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            Prologue

         
         
            Atalanta

            Sing to me, Muse, of the stories not told, of the events left out of the epics. Sing to me of the secrets known only to the
               full moon and the voluptuous night.
            

            
            Sing to me, Muse, though I’ve never been a singer of poems, only their subject. Music has never been my strong suit. For me
               are the forests and fields, and the sunrises I once shared with her.
            

            
            As I ride down the mountainside, I think of the stories of heroes and monsters, the turns of the tales as familiar as a heartbeat.
               The rightful prince triumphs, and the evil king is vanquished. The witch works her spells, and the maiden warrior fights in
               the field. A ship of fools sails across the wine-dark sea to steal a useless treasure.
            

            
            But the story changes based on who is telling it. The victory of the fleeing deer is the tragedy of the lioness, who must
               go without her supper. From the perspective of the Hydra, Heracles is the true monster. And only the end will show if the
               story was worth telling in the first place.
            

            
            I go now to seek an ending to the story left unfinished. My horse’s gait changes as she steps from soft earth to the packed
               clay of the roads, marking our entrance into Corinth. The stink of the city rises around me, and eyes peer from dusty windows
               and doors. I press onward, though my heart thrums in my ears and my hands grip the reins white-knuckled. What will be my reception,
               and what beginnings might come from this ending?
            

            
            And if Jason is there, I will face him too.

            
            I find myself at a door, exactly as she described it: dark red with a blue-and-yellow geometric pattern around the edges.
               I knock. After some time, she opens it.
            

            
            And we find ourselves face-to-face for the first time in two decades.

            
            She is older, yes, with graying hair and wider cheeks, but no less beautiful. Her eyes are still gold as an eagle’s, and right
               now they are fixed on me in utter astonishment. Her mouth falls open, and she sags against the doorframe. I feel a momentary
               amusement—witch she might be, but even she did not see me coming.
            

            
            My heart twists at the sight of her. For so long I have avoided this, leaving the possibility of a reunion unrealized and
               therefore perfect, like an apple too high to reach ripening in the sun. And now I am here, ready to drag the past into the
               light of the present.
            

            
            “Hello, Medea,” I say.

            
            Emotions chase each other across her face, like fish flickering in the shallows. Why are you here? I can see her wondering. After all these years, why have you come here now?

            
            Because I must finish this story, Medea. I must weave in the loose threads before time runs out. Draw the years back like
               a bow, to our earliest days, and go to the beginning so that we might find an end to this.
            

            
         
         
            Medea

            I speak softly, my movements curtailed, lest I startle Atalanta into flight. We orbit each other like dancers, drawn together
               but not daring to come closer.
            

            
            Atalanta sits in the courtyard sipping a cup of water; an impossible creature come to visit my garden. Surreptitiously, I study her profile as she sits among the blossoms, taking in her sharp cheekbones and piercing gray eyes, and hair whiter than mine. Her skin is still bronzed from the sun, limbs strong and sinewy; age has dried her to a distillation of her essence, like fine wine. Mothers in Corinth scold their daughters for spending too much time in the sun, but it has only made Atalanta more beautiful, more herself. 

            
            If I’d known she was coming, I would have dressed better—not that Atalanta ever cared about such things. I’d have swept the
               dust from the corners of the house and moved the laundry in its baskets. Washed my hair with willow until it shone, summoned
               back the spark into my eyes. Packed my sons off to one of their friends’ houses for the afternoon, certainly.
            

            
            I fear her anger, I realize, at those of us who cannot do the things our hearts long for.

            
            A man’s voice rings out across the courtyard. “Medea, where is—”

            
            Jason appears at the door. He freezes when he sees Atalanta, and I notice her shoulders tense at his arrival. They are like
               two cats sighting each other in an alley, tails bottlebrush. Tension crackles in the air.
            

            
            Before I can say anything, Jason turns and goes back inside. Full of embarrassment, I am not quite sure whether I should apologize
               to my husband or to Atalanta.
            

            
            Atalanta is the one who speaks first. “What was your childhood like, Medea?” she inquires, nibbling the plate of fruit and
               cheese brought out by the cook.
            

            
            It is a bizarre thing to ask, but Atalanta could always be counted on to say bizarre things. I tilt my head, considering the
               question.
            

            
            “Lonely,” I reply. “And yours?”

            
            “You already know.” She shrugs, not looking at me. “Full of bears, full of forests.”

            
            I do know, recalling our talks from the Argo, nearly twenty years ago now. Many things took place on that voyage that did not make it into the stories and songs. Seasickness; the ache in the bones from sleeping on hard ground or the ship’s wooden deck; the blaze of the sun and the chill of the water. 

            
            And the affections that sprung up there, too fragile to persist after journey’s end but too compelling to be forgotten entirely.

            
            I met my fate all those years ago, though not in the way the poets think. I made a choice between the love thrust upon me
               and the love that grew unbidden. And I wonder, not for the first time, if it was the right one.
            

            
            What is a hero who lives past her greatest adventure? Atalanta once told me that before you aim, you must first pull your
               spear arm back as far as you can. So I draw my mind’s focus back to my earliest memories, to my childhood in the green hills
               of Colchis. I think back to that day, thirty years before, when I took the first steps on the journey that would bring me
               here.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Part One

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            1

         
         
            Medea

            As the pale light of afternoon filtered into a secluded corner of the palace garden, I held my head in my hands and wept.

            
            Beside me bloomed lavender, roses running riot, and other, rarer plants. Their scent imparted a light fragrance to the air,
               which I swallowed in great gulps as sobs shook me. Never mind that I was a princess of Qulha, called Colchis by the Greeks.
               At that moment, I was nothing but a lonely little girl.
            

            
            Earlier that day, I’d walked barefoot over the gravel path at the palace’s main gate to bid my sister, Chalciope, farewell.
               While her carriage awaited, the horses tossing their manes impatiently, we threw our arms around each other and wept.
            

            
            “It’s not fair,” I said, burying my face in her cloak.

            
            “I know,” she murmured in my hair, holding me tight enough to bruise my ribs. The daughter of Father’s first wife, Chalciope
               was a woman as stalwart and reliable as a hearth fire. If she saw a hungry mouth, she fed it; if she saw a dirty bowl, she
               washed it. Chalciope was the one who had raised me after my mother’s death, holding my hand as I toddled my first steps.
            

            
            Then Father married her off to Phrixus in exchange for that noxious pelt, the Golden Fleece. Chalciope was permitted to visit
               once a year for the festival of the ancestors, which was slow to come and all too quickly over. The festival had concluded
               yesterday.
            

            
            “Don’t leave me alone with him,” I whispered. A long shadow seemed to extend outward from the palace, and I flicked a nervous glance backward. I did not need to explain who “he” was—Aeetes, our father and the king of Qulha. 

            
            “You must bear it, my dear one,” Chalciope said, extricating herself from my embrace. “Endure him. It will not be forever.
               Soon you will be grown and married, safe in your husband’s house and free forever.”
            

            
            “My lady, we must leave now if we are to make it home before nightfall,” the carriage driver said.

            
            I glared at the man as he took Chalciope’s hand and helped her onto the plush seat, though not before she planted one last
               kiss on my forehead. The ghostly faces of her two little sons peered at me from the dimness of the carriage, and I seethed
               with envy that they enjoyed the privilege of staying at her side when I could not.
            

            
            The pain of the sharp gravel on my bare feet was nothing compared with the agony in my heart as I watched Chalciope’s carriage
               disappear through the royal gates, helpless either to make her stay or to go with her. When she disappeared from sight, I
               fled to the sanctuary of the gardens.
            

            
            The departure of Chalciope evoked memories of an older, more primal loss: my mother, who had died giving birth to me.

            
            A hollow feeling spread throughout my chest. I knew very little about my mother, save for the fact that she had been the one
               to plant the first seeds of the garden where I now sat, and green things loved to grow at her touch. Supposedly she’d been
               a great huntress in life, stalking over the hills with bow in hand.
            

            
            I knew none of this for certain. All I had was a name: Hekate. There was not even a grave to visit, because in his fury over
               her death, Father denied her a proper burial.
            

            
            Eventually my weeping eased. Not because my grief faded, but because I no longer had the energy to sustain it. I could do nothing to change my situation. My head lifted; the air was filled with the gentle babble of the four rivers that flowed through the Qulhan palace gardens, one made of milk, another of wine, the third of oil, and the last of water. These were said to be gifts from the gods, but in truth they were engineering marvels created by the artisans of Qulha. They also smelled horrible, since the milk had long since gone rancid and the wine was mere vinegar. But such was the nature of my father’s palace, where a wondrous exterior concealed a rotten core. 

            
            I stood up, swaying, taking deep breaths to compose myself. If my brother, Absyrtos, saw me weeping, he would mock me relentlessly.
               If Aeetes saw, he would strike me a heavy blow. I was only thirteen, but already I knew that no one was coming to save me.
            

            
            A path wound through the city gates, and I followed it, walking to the seashore where the waves lapped at the sand like affectionate
               puppies. My father did not care about these wanderings, so long as I was back at the palace before dark. No one bothered to
               keep close track of me. I let the wind play with the ringlets of my hair and watched the clouds racing across the sky. Though
               I could not quite forget my sorrow, I could set it aside for a time, allowing it to become merely one part of the tapestry
               of existence.
            

            
            After Chalciope went away, it would be most accurate to say that the land of Qulha itself raised me. There were nurses and
               servants, yes, but I barely learned their names. It was the land that I loved: Qulha of the painted stone tombs. Amazons roamed
               the steppes beyond the mountains, and from the cliffs you could watch the flights of griffins and fierce dragons. Green hills
               rose over the storm-lashed sea, and sometimes you could see the scattershot shimmer of the Sheep of the Sun grazing along
               their flanks. These belonged to my father’s father, the god of the sun. Among the Qulhans, he was variously known as Helios,
               Ra, and Tabiti, but I knew him as Grandfather, even if he never came to visit.
            

            
            When the sun began to slant to the west, I made my way back to the city. My feet ached and my stomach grumbled; even if no one waited for me in the cold halls of the palace, it was time to return. Disdaining the main gate, I took instead the way that the farmers used to bring their harvests into the city, which led through the necropolis. 

            
            It was home to a bristling forest of monuments—small markers for the humble, grand mausoleums for the wealthy and members
               of my own family. Recently my father had declared that all men should be given sky burial while women were interred in the
               earth, but many of these monuments dated back to the earliest days of the city, when King Sesostris came out of Egypt to found
               the kingdom of Qulha.
            

            
            My eyes fell upon a little structure squatting at a crossroads: a roadside shrine, formed of nothing more complex than a statue
               inside a little alcove. The statue was quite ordinary, a crude rendition of a woman with three faces. Below was a name carved
               in Qulhan, Egyptian, and Greek:
            

            
            HEKATE.

            
            I paused mid-step, one foot hovering above the ground. Hekate was my mother’s name, and not a common one. Goose bumps prickled
               my skin.
            

            
            Hekate . . .

            
            The faces of the statue were generic and roughly carved. But the longer I gazed at them, the more I had the feeling that those
               sightless eyes might blink.
            

            
            Moving of their own accord, my feet carried me toward the statue, and my hand closed around one of the seashells I’d gathered
               from the shore. A child’s bauble, worthless, but I had nothing else to give. I laid it among the piles of incense soot and
               shriveled flowers.
            

            
            The cloud-filled sky held its breath. Even the tomb markers seemed to be listening.

            
            Into the silence I spoke a single word. “Mother.” It was like a stone dropped into a still pond, heard by no one and signifying
               nothing, but I could not help myself. 
            

            
            “Mother,” I repeated. “Don’t forget me. Don’t forget your daughter. Descend and comfort me, I beg you.”

            
            There was no answer. The silence passed, and the world resumed its turning. Birds sang, and a breeze moved through the necropolis.
               The voices of passersby reached my ears once more.
            

            
            Shivering, I pulled the hood of my cloak over my head and hurried onward, trying to beat the long shadows of evening back
               to the palace.
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            Medea

            I often cried out for my mother. But for some reason that night she answered.

            
            In sleep, I drifted in the primal void of unconsciousness. Then a torch flared, and the three-faced idol from the crossroads
               shrine appeared. As I watched, the rough wood took on the softness of living skin and the gouges of the eyes blinked open.
            

            
            The statue’s central face became an old woman’s, her hair white and her skin like worn leather. As I watched, the face became
               young, a reflection of my own. Then it ripened to middle age, expanding into handsome richness before slackening once again
               into wrinkles. And there it stayed in the cycle of time she wore like a mantle.
            

            
            “I am Hekate,” she said. “To me was given a share of the heavens and the seas and all the earth. I am the goddess of the crossroads.
               The Soteira, the Savior. Among the people of the northern forests I am known as the Baba Yaga; among the Mesopotamians I am
               called Nintinugga; the Egyptians call me Hekau. But you shall know me by my true name, Hekate. And,” she added, “I am your
               mother.”
            

            
            My mother. The words exploded into my consciousness, filling me with astonishment. My mother! She’d heard me after all. I wanted to run and embrace her, restored to me at last after so long, but found I could not move or speak, frozen in the world of the dream. 

            
            “If you doubt,” she continued, “I will show you surety. If you feel powerless, I will show you power. In other words, I will
               reveal to you the way of witchcraft.”
            

            
            Hekate raised a hand to my forehead, and light exploded inside my skull. The stream of knowledge came in flashes and sense
               impressions: the secret names of plants and animals, and the powers of the planets. Hekate revealed to me that the elements
               of the natural world had a grammar and syntax, and if it pleased me, I might rearrange the letters to spell out the future
               I desired.
            

            
            Inside me, a spark flared into life.

            
            “It will take work,” Hekate was saying. “Raw talent must be given form. But this is where it begins.”

            
            I was afraid that this new influx of knowledge might split my mind like an overfilled wineskin, but I gritted my teeth and
               held firm. When at last the tide receded, I heard a whine at my elbow and felt a cold nose on my arm. The wide black eyes
               of a dog looked up at me. A hunting hound, like the ones who trailed after my mother’s heels when she was alive, companions
               still in her godhood.
            

            
            “But how can it be,” I asked, forcing my numb lips to form words, “that you are my mother? You are a goddess, and she was
               only a mortal woman. You have the white hair of a crone, and she . . .”
            

            
            She never lived to grow old, I tried to say, but my grief choked me.
            

            
            The apparition’s rheumy eyes filled with compassion. “Oh, my dear girl, do you not know that the immortal gods choose the shapes they wear? We can take the form of an old woman as easily as an eagle or a shower of gold. And why would I not choose the appearance I never had the chance to wear in life?” she added with a rueful smile. “I was born a mortal girl like you, but in time I came to command great magic and learned how to brew the potion of apotheosis, which transforms a human being into a god. The souls of gods are much like the souls of humans, you see, once our mortality is set aside. 

            
            “Or perhaps I simply joined with something else,” Hekate added thoughtfully. “Something that had been there forever, as long
               as the earth existed. From the perspective of a fish, the river flows cleanly; for a bird flitting over the waters, however,
               things are not so simple. So it is for the gods and time. Some say Hekate was Night’s daughter, or that of Zeus. But if you
               doubt me, Medea, remember this: Your mother has no tomb because there was no body to bury.”
            

            
            This astonished me. “Father said he threw your body into the sea,” I whispered, “for the crime of dying and leaving him alone.”

            
            “Ah, Aeetes,” Hekate said, her face twisting with rank hatred. “A monster of a man. He cast me out of Qulha after my apotheosis,
               and his blood draws a circle around you that I cannot breach except in the very rarest of circumstances. But no matter. I
               have given you witchcraft, the power to make the world into the sort of place you wish to live. And in the moments before
               your death, I’ll come to you. If you have lived a life worth immortalizing, I will give you apotheosis, and you will become
               a goddess.”
            

            
            “Are you leaving?” Panic filled me, and suddenly I was as frantic as a drowning woman. Breaking out of the numbness that gripped
               me, I fell at Hekate’s feet, clutching her skirts. “Let me stay with you,” I begged. “Please, give me apotheosis now, that
               I might stay by your side forever.”
            

            
            Hekate cupped my face in her wizened hands, stroking my cheek tenderly. “My dear girl, you do not know what you ask. A full human lifetime is the greatest of gifts, one I never had the chance to enjoy. There is nothing like it in all eternity, and I will not take it from you.” 

            
            A strangled cry tore from my throat. Next to me, the dog whined.

            
            “I will be worthy,” I pleaded, grasping frantically at Hekate’s hem as the dream blurred at the edges. “I’ll be a good daughter,
               I’ll give you heirs and descendants. And a temple, and worshippers too. Just don’t forget me, please.”
            

            
            The dream dissolved, and I opened my eyes.

            
            My cry echoed off the stone walls, but I did not weep. There were no tears left in me. Instead, I was angry, burning with
               fury that I had finally come so close to my mother only to lose her. Hekate had found a way to keep her hunting dogs with
               her, but not her daughter. And I was angry too at the loss of Chalciope, who enjoyed the double blessing of returning to her
               husband and leaving our awful father behind.
            

            
            But my mother had not left me empty-handed.

            
            I stepped out of my bed onto the death-cold tiles of the palace floor. While the rest of the world slept, I walked out into
               the moonlight-drenched courtyard and looked up at the sky.
            

            
            The moon was full. It seemed that something very ancient and female rode with her through the trees, and mysteries lurked
               in the shadows cast by her light. The familiar world was rendered strange under the cover of moonlight and shadow, and anything
               might be possible.
            

            
            Lifting my hand, I considered the blood running within my veins. My mother’s blood, Hekate’s. My mind was heavy with the knowledge
               she had given me, like an autumn tree laden with fruit. The power within me crackled like lightning, seeking its release.
               Certainly I would need to refine it with practice and study, but the raw potential was there. Waiting.
            

            
            I looked at the plants around me and saw all their component parts: the living creatures that decayed to make the earth fertile, and the new life nurtured by death. The power that dwelled within the green growing plants, rained down by the stars. 

            
            Around me the four rivers flowed. Water mingled with the dark earth and the clear night air. In my heart, a fire burned.

            
            Water and fire. Earth and air. Dark and light. A crossroads, in other words. These were the forces behind the Chaos that had
               given rise to the speaking gods at the beginning of the world, and these forces belonged to Hekate.
            

            
            My breath billowed out in the cold air. I could not have what I wanted most—my mother and my sister, whom I was powerless
               to keep by my side. But I wasn’t helpless anymore. If I had not been given the love of a family at birth, then I’d force the
               hand of fate to grant it to me.
            

            
            I set in motion gathering ingredients, moving soundlessly through the darkened gardens. I wrenched some mugwort from the moon-soaked
               ground and rosemary too, mixing these together with the sweet Qulhan earth and a little of my own blood.
            

            
            There was little craft or finesse to it, though there was a great deal of passion. I found a tablet of lead and rubbed it
               with the herbs and earth before running it through the incense smoke. Then I began to carve the words in Qulhan and Greek
               and Egyptian, so that the gods of every people might know my will. Repeating the words again and again, using a hairpin to
               drive my wish into the soft lead, over and over.
            

            
            Give me love unconditional.

            
            Gradually I became aware of my own voice turning the command into a chant, inscribing it into the air as surely as my hand
               carved it into the lead. I felt the edges of my mind brush up against the shape of the world, like one hand touching another
               in the dark. With all the strength I could muster, I pushed.
            

            
            When the chant abruptly ended, the exultation of power left me reeling. Like a sleeper waking from a dream, I gradually became aware of the cold flagstones beneath my knees and the sharp scent of the dwindling incense, not to mention the dirt ground under my fingernails. 

            
            The courtyard remained empty. No one stood there, no loving mother or gentle sister or handsome bridegroom come to take me
               away from all of this.
            

            
            Embarrassment warmed my cheeks. Well, it seemed that my magic was not able to summon any whim or desire. No matter. The seeds
               were planted, I insisted to myself, and someday love would enter my life. Until then, I would work on mastering the intricacies
               of my witchcraft, learning its strengths and demands.
            

            
            Feeling rather foolish and very, very cold, I buried the lead tablet in the shadow of the palace before creeping back into
               bed.
            

            
            

            The next morning, I resolved to keep my promise to Hekate.

            
            I surveyed the crossroads shrine, then summoned representatives from the guild of stonemasons. I used my own royal jewelry
               to pay for the construction, which would no doubt have incensed my father if he found out. But Aeetes never managed to tear
               his eyes away from the Golden Fleece, the only treasure that mattered to him anymore.
            

            
            In time, the crude wooden idol was replaced by a statue formed of bronze, and a proper temple grew up from the roadside shrine.
               Priestesses came from a dozen nations to serve—they were Qulhan, Heniochi, Scythian, and Greek. They bowed before me, the
               chosen of Hekate and their royal benefactress.
            

            
            On the day that construction was completed, a great crowd gathered below. I placed two braziers filled with burning herbs on the temple steps, sending up great clouds of smoke. Next to them, I was a lone figure clad in royal purple. Among the milling crowd I noticed Aeetes, his golden eyes blazing. Fear filled me at the sight of my father, but I swallowed it down. Never again would I be that girl weeping alone in the garden, I swore. Never again would I be so powerless. 

            
            “Behold the power of Hekate!” I cried out, and threw more incense on the fire.

            
            Out of the smoke, a shape emerged: the full moon, luminous despite the daytime brightness. The crowd gasped. I chanted under
               my breath, sweat pouring from my brow as I maintained the illusion. The shape of the moon waned to a crescent and then grew
               back again, wheeling through all her phases in the noonday sky.
            

            
            Below me, the crowd howled with delight. I looked for the face of Aeetes but could not find him.

            
            When it came time to consecrate the temple, I was the one who held the sacrificial knife to the throat of the black ewe. With
               a swipe of the blade, I silenced her bleating cries and offered up the sacrifice to Hekate. Young as I was, I already knew
               that everything worth having was paid for in blood.
            

            
            Look, I said silently to Hekate as I presented the offering. I promised you worshippers, a temple. I kept my promise.

            
            Will you keep yours?
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            Medea

            A life worth immortalizing, that was what would bring my mother back to me. And every day for the next ten years, I strove to live such a life.
            

            
            In the morning, when rosy-fingered dawn reached through my windows, I leaped out of bed and dressed hurriedly, then ran to
               the temple of Hekate.
            

            
            Qulha was—and still is—a land of temples, situated at the intersection between cultures. Some of these temples were dedicated
               to the animal-headed gods who came with my ancestors out of Egypt; others to the fickle gods of the Greeks, their worship
               brought on shallow-bellied trading boats. The most ancient shrines were dedicated to the primordial forces worshipped by the
               steppe peoples, original inhabitants of this land: Tabiti the sun, all-seeing eye of fire, my family’s progenitor. And Tengri,
               the eternal blue sky, vast and endless.
            

            
            Those first people could not imagine any deity more majestic than the sky itself. But the firmament was only one part of Hekate’s
               domain.
            

            
            In the ten years since its founding, the temple of Hekate had only grown in size and prominence, and my burgeoning magic with
               it. I ran through the necropolis and up the marble stairs, then into the sanctuary.
            

            
            The others inclined their heads as I took the place of prominence befitting the high priestess. Melanippe, a half-Greek woman, stood at the altar with the morning sacrifice. When she saw my arrival, her knife flashed. 

            
            As the sacrifice breathed its last, I gazed up at the statue of Hekate. It had been crafted by the finest artisans—who, despite
               my strenuous objections, had chosen to represent the goddess’s three faces as youthful. Surely Hekate was pleased by our sacrifices,
               though the expression on her bronze face did not change. 
            

            
            I felt a familiar flicker of trepidation: If you have lived a life worth immortalizing, I will give you apotheosis, she’d told me.
            

            
            Such a small word, if. How could I know what she thought worth immortalizing? Surely a temple established in her name was a worthy thing, and yet
               I could never be sure. Hekate had not seen fit to visit me since that dream a decade ago, no matter how much I called out
               for her. Your father’s blood draws a circle around you, Hekate had said, one she could not breach. A grim reminder that I was Aeetes’s child just as much as I was hers.
            

            
            I steeled myself. My mother had given me many gifts, and I would not squander them.

            
            “Draw close and attend my words,” I told the other priestesses, who formed an obedient ring. I reached into the pouch at my
               side and pulled out a little jar, rubbing its contents over my hand.
            

            
            Peering from beneath my lashes, I glanced at Melanippe to make sure she was still watching. I liked Melanippe, with her strong,
               capable hands and her lush black hair twisted into a braid. I found myself wanting to impress her.
            

            
            When my arm was coated in the contents of the jar, I walked to the altar, skirt swishing along the stone floor. The base of
               the potion was the herb Prometheon, which grew in the mountains and had roots like freshly slaughtered flesh. It was sacred
               to Hekate and good for magic.
            

            
            Above me soared the great bronze statue, flanked by low torches on either side. These torches were holy and never allowed to go out, and the heat of them warmed my skin. 

            
            “Behold the power of Hekate,” I declared, and shoved my hand into the fire.

            
            A commotion erupted among the priestesses. Some shrieked and rushed forward—including Melanippe, I was pleased to see, concern
               written across her lovely face. But they stopped short when they saw that my hand was not burning.
            

            
            “Magic,” I began, “can turn away fire and transform one thing into another. All through the power of Hekate.”

            
            “Hail Hekate,” the priestesses intoned, eyes wide as full moons. I rejoiced in their esteem. How far I had come from being
               that little girl working a slapdash spell in a midnight garden.
            

            
            But before long, the priestesses broke away to go about their daily tasks: sweeping and drawing water and preparing for the
               worshippers who would ensure the temple’s prosperity. I caught sight of Melanippe carrying a bucket for water, her braid swaying
               between her strong shoulder blades. Watching them, a certain loneliness filled my soul. Despite being the temple’s royal patroness,
               I could increasingly see that I was not privy to the camaraderie of the priestesses who dwelled there. I’d built a sisterhood
               but found myself outside it.
            

            
            Well, no matter. I lifted my chin and squared my shoulders. With the morning sacrifices finished, there was no reason for
               me to stay. I headed back to the palace, only to find someone was waiting for me at the garden gate. My brother, Absyrtos,
               leaning against a pillar.
            

            
            Inwardly, I grimaced, though I knew better than to let my feelings show. Five years younger than me and rangy with adolescence,
               Absyrtos was our father’s favorite and he knew it.
            

            
            “Well, well,” Absyrtos sneered. “My wayward sister has come home again, it seems.”

            
            My hands clenched into fists. For all that I could turn back fire and place the moon in the noonday sky, I never could manage
               my brother.
            

            
            “You’re always going off to that temple,” he continued. “How do I know you’re not meeting a lover there?”

            
            A flare of anger. “I’m the royal patroness of the—”

            
            “I know what you are,” Absyrtos snapped. “What I want”—he poked me in the chest for emphasis—“is not to have people talking
               about how my future wife used to walk the streets.”
            

            
            Future wife? Shock made me lightheaded. At first, I thought he must be talking about someone else. But I then remembered my histories,
               and how the pharaohs of the southern kingdoms, our forebears, used to marry their sisters to preserve the integrity of the
               royal line.
            

            
            A distant ringing sounded in my ears. The world spun around me, unreal. It made sense that my father would arrange a marriage
               for me, since I’d reached the venerable age of twenty-three without a match, but I’d never imagined something like this.
            

            
            Absyrtos laughed at the naked shock on my face. “Father doesn’t want another faithless daughter whoring herself after foreign
               kings. That’s why he rejected your other suitors and betrothed you to me.”
            

            
            I stared at him in horror.

            
            Absyrtos grinned cruelly. “As for that little cult you’re running, no matter. When you’re my wife, I’ll make you give all
               that up.”
            

            
            No.

            
            Over the roofs of the palace came a distant sound like a faraway trumpet. A low, brassy song gradually increasing in volume. Though not unpleasant, the sound made the hair along my arms stand on end, because I knew what it meant: Somewhere in the palace, someone was dying. 

            
            My father would be in a good mood if the bulls were singing, insofar as he was ever in a good mood these days. I might be
               able to talk with him, change his mind. I picked up my skirts and ran, my brother’s laughter echoing in my ears.
            

            
            

            Among my father’s most prized possessions were a pair of bull statues forged from bronze, empty as drums, created using long-forgotten
               techniques from Egypt. Through a trapdoor on the back, prisoners were thrown into the hollow bellies and a fire kindled underneath.
               As the prisoners roasted to death, their screams were transformed through cunning artistry into low melodies that exuded from
               the mouths of the bulls, a song like a war horn. It was a death that Aeetes reserved for his direst enemies—which seemed to
               be everyone these days.
            

            
            The guards surged forward at my approach, then took their hands from the pommels of their swords when they saw that it was
               only the princess. Aeetes turned his golden eyes upon me. They were a sign of his descent from Helios-Ra-Tabiti, the same
               as mine.
            

            
            The Golden Fleece lay across his shoulders, its color pale and washed out compared with the brightness of his eyes. I recalled
               the story of its origin: the Fleece had been harvested from one of the Sheep of the Sun, a divine ram sent by the cloud goddess
               Nephele to protect her children Phrixus and Helle from their cruel stepmother, Ino. After explaining why he had come, the
               ram spirited the children away across the sea to Qulha. Though Helle died during the journey, Phrixus sacrificed the ram in
               gratitude and made the Golden Fleece from its pelt. Then Phrixus gave the Fleece to Aeetes in exchange for my sister Chalciope’s
               hand in marriage.
            

            
            I didn’t doubt that an animal could fly across the sky and speak with a human voice. What strained my credulity was the idea that parents could love their children so much. 

            
            Aeetes eyed me like a serpent about to strike, resting a possessive hand on his treasure. Courtiers often praised the beauty
               of the Golden Fleece, but I thought its sheen evoked the oily glimmer of poison.
            

            
            “Is it true that I am to be married to Absyrtos?” I demanded.

            
            “Yes,” Aeetes said simply, then turned his gaze back to the singing bulls.

            
            “Why?” I asked, my voice cracking in desperation. “I don’t want to marry him.”

            
            Aeetes laughed, a horrible sound. “Girl, that matters little. If you want”—he drew the word out mockingly—“to do things such as eat, drink, or breathe air aboveground, you will do as I bid. I won’t
               have another traitorous son-in-law scheming to take what’s mine, and you’re too useful to lose. No, I will wed you to my heir
               and keep you here.”
            

            
            The walls seemed to loom higher above me, and a noose closed around my neck. The guards shifted uncomfortably behind Aeetes,
               not inclined to help lest they draw upon themselves the wrath of the king. My tongue was like a dead fish in my mouth; I could
               not speak.
            

            
            “What?” Aeetes continued with a sneer. “Do you think that because he’s your brother the gods will frown on the marriage? We
               are nearly gods ourselves, we Heliades, and do what we like. If you think I am a monster, oh, child, you should meet my brother
               Perses. Even now he lies in wait, searching for my weaknesses. He would take this kingdom for his own if I ever relaxed my
               grip, and then you would be very sorry indeed. He would raze Qulha to the ground to enrich himself.”
            

            
            Aeetes pulled the Fleece closer, as if for reassurance.

            
            “You won’t become like your cousin Ariadne,” Aeetes continued. He was no longer looking at me but at the bronze bulls, which had gone ominously silent. “Ariadne betrayed her father and killed his Minotaur and ran off with the handsome young Theseus. He left Ariadne on a deserted island to die, you know. So it goes for faithless girls who disobey their fathers.” 

            
            I recalled a different ending to Ariadne’s story, one in which she became the wife of the god Dionysus and a goddess herself.
               Some of our relatives on the isle of Lemnos even claimed descent from her. But even if I could speak, I would not dare say
               such things to my father. To contradict Aeetes was to invite great danger.
            

            
            My father’s eyes cut to me. “I may not possess a Minotaur, but I do have a girl who can call the moon into the noonday sky
               and turn back fire. A marvel and a useful weapon. So I will keep you close.”
            

            
            Now I saw the answer to a conundrum that had long perplexed me: Why Aeetes allowed me to run a temple to his divinized, despised
               ex-wife. It was a declaration of my power, and by extension, his own. Why did he care if people worshipped Hekate’s name,
               so long as they feared his? 
            

            
            Unable to hold myself back, I began to speak. “But, Father—”

            
            “SILENCE!” Aeetes roared, and this time swung his fist at me, large as a bear’s paw. I ducked, the wind of its passage rustling my hair.
            

            
            Before Aeetes could swing again, I was running. I did not stop until I was safely back in my chambers, where I slumped against
               the wall and slid to the floor, hiding my face in my hands.
            

            
            At the end of my days, I would become a goddess and unite with my mother—or so I hoped. But I had a whole human lifetime to
               live before then, and in truth it hadn’t seemed so bad at first. I’d promised Hekate heirs, and she would surely bless me
               for it. Moreover, I looked forward to the chance to create the family I never had.
            

            
            Now all of that was thrown into doubt. I’d wanted love and family, but now I was faced with a distorted version of my wish: My husband would be my own hideous brother, and my children, the twisted offspring of incest. I’d sworn to never again be that girl weeping in the garden, but now it seemed I would never leave it. 

            
            Such was my distress that I might have hanged myself or swallowed poison, but a presence like a hand on my shoulder stopped
               me. Don’t, a voice within me whispered. Don’t throw away your one mortal life.

            
            Yes. I couldn’t cut my life short; I needed to think of something else.

            
            My mind churned through possible solutions like a waterwheel. Absyrtos would force me to give up the temple of Hekate when
               we married, but perhaps I could take refuge there for a short time. No, that would only make the priestesses targets of his
               anger, a monstrous injustice. Or perhaps I could brew a love potion to force Absyrtos to fall for someone else and marry her
               instead. But I dismissed the idea almost at once; a love spell would not solve anything, because love had no place in this
               arrangement.
            

            
            Escape was tempting, but no ship or caravan would willingly take the king’s daughter. A disguise was possible, but if I used
               witchcraft to transform my appearance, I might lose both my true shape and my mind forever. Besides, where would I go? I’d
               never left the borders of Qulha. I’d barely left the city.
            

            
            A sound in the hallway interrupted my thoughts. It was the voice of Zaidar, chief of the palace guard. Odd—what in the world
               would bring Zaidar to the women’s quarters so late at night?
            

            
            Then I heard another voice, one that sent me running out of bed despite the cold of the flagstones. There in the hallway,
               wearing a traveling cloak and hastily braided hair, stood my sister, Chalciope. 
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            Jason

            Jason stands one-sandaled before the king who killed his father.

            
            The usurping Pelias sits on the throne overlooking the megaron. The skin on his face sags, painting hollows beneath burning
               eyes. He blanches when he sees Jason, as though the ghost of the murdered Aeson has come up from Hades to confront him.
            

            
            But oddly, Pelias is not looking at Jason’s face when he makes this expression. Instead, he is looking at Jason’s feet.

            
            It isn’t Jason’s fault. The missing sandal, that is. It was lost when Jason carried an old woman across the river on his way
               here. He couldn’t just leave her there on the shore, but then he slipped in the water and the sandal unhooked itself, spiraling into the current. There
               was no retrieving it, so he continued on.
            

            
            Jason is keenly aware of the river smell on his clothes and the cold floor against his bare foot. He knows that he looks a
               bit silly. But when he begins to speak, the watching nobles and even the king are so charmed that they forget his awkward
               appearance.
            

            
            Jason claims his birthright with eloquence and assurance. He is the exiled prince returned to his kingdom, the rightful ruler
               claiming his inheritance. The assembly in the megaron murmurs and nods—young Jason, handsome and bright, makes a much more
               appealing ruler than withered Pelias.
            

            
            Jason knows how to weave his words into a glittering cloak and settle them upon his shoulders, taking on the mantle of a king’s authority. After his father’s death, Jason was sent to foster on Mount Pelion with Chiron himself, the son of ancient Kronos and the instructor of heroes. It was from Chiron that he learned the skills of speechmaking and rhetoric. 

            
            Strategy is just as vital as spears, and speeches even more so, Chiron told him once. The art of persuasion is a dangerous one, but you may be suited for no other. I would make you a bloodless hero who reaches
                  heights untold.

            
            By the time Jason finishes speaking, Pelias has recovered from his initial shock. His eyes move over Jason’s form, assessing,
               calculating. Jason doesn’t carry a weapon; he won’t be able to defend himself if Pelias orders one of the guards nearby to
               run him through with a spear. Jason finally allows the terror he’s kept at bay to wash over him. The idea that he will die
               here, half barefoot, is almost too much to bear.
            

            
            “Very well, Jason,” Pelias says. “I will give you the throne of Iolcus . . .”

            
            A stunned silence.

            
            “. . . if you bring me the Golden Fleece of King Aeetes of Colchis,” King Aeetes finishes with a twisted smile.

            
            Ah. There it is. Colchis is the land of witches and dragons, located beyond the edges of the known world. Its king, Aeetes,
               is said to be neither human nor animal, and renowned for his cruelty. The journey will be long, every part filled with danger.
               It is a fool’s errand at best, a suicide quest at worst.
            

            
            “To show that you are worthy of the throne, of course,” Pelias adds, smug as a cat with cream, knowing it will be a show of
               the utmost cowardice for Jason to refuse.
            

            
            The crowd in the megaron stares at Jason, waiting to see what he will do. A beast of many eyes, each burning like a brand into Jason’s flesh. They will not forget this day and will never accept Jason as a legitimate king without the fulfillment of this challenge. 

            
            Jason has no choice but to agree to this absurd quest, and thereby ensure his own doom.

            
            

            That night, safe behind a locked door at an inn, Jason stares at the ceiling.

            
            His mind spins around and around. He needs the Golden Fleece to get the throne, but he has no idea how to get the Fleece.
               He doesn’t even have a ship to cross the treacherous seas to Colchis. Yet he must do this for the sake of his father, Aeson,
               murdered by Pelias so long ago. And for his mother, Alcimede, who lives in a shepherd’s hut at the bottom of Mount Pelion.
               Jason remembers what she said before sending him off to his apprenticeship with Chiron so many years ago.
            

            
            In the memory, his mother kneels so that they are eye to eye. Jason, my son, she begins. Three times have I given you life. The first was when I birthed you in blood and agony. The second was when I hid you from assassins sent by the man who
                  killed your father, and stood with my women around your bed wailing so that the murderer would think you were already dead. The third time was when
                  I fled from the palace and brought you here to safety. Three times I have given you life, and here is what you must do with that life: Avenge your father and take back Iolcus!

            
            Jason recalls a cold foreboding. He was only seven years old at the time, small and skinny, with less interest in battles
               and more in the poems sung about them. How was he supposed to take on a king and seize a kingdom, even if it rightfully belonged
               to him?
            

            
            You will be a hero, his mother says in the memory. And I will be the mother of a hero, with shrines and devotees who bring offerings to her, like Danaë, the mother of Perseus.

            
            She looks dreamy for a moment, then snaps back to attention. As if sensing Jason’s hesitation, Alcimede grabs his chin, holding
               it firmly and forcing him to look at her. You will avenge your father, killed at the hands of Pelias, and gain fame as a hero. You will do your duty, and if you forget,
                  then I will make sure that you remember.

