank.

She stood without assistance, which surprised him — she had moved like a woman who needed the river crossed for her, who could not manage it alone, and now she stood on the far bank with a quality of stillness that was not the stillness of exhaustion but something else. She looked at him. Her eyes were not old.

"You know what city that is," she said. It was not a question.

Iolcos lay ahead of them in the middle distance, close enough that the shapes of buildings were specific shapes rather than suggestions. The palace on the hill. The harbor below it, the masts of ships making their thin lines against the morning sky.

"I know it," Jason said.

"And you know what you're going to do there."

"I'm going to take back what belongs to my family."

The old woman looked at him for a long moment, her eyes doing something he couldn't quite read — assessment, or something past assessment, something that had already completed the assessment and moved on to whatever comes after. Then the moment ended and she was simply an old woman again, the kind you help across rivers, and she turned and walked along the bank in the direction of the road, and Jason watched her go, and then he looked down at his bare foot and understood something had begun.

The market of Iolcos had the particular smell of a port city in spring: fish and rope and the mineral clean of recent rain, woodsmoke from the cookfires, the specific sweetness of grain sacks open in the morning air. Jason moved through it without hurrying. He had learned in the years on Pelion, with Chiron who had taught him everything the centaur believed a man required — medicine and music and the use of weapons and the harder uses of patience — that a man who hurries through a space he doesn't know announces himself as a man who doesn't know the space. He walked as though he had walked this market before, which he had not, because he had been taken from this city as an infant and the city existed in him only as the stories his mother had told, the shape of a place he knew by description rather than experience.

People looked at the bare foot. He let them look.

He was asking for directions to the palace — a spice seller, a woman with the specific wariness of someone who spends her days being asked for things — when the guard found him. Two of them, in Pelias's colors, and they were not the kind of guards who find you by accident.

"The king requests your company," the taller one said. The phrasing of a man trained to make compulsion sound like hospitality.

"Then I'll come," Jason said. "I was going to the palace anyway."

The guard's expression shifted slightly, recalibrated. He had prepared for resistance and received accommodation, and the accommodation was somehow less comfortable than resistance would have been.

Pelias was older than Jason had imagined him. This was foolish — Jason knew the years, knew the arithmetic of his own exile — but the image he had carried, built from his mother's anger and his own long waiting, was the image of a man in his full power, a usurper at the height of the usurping. The man in the throne room was past that. He had the body of someone who had been strong and was no longer strong, who carried the memory of strength in his posture — the set of the shoulders, the deliberate steadiness of how he held his hands — but the hands themselves were the hands of an old man, spotted and careful. He looked at Jason the way you look at something you have been expecting for a long time and whose arrival is not, in the end, a relief.

"One sandal," Pelias said.

"The river was fast."

"Sit."

Jason sat. A servant brought wine; Jason took the cup and held it without drinking, and Pelias noted this without commenting on it, which was its own form of comment.

"You look like your father," Pelias said.

"I wouldn't know."

"No. You wouldn't." Something moved across the old man's face — not guilt exactly, or not only guilt, something more complicated, the expression of a man who made a choice long ago and has had long enough to understand the full shape of what he chose. "You've come for the throne."

"I've come for what belongs to my family."

"It comes to the same thing."

"Then we agree on what this is."

Pelias looked at him. The throne room was large and the morning light came through the high windows at an angle that left the king half in shadow, which was probably not an accident of architecture. A man who had held stolen power for thirty years understood how rooms worked.

"I'm going to tell you something true," Pelias said. "I want you to hear it as true and not as the maneuvering of a frightened old man, though I am a frightened old man and the statement and the fear are not separate things. There is a wrong that requires righting. Not between us — between the house of Iolcos and the gods. My brother Phrixus — your father's brother — died in Colchis. Far from home. His shade cannot rest. The Golden Fleece, which is his, hangs in the sacred grove at the end of the world, and while it hangs there the house of Iolcos does not rest easily."

Jason listened. He kept his face still, which Chiron had taught him: the face is information, and you choose what information to give.

"You want me to go to Colchis," Jason said.

"I want the house of Iolcos to be made right. I want Phrixus to rest." A pause. "I am the king of Iolcos, and this is what I want. The manner of getting it — the ship, the men, the voyage — these are questions for a younger man. These are questions for the man with the legitimate claim, who would have reason to want the blessing of the gods on his claim before he exercises it."

There it was. Dressed in the language of piety and family obligation and the rest that shades require, but there it was: the thing beyond the world's edge that kills the men who go looking for it, and the king who was sending him there instead of to the throne.

Jason drank the wine.

"I'll need a ship," he said.

He found Argus in the shipyard at the edge of the harbor, and Argus was the right man because Argus was always the right man for the thing that required a ship. He was not large but he moved with the specific economy of someone who has spent a life doing physical work and learned to do it without waste, and his hands were the hands of a craftsman in the same way that a musician's hands are a musician's hands — slightly wrong for everything except the one thing, perfected for that.

"Pine from Pelion," Argus said. He hadn't looked up from the timber he was assessing, running his thumb along the grain. "If you want a ship that goes through water the way you want this ship to go through water. Not oak. Oak is for warships, ships that will take the impact and need to hold it. This ship needs to move."

"How long?"

Now Argus looked up. He had the quality of craftsmen who have been asked how long too many times by people who do not understand that how long is the wrong question. "Long enough to do it right. Not longer than that."

"The goddess will help," Jason said.

Argus looked at him. "Which goddess."

"Hera."

Another look — the look of a man recalibrating what kind of project this was. Everyone in Iolcos knew that Hera had reason to oppose Pelias; the king had let her altars fall into disrepair, which was the kind of oversight that goddesses remembered. The enemy of Pelias was therefore not without access to divine support, and a ship built under that support was a different proposition than an ordinary ship.

"There's a piece of timber," Argus said slowly. "From Dodona. From the sacred grove. I've been holding it — I don't know why I've been holding it. It wants to be part of something."

"Put it in the prow," Jason said.

Argus nodded, the nod of a man confirming what he already knew. "Come back in the morning. We'll lay the keel."

The word went out the way words go out when they are the kind of words that travel: not by announcement but by quality, a specific gravity pulling the specific people toward the specific place. Jason did not send heralds. He sent Atalanta.

He had met her three days after arriving in Iolcos, in the space between the king's audience and the beginning of the building, in the liminal time when the quest existed as intention but not yet as ship or company. She had come to him — presented herself, more precisely, which was different from seeking audience, the difference being the direction of the evaluation. She looked at him the way she looked at everything: as information being gathered, assessed, filed.

"Atalanta of Arcadia," she said.

"I know who you are," Jason said.

"Then you know what I can do."

"I know what they say you can do."

"The Calydonian boar," she said. "I drew first blood. Ask Meleager." A
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