            
            Young Jason nods obediently. He does not forget his duty during his long apprenticeship with Chiron, even when he proves useless
               with sword and spear and instead must take training in rhetoric, so unbecoming of a man. But throughout the ten years Jason
               spends with Chiron, a question nibbles at the back of his mind like an insistent mouse:
            

            
            If his mother wants to avenge his father and take back Iolcus so badly, why doesn’t she do it herself?

            
            There is no use asking such things. Jason rolls over in his bed at the inn, squeezing his eyes shut. To soothe himself, he
               summons up the only memory he can recall of his father.
            

            
            It is a clear evening many years ago, before the exile, before his training with Chiron. Jason’s father is sitting in the
               garden as the day winds to a close and shepherds come down from their high pastures. Jason runs as fast as his small legs
               can take him, and a smile comes over his father’s face when he sees the boy. Aeson lifts Jason up, whirling him around and
               around until the sky becomes like the earth, and they are both laughing, laughing, laughing.
            

            
            Then Pelias kills Aeson, making exiles of both Jason and his mother.

            
            If Jason had been born another man’s son, perhaps he could have become a rhetorician or a sophist, taking students for pay.
               Or the keeper of a ford, ferrying people to a distant shore where he himself cannot go. But as it is, he is his father’s only
               heir and he must take back his father’s throne.
            

            
            Jason must find a way to go to Colchis and get the Fleece, even if it kills him.

            
            

            In the morning, Jason wakes to a knock on the door.

            
            A robed figure stands there. “I come with a message,” a voice says from beneath the cloak. A woman’s voice. This surprises
               Jason, since women rarely serve as messengers. “Your inheritance is almost finished. Follow me.”
            

            
            Jason is puzzled; his mother never made mention of any inheritance Aeson left him, except for debts and duties. Against his
               better judgment, Jason trails the hooded figure through the teeming streets of Iolcus, toward the smell of salt in the air.
               If his father left him one final message, if there was something he wanted his son to have, Jason needs to know.
            

            
            Soon they reach the shipyards, full of vessels carrying treasures from far away. Jason and the stranger walk past legions
               of men toiling in the blazing sun, sweat glistening on their rippling muscles, and head toward an area where the sound of
               hammers echoes in the air. Light glitters on the water.
            

            
            Then Jason rounds a corner and sees it.

            
            A marvel among ships, larger than anything else in the harbor, with curved sides reaching far above Jason’s head. The planks
               of the hull are fitted so tightly together that not a drop of seawater can get in, and an array of oars bristles at its sides
               like the limbs of a multilegged insect. Jason cranes his head back and notices the multiple decks: one beneath the sky and
               another to shelter the rowers, a remarkable innovation at a time when most boats are little more than rickety fishing rafts.
               Eyes painted on the hull allow the ship to see its way. Above, huge sails snap in the wind.
            

            
            “This,” the stranger says, “is the Argo. And it is yours.”
            

            
            When Jason turns toward her, the hooded figure has changed. A woman stands there, or something that looks like a woman, her beauty seemingly carved from stone. She brings to mind an empress dowager; though not young, she makes the loveliness of youth appear garish. She is clearly someone who is used to being in command, and it is equally clear that she is not mortal. 

            
            A goddess. The rest of the world seems to recede around them as her peplos robe rustles in the wind of another world.

            
            Jason falls to his knees, forehead pressed against the sun-bleached wood of the dock. He trembles with terror, knowing how
               quickly divine favor can shift, but even so he cannot quite resist the temptation of peering up at her. She has the dark eyes
               of a cow, long-lashed and luminous. They are strangely familiar.
            

            
            “The old woman from the ford,” Jason whispers. The one he carried over the river. She had eyes like that, beautiful in her
               withered face.
            

            
            The goddess laughs. “Just so,” she says. “I hope you will forgive the disguise, but I needed to judge what sort of person
               you were, Jason of Iolcus. And I must say, I find myself pleasantly surprised. Carrying me across the river on your back,
               what kindness! You are a different sort of man, and you will become a different sort of hero—if you live long enough. And
               I will make certain that you do.”
            

            
            “Why, my lady?” he asks hoarsely. “Why did you come to judge me?”

            
            “Because the enemy of my enemy is my friend,” the goddess says. “You hate Pelias as much as I do. A horrible man—he once slaughtered
               an innocent woman in my temple, I’ll have you know. An awful mess and an unforgivable insult. But now you are here. And the prophecy about Pelias’s defeat by a man wearing only one sandal will at last come to fruition.”
            

            
            Forehead still pressed against the dock, Jason blinks. Now he knows why Pelias stared at his feet in the megaron. Though Jason can’t help thinking it’s not a very good prophecy, since a man might lose a sandal for all sorts of reasons. But he doesn’t say this to the goddess. 

            
            Jason feels a cool hand on his head. “I give you the Argo so that you may get the Golden Fleece, Jason of Iolcus,” the goddess says. “Now gather your crew, and know that you travel
               under the protection of Hera, Queen of Heaven.”
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            Medea

            The little green snake thrashed in my grasp, though I was careful to hold it just under the head so it could not bite me.

            
            Around me burned a circle of tallow candles, illuminating a scroll from faraway Egypt. Carried halfway across the world from
               a land where it never rained, the tome of spells had been endlessly useful for refining my witchcraft. After my experiments
               with charms against fire, I’d now moved on to the section labeled “Transformation.”
            

            
            As if sensing what was coming, the snake redoubled its struggles.

            
            It was for Chalciope’s sake that I did this. In the weeks since my sister’s midnight return, she had not snapped out of her
               stupor. She spent her days staring out her window, taking only a little food and water.
            

            
            I’d tried to cheer her with gifts of her favorite foods and bolts of fine silk for dresses. She smiled briefly upon receiving
               these and patted my hand, then turned back to look out the window once more.
            

            
            It occurred to me that the unexplained absence of Chalciope’s husband and children might be the root of her melancholy, but
               there was nothing I could do if, as I suspected, Aeetes was involved. Instead I focused on what I could control, losing myself
               in the details.
            

            
            Something grander than food or clothing was in order. I wanted to distract Chalciope from her secret sorrow just as I distracted myself from the prospect of my hateful marriage to Absyrtos. I could do nothing to change my circumstances, but I could do this: take refuge in the ability my mother had given me to conjure illusions and work magic and turn one thing into another. 

            
            Hence the little green snake.

            
            The snake had begun to relax its struggles, seeing that they were getting it nowhere. It did not protest as I slathered its
               body with the poultice, brewed from herbs sacrificed under the full moon.
            

            
            Over the years, I’d slowly learned the size and shape of my magic. It was best exercised in the service of specific, discrete
               goals—turn back fire; create such-and-such illusion; change this creature into that one. I’d arrange the herbs, and the chant would rise, sometimes from the dusty pages of a magical papyrus and at other times
               from the depths of my own mind. Far less successful were spells focused on nebulous goals, like my foolish childhood working
               for unconditional love.
            

            
            I breathed in, then out, feeling the power growing in my body like a water droplet about to fall. The core of my witchcraft
               woke within me, raising its head like a serpent. My palms itched, a sensation both impetus and invitation.
            

            
            My voice pierced the silence, robust in authority. “I cast this working in the name of Hekate Soteira, the Savior . . .”

            
            More words followed, twining through the air like incense smoke, building a ladder for my will to climb upon. I grasped the
               poultice-slick snake tightly, holding the image of its new shape in my head.
            

            
            And, slowly, reality bent to give it to me.

            
            The little green snake’s body expanded outward, quickly filling my hands. Legs sprouted from its torso, terminating in claws. A red ruff sprang up from the arch of its long neck. 

            
            A dragon stood before me, blinking in stupefaction.

            
            He was about the size of a dog, with a long, narrow body like a weasel, though I sensed he was young and would grow larger
               yet. He possessed a crest of red and gold and, most significantly, the ability to fly, a skill of Qulhan dragons that had
               been lost to their Greek brethren.
            

            
            I squealed and clapped my hands. Chalciope would be delighted.

            
            The dragon followed me through the palace, trotting faithfully at my side. He did not snap back to his original shape as cheaper
               transformations did, and he seemed to enjoy having feet; perhaps being a dragon was an improvement over being a little green
               snake.
            

            
            Chalciope opened her door, then stifled a scream when she saw what stood at my side. “What is that?!”
            

            
            “A dragon!” I replied brightly, ruffling his crest affectionately. “I made him myself. His name is Xanthippus.” It meant “yellow
               horse” in the language of the Greeks, for his scales were the buttery glow of ancient coins. I liked the way it sounded.
            

            
            “Medea!” Chalciope’s voice was shrill. “You cannot have a dragon in the palace.”

            
            My joy receded. I’d thought Chalciope would be so awestruck by the gift that she would forget her melancholy, not pepper me
               with admonishments like bronze-tipped arrows.
            

            
            “He’s my new pet,” I explained. “I made him, and I’m going to raise him. I . . . I thought we could raise him together,” I
               added wistfully, imagining the three of us dancing in a meadow.
            

            
            Xanthippus leaned forward to sniff Chalciope, and she recoiled with a shriek.

            
            “What will Father say?” she fretted, chewing her lip. “At least bring that thing to the stables, Medea.”

            
            With that she shut the door, leaving me and Xanthippus alone.

            
            

            Chalciope’s rejection stung, but my hurt was soon overtaken by the joy I felt in the company of Xanthippus.

            
            How delightful it was watching him discover the world, sniffing plants and taking to the sky. I doted on him as if he were
               my own child, feeding him delicacies from my plate and scratching his chin until he rolled on his belly like a puppy. I pressed
               my forehead to his, basking in the simple, ineffable feeling of love.
            

            
            “Someday we will fly away from here in a chariot made of gold,” I whispered to Xanthippus. “You’ll take me to a new kingdom,
               and I’ll marry a handsome prince and never return to this awful place again.” A childish wish, but a solace nonetheless. A
               brief idyll of happiness, like sunlight falling through a break in the clouds.
            

            
            Until the day Xanthippus did not appear in response to my summons.

            
            He must be distracted, I told myself, or sleeping. But the stable hands all shook their heads when asked if they had seen him recently, and I could find no trace of him in
               our old haunts.
            

            
            By evening, I was hysterical. It was then that Zaidar, captain of the palace guard, came to my rooms, lifting his helmet to
               wipe the nervous sweat from his brow. When I saw Zaidar, I wept even harder, because I knew that he would only come himself
               if something truly terrible had happened.
            

            
            “Please follow me, Princess,” he said, not meeting my eyes.

            
            Zaidar led me down to the bowels of the palace, into the long, dim hallways of the dungeons. He opened one of the doors, and in the wedge of torchlight, I saw the Golden Fleece glittering faintly from the hook it hung upon. And then I saw Xanthippus. 

            
            My friend blinked at the sudden illumination, taking to his feet and calling out a greeting. I went to throw my arms around
               him but flinched back when I saw the collar fastened around his throat.
            

            
            My beautiful Xanthippus, his neck enclosed in iron.

            
            I should have known. I should have seen this coming. My father wanted a Minotaur of his own, a pet monster to glorify his
               name and guard his treasure. Now, at last, he had one.
            

            
            And I’d given it to him, all unwitting. I thought I was out of tears, but I began weeping again, feeling as trapped as Xanthippus.
               I could cast a charm to remove the collar from the dragon’s neck, but doing so would doom us both. Xanthippus would be dragged
               back to this prison, and I’d be accused of trying to steal the Golden Fleece. Aeetes had executed people for less.
            

            
            My magic wasn’t an escape. It never had been. It was only another reason to control me.

            
            “Your father ordered food and water brought to the beast,” Zaidar assured me. “It will not suffer.”

            
            “That is not enough,” I said, voice quavering. “It’s not just food and water he needs, it’s freedom too.” Xanthippus needed
               to wander through the forest and snake across the sky, not stay shackled here to the dark earth. He would die a slow, lingering
               death if he did.
            

            
            Zaidar would not look at me. “The king has spoken. The dragon will remain here to guard the Golden Fleece.”

            
            When my eyes fell upon the cursed pelt glittering in the torchlight, my lips drew back from my teeth in a snarl.

            
            “Everything in this kingdom belongs to Aeetes,” Zaidar said wearily. “Everything.”

            
            My anger boiled over, black and hot. I wanted to tear down Aeetes from his high throne, turn him into a little green snake so that he might know what it felt like to be small. But I would be cut down before I could get
               near enough to do any of this. Aeetes was a king with armies at his command, and I was only a lone woman, even if I was a
               witch.
            

            
            I thought of our family: Chalciope’s mother divorced; mine dead in childbirth, though divinely ascended; his current wife,
               Idyia, a pale shadow after birthing his heir, Absyrtos. My father ruined the lives of any women he came near, and I did not
               flatter myself that I would be the exception.
            

            
            I had to free myself from his shadow, or else perish in the attempt.

            
            

            After Zaidar escorted me back to my rooms, I threw on my cloak and fled to the seashore. These long walks cooled my anxious
               mind and brought me closer to the earth from which all magic came. But today, the sea did nothing to soothe my rage, and the
               slight breath of freedom only emphasized my captivity.
            

            
            Then I looked up and saw something along the beach that stopped my meandering thoughts short.

            
            The smooth expanse of the beach was disrupted by a ragged tangle of wood, like a tumble of sticks. I recognized the hull of
               a ship, half smashed. Dark shapes lay sprawled across the sand.
            

            
            People.

            
            I broke into a run.

            
            Falling to my knees by the closest, I saw he had lean muscles like ropes and skin browned from the sun. Though his eyes were
               closed and his breath shallow, he was not dead. But he would be soon if he could not flee, because my father had issued an
               order to kill the crew of any shipwrecked vessel found upon our shores.
            

            
            I looked down at the unconscious sailor and felt an unfamiliar stirring in my belly. Sympathy. These men had survived a storm, only to have the bad fortune of washing ashore in Aeetes’s domain. My chest tightened; I knew what it was like to live a life measured out by my father’s wrath. 

            
            These sailors were each some woman’s son. They were people with thoughts and feelings, and inner lives that would be tragically
               cut short if I did not act.
            

            
            A strange wind rose within me—magic, seeking its expression. I ran to the dunes and plucked a few yellow flowers that I knew
               would clear the lungs and restore breath. I hurried back to the sailor and stuffed them in his mouth, whispering a charm.
               The man came awake with a gasp, choking for air.
            

            
            “Do not come into the city,” I said, laying a finger on his lips. “Stay on the outskirts and the necropolis, or King Aeetes
               will kill you. There will be food for you at the temple of Hekate. Find it and then make your way home.”
            

            
            Eyes wide, the man nodded uncertainly. Silently I blessed Melanippe, who had the habit of leaving out roasted offerings on
               the shrine that faced the road, so that the poor might avail themselves of good meat. An act of devotion to the goddess, she
               said. Only now did I truly appreciate it.
            

            
            I went to the next sailor and did the same. He stared at me in awe, then followed after his brethren in the direction of the
               city.
            

            
            Watching him go, my chest felt much lighter. I could not change the circumstances that bound me, but I could do this. My act
               of mercy was also an act of defiance, a refusal of Aeetes’s orders, and it made my cage feel just a little more spacious.
            

            
            My mother’s words sounded in my mind: If you have lived a life worth immortalizing, I will give you apotheosis, and you will become a goddess.

            
            The memory of the sailors’ faces rose up in my mind. I might become a goddess someday, but in those men’s eyes, I already was one. 

            
            

            That night, I heard Chalciope’s voice outside my chamber door, calling my name. Footsteps whispered over the flagstones, and
               a weight settled on the edge of my bed.
            

            
            “I should have paid more attention to the work you were doing at the temple of Hekate,” Chalciope said. “When you said you
               made the dragon for me, I didn’t understand, I didn’t appreciate it as I should have.”
            

            
            Under my blankets I lay unspeaking, wondering why she had come.

            
            “I wish you could have met your aunt, Circe,” Chalciope said after a long pause. “I think you would have liked her. She was
               like you, strong in magic. A witch.”
            

            
            The word sent a thrill down my spine, like a chime being struck. “Circe? Why have I never heard of her before?”

            
            “Why do you think? Father, of course. He banished Circe to an island in the western sea and then forbade any mention of her
               existence. She is a great sorceress and likes to turn men into pigs. She would marvel at your dragon, I am sure.”
            

            
            “The dragon isn’t mine anymore,” I said, tears prickling my eyes once more. Even the existence of a faraway witch-aunt could
               not distract me from the loss of my friend.
            

            
            “I understand,” Chalciope said. “Father has taken much from me too.” She drew in a deep, ragged breath before continuing.
               “He killed them, my husband and my sons. He said my husband planned treason, plotting to take back the Golden Fleece. Phrixus
               never dreamed of such a thing, but Father killed him anyway.
            

            
            “And my sons. Argus, Cytissorus, Phrontis, and Melas, my sweet, innocent boys.” Chalciope’s voice cracked with grief. “Aeetes put them in a boat without oars, with only an old tutor to look after them. He wouldn’t shed the blood of his own kin, he said, for fear of miasma. But neither could he let the sons of a traitor live.” 

            
            Horrified, I sat up and took her hands in mine. Though I’d puzzled at the absence of Chalciope’s sons and husband, never in
               my wildest imaginings had I dreamed of something like this.
            

            
            Now the meaning behind Father’s words was clearer. I won’t have another traitorous son-in-law scheming to take what’s mine. He had been talking about Phrixus, Chalciope’s husband.
            

            
            “Father wants me to marry Absyrtos,” I blurted out. I’d been waiting to share this with Chalciope, hoping to disperse her
               melancholy first, but could no longer contain myself.
            

            
            Chalciope made a sound of disgust. “Well, I say you won’t.”

            
            “I won’t?” My brow creased.

            
            “No. Because we’re going to kill Father.”
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            Atalanta

            “Are you sure about this?” I hissed, looking askance at the ship and the people spread out on the beach around it. The Argo, seeking its crew.
            

            
            “Sure as anything,” Meleager replied. “A long voyage and then a joyous homecoming, it’s exactly what we need. Mother’s temper
               will have cooled by then. Besides, don’t you want to find your girl?”
            

            
            He had a point. If there was any possibility of finding Procris, I had to take the risk. A ship bound for Colchis was the
               best chance I’d encountered yet.
            

            
            Meleager was accepted immediately into the fellowship of the Argo, but I found my way barred by a young man still coltish with youth. He had curly hair and hazel eyes, and a face I might
               describe as pleasing if it belonged to someone else. There was a feeling of falsehood about him, as if everything he did was
               calculated to please.
            

            
            “I’m afraid you cannot come aboard,” the young man said, his forehead prettily furrowed, as though it pained him to give me
               this news. “None of the other men are bringing their wives.”
            

            
            “I am not Meleager’s wife,” I replied hotly. Really, why did everyone always assume that any man and woman close to each other
               were husband and wife? “And anyway, who are you to deny me?”
            

            
            “I am Jason, leader of this expedition.” He looked mildly astonished. “Nor are the other men bringing their sisters—”

            
            “I’m not Meleager’s sister either,” I snapped. “I am his friend and fellow hunter.”

            
            “It’s true,” Meleager put in, watching the exchange between Jason and me with wry amusement. “Atalanta is a mighty hunter,
               and she will be a credit to your crew. Have you not heard of her fame? She joined me on the hunt for the monstrous Calydonian
               boar, and it was she who brought the beast down.”
            

            
            A series of sense impressions rose in my memory: The scratch of bark as I scaled a tree, pulling my ankles away from the boar’s
               snapping teeth. The tension of the bow as I shot the creature in the eye, and the knife in my hands as I delivered the killing
               blow before the boar could charge Meleager. And then all the trouble that came after, when the men of the hunting party declared
               that I should not have the pelt that was my rightful prize, simply because I was a woman.
            

            
            “Atalanta has killed lions too,” Meleager added. “Even a pair of centaurs.”

            
            “What is your concern, Jason? If it is a matter of skill,” I began, gripping tight my spear, “know that I was nursed by bears
               and raised by the finest hunters in all Arcadia.”
            

            
            “I mean no insult,” Jason said, looking increasingly taxed. “I merely fear for your virtue among so many men, and worry that
               your presence may divide the crew.”
            

            
            “My virtue?” I echoed, eyes narrowing. What a preposterous statement, as if anything a man could do to me could possibly diminish my
               virtue. “You would bar me from your ship rather than demand the others behave themselves?”
            

            
            My blood was up now. I remembered the names the men called me after the Calydonian boar hunt: whore, bitch, witch. Jason’s concern about my virtue was just a more polite way of voicing the same sentiments.
            

            
            A crowd began to gather around us, drawn by the activity. Two slight young men glided through the air, and a man with the
               largest muscles I had ever seen ambled over.
            

            
            An audience. At once, a plan formed in my mind: Men never liked losing in front of other men, especially to a woman.

            
            “How about this,” I said, spinning my spear so that it moved like the wings of a hummingbird, too fast for the eye to follow.
               “A spear toss. If mine goes farther than yours, I will ride with you on the Argo. If you beat me, I will leave without further complaint. Hopefully such a challenge will not compromise my virtue,” I added.
            

            
            The growing crowd of Argonauts cheered. Jason paled but could not refuse, not with the others watching.

            
            Jason went first. He launched the spear with a grunt, nearly wrenching his shoulder in the process. A child’s throw, weak
               and unambitious. The spear wobbled through the air, burying itself in the sand.
            

            
            Someone fetched the spear and placed it in my hand. The weapon consisted of an obsidian point affixed to a polished oak shaft,
               crafted from a tree I’d felled myself. So familiar that it felt like an extension of my own body.
            

            
            I strode forward, each step as sure as a knife thrust. My arm drew back, every sinew directed toward the point of the spear.
               Then release, when the weapon took like a bird into the sky, its trajectory following a wide arc and planting itself in the
               earth far beyond the mark left by Jason’s.
            

            
            The gathered crowd roared in delight, and my lips bent into a smile.

            
            Retrieving my spear, I stalked toward Jason. He tried to cover his stunned shock with a false smile, but it disappeared when
               I thrust the spear at him, tip pointed at the sky.
            

            
            “You may take this spear for yourself,” I said, “on the condition that you take me along as well.”

            
            And that is how I came to sail with the Argo.
            

            
            

            It was not long before I regretted my decision.

            
            “Bears were not meant to ride ships,” I muttered, wiping my mouth after hanging over the heaving railing of the ship for longer
               than I cared to admit. My feet had never been off the earth before for any extended period of time, and I did not take well
               to the water. Dusk was fast falling, and it seemed that we would not come to shore that night.
            

            
            “Oh, are you a bear?” Meleager replied with a laugh. “Could have fooled me.”

            
            A mild jest, but I was sore from my near exclusion and the words stung. It seemed I would always be a prisoner of my skin,
               my nature defined by others. I shot Meleager a silent glare, then bundled myself into my blankets, curling up and facing away
               from him.
            

            
            My earliest memories were of fur and milk, then the packed earth floor of the hunters’ hut. I’d been found in a bear’s den
               as a baby, probably after being abandoned on the mountainside by my birth parents as female children sometimes were. By some
               miracle, though, a bear had taken me in. Instead of eating me, she nudged me to nurse.
            

            
            When the hunter noticed a tiny red-limbed form within the mass of dark brown fur, he immediately feared for an infant so young.
               After the mother bear left to go hunting, the hunter darted in to snatch me. Despite the protestations of the other bear cubs,
               my brothers and sisters, he took me to his dirt-floored hut.
            

            
            He brought me to the woman who shared his life, a huntress, and she nursed me. The hunters were the ones who taught me human speech and gave me my name: Atalanta, “equal in weight.” A human equal in weight to a bear, a girl equal to a boy. 

            
            When I was old enough to toddle, I sped out of the hut and across the mountain to the bear’s den. The first generation of
               cubs had already grown up and left the den, but the mother bear told me through grunts and the relaxed posture of her body
               that she remembered me and was glad that I was well. I buried my face in her thick, glossy fur.
            

            
            The new litter of cubs mewled around me. When the mother bear took them hunting, she brought me as well. I learned that if
               you sit very still in the middle of the woods, all manner of life will emerge: rabbits from their burrows, pheasants from
               the underbrush, even deer from the slanting screen of leaves. Then you fall upon them with the speed of a shooting star and
               take them for your dinner.
            

            
            When I was a little older, the hunters taught me their ways of bringing down prey, so much more delicate and precise than
               that of the bear. The efficiency of the human method for cleaning a carcass impressed me—far less chewy fur in your meal that
               way.
            

            
            The hunters were not doting parents. The two of them treated me much like the hounds that were allowed to wander in and out
               of the hut, left to their own devices. Content in their mountain fastness, the hunters largely avoided human settlements except
               to trade and counseled me to do the same. As for the mother bear, she loved me in her own way, but she did not understand
               me—my long hairless limbs, my chattering speech, my reliance on spear and arrows rather than tooth and claw.
            

            
            From earliest childhood, I was aware of a cold feeling in the pit of my belly, like hunger that persisted even when I was
               full. Gradually, I came to recognize it as loneliness. There was no one quite like me, caught between the human world and
               the animal one.
            

            
            Sometimes the hunters told stories about gods and heroes by the fire. One night, it was a story about the goddess Artemis and her lover, a nymph named Callisto. She was Artemis’s favorite, and no one could pull her from the goddess’s side. But Zeus saw the nymph and desired her, though Callisto spurned his advances out of loyalty to her beloved. Eventually, Zeus took the form of Artemis herself to lay with Callisto, dropping his disguise when the chance for escape had passed. When Artemis saw that Callisto was pregnant, marked indelibly by what she had suffered, Artemis wept and changed her former companion into a bear. 

            
            I recalled leaning forward, my lips slightly parted. “And her baby, was it born a bear?” I asked.

            
            “No, it was human. A mortal,” the old hunter replied.

            
            My heart fluttered in my chest. I was on the edge of knowing who I was, where I’d come from. I’d finally found an answer for
               my strange existence.
            

            
            “And that baby,” I said breathlessly. “Was the baby me?”

            
            The female hunter, who had been fletching arrows, looked up abruptly. Then she laughed. “No,” she replied. “That baby was
               Arkas, first king of Arcadia. This was long before your time. Probably you were the unwanted daughter of a farmer’s wife or
               a shepherd’s girl.”
            

            
            Her words stung me. I thought I’d found some sense of belonging, or at least an understanding. But I had been mistaken and
               was instead reminded of the first thing I’d ever been: trash to be thrown out on the mountainside.
            

            
            I’d fled from the hunters’ fire, their laughter ringing in my ears. The night was as dark as this one, with no moon to crowd
               out the stars. I remembered thinking of Callisto, turned into a bear by the goddess, and felt my desire sharpen to an obsidian-tipped
               point. If only I could be a bear, instead of this thing I could not understand called a human, then perhaps my loneliness
               would vanish like the dew at morning.
            

            
            Opening my arms wide, I sent up a prayer to Artemis. “Please, turn me into a bear.”

            
            If Artemis heard me, she did not grace me with such a gift. My limbs remained stubbornly long and naked of fur, my teeth blunt
               and useless. I was a human girl, even if I’d been raised like a young bear, and the next day the human world came to claim
               me.
            

            
            I was stalking grouse when there came a rustling in the undergrowth. Something larger than a rabbit, perhaps even as big as
               a deer. I tensed, spear at the ready, when out of the forest emerged a girl like me.
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            Atalanta

            The young woman wore a short, practical tunic and sturdy sandals. A sheen of sweat covered her body, so that she seemed slightly
               luminous. Her chest rose and fell with exertion, and she held a spear just as I did. In her other hand was a brace of rabbits,
               necks wrung from the snare. She was about my age, I thought, though I was not practiced at telling how old humans were.
            

            
            If I’d had my wits about me, I would have fled into the underbrush, away from this chance encounter. But I was fascinated
               by this woman. There was a tenderness to her skin that seemed to call for touch.
            

            
            I stayed where I was, and in so doing ensured my own doom.

            
            “You startled me,” the young woman said, laying a hand on her chest. She smiled, and her cheeks dimpled prettily. “My name
               is Procris. Princess of Athens, huntress of renown, and devotee of Artemis. And wife of Cephalus,” she added, with a twist
               of bitterness. Her lovely eyes turned toward me. “What’s your name?”
            

            
            “Atalanta,” I muttered, scuffing the dirt with my foot. I was acutely aware of my awkward human limbs around Procris, who
               seemed to wear with elegance that which had always been a burden to me.
            

            
            My heart was beating quickly, I realized, though I did not feel afraid.

            
            “Well, Atalanta, I’d be honored if you would join me for dinner,” Procris said, holding up the rabbits. “If you are another woman who walks the woods, we will have much in common.” 

            
            Procris led me to her campsite, and my heart thundered in my chest. The old hunters would have called me a fool for trusting
               a stranger, and even the bear would have snuffed disapprovingly. I had been alive for about twenty-four summers at that point,
               but I had never spoken to another person my own age. My only glimpses of human beings had been on those rare occasions when
               I accompanied the hunters on trading trips to the little towns in the valleys, but the sight of so many humans frightened
               me far more than the woods at night or any wild beast. I shied away from those loud-voiced people with their staring eyes,
               unable to relax in a place where human bodies were packed so close together.
            

            
            But Procris was different. Maybe because she was like me, or because she treated me so kindly, I could not tear myself away.
               I was drawn to her with the same force that pulls an apple toward the earth.
            

            
            Procris’s camp consisted of a canvas tent, several saddlebags swaddled in tarps, and a horse and a donkey who chewed grass
               meditatively. The ashes of a firepit sat in a ring of stones. A dog came barreling toward us, a tan-gold blur with a waving
               tail. “Lailaps!” Procris called in greeting, reaching down to ruffle his ears.
            

            
            “Whirlwind,” the name meant. Certainly the dog was as fast as one. I had grown up around dogs—the old hunters kept a large
               pack—and recognized Lailaps as a particularly fine creature. He was golden-furred, with a fanlike tail that arched over his
               back as he danced around Procris’s feet, overcome with delight at her return.
            

            
            Procris could not be dangerous, I decided, if a dog loved her this much.

            
            I cleaned the rabbits while Procris spitted and cooked them. When we were done eating, Procris pulled a waterskin from the pouch at her side and drank deeply, her smooth throat glowing in the light of the setting sun. I watched her satisfy her thirst, unable to look away. She smacked her lips and put the waterskin aside, then patted the rock by her side. I sat down next to her as close as I dared, our thighs pressed together, and a thrill of pleasure ran through me. There was no place in the world that I would rather be. 

            
            “So, Atalanta,” Procris said, the sound of my name in her mouth sending a shiver down my spine. “What city do you hail from?
               Who is your husband, and who are your parents?”
            

            
            “Don’t have any of those,” I muttered. The hunters were not really parents, only fellow denizens of the wilderness. The bear
               seemed closer to a mother, but even I had enough sense not to immediately tell this stranger that I had been raised by an
               animal.
            

            
            Procris’s face creased in the way that signaled confusion or concern. I decided to change the subject quickly.

            
            “Lailaps is a good dog,” I said, scratching his ears as he laid his head on my lap, probably hoping for some roasted rabbit.
               “Where did he come from?”
            

            
            A slow grin spread across Procris’s face. She straightened and set her shoulders back. “Lailaps,” she began, “was a gift from
               the gods.”
            

            
            It happened like this: Procris left her husband, Cephalus, and went to the court of King Minos on Crete, island of monsters,
               to serve as governess to his children. The king of Crete was always called Minos, having given up his personal name when he
               ascended to his office. But when Procris arrived, the current Minos was in the grip of a curse, and the land itself suffered.
               Procris healed him using herbs and sacred incantations.
            

            
            “I learned it all from my mother,” Procris explained, leaning back to look up at the starry sky. “She’s a devotee of the goddess Hekate of Colchis, and she taught me many remedies. Though it’s Artemis I revere above all.” 

            
            In gratitude, King Minos gave the dog Lailaps to Procris. Lailaps had been a gift from the god Zeus but seemed utterly unaware
               of his divine origins. At the moment, the dog was singularly focused on crunching rabbit bones.
            

            
            “Lailaps can catch anything, no matter how swift. And my spear”—Procris indicated a weapon made out of honey-colored wood
               with a razor-sharp bronze tip thrust into the dirt like a declaration of battle—“my spear can hit any target. If I closed
               my eyes and threw, it would still strike where I intended. Not that I need to use a trick like that to bring home meat; I’ve
               been hunting all my life.”
            

            
            Procris kept up a rapid stream of speech. I let her words wash over me, basking in her attention.

            
            “I grew up hunting with my father,” Procris continued. “And, later, with my husband. Early in our marriage, at least. Before
               Eos.”
            

            
            Eos was the goddess of the dawn and the illicit lover of Procris’s husband. When Procris uncovered their affair, she confronted
               Cephalus. Another woman might have meekly accepted her husband’s infidelity, but not Procris.
            

            
            I nodded as she spoke, though I wasn’t entirely sure what an “infidelity” was.

            
            Cephalus had not taken the confrontation well. At first, he denied that anything had happened, then he grew angry. He struck
               Procris with his heavy fist, leaving bruises that persisted for weeks.
            

            
            “That was why I left,” Procris said, firelight glistening on the tear that rolled down her cheek. “Why I went to Crete and became governess for the king’s children, why I was there when Minos needed healing. It all turned out for the best in the end. My husband’s disrespect was the reason I got the dog and the spear. If I’d stayed with Cephalus like he wanted, I would never have gotten the dog and the spear.” 

            
            Yet Procris looked so sad that my heart twisted. I didn’t know yet that we sometimes repeat words in order to convince ourselves
               just as much as our listeners; she had the dog and the spear, but she’d lost everything else. All I knew was that I grieved
               Procris’s sorrows as though they were my own and wanted to soothe all her discomforts.
            

            
            By then the stars had bloomed across the sky and the night wind began to blow. The fire died down as if in hushed awe.

            
            “Anyway, that was how I got Lailaps and how I came to be here,” Procris said, looking down at her lap. “I’m only passing through
               these woods. I won’t stay long.”
            

            
            My body burned with an unfamiliar fever, and an undeniable magnetism gripped me. Soon I would return to my cave by the crystal
               waters of a mountain stream, but I would be back at Procris’s camp the next morning. And the next and the next, if she would
               have me.
            

            
            I managed with great difficulty to speak. “It’s all right if you stay for a while.”
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            Atalanta

            Over the next few cycles of the moon, Procris and I spent a great deal of time together. We ran through the forests, working
               together to take down deer and even long-horned aurochs. One morning I found to my astonishment that the cold core of loneliness
               in my belly had vanished, driven away at last by the belonging I’d long sought.
            

            
            I introduced Procris to the old hunters who’d raised me. “Like a matched set carved from the same piece of driftwood!” she
               declared, fascinated. “How marvelous. You can scarcely tell who is the man and who the woman.”
            

            
            I, who had no idea that men and women might be treated differently, only nodded.

            
            We did not stay there for long. The hunters admired Lailaps, but they would not look at Procris when she spoke to them. Procris
               attempted to gift the old huntress a necklace from the court of Minos, and she recoiled as though she had been offered a snake.
            

            
            “Too soft, too rich. No good can come of that one,” the male hunter whispered in my ear when he thought Procris could not
               hear.
            

            
            Furious at their lack of welcome, I eschewed the hunters’ cabin entirely. We had always lived our own lives, but now we kept
               fastidiously apart.
            

            
            I told Procris haltingly about my early life and brought her to the bear’s den. Procris stared open-mouthed as the mother bear leaned into my touch. 

            
            “You must be blessed by the goddess Artemis,” Procris said, her eyes shining with awe. “I have never heard of a child surviving
               something like that.”
            

            
            I felt my ears turn red. It occurred to me that the bear was remarkably long-lived, having nursed me when I was an infant
               more than two decades ago. Perhaps the goddess really had blessed us both.
            

            
            But I didn’t care about Artemis’s blessings. I was more interested in Procris.

            
            Procris insisted on taking me to the temple at Brauron, which was a wonder. She introduced me to one of the priestesses there,
               a young royal woman named Astydamia. I was awed by the temple’s grandeur, especially the vast soaring ceiling supported by
               huge stone pillars like the trees of a forest. Usually being inside stone walls made me anxious, but this place was different.
            

            
            We danced the bear at Brauron, a custom that Procris explained was usually reserved for young women before marriage. I, who
               had always longed to be a bear, found it both baffling and enjoyable. We donned costumes made from bearskins and pranced around
               a fire, an activity that was supposed to tame our wildness but in fact led to much laughter. Procris and I stood out for our
               age and height; most of the participants were much younger.
            

            
            I looked at Procris in the firelight, shadows playing over her face. The bear costume threw a tiara of teeth over her forehead,
               and the heavy pelt prompted a sheen of sweat from her skin. Seeing her, I thought my heart might burst from beauty. Nothing
               divine could ever be more perfect than her.
            

            
            Procris turned to look at me, and she must have caught what I was thinking. The smile melted from her face, replaced with an expression of awed solemnity. Then she grinned and lunged forward to snatch my wrist. Procris pulled me away from the circle of dancers and into the darkness beyond the edge of the fire. The other little bears cheered before returning to the dance. 

            
            Out of their sight, Procris took my face in her hands and kissed me.

            
            A fireball exploded in the pit of my stomach, traveling down my belly to the base of my spine. Her kiss left me feeling lightheaded,
               as though I had been running for a long time and only now paused to rest.
            

            
            Procris took me back to her tent and pulled off her clothing and then mine, showing me the things that Artemis’s nymphs did
               together on the nights of the new moon. While Artemis embraced sweet solitude, the nymphs embraced each other, trading kisses
               and caresses. They might have eschewed marriage, but they did not spurn pleasure.
            

            
            With Procris I learned that bodies had more uses than running in the hunt and lips could do sweeter things than speaking.
               When Procris brought her body against mine, I learned that there were wonders in this world that I’d never imagined. In her
               arms, I tasted something of eternity.
            

            
            This was only the first night of many. Soon we became like Artemis and Callisto, inseparable. Before long, we spent as much
               time in her tent as we did on the hunt.
            

            
            Afterward, our heads resting on the same pillow, Procris would talk to me about many things, like the hunts she’d been on—for
               lions and griffins, even a failed expedition for the bronze guardian Talos during her time on Crete. She told me of the intrigues
               of the Cretan palace, the quiet war between the old ways and the new. I drank in her words like parched soil drinks in rain.
            

            
            But always, the conversation circled back to Cephalus, her husband. She couldn’t seem to keep from talking about him, in much the same way that you might probe a loose tooth with your tongue. 

            
            In the darkness, other stories emerged. Slaps and slights and shoves into the wall, countless little cruelties spanning the
               length of their marriage. Not to mention the affairs Cephalus pursued with both mortal women and goddesses, Eos being only
               the most blatant. Procris had left home for many reasons, it turned out.
            

            
            “It wasn’t all bad, though,” Procris said one night, her head pillowed on my chest. “The victory of the fleeing deer is the
               tragedy of the lioness, my mother used to say, which I suppose means things look different from someone else’s perspective.
               If you met Cephalus, he would tell you I’m an empty-headed woman who thinks of no one but herself. And there were good times
               with him as well. The little jokes, the way he stroked my cheek so softly in the darkness of the bedroom.” She sighed, remembering.
            

            
            I stiffened with cold rage. I had also stroked Procris’s cheek in the darkness of our tent and had never hurt her. But it
               was not my touch she seemed to crave. Was I merely a substitute to her, like drinking water to trick your belly into feeling
               full when you have not been able to catch any meat?
            

            
            “Cephalus was terrible to you,” I said. “How can you say things like that?”

            
            “Cephalus is my husband,” Procris said coldly. “He and I will always come back to each other. You just don’t understand what
               husbands are like.”
            

            
            Yes, I thought. That’s the entire point. I thought of Artemis changing Callisto into a bear and wished she’d turn Cephalus into a slug.
            

            
            I grabbed Procris’s hand and pressed it to my lips. “Stay with me,” I whispered. “Forget this Cephalus. Stay with me in this
               world we have made and become my wife instead.”
            

            
            “Oh, Atalanta.” Procris laughed lightly, withdrawing her hand. “How earnest you can be. But I’m only one man’s wife.”

            
            A role I could never fill, in other words. I snarled in frustration, storming out of the tent. Lailaps tried to follow me,
               but I pushed him away.
            

            
            I left for my cave with a buzzing in my ears like a hive full of bees and spent a restless night’s sleep alone. In the morning,
               I considered going to visit Procris, but my pride and anger kept me away. After all we had done together, after all we had
               seen, did Procris really count me less than the brute she’d married? What made him so special?
            

            
            For three days and nights, I kept away from Procris, despite the magnetic pull to her side. But on the dawn of the fourth
               day, my anger relented. We had never been away from each other so long, and I missed her terribly.
            

            
            I came to her campsite, only to find it deserted.

            
            Nothing remained but the charred ruins of the firepit. A strong wind cast the ash into the air. It was as though my heart
               had torn itself from my chest and walked away, leaving behind a bleeding wound. I was suddenly gasping for breath. Tears ran
               down my cheeks, warm as blood.
            

            
            There was a piece of papyrus pinned under a small rock, where it fluttered like a small bird trying to pull free of a trap.
               I picked it up and looked at the little black marks that covered it, uncomprehending. Then I tossed the papyrus over my shoulder
               into the breeze, letting it wing away into the mountains. Procris should have remembered that I’d never learned how to read.
            

            
            

            Procris left a trail through the forest, and I followed it, passing beyond the valleys and mountains where I had grown up. The only world I knew. Fear tickled my liver, but a burning impetus spurred me on. I needed to find Procris and apologize to her for my foolish outburst, so that she would come back with me and we could resume our life together. It was a need that drove out all thought of hunger or thirst or even sleep. 

            
            For a day and a night, I followed her trail. Then I crested a hill, and the shining ribbon of a river unfurled below.

            
            The little ford stationed at the river’s edge was a hive of human activity. Workers hauled travelers across the current, and
               boats left chevron patterns in their wake. A man made his way across the water with an elderly woman on his back, like a bear
               with a clinging cub.
            

            
            My heart fell. I would never be able to track Procris across these roiling waters. Her trail was lost to me.

            
            But I would not be dissuaded so easily. For weeks, I searched. I went to the forests around Athens, her home, but could find
               no sign of her there. Then Brauron, though this proved fruitless too. In the course of those adventures, I’d encountered Meleager
               and been drawn into the Calydonian boar hunt.
            

            
            When Meleager brought back news of the Argo to the cave where we were hiding, I sat up at once, rigid with interest. The mention of a ship departing for Colchis tickled
               something in my memory. Procris, telling me about her mother’s goddess, Hekate of Colchis.
            

            
            A long shot, certainly, but there were no short ones. Colchis was her mother’s land, and perhaps Procris had gone back to
               her ancestral home. In any case, it was the only lead I had.
            

            
            And so I found myself here, on the deck of the Argo, wrapped in a tattered blanket to keep off the sea spray. Meleager was already snoring. I leaned my back against his, snuggling
               close for warmth, and fell into an uneasy sleep filled with dreams of Procris.
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            Jason

            The morning of the Argo’s departure, Jason surveys the heroes who have joined his cause, glowing with pride. His Argonauts, his crew.
            

            
            His gaze rests on each man, picking him out of the milling crowd near the boat. There is Peleus, first among the Argonauts,
               whom Jason met on his recent visit to Mount Pelion. Peleus came to Chiron with his infant son, Achilles, seeking sanctuary
               from some threat he would not name. When he heard of Jason’s quest, Peleus pledged himself at once as a member of the crew,
               though Jason still isn’t sure if this was a gambit to avoid infant care.
            

            
            Peleus. The name gave Jason an uneasy lurch at first, being so similar to that of his wicked uncle. A chance cognate. But
               this handsome young man is as different from the usurping Pelias as it is possible to be, with his high cheekbones and coppery
               hair that shines in the sun.
            

            
            There is Orpheus the singer, who can soothe wild beasts with his lyre. And near him is Heracles, the great hero. Heracles is not the glorious figure Jason expected from the stories; rather, the old hero is like a ruined temple, his great shoulders folded in and his beard unkempt. Only the lion skin slung across his shoulders marks him as the legend he is. It gives off a musky odor, unwashed and badly tanned to begin with. Next to Heracles is his young companion, Hylas, who tends his every need with both utter dedication and sharp rebukes. It was Hylas who convinced Heracles to go on this voyage in the first place. 

            
            I’m too old for things like that, Heracles said.
            

            
            You’re too old to live like this! Hylas retorted.
            

            
            So Heracles joined Jason’s cause, and after that all the rest were like stalks of ripe wheat falling into Jason’s hands. Castor
               and Polydeuces, sons of the Spartan queen Leda and (it is said) the god Zeus himself. Calais and Zetes, sons of the north
               wind, who inherited from their father the remarkable ability to fly through the air like fish through water. Tiphys the helmsman,
               adept at the Phoenician method of navigating by the fixed stars.
            

            
            And others, so many others. Ancaeus with his great axe, and hot-tempered Idas, and Mopsus the Lapith, famous for his battles
               against the centaurs. Autolycus, a shape-shifter and son of Hermes, who first came upon Jason in the shape of a black wolf,
               knocking him to the ground. Autolycus laughed at Jason’s terror but joined his crew nonetheless.
            

            
            Now there is brave Meleager, and Atalanta too, but the less said about her, the better. Even the unpleasant circumstances
               of Atalanta’s arrival cannot bring down Jason’s high spirits. Nothing can, not today, when everyone from the city has come
               to gasp and admire the heroes and the ship that the goddess gave him. They are about to depart for Colchis, and nothing can
               make Jason feel small.
            

            
            Until he sees his mother.

            
            The milling mass of Iolcan townspeople part, and standing there is Alcimede. Jason has not spoken to her for many months. When he returned with news of his divine quest, but regrettably without the head of Pelias, his mother resolutely refused to speak to him, turning her face aside whenever he tried to address her. This continued for the long weeks that Jason spent gathering his crew. But now Alcimede approaches him, taking his hands in hers. The years have carved deep lines in her face and whitened her hair, though determination still burns brightly in her eyes. Jason wonders when he grew to be so much taller than her; she still looms so large in his mind. 

            
            Alcimede reaches up to cup Jason’s cheek. “You are my only son. I will never have another.” Her head tilts. “You look so much
               like your father sometimes.”
            

            
            The words make Jason feel as though a boulder has landed on his chest. Jason wonders if Alcimede will say she loves him. He
               cannot remember, in all his years, his mother saying something like that to him. He finds he craves it like air in his lungs.
            

            
            “Come back with the Golden Fleece, or else wrapped in it as your funeral shroud,” Alcimede finishes. Then she leaves, cutting
               her way through the crowd. None of the onlookers have heard a word of what she said, and they smile indulgently at what looks
               like a tender farewell between mother and son.
            

            
            As the Argo pushes off into the water, Jason finds himself occupied by his mother’s parting words. He stares blankly at the glittering
               expanse of the water. When he turns back, he sees that the entire crew of the Argo has gathered, and that they are looking at him.
            

            
            Of course. He is their leader, and they will be wanting guidance.

            
            Jason’s hands open and close like the mouths of the bivalves clustered along the shore, and his courage vanishes like dawn. His mouth has gone dry, and suddenly the divine blessing of Hera, the Queen of Heaven, feels very far away. Jason understands that it is necessary for him to establish his authority; already he has noticed the crew looking to Heracles for guidance, and this cannot stand. The humiliation with the spear girl, Atalanta of Arcadia, did not help matters. She glares at him from her perch on the rail, and it is clear that she has not forgiven Jason for the crime of trying to spare her the hazards of the voyage. 

            
            What can he say? What words will unite this fractious assembly?

            
            Jason looks at his Argonauts, and for the first time he really sees them. They are, with a few notable exceptions, the untried
               and the second sons, with talents too large for the tiny kingdoms in which they found themselves. Some of them might be demigods,
               but a demigod is only another type of bastard.
            

            
            There’s a reason they’ve undertaken a dangerous journey for uncertain gain and great personal risk. They are hungry for glory,
               his men, and they have staked their hopes on him. Jason must give them something to believe in. He must show them that he
               understands.
            

            
            “Oh, my Argonauts,” Jason begins, his voice ringing from the mast. “It is not my greatness that fuels this journey—it is yours.
               I do this not for myself alone but to show that an exile can rise. I have a vision of a world in which every voice will be
               heard and justice prevails. When I take the Golden Fleece and ascend to the throne, I will make this world a reality.
            

            
            “The way will not be easy, for we sail to dark and dangerous lands. Fear dwells in your hearts. I understand this, because
               I am afraid as well.”
            

            
            Murmurings from the crowd; men are not supposed to talk like this, to admit to fear. Yet Jason’s words compel the Argonauts’
               attention, and they lean forward, listening keenly.
            

            
            “Every night I am afraid,” Jason continues, “spending wretched hours obsessing over these worries. However great your fear is, mine is greater still, multiplied fiftyfold. Because where each of you worries for himself alone, I worry for every one of you. I don’t care a whit about my own life but only for yours. Here is what I want, even more than the Fleece: to bring each one of you safely home to Greece.” 

            
            Cheers ring out through the air, and Jason allows himself a little smile. He gambled on candor and idealism, and his wager
               paid off. The speech is good, the cadence pleasing, the rhetorical flourishes well received. The crew is transformed, their
               faces glowing with the light of purpose—for the most part.
            

            
            Here and there are pockets of dissent. Like Idas, whom Jason has overheard referring to him jokingly as Jason Amechanos—Jason
               the Helpless. And Atalanta, who sits with her chin on her hand and watches him with the cold light of contempt in her eyes.
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            Atalanta

            “Next time the ship comes to shore, let’s flee,” I said to Meleager the next morning. The sun glittered on the water with
               deceptive calm, but I did not wish to stay in this rocking little boat a moment longer than I had to.
            

            
            “After all you did to convince Jason to let you join the crew?” Meleager asked, drowsing in the sun next to me. One of the
               biggest surprises of the voyage had been the dullness, with long hours spent on deck with little to do until one’s shift at
               the oars. Mostly, we napped like great cats. “Why leave now?”
            

            
            “I wanted to prove a point,” I said, remembering Jason’s oily false concern about my virtue, of all things.
            

            
            Meleager shrugged. “Be that as it may, I can’t leave. I cannot risk going home to Calydon while Mother might still be angry
               about what I did to her brothers. She is not a woman to be trifled with, my mother, Althaea. When I was little, Mother had
               a dream from the Fates that my life was linked to a log in the fireplace. When my cries woke her, Mother reached in with her
               bare hands and yanked it out, just like that! She’s indominable. I just hope she and my wife aren’t fighting too much,” Meleager
               added wistfully.
            

            
            “Hold on,” I said, combing through the current of his words. “Did you say that those were your mother’s own brothers, the
               ones you killed?”
            

            
            After the Calydonian boar hunt, when Meleager declared that mine was the champion’s portion, argument rose up from the men who’d questioned my inclusion since the beginning. Mindful of the dissenting voices, I dedicated the boar pelt to Artemis, lying it over the low branches of a tree in time to greet the rising half-moon. No sooner had I done this than a hand reached out and jerked it down. One of the men, his face so red with anger that he looked ill, drew his sword. In a flash, a different blade cut through his chest, and I saw the face of Meleager, pale but determined. Another man charged in screaming with a spear at the ready, only to meet with the same fate. Meleager’s voice was in my ear, telling me to run, and we had. We hid in a cave for a week or so before catching wind of the Argo’s journey to Colchis.
            

            
            Squinting at the sun, Meleager nodded. “Yeah, those were my uncles, not that we were ever very close. I guess miasma might
               be a problem, but we’ll visit a temple and get that sorted out in no time.”
            

            
            I was stunned. His mother’s brothers! Even I, unschooled in the finer distinctions of human customs, understood that such
               a blood tie was significant. “Why?” I asked. Why did you kill them for my sake, for a stranger?

            
            Meleager shrugged. “It was the right thing to do. You saved my life with that boar, and they were trying to kill you. I couldn’t
               let that happen.”
            

            
            I studied his face and saw that, for Meleager, it really was that simple. He had seen wrongdoing, and he corrected it. Blood
               debt and loyalty, for him, paled in comparison to doing what was right. He’d never been as susceptible as other men to bias about women, which he credited to his five older sisters, his mother,
               and his fierce wife. But for the first time I saw just how much Meleager had done for me.
            

            
            It made me feel trapped like a rabbit in a snare. Meleager’s simple gesture of kindness represented a debt I could never repay, or perhaps an overture I could not read. Whatever the case, I was frightened enough to rise to my feet and take my shift at the oars early. The goddess herself had warned me about things like this in the dream she sent long ago. 

            
            Still, I would not abandon the Argo without Meleager. Once my time on the rowing deck was finished and my heart was beating normally once again, I would return
               to his side. Meleager had become, over the short duration of our time together, a cherished friend.
            

            
            

            That afternoon, as the Argo floated on the swells, I gradually became aware of eyes upon me. The rest of the crew generally gave me a wide berth, but
               that did not stop them from staring when they thought I wasn’t looking.
            

            
            The twins Castor and Polydeuces, along with Idas, were watching me. Tiphys the navigator was there too, leaning against the
               mast and drinking a foul-smelling substance. Meleager was serving his shift at the oars down below, and inwardly I mourned
               his absence. Meleager’s mere presence was a helpful buffer against the worst of male attention, but it seemed I would have
               to take a more direct approach today.
            

            
            “What are you looking at?” I demanded.

            
            The men exchanged uneasy glances. “It’s just that we’ve never traveled with a lady before,” Polydeuces said.

            
            “By Artemis Far-Shooter, I’m not a lady,” I said, bristling. “Just Atalanta. An Argonaut like any one of you.”

            
            The tension in the air dissipated as they pondered this. They had a way to categorize me now—an Argonaut like any one of you, bound to the mission we had undertaken. I was only one of the many strange things they would encounter on this journey,
               and in general they seemed to be pleased that I was on their side.
            

            
            Most of them, anyway. “Women are unlucky on ships,” Tiphys muttered, lounging in the shadow of the mast.

            
            My tart reply was cut off by a rumble. “I have no concern about a woman on board.” We all looked over at Heracles, who was
               reclining on a rolled-up sail. “I spent a year living as a woman in the court of Queen Omphale, and no one says my presence
               on any crew is unlucky.”
            

            
            At the time, I did not know the story of how Heracles had pledged himself to Queen Omphale of Lydia in atonement for past
               wrongdoing, wearing her clothing and spinning her wool. There was a certain wistfulness to Heracles’s voice when he spoke
               of Omphale, and I had the sense that this must have been a peaceful time in a tumultuous life.
            

            
            “What’s unlucky is that stinking lion skin,” Tiphys slurred, staggering to his feet. I was indeed aware of a musky odor rising
               from the pelt draped over Heracles’s shoulder. “I don’t care if you’re a living legend, wash it!”
            

            
            

            But the issue of my place on the Argo was not so easily resolved. The next day, I encountered Peleus in the darkened stairway leading from the rowing benches to
               the open-air deck.
            

            
            I’d just finished my latest shift at the oars, and my back ached. I was looking forward to catching an afternoon nap, perhaps
               with a blanket draped over my head to keep off the blazing rays of the sun. There were no broad-leafed trees to provide shade
               here on the open water, and my skin had a tendency to redden and peel if I stayed in direct sunlight too long.
            

            
            A shadow blocked my way up the stairs. Peleus, the prince from Phthia, Jason’s friend. Quarters were always tight on the ship, but that did not explain why he veered so close. The rough wood of the wall rasped against my arm when I tried to draw away. Still, I did not escape the clammy touch of one of Peleus’s hands, skimming across the roundness of my buttocks. 

            
            In a flash, my knife was at his throat. Its tip was sharp, and a few drops of blood began to trickle down Peleus’s neck.

            
            “If you lay a hand on me again,” I said, “I will cut that hand off. Do you understand?”

            
            Peleus, caught off guard, nodded frantically. His wide mouth and goggling eyes were almost comical.

            
            I removed my knife from his throat, and he scrambled away into the dark below.

            
            

            That evening when we made landfall, I gazed at the moon while the other Argonauts tried to find the most comfortable patches
               of dirt to roll out their blankets. The moon was full and glowing in a cloudless sky; reflected on the waters, her illumination
               made the night seem almost as bright as dawn. The moon was the symbol of Artemis, my patroness, and I always thought of Procris
               when I looked at her.
            

            
            When Meleager wandered away toward the latrine, Jason swooped in.

            
            He was all false smiles and hollow pleasantries, putting my teeth on edge. Jason walked with me to the edge of the encampment,
               away from listening ears, spouting meaningless small talk all the while. It was only then, as he rubbed the back of his head
               awkwardly, that Jason finally shared his true reason for speaking to me.
            

            
            “Peleus bears the mark of your assault,” Jason said, his brow creased in concern—not for me, but for the mannerless cur who’d
               touched me. “I cannot tolerate violence inflicted on one of the crew by another.”
            

            
            “Peleus assaulted me first,” I snapped, my temper beginning to rise. “He grabbed my ass like I was nothing but a piece of fruit. Why not chastise Peleus for treating one of your Argonauts so disgracefully?” 

            
            “There’s no proof of what he did to you, only your word, which contradicts his. But Peleus’s throat still bears the mark of
               your knife.” Jason sighed heavily, as though I was being difficult. “This is precisely the sort of trouble I meant when I warned that your presence might prove divisive among the crew.”
            

            
            Rage struck me like a dark wave. I could not believe what I was hearing, after winning my place on board and serving my turn
               at the oars like any other member of the crew.
            

            
            “Coward,” I hissed. “What kind of leader are you, ignoring justice? If you refuse to see the truth of this, what else are
               you missing?”
            

            
            Jason drew back, stunned.

            
            “You claim you wish to return us safely to Greece,” I continued. “Yet you are the one putting us in danger in the first place.
               And when you imagine your world of justice, will it be a place for everyone, or only those who look like you?”
            

            
            Jason stared at me, mouth slightly open. Without another word, he turned and walked away.
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            Medea

            “How should we kill Father?” I asked Chalciope as we walked along the seashore. “Poison, perhaps, or a knife in the back?”
               A gust of wind blew, emerging from the sea like a horde of wrathful nymphs, snapping our clothing against our bodies and ruffling
               the seagrass along the dunes. Though we were far from the palace and any listening ears, I found myself glancing around anxiously.
               What we spoke of was treason at best; at worst, a crime against both gods and humanity. “Or perhaps I can develop a spell
               that will stop his heart,” I added.
            

            
            “No,” Chalciope said sharply. “Don’t tarnish your gift with the stain of murder. Your mother would not have wanted it.”

            
            I respected Chalciope’s point, though I was inclined to think that Hekate would like nothing more than seeing Aeetes perish.
               But there might be a reason Hekate had not killed him herself during these long years. Aeetes was a child of the sun and possessed
               of strange magics.
            

            
            “I have spoken to my contacts among the guards,” Chalciope said, picking her way around clumps of seaweed. “You and I are
               not the only ones who have grown weary of Aeetes’s cruelty. There are others who share our sympathies, and soon we will make
               our move.”
            

            
            “We should wait for your sons to return first,” I said, reaching down to pick up a round stone worn smooth by centuries of sand and wave. “That will make the issue of succession much clearer. If it all goes wrong, Absyrtos might end up sitting on the throne.” A terrifying thought, and it made us both shudder. 

            
            “Medea, please, we’ve spoken about this.” Chalciope sighed. “Don’t torment me with hope. The boys have been gone for six long
               months, they cannot still be alive.”
            

            
            “The auguries are unmistakable,” I insisted. “The boys still live.”

            
            “You and your auguries,” Chalciope said with a sad smile. She gazed at the distant horizon, the flickering point where sky
               met water, as if she might catch sight of a small ship carrying four boys.
            

            
            “Should we . . . do we have to be the ones to kill him? Father?” I asked, the enormity of the act resting heavy upon me. As
               much as I despised Aeetes, he was a fixture of the world, like the sky or the glaring sun. To kill him might bring down calamity
               upon us. I’d dispatched temple sacrifices, but never another human being, and my stomach felt queasy at the thought.
            

            
            “If not us, then who?” Chalciope replied. 

            
            I looked at her profile. She had changed over the years, turning from the gentle sister of my memories to a woman made of
               iron.
            

            
            “I will not allow Aeetes to leave any more mothers bereft,” she continued, gazing out at the sea. “I will not let his mad
               reign continue. And I will avenge my beloved Phrixus, killed too soon.”
            

            
            Her words surprised me. It seemed that Chalciope really had loved her husband after all. I wondered if I would come to love
               the man I’d eventually marry, whoever he might be.
            

            
            From the corner of my eye, I studied my sister. Chalciope was a stalwart woman. If she saw a hungry mouth, she fed it; if
               she saw a dirty bowl, she washed it. And, it seemed, if she saw a tyrant oppressing his kingdom and people, she sought to
               end his life.
            

            
            My sister, I realized, was a stranger. Chalciope had looked after me in earliest childhood, but she’d gone to the home of her husband when I was still very young, before we could truly come to know each other. 

            
            Above us was the stormy sky, and around us the green hills that had been my earliest companions. Once, they’d comforted me,
               but now they seemed like nothing so much as a prison. The whole of Qulha was like a pillow pressed over my face. I suddenly
               knew, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that I needed to escape.
            

            
            No worthy life could be lived here. If I ever wanted to rise to my mother’s sphere, I had to get away.

            
            “I will help you however I can,” I said, thinking of Xanthippus and how to free him as well as myself. “In return . . . please,
               help me find a good husband and a new home.”
            

            
            “You would leave? After what we are about to do, you would leave it all behind?” Chalciope’s eyes were pools of sorrow, but
               then she shook her head. “No, I understand. I won’t be Aeetes and trap you here. When I’m queen, I’ll summon all the eligible
               young princes in all the kingdoms nearby, and you shall have your pick among them.”
            

            
            She threw her arms around me, hugging me tight. 

            
            “Oh, my sweet sister,” Chalciope whispered into my hair as I looked over her shoulder at the vast expanse of the shimmering
               sea. “Remember me, always. Remember that I loved you enough to let you go.”
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            Atalanta

            After a week, the Argo arrived at the island of the Doliones, and I was confronted with the unfamiliar prospect of a bath.
            

            
            A large tub of hot water was waiting, steam rising from its surface. The garish reek of flowers that rose from the petals
               scattered on top of the water unnerved me, severed as it was from the cycles of the natural world.
            

            
            “A gift from Queen Cleite,” the attendant explained. “She heard there was a woman among the crew and wished for your comfort.”

            
            I stared at the tub suspiciously, but Meleager laughed at my hesitation. “You’ve faced a monstrous boar, but a little water
               frightens you?”
            

            
            I booted Meleager out of the room and lowered myself gingerly into the tub. Hot water really was quite pleasant, like being
               held in the palm of some great hand. Baths, I decided, were one of the better features of the human world.
            

            
            Eventually a servant came to call us all to supper. The feasting table of the Dolionians creaked under the weight of the dishes laid upon it: Roasted vegetables and meat, tuna and shellfish. Dripping cuts of pork simmered in spices that made my mouth tingle. Fresh-baked breads bursting with olives, along with goblets of wine, which I had never tasted before; a sharp beverage that burned on the way down and left me feeling unpleasantly dizzy. Meleager told me the names of these items, passing morsels to me and smiling at my reactions. After so long subsisting mainly on the leathery beef and stale bread of the Argo, I ate as much as I could hold.
            

            
            So did the rest of the Argonauts, lined up on each side of the table, jostling each other. Cyzicus, king of the Doliones,
               presided at the table’s head. The dancing flames of the lamps suspended over the scene glittered on his golden crown and the
               chalice he lifted to toast our arrival. Cyzicus gave a long speech about hospitality and the welcome afforded to heroes, though
               I absorbed very little of it, being completely occupied by a fish cooked so tenderly it seemed to melt in my mouth.
            

            
            My gaze shifted to the woman next to Cyzicus. Petite, with dark curls piled on top of her head, she watched her husband quietly.
               My eyes lingered on her, and my mind began to turn. This must be the queen, the one who had sent me the bath. Perhaps she
               could help me find what I was seeking.
            

            
            After the king’s interminable speech was finished, I made my way toward her. Cleite looked startled at my appearance, though
               she calmed a bit when she saw I was not a strange man.
            

            
            “My lady,” I began, “have you by any chance encountered a woman named Procris? She is of an age with you and I, and carries
               a spear, and travels in the company of a yellow dog. She might have passed through these lands.”
            

            
            Cleite stared at me blankly, though I spoke in Greek, which we both understood. For an interminable moment, we stared at each
               other across the abyss of our manifold differences.
            

            
            My eyes ran over Cleite’s skin, untouched by the sun and impossibly smooth. Her slender form was wreathed in colorful fabric. Jewels glittered at her neck, wrists, and ears, catching the light. She seemed equally fascinated by me, taking in my salt-stained clothing and bare, muscled arms. We were like creatures from different worlds, united by the simple fact of being the only two women in this room full of men. 

            
            Despite my better instincts, I thought of Procris, and my heart ached with longing.

            
            “I—I am afraid I have never made the acquaintance of this Procris,” Cleite replied, tightening her fingers over her veil but
               seemingly unable to look away from me. “Though if there is anything I can do to make your stay here more comfortable . . .”
            

            
            “Thank you for the bath,” I said awkwardly, not bothering to disguise my disappointment, and fled from the feasting hall into
               the silence outside.
            

            
            

            The Argo departed the isle of the Doliones the following day, taking advantage of the fair winds and the gentle sea. But by late afternoon,
               the sunlight darkened as storm clouds rolled in. The ship began to pitch like a bucking bull, and rain fell hard.
            

            
            A storm at sea is a horrible thing: Ocean and sky fused together in one horrible morass of cold and wet. To make matters worse,
               night had fallen and everything was dark. I scrabbled over the salt-slick deck as Tiphys shrieked directions to draw in the
               sails. A wave struck the ship, and I spat out a mouthful of seawater, only to be knocked from my feet once again.
            

            
            Eventually, the hull of the Argo scraped against solid earth; we had made our way to land again, a blessed relief. The rain had tapered off, but now it was
               dark as only a moonless night can be.
            

            
            We were not yet safe. I lifted my head; over the roar of the sea, I heard the sound of running feet and the clatter of armor.
               This was the only warning we had before they were upon us.
            

            
            Armed warriors, here to drive out those they saw as intruders. The air was filled with the clang of bronze and grunts of pain. I felt my spear pierce flesh and heard Meleager’s grunt as he parried a blow beside me. 

            
            A call of retreat, and the crash of armor leading off into the distance. We stood panting, soaked with blood and seawater.
               Then gray dawn came and, with it, horror.
            

            
            The enemy corpses were wearing the royal emblem of the Doliones—the same people who had welcomed us the night before. It seemed
               the Doliones had moved to defend their homeland when a strange crew washed up in the darkness, all in ignorance. Cries rose
               up among the Argonauts, and Meleager pressed a hand to his forehead. I drew closer to one of the corpses and saw it was our
               former host Cyzicus.
            

            
            The king was dead, his blank face looking up at the sky. A spear shaft protruded from his chest, one that I recognized. I’d
               carved it myself before giving it as a consolation prize to Jason.
            

            
            Our leader had been the one to kill our host and honored friend.

            
            Pale-faced and nervously rubbing the back of his head, Jason insisted on personally delivering the news of Cyzicus’s death
               to Queen Cleite. It was only later that we learned she killed herself in her grief.
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            Jason

            He hadn’t meant to kill Cyzicus, that is the simple truth. The night was so dark, and the storm had thrown off his bearings.
               It was all a terrible mistake, an accident.
            

            
            He didn’t mean to. And it doesn’t matter.

            
            A bloodless hero, Chiron called him once. But now Jason’s hands are drenched in blood. Worse still, it is the blood of an honored host, a violation
               of xenia and the laws of guest-friendship. Jason could not bring himself to kill Pelias, the king who murdered his father,
               having neither the strength nor the stomach for it. But he has killed a friend, all unknowing, and shamed his father’s memory
               and disgraced his mother’s name.
            

            
            He will always be Jason the Helpless, it seems, standing one-sandaled before the king.

            
            Jason can still see the way Cyzicus’s eyes crinkled when he smiled. To know that he is responsible for the man’s death is
               a burden beyond bearing.
            

            
            And yet Jason must bear it. He must make nice with the Doliones and preside over the funeral sacrifices, or else bring down
               the wrath of the gods upon them all.
            

            
            Only after all the proper rites have been observed does the Argo finally depart.
            

            
            

            The next day, Jason shields his eyes from the brightness of the afternoon sun. The shell-like dome of the firmament is punctuated only by the tiny, dark forms of drifting seabirds, but high cliffs loom on the horizon. 

            
            The Argo has arrived at the Hellespont, a narrow neck of water between two outcrops of rock, separating the Greek islands from the
               barbarous nations clustered around the Euxine Sea.
            

            
            The infinity of the ocean narrows to a single point between soaring walls of stone. The Hellespont takes its name from Helle,
               a young girl who died there. Jason knows the story: Helle fell off a flying ram sent by her mother, Nephele, to save her children
               from their cruel stepmother. This same ram was the source of the Golden Fleece, the object of Jason’s quest.
            

            
            As the ship slides into the shadow of the high rocks, the deck goes silent. Normally there is constant noise on the Argo—laughing, singing, cursing. But now the crew is silenced by the immensity of these walls of stone, knowing that they are
               passing beyond a boundary that cannot be crossed again.
            

            
            Jason can see layers of different sediment in the great walls that rise up around him, like the growth rings of a tree. Embedded
               in the stone are the bones of ancient sea creatures, appearing in spirals and fragments. He is suddenly afraid that the rocks
               might clash together like two clapping hands, leaving the Argo a smashed insect between them.
            

            
            Instead, the Argo drifts out of the Hellespont, sunlight bathing the deck once more. They float into the Sea of Marmara and from there will
               pass through the Bosporus into the Euxine Sea. They have come to the edge of the known world, where anything might be possible.
            

            
            Only a few days’ journey to Colchis now.

            
            Jason’s reverie is cut short by an abrupt cry of pain. He turns to see Meleager, the Calydonian prince, bent nearly in half and clutching his middle. This is not so unusual; seasickness of varying intensity often affects members of the crew. The odd thing is the fact that Meleager is smoking.
            

            
         
         
            Atalanta

            I was fletching arrows when I heard Meleager’s cry. My head snapped up, and in a flash I ran across the length of the ship,
               my feet drumming on the deck.
            

            
            Would it have made a difference if I’d been there in the moment the fire took him? Would I have been able to stop it? The
               possibility always haunted me afterward. I careened around the mast and froze in horror at what I saw: a scattering of Argonauts
               watching helplessly, and Meleager wreathed in flames.
            

            
            He burned more quickly than wood, as though his body offered something delicious to the fire. Flames danced along Meleager’s
               arms and torso, quickly enveloping him. In a moment, Meleager was a man-shaped conflagration. Through the veils of shimmering
               heat, my friend reached out a hand.
            

            
            By the time I reached him, Meleager was nothing more than a light fall of ash blown across the deck.

            
            No no no. I tried to scoop up the ash, heedless of the scalding heat, but it fell through my fingers like sand.
            

            
            I buried my fingers in my hair and began to scream.
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            Jason

            It should have been me, Jason thinks as he conducts the rites to guide the soul of Meleager to the Underworld. The gods should have punished Jason
               for Cyzicus’s untimely death, and yet they chose Meleager instead. Jason cannot help but feel almost pathetically grateful
               for being spared.
            

            
            Hera must have protected him, so Jason offers up a prayer to her as well as the more traditional funerary hymns to Persephone
               and her husband, Hades, rulers of the Underworld and receivers of souls. Jason tosses a coin into the sea; the tongue it is
               meant for is ash, but the Ferryman still needs to be paid.
            

            
            When the ritual is finished, Jason orders the stunned crew to push onward. They must keep moving. Jason has failed in his
               promise to return every member of his crew safely home to Greece, and he must keep them occupied lest they notice this. The
               speech Jason gave at the start of the journey about worrying endlessly for the well-being of his crew is only partly true.
            

            
            He fears for the safety of his men. Of course he does.

            
            He just fears failing to obtain the Golden Fleece more.

            
            That evening, the Argo lands on a deserted island, empty save for a black stone temple that Tiphys swears the Amazons visit only during the winter
               months. The crew ranges out along the beach, their fires lighting the darkness.
            

            
            Jason peels away from the crowd and moves toward the darkened tree line. In the quiet, he can finally think. The most difficult part of his quest lies ahead: how to persuade King Aeetes to give up the Golden Fleece without putting
               any more of the Argonauts in danger. Jason does not want to watch more good men die like Meleager did, screaming in agony,
               unless there is no other alternative. Perhaps a stealth operation would be the best course of action. Yes, Jason will send
               in Zetes and Calais to survey the territory, and then—
            

            
            A sound catches Jason’s attention. He looks up and locks eyes with a grubby boy standing just beyond the tree line.

            
            An adolescent, his clothing ratty and his wary face dirt-smudged. He holds a sharpened stick like a spear. Most peculiar are
               his eyes, a brown so pale they are almost gold. Fear wars with desperate curiosity on his face.
            

            
            Jason crouches down on his heels so that he does not tower over the boy and asks his name.

            
            “Argus,” the boy replies, and Jason is startled by the chance similarity to the name of his ship. A sign from the gods, a
               message from Hera herself.
            

            
            At Jason’s prompting, Argus relays the tale of how he came to this island. About six months ago, he and his brothers had been
               sailing with their tutor when a storm blew them to shore. The tutor died a few days later from a fever in his lungs, and the
               boys continued on as best they could, surviving on fish and berries and whatever birds they could catch, waiting for someone
               to rescue them.
            

            
            Argus shows Jason their camp. There, under the hull of the ruined boat propped up to serve as a makeshift shelter, are Argus’s
               brothers. Cytissorus, Phrontis, and Melas, the boy introduces them each in turn. The children cry with relief at the sight
               of their rescuers, clinging to one another.
            

            
            By now, the rest of the Argonauts have gathered around the boys, gruffly offering sympathy and food to the poor children. But Jason holds himself back. He has noticed something on the hull of the boat: the faded sigil of a golden eagle within a sunburst—the emblem of the royal house of Colchis. 

            
            “Who did you say your parents were?” Jason asks, his attention suddenly keen.

            
            Argus looks up from his porridge. “Our father is Phrixus, son of Athamas.”

            
            “And our mother is Chalciope, daughter of King Aeetes,” his brother Cytissorus adds brightly.

            
            Aeetes, the holder of the Golden Fleece.

            
            Jason can hardly breathe. It is as though Hera herself has appeared to him, illuminating his path. The pieces of a plan come
               together in his mind.
            

            
            Whether through divine grace or mere luck, Jason has just found a way to gain an audience with the king.
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            Atalanta

            Grief was an ocean, and I drifted through it forever.

            
            My throat ached from screaming and my skin felt gritty with the dust that was all that remained of Meleager. In the den I
               scrounged under the Argo’s deck, I fell into an uneasy sleep full of fire, waking only to darkness.
            

            
            My friend, my first friend, reduced to ash. I understood the cause of Meleager’s sudden fiery end, or at least the rough edges
               of it. His mother, Althaea, he told me, pulled a log from a fireplace on the advice of the Fates because her young son’s life
               was tethered to it. It seemed that, in her anger, Althaea had thrown the log back into the fire again.
            

            
            A mother killing her own child. I could scarcely conceive of the horror. Even my birth parents had possessed the grace to
               discreetly abandon me in the wilderness instead of burning me alive.
            

            
            Death. I’d seen it time and time again, had caused it myself whenever I hunted in order to eat. But this was different. This
               was the loss of a singular, unique individual, someone who could never be replaced.
            

            
            I should have seen this coming. Hadn’t the goddess herself warned me in a dream?

            
            The dream came to me on the first night I spent at Brauron with Procris. In the dream I was standing in a moonlit clearing, the night trees reaching up around me. Then she appeared: Artemis, like the moon itself given human form. She drew close and clasped my hand like a friend. We ran together
               over silent hills, hunting shadows across the mountainside for what felt like an eternity. But of course it came to an end,
               as all things do. Dawn arrived, shattering the dream. As it did, Artemis turned to me.
            

            
            If you love, you will lose yourself, the goddess said.
            

            
            The words followed me into the waking world. At the time, lying next to Procris, they had seemed absurd—not a divine message,
               but the imaginings of a sleeping mind. Now, I was not so sure. I’d lost part of myself when Procris left, and with the death
               of Meleager, I’d lost even more.
            

            
            If you love, you will lose yourself.

            
            The goddess herself had told me what would happen, and I had not listened. My feelings for Meleager were different from my
               love for Procris, but friendship was a type of love too, and I was forever changed.
            

            
            

            Despite my grief, the relentless needs of life crept in. My stomach grumbled, and my muscles cramped. My tongue flicked out
               to touch lips dry with thirst. How long had it been since I took more than a sip from the waterskin? Longer still since I
               had last eaten.
            

            
            There came a distant grating sound that I recognized as the hull of the Argo being pulled to shore. Odd, since the light streaming into my hiding place told me it was not evening yet. We had not come
               ashore to sleep; we were here for some other reason.
            

            
            The sound of feet coming down the stairs. “The Argo has arrived in Colchis,” Jason said. “I thought you would like to know.”
            

            
            I waited for him to leave, but Jason did not move. His weight shifted awkwardly from one foot to another, making the boards creak. “I know what it is like to lose someone,” he said finally. “It feels like the darkness will never end. But . . . if you never leave this place, nothing will ever change. Do you want that? Would Meleager have wanted that for you?” 

            
            Anger filled me. “You have no idea what Meleager would have wanted.”

            
            “You’re right,” Jason replied mildly. “I didn’t know him well. But I think he’d have hoped for better things for you.”

            
            Jason left, his footsteps sounding up the stairs.

            
            Sitting up in my nest, I thought about Jason’s words. If you never leave this place, nothing will ever change. As much as I disliked the man, he had a point. Changelessness was the provenance of the gods and the dead. I was neither.
            

            
            Meleager would have no patience for my wallowing. And besides, there was still something I needed to do. Someone I needed
               to find.
            

            
            I rose from my makeshift bed and walked into the light. The deck was a flurry of activity, with the other Argonauts unloading
               tents and amphorae, eager to be on solid ground. I moved among them like a ghost.
            

            
            Leaning on the railing, I took in the scene stretched before me: a beach leading up into dunes shaggy with grass, and above
               it all the looming majesty of green mountains.
            

            
            Colchis, the edge of the world.

            
            A flicker of movement in the long grasses of the dunes caught my eye. Was that a young woman I saw, clad in a purple dress?
               I tried to peer closer, my curiosity roused. But she was gone before I could be certain she was not an illusion caused by
               hunger and thirst.
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            Medea

            A few days after my conversation with Chalciope, I was walking alone along the same stretch of shore when I came upon a great
               ship.
            

            
            It was magnificent, only a little smaller than the great war vessels of my father’s fleet, with sails like a palace ceiling
               and a bristling array of oars. Despite its size, it was light enough to be dragged halfway up the sand and tilted on its side
               like a beached whale. People milled around the ship; even from a distance, I could see these were men of fighting age.
            

            
            Tempering my intense curiosity with caution, I went up behind the dunes, then down on my hands and knees, creeping forward
               until I could get a better look at the new arrivals.
            

            
            They were setting up tents and kindling cookfires. I could hear them speaking Greek to one another and counted about fifty
               in total, all men. Not an army, but certainly a large expeditionary force. My eyes raked over the scene on the beach until
               they fell on a figure standing at the prow of the beached ship.
            

            
            Long tawny hair whipped in the wind. A woman, I was shocked to realize, though she was clad in the clothes of a man. I pressed forward, intrigued. Who was she, a prisoner of war? No, the set of her shoulders was too proud. Nor did she wear the demure clothing of a Greek wife. Perhaps she was one of the Amazons, who rode their horses across the steppes like dolphins dancing on the surface of the sea. 

            
            My fascination was flavored with the bitter tinge of envy—here was a woman who had never felt the opprobrium of a domineering
               father, and was clearly allowed to do whatever she liked. I felt smaller just looking at her.
            

            
            Tearing my gaze away from the woman, I scanned the camp and took in its inhabitants: a dark-haired man tuning a lyre; a pair
               of twins arguing about something I could not hear; an enormous man hauling jars of water from the hills.
            

            
            Then I saw them.

            
            Four boys, significantly younger than the men around them. Vague recognition turned to absolute astonishment when I realized
               that the tallest was my nephew Argus, Chalciope’s eldest son. And the other three were his brothers, who had been sent out
               on a little boat with no oars many moons ago. Here they were, alive.
            

            
            I slapped a hand over my mouth to stifle my yelp of shock. Yes—they were a little older than they had been at the last ancestral
               festival, but unmistakable. As I watched, the enormous, muscled man reached down and ruffled Melas’s hair affectionately.
            

            
            They were here. They were alive. My magic had been vindicated and my auguries proven correct. I couldn’t wait to tell Chalciope.

            
            Just as I was about to run back to the palace, a cry of greeting below caught my attention. My eyes fell on a young man loping
               along the beach; he was slender, almost as delicately built as a girl. The others greeted him with cheers.
            

            
            He must be the leader of the crew. Certainly he moved with calm authority, standing at the nexus of the camp, listening thoughtfully
               to the people who ran over to him. So very unlike Aeetes, who ruled with edicts and fear.
            

            
            There was kindness in the young man’s face, and that intrigued me. He smiled at everyone and spoke to them in turn, even my little nephews. I crept forward, still hidden among the dunes, my heart in my throat. This man was not outrageously handsome, but he was good-looking in a way that snuck up on you. 

            
            “Jason!” someone called, and the stranger’s head whipped around. Jason, that must be his name.

            
            My mind turned as I crouched amid the dunes. The magic I’d worked to bring Chalciope’s children home had brought me something
               as well, a precious treasure. This man Jason and his ship represented a possibility.
            

            
            An unfamiliar feeling unfurled inside me like a flower blooming. Gradually, I recognized it as hope.

            
            In that moment I chose Jason, though it did not seem like a choice at the time, only the natural order of things, like water
               running downhill. I took all my hopes for the future and pinned them on him. Whatever this man had come to Qulha to do, I
               would help him. And in return, he would set me free.
            

            
            Jason was the most beautiful man I had ever seen, because he was my way out.
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            Jason

            It will be different this time, Jason assures himself as he sets off for the Colchian city of Aea the morning after their arrival. There will be no more unhappy
               accidents with local kings or any deaths among his men. The Argonauts have instructions to stay put for now, though Zetes
               and Calais are monitoring the situation from the air. Jason does not want to risk any more violence.
            

            
            It will be different this time because Jason has the four sons of Phrixus in tow. King Aeetes’s grandsons, healthy and hale,
               their appearance a gift from the goddess. Surely the king will be so overjoyed at their return that he’ll offer Jason whatever
               he desires.
            

            
            The path to the city of Aea unspools before them. Jason tilts his head back to enjoy the cool whisper of a Colchian breeze,
               so much more refreshing than the hot climate of Greece, and for the first time on this journey he feels almost hopeful.
            

            
            Until he sees the bodies.

            
            At first, Jason assumes the wooden platform is a lookout post. Then he sees the decaying human corpse lying upon it. And then
               another and another. His eyes bounce from tree to tree along the path, each adorned with these gruesome altars to rotted death.
               He gives a little cry of shock, and the sons of Phrixus stop to look at him.
            

            
            “This is just what we do for the dead here in Qulha,” Argus says when he ascertains the source of Jason’s horror, pronouncing the name of this land in its own people’s tongue, so different from the Greek. “We bury the bodies of the men like this, so the birds eat them and bring their souls back up to the sky, Tengri. It is called ‘sky burial,’ and we borrowed it from the steppe people. We used to bury our dead in the Egyptian way with beautiful tombs, but Grandfather changed all that. Now, women go into the earth so that they might nurture the soil, and men go into the sky. And criminals go into the sea, but we don’t speak of that.” 

            
            “I . . . see,” Jason says, though he doesn’t. The edge of the world is a strange, barbarian place.

            
            He wonders what exactly he is walking into.

            
            They soon arrive at the palace, a magnificent building held up by great pillars as wide around as trees. A commotion ensues
               when the palace guards recognize the sons of Phrixus. A messenger is dispatched, and soon the atrium of the palace is teeming
               with people as the royal family welcomes back their own.
            

            
            A matronly woman, probably the boys’ mother, runs to embrace her sons. She weeps in sheer delight, as if her heart has come
               back to her. Another woman joins her, strands of white woven through her dark hair. The boys’ grandmother, perhaps? At the
               edge of the gathering loiters a young man with a doughy face, and running across the hall is a young woman only a little older
               than Jason. She is wearing a long purple dress with fine embroidery along the neck and sleeves. She is very pretty, and Jason
               finds his gaze lingering upon her.
            

            
            A whirling cloak announces the arrival of the king, his hooked nose and pale gold eyes giving him a predatory air. It is impossible
               not to recognize Aeetes; the chill that descends at his arrival is unmistakable. Aeetes is the only one who does not express
               joy at the reunion. Perhaps he is not capable of such feelings.
            

            
            “I see that you have my grandsons, stranger,” Aeetes says in lightly accented Greek.

            
            Jason’s palms sweat. This is the moment he’s been waiting for, the culmination of his quest. His eyes sweep over Aeetes’s form; the king is not wearing the Golden Fleece on his person, but Jason can sense its proximity. The throne of Iolcus is so close that he can almost feel its carved arms under his fingers. 

            
            “I do, my king,” Jason responds with a respectful bow. “They have been six months at sea, and I have brought them safely home.
               I am Jason, prince of Iolcus, and—”
            

            
            Aeetes cuts him off. “What do you want? I assume you expect some sort of reward. So tell me what it is.”

            
            Stunned, but concealing it gamely, Jason nods. “I expect nothing but the satisfaction of reuniting kin. But if you wish to
               show your gratitude, I would be honored to receive the Golden Fleece.”
            

            
            As soon as the words are out of his mouth, Jason knows he has made a mistake. Previously he assumed that the Golden Fleece
               was only one among the king’s many treasures—and, judging from the fact that Aeetes isn’t wearing it, not a favorite one.
               Jason sees now how wrong he was.
            

            
            “You dare,” Aeetes hisses, seeming to swell in his rage, “to demand the Golden Fleece?! How do I know that you did not kidnap
               my grandsons yourself with expectations of ransom? Perhaps you are pirates, come to take what is mine.”
            

            
            “Jason isn’t a pirate, Grandfather, he saved us.” It is Argus, standing next to his mother. “Jason found us and saved all
               our lives.”
            

            
            Aeetes ignores the boy. “You want the Fleece, Jason? You will have it—if you stand trial with my bulls.” A laugh like a bitter
               bark. “When you are finished, I will sow the earth with your bones like the broken teeth of dragons.”
            

            
            The members of the royal family lower their eyes. The only exception is the young woman in the purple dress, who is glaring
               at the king with unbridled hatred.
            

            
            “We will conduct the trial in the morning,” Aeetes says. “I want the benefit of full daylight to watch you suffer.” He smiles, the grin slashing across his face like a wound. 

            
            Suddenly, Jason is angry. He has not come this far only to die and give Pelias what he wanted after all. He looks at Aeetes
               and sees only the greedy, usurping king who killed his father.
            

            
            “Not only will I face your bulls,” Jason shouts as the guards seize him, “but I will triumph over them, because the world
               is finished with cruel old men like you.”
            

            
            One of the guards jerks Jason’s arm behind his back and bundles him out of the atrium none too gently. The last thing Jason
               sees is the young woman in the purple dress, hands clasped together, peering after him.
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            Medea

            In the reaches of the early morning when nothing stirs, I stood outside the room where Jason was being held. Clutching the
               two amphorae in my hands, I fought to keep my nervousness in check. Walking through walls was not very difficult once you
               got the gist of it, but bringing something along was more complex. I was still finding the limits of my witchcraft, testing
               my magic like unfamiliar wings.
            

            
            Even more intimidating was what I intended to do on the other side of the door: put my future in the hands of a stranger.
               But I had no choice, if I wanted any future at all.
            

            
            I’d spoken to Chalciope earlier that evening, when she’d come to my chambers and told me that Father would die tomorrow. She
               spoke without emotion, as though saying there would be rain in the morning.
            

            
            “So soon?” I asked, startled.

            
            “Haste serves us, lest Aeetes move to cut down my sons upon their return,” Chalciope explained. “But, Medea, there is something
               I must ask of you. Please, protect Jason. Whatever happens tomorrow, give him the Golden Fleece and see him safely back to
               his ship. He returned my sons to me and I will be forever grateful.”
            

            
            “I’ll protect Jason with my life,” I promised. “And . . . there is something else.” Taking Chalciope’s hands in mine, I explained what I meant to do. She wept and threw her arms around me, but I think in truth she was not displeased to see me go. No rival claimant for the throne; no strange little sister to deal with. 

            
            The memory faded and I returned to myself, standing in the hallway. Time to make my move. Taking a deep breath, I stepped
               through the locked door. The air was warm on the other side, laced with the scent of burning braziers. I sighed with relief
               when I saw that I had not, in fact, left my clothing on the other side of the wall. The two amphorae were still in my hands
               too.
            

            
            In front of me was Jason.

            
            He was still awake despite the late hour, staring at me wide-eyed. He had hazel eyes, I noticed, and they were very beautiful.

            
            “My name is Medea,” I said in Greek, trying to keep the quaver out of my voice. “And I have come to save your life.”

            
         
         
            Jason

            He isn’t afraid.

            
            This is perhaps the most surprising part of his current circumstances. He has been imprisoned by the Colchian king, with the
               threat of unknown death looming over him, and yet Jason does not panic. Fear lives a few inches above his skin. He washes
               his face and offers prayers to the gods. To Hera especially, who has gotten him out of every terrible situation he’s been
               in so far.
            

            
            This is why Jason is startled, but not shocked, when the girl appears in his chambers.

            
            He remembers her from the royal reunion—the one wearing the purple dress. But now he is able to get a better look at her. She has wide cheeks tapering to a narrow chin, a sprinkling of freckles over a strong nose. Small, beautifully shaped lips, and black ringlets of hair that fall around her face. But her golden eyes, the inheritance of all the sun’s children, unsettle him. They are direct and fierce, like the eyes of a lioness. 

            
            Her name is Medea, she says, and she has come to save him. “Do you know of my father’s bronze bulls?” she asks, setting down
               one of the amphorae.
            

            
            Jason replies that he doesn’t.

            
            “Count yourself lucky,” she says darkly. “They are my father’s favored means of execution. Great hollow casts of bulls, their
               bellies large enough to fit a man. A fire is kindled beneath, and the unfortunate is burned alive. The bulls sing because
               of a cunning apparatus that renders the victim’s screams into sonorous music.”
            

            
            A lingering, roasting death. Jason shudders at the thought of it.

            
            “But you will not die,” the girl Medea declares as she sets down the other amphora. “Take this,” she says, indicating the
               smaller jar. “Rub it on your skin, leaving no part out. It will protect you against fire. And here is an infusion in water,
               for soaking your clothes so they do not burn away.” She gestures at the second amphora.
            

            
            Jason stares at her, uncomprehending.

            
            Medea sighs deeply. She uncorks the smaller bottle, rubbing its contents over her arm. There is a brazier in the corner of
               the room. Medea approaches it and shoves her arm into the burning embers up to the elbow.
            

            
            Jason cannot help crying out, but there is no scream of pain from the girl nor scent of burning flesh. When Medea takes her
               arm from the brazier, it is unmarred.
            

            
            “Do you believe me now?” she asks, a trace of amusement in her voice. “I am a priestess of Hekate and a witch. I can shield
               against fire, and create illusions, and perform transformations. And I am very good at potions.”
            

            
            Colchis is the land of witches, and now one of them is offering herself to him. Jason is astonished. But nothing in this world
               is ever given freely.
            

            
            “What do you want?” he asks.

            
            “Take me with you when you go,” Medea says in a rush. Her hands catch the hem of her sleeve, worrying it between her fingers.
               “I’ll save you from the bronze bulls, and I’ll help you escape. All I ask is that you look after me and make me your wife.”
            

            
            Your wife. Jason’s mind comes alive with questions, projections, annotated lists of why this is a bad idea. A marriage alliance is a
               major decision, not one to be made the night before one’s possible execution. A man has obligations to a wife, in the eyes
               of both humanity and the gods. Besides, it is highly irregular for a girl to give herself away in marriage.
            

            
            Jason wonders what his mother would think of all this.

            
            But Medea offers a peerless dowry: his life and freedom. And it is true that the gods work in mysterious ways. Perhaps Hera
               is acting through this girl to save him once again.
            

            
            “Please,” Medea begs, and Jason is stunned to see tears in her golden eyes. She falls to her knees before him. “Please, you
               don’t know what it’s like living here. Help me. Take me from this place like Theseus brought Ariadne out of the labyrinth.”
            

            
            Jason seems to recall that the story of Theseus and Ariadne did not have a happy ending, and indeed, the girl blanches as
               soon as she speaks. But that does not dim her determination.
            

            
            “Promise to make me your wife, and I will bring you the Golden Fleece,” Medea says.

            
            That settles it. How can Jason do otherwise, seeing the desperation in those tear-filled eyes? How can he do anything besides
               swear by Hera, the Queen of Heaven, that he will take Medea away from this place? How can he not fold Medea in his arms and
               hold her as she weeps with relief?
            

            
            Practicality as well as tender compassion drives him. Jason wants the Fleece. And he has just met the one person who can give
               it to him.
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            Medea

            In the morning, the sun rose sparkling on the world. It glittered on the dew of the grass and the rivers of wine, milk, oil,
               and water that ran through the garden. It imbued the marble columns with a soft, luminescent glow and shone on the bronze
               bulls that had caused the deaths of so many.
            

            
            The court of Qulha, such as it was, gathered for this spectacle. A ripple passed through the assembly as Jason was led into
               the courtyard. The pale sunlight struck threads of gold in his hair, and he favored the watching crowd with a little smile.
               My eyes swept up and down Jason’s body, praying that he had applied the potions as directed. If he hadn’t—if he did not trust
               me—the results would soon be horribly clear.
            

            
            I glanced at Chalciope, stationed at the far end of the courtyard in deep conversation with Zaidar, head of the palace guard.
               She met my gaze, grim and steady.
            

            
            Soon, now.

            
            Aeetes stepped forward, explaining how the stranger had offered insult and would die for it, though not by Aeetes’s own hand,
               since the king would never shed the blood of an honored guest. The audience tittered in obedient amusement.
            

            
            A guard flipped back the trapdoor on the bronze bull’s back, and Jason climbed obligingly inside, pausing at the last moment to raise a hand to the crowd in greeting, like a king stepping into his chariot. Then he was enclosed in the darkness of the hollow bull, and my heart went with him. 

            
            Servants kindled a fire below the bull’s belly and raised it to a roaring inferno. I could feel its heat on my face, threatening
               to singe my eyebrows.
            

            
            Minutes ticked by. Sweat beaded on my back and trickled down the length of my spine. I’d worn my most comfortable dress in
               anticipation of what was to come, as well as copious jewelry. Necklaces of amber sat over my collarbones, silver and gold
               bangles tinkled at my wrists, and rings adorned my fingers. Wealth of my own would come in handy once I escaped.
            

            
            When no song emerged from the bronze bull, the crowd began to grow restive. Aeetes scowled, kicking the bull’s belly. This
               prompted a loud yelp from the inside, distorted by the bronze.
            

            
            Out of the bull rose Jason, soot stained but alive, bestowing a winning grin on the crowd.

            
            The assembly exploded into whispers. Aeetes swung his hateful gaze toward me, singling me out.

            
            I know this was you, he seemed to say. I know you had a hand in this. And no power on earth can save you from the punishment that is coming.

            
            Fearlessly, I met Aeetes’s gaze. One day, no one will speak of you, I thought. Your name will be like your corpse, dry dust on the wind. No one will remember the name of Aeetes the way they will remember
                  Medea’s.
            

            
            Aeetes opened his mouth to speak, but another voice cut through the silence.

            
            “Seize him!” Chalciope cried. And a group of soldiers descended upon Aeetes, swords drawn.

            
            Screams filled the courtyard. Chalciope’s eyes met mine, burning with an unspoken command: Run!

            
            I picked up my skirts and raced to the bronze bull, bracelets clattering, trying very hard not to be trampled by the panicking crowd. Jason was climbing down from the bull, glistening with sweat and covered in soot. 

            
            “Medea,” he panted, gesturing at Chalciope and her guards. “Did you—”

            
            “No time,” I replied. Above the shrieks of the crowd, I heard the clamor of bronze armor. More guards, reinforcements. Whether
               they had come to assist Aeetes or execute him, I did not know. The only certainty was that Chalciope’s coup was now in motion.
            

            
            I grabbed Jason’s hand and ran into the palace.

            
         
         
            Jason

            Down twisting corridors and flights of stairs into the depths of the earth they run, until Jason is so disoriented that he
               wouldn’t be able to find his way back to sunlight even if he tried. The princess leads him, the one named Medea. The clatter
               of the jewelry she wears is the only sound other than the gasping of their breath and the slap of their feet on the flagstones.
            

            
            She stops at an unmarked door in an empty hallway, whispering a few words that Jason cannot hear. The door swings open, and
               a hiss emerges from inside.
            

            
            The hallway torches illuminate a roiling mass of serpentine coils. The dragon raises its head, fluffing out its red crest
               in a display of aggression. Jason staggers back, regretting that he left Heracles behind with the ship. He cannot slay this
               beast himself.
            

            
            But it seems he won’t have to. Medea is moving forward, confronting the dragon. Before Jason can shout a warning, she is stroking
               the creature’s long snout.
            

            
            To Jason’s utter astonishment, the dragon gives a chirp of greeting and nuzzles her like an affectionate hound. Medea murmurs to the creature in the barbarian tongue of Qulha, and its iron collar comes off in her hands. But Jason has stopped watching Medea with the dragon, because he’s finally noticed the thing hanging on the wall, the treasure the creature has been guarding. 

            
            The Golden Fleece.

            
            It is more tattered than he imagined, its glow dimmer than sunlight, but to Jason it is the most beautiful object he has ever
               seen. The fulfillment of his quest, the culmination of his journey’s aim. Here, at last, is the key to the throne of Iolcus.
            

            
            How proud his father would be, how delighted his mother. Like a man in a dream, Jason drifts forward and lifts the Fleece
               from its wall hook, throwing it around his shoulders. He glances back to see how handsomely it hangs upon him and looks up
               to meet the eyes of Medea over the head of the dragon.
            

            
            They smile at each other. Medea has kept her promise, bringing him a peerless dowry. Now, she just needs to get them both
               out of this place alive.
            

            
            From the hallway comes the distant echo of clattering armor. The guards will be looking for them, the stranger and the runaway
               princess. The sound comes steadily closer.
            

            
            At a word from Medea, the dragon turns and rushes out the door like a cresting wave, claws skittering on stone. In the same
               way a seed knows how to shoot down roots into the soil, it seems the dragon knows its way to the sky. Jason can track the
               creature’s progress by the distant reverberation of screams.
            

            
            Medea takes his hand again. Clutching the Golden Fleece, his prize, Jason follows her into the hall.

            
         
         
            Medea

            It was only when we made it to the women’s quarters that I finally allowed myself to hope.

            
            Ignoring the shrieks of startled maids, I yanked open the door to the tunnel and fled into it. Absyrtos had insisted on building this underground route to the temple of Hekate for me, adamant that I not sully my virtue by walking the city streets alone. What delicious irony: The very thing Absyrtos intended as a way to confine me would instead become my final route to freedom. 

            
            The tunnel was pitch-black, and condensation dripped from the walls. I had a momentary fear that the unreinforced earth might
               collapse and bury us alive, but I clutched Jason’s hand more tightly, and soon we emerged into the temple.
            

            
            Startling a scattering of worshippers and priestesses, we sped past the statue of Hekate. Goodbye, Mother, I thought. There was no time for farewell; there was no time even for regret. Sunlight nearly blinded me as we fled past
               the monuments of the necropolis. My lungs burned and my legs ached as we ran along the path to the seaside, which I’d walked
               so many times before.
            

            
            I glanced up at the sky and saw a pale moon floating in the blue, watching us like a baleful eye. Once, I had received adulation
               for making the moon appear in the noonday sky, but this was entirely natural rather than the result of magic. Once, the moon
               had been companion to my magic, and now she was witness to my escape.
            

            
            What would my mother think of me, fleeing like a criminal after stealing my father’s greatest treasure?

            
            There was no point in wondering. I held Jason’s hand and kept running.
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            Atalanta

            Perhaps bears were not meant to love; we are solitary creatures, after all.

            
            I washed myself in the sea, scrubbing away the ashes and the memories of Meleager’s death. The cold was bracing, a mercy amid
               my grief. Far behind me, the other Argonauts shouted to each other, but I could not make out their words over the roar of
               the sea wind.
            

            
            My mind was made up: I would find Procris, and then we would leave the human world behind forever. I dismissed the goddess’s
               prophecy that I would never know love without accompanying loss, but it didn’t matter because I would never love anyone again
               other than her. Stepping from the water, I shook myself dry, then began to walk the path that led to the Colchian city. Jason
               had ordered us to stay on the beach, but when did I give a fig for anything Jason said?
            

            
            A flicker of movement on the path ahead. Two figures running full tilt; one of them was Jason, his lanky form unmistakable.
               The other was a woman.
            

            
            For a breathless moment I thought she might be Procris, though a better look disabused me of this notion. The woman was too short, more generous of chest and hip, with darker hair. Not to mention that she wore a long purple dress and too much jewelry, utterly impractical attire. Whoever this woman might be, she was running as fast as she could, skirts hitched up and legs pumping beneath them. 

            
            I understood the reason for her haste when I caught sight of what rode behind her: armed Colchian soldiers, mounted on fine
               horses and ready for war.
            

            
         
         
            Medea

            We had just drawn within sight of Jason’s ship when I heard the sound of hoofbeats, louder than my own racing heart. Risking
               a backward glance, I saw the Qulhan cavalry covering our hard-won progress in a matter of moments. At the fore was Absyrtos,
               his face contorted in rage.
            

            
            A whimper of despair escaped my lips. We would never reach the ship in time; the warriors would be upon us in moments. I wondered
               whether my brother would kill me outright or keep me alive under torture until I gave him heirs.
            

            
            Arrows hissed through the air, embedding themselves into the ground around us. “Down, Medea!” Jason cried, throwing the Golden
               Fleece over our heads. Another volley of arrows thudded against it.
            

            
            So this is death, I thought numbly. What a fool I was, thinking I could ever escape this place.
            

            
            A war cry rang in my ears and suddenly someone was there, leaping over us. Beyond the shelter of the Golden Fleece, I caught
               a glimpse of strong legs and the flash of a spear, along with a long spill of tawny hair. I realized with a shock that the
               warrior was a woman, the same one I’d spotted on Jason’s ship.
            

            
            She was magnificent. I watched, awestruck, as she drove her spear into the chest of the horse closest to us, pitching its rider to the ground in a spray of sand. Then she whirled to the next warrior, slashing him in the face. A dance of death, executed as neatly as a temple ceremony. For a moment, my fear was held at bay by awe. 

            
            The woman was like the war goddess Sekhmet come to life. But then one of the arrows grazed her arm and a red spring of blood
               welled up in its passage. She clapped a hand over the injury, hissing through her teeth at the pain. Though fierce, she was
               also mortal and could not hold off a contingent of Qulhan warriors alone.
            

            
            Fortunately, she didn’t have to. Feet thundered past us as the rest of Jason’s crew arrived, surging forward to confront the
               Qulhans. The screams of men and horses filled the air as the two sides collided.
            

            
            Jason was beside me, a hand extended. “Come on, Medea!” he called over the din.

            
            I forced my exhausted limbs into motion, scrabbling in the sand. The next thing I felt was the cold of seawater, then the
               wood of the ship’s hull under my fingers. Strong hands pulled me on board, and I rolled across the deck, giddy with relief.
               Briefly I wondered what happened to the fighting woman and hoped that she’d managed to get on board as well.
            

            
            “Mind the hostage!” one of Jason’s men shouted, and a limp form landed heavily next to me. I was stunned to see that it was
               Absyrtos.
            

            
            A wave of terror swamped me, but Absyrtos was not the fierce warrior any longer. He looked dazed, his mouth opening and closing
               like that of a fish.
            

            
            What ails you? I wanted to ask. But then I saw the point of the arrow protruding from his chest and the pink tinge of the foam at his lips.
            

            
            Not all the Qulhan archers had missed, it seemed.
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            Medea

            The ship was a cacophony of sound and movement: shouts piercing the air, footsteps drumming against the deck, the rhythmic slap of
               oars against the water. The wooden walls creaked and sea spray misted my face.
            

            
            Around me was a bubble of silence. In it, I held my dying brother.

            
            Absyrtos’s eyes were glassy and his breathing labored. I tried to make him comfortable, my hands dancing across his skin as
               gentle as the wings of butterflies, and just as useless. Absyrtos was far beyond the capacities of healing magic; I could
               ease the edges of broken bones and speed the healing of wounds, but repairing damage in a vital organ was beyond me. When
               the body has been so grievously damaged, one cannot expect the spirit to remain.
            

            
            For the first time, I saw my brother not as a bully or a braggart, but a mere boy. He had tormented me for so much of my life,
               belittling me and circumscribing my sphere of influence. He would have killed me back on the beach, and yet I held him in
               my arms and soothed the sweat on his brow.
            

            
            What might have become of us if we had grown up outside the shadow of our cruel father? I would never know.

            
            Absyrtos gave a last rattling breath and lay still.

            
            A chorus of shouts startled me out of my silence. I looked up from the dying boy in my arms to see an even more dreadful sight: the sails of my father’s fleet outlined against the sky. 

            
            Cold fear washed over me. Aeetes’s ships had been designed by Phoenician sailors and were swifter than the west wind. I saw
               the battering rams that protruded from their prows, waiting to sink us like a stone.
            

            
            It did not matter whether Chalciope succeeded in her coup or if Aeetes had triumphed. These ships rode for war, and we would
               be dead in the water once they caught up to us. No power on earth could save me from the torment that would follow; my witchcraft
               might be able to turn back fire, but I knew no spell to make water into breathable air.
            

            
            I looked down at my hands and saw that they were shaking.

            
            Jason and his followers would be doomed as well if the warships caught up with us. I glimpsed my future husband on the deck,
               sunlight illuminating his handsome features, howling orders at the crew. As if this would make the slightest bit of difference.
            

            
            In my arms, my brother was motionless. Whether he was dead or dying, it was hard to say. Perhaps his heart still beat sluggishly,
               perhaps his faint breath would still fog a mirror if I had one to hold to his lips. But life was slowly departing from him
               all the same.
            

            
            I looked up at the approaching ships, then back down at my brother. I recalled the corpse trees outside the city of Aea and
               the law laid down by my father that the bodies of men must be placed in the arms of the sky, while burial at sea was reserved
               only for the worst criminals.
            

            
            A plan began to take shape in my mind. My soul shrunk back from the horror of it, but my sister’s words rose in my memory,
               the words she had spoken when we walked a lonely seashore and discussed the best way to kill our father.
            

            
            If not us, then who?

            
            If I would not accept responsibility and take the knife in hand, who would? I already knew that everything worth having was paid for in blood. 

            
            Laying Absyrtos’s limp body on the deck, I rose to my feet. “An axe!” I screamed. “Bring me an axe.”

            
            I received only baffled looks in response. In their haste to escape, it seemed the Argonauts had forgotten that I existed.
               Irritated, I shouted my command again, startling them into motion. Finally, one of the men slapped the wooden shaft of an
               axe into the palm of my hand. I swung it experimentally and found that it was heavy but well weighted, more useful for cutting
               wood than separating out the fat and bones of sacrificial animals. Still, it would have to do.
            

            
            I glanced down at the body of Absyrtos, which lay unmoving. This is the only way, I told my hammering heart. The only way. Absyrtos was beyond all feeling now, absent from this cold flesh, or about to be.
            

            
            The blade sparkled as I raised it, then bit into the wood of the deck as it fell. Another swing and a thud, and another. My
               hands were slick, but my grip was strong as I threw the severed parts into the sea.
            

            
            Not so different, I told myself, trying to quell the gibbering hysteria that threatened to spill its bounds and render me useless. Not so different
               at all from the sheep and goats I butchered to lay on the smoking altars of Hekate.
            

            
            I raised my eyes to the merciless circle of the sun, ignoring the pain. What do you think of me now, Grandfather? I asked silently.
            

            
            When the sun dazzle left my eyes, I saw that the flagship of the Qulhan fleet had veered to the side, losing speed. The others
               followed suit. Sailors hung from the railings, dangling nets into the water to scoop up their grim harvest.
            

            
            We sailed unimpeded to safety.

            
            Despite my exhaustion and lingering terror, I felt a flicker of satisfaction. I had been right; proper burial was such a sacred duty among our people that even battle had to wait. The sailors of the royal fleet would not let the body of the crown prince, dismembered and cut into parts, go down into the depths of the sea like a criminal’s. The bitterness of guilt coated my tongue, even as my body went boneless with relief. 

            
            Cheers broke out all around as the crew realized they were going to live. Ecstatic, I sought the face of Jason, my savior
               and future husband, only to find him staring at me in horror.
            

            
            I looked down at my arms and saw that they were stained to the elbow with blood. My brother’s blood. So were my skirts, though
               the stains were hard to make out against the Tyrian purple.
            

            
            Desperate, I lifted my arms in supplication to Jason. I did this for you, I wanted to say. I did this to save us all. But he slipped away like an eel, disappearing into the shadows.
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            Jason

            Images sear themselves into Jason’s mind like brands into flesh.

            
            Medea with an axe in her hands. Blood pooled on the deck. The stiff marble of a severed limb, meat hanging off one end. And
               on the other, a hand with fingers outstretched.
            

            
            Jason reaches the railing of the ship just in time to disgorge the contents of his stomach into the roiling sea.

            
            It is no surprise that he would be saved once again—that divine favor would preserve him—yet now Jason sees the terror of
               it. He is saved but has no say over the nature of that saving. This is what it means to have cultivated power in the way that
               he has, through charm and persuasion. The precise mechanisms are always in the hands of another.
            

            
            His distaste for the act is secondary to the fact that he feels outdone. This woman, this foreign woman, has proved herself more of a man than him. Because Medea’s plan works. The Colchian fleet turns aside, delayed by its grim task, and the Argo continues unmolested across the Euxine Sea. The crew cheers.
            

            
            As he looks at the small form of Medea slumped with exhaustion on the deck, Jason feels a surge of fear. What exactly is she
               capable of, this woman he promised to take as his wife? How well does he know her, really?
            

            
            If Medea would do something like this to her own brother, what might she do to Jason?
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            Medea

            Nightfall found me curled up on the deck of the Argo. In Qulha I had rested my head on goose-feather pillows and tucked myself under sheets of the finest linen, but here I had
               nothing more than a few bloodstained blankets. Worse, I’d had nothing to eat except some bread and a little water, and was
               horrified to learn that the best method of relieving oneself was to hang off the side of the ship waist-deep in the water.
               A far cry from my former life as a princess.
            

            
            I pulled the largest blanket around myself more tightly. It had been given to me by the gray-eyed woman, the one who’d saved
               my life back on the beach. I’d accepted the blanket with caution, shivering after scrubbing the blood from my arms with cold
               seawater. The woman wasn’t Amazon, as I had previously thought, but Greek like all the rest of the Argo’s crew. She did not speak but only silently handed me the blanket, as though I were beneath her notice.
            

            
            The crew was settling down to sleep, pillowing their heads on the hard wood of the deck. They treated me with respect—and a little fear—but it was unseemly for a young woman to be alone among all these men. I waited for Jason to come and escort me to more suitable chambers, but he never did, and I was surprised at the pain of his absence. I’d given him the Fleece and saved his life from the pursuing fleet; the least he could do was wish me good night. 

            
            Suddenly I was struck by the full scope of what I’d given up and I began to weep, shaking with violent sobs. I thought of
               Xanthippus, free at last to dance across the sky. I thought of Chalciope, and wondered if her revolt had succeeded. I could
               conduct divination to discover this but decided against it. Better to assume my sweet, stalwart sister triumphed; better to
               assume Xanthippus lived free. It wasn’t as though I would see either of them again.
            

            
            Never again would I walk the stormy seashore of Qulha or look up at its green hills. The temple of Hekate would have to go
               on without me. I cried for a long time, my body shaking, until I felt like cloth bleached white by the sun, everything extraneous
               cast away.
            

            
            Dry-eyed, I looked out at the vast expanse of the sea shining under the moonlight. The waters were in constant motion yet
               reflective as glass, stretching away as far as the eye could see. The crew rowed through the night in shifts, determined to
               put as much distance between themselves and Aeetes’s kingdom as possible. We were beyond the sight of land now, beyond anything
               that might hold us back.
            

            
            With dawning wonder, I realized that I was finally free. Free to make my own life and choose my own love, free of the shadow
               of Qulha. No, I would call it Colchis now, as the Greeks did, adopting their language as my own. After all, I would marry
               a Greek man and give birth to Greek children, living the rest of my life among those people.
            

            
            I would see sights unknown and distant shores I’d only dreamed of, and face a thousand perils as well on the journey to my
               new home. Monsters, barbarians, threats unfathomable. With a creeping trepidation, I wondered if I would survive to see the
               shores of Greece.
            

            
            But was this not a life worth immortalizing?

            
            A sound startled me out of my reverie. Two human forms unfurled from the dark reaches of the area belowdecks. I recognized
               Orpheus the musician, along with one of the north wind brothers, who moved like eels through the air. 
            

            
            The son of the north wind was not flying now, though. He and Orpheus were both breathing hard, as though they had been running,
               though surely there was no space for that belowdecks. Sweat slicked back the hair on Orpheus’s forehead, and a flush suffused
               his skin. The two men pressed their foreheads together, hands on each other’s cheeks.
            

            
            Lovers? I averted my gaze, as though I had stumbled upon something that should be kept private. I had not known two men could be
               lovers, but then again, I would learn many new things over the course of this voyage.
            

            
            Another set of footsteps stumbled up from the rowing deck. Orpheus and the north wind brother sprang apart, melting into the
               shadows. One of the twins from Sparta—I could not tell them apart—came up the stairs and onto the deck, cutting to the railing.
               Taking no notice of my presence, he fumbled with his clothing to release a golden arc of urine over the side of the ship.
            

            
            I flushed red to my ears with embarrassment and threw the blanket over my head. I was a long way from the royal palace now.
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            Atalanta

            As I dozed languidly in the morning sunlight, a shadow fell across me.

            
            “Atalanta!” Jason said, far too brightly. “Just the person I was hoping to see.”

            
            My eyes narrowed. I could think of no good reason Jason should ever hope to see me, nor I him. Moreover, I was in a foul mood;
               we had just sailed back through the Hellespont, and in that corridor of rock where he had died, the ghost of Meleager seemed
               close enough to touch. My losses lay heavy upon me, and I was keenly aware that I was no closer to finding Procris than I’d
               been at the beginning of this journey. Indeed, I’d lost my chance to search for her in Colchis, a significant setback.
            

            
            “I wanted to talk to you about Medea. The princess.” Jason hesitated, and I followed the line of his gaze.

            
            Medea was sitting in a pool of skirts, looking wretchedly out at the horizon. Normally I would have been pleased to welcome
               another woman among the Argonauts, but Medea’s connection to Jason made me suspicious. Her neck and wrists were adorned with
               jewelry, glinting prettily in the sunlight. Vain fripperies. I wondered at the lack of sense evident in wearing such adornment
               here on the open sea.
            

            
            “I thought that you might look after her,” Jason continued. “She’s a witch, yes, but she’s also a girl, and it’s not proper for her to be alone among so many men. And I thought, since you’re a girl too, you might stay with her . . .” 

            
            Jason was talking too quickly, his eyes just a little too wide. Your mask is slipping, I thought wryly.
            

            
            I considered telling Jason to go suck an egg, then thought better of it. Witch, he called Medea. Like the witch goddess of Colchis, Hekate, patroness of Procris’s mother and source of her knowledge of medicines.
               I knew something of what witches could do. One of their powers, it was said, was the ability to find things—and people—far
               away.
            

            
            Hope rose in me. Despite the Argo’s abrupt departure from Colchis, it seemed that I had not lost my chance to find Procris.
            

            
            “Fine,” I said to Jason, who looked pleased and drifted away now that his request had been fulfilled. I rose and approached
               Medea.
            

            
            She looked at me in bewilderment as I settled down next to her. I had a careful speech prepared: My name is Atalanta, I would say. I hear you are a witch, and I need your help. There is someone I’m trying to find . . .

            
            “My name is Atalanta,” I began. “I . . .”

            
            Medea looked up. Her golden eyes, like the eyes of the hawks in the forest where I had grown up, transfixed me. Fierce and
               beautiful in equal measure.
            

            
            “You,” Medea said. “You were the one who saved me, back on the beach.” Her voice was melodious, touched by the music of a
               distant land. I had the sense of someone who hovered between two worlds, just as I did. “Oh! You’re bleeding,” she remarked.
               
            

            
            I glanced down; indeed, blood was still leaking from the arrow graze on my upper arm sustained during the battle on the beach. An annoyance, barely even a flesh wound, but Medea did not seem to see it that way. Without hesitation, she tore a strip from her blanket and began to bandage my arm, her touch delicate but assured. 

            
            A crackle of lightning ran down my spine. My mouth was suddenly dry, and I found myself unable to speak. I hadn’t been touched
               by another human being with such familiarity since Procris. All my pretty words fled, and instead of the careful speech I’d
               prepared, what emerged from my mouth was: “Can you turn a person into a bear?”
            

            
            “What?” Medea stared at me as though I’d requested another head or asked to blow my nose on her sleeve. I felt myself redden,
               surprised by the sudden resurgence of my childhood wish.
            

            
            Medea considered the question, tapping her chin. “I’ve never done it before, but I don’t see why not. I once turned an ordinary
               snake into a dragon, there’s no reason I couldn’t change a person into a bear. Who would you have it be?”
            

            
            Of course she would not know I was speaking of myself. I shook my head. “No, never mind that. I need you to find someone.
               Her name is Procris.”
            

            
            Medea nodded, only a little perplexed at my sudden turn. “Very well. I can do that too, it shouldn’t be very difficult. Do
               you have a scrap of her clothing or a lock of her hair? Something to serve as a link.”
            

            
            “No,” I said with a pang of regret. “I have nothing that belongs to her.” Not for the first time, I regretted throwing Procris’s
               letter into the wind.
            

            
            “Very well,” Medea replied, undaunted. She pointed up at the screeching gulls circling the mast of the Argo. “If you want me to find this Procris, bring me one of those birds.”
            

            
            It took little effort to send an arrow through one of the flying gulls and retrieve it. When I handed the dead bird to Medea,
               she paused for a moment, looking at me curiously.
            

            
            “You’re not afraid of me,” she said. “Not like the others.”

            
            “Why would I be?”

            
            “After what I did yesterday.” Her gaze lowered. “What I did to keep the Colchian fleet at bay.”

            
            My mind was so full of Procris that it took me a moment to even understand what Medea was talking about. “Cutting up the dead
               boy, you mean? Why would I be afraid of that? It was quick thinking and a good diversion. Otherwise, we would all be dead.”
            

            
            Medea seemed to relax a little at my words, looking up at me through her lashes. Then she nodded decisively. “Very well. Let
               us begin.”
            

            
            Borrowing my knife, she split open the bird and exposed its pink entrails. These she sifted with the point of the blade, frowning.
               I leaned forward eagerly, wondering what she was seeing.
            

            
            As Medea worked, I looked at her. She was a small woman, her head barely above my shoulder though we were both sitting. Her
               jangling bracelets, utterly impractical, had been shoved up her arm to allow her the room to work. A dark tumble of curls
               fell down her back. Her skin was pale as cream, marred only by freckles scattered across the bridge of her nose. And her eyes,
               shocking gold in that soft face. I found it difficult to look away from her.
            

            
            Medea squinted at the split-open gull. Moments passed. The air curdled around us, stale and unmoving. The hair on the back
               of my neck lifted as my unease grew.
            

            
            With a sigh of frustration, Medea tossed the dead gull aside. “This one is no good for divination, save it for dinner instead.
               Bring me another.”
            

            
            But the next gull was also lacking, and so was the one after that. By the time Medea threw the fourth gull onto the deck,
               I was quietly panicking.
            

            
            “Are the signs so bad?” I asked, nails biting into my palms. “Did something terrible happen to Procris?”

            
            Medea shook her head. “No, the signs are neither good nor bad—they’re nothing but nonsense. Pure gibberish.”

            
            Suddenly Medea let out a piercing cry, folding in on herself. Her chest began to heave, breath coming in short spurts. Her
               golden eyes glinted with tears. “Why can’t I read the signs? What’s happening?”
            

            
            Other members of the crew were turning to stare at us. I moved at once to shield Medea from their gaze, dragging her behind
               a mound of folded sails. This was the closest one could get to privacy on the narrow confines of a ship.
            

            
            “Nothing means anything,” Medea cried. “Nothing makes sense.”

            
            She raked her nails through her hair. 

            
            “It is gone! My magic is gone!”
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            Medea

            It was as though my liver had absconded or I had woken up without a nose. Like reaching out for a precious possession only
               to find that I had no hand. No, even this was inaccurate—a person could survive without a hand, but I could not keep living
               without my magic, the only gift my mother had ever given me, the only artifact of her love. Not to mention the only weapon
               I possessed in a hostile and dangerous world.
            

            
            The deck spun around me. Like the hole where a tooth had been, the core of magic that made my incantations more than mere
               words and my elixirs more than the sum of their ingredients . . . was gone.
            

            
            What would become of me? A princess without a kingdom, a witch without power. Would Jason even want me as a wife?

            
            What was I if this too had been taken from me?

            
            I reached up to claw my face in grief, but strong hands caught mine.

            
            “Get ahold of yourself,” a firm voice demanded. I looked up into the face of the warrior Atalanta. “The whole ship is going
               to come running if you don’t stop wailing like a sick cat.”
            

            
            I was temporarily shocked out of my tears. “A sick cat?”
            

            
            “It’s what you sound like.”

            
            “How dare you!” I drew myself up, briefly forgetting my loss. “I ought to turn you into a beetle for the insult.”

            
            “Not an insult, just a description. And you’re not going to be turning anyone into anything if you don’t have your magic.”

            
            An outraged gasp escaped me, though she did have a point.

            
            “Good. Better anger than wailing,” Atalanta observed. “Panic never saved anyone. If you want out of the snare, stop thrashing.”
               Her hands were on my shoulders. Her placid gray eyes burned into mine. “Now, use your brain for its intended purpose and think. Magic isn’t something you can misplace, and it wouldn’t fall out through a hole in your pocket. So what happened?”
            

            
            In truth, I had no idea. I hadn’t even known such a thing could happen, and scarcely dared to hazard a guess why. The bloody business with Absyrtos jumped to the forefront of my mind, as
               did the coup against Aeetes. Or perhaps it was the departure from my native land, from the soil that had nurtured me, which
               I would never walk upon again. I sent up an anguished prayer to Hekate, hoping that somehow she might hear me.
            

            
            Whatever happened, I need not face it alone. Through my lashes, I appraised Atalanta. She was tall, muscled like a greyhound,
               and clad in a short chiton that scarcely covered her knees. The sun had kissed her skin to a bronze hue, so that her cheeks
               always seemed to have a light flush. And I had already seen how well she could fight. Yes, she would be a powerful ally.
            

            
            “Promise me”—I grabbed Atalanta’s hands, startling her—“that you will help me get back to my magic. Then I’ll help you find
               Procris.”
            

            
            Unreadable emotion flickered over Atalanta’s face. To my enormous relief, she nodded.

            
            “I swear it,” she said. “On the name of Artemis, the goddess I worship.”

            
            She might have said more, but our conversation was cut short by a cry from Tiphys, the navigator. We had come within sight
               of land.
            

            
            The ship creaked as the entire crew, Atalanta and myself included, ran to the railing. We had passed through the Hellespont some time ago, and all of us were looking forward to a night not spent on the deck of a heaving ship now that we were in friendlier territory. Vegetation flourished along the shore, and beyond were the roofs of a distant town. Another strange sight came into view: dozens and dozens of little stone piles, one after another, which put me in mind of the necropolis outside Aea. A graveyard, a large one for such a small island. 

            
            The ship pulled into a cove, and my eyes fell upon the ranks of warriors assembled along the beach. They were waiting for
               us, the people of this place, spears in hand and armor glinting in the sun.
            

            
            A ripple ran through the Argonauts. They had not come to fight, but they would do whatever was necessary to survive.

            
            On the shore, the leader stepped forward. He reached up to tug off his helmet, and long hair tumbled down. With a start, I
               realized that what I’d taken for a man was in fact a woman, with a sun-browned loveliness and a golden cast to her fabulous
               fall of curls.
            

            
            “I am Hypsipyle, daughter of Thoas,” the woman in armor called. “Queen of this island of Lemnos.”

            
            With a shock, I realized I recognized the name. “Hypsipyle!” I replied, gripping the railing of the ship and ignoring the
               stares that my outburst earned. “You are the descendant of Ariadne, daughter of Pasiphaë, sister to my own father, Aeetes.
               My name is Medea. We are cousins after a fashion, Heliades all alike. Daughters of the sun.”
            

            
            I bounced on the balls of my feet. What a stroke of luck! Perhaps I would find a way to recover my magic here, on this island
               ruled by other descendants of Helios. Then again, it was equally possible that I would find nothing but misfortune and death.
               The house of the sun was not tender to its own, as I well knew.
            

            
            “I greet you, daughter of Aeetes,” Hypsipyle replied, “and bid you welcome. Who are these others with you? Who is their leader?”

            
            Jason leaned over the ship’s railing. “I am Jason, son of Aeson,” he called. “And these are my Argonauts. We are heroes, sailing
               on an epic quest.”
            

            
            “An epic quest?” Hypsipyle’s head tilted in a surprisingly flirtatious gesture. She turned to one of her captains for a brief
               conferral, then back to us. “Well, Jason and his Argonauts, we welcome you to stay the night in our city rather than on this
               lonely shore. We shall offer you gifts and show our hospitality. There will be wine, and music, and much food. We will welcome
               your crew with greater than the usual xenia and celebrate the rites of Aphrodite together.”
            

            
            Rites of Aphrodite? I frowned, feeling an oily twinge of suspicion. Aphrodite was the goddess of love and beauty, a strange deity to welcome
               sailors so recently landed on this island’s shores. But Hypsipyle’s invitation drew raucous cheers from the crew of the Argo.
            

            
            I followed the others to the beach, my skirts trailing through the shallows. By now the sun was low in the sky, so perhaps
               it was only the shadows of late afternoon that sent a chill down my spine. Or maybe it was the premonition of a trap set by
               my father or his loyalists; after all, we were not really so very far from Colchis. Even so, I would risk everything for a
               chance at getting my magic back.
            

            
            Atalanta walked beside me, an uneasy reassurance. She’d pledged her help, but could I really trust her, this stranger? 

            
            Then again, I didn’t have much of a choice.
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            Medea

            A few hours later, I concluded that I could probably trust Atalanta, but I could not fail to be annoyed by her almost beyond
               bearing.
            

            
            She was pacing up and down the cramped, windowless room where Hyspipyle had escorted us. The room itself wasn’t more than
               eight or nine paces across, but still Atalanta kept at it, stomping like a bull. I, on the other hand, sat on a plush couch
               and ate the grapes that had been left out for us, though Atalanta’s pacing rather interrupted my enjoyment of this. She cut
               so close that I could feel the air stirred by her passage.
            

            
            “Do you mind?” I demanded.

            
            Atalanta paused in her relentless circling to glance at me, looking like a wild animal trapped in a cage far too small. “Yes,
               I do mind. I mind very much being stuck here while the others are gods only know where. We’re vulnerable, cut off from the
               rest of the group like this, and could be picked off easily.”
            

            
            “We’re in the home of my kinswoman,” I replied loftily. “We won’t be picked off.” In truth, I shared some of Atalanta’s disquiet, but I wasn’t about to give her the satisfaction of showing it. I continued
               to eat the grapes, hoping they weren’t poisoned.
            

            
            The door opened and Hyspipyle appeared. She had discarded her armor in favor of a sleek dress. Her sun-kissed hair was gathered
               into a braided crown atop her head.
            

            
            “Forgive me for the wait,” she said smoothly, all smiles. “I hope you’ve taken the time to refresh yourselves.”

            
            “Why have we—” Atalanta began.

            
            “So lovely to see you, cousin,” I said to Hypsipyle, cutting Atalanta off. “I trust that you are well?”

            
            “Quite well. But I’m concerned about you.” Hypsipyle settled herself at the table next to me, laying a gentle hand on my shoulder.
               “How did you come to ride on a ship of all men, with only a single bodyguard?” Her gaze slid to Atalanta, who narrowed her
               eyes but mercifully did not correct Hypsipyle.
            

            
            Alarm shot through me. I could not exactly tell her that I’d run away from home after stealing my father’s greatest treasure
               and helping my sister lead a coup. “I am . . . betrothed, you see. To Jason.”
            

            
            “Betrothed to Jason!” Hypsipyle’s eyes widened, a smile frozen on her face. “How marvelous,” she said in a tone suggesting
               it was anything but.
            

            
            “Yes.” I flushed. Atalanta shot me another look; I ignored her. “We will marry when he returns home and takes his place as
               king.”
            

            
            “I see,” Hypsipyle said, her expression unreadable. “And they are . . . good to you, this Jason and his Argonauts? They treat
               you in a manner befitting your station, like a lady, not a peasant or a common slave?”
            

            
            Mostly the Argonauts kept their distance after watching me chop my brother into pieces, but I wasn’t going to tell Hypsipyle
               that. “They treat me with the utmost respect,” I said.
            

            
            Hypsipyle gave a sharp nod, seemingly satisfied. “Good. If it were otherwise, I would have to take decisive action. On Lemnos,
               we are familiar with the cruelty of men.”
            

            
            A silence stretched between us, one in which anything might be said.

            
            “I suppose you have been wondering,” Hypsipyle began, looking down at her hands, “why women patrol the island in armor, and where the men of Lemnos have gone.” 

            
            In truth, I was wondering if she might know something—anything—about the witchcraft that ran in our family and how to get
               it back when it had been lost, but I held my tongue once more.
            

            
            “Not so long ago, the men of Lemnos went raiding among the Thracian tribes,” Hypsipyle said. “They conquered land and brought
               back many captive women. Young and pretty women.” Her mouth twisted.
            

            
            As Hypsipyle spoke, a woman entered the room. She was clad in a well-worn dress, her hair bound up in a rag. A slave. The
               woman’s shoulders were hunched and her eyes lowered, as if to brace herself against falling fists. She laid out plates of
               food: bread, oil, cheeses, meat. I had not enjoyed a decent meal since leaving Colchis and fell to with a greedy appetite.
            

            
            “Men learn bad habits from consorting with slave girls,” Hypsipyle continued. “The men of Lemnos began to prefer the Thracians
               to their own wives, since captured women cannot complain. Wives were pushed aside in their own homes, and the children of
               slaves given pride of place over those of freeborn women. A terrible state of affairs. So we ordered the men out, to make
               their homes in Thrace and tend farms there with their new wives.”
            

            
            “You ordered them out?” I echoed, astonished.

            
            Hypsipyle smiled, sipping her wine. “We did, and the island flourishes for it. The women of Lemnos have found farming and
               fighting to be much more agreeable than domestic labor.”
            

            
            A clatter caught my attention. The serving woman, the slave, had nearly dropped one of the empty dishes she was gathering up. At once, Hypsipyle’s easy manner fell away like a mask. She fixed the slave woman with a glare heavy with the promise of violence. The woman shrunk away, carrying our dirty plates and cups out of the room. 

            
            Hypsipyle turned back to me, a winning smile settling over her golden features once more. “My father, alas, was lost at sea
               and had no son to succeed him. So I rule here now, as you can see.”
            

            
            There was something odd about this story, but I did not have time to parse the details. My lost witchcraft occupied my attention
               entirely. Now, during a lull in conversation, I circled around my hope and pounced.
            

            
            “Seeing that we are kin,” I said, leaning forward eagerly, “I wondered if you might know anything about those persistent rumors
               regarding our family, about the magic said to flow in our veins.”
            

            
            Hypsipyle laughed. “I’m afraid I don’t know a thing about that. I am my father’s only child, and you are the first of our
               extended family that I have ever met. Besides, I don’t set much stock in sorcery—I prefer to trust in things that are real.”
            

            
            My nails dug into my palms, fighting against the weight of disappointment. If I still had my witchcraft, I would have brewed
               a potion to force Hypsipyle to tell only the truth. But as matters stood, I did not think she was lying about this.
            

            
            “And what do you know about magic, dear Medea?” Hypsipyle’s eyes, amber rather than gold like so many of the sun’s children,
               focused on me with an uncanny intensity.
            

            
            “I’m afraid that I’m about as magical as a clump of dirt,” I replied with a dismissive wave. At the moment, it was the truth.

            
            Atalanta, who had been utterly silent throughout our conversation, glanced at me sharply. I ignored her. She’d spent most
               of our little supper chewing open-mouthed with her elbows resting on the table, looking more like a wolf at the kill than
               a human being. I found her lack of manners thoroughly irritating.
            

            
            “Ah, well,” Hypsipyle replied. “I heard that your mother was quite talented in that area. I’d wondered if you might be as well.” 

            
            “Perhaps it skips a generation,” I said with a strained smile.

            
            “Indeed.” Hypsipyle stood. “Well, I must return to my duties. Make yourselves at home here, please. I will see you in the
               morning.”
            

            
            She left, closing the door after her. With no windows, the only illumination in the room came from the profusion of lamps
               flickering all around. It was impossible to tell the time or to guess when morning might be.
            

            
            As soon as Hypsipyle departed, Atalanta’s tall form unfurled, and she once again took up her interminable pacing.

            
            “I don’t like this place,” she muttered. “Something smells wrong here. The air has a metallic tang like the scent of bronze
               or things hidden far underground. Sets my teeth on edge.”
            

            
            Atalanta reached for the doorknob and would have turned it if I did not interrupt her with a shout.

            
            “Stop!” I gasped. “You cannot simply wander about the home of a host. Certain etiquette must be observed. What, were you raised
               by beasts?”
            

            
            “Yes. Bears, actually,” Atalanta replied with utmost sincerity.

            
            For a moment I stared at her, then burst out laughing. Sidesplitting, belly-shaking laughs that made my eyes water. After
               the strain of recent events, it felt good. I could not remember the last time I’d had occasion to laugh so hard, and mused
               that perhaps Atalanta would not be such an unpleasant companion after all.
            

            
            “I do not understand what is so very funny,” Atalanta muttered.

            
            I brushed away tears of amusement. “Raised by bears. Well, that certainly explains a great deal. You must—”

            
            But I did not finish, because at that moment the door swung open.

            
            A woman entered. I recognized her as the slave who had served our supper.

            
            “My name is Polyxo,” the slave woman said. “And I come with a warning. The men of Lemnos are not away in Thrace, as Hypsipyle
               told you. They are dead, and she is the one who killed them.”
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            Atalanta

            Polyxo moved in a quick, cringing way that reminded me of rabbits or mice, creatures for whom this world is not a safe place.
               But there was no tremor in her words, and she was stalwart in her determination.
            

            
            “What happened to the men?” Medea demanded. “Tell me everything.”

            
            “It all began when the men of Lemnos went raiding in Thrace and brought back many women as slaves, including myself.” Polyxo’s
               face darkened at the memory. “That part was true enough. Hypsipyle’s father, Thoas, took me as his concubine, and when I became
               pregnant, I was afraid. But the other Thracian women said I should not worry. You are only a concubine, not a wife, they told me. Your son is not a threat. How very wrong they were.
            

            
            “The women of Lemnos were angry with the men for enslaving us, but they didn’t seek to free us. They had another plan. One
               day Hypsipyle rode into the city with her women, swords drawn, and they killed all the men of the island. Old ones and little
               boys, brothers and fathers and husbands. They killed my son too, because Hypsipyle said the son of a slave should not inherit
               over a freeborn woman like herself.”
            

            
            A spasm of grief racked Polyxo’s body, and she covered her mouth, squeezing her eyes shut in remembered agony. I wanted to place a comforting hand on her shoulder, but I was frozen in place by shock. 

            
            I am my father’s only child, Hypsipyle told us. If that was a lie, what else might be? Could Polyxo really be telling us the truth?
            

            
            After a moment, Polyxo continued. “Hypsipyle killed the other Thracian women too. That was the cruelest part, after killing
               my son. We would have helped the Lemnian women fight, if they asked us. We did not want to be slaves, and we had no love for
               the men who stole us from our home. Instead, the women slaughtered us.”
            

            
            “What happened to Thoas?” Medea’s voice was cold. “What really happened?”

            
            “Hypsipyle locked him in a barrel and threw him into the sea. She would not pollute her hands with her father’s blood, she
               said. This was after she killed my son and the other Thracian women. Now I am the last.”
            

            
            The ugliness of it made me recoil. Did the human world really contain such indiscriminate slaughter? The Lemnian women had
               killed every Cephalus among them, true, but they had also killed every Meleager.
            

            
            “So take your menfolk and go quickly,” Polyxo said urgently. “Before Hypsipyle has time to do the same to them. She will want
               the men of the Argo to father children on her women, but after that she will surely not let them live. And I cannot think she will have much
               mercy for you either, since there are more than enough women here on Lemnos.”
            

            
            I was already prepared to run, but Medea was more discerning. “Why would you help us?” she demanded. “If what you say is true,
               you bring great danger upon yourself. So why?”
            

            
            Polyxo threw back her shoulders and stuck out her chin. In the soft illumination of the lamps, her face was like carved marble. “Once I was a chieftain’s daughter in Thrace, and no one questioned my honor,” she said. “Then I became a slave, and all my honor was taken. Now I take it back. Hypsipyle killed my son, and now I deny her any hope of children herself. This is my vengeance. Now go, flee!” 

            
            Polyxo slipped from the room, leaving the door open behind her like a promise.

            
            “I think I understand now,” Medea said, looking up at the walls. “Why I have lost my witchcraft, and what I must do to get
               it back.”
            

            
            She did not say more, and I did not ask. The demands of the moment took precedence. I looked down the hall and back at Medea,
               and she nodded.
            

            
            There was no discussion about the veracity of Polyxo’s words or the best course of action. We both knew what we must do, and
               our unity of purpose hung like wolf song in the air.
            

            
            Moving as one, Medea and I sprinted down the hallway, following the thread of echoing laughter that would lead us to the feasting
               hall and the rest of the Argonauts.
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            Jason

            Everywhere on Lemnos is softness.

            
            Gentle lamplight illuminates the plush couches of the feasting hall and the fine fabrics and pillows that adorn them. It winks
               on the jewels worn by the Lemnian women as they laugh and feast with the Argonauts, twining slender arms around the necks
               of the men.
            

            
            Jason sits at the head of the hall, sharing a dining couch with the queen. Hypsipyle has discarded her armor in favor of a
               sleek dress, and she moves just a little too close to him.
            

            
            Cautious, Jason takes no wine and only a little food. His men, he notices, show no such restraint. He looks over to see Zetes
               shamelessly laying kisses on a woman’s clavicles and Peleus being led away by a pretty brunette.
            

            
            “Your men are enjoying themselves. Why don’t you, my questing hero?” Hypsipyle teases, raising her cup with a wink before
               bringing it to her lips. Jason notices how she exaggerates the gesture, throwing back her head to accentuate her breasts.
               He looks away.
            

            
            Jason replies that he is enjoying himself immensely. His eyes follow Autolycus, chasing a giggling woman with a pitcher of
               wine in her hands, and he heaves a weary sigh.
            

            
            Hypsipyle moves even closer to him, angling her body toward his. They are nearly touching now, only a hair’s breadth separating
               their skin, though her proximity leaves Jason cold.
            

            
            “I have a proposal for you,” Hypsipyle says. “Stay here. Let your men become husbands to my women—see how they enjoy each other’s company already. And let me take you as my own husband.” 

            
            Jason blinks. At first, he is sure he must have misunderstood. He puts down his wine cup, hard, and fumblingly asks Hypsipyle
               to repeat herself. She does, murmuring the marriage proposal in a husky voice, her eyes half lidded. She is so close that
               he can smell the jasmine perfume rising from her skin.
            

            
            The offer is shocking, and it is a measure of Jason’s exhaustion that he briefly considers it. The journey of the Argo has drained him; he is tired of bloodshed and craves a respite. There is his promise to return his men safely to Greece,
               but as he watches both Castor and Polydeuces flirt with a buxom woman who seems all too delighted by their attentions, Jason
               reflects that his Argonauts do not seem in such a hurry to get back.
            

            
            But then Jason thinks of the Golden Fleece, safe on the Argo under the watchful eyes of Heracles and Hylas, who have stayed behind. He imagines it slowly rotting, left to decay in the
               dark. He thinks of his mother, Alcimede, whiling away her days in a shack at the foot of Mount Pelion. He remembers his father
               sitting in the garden so long ago. If Jason does not honor his father’s memory, no one will.
            

            
            He thinks of Medea too, not with axe in hand, but as she appeared to him the night before the trial of the bulls, all mingled
               fear and hope. A barbarian princess offering herself to him body and soul, an act of trust he will not squander.
            

            
            “I fear I cannot accept your offer, honored Queen, generous though it is,” Jason says to Hypsipyle. “I am already betrothed.
               I must return home and take my rightful place as king.”
            

            
            “You would be a king here,” Hypsipyle says, indicating the feasting hall and the island of Lemnos beyond. “I bring you a kingdom, a patch of paradise in the setting sun. I would be your queen.” 

            
            Jason smiles, apologetic. “But not the right kingdom.” And not the right queen, he adds silently.
            

            
            The smile fades from Hypsipyle’s face. There is the sense of a curtain falling away, of pretenses dropped. It is as though
               Hypsipyle has put on her armor again, becoming remote and cold.
            

            
            “If that is your answer,” she snaps, “then we are finished here. I have other business to attend to.” And with that, Hypsipyle
               leaves. Jason is left with the cup of wine in his hand and the half-finished dinner before him, alone amid the revels. Belatedly,
               Jason worries that he may have inadvertently jeopardized their welcome through his refusal.
            

            
            Hypsipyle disappears, though she soon resurfaces in animated conversation with Ancaeus, the strongest man among the Argonauts
               after Heracles. Her hands are wrapped around Ancaeus’s flexed biceps, and her face is turned up toward his like a flower as
               she murmurs appreciatively into his ear. Jason feels a bit nauseated. Hypsipyle is certainly wasting no time in her quest
               for a husband, and it dismays Jason to see how easily he has been replaced.
            

            
            Then Jason catches sight of Medea and Atalanta at the edge of the feasting hall and feels a surge of alarm. He springs up
               from the couch and approaches them. Atalanta says something, and for a moment Jason is so startled by the fact that Atalanta
               is willingly speaking to him that he cannot parse her words.
            

            
            “We must leave,” she repeats. “Now.”

            
            “The women here killed the men,” Medea says, pushing past Atalanta. Her face is pale with fear. “And the Thracian slave women
               too, most of them. If Hypsipyle and her women did this to their own people, there’s no telling what they’ll do to us. We have
               to leave now.”
            

            
            Jason stares at her blankly. An ugly thought crosses his mind: Perhaps Medea somehow got wind of Hypsipyle’s offer of marriage and, in a jealous rage, made up this horrible story to frighten him away from her cousin. But Jason has already made his choice. Besides, this preposterous tale explains the numerous oddities he has noticed since setting foot on Lemnos. 

            
            So that is why there are no men here, why the women met them like warriors on the shore, why Hypsipyle laughed prettily when
               Jason remarked that their husbands might not approve of what the women of Lemnos were currently doing with the men of the
               Argo. The Lemnian men are away in Thrace, Hypsipyle told him at the beginning of the feast. The kind of lie you might tell a child.
            

            
            Jason dithers, unsure of the right course. He is afraid, but departing so swiftly would be an unforgivable snub, and he has
               already insulted Hypsipyle’s hospitality by turning down her proposal.
            

            
            “Do you believe me?” Medea bites her lip. “Do you trust me?”

            
            Does he? For all that Jason used his betrothal to Medea to escape the promise of marriage with Hypsipyle, the reality is not
               so simple. It is so much easier to love the idea of her than it is to love the flesh-and-blood woman.
            

            
            Hypsipyle is not the right queen, but does that necessarily mean Medea is?

            
            “Do you trust me?” Medea repeats.

            
            Jason realizes with some surprise that, yes, despite certain recent events, he does trust Medea. She simply has no reason to lie; her fate is bound up with his. She saved him from the bronze bulls and gave
               him the Golden Fleece. She is alone in the world, without friends or family, and she needs him.
            

            
            That settles it. “Argonauts!” Jason calls out over the clatter of the feasting hall. Conversation stills and heads whip toward
               him. “An urgent message from Heracles, back at the ship. We must return to the Argo at once.”
            

            
            A chorus of groans and curses, followed by the creaking of couches as the men stand up.

            
            “When did we receive a message from Heracles?” Atalanta asks him, perplexed.

            
            Jason chuckles as if she made a very good joke and pats her on the shoulder. How naive Atalanta is, not to know the utility
               of a good lie.
            

            
            Hypsipyle is waiting for them outside the palace. She still wears her lovely gown, but the royal guard around her is clad
               in armor, with spears at the ready.
            

            
            Jason is profuse with apologies, but Hypsipyle absorbs his words as impassively as stone. “By all means, go,” she says, voice
               dripping with disdain. “You’ve done enough.”
            

            
            It takes Jason some time to comprehend her meaning. It is not until they push the Argo into the dark waters of the sea under a bridge of stars that he truly understands.
            

            
            An island with no men has no means of making children. That must be why Hypsipyle wanted his Argonauts, and him. Jason has
               a vision of bees pollinating flowers, drones dutifully laying down their lives for the hive queen. He shudders at the near
               miss, sick with horror at what might have been.
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            Jason

            The stars shine brightly as the Argo drifts away from Lemnos. Jason stretches out beneath them, his skin prickling with the nighttime chill. How distant the stars
               seem, and how comforting. His eyes trace the arc of the galaxias, the Milky Way. Unbidden, Jason recalls the legend that the
               Milky Way formed from the spray of Hera’s breast milk across the sky, a thought that makes him feel both heretical and vaguely
               nauseated. His patroness has blessed this voyage—he shouldn’t think about her that way.
            

            
            Jason’s thoughts turn to his mother. He wonders what Alcimede would think of Lemnos, of these women who have cast out all
               their men. Alcimede always did have strong opinions about proper behavior, especially for women. Certainly her hands were
               never calloused by sword or spear. Though it would probably do Alcimede good, Jason thinks, not to rely on her son to fight
               all her battles for her.
            

            
            This thought feels even more heretical than his musings about the Milky Way. But he is saved from further consideration by
               the appearance of a shadowy figure.
            

            
            Medea.

            
            Jason flinches at first, thinking of the way she stood with bloody axe in hand after the death of Absyrtos. Then he remembers his manners and greets her, shaking off the Golden Fleece to drape it over her against the chill of the night. Most of the crew is bedding down on the deck, muttering mutinously at being forced to abandon the festivities on Lemnos, but Medea does not seem tired at all. 

            
            “There is something I must ask you,” Medea begins, taking a seat next to him. She looks so small and vulnerable that Jason’s
               heart immediately softens. She is only a girl far from home.
            

            
            “You have saved my life more than once,” Jason replies. “Ask anything that you like.”

            
            “There is somewhere I need to go,” Medea says, her shoulders drawing together. She takes a deep breath, then lets out the
               rest of her words in a rush. “To the island of Circe.”
            

            
            Jason blinks. Of all the requests he expected, this wasn’t one of them. He has heard stories about the island of Aeaea and
               its mistress Circe from Tiphys and the more seasoned sailors. An image rises in his mind: a goddess surrounded by lions in
               the light of the setting sun.
            

            
            “Circe is my aunt,” Medea explains, and Jason’s mouth falls open. He recalls the rumored connection between the royal house
               of Colchis and the sun god; it seems that this is more than just a story.
            

            
            “Of course I’ll take you there. But we should go to Iolcus first, it’s only about a few days’ sailing from here,” Jason declares.
               “We’ll bring back the Golden Fleece, I’ll claim my throne and marry you, and after that we’ll go to visit your aunt.”
            

            
            This seems to Jason like a reasonable solution, but Medea’s face crumples and tears appear in her eyes. “No, we must go to
               Circe as soon as we can,” she cries. “I cannot go on like this. I cannot become your wife like this.”
            

            
            “What do you mean?” Jason searches Medea anxiously for some sort of injury, but he sees nothing amiss.

            
            Medea squeezes her eyes shut, wrapping her arms around herself. “I . . . I have lost my magic,” she says. “I discovered it before we arrived on Lemnos. I tried to do a simple divination, the easiest thing there is, and found myself unable.” She lowers her head. “I understand if you no longer wish to take me as your wife.” 

            
            But Jason is so relieved that he actually laughs. “That’s all? I’ll admit, having a witch aboard will be helpful if we encounter
               any more fiery bulls, but the Argo was able to make the first leg of its voyage without the benefit of your magic. It doesn’t change my promise to marry you.”
            

            
            “You’re not angry?” Medea asks, looking up at him.

            
            “Why would I be angry?” Jason’s question is genuine. “Look at the Fleece. It has no magic at all, and yet I prize it. Why
               do you think that you, who saved my life twice over, would be any less?”
            

            
            A smile crosses Medea’s face, and she tucks her chin shyly.

            
            “We will go to the island of Circe before we return to Iolcus,” Jason says. “Pelias can wait.”

            
            “Thank you,” Medea whispers, her whole body relaxing.

            
            In truth, Jason isn’t sorry to postpone his meeting with the cunning King Pelias, and the decision has the added benefit of
               making Medea happy. Jason finds, almost to his surprise, that he very much wants to see Medea happy. She has had so little
               happiness in her life.
            

            
            He isn’t entirely sure how he will convince the crew of the necessity of this detour, especially after routing them from very
               comfortable circumstances on Lemnos, but he will find a way. Jason is conscious of how much Medea has given up for him. This
               is the one thing she has asked of him in return—how could he deny her?
            

            
            The two of them sit together in companionable silence, gazing out at the sea. Jason is suddenly aware of Medea’s long-fingered hands gripping the Fleece. He remembers holding one of those hands in his as he fled from Colchis and feels the sudden urge to entwine his fingers with hers again. 

            
            “I never asked,” Medea says, “why you were seeking the Golden Fleece, though I’ve wondered.”

            
            “I was given a quest to obtain the Golden Fleece and deliver it to King Pelias.”

            
            “That’s an odd quest.”

            
            “I don’t disagree. But it’s the only way for me to retake my rightful throne. Pelias killed my father and usurped the kingship,
               so I must prove myself a hero to get it back.”
            

            
            “That seems like rather a lot of work. It might be easier just to kill Pelias.”

            
            “Perhaps,” Jason replies, a shiver running down his spine. He doesn’t like hearing Medea talk like this and quickly changes
               the topic. “What was it that made your father prize the Fleece so highly? It has no special powers, as I mentioned before.
               It is . . . a very ordinary thing.”
            

            
            “I’ve never known for sure,” Medea says. “Aeetes didn’t share his private thoughts with me. But there’s something I once heard
               him say to himself when he didn’t know I was listening. It was a cold day, and he pulled the Fleece around his shoulders and
               muttered, ‘At last I have something of his.’ I think he was talking about his father, Helios, the sun god.”
            

            
            Jason feels an odd burst of sympathy for the brutal king. After all, he knows what it is like to reach vainly for the love
               of a vanished father.
            

            
            “The Fleece came from one of Helios’s sheep, after all,” Medea adds. “But never once did I see Helios pay any mind to Aeetes, and never did he visit or give gifts. Perhaps Helios was too busy making the day dawn or the sun move, or other godly tasks. Or maybe Aeetes grasped vainly for his father’s favor and went rotten with the striving. But I don’t doubt my father is descended from the sun. As for my mother, she is the goddess of magic and witchcraft, Hekate,” Medea finishes rather awkwardly. 

            
            Jason isn’t quite sure what to do with the knowledge that his future wife is of divine descent on both sides.

            
            Sometimes Medea frightens Jason. Sometimes she seems closer to the gods than humanity, possessed of their power and strength,
               like when she took the axe to her brother. But at other times she seems so small and sweet, a precious creature he wants to
               protect. Jason thinks again of the feel of her hand in his as they ran through the Colchian palace, his only anchor in the
               chaos. He is suddenly aware of how close he is to her, closer than he has been to anyone in a long time.
            

            
            For a moment, Jason wonders if he will kiss her.

            
            No, that would be indecent; they are not married yet. It would cast aspersions on Medea’s virtue, kissing one man on a boat
               full of them. Abruptly, something else occurs to Jason.
            

            
            “You’ve been sleeping out on the deck,” he says, slapping a hand to his forehead. Jason hadn’t thought of this before, caught
               up in his own misgivings and unused to considering the needs of a girl. “Out on the deck, in the elements, in the cold. How
               horrible of me! Take the quarters belowdecks that I sleep in, please.”
            

            
            Medea shrugs. “The cold does not bother me. And Atalanta’s given me all the blankets I need. I’d take a bed if you had one,
               but as things are, I am well.”
            

            
            At least the hunter girl has been doing what she was told. Jason is looking forward to returning to his quarters—though he
               would have given them up if Medea asked. But he finds himself wanting to stay with her.
            

            
            “Did you know,” he says, leaning in conspiratorially, “Hypsipyle made me an offer of marriage and proposed to make me king
               of Lemnos. I cannot think I would have survived long if I’d accepted.”
            

            
            Medea looks at him in astonishment. “Well, that explains why Hypsipyle acted so strangely when I said I was betrothed to you. I wouldn’t have lived much longer than you if we’d stayed.” 

            
            A bleak thought, but for some reason it makes both of them laugh.

            
            They continue talking through the night. They discuss many things, such as what they saw on Lemnos and their observations
               of life aboard the ship. Gradually, the pressure under Jason’s skin dissipates, and his exhaustion lightens just a bit. How
               wonderful it is, to speak and have someone listen. He can charm a crowd, but Jason is not used to this, to the simple warm
               presence of another person by his side. He finds he enjoys it very much.
            

            
         
         
            Medea

            As Jason nodded off to sleep, I took the Golden Fleece from my shoulders and wrapped it around him. The cold of the night
               could not touch me, because I felt warmed by a fire within.
            

            
            Long ago in a moonlit garden, I’d bent the primordial powers to my will and demanded they bring me someone who loved me unconditionally.
               That hope had died years ago, but now it rose again with the appearance of Jason.
            

            
            Jason was so kind, promising to take me to Circe’s island and offering me every comfort. He hadn’t even been angry that I
               lost my magic, which astonished me. I’d become accustomed to being discarded or pushed aside when I was not useful, and sometimes
               even when I was. Certainly Aeetes and Absyrtos had prized me only for what I could give to them.
            

            
            How different Jason was from the men I’d known. He was solicitous and sweet, and he would become my husband. The thought made
               my belly flutter oddly.
            

            
            Jason had been my escape and I had been his salvation, but perhaps we could become even more to each other in time. I remembered the affection in Chalciope’s voice when she spoke of Phrixus, and as I brushed the hair back from Jason’s sleeping face, I wondered if we might find that too. Already there was something about him that felt like home. 

            
            A shadow moved at the corner of my vision. I recognized it as the tall form of Atalanta, stalking away into the darkness.
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            Medea

            “Are you really going to marry Jason?”

            
            I turned around to see Atalanta standing behind me. It was the morning after Lemnos, and none of us had slept particularly
               well.
            

            
            “Yes,” I said, thinking back to my conversation with him last night. The memory warmed me against the chill of the sea spray.

            
            “Hmm.” Atalanta jerked her chin, indicating the low smudge of a landmass on the horizon. “That is the island of the Doliones,
               where Jason killed the king and queen. They welcomed us as guests, but he killed them anyway.”
            

            
            I blinked. “He never said anything about that to me.”

            
            “That’s Jason for you. He doesn’t share details that present him in a bad light.”

            
            I was about to ask Atalanta what exactly Jason had done to earn her dislike, when a call came from the lookout. “Six armed
               men!” Tiphys cried from his perch on the mast.
            

            
            The rest of us looked up, puzzled. We were drifting near the shore, a necessity in this place where the cruel deep-sea currents
               threatened to pull us in unknown directions. An isthmus extended out into the water, and we hugged its curves.
            

            
            “Why should we care about an armed force of only six?” Peleus shouted back.

            
            “No, you don’t understand,” Tiphys said. “Six-armed men! Giants, with six arms!”
            

            
            A thunder of feet, and all of us hung off the landward side of the ship.

            
            A man was standing on the shore, and another a little behind him, remarkable mainly for their lack of attire; a loincloth
               around each man’s hips was all that separated him from nakedness. I averted my gaze as a flush sprang to my cheeks.
            

            
            Atalanta was next to me, her attention focused sharply on the men. “But that’s not right,” she whispered. “He’s too far away.”

            
            I looked again and saw that I’d had the perspective all wrong. The man was actually standing on the cliff, as was his friend,
               an illusion that made them seem like men of ordinary size. In truth, both must have been twice the size of any man aboard
               the Argo. Giants indeed.
            

            
            As we watched, the man raised his arms . . . and kept raising them, sprouting more as he went, two additional arms unfurling
               from each side. Shaking all six arms, he shouted in an unintelligible language. His friend soon joined in, waving a spear
               in his uppermost right hand.
            

            
            We of the Argo glanced around at one another, amazed. The six-armed men were too far away to do any damage, and our ship sailed safely past.
            

            
            What wonders this world contained.

            
            

            We made camp that evening on an island mercifully free from all human habitation, six-armed or otherwise. It was a relief
               to spread out along the beach after so long on the cramped quarters of the ship. I stretched out my legs and dug my toes into
               the cool sand.
            

            
            The sun was setting, turning the sky gold and fire red. Castor and Polydeuces splashed in the water, throwing drops of sea spray that turned the dying light into rainbows, while Peleus and Tiphys engaged in a bout of arm wrestling. Heracles, his great bulk lying horizontal, pillowed his head in the lap of his youthful companion, Hylas. Clouds drifted across the sky, and seabirds skimmed the water. 

            
            When dusk fell, fires were kindled and food passed around, such as it was: gruel and salted meat, which made me long for the
               delicacies of home. I tried to catch Jason’s eye, but he was engaged in an animated conversation with Peleus and did not notice
               me.
            

            
            Orpheus began to play a wordless tune on his lyre. The melody rose up like sparks from the fire, summoning the distant stars
               to join us. The stars began to dance to the music, drifting down from their high abodes. Pinpricks of light, no larger than
               fireflies, moved over our heads in procession as Orpheus played. The stars became a crown over the head of Calais, and I remembered
               what I’d seen my first night on the Argo: a glimpse of Calais and Orpheus, the lovers.
            

            
            Abruptly, the music stopped. When I looked up, the stars were restored to their rightful positions in the sky. I rubbed my
               eyes and, around me, saw the other Argonauts doing the same.
            

            
            A powerful illusion. Once, I had been able to accomplish similar marvels with my witchcraft. Now I was useless.

            
            The events of the past few days struck me with the force of a tidal wave. I was far from home and without my magic. Suddenly
               the laughing and joking of these men—these strangers—was intolerable. Leaving the light of the fires, I walked to the darkness
               at the edge of camp to gather my thoughts in peace.
            

            
            A shape moved in the shadows, and I cried out in alarm.

            
            “Why are you making so much noise?” the familiar voice of Atalanta asked. Her tall, wiry form emerged from the night.

            
            “Because you startled me,” I snapped. “What are you doing out here, creeping around?”

            
            “Praying to Artemis Far-Shooter.”

            
            Every hair on my body lifted, and a shiver ran over my skin. I felt like I had been struck by an arrow myself, because in
               Greek the name she said was Artemis Hekate.
            

            
            Oh, I knew well enough that it meant “far-shooter” or “worker from afar.” And I’d heard of Artemis before, a Greek goddess.
               But it felt as though my mother had reached through the mists of eternity to grab me by the shoulders and say, Listen. Listen to this woman.

            
            “There is another goddess of that name,” I said, sitting heavily on a piece of driftwood. “Hekate. Have you heard of her?
               I was her priestess back in Colchis. And . . . and I am her natural daughter.” The revelation spilled from my lips like water
               from a spring before I had the time to debate the wisdom of sharing it.
            

            
            Atalanta nodded, unperturbed, seating herself next to me on the driftwood log. “I knew a woman whose mother was also a priestess
               of Hekate. I think Hekate is a little like my Artemis, a goddess of the moon and dark places.”
            

            
            “You don’t seem surprised to hear that I’m a descendant of a goddess,” I remarked. Jason had been far more taken aback by
               this revelation.
            

            
            “You’re not the first divine descendant I’ve met, and you won’t be the last,” Atalanta replied. “That boat is full of them.
               Just the other night I watched a demigod get too drunk and throw up all over himself. Besides, why wouldn’t I believe you
               had a goddess for a mother when I myself was raised by bears?”
            

            
            “This is the second time you have mentioned being raised by bears. Someday you must tell me the full story.”

            
            “Someday,” Atalanta agreed, and immediately changed the subject. “Now I understand why you are so attached to your witchcraft, daughter of Hekate. You said before we left Lemnos that you understood why you had lost your magic and what you must do to get it back.” She slapped her thighs and leaned forward. “So, what is the reason, and what the remedy?” 

            
            “Miasma,” I said simply, hugging my knees. “That is the cause.”

            
            Miasma. Impurity, pollution, the dark cloud that hung over ill deeds. Certain acts had a shape and weight, and marked the
               doer in the same way that plunging one’s hands into a vat of dye will stain them. I’d seen the stain of miasma on the walls
               of the Lemnos palace, where the women murdered their own kin. Then I’d looked down and seen it on my own hands as well.
            

            
            I hadn’t confided this to Jason, not wishing to worry him. But I found myself speaking freely to Atalanta.

            
            “I realized what happened when Polyxo said Hypsipyle threw her father into the sea,” I continued. “It’s the same thing Aeetes
               did to the sons of Phrixus, sending them out in a boat with no oars, so that he would not stain his hands with their blood.”
               I chewed my lip. “The miasma, it’s because of what I did to Absyrtos.”
            

            
            An axe, winking in the sun. Blood, sticky on my hands.

            
            “We will go visit my aunt Circe,” I added, banishing the memories. “And she will purify me.” If she didn’t kill me on sight,
               that was. I didn’t know my aunt, had never even met her. All I had was a name, whispered in a darkened room.
            

            
            Atalanta grunted in acknowledgment. We were silent for a time, until she spoke.

            
            “We have left Lemnos,” Atalanta said, her head tilting up to look at the sky, “but Lemnos has not left my thoughts. I understand Hypsipyle, though I cannot forgive her.” Atalanta shook her head. “Polyxo’s story breaks my heart. It would be one thing to kill the men responsible for the raids in Thrace, but this was something else. The Thracian women were blameless, and they were slaughtered all the same. I once asked Jason if the ideal world he strove to make was really a place for everyone or only those like him. It’s clear which one Hypsipyle’s island is.” 

            
            “An ‘ideal world’ with no men!” I snorted, choosing to ignore the gibe at Jason. “Hardly enviable at all.”

            
            “Sounds rather pleasant to me.”

            
            “You’d live on an island with no men?!” I looked at Atalanta in shock. “Who would do the hard work and the fighting?”

            
            “I seem quite capable of both myself.”

            
            “Don’t you want a husband? Or children?” To me, the world was shaped by the bounds of these expectations. I could not envision
               a life without them.
            

            
            “Not particularly,” Atalanta replied. “I’ve spent enough time at the temple of Artemis to see the dangers that childbirth
               entails. I’d rather stand on a battlefield three times than give birth once.”
            

            
            “Childbirth is a woman’s battlefield,” I said, recalling an old saying.

            
            “I’d rather a battlefield be a woman’s battlefield,” Atalanta replied dryly.

            
            I was irate. “That’s fine for you, Atalanta, but what about the rest of us? Not every woman has the chance to run barefoot
               through the forest and frolic with bears and learn to throw spears. Some of us had other things to do. Why do you get to do
               whatever you like? Why should you, out of all women on earth, have such freedom?”
            

            
            With sudden clarity, I saw why Atalanta irritated me so much—because she could do all the things I was never allowed to, unconstrained
               by the narrow scope of a princess’s life.
            

            
            Atalanta went still, her expression unreadable in the moonlight. “Would you like to learn?” she asked.

            
            “What?”

            
            “Would you like to learn how to throw a spear?”

            
            Now it was my turn to stare blankly at Atalanta. At first I thought she must be mocking me, but her tone was utterly without
               guile.
            

            
            Would you like to learn how to throw a spear? Such an obvious question, but somehow one I had never considered.
            

            
            “I can’t do anything about frolicking with bears or running barefoot in the forest,” Atalanta continued, “but I can teach
               you how to throw a spear, if you like. I would not have us be divided like the Lemnian women and the Thracian ones.”
            

            
            Yes. I understood what she meant: Solidarity must be chosen. We were both women, but that meant little unless we used it as
               a bridge to a deeper commonality.
            

            
            A choice lay before me, a crossroads of a kind. I could maintain my dislike of Atalanta, as a part of me had always disliked
               myself, or dismiss her as Hypsipyle had, or keep her at arm’s length.
            

            
            Or I could try something new and accept her offer of friendship.

            
            “Yes,” I said with a laugh, feeling suddenly giddy. “I would like for you to teach me how to throw a spear. And once I get
               my magic back, I’ll help you find your Procris.”
            

            
            We shook hands on it under the light of the half-moon, then walked back to camp together. The Argonauts were sleeping and
               the fires had burned low, but I was not tired in the slightest. Moreover, I found myself reluctant to part from Atalanta.
            

            
            “You have offered me a kindness. I would offer one in return,” I said. “Let me do your hair.”

            
            Atalanta reached up to touch her tawny mane, suspicious. “What do you want to do to it?”

            
            I laughed again. It seemed that I laughed often around Atalanta. “I’m just going to brush and braid it for you,” I explained. “Has no one ever done anything like that for you? My sister, Chalciope, used to do my hair every day when I was little. Come here.” I patted the earth in front of me, painted with the warm light of the dying fire. 
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            Atalanta

            The novelty of it intrigued me—someone else doing my hair, when usually I groomed myself. I seated myself on the ground in
               front of Medea, resting my back against her belly as she began to untwine my braids and comb my hair with her fingers.
            

            
            It didn’t hurt, as it had when the hunters raked my hair into order in my childhood. In fact, the sensation was quite pleasant.
               Medea’s fingers were small but clever, working out tangles without tugging too harshly. Had Procris ever done this for me?
               If so, I could not recall. Usually, I was the one doing things for her.
            

            
            Medea began to separate my hair into sections, her fingers massaging my scalp to catch all the strays. By now I was nearly
               purring in contentment; I finally understood why the bear liked it so much when I stroked her head. Human hands were exceptional
               for the quality of caresses they could give.
            

            
            As Medea worked, I leaned my head against the softness of her, surrendering to the moment. If she’d grabbed my hair, I would
               have gone as limp as a kitten snatched by the scruff. But I did not feel in danger; instead, I was lost in the pleasure of
               another person’s touch. It wasn’t until this moment that I realized how much I craved it.
            

            
            Medea’s gold bangles clanked near my ear, and I cracked an eye lazily. “Why do you wear so much jewelry?” I asked, something I’d wondered since she’d joined the voyage. “Surely you aren’t trying to impress anyone out here.” 

            
            Medea glanced down at her hands, turning them over to consider the bracelets and rings. “It’s not just jewelry, it’s my dowry,
               so I don’t go empty-handed into my new life. Just one of these bracelets is enough to feed a family for a month.”
            

            
            Clever. Medea’s adornment wasn’t evidence of vanity, I realized, but pragmatism. And I saw what I had not seen before: that
               I’d misjudged this woman, just as the men of the Calydonian boar hunt had once misjudged me. Though I still did not understand
               the human obsession with glittering metal and shiny rocks.
            

            
            Closing my eyes again, I leaned back as Medea bound my hair back up again in a loose single plait, suitable for sleep. Her
               clever fingers parted small tangles and wove up each wisp of hair.
            

            
            When she was finished, Medea sat up and stretched. “I should let you sleep now,” she said. I reeled into the sudden gap between
               us.
            

            
            “Why not sleep here?” I said quickly, not wanting her to go. “It’s a cold night; doubling up will keep us warmer. And you
               already have my best blanket.”
            

            
            “I suppose that would be sensible,” Medea said thoughtfully, touching the gray blanket.

            
            “Unless you’d rather sleep next to Jason,” I added, unable to resist teasing her a little.

            
            “No!” Medea replied, scandalized. “It’s not proper. We aren’t married yet.”

            
            My astonishment was such that I drew myself up on one elbow to stare at her. “Let me see if I understand. You betrayed your
               father, stole the Golden Fleece, ran off with a ship of strangers, and cut up a corpse to distract a pursuing enemy, and now
               you dither about what is proper?”
            

            
            “Well,” Medea replied primly, tucking herself beneath the blankets, “just because I have magic doesn’t mean I don’t have manners.”

            
            This sent me into gales of laughter. Artemis Far-Shooter, I hadn’t laughed like this since before Meleager’s death. Medea
               huffed and rolled her eyes, which did nothing to dim my amusement.
            

            
            We bedded down together, pressed back-to-back, our combined warmth keeping the cold at bay. It put me in mind of Meleager,
               how he and I used to sleep curled together like puppies. I missed my friend keenly and was thankful for the animal warmth
               of the woman next to me.
            

            
            I drifted into a deep and dreamless sleep, the best I’d had since leaving my forests.

            
            When I woke, it was near sunrise. The blue night had given way to striated bands of pink and gold, and the whole world seemed
               to hold its breath as the fiery orb of the sun peered over the horizon.
            

            
            I became aware of a gap in the blankets where cold seeped in. Medea was sitting up, watching the sunrise along with me. The
               other Argonauts were still asleep. We might have been the only two living creatures in the world.
            

            
            “Sometimes I regret leaving home,” Medea said softly. “But then I see something like this, and I feel justified that I abandoned
               all the gold of Aeetes’s kingdom for the beauty of these sunrises.”
            

            
            Her gaze was focused on the horizon, her noble profile silhouetted against the wild colors of the morning sky. She turned
               to me, her golden eyes holding a little of the sunrise’s glory.
            

            
            “I am afraid there is another favor I must ask of you,” Medea said. “When we arrive at Circe’s island, will you come ashore
               with me? I dare not bring any of the men.”
            

            
            “I made a vow to help you get your magic back, and will not stint in fulfilling it,” I replied. “Besides, perhaps we will find some time for spear throwing there.” 

            
            Medea smiled at that, which made my heart leap, then she turned back to look at the rising sun. Meanwhile, I looked at her.
               The muted roses of Medea’s cheeks were apparent in profile, crowned by her strong nose. Black tendrils of hair whipped around
               her ears, blown by the sea wind. She evoked the silvery image of Artemis in my dream long ago, the sharpness of divinity softened
               by incarnation in human flesh. Something more divine than human, both terrifying and beautiful.
            

            
            I had to admit, I found her very beautiful indeed.

            
            “You asked before about my childhood,” I said, finding myself oddly eager to share my past. “It is not a very complex story.
               I was abandoned by my parents on a mountaintop and suckled by a mother bear before a pair of hunters found me. My earliest
               memories are of fur and milk, then the packed earth floor of the hunters’ hut . . .”
            

            
            As I told Medea the story of my life, the birds began to sing and the world gradually filled with light.
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            Medea

            “I do not think I am as good at this as you are,” Atalanta said uncertainly.

            
            I reached up to touch the tangled bird’s nest of my hair, then sighed. Really, I should have known better than to accept Atalanta’s
               offer to style my hair in turn.
            

            
            Fortunately, there was plenty of time to fix it. We were still on the beach where we’d made camp the night before, though
               by now it was nearly afternoon. That morning, Jason had announced our detour to the island of Circe, which sent the crew into
               an uproar. I remembered Ancaeus shouting at Jason, veins standing out in his neck. I was grateful Jason hadn’t mentioned the
               reason for our visit to Circe, lest the crew turn their irritation on me. To ameliorate the Argonauts’ disappointment at their
               delayed homecoming, Jason elected to give us a leisurely start to the day.
            

            
            “Are you angry we won’t be back to Iolcus sooner?” I asked Atalanta as she watched me untangle my hair.

            
            She shrugged. “I am in no hurry. What do I have to get back to? You will help me find the trail of the one I am seeking, and
               for that we must go to Circe.”
            

            
            Yes—the name of the woman she wanted to find rose up in my memory. Procris. Who was she to Atalanta? A sister, mother, relative,
               friend? I was about to ask her, when a strange man came striding up the beach.
            

            
            “I am Amycus!” the man called. He was nearly hairless on head and chest, so that he looked a bit like a swollen thumb. “King of the Bebrycians! By the law of this land, no travelers may leave until one among you presents himself to me for fisticuffs.” 

            
            This seemed to me an unbelievably stupid law, but Amycus lifted his hands to show they were wrapped in strips of cloth like
               a boxer’s. “Unless, of course, you are pirates or cowards,” he added. A group of men walked behind him: his personal guard,
               ready to enforce the royal will. Clearly this island was not so uninhabited as we first thought.
            

            
            My gaze swung to Jason, who was loading amphorae of fresh water onto the Argo with a few others. He looked startled, like a deer caught in the open. Don’t allow this, I thought, urging him silently. Let us be on our way. We have far enough to travel as it is.

            
            “Hail, King Amycus,” my betrothed replied. “We would never dream of violating your laws, for we are no pirates. Someone will
               be over to fistfight you shortly.”
            

            
            Atalanta clicked her tongue and muttered disapprovingly under her breath. The other Argonauts drew together, discussing who
               best to select as their champion, and eventually Polydeuces stepped forward. He was stout and thick with muscle, and he loped
               toward Amycus across the sand. The competitors acknowledged each other with a nod, and the match began.
            

            
            Polydeuces rushed forward, swinging his fists, rapid-fire. For him, this was no sparring match but a real fight. Amycus responded
               to Polydeuces’s advance with a roar of laughter, his bulk easily absorbing whatever Polydeuces threw at him until the Argonaut
               was winded. Then Amycus seized the chance to press his attack. Polydeuces was forced backward, his heels throwing up a spray
               of sand.
            

            
            Feeling more than a little trepidation, I realized that Amycus had never plainly stated what would happen if our champion lost. 

            
            Next to me, Atalanta hissed through her teeth. Polydeuces continued to fall back, using his forearms to shield his face from
               the mighty blows delivered by Amycus. Secure in his victory, Amycus paused to wipe the sweat from his brow.
            

            
            A fatal error. Polydeuces took the opportunity to surge forward and, in a flash, locked his leg behind his opponent’s, tilting
               Amycus off-balance and striking him hard in the temple.
            

            
            A sickening crack echoed through the air. Amycus fell hard on the sand and did not stir.

            
            The Bebrycian guard ran toward their fallen king and Polydeuces, but a cry rose up from the Argonauts. An ugly sound, like
               a cry of war. All their anger and discontent from the morning had finally found a target. Weapons were never far from the
               hands of the men who rode with the Argo, and they seized them now, running forward to meet the Bebrycians.
            

            
            The royal guard wore armor, but it was more ceremonial than practical. The Argonauts cut them down like deer. Within moments
               the beach was a charnel house, bodies strewn all around and blood seeping into the sand.
            

            
            Atalanta moved to shield me from the carnage, spear in hand, but I had already seen everything. No Bebrycian would go running
               for reinforcements, because not one of King Amycus’s party was left alive.
            

            
            At the center of it all was Jason, looking around in horror. He ordered the Argo set sail not long after, eager to leave this place behind. Atalanta was silent and pale, but the rest of the Argonauts seemed
               almost boisterous, as if a bit of slaughter left them in a good mood.
            

            
            Jason insisted on burying the bodies. Later, though, we learned that the shifty Autolycus had stripped armor and valuables from the dead Bebrycians. 

            
            So much for not being pirates.

            
            

            When Atalanta went down to serve her shift at the oars that afternoon, I went to find Jason. I discovered him tucked into
               a tiny corner of the ship, head in his hands.
            

            
            He looked like a lost child, and my heart ached. He was grieving, I knew, for the atrocity with the Bebrycians. I squatted
               down and laid a hand on his shoulder, ready to speak words of comfort. It wasn’t your fault. I know you didn’t mean for this to happen.
            

            
            Jason’s head jerked up, and emotions flitted across his face. Surprise, fear, and finally a false calm, the mask of the competent
               captain he turned so often to his crew.
            

            
            “Hello, Medea,” he said with a smile that did not quite reach his eyes. “I trust you are well. Yes? Ah, that is good. I must
               return to my duties now, farewell.”
            

            
            He stood and slipped away, never looking back. Helplessly, I watched him go, feeling as though I stood on a distant shore
               as he drifted further and further away.
            

            
            Jason had spoken to me so tenderly after Lemnos, but now he was a locked door. Without conversation there could be no connection,
               no more than a tree could take root in sandy soil. Jason was kind and good, a man of his word, someone who had tragically
               lost control of a delicate situation. But if he could not talk to me, how could there be anything true between us?
            

            
            A new possibility occurred to me, a great and terrible fear: that Jason had worn the mask of the competent captain for so
               long he had forgotten who he was without it.
            

            
            

            By dusk, it became obvious that the Argo would not come ashore that night, presumably to avoid risking another incident like the one with the Bebrycians. By now I
               knew the deprivation that came with spending the night on the ship: no fires, no hot food, and sleeping on a wooden deck that
               was much less comfortable than the soft earth. I was glad when Atalanta came up from the oars and joined me beneath the blankets
               as she had the night before.
            

            
            I rolled over to face her, our noses only a few finger widths apart. “What happened earlier today,” I began, speaking softly
               so that the others could not hear, “on the island of the Bebrycians, it—”
            

            
            “Was a travesty,” Atalanta finished, hot breath misting my face. “We could easily have told Amycus to shove it and set sail.
               But no, Jason had to prove his respect for foolish laws and the others wanted to vent their spleen. Now a dozen men are dead
               because of us. Senseless waste.”
            

            
            I lifted my head, looking out at the Argonauts curled up to sleep on the deck—those who weren’t serving their shift at the
               oars, which churned day and night to bring us to Circe.
            

            
            “It makes me angry,” I said, half surprised at my own reaction. “None of the men will ever pay for their actions, for killing
               in cold blood. Not like me, who killed only once and was cursed with miasma for it.”
            

            
            “To be fair, none of them killed their own brother. And none is a witch.”

            
            “Are you defending them, or criticizing me?” I replied hotly.

            
            “Neither, merely describing the distinction. If they were witches, perhaps they would suffer as you do.”

            
            “I wouldn’t know,” I replied morosely. “I am not a witch anymore.”

            
            “On the contrary. I think you are more of a witch than ever. What is a witch but someone who wields power she isn’t allowed to have?” 

            
            Her answer startled me; I’d never thought of myself as particularly powerful. Yet hadn’t I defied Aeetes and held back the
               Colchian fleet? Even now the Argo sailed toward an island in the western sea at my urging. If that wasn’t power, what was?
            

            
            Atalanta was still speaking. “The men on the Calydonian boar hunt called me a witch, and I’ve never had magic like yours.
               You are a witch with or without it.”
            

            
            Her observation warmed me, bringing a smile to my lips. It soon faded as something else occurred to me. “Am I . . . am I like
               her?” I asked, my voice small. “Hypsipyle, I mean.” After all, I’d killed my brother, just as she had killed her father.
            

            
            Atalanta pondered this silently for a long time, long enough that I began to worry she’d fallen asleep. “No,” she said finally.
               “What you did, you did to save us all. What Hypsipyle did benefits no one in the long run except herself. Besides, that boy
               was already dying. You merely cut short his suffering.”
            

            
            I breathed a sigh of relief. Atalanta’s words echoed my thoughts: that what I had done to Absyrtos was horrible and ugly . . .
               and something I would do all over again, if it would save Jason’s life and Atalanta’s and the rest of the Argonauts. In a
               world where violence was common currency, sometimes such things were necessary.
            

            
            I rolled over to sleep. Just as I was drifting off, Atalanta’s voice startled me awake.

            
            “You saved us all from the Colchian fleet,” she said. “But you did it for him, really, didn’t you?”

            
            For Jason, she did not say. Wordlessly, I nodded.
            

            
            “Be careful how much you sacrifice for him,” Atalanta murmured. Her back was to mine, and I could not see her face. “He will take endlessly without giving anything in return. He is an abyss in which you might lose yourself.” 

            
            Her words roused my anger at first. But then I recalled the flat, masklike expression Jason’s face had taken on when I went
               to comfort him. How could one love a mask?
            

            
            I recalled my long-ago spell in the moonlit garden to draw unconditional love, a foolish endeavor but a testament to the desperate
               hunger I’d felt all my life. And I knew with cold certainty that if I’d finally found that love, there was nothing I would
               not be willing to sacrifice for it, no part of myself I would not lose.
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            Jason

            Two days after the incident with the Bebrycians, Jason is shaken from sleep by the sound of the hull jarring into rock. He
               feels it in his bones, as if the gods have bound the ship’s well-being to his. An ugly, teeth-grating noise.
            

            
            As Jason runs up the stairs, he can hear Tiphys and Ancaeus arguing.

            
            “Idiot!” Ancaeus shouts. “You’ve run us right into the Planctae.”

            
            The Planctae, the Wandering Rocks. They earn their name from the way they appear to float in the water, though in truth this
               is an optical illusion concealing a rocky shoal. A cursory glance confirms Jason’s worst fears: The Argo is wedged in among them.
            

            
            The sunstruck expanse of water is pockmarked by dark rocks as far as Jason can see. Even if the Argo manages to free itself, it will be only a matter of moments before it crashes into more stones.
            

            
            “Perhaps we can wait until high tide?” Jason suggests.

            
            “This is high tide,” Ancaeus replies, gesturing at the water.
            

            
            The Argonauts take turns jumping into the shallows and pushing against the hull to no avail. Even Heracles cannot dislodge
               it, his great feet slipping on the rocks. Neither can the wind brothers, Calais and Zetes.
            

            
            Jason begins to worry. The men are grumbling, just as they did after Lemnos. Sharp glances are cast his way, as if he’s to blame for this current debacle. The crew of the Argo is like a wild horse that bucks under him, balking at his control. Jason does not want another incident like the one with
               the Bebrycians, but he isn’t sure he can prevent it.
            

            
            Or perhaps Jason will find their ire directed toward himself and perish at the hands of his own mutinous crew with the Golden
               Fleece around his shoulders.
            

            
            No. The idea of being cut down so close to victory is unbearable. Jason must free the ship.

            
            An idea occurs to him, and he calls out her name. “Medea!”

            
            A head crowned with black curls turns toward him. Jason opens his mouth to ask her to use her witchcraft, then remembers she
               has lost it. How odd—Medea’s witchcraft is so central to his idea of her that he cannot picture her without it.
            

            
            A melodic female voice cries out from somewhere in the water. “Medea! So it’s true that she is on this ship. Well, I cannot
               simply leave you there.”
            

            
            The wood of the Argo creaks fiercely and begins to move. The crew careens around the deck as the ship rises into the air.
            

            
            A sparkle of laughter fills the air and flashes of bare arms can be seen in the water. Sea nymphs, Nereids. They are lifting
               the Argo over the rocks like children balancing a ball on their fingertips, passing it hand over hand. When the ship is beyond the
               hazardous Planctae, it shudders to a halt and sinks back into the water. Jason sways on his feet.
            

            
            “Greetings to the Argo!” calls the same mysterious female voice.
            

            
            Jason joins the rest of the crew at the railing and is astonished at what he sees. Her hair is a dark shining mass that brings to mind underwater forests undulating in the current, and her skin is the color of foam. She takes the shape of a human woman, but Jason has the sense that her true form is closer to that of the deep-sea fish sometimes caught in trawling nets, fang-toothed beasts that are mostly stomach and teeth. A squid killer, a dolphin eater. 

            
            A goddess.

            
            “My name is Thetis,” the sea nymph calls. “Brine born, silver-footed, daughter of Nereus. Hera has sent me. Tell me, where
               is the woman Medea?”
            

            
            Only faith in his divine patroness Hera keeps Jason’s terror in check as Medea steps forward and announces herself.

            
            “Daughter-in-law!” Thetis calls, delighted. “Prophesized bride of my son, Achilles. When Hera asked my help, I was more than
               happy to—”
            

            
            “Thetis!” Peleus crashes into the railing of the ship, rocking back a little at the force. His face is a rictus of hate. “Monster!
               Faithless wife, killer of children!”
            

            
            As Jason tackles Peleus to prevent his friend from further antagonizing the goddess, his mind runs to the recent past. He
               recalls meeting Peleus at the cave of Chiron, where he had come with an infant son named Achilles to seek shelter from an
               unnamed threat. Now, the truth slides into focus. Jason understands what his friend was running from and who Thetis is to
               Peleus.
            

            
            His wife.

            
            Thetis draws herself up stiffly. Her nails seem to grow, and her teeth are suddenly longer. “Peleus,” she spits. “If I knew
               you were here, I would have let the ship crash on the rocks and spill out your life like the yolk of an egg. Though of course
               I would have scooped up my precious daughter-in-law first. My dear, are you sure you do not want me to take you away from
               these horrible men?” This last is directed at Medea.
            

            
            Whites showing around her eyes, Medea shakes her head.

            
            “Suit yourself.” Thetis turns back to Peleus. “Now tell me, you worm of a man, what have you done with my son? Where is Achilles?”

            
            “He is with someone who will protect him from you,” Peleus snarls. By now, he has broken out of the hold that Jason and a
               few others held him in, and is once more leaning over the rail and glaring at Thetis. “Murderess! I saw you dangle my son
               over the fire. A moment more and you would have lowered him into the flames.”
            

            
            Thetis laughs. She is monstrous but beautiful too, drawing the eye like mysterious lights flashing in dark water. “Is that
               what you think happened?” she says. “You fool. I was not trying to kill Achilles, I was ensuring his eternity. The sacred
               fire would have burned away his mortality so that only the god remained. Now I will have to watch my child die, alone among
               the endless goddesses.”
            

            
            Peleus slackens, the color fading from his face. “You weren’t trying to hurt him?” He looks like a hunting dog who has startled
               a bird into flight and cannot quite tell where his quarry has gone.
            

            
            “I would never hurt Achilles. By the River Styx, I swear it,” Thetis says, the binding oath of the gods. “The one thing we
               have ever agreed on, Peleus, is the love we both hold for Achilles. Whatever you think of me as a wife, do not insult me as
               a mother. Now, farewell! And go with the blessings of Hera, Medea of Colchis, until we meet again,” she adds. 
            

            
            Thetis begins to slide into the water, but a shout from Peleus makes her pause.

            
            “I would make amends,” Peleus says, reaching out a hand. “Come visit me sometime on the promontory outside of Phthia, and
               we will talk of what has passed between us.”
            

            
            “No!” Thetis replies. “I don’t want you, I never did. Zeus bound me to you because of the prophecy that any son I bore would be greater than his father. My only solace was that the marriage would be short, since you were mortal. But I was still afraid. Do you remember when you took hold of me on our wedding night and would not let go, even as I flickered between the shapes of birds and wild beasts? I don’t want to share any more of eternity with you than I already have. Be on your way, and look after our son. He will be greater than his father, but that is not such a distinction when the father is you.” 

            
            Thetis disappears into the water without a ripple. There is silence on the deck of the Argo, broken only by the slap of waves and the call of the seabirds.
            

            
            “Well,” Atalanta says, “if that’s marriage, then I’d rather be an alley cat.”

            
            

            That afternoon, Jason sits next to Peleus for a long time, their shoulders touching companionably. Peleus’s face is buried
               in his folded arms.
            

            
            The Argo skims over the waves, and bright sunlight drenches the deck. Eventually, Peleus speaks, though he does not lift his head.
               The words are muffled, but Jason can still make them out.
            

            
            “It was a mistake, that marriage,” Peleus says. “Men are above women and the gods are above men, but what do you do when you’re
               married to a goddess? Still, she gave me Achilles. So it wasn’t all bad.
            

            
            “The son will surpass his father, the prophecy goes.” Peleus gives a bitter chuckle. “Isn’t that every father’s most cherished hope and deepest fear? That’s
               why I’m here on the Argo, so that I might become more than I once was. I must achieve great things so that Achilles will accomplish even greater ones.”
            

            
            These are the statements of an aching heart and a wandering mind, and Jason senses they do not require answers, only expression. He thinks of his own father, whose memory is the bright star that guides him. 

            
            Jason is undertaking this journey for the sake of his father, Peleus for his son. They are like uneasy mirrors of each other.

            
            Peleus sits up and rests a hand on Jason’s shoulder. “Don’t make the same mistakes I did,” he says, then walks away.

            
            Jason watches him go, puzzling at his words, then stirs. There is someone he wants to talk to.

            
            He finds Medea deep in conversation with Atalanta. When she sees him, Atalanta slinks off, muttering something about a shift
               at the oars. Jason seats himself next to Medea, careful not to touch her; casual contact between a man and woman would be
               unseemly.
            

            
            The two of them sit in silence, only their shadows touching. After some time, Medea speaks. “I do not want to marry that baby.”

            
            She must be talking about Achilles. “I do not think Peleus wants his baby to marry you,” Jason replies.

            
            “So who will I marry, if the one I want has closed himself off from me?”

            
            Jason freezes. The one she wants—is this someone back in Colchis? “If you don’t want to marry me,” he says slowly, “I’ll arrange
               a match with anyone you like. On this ship or beyond.”
            

            
            Medea’s face falls. “You would set me aside so easily?”

            
            “No, no,” Jason says, instantly regretting his words. “It’s just . . . I know you haven’t chosen me, and I won’t keep you
               trapped as Thetis was. If the one you want is closed off from you, I will help you back to him.”
            

            
            “The one I want . . . ?” Medea looks at him in astonishment. “The one I want is you, Jason. But you shut me out and would not talk to me after the Bebrycians.”
            

            
            Jason had been so sick at what he witnessed that he can scarcely remember Medea speaking to him at all. The indiscriminate slaughter of the Bebrycians was even worse than the incident with the Doliones; at least the latter was an honest mistake. Jason leaves a trail of blood wherever he goes, it seems, whether he wills it or no. The knowledge makes him feel ill. 

            
            Perhaps he shouldn’t judge Medea too harshly for what she did to her brother, he muses, when his own Argonauts have done so
               much worse.
            

            
            “Share your cares and worries with me,” Medea says, “the way I share mine with you. You were so sweet after you found out
               I lost my magic. Please, let me have the chance to do the same. You need to be the good captain with your men, but, Jason,
               I’m your wife. Or I will be,” she adds awkwardly. “You don’t need to pretend with me.”
            

            
            Jason agrees, though he scarcely understands what she is asking of him. “I’m not the son of a god,” he confesses. “I don’t
               have unusual strength or speed or anything like that. But I will try, as best I can, to be a good husband to you. I swear
               it by the Styx.”
            

            
            The binding oath, the same invoked by Thetis. The enormity of it settles over Jason’s shoulders like a yoke, but Medea smiles
               so brightly that he almost forgets his own disquiet.
            

            
            Almost.

            
            Some corner of Jason’s mind recalls that Thetis said Medea was prophesized to marry her son, Achilles. To take the destined
               wife of a demigod for his own would be an insult beyond bearing. Jason can picture Thetis coming for him, her eyes glowing
               above the water and her teeth long and sharp. He will have to navigate many treacherous seas before returning home, and it
               would not be wise for him to antagonize the goddess of that domain.
            

            
            But Jason has made his choice. And he has come to quite like the idea of Medea beside him as he retakes Iolcus. Still, perhaps
               it’s best to wait until their homecoming to officially marry her.
            

            
            “I never want to be like that,” Medea says with a shudder, hugging her knees. “Like Peleus and Thetis, hurling insults at each other in front of everyone.” 

            
            Jason agrees. He also does not wish for his domestic life to become a spectacle for a crowd.

            
            “I don’t like Peleus,” Medea adds. “And I certainly don’t want him as a father-in-law. He stares like he wants to undress
               me, and Atalanta told me he touched her once. Also, I don’t like the way he treated Thetis. I think you should dismiss him.”
            

            
            “I’ll consider it,” Jason says, though he already knows that he will never dismiss Peleus. He needs every hand on deck if
               they are going to make it back to Iolcus alive. Besides, Peleus has become something like a friend to him.
            

            
            Jason’s thoughts are interrupted by a cry from the lookout. It seems that the Argo has arrived at the island of Circe.
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            Jason

            Aeaea, the sorceress’s domain, does not come into view slowly like other islands. Instead, it appears suddenly on the horizon
               like an ambushing lion. A hawk circles lazily above it, feathers fanned out against the flawless blue sky.
            

            
            “When was the last time you saw your aunt?” Jason asks, trying to lighten the suddenly tense mood that has fallen over the
               ship.
            

            
            “I have never met her,” Medea replies, looking at the island. “I wouldn’t even have known she existed if not for something
               my sister Chalciope once said.”
            

            
            “Ah,” Jason says uncertainly, considering the wisdom of turning up unannounced on the doorstep of a sorceress.

            
            The Argo drifts toward shores covered in abundant foliage. A shale beach rises up to a sandy plateau, terminating in dense undergrowth.
               Tiphys sets the ship at anchor, unwilling to risk bringing them to shore. The crew is edgy, like horses catching the scent
               of wolves.
            

            
            Jason steels himself for the ordeal ahead, donning his armor and taking his spear in hand. When he returns, he finds Atalanta
               standing next to Medea, fixing him with an insouciant glare.
            

            
            “You weren’t planning on coming ashore, were you, Jason?” Medea asks, taking in his attire. “Circe’s island is far too dangerous
               for men.”
            

            
            Jason, glorious in his armor, wilts a little.

            
            “But I will take that, please.” Medea points at the Golden Fleece. “Circe will know what happened when she sees it and what I need from her. It is the best way. I will bring it back soon, don’t worry.” 

            
            Reluctantly, Jason hands over the Golden Fleece to Medea, watching as she descends with Atalanta into the water. This is a
               reversal of the natural order of things—the man observing from safety as the woman dives headlong into danger. Jason burns
               with a double shame: for being the sort of man whose wife must strike out alone on such a hazardous undertaking . . . and
               for the relief he feels at being spared the risk himself.
            

            
            Awkward in his armor, Jason watches as Medea cuts her way through waist-deep water to the shore, the Golden Fleece glowing
               around her shoulders. And he wonders if he will ever see either of his treasures again.
            

            
         
         
            Atalanta

            When we find Circe,” Medea said as we splashed along the shore of Aeaea, “don’t speak, don’t say a thing to her. Let me handle
               the negotiations. It’s best if she invites us in herself—and she will, I’m sure, when she sees the Fleece. She must hate Aeetes
               for exiling her.”
            

            
            A dubious plan, but I would follow wherever Medea led. I squinted at the scrub that lined the island, certain that the shapes
               of animals moved in the underbrush. In deference to Medea’s instructions I had not brought any weapons, but now my hands itched
               for a spear.
            

            
            We rounded a corner, coming upon an inlet surrounded by trees whose long branches reached forward to brush the water. There,
               in the center, was Circe.
            

            
            She was naked, her spine sweetly curved like the stem of a flower, splashing water over her arms and torso. As we watched, she cupped more in her hands and poured it over her face. Her tawny hair, marked with a strange, striated pattern, lay slick against her bare shoulders. She turned to look at us. 

            
            Her eyes were startling yellow gold, a color I had only seen before in the eyes of Medea. I felt a flare of embarrassment
               at intruding on such a private moment, but Circe seemed utterly unbothered.
            

            
            “Hello, Aunt Circe,” Medea said softly. “I’m Medea, Aeetes’s daughter.”

            
            Circe studied us serenely. If there was a flicker of surprise on her lovely face, it was quickly consumed by curiosity. She
               began to walk toward us, water parting around her thighs. She was all voluptuous curves and manifold softness, her generous
               breasts jumping slightly as she walked. My skin suddenly felt too warm, and I averted my gaze.
            

            
            Medea laid a hand on the Fleece, which hung around her shoulders. When Circe noticed it, the sly smile faded from her face.
               She looked at Medea questioningly, one eyebrow raised. Medea nodded.
            

            
            “Come with me,” Circe said, her voice oddly hoarse. “And I will give you what you need.”

            
            She headed to shore, to the tree where her chiton hung. I watched Circe’s hips sway as she walked, round buttocks lifting
               out of the water like the rising sun.
            

            
            Animals waited for us nearby. Some of them I recognized—wolves, lions, and wild cats—but others were strange composites with
               the mingled traits of different animals. A few were sluglike and ill-defined in form, leaving trails of slime as they crawled
               along the ground.
            

            
            “My pets,” Circe explained. “Transformation is a difficult process, and not every batch of tincture is a success. Sometimes I have done better and other times I have done worse.” She paused to admire a creature with a swan’s neck but the mouth of a shark. 

            
            Circe led us to a house with floors of smooth marble and a central fire that illuminated a fine wooden table. Most of the
               animals stayed outside, but one of them—a rabbitlike creature bearing antlers and a small pair of wings—came in with us and
               flopped down on the floor nearby, stretching out on its belly as serene as a Sphinx.
            

            
            All my instincts screamed at me to leave this place where unspeakable shapes darkened the door, but Medea sat down stiffly
               at the table, and I joined her. Whatever dangers awaited us here, I would not let Medea face them alone.
            

            
            Nymphs appeared, minor goddesses of the natural world. They came bearing wine, fresh water, and cups. I accepted one, but
               Medea elbowed me sharply in the ribs, so I did not drink.
            

            
            I could not take my eyes from the sorceress. Though perhaps only an illusion, a faint luminosity seemed to emanate from Circe’s
               skin, filling the house and bending the shadows to her will.
            

            
            She met my gaze, a faint smile on her lips. One of the nymphs drew close to Circe, leaning down to whisper in her ear. Never
               taking her eyes from mine, Circe’s lips quirked. When the nymph moved away, Circe grabbed her wrist. The nymph giggled, allowing
               Circe to pull her closer.
            

            
            Circe kissed the nymph, long and slow like a lover; the kind of kiss that leaves lips tender and bruised.

            
            A lightning bolt went through me, recalling Procris and our nights of passion. The laughing nymph slipped out of Circe’s grasp
               and ran off to join the others.
            

            
            “Aunt,” Medea hissed, pressing one long-fingered hand to her chest.
            

            
            “Don’t be prudish,” Circe chided, wearing the self-satisfied look of a well-fed cat. “It’s your fault, really, for guiding that ship full of strong, handsome men to my island and not deigning to bring a single one of them ashore. I love my nymphs, but I simply adore a bit of variety.”
            

            
            “They say you turn men into pigs,” Medea muttered darkly.

            
            “Men are already pigs,” Circe replied lightly. “I simply make the outer part match the inner. Though it’s not only men I like.”
               Circe’s eyes flashed toward me. “What is your name, beautiful one?”
            

            
            My lips fumbled over an answer. “A-Atalanta.”

            
            “She is my friend and fellow traveler,” Medea explained. “Don’t harass her. Now, if we may—”

            
            “Atalanta,” Circe echoed, ignoring Medea. The sound of my name in her mouth was like a caress. “I have a proposal for you.
               Stay here with me. Share my bed, and I will give you anything you desire.”
            

            
            I was suddenly too warm, strangling with heat. Share my bed. I felt drunk, though I had not consumed a drop of wine.
            

            
            Medea was sputtering with indignation, saying something about hospitality and the harassment of guests, but Circe continued
               to ignore her.
            

            
            “I could give you what you long for,” Circe said to me, her golden eyes hypnotic. “I am mistress of the art of transformation.
               Once we have taken our pleasure from each other, I can give you the shape you were meant to have.”
            

            
            The shadow of a bear rose along the wall, towering over us and slowly fading.

            
            “How . . .” I whispered, remembering my heart’s first desire. How did you know?

            
            “You have the look of a hunter and you smell like the forest,” Circe replied. “Of course you would not wish to be human.”

            
            Once, long ago, I’d prayed for Artemis to make me into a bear, craving the easy sense of belonging I thought would come from choosing the animal world. But now I understood that things were not so simple. 

            
            “My apologies, lady,” I said, lifting my hands palms up like an animal showing its soft underbelly. “But I must decline your
               offer. The bear shape would never really be my own, would it, but a gift that could be rescinded at any time. I would become
               only another one of your creatures, the scope of my life measured out by the bounds of this island. However benevolent your
               rule, you are the ultimate queen and mistress of this place, and I am not anyone’s subject.”
            

            
            Circe’s gaze held mine. “I see.”

            
            “Besides,” I continued, “whatever form I take, I am a bear in my innermost soul. Those who know me will see me as I am, and
               to hell with all the rest.”
            

            
            “Are you saying I should go to hell?” Circe asked, eyebrow raising.

            
            I shook my head. “No, my lady. As a goddess, I do not think that is even possible for you.”

            
            Circe stared for a moment, then threw back her head with raucous laughter. “Oh, you’re a witty one. I like that. You really
               will not stay with me?”
            

            
            “No. I am here to fulfill a vow made to your niece, nothing more.”

            
            “A vow? How gallant. And how very, very interesting.” Circe’s eyes slid to Medea.

            
            “Stop it!” Medea brought down her hand on the table, causing Circe’s antlered rabbit to flee from the room like a shooting
               star. “I’ve come here with a purpose. By the kinship of the Heliades, I call on you to offer purification and expel the miasma
               that has settled upon me.”
            

            
            Circe sighed and stretched lazily. “Very well,” she said, beckoning to the attendant nymphs waiting in the wings. One by one, they brought in the instruments of purification, including a live piglet. I found myself wondering if the little thing had begun life as the child of a sow or a human woman. 

            
            A shiver ran down my spine, and I felt as though I’d escaped some sort of trap. But as Circe’s eyes lingered greedily on the
               Fleece, I knew that we were not yet safe. Glancing sidelong at Medea, I prayed to Artemis Far-Shooter that a witch would know
               how to outsmart another witch.
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            Medea

            Three times Circe anointed me, once with water, once with oil, once with the blood of the freshly slain piglet. To purify
               my mind, and my soul, and, finally, my body. When she was done, I felt lighter.
            

            
            At the center of the table was a vase overflowing with wildflowers, their yellow, pink, and blue heads bowing. Tucked among
               them was a stem with an unfurled bud. Heart pounding, I grabbed the unbudded flower and focused my mind to a single point,
               whispering a charm as familiar as my own name. The flower did me the service of blooming, petals opening to the air, and relief
               filled me.
            

            
            “My magic has returned.” I met Atalanta’s eyes and saw my smile mirrored on her face.

            
            Circe snorted. “Oh? Where did it return from? Miasma is unpleasant and unlucky, and generally bad for the health. But the
               loss of your magic, dear girl, is a thing that’s simply not possible. You might as well lose your own soul.”
            

            
            She did not give me more than a heartbeat to ponder her words before she rested her chin on a hand and fixed me with her sly
               cat’s stare. “Now tell me, how did Aeetes die?”
            

            
            My relief now turned to fear. I had not lied to Circe, exactly, but arguably I’d deceived her. Now the bill came due. There may have been other ways to expiate miasma, but none was so sure as a trip to Circe—or so dangerous. I might find myself among the beasts clustered outside her door. Worse, so would Atalanta, who had only recently chosen her humanity. 

            
            The hearth fire jumped up, illuminating Circe’s face and throwing shadows across the wall so that she seemed even larger than
               she really was. From the corners of the room, the watching nymphs whispered to each other.
            

            
            What is a witch but someone who wields power she isn’t allowed to have? Atalanta asked me once. And Circe certainly had power. I would have to tread very carefully if I wanted to get Atalanta—and
               myself—out of this place alive.
            

            
            “So how did he die?” Circe asked again. “Tortured, poisoned, stabbed in the back? Or perhaps you fed him to his own bronze
               bulls—oh, that would be a pretty piece of justice. Come, child, tell me and be quick about it.”
            

            
            “Why are you so interested in your brother’s death?” I asked, stalling for time. “You have not seen him for many years.” Taking
               a seat next to Atalanta, I drew strength from her quiet presence.
            

            
            “Answer my question, girl,” Circe said, her face darkening. “What happened to Aeetes?”

            
            There was no helping it. I dithered for a moment, then reasoned that Circe had power enough to tell if I lied outright. “Chalciope
               got him. At least, I think she did. She was going to overthrow Aeetes, saying his cruelty had become too great.” At the mention
               of my sister’s name, I felt a deep pang of sorrow, knowing I would never see her again.
            

            
            “Little Chalciope has grown up, it seems.” Circe’s brow furrowed. “But if Chalciope killed Aeetes, why did the miasma settle
               on you?”
            

            
            My heart slammed in my chest. “Well, you see . . . I fled with Atalanta’s crew when the fighting began—”

            
            “You ran away?” Circe’s tone was icy. “Your sister took it upon herself to overthrow him, and you ran away?”
            

            
            “It’s not that simple,” I protested. “Chalciope asked me to protect Jason, the man who saved her sons, and I did. We were being pursued by the Colchian fleet. Absyrtos was with us, but he was dying from an arrow wound—” 

            
            “I don’t care about that. You left Chalciope to handle Aeetes by herself?” Circe stared at me in disgust. “You had a chance
               to kill him, to end that horrible man’s existence, and you hightailed it away? Instead you killed Absyrtos, probably to keep
               your father’s fleet off your ass, unless I miss my guess, and thereby invoked the blood curse. But the child is not the father.
               If you want to make the world into the kind of place you wish to live, you must strike at the heart of evil.”
            

            
            “You chide me for leaving, but you left us first,” I accused.

            
            “Is that what you think?” Circe’s face was hard. “After Hekate died, Aeetes sold me in marriage to the king of the Sarmatians,
               the only man in the world who could match him for cruelty. My husband tried to treat me like a broodmare, and I endured his
               abuse for a year before poisoning him. For that, Aeetes exiled me here.” With a sweeping hand, Circe indicated the house,
               the island, her little domain of Aeaea. “Probably he would have executed me, but by then I was a goddess.”
            

            
            “A goddess?” I was startled by this revelation. “What do you mean, you were a goddess by then? You weren’t born so?”

            
            Circe considered me, her expression unreadable. “I knew your mother well, little Medea. Very well. We struck up a friendship,
               and she taught me much of what she knew about the spells and herbs and chants that make up the practice of magic. Who do you
               think helped Hekate discover the elixir of apotheosis? Who tested it for her?”
            

            
            A voice rose up from my memory. My mother Hekate’s voice, promising me apotheosis and a place by her side, but only after I’d lived my one mortal life. My oldest longing, my deepest wound. A gift dangled at the end of my life’s journey, but one given to Circe so freely. I’d struggled so hard to fit into my mother’s expectations and live a life worth immortalizing, while Circe had simply been in the right place at the right time. 

            
            Suddenly, I was furious. The legs of my chair shrieked against the floor as I stood. I wanted to throw myself at Circe, to
               hurt her as she had hurt me. But if I did, would it be blood or the ichor of the gods that poured from her veins? Would she
               always be so far above me, a goddess while I was nothing but a cringing mortal?
            

            
            “Stand down,” Circe said. “I am not your enemy; save your ire for those who are. And don’t think you can lose your magic,
               as you suggested before—you can only become so estranged that your soul no longer knows itself.
            

            
            “I don’t hate you, little one, even if I am disappointed that you fled from your chance to take down the wicked king. The
               purpose of witchcraft is to turn the world into the kind of place you wish to live, but first you must figure out what that
               is. The truth is this: Witchcraft is nothing more or less than an ongoing conversation with the living world, and you never
               give anyone else the chance to speak.”
            

            
            My eyes burned with tears. I was aware of Atalanta trying to pull me toward the door, but Circe was not finished.

            
            “You found me bathing in the sea when you arrived. Do you know why?” Circe asked. She stood and walked to the other side of
               the table, her fingers trailing across its surface. There was no anger in her now, only a profound sorrow. “I was washing
               away the residue of a terrible dream. There was a fire in my house, consuming everything I loved. I did not understand the
               meaning then, but I do now.”
            

            
            Circe’s golden eyes were as remote as those of the hawk she was named for. “You are the fire, Medea, and you will destroy everything you touch unless you learn to own your power. There will never be an end to it until you make one and become more than Aeetes’s daughter. 

            
            “Look after my wayward niece,” Circe said to Atalanta. “She will need all the help she can get.” Dimly, I noted this was the
               first time she’d acknowledged Atalanta since her rejection.
            

            
            Infuriated beyond speech, I ran out of the darkened house and into the false cheer of sunlight, so bright it felt like an
               obscenity. By now it was nearly afternoon. Circe’s mutated beasts and half-finished experiments cast strange shadows over
               the earth, but they fled at the advent of my wailing, giving way before a creature far more terrible than them.
            

            
            I fell to my knees, wet ground soaking through my skirts. To know that Circe had been given apotheosis while I had to wait
               was an insult that could not be borne. Never again would I call myself a priestess of Hekate or perform her rites. I was done
               with the gods, I decided. Let Hekate’s altars grow thick with dust. My mother had abandoned me, so now I abandoned her.
            

            
            And at the end of my life, when Hekate came to offer the elixir of apotheosis, I would tear it from her hands and drink it
               down. I would become a goddess and tell them all exactly what I thought of them.
            

            
            Strong arms gathered me up, lifting me into the air. I thrashed and kicked, fearing that Circe or one of her nymphs had come
               to drag me back into her lair. But the arms only held tighter. Gradually, I realized that we were moving in the direction
               of the sea, away from Circe’s house.
            

            
            I looked up to see the face of Atalanta, her gaze fixed on the horizon as she carried me tenderly back to the ship.
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            Atalanta

            Once we were safely aboard the Argo, I bundled Medea away to a spot on the deck near the folded sails, where there was some measure of privacy. I held her as
               she wept, tears staining the front of my tunic. There was nothing I could offer her but my presence. Fortunately, it seemed
               to be enough.
            

            
            Her weeping eased eventually, though I continued to hold her. My arm went numb; I ignored it. Distantly I heard Jason shout
               an order to the rowers and felt the Argo jolt into motion. The slap of oars on water took us farther and farther from that island of half-formed creatures and their
               beautiful, dangerous mistress. I remembered Circe’s proposal—share my bed—and a finger of fire ran down my spine. Pushing this from my mind, I considered the twining intrigues of the Heliades and
               thanked Artemis Far-Shooter that I had no human family.
            

            
            Eventually Medea’s breathing smoothed into sleep. Her chest rose and fell against mine. Exhausted after Circe’s island, I
               found myself drifting off as well, lulled by the familiar rocking of the ship.
            

            
            When I woke, it was nighttime. My arms were still around Medea, as if my body did not want to let her go. The stars glowed
               in the sky, and the creak of the ship’s wooden hull was the only sound.
            

            
            In my arms, Medea shifted. She’d turned over in her sleep so that her back was to my belly and she was spooned against me, which worked quite well because I was so much taller than her. My chin rested on the top of her black curls, and we looked up at the stars together. 

            
            “Why do you always want to sleep outside?” she asked, turning to look at me. “Why don’t we find a space belowdecks, where
               the dew won’t settle on our skin?”
            

            
            “I like the stars,” I said, thinking of nights in the bears’ den. When I was little, I would disentangle myself from the mass
               of cubs to crawl toward that sliver of sparkling darkness until the mother bear called me back with a grunt.
            

            
            Medea scoffed. “Spoken like a true bear.”

            
            It is difficult to convey how these words affected me, cracking open my heart and mending it all at once. I felt seen into
               the innermost recesses of my soul, no part left out and none found wanting.
            

            
            “I suppose there’s something to be said for the view,” Medea added, snuggling closer.

            
            “You could go below, if you wanted,” I hazarded.

            
            “And fall asleep surrounded by all those snoring, farting men? No thank you. Being with you is far better.”

            
            Warmth spread through my belly like wine. It took me a moment to recognize its source: Being with you is far better.
            

            
            In the morning, she and I watched together as light came back into the world.

            
            “When I first saw you on that beach in Colchis,” Medea said, “I did not expect to share sunrises with you.”

            
            “I did. It’s unavoidable on the open sea.” I glanced at Medea, tracing the details of her face. “What I didn’t expect was
               that I would enjoy them so much.”
            

            
            She lay back down, but I continued to stare into the gradually increasing light of morning. Further sleep eluded me. A terrible thought had taken up residence in my mind: that Procris, seeing me here, would not be pleased with how very much I’d come to enjoy Medea’s company. 

            
            

            The spear clattered against the mast, its sharp tip catching the wood before falling limply to the deck. A few of the crew
               hung around, watching idly but making no comment.
            

            
            “Whoa, Medea!” Jason called, raising his hands in an exaggerated gesture as he approached. “Be careful, I wouldn’t want to
               see you hurt.”
            

            
            Medea brightened at Jason’s appearance—much to my dismay. “I am being careful,” she told him, eyes demurely lowered. When Jason was with Medea, I found myself wishing to be anywhere else.
            

            
            Ordinarily I would have stalked away, either to take a shift on the rowing deck or to find a quiet corner until they were
               done speaking. But Medea still held my spear and I did not want to leave without it.
            

            
            “I trust that your trip to Circe’s island went well?” Jason said, as if it had been an ordinary family visit and not Medea’s
               only chance to expiate the pollution she had taken upon herself in order to save him.
            

            
            “It went very well indeed,” Medea replied, as if she had not bathed my tunic in tears the night before. “I am restored to
               myself.”
            

            
            “That’s good, very good.” An awkward pause, as Jason tried to figure out what to say next. “So if we need any weather magic,
               we will go to you?”
            

            
            “I don’t know much about weather magic,” Medea replied. “A disadvantage of growing up in a city. But healing small injuries,
               divinations, spells to find lost things—all these I can do. Oh, and, of course, if you need anyone changed into a dragon.”
            

            
            They both laughed at this. Even I, sitting forgotten nearby, cracked a smile.

            
            As though it had only just occurred to him, Jason said, “Oh! And might I take back the Golden Fleece, now that it has served
               its purpose?”
            

            
            Once she gave him the Fleece, Jason disappeared, leaving Medea to stare after him with an obvious longing that set my teeth
               on edge. Seeing Jason walk off with the Fleece reminded me unpleasantly of the men who had torn down the pelt of the Calydonian
               boar.
            

            
            “Perhaps Circe wasn’t wrong to turn men into pigs,” I muttered under my breath.

            
            Medea looked up at me, snapping out of her daze. “Atalanta, I want to thank you for showing me how to use this,” she said,
               indicating the spear, “and for going with me to Circe’s island. I apologize for her untoward comments and harassment.”
            

            
            Share my bed. The memory invoked a prickle of heat across my skin. “Her offer was not entirely unwelcome,” I replied.
            

            
            Then I rose to my feet, knowing I’d said too much. Medea was staring at me acutely, trying to figure out what was behind my
               words. Procris would be furious if she knew I’d entertained Circe’s offer—but Procris, I recalled, had a husband of her own
               when she’d met and made love to me.
            

            
            Not wishing to answer any of the questions that hovered on the tip of Medea’s tongue, I went belowdecks for my shift at the
               oars. It was only later that I realized, in my haste, that I’d left my spear with Medea after all.
            

            
         
         
            Medea

            What did Atalanta mean, saying that Circe’s offer was not unwelcome? I pondered this as I stared out at the sea. Certainly she didn’t mean that prurient comment about sharing a bed. Well, more than just sharing a bed—Atalanta and I did that, after all, or at least a bedroll on the ground, and there was nothing at all scandalous about that. Circe had been referring to a very specific thing that happened when some people shared beds—namely, sex. 

            
            I fanned myself, suddenly unbearably warm.

            
            Perhaps it was the offer of transformation that intrigued her, and some part of Atalanta still longed to be a bear. Yes, that
               must be it. Maybe I could make something for her, now that I had my magic back, some sort of short-acting potion—a tincture,
               perhaps, like Circe had mentioned . . .
            

            
            My thoughts were interrupted by a discreet cough. “Erm, miss.”

            
            Castor and Polydeuces stood there, peering at me nervously. “Excuse us, miss,” Polydeuces said, his hands clasped in front
               of him and his expression beseeching. “We were hoping you could help us with something.”
            

            
            The last time I’d seen Polydeuces, he’d cracked open the skull of the Bebrycian king during their ill-fated boxing match,
               but I was not one to hold a grudge. Mostly I was relieved that the crew harbored no anger toward me about the detour to Circe’s
               island. “What is it you need?” I asked.
            

            
            “We heard that you can see into the future,” Castor said, more animated than his brother. “Can you find out which one of us
               will become king of Sparta?”
            

            
            I smiled and told them to bring me a gull. Once they did, I opened it to inspect the entrails.

            
            “Neither of you will rule,” I said. “That distinction will go to another man.”

            
            Their faces fell. “Told you,” Polydeuces said to his brother. “Tyndareus would never choose either of us to succeed him. He says we’re bastards, even if we’re the sons of Zeus. He’ll probably give the throne to baby Helen’s future husband.” 

            
            A surge of sympathy filled me. For all that Castor and Polydeuces were bloodied warriors, they were also simply . . . boys,
               enduring the opprobrium of a cruel father. And I knew very well what that was like.
            

            
            “Glory will attend you all your days, and you will be remembered as great heroes,” I added. This statement was not entirely
               supported by the divination, but seemed a logical conclusion. Besides, it ensured the brothers went away in good spirits.
            

            
            Not long after Polydeuces and Castor left, another shadow darkened my patch of deck. Heracles stood there, with Hylas by his
               side.
            

            
            “He does not sleep,” Hylas explained, pointing to Heracles, who hunched his shoulders and looked off into the middle distance.
               “Nightmares dog him. He is too proud to ask you himself”—this was accompanied by a sharp glare at Heracles—“but if you know
               any charms for good rest, please favor my lord with them.”
            

            
            I sent Heracles away with a dash of wine blessed with a traced sigil of the moon, which governs sleep. Not a very potent spell,
               but enough to tide him over until I could gather more appropriate herbs when we came to shore.
            

            
            As I handed the brew to Heracles, I got a good look at him for the first time. Sorrowful eyes peered out from the gray-streaked
               mass of his untamed hair and beard, and a presence had settled over him. I recognized it from Lemnos and from my own experience:
               miasma, so old and strong it was nearly baked into his skin, impossible even for someone like Circe to eradicate entirely.
               It took all my willpower not to flinch away.
            

            
            Nightmares dog him, Hylas said. It was clear why they did.
            

            
            Other members of the crew came to me with hearts in hands, asking favors of the resident witch. It reminded me of being at the temple of Hekate again, ministering to the people who came there. I dispensed small charms and divinations, and transformed a few ropes into arrows for better defense. Sometimes I declined the requests, as when I told Zetes that I would not transform him into a dragon, since it would disrupt his ability to pull the oars, and besides, he could already fly. At other
               times I gave advice rather than magic, as when I told Peleus he should leave Thetis alone when he asked me to locate his former
               wife.
            

            
            In this way I became one of them, after a fashion. An Argonaut like all the rest.

            
         
         
            Atalanta

            I came up from the rowing deck to find Medea surrounded by the crew like a court lady. Jason hovered nearby, watching over
               her.
            

            
            The sight made me feel strange. This was Medea in her element, the focus of a throng. She was the leader’s future wife, and
               a princess, and a true lady. She had a place in this world far more than I did. A reminder that, however much I enjoyed her
               company, it would soon come to an abrupt end with the termination of the journey. Medea would go into the city to live with
               her husband, and I would return to my forests. The thought made me feel oddly melancholy.
            

            
            Medea caught sight of me. “Atalanta!” she called, waving. “Shall I do yours next?”

            
            A divination to find Procris. This was the very reason I’d sworn to help Medea, at least at first. I’d wandered long in the
               hopes of finding Procris, but now that I had come to the threshold, I felt myself pulling back. Even if I found Procris, this
               would not address the fundamental issue of why she’d left in the first place.
            

            
            “Not now, I think,” I told Medea, and fled back down to the rowing deck.
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            Medea

            The deer stepped daintily through a forest filled with early-morning sunlight. She bent her graceful neck to graze at the
               green shoots, ears swiveling around to detect any unfamiliar sound.
            

            
            I crept forward as silently as possible, not wishing to startle the deer and cause her to vanish like a dream at dawn. The
               sun beat down through the canopy of leaves, making sweat trickle down my back. I lifted my spear arm and took a deep breath,
               then threw.
            

            
            To my disappointment, the spear careened sideways and sent the deer leaping through the undergrowth, her tail a white flag
               of surrender. My shoulders sagged. 
            

            
            “What was that?” Atalanta emerged from the forest, hands on her hips.

            
            “I think it’s what you call a spear throw,” I replied.

            
            “Hrm. More like the fluttering of an unwell bird.” Atalanta could be a ruthless teacher, I was discovering. “Do it like I
               showed you, with your whole body, not just your arm. Throw from your foot.”
            

            
            “How in the world am I supposed to throw from my foot when the spear is in my hand?!” I snapped.

            
            Atalanta handed the spear back to me and was about to say more, when she caught sight of something in the undergrowth. Following the line of her gaze, I watched as the ghostly shape of another deer appeared. 

            
            Atalanta moved behind me. “Pull back,” she whispered in my ear, and obediently I raised my spear arm. She kicked my legs apart
               into a proper stance, guiding my aim. Her breasts were like ripe apples pressing into my back, and I suddenly found it very
               difficult to concentrate on anything at all.
            

            
            “Now,” Atalanta said. I could feel her breath tickling the back of my neck.
            

            
            Yes, now I understood. Throwing the spear was like working magic; you had to let it flow through you into the world. I drew
               back and released, throwing with my arm and my foot and the rest of my body, summoning every ounce of strength I possessed.
            

            
            The spear struck the deer full in the chest. The animal gave a bleat of alarm and crashed through the forest before falling
               down. Atalanta whooped in triumph, throwing her arms around me, and I beamed up at her. I’d done it, felt power move through
               my hands and mastered a skill that owed nothing to my horrible family. Even my magic was a gift from my mother, but this—this
               was something I’d claimed for myself.
            

            
            As Atalanta kindled a fire to cook the meat, I knelt by the body of the deer. How still the creature was, its black eyes staring
               at the sky. Dying so that we might eat and live. Laying my hand on its smooth neck, I murmured the Colchian prayer for the
               dead to send its soul to peace.
            

            
            I watched as Atalanta expertly field dressed the deer and roasted the meat, grateful for what she had shown me. If not for
               her, I might have gone my whole life without knowing I possessed this capability.
            

            
            Abruptly, I was acutely conscious of everything Atalanta had done for me, from teaching me the uses of the spear to protecting me on Circe’s island. I owed her so much and didn’t like allowing a debt to go unpaid. Her rejection of my offer yesterday to perform the agreed-upon divination unsettled me. Merely making the offer wasn’t enough, it seemed; I would have to insist. 

            
            “This will do perfectly well for divination,” I said, indicating the liver of the deer. “You wanted to know where Procris
               was, did you not? Let’s find out.”
            

            
            What would I have seen if I’d chosen that moment to look up? Fear on Atalanta’s face, strong enough to stop me in my tracks.
               But nothing distracted me from giving her what I thought she wanted against all evidence. Perhaps Circe was right in saying
               that I never gave anyone else the chance to speak, instead remaining single-mindedly focused on proving my own usefulness.
            

            
            I cut open the liver and began to read.

            
         
         
            Atalanta

            Wait, I wanted to say. Don’t do it. I don’t really want to know where Procris is. Let her live her life and I will live mine, and we will be nothing
                  to each other but a memory.

            
            But Medea was already bent over the organ. She scowled, then threw the liver on the fire, where it sparked and sizzled.

            
            Medea looked into the flickering fire, its brightness leached by the morning sun. “I see a woman, walking in a forest,” she
               said, unblinking, as if in a trance. “A yellow dog follows her, and she leads a donkey. She wears a quiver of arrows strapped
               to her waist and carries a spear.”
            

            
            Procris. It was her, it must be. The breath left my lungs.

            
            “She . . . oh!” Medea covered her mouth in shock. “An arrow hits her. The donkey panics, the dog barks helplessly. A man dashes out of the woods just as she falls. He’s well dressed, and his hair is golden. He knows her, I think. Maybe he thought she was a deer?” 

            
            No.

            
            Medea shook her head. “Why doesn’t he do anything? Why doesn’t he help her?”

            
            My eyes burned. I became aware of a high keening sound and realized it was issuing from my own mouth.

            
            No no no.

            
            He thought she was a deer. Had he? The man was Cephalus, I was certain, judging from the description of his fine clothes and golden hair. I recalled
               the little cruelties Procris described, the slights, slaps, and shoves leading to this final act of ultimate violence.
            

            
            Cephalus had conducted an affair with the goddess of the dawn, Eos, a far more ambitious match than a mere princess like Procris.
               A hunting accident would be a ready excuse to get rid of an inconvenient first wife.
            

            
            “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” Medea said.

            
            I staggered to my feet, swaying.

            
            Procris was dead. The earth would no longer know the blessing of her footsteps; the forests would be bereft. A light had gone
               out of the world. The bright thread that carried me across the sea and through all the hazards of the journey was abruptly
               severed.
            

            
            “Atalanta.” Medea was trying to take my hands in hers, to soothe me. “Atalanta! Please, talk to me. Who was Procris to you?
               A friend, a sister?”
            

            
            “She . . . she was everything,” I replied.

            
            “If you want to avenge her, I will help you.”

            
            Kill Cephalus, she meant. I considered it briefly, then shook my head. Vengeance was an unfamiliar concept, picked up from my recent proximity to humans. Animals rarely bothered with revenge, and I still had an animal’s practicality, even if I had chosen a human life. Besides, killing Cephalus would not bring Procris back. 

            
            She was gone. Untethered, I fell into the abyss.

            
            Love—for me, perhaps for everyone—was always doomed to end in heartbreak or death. Artemis tried to warn me, but I had not
               listened. There was a weight on my chest threatening to crush me, and tears burned in my eyes.
            

            
            “Atalanta, please. Stay with me. Let me help you.” Medea’s face was near mine. Her gentle concern was as intolerable as the
               brush of fabric against a burn, and I pulled away. My greatest flaw has always been that I withdraw at the moments I most
               wish to connect. But how could I seek solace through love when love was doomed to hurt me?
            

            
            A bellow echoed through the forests: The voice of Heracles, summoning all the Argonauts back to the ship. Time to continue
               our journey.
            

            
            I ran from Medea back to the Argo, and to the crawlspace under the stairs, and to the merciful waiting darkness.
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            Atalanta

            Images paraded before my closed eyes.

            
            Procris as she had been on that fateful day when I met her in the forest. Procris at the temple of Brauron, looking up at
               the statue of the goddess. Procris kissing me beyond the reach of the fire as the little bears cheered.
            

            
            Could I have saved her if I’d been there, deflecting Cephalus’s arrows and driving him off? Perhaps I could have done so,
               or perhaps I would have been as helpless as I was when Meleager burned. But at least Procris would not have died far from
               anyone who loved her, staring up at the indifferent trees. Her death was worse than Meleager’s—at least I had been there with
               him and, in his final moments, let my friend know that he was not alone.
            

            
            Deep in the hold of the Argo, I curled on my side like a wounded animal and wept for Procris, and Meleager, and myself.
            

            
            If you love, you will lose yourself, the goddess told me.
            

            
            I closed my eyes and was lost.

            
            After a time, my weeping lapsed into silence and the heavy weight of finality descended. The stillness that comes with the
               utter certainty of even a terrible outcome; the cold peace of knowing one’s search has come to an end. She was dead, and she
               would never return to me.
            

            
            The truth was that I’d lost Procris long ago, on the day she’d packed up her camp and disappeared. She did not want to be found, and on some level I had always known this, which was why I had been so aimless and foolish in my search. If I did not find her, I could at least dream of the possibility of a reunion. 

            
            But Procris had chosen to return to her husband, and he had killed her for it. To me, Procris had been like the sun and the
               moon and all the stars in the night sky. To her, I had been nothing more than an escape.
            

            
            I became aware of a presence beside me in the dark. A hand pressed between my shoulder blades, rubbing in comforting circles.
               Cracking open my swollen eyes, I saw the familiar profile of Medea silhouetted against the light streaming down the stairs.
            

            
            “We don’t need to talk,” she said. “But I’m with you. I have water, and food too whenever you want it. And if anyone tries
               to bother you, I’ll turn him into a pig.”
            

            
            Medea’s hand resumed tracing circles on my back, and she began to sing softly in the tongue of her native land. Her presence
               was a balm on my aching soul.
            

            
            Our promises to each other had been fulfilled—she had her magic, and I knew where Procris was. Yet some invisible cord still
               tethered us to each other. She was very much like me, I realized. Where I was caught between the human world and the animal
               one, Medea was somewhere between the human and the divine. How she shone, like the moon on a dark and endless night. How gentle
               her hands, which offered comfort and worked the tangles from my hair. How sharp her wit, a match for my own. Though grief
               would dog me all the days of my life, my affection detached itself from Procris and instead began to circle around the head
               of Medea, like a crown of dancing stars.
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            Jason

            Shouts and the creak of ropes echo through the air as the Argonauts pull the ship to shore that evening, tugging its belly
               onto the sand. The setting sun flashes on the sea spray kicked up by their feet, turning the droplets into momentary jewels
               suspended in the air.
            

            
            Jason looks around and sees someone waiting on a promontory nearby. Not an armored assortment of warriors as on Lemnos, but
               a single old man.
            

            
            The man is so ancient that he seems composed of driftwood. Tendons stand out under skin like the thinnest papyrus. Tufts of
               white fluff adorn his head, and his beard is sparse as a goat’s. He leans heavily on a walking stick as ancient and sun-bleached
               as himself. He might be a corpse risen from a tomb, but then he begins to speak.
            

            
            “Jason and his Argonauts,” the old man calls. “Bravest of heroes, I greet you. I am King Phineus. For a long time, I have
               awaited your coming.”
            

            
            A ripple runs through the gathered Argonauts, and they murmur to one another uneasily. How does he know who we are? What does
               he want? Jason steps forward gamely, though he finds he is getting very, very tired of random men turning up on supposedly
               deserted islands.
            

            
            “We greet you, honored Phineus,” Jason begins. “Please, tell me what it is that you need.” He is careful to make no promises before finding out what sort of threat they face; Jason wants to help, but he also wants to get himself and his men home as soon as possible. 

            
            “It will be easier to show you,” Phineus says. “Follow me.”

            
            Phineus turns and begins tapping his way along the shale-covered beach with his walking stick. Moving as one, the Argonauts
               follow him.
            

            
            They come to a dilapidated palace, a place with roof tiles missing and cracks all through the foundation. Mold darkens the
               corners, and only a smattering of weary-looking servants disturb the silence. Yet judging from the richness of the murals
               and the grandeur of the high ceilings, this must have been a magnificent building once.
            

            
            “Not so long ago, great gatherings were hosted here,” Phineus says in his reedy voice. “Feasts for the kings of Greece, and
               emissaries from Persia, and the hierophants of Egypt. Once my library was the object of envy. Now it is all dust and ghosts.”
            

            
            They arrive in the feasting hall, a room of tall, cobwebbed ceilings stretching away into the gloom. As the Argonauts enter,
               a servant comes out with a plate. Resting upon it is a single piece of bread.
            

            
            As the standing forest of Argonauts watch, King Phineus pulls out a chair, sits down, and lifts the bread to his mouth.

            
            At once, a shadow falls upon the room.

            
            A winged form swoops through the smoke hole in the roof, followed by a second and a third. They are much larger than hawks,
               wingspans vaster than those of eagles. They have clawed feet like the talons of a bird, but human faces glare at Jason from
               behind dark feathers.
            

            
            Harpy. The name comes to Jason suddenly. Stealthy snatcher, dread goddess, punisher of the wicked. He thinks at once of Medea. He
               isn’t quite sure what happened with Circe, but perhaps nothing can fully expiate Medea’s deeds, and the dark gods have come
               calling for her at last. Jason shields her with his body, placing himself between his future wife and danger.
            

            
            But the Harpies are not here for Medea. One of them swoops down and snatches Phineus’s bread from his hands with gnarled claws.
               The second Harpy follows, tipping over Phineus’s wineglass so that a puddle of violet spreads over the table like a bleeding
               wound. The third looses her bowels, raising a horrible stink.
            

            
            Their task apparently accomplished, the three Harpies fly out again through the smoke hole. The only relic of their presence
               is the putrid waste contaminating the table.
            

            
            “So you see,” Phineus says with a sigh, “I have a bit of a problem.”
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            Medea

            As the last Harpy disappeared through the smoke hole, the room exploded into conversation. The Argonauts fell over themselves
               putting forth conflicting solutions to the problem before us.
            

            
            I cared for none of it. Instead, I stood on tiptoes trying to pick out Atalanta’s tall form in the crowd. We’d become separated
               after arrival, and I did not want to leave her alone in her bitter distress. The visions that rose from the deer’s liver disturbed
               me—the last moments of that strange woman who seemed so dear to Atalanta. But try as I might, I could not catch a glimpse
               of Atalanta’s tawny-haired head.
            

            
            A hand touched my arm, and I looked up into the face of Jason. “Let me take you away from all this,” he said, “and escort
               you to proper chambers.”
            

            
            Though he needed the help of one of Phineus’s servants, eventually Jason led me to a small but well-appointed private room,
               comfortable despite its thin coating of dust. He lingered, leaning against the doorframe and frowning.
            

            
            “We may be here for some time,” Jason said. “I don’t know what it will take to catch or kill those beasts who descend from
               the sky every time Phineus tries to eat. But we have to try, if we are to earn the name of heroes.” A quirk of his mouth suggested
               that he was none too pleased about this obligation.
            

            
            “I could help you hunt the Harpies,” I offered. “Weave some magic that might confine them. Or drug the food, so that they fall from the air like stones.” Already my mind was sifting through possibilities. 

            
            Jason’s eyes widened in alarm. “No, you must stay far away from those creatures! I want you safe, Medea. I’d never forgive
               myself if you were hurt.”
            

            
            A bit disappointing that Jason had so little faith in my magical skills (not to mention my hard-won spear-throwing abilities),
               but perhaps it was best not to tangle with creatures of chthonic vengeance. Besides, it was pleasant to be treated like a
               prize worth protecting instead of a mere tool. The feeling of being cherished sent a flicker of warmth through my belly.
            

            
            “Well,” Jason said, looking away. “I should leave you. Good night, Medea.”

            
            The thought of being alone in this strange place was intolerable. If I had been another sort of girl, I might have invited
               Jason to join me under the sheets. But I had my virtue to think of, so all I did was say good night.
            

            
            But it wasn’t Jason, strangely, who had become my touchstone in the darkness. Though I slept in a proper bed for the first
               night since leaving Colchis, I tossed and turned, unable to sleep because the comforting presence of Atalanta was not next
               to me.
            

            
            

            In the morning, I went to the gardens.

            
            Like the rest of the palace, the gardens had long ago fallen into disarray, but they were still home to all sorts of plants.
               Horehound, rosemary, and mint grew riotously there. Also aconite and hempflower, good for divination. No Prometheon, but that
               was only to be expected so far from the Caucasus Mountains.
            

            
            I ran my palm over the softly scented leaves, and it felt like greeting old friends. Using my nails, I severed the stems of a few plants and tucked them into a pouch. A little chamomile and lavender—these would be useful for making the requested sleeping potion for Heracles. And maybe a bit for myself too, I thought as I rubbed my still-sleepy eyes. 

            
            The sound of feet on the path drew my attention. I looked up to see the tall form of Atalanta come into view, and the sight
               of her filled me with relief. Her disappearance so soon after the shock of Procris’s death worried me, and more than that,
               I missed her terribly. She carried a grouse, evidence of a successful hunt, its empty eyes gazing out into space.
            

            
            I gathered up my skirts and ran toward her, then slowed, not wanting to overwhelm her with my enthusiasm. “Where have you
               been?” I asked. “I thought you were hunting Harpies with the rest of them.”
            

            
            “Last I heard, they were talking about nets.” She shook her head. “I’ve never been any good with those, so I decided to bring
               in some meat instead.” She indicated the grouse.
            

            
            Silence stretched between us. I took in the strands of gold in Atalanta’s hair, the sharp lines of her collarbones. Her eyes
               that would not quite meet mine, still shadowed by grief.
            

            
            “Well,” she said, turning to leave, “I should be on my way.”

            
            “Wait!” Suddenly I was desperate to keep Atalanta with me and ease her loss—or, failing that, at least distract her from it.
               “Phineus is said to have a rich library, and I plan to take a look at it. You could come with me, if you have nothing better
               to do.”
            

            
            “What is a library?”

            
            “A house of books.”

            
            Atalanta’s mouth twisted. “I do not belong in such a place. I never did learn how to read.”

            
            “Really?”

            
            “Who was there to teach me? The trees, the bears? The old hunters who raised me never had time for a book in all their lives.” Atalanta paused, a faraway look on her face. “Procris left me a letter before she disappeared. But I couldn’t read it, so I let the wind take it. Every day, I regret this. Now those words are lost forever.” 

            
            A thoughtless thing for Procris to do, but it sparked an idea. “I could teach you. How to read and write, I mean. Here, now.
               It wouldn’t fix the problem of the lost letter, but at least you’d know how in the future. You taught me how to throw a spear,
               let me do this for you.” Feeling suddenly bashful, I added, “Maybe . . . maybe you and I could exchange letters after the
               voyage is through. The quest for the Golden Fleece is almost over, but I do not wish to go the rest of my life without ever
               hearing from you.”
            

            
            Atalanta tilted her head in contemplation, then gave a curt nod. “I too would like that. Let me bring this”—she indicated
               the bird—“to the kitchens, and then I will join you in the library.”
            

            
            

            Phineus’s library was impressive: a vast room of soaring ceilings, lined with an assortment of scrolls and clay tablets. My
               hands itched to sift through them and reveal their contents—poetry, history, medicine, stories from bygone times.
            

            
            Atalanta craned her head to look up at the tall shelves with their honeycombed alcoves stuffed with scrolls. “I didn’t know
               there were so many books in the world,” she confessed. “I assumed there could not be more than three or four.”
            

            
            “There are many more than this,” I said, chuckling. For all her prowess, Atalanta’s ignorance of human affairs gave her a
               charming air of innocence. “It is a substantial collection, but my father’s library was even larger.”
            

            
            Dust motes floated in a sunbeam, and the tightly bound scrolls gave off a subtle fragrance. I breathed in the scent of papyrus, vellum, and other rarer materials, and felt more at home than I had since leaving Colchis. 

            
            I dug through stacks of scrolls until I found one in Greek, Atalanta’s language, with a suitably simple vocabulary. “Let us
               begin,” I said.
            

            
            We did. I pointed out the letters to Atalanta and indicated the sounds they made, which she repeated back to me. She proved
               to be an excellent student, deciphering the marks on the page as swiftly as she followed the tracks of an animal. She looked
               up at me when she successfully read a sentence out loud, a grin lighting up her face. Atalanta smiled so rarely, and I loved
               when she smiled for me.
            

            
            The moment sharpened, taking on heft and weight. Atalanta was so close that I could smell her skin, the forest scent that
               never seemed to be lost even out on the trackless ocean. The shutters of the library opened to the garden, and the scents
               of overgrown herbs and flowers mingled with the vaguely sweet smell of papyrus. I could hear distant voices arguing, probably
               the other Argonauts trying to solve the issue of the Harpies. From somewhere closer, I could hear Orpheus strumming his lyre
               as the day slid into evening.
            

            
            But here, Atalanta and I were alone.

            
            She was looking at the letters on the page, and I was looking at her. A wisp of hair had escaped her braid and fallen down
               to frame her face. I remembered the feeling of that hair in my hands as I combed and styled it, thick as a horse’s mane and
               yet soft as a kitten. I had always wondered about Atalanta’s decision to grow her hair so long, when surely cutting it short
               like a boy’s would have been easier. But I appreciated the excuse to brush the hair away from her face.
            

            
            I wondered, suddenly, what it might feel like to kiss her.

            
            Startled by my own impulse, I stood up abruptly. “It looks as though we will spend another night here,” I said, glancing at
               the vanishing sun. “Good night, Atalanta. I will see you here tomorrow, if you wish to continue your lessons.”
            

            
            And I left before I could do anything foolish.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            41

         
         
            Medea

            The next morning, I found Atalanta waiting for me in the library. She was leaning over a scroll, mouthing the words as she
               read. Looking at her there, the sunlight gilding her skin, I felt as though I had come upon a sacred deer grazing in a glen.
               A perfect moment, suspended in time.
            

            
            Then she noticed me and smiled. And the lesson began.

            
            Today, I made her inscribe her own approximations of the words in a beeswax tablet, carefully shaping the swoop of the alpha
               and the bounteous curves of the beta.
            

            
            Atalanta frowned. “They look like the footprints of a drunken chicken,” she said, eyeing her handiwork.

            
            I stifled a giggle. “You’re still learning, it’s only to be expected. Soon you will have those chickens marching in orderly
               lines.” It was true—Atalanta had the shaky, awkward handwriting of a child, but she was making quick progress.
            

            
            “You’re very kind,” Atalanta said, tilting her head as she looked at me. “Everyone thinks you are a terrifying witch, but
               really you have a gentle heart.”
            

            
            “It’s the least I can do after you showed such patience while I threw that spear around,” I replied.

            
            The spear lessons, which had been followed so quickly by the revelation of Procris’s death. The room darkened as a cloud crossed
               the sun, and I regretted my words bitterly.
            

            
            Atalanta put down the stylus, not taking her eyes off the marks in the beeswax. “You asked me before,” she began, looking at the shaky letters as if it hurt too much to look at me, “who Procris was. And I told you that she was everything, but that is not the whole of it. Procris was the first human being I ever knew besides the hunters who raised me. She was the reason I knew of your goddess Hekate—her mother was a priestess. Procris was my hunting partner and my companion and . . . my lover.” 

            
            I felt as if I had been plunged into water that was both hot and freezing all at once. “Oh” was all I managed.

            
            “We roamed the forests together and did the things that Artemis’s nymphs do during the nights of the new moon. I loved her.
               But Procris had a husband, and one day she left me to go back to him. That was the man you saw in your vision, the one who
               killed her.
            

            
            “So I am glad that you have taught me how to read and write. If anyone leaves me again, at least I will know what they wanted
               to say.”
            

            
            My mind was a whirl of emotion. I wanted to comfort Atalanta, to take her in my arms, but I did not dare to touch her. “Now
               I understand why you don’t see any need for a husband,” I joked, trying to offer some levity.
            

            
            Atalanta’s gray eyes flicked toward me, their depths intensified by the band of sunlight in which we sat. “Is it really so
               very strange? Your own aunt propositioned me.”
            

            
            “Don’t remind me,” I replied, shuddering. “Circe is a goddess and can do what she likes. It’s different for the rest of us. I always expected to be married off to some prince and have his children. But there was a priestess I knew once named Melanippe, she was very beautiful and—oh, why am I telling you all this!?” I threw up my hands in frustration. “There’s no point in thinking about it. And how would it work, anyway, with two women? How would they have children? How would they have sex?” 

            
            I immediately wished that I could eat my words, but a grin cracked Atalanta’s face.

            
            “How do two women have sex?” she echoed in a voice like honey, the twang of her Arcadian accent giving her words a languid
               air. “Any way they like,” she finished.
            

            
            The sunlight congealed. The world seemed to contract and expand, weighted with possibility. I smoothed my skirts awkwardly,
               remembering my sudden urge the day before to kiss Atalanta.
            

            
            A green shoot of curiosity unfurled inside me. I want to know, I thought. Good girls waited until their wedding night for sex. But Atalanta hadn’t, and perhaps I didn’t need to either.
            

            
            The air of the library shifted, crackling with invisible lightning. Atalanta’s stool creaked as she leaned toward me.

            
            I cannot say what might have happened if Jason had not appeared at that very moment, skidding to a halt in front of the library
               door.
            

            
            “We’ve done it!” he called. “The Harpies are gone!”
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            Atalanta

            “Calais and Zetes drove away the Harpies,” Jason explained to Medea as he escorted her out of the library. He did not touch
               her, I noticed, but instead hovered around her anxiously. He ignored me completely, so that I was forced to drift after the
               two of them like a ghost.
            

            
            “The twin sons of the north wind,” Jason continued, “chased the Harpies through the air like sparrows. They were gone so long
               that I began to fear for them, but they came back breathless, telling a fantastical story about Iris, goddess of the rainbow.
               It seems Iris persuaded the wind brothers to stop chasing the Harpies, and in return the Harpies will trouble King Phineus
               no more. Isn’t that wonderful?”
            

            
            There were many things in the world more wonderful than this, but at the moment my mind was a torrent of confusion and I could
               not articulate any of it. Words and letters wiggled like ants behind my eyelids, spelling out my thoughts, making my imaginings
               tangible and impossible to ignore. All of them circling around the woman in front of me, walking next to the man she was going
               to marry.
            

            
            I took refuge from these thoughts in hard labor, loading the water, wine, and food that Phineus gifted us onto the Argo, not to mention the gems, gold, and jewelry he bestowed as a reward. The Argonauts elbowed each other and whispered at the king’s generosity, knowing they would all be very, very rich. I did not share in their joy, preoccupied instead with the feelings arising in my heart. 

            
            Before our planned departure, Jason leaped up on the deck, a hand shielding his eyes as he surveyed the crew. His face fell
               at what he saw.
            

            
            “Where is Heracles?” he asked. “And where is Hylas?”

            
            

            The footprints ended at a pool.

            
            Tucked up in the hills of Phineus’s island was a small lake, the water as still as the surface of a mirror and surrounded
               by reeds. Despite its serene beauty, there was something disquieting about the place. Predators, as I well knew, often lay
               in wait at such watering holes.
            

            
            The footprints marked a man’s unhurried walk to the pool. There was no corresponding set of footprints leading back.

            
            A sound caught my attention as the Argonauts crested the hill. A great bulk of a man, clad in his usual stinking lion skin,
               was sitting in the middle of the path.
            

            
            He was weeping. There was something terrible about seeing a mature adult break down like a child, wailing with his whole body.
               But that was what Heracles did.
            

            
            “Hylas,” Heracles moaned, “where have you gone?”

            
            Phineus raised his head and sniffed the air. “The reflecting pool,” he said, making the ancient sign against evil. “No one
               dares come here, except to make offerings. Nymphs are said to haunt this place, water nymphs with teeth like freshwater eels.”
            

            
            My eyes traced the footprints. I could picture the scene: Hylas bending over the pool to fetch water for our journey, unaware of the faces looking up at him from below. Hands reaching for him even as he drew back the filled pitcher. How quickly Hylas fell when the nymphs grabbed him, the serene surface of the lake closing over him as though he had never been. 

            
            I felt suddenly cold. Hylas’s death reminded me painfully of Procris’s—swift, and meaningless, and violent. 

            
            “We have to leave this place, Heracles,” Jason said. He did not dare place a hand on Heracles’s shoulder; greater men had
               died for less. The strength of Heracles was legend, as was his temper.
            

            
            A low groan cut the air, gradually increasing in volume until it was nearly a scream. A long, drawn-out sound, like a bull’s
               roar. In a flash Heracles was on his feet, causing Jason to stumble backward. But that hurricane of a man did not seek to
               harm any human being; instead, there came a loud cracking sound as he pulled up a tree, roots and all. Heracles threw the
               tree in the direction of the lake, and it sunk into the indifferent surface of the pool.
            

            
            “Hylas!” he screamed. The word seemed torn from his viscera, dripping with blood. Then Heracles was staggering away, crashing
               through the brush like an injured animal. His formidable shouts of “Hylas! Hylas!” eventually became muted by the distance.
            

            
            Jason started after him, then halted, knowing as well as the rest of us that there was no way of making Heracles do anything
               he did not wish to do.
            

            
            This scene broke my heart open all over again. I knew what it was like to lose one’s dearest companion and to lose them in
               such a way that there was not even a corpse to bury. I thought of Meleager, vanishing into the wind. And Procris, murdered
               in the woods far away.
            

            
            Not for the first time, I considered that I carried a curse, some hateful remnant of the birth parents who had left me for
               dead. How else could it be that everything and everyone I loved seemed poisoned by my mere touch?
            

            
            My gaze drifted to Medea, taking in her black curls, her round cheeks and proud nose, the ring she anxiously twisted on her finger. The idea that any harm should befall her was utterly intolerable. 

            
            The other Argonauts were arguing about what to do. “Are you mad?” Peleus shouted. “Heracles is the best among us. We must
               retrieve him, or else we will never return home.”
            

            
            Other angry voices echoed that of Peleus, but they fell quiet as a new sound drowned them out. Strands of music.

            
            Orpheus, the musician.

            
            In the sudden silence, he began to sing. The song described a son of Zeus, fathered on a mortal woman. The child was named
               “glory of Hera,” to appease Zeus’s jilted wife. This did not work, and when the mortal son was grown, Hera sent down a terrible
               curse upon him.
            

            
            The man came home one day to see two imps rush out at him from the house, followed by a dragon. With his supernatural strength,
               he dispatched them all quickly. But then the fog lifted, and the man saw that they were not monsters but his own wife and
               children. To dispel the evil of this act, the mortal son of Zeus had to perform many impossible Labors. But nothing could
               ever bring back his children and his wife.
            

            
            This, Orpheus concluded, was the tale of Heracles.

            
            “Heracles did penance at the command of King Eurystheus and the court of Queen Omphale,” Orpheus declared following the conclusion
               of his song. “But his debt is not yet repaid and his story is no longer one with ours. We should be on our way.”
            

            
            “I wondered where the miasma on Heracles came from,” Medea whispered to herself beside me. “Now I know.”

            
            We’d all heard of the great Labors of Heracles. But none of us, it seemed, knew why he had been tasked with them in the first
               place. The songs usually left that part out.
            

            
            But where in all this was there room for Hylas, the young man who had looked after Heracles so devotedly and ran his life like a tidy ship? Where was there space in the songs for the love they’d shared, crammed into the margins of a story about a man who spent his life making amends? 

            
            

            That evening, I realized with terrible clarity that I was beginning to fall in love with Medea.

            
            We spent the night on the shores of Phineus’s island, Jason having split the difference between the two courses of action
               laid before him. If Heracles did not return by the morning, Jason announced, then we would leave without him, but it was unseemly
               not to give a member of the crew the chance to reconsider and return. There was no question of demanding the king’s hospitality
               once more, so we camped on the beach as we usually did. Medea worked alongside me to prepare the camp.
            

            
            I was ecstatic to be near her again, which I recognized as a worrying symptom. The allure of her presence as sweet as honeycomb,
               lending fascination to the most mundane things as long as she was interested in them. I’d felt it with Procris, and now I
               felt it with Medea. Only the faintest beginnings of love, but unmistakable.
            

            
            Medea. At some point over the Argo’s long journey she had become a friend, and now she became something more. We had not known each other long, but we did know
               each other well.
            

            
            I flinched back from these feelings as I might from a knife’s edge. How faithless the human heart, to set its sights on someone
               new so quickly. Only a few days had passed since I’d learned of Procris’s death. The goddess’s prophecy held true—I had loved,
               and lost myself. But then again, perhaps this meant that the inverse was also true. If I did not love, I would not lose.

            
            Yes, it was simple when looked at like that. I’d prune these feelings like an invasive growth of mistletoe and brick up the yawning gap of my vulnerability. Having come to the revelation that I was falling in love with Medea, I decided to bury this truth like a dog hastily hiding a bone. 

            
            On the beach, Orpheus was singing again. A little ditty about a god called Eros, who seemed to spend all his time making people
               fall in love with each other. Then the melody slowed and deepened, the notes becoming darker as it changed to a tale about
               a girl who had been struck by Eros to love a wandering singer. The girl’s name was Eurydice, and her ankles flashed as she
               danced at their wedding. Then a serpent sank its fangs into that tender flesh, and Eurydice fell down into the abyss of the
               Underworld.
            

            
            Her husband, the singer, went after her. He walked the cypress-lined road into the land of the dead while yet living, winning
               passage with his music. And when he stood before the throne of the dread queen of hell, he charmed her with his song. Persephone
               let the soul of Eurydice follow her husband through the shadows of the Underworld up into the light, under the condition that
               he did not turn around. But just as they were about to step into the living world, the singer turned to look at his beloved.
               And the form of his Eurydice dissolved into mist.
            

            
            The sorrow of the tale drove the breath from my lungs. But more than that, something about it made me angry. Leaving Medea
               to eat her supper alone, I stalked toward Orpheus and confronted him at the fringes of the camp.
            

            
            “You were the singer, weren’t you?” I demanded. “The one in the song, who went after Eurydice.”

            
            Orpheus did not seem ruffled by my sudden appearance and regarded me with eyes as calm as the lake of the nymphs where Hylas
               had drowned. Around him, the others continued to carouse. “I was,” he replied. “All that way I traveled, only to lose her
               again. One might say it was a waste, but love is never wasted.”
            

            
            The words echoed in my mind. Love is never wasted.

            
            “How can you love Calais if you loved Eurydice?” I demanded. This was why I’d come here—to ask Orpheus how he could sing about his past love with his current one sitting nearby. Orpheus could not really love her if he loved him, and vice versa, or so I told myself. Anything to poke holes in the vastness of his love and, by extension, my own. 

            
            Orpheus simply laughed. “The heart is not a throne, with only one king to sit upon it. Or a lyre, played by a single hand.
               The heart breaks, but it also rises. Love is pain, but so is life and it is no less dear to us. You would do well to remember
               that. Or, at least, never look back once you’ve made your choice.”
            

            
            With that, Orpheus left to sit with his lover, Calais, and Calais’s brother, Zetes, who were currently being feted by the
               rest of the Argonauts for their defeat of the Harpies.
            

            
            Their revels irked me. Here they were partying, as if Heracles did not roam the woods beyond, utterly bereft. As if Hylas
               were not dead, and Eurydice too, and Procris and Meleager. As if there were not a thousand reasons to mourn. 
            

            
            I returned to Medea, waiting in our nest of blankets, as though I’d been drawn along by an invisible string. Foolish as it
               was, I could not bring myself to leave her. 
            

            
            I slid under the covers and pretended to fall asleep immediately. I didn’t want to expend effort concealing my feelings now
               that I understood that one love did not inoculate against another.
            

            
            If I did not love, I would not lose. But it had never been that simple.
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            The night was calm and cool, with a thin drift of clouds over the moon. Inside my heart, though, was turmoil.

            
            What had come over me, back in the library? I had no name for the craving, something like hunger or thirst, that I felt when
               I looked at Atalanta sitting in the shaft of sunlight.
            

            
            Mares didn’t run after other mares, and it was the stag that trailed after the doe. Such things were not possible between
               two women—but they were, I realized, remembering Circe and her nymphs. Not to mention Atalanta’s relationship with Procris.
            

            
            Atalanta was sleeping beside me now. She had been silent all evening, curling up under the blankets without even saying good
               night. I feared she might be angry at me, but she had never been one to sit on a slight. Something else troubled her.
            

            
            Perhaps she was still in mourning for Procris, I thought, feeling a flare of guilt. How uncouth of me to think about kissing
               a woman whose lover had so recently died. Besides, I had Jason to consider. My promised husband, the future king of Iolcus.
               I would not act faithlessly toward him; I would be a good wife, as he had promised to be a good husband.
            

            
            But still, sleep eluded me. Around moonset, I gave up and went to tend the embers of the fire.

            
            “The Greeks have three words for love.”

            
            My head jerked up, and I met Orpheus’s gaze across the dwindling fire. He was the only other creature awake on this lonely beach, and his eyes glinted like those of a wolf. 

            
            “The first is eros,” Orpheus continued. “Desire. The magnetism that draws two souls together.”

            
            “Like the god in your song,” I replied, thinking of the divine archer.

            
            “Just so. Another is agapē, the love of family. And philia, the love of friends. Storgē, some insist, but I say that is fit only for slaves and tyrants. Most people experience each of these types of love in a
               lifetime, but it is rarer to have all of them at once, bound together like a golden braid. If you are lucky enough to find
               such love, you must never let it go.”
            

            
            “Why are you telling me all this?” I asked, the hair on the back of my neck standing up. Like one sword meeting another, I
               had the sense of magic being laid against mine. Orpheus commanded unseen powers just as I did.
            

            
            “Because I do not think Hekate would want her daughter to be so troubled. And because I know what it is like to be the child
               of a forgetful god. Here is what you must know, Medea: There is the love that is thrust upon us and the love that we choose.
               Run after the latter, no matter what gods and men say, and never let it go. Or, at least, never look back.”
            

            
            Then Orpheus walked away through the darkness. I watched him go, puzzling over his words, before returning to Atalanta.

            
            What was it that I felt for her? Friendship, or something else? I wanted to roll over and bury my face in her hair until she
               stirred awake, and talk to her until the sun came up.
            

            
            But I did not do any of that. Instead, I lay stiffly in the darkness, caught between two opposing poles: the ache of what
               I wanted, and the terror of reaching for it.
            

            
            

            In the morning, we officially departed the island of Phineus, skimming swiftly over the shallow waves. Heracles had not returned, so we pressed on without him. 

            
            Then we heard the voices.

            
            Women’s voices, singing sweetly. Softly at first, spiraling into the morning, then with increasing volume. I looked at Atalanta,
               who met my eyes with alarm.
            

            
            “It cannot be,” she said. “We are too far from land.”

            
            Atalanta flung herself to the railing, and I followed suit. The crew of the Argo also looked around, puzzled, for the source of the sweet voices that wove through the air like gold threads.
            

            
            The music caught in my brain like a fishhook and pulled. I leaned toward the voices, though the railing cut into my belly
               and the sea air ruffled my curls. Medea, Medea, they were calling. Their song was about me!
            

            
            I needed to hear what they were saying. If only I could get a little closer . . .

            
            “How do they know my name?” Atalanta murmured. Her voice was slurred and her eyes hazy and indistinct, as though she had been
               drugged.
            

            
            The sight of her in such a state shocked me out of my daze. There was magic afoot, and I must counter it—but how? With great
               effort, I shook my head clear of the fog that had descended upon it and looked out at the sea. A rocky shoal rose up from
               the waters, and it was there that the singers perched. They had human faces and long, shapely arms tapering into feathers.
               Their waists terminated in the clawed feet of birds, like the Harpies who had tormented Phineus, but distinct in their own
               terrifying way.
            

            
            Sirens. Bird-women, former servants of Persephone, who sang sailors to wreck on their rocks.

            
            The sirens turned their curiously bright eyes toward me and reached out their hands, redoubling their song. Wax, I thought dizzily. What I needed was melted wax, to stuff into my ears as a bulwark against the sirens’ song. But there was
               none here. I felt myself slip once more into complacent daydreams like a luckless bird falling from a nest, anesthetized by
               a magic even I could not stand against.
            

            
            A splash, as one of the Argo’s crew threw himself into the waters, seeking the origin of that haunting music. More were certain to follow, drawn by the
               irresistible song, if I did not do something. But how could I stifle the song of the Sirens?
            

            
            Suddenly another voice sounded out, falling on the eerie voices of the sirens like a hawk on rock doves. A deeper voice, carrying
               a battle hymn, one of the heartbeat rhythms that inspires soldiers as they march off to war.
            

            
            This new sound wound its way into my skull, displacing the song of the sirens. All around me, the Argonauts blinked like sleepwalkers.
               The spell broken, some of the crew rushed to take the oars and steer the ship away from the rocky shoal, while others worked
               to fish out the unfortunate who had thrown himself overboard.
            

            
            In the center of it all was Orpheus, hand on his lyre and mouth open in song. His eyes were closed, his face pointed at the
               sky.
            

            
            Unease filled me. If Orpheus knew such magic, what other wisdom might he command? I turned his warning about love over and
               over in my mind, wondering what exactly he had meant.
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            Atalanta

            We landed on the shores of Crete that evening, and I walked the beach as the others set up camp, my thoughts full of Procris.

            
            Sometimes the past seems to reach out to touch the present. Once she had come to this very island; perhaps the soil still
               remembered her, though I doubted it. Procris lived only in my memories now—memories that I would not trade for anything, however
               much it hurt to recall them.
            

            
            Perhaps that was the key to things with Medea. Not to try to keep her, but to create memories with her and capture the time
               we spent together like a fly in amber.
            

            
            But how? That remained an open question.

            
            When I returned to camp, Medea and Jason were sitting together talking, a sight that filled me with bile. He did not deserve
               the bright regard of her attention. But their smiles faded as they caught sight of something behind me, rising to their feet
               to get a better look.
            

            
            Whirling around, I saw a figure pushing its way through the trees, movements jerky and awkward. It resembled a human, but
               it was ten times the height of any man or woman who ever lived. And no human ever glittered in the sunlight like that, as
               if made from fresh-forged bronze.
            

            
            The bronze giant strode out onto the beach, its steps like the sound of shields rubbing together. It was headed directly for our camp. 

            
            The beach exploded with activity. The Argonauts were up and running, sand flying at their heels. A few stayed to fight, spears
               and arrows bouncing harmlessly off the metal giant’s side. Others ran into the sea, pushing the Argo along with them.
            

            
            Medea! I cast around, frantic for her safety. Ah, there she was, her pale face riding above the Argo’s rail. I climbed a rope ladder and joined her.
            

            
            Back on the shore, the metal giant bent down, causing the interlocking plates that formed its body to grate against one another.
               Its hands closed around a boulder the size of a horse, then lifted it up and threw it.
            

            
            The boulder arced through the air in an almost dreamlike path. It struck the water just short of the Argo, causing the ship to bob up and down.
            

            
            “Zeus Thunderer,” someone whispered. “What is that?!”

            
            “Talos,” I said, recalling one of Procris’s stories about her time on Crete. “A man made all of metal, created to guard this
               island.”
            

            
            Talos kept pace as the Argo skimmed the shore seeking refuge, the bronze of his thighs pumping as he ran. He shimmered all over, except for one part:
               a black vein twining around his ankle.
            

            
            No spears or arrows could pierce those bronze sides, but I had been hunting since I could walk and knew that anything that
               lived could be killed. The metal man must have some sort of weakness, and I sensed it lay in that black vein.
            

            
            An idea occurred to me. Suddenly I understood how I could create memories with Medea and ensure she did not forget me.

            
            I approached her as she leaned on the railing, the sea wind ruffling her black curls.

            
            “We hunted deer together before,” I said. “But now we are faced with more fearsome quarry. How would you like to join me in the greatest hunt of all?” 

            
            

            “I still don’t like it,” Jason muttered, looking out at Crete from the prow. The ship floated just out of boulder-throwing
               range, rocking gently on the swells.
            

            
            I rolled my eyes, but Medea was more diplomatic. “What better way to retrieve all the things we’ve left behind on the beach?”
               she pointed out, laying a gentle hand on Jason’s arm. “All those supplies and weapons, we can’t just leave them. Besides,
               I won’t be in any danger. Atalanta’s the one taking on all the risk.”
            

            
            I jutted out my chin, daring Jason to say anything to me.

            
            To his credit, he didn’t. Jason might hem and haw, but he would accept our plan in the end. It was just the way he liked things—glory
               without any substantial effort on his part. Jason drifted back to the rest of the Argonauts, leaving Medea and me alone together.
            

            
            I could not bring myself to look her in the face. Instead, my gaze drifted to the censers on the deck, filled with herbs.
               An essential part of our plan.
            

            
            Our plan. Ours. Something Medea and I shared, a thought that left me warm and tingling. The seed of a memory that I could cherish long after
               she was gone, proof of what the witch and the huntress could accomplish together.
            

            
            “I wish you luck, and victory,” Medea said.

            
            “Who needs luck when I have strength and you have witchcraft?” I said with a grin. Already the thrill of the hunt was rising
               in me, a welcome distraction from my lovesick melancholy. I leaped up on the railing, wiggling my toes above the sea, then
               dove into the water.
            

            
            I swam in swift, cutting strokes to the Cretan shore. Dashing seawater from my eyes, I was pleased to see that Talos remained unmoved, still focused on the distant Argo. Just as I predicted, Talos was on the lookout for a ship, and a lone swimmer was beneath his notice. This might change when
               I crawled to shore, but that was where the next part of our plan came in.
            

            
            Even from here, I heard Medea chanting. I could picture her: a lone woman standing on the deck, surrounded by clouds of incense
               smoke pouring from the censers. Henbane, aconite, and hempflower smoke rose into the air and formed an illusion, taking on
               the shape of Talos himself, confronting the bronze giant with a twin. Thus did Medea hold his attention fast while I made
               my move.
            

            
            Emerging dripping from the waves, I kept low to the ground. My bare feet sank into the sand, and I took out my knife. My constant
               companion since the hunters’ cabin in Arcadia, the knife was about half the length of my forearm, pitted with rust but wickedly
               sharp.
            

            
            Talos loomed above me, mesmerized by Medea’s spell. He was tall—by Artemis Far-Shooter, he was even taller than he’d seemed
               before! If I failed, he would obliterate me in a single blow.
            

            
            Talos’s ankle with its twining vein was not fifty paces ahead of me, easily within reach of a determined woman with a knife—or
               so I hoped.
            

            
            I began to run, flying across the sand, trusting in the wisdom of my body, the strength of my arm, and the sharpness of my
               knife.
            

            
            Twenty paces.

            
            Ten.

            
            The sun, hovering low in the western sky, was swallowed by the shadow of Talos as I drew closer. The black vein was in front
               of me, and I slashed with my knife, tearing an opening like a screaming mouth. Thick, viscous black liquid leaked out of it.
            

            
            I heard a creak of bronze and looked up directly into that expressionless metal face.

            
            I froze, the instinctive reaction of the smaller creature before the larger, a bid to avoid the notice of a predator. But
               Talos had already seen me. His massive hand struck with the force of a tidal wave and sent me flying through the air.
            

            
            So this is how birds feel, I thought in that moment of dreamy weightlessness, as sky and sea and land pinwheeled around me. This is what death feels like.

            
            And: I failed her.
            

            
            I would die without ever telling Medea how I really felt, never knowing what she might say in response. Never daring to risk
               heartbreak for a chance at happiness. A coward’s death, when all was said and done.
            

            
            I hit the ground, and the rest was darkness.
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            Medea

            A scream tore from my throat as Talos swept Atalanta up into the air. Quickly, I snatched Atalanta’s obsidian-tipped spear
               and leaped into the water, my skirts billowing out around me.
            

            
            The ship had begun to steer closer to the shore, and I did not have so far to go. Talos flailed on the beach, black fluid
               gushing from his wounded ankle, intent on eradicating the intruder. Every step brought him closer to Atalanta, lying somewhere
               in the undergrowth. But with all his attention on her, he never saw me coming.
            

            
            The obsidian-tipped spear was in my hand, and there was no time for fear. Coming as close as I dared, I drew back my arm and
               threw.
            

            
            I threw from the foot, as Atalanta taught me, and from the heart and soul. The spear soared through the air and tore Talos’s
               bleeding black vein in two.
            

            
            The bronze giant staggered and toppled over. But I was already running into the forest, screaming Atalanta’s name.

            
            

            She was utterly still.

            
            The light of the single lamp flickered over her features, rendering her sun-kissed skin waxen and pale. Her eyes were closed.
               Except for the faint rise and fall of her chest, she did not move.
            

            
            We were in a shabby, makeshift tent, Atalanta lying on a nest of blankets and myself kneeling over her. Placing my hand on her diaphragm, I could feel the ugly edges of broken bone and the dark places where blood pooled and stagnated. I had done a little healing at the temple of Hekate back in Colchis, but it had never been my strongest suit. Healing magic was complicated, with so many interlocking systems woven together. Nonetheless, I set about mending what was broken and clearing what had been blocked to the best of my ability. I was very glad to have my store of medicinal herbs from the gardens of Phineus’s isle. 

            
            When the rough edges of the bone had been lined up and the blood flowed more freely, I sat up. Atalanta was still motionless,
               but she did seem to breathe more easily.
            

            
            “If you die,” I whispered to her unconscious form, half delirious with exhaustion, “I am going to kill you.”

            
            Then I rose to my feet and pushed my way out of the tent. Night had fallen, and the moon soared through the sky. The Argonauts
               had set up fires on the beach, illuminating their efforts to explore Talos’s fallen corpse. Idas and Peleus had climbed onto
               the bronze torso and were trying to push each other off as a knot of others cheered them on from the ground below.
            

            
            Jason appeared at my side. “Is she well?” he asked. “Atalanta?”

            
            “As well as she can be,” I replied. He handed me a waterskin, and I took it gratefully. Long hours of work had left me thirsty.

            
            Jason nodded, then his brows drew together. “You took a serious risk today, you know,” he said gravely. “After promising you
               wouldn’t put yourself in any danger.”
            

            
            “I didn’t promise anything,” I said with a flicker of annoyance. Bringing down that bronze automaton had been the task of a hero, but instead
               of offering me a hero’s welcome, Jason was treating me like a misbehaving child.
            

            
            “Even so, you said Atalanta would be taking all the danger on herself. I cannot trust you if you don’t do what you say.”

            
            Now I was really irritated. Before, I’d been pleased when Jason acted protectively, but now I saw that being treated like a precious object still meant being an object. 

            
            I am not a little child, I thought, glaring at him. I stood against a corrupt father and transformed snakes into dragons before ever meeting you. I’m not so helpless as I appear.

            
            Jason looked away first. “I only want you to be well,” he said. “I could never live with myself if anything happened to my
               future wife.”
            

            
            He bestowed a winning smile upon me, as if to soften his chiding. Beyond his shoulder, Idas successfully pushed Peleus off
               the corpse of Talos, then pumped his fist in the air. This prompted raucous cheering from the crowd of onlookers.
            

            
            Murmuring an excuse, I turned to leave, wondering all the while if Jason would always put me on a pedestal or if he’d ever
               let me walk by his side.
            

            
            Atalanta stirred when I entered the tent, lit by the light of the single flame. Gray eyes flickered open and focused on me.
               “Did I get him?” she rasped through dry lips.
            

            
            “Talos? Yes.” I knelt by her side, overwhelmed with relief.

            
            “Tell them to keep that last part out of the songs, though,” she added, wincing. She drank obediently from the waterskin I
               offered her, then fell back on the pallet with a sigh.
            

            
            After a moment of hesitation, words began to spill from my lips. “What happened back there?! You could have died.”
            

            
            Atalanta struggled to push herself up so that she was sitting among the blankets.

            
            “Lie back down,” I chided. “I worked magic so that you will heal faster, but you still need rest.”

            
            “Medea.” My name on her lips silenced my racing thoughts. “Come here.”

            
            Puzzled, I did.

            
            “Closer,” she insisted.

            
            When I bent my head toward her, she twined a hand in my hair and pulled me in for a kiss.

            
            Stars burst in my belly and fire danced under my skin. The kiss was sweet—soft lips on mine, the gentle questioning of a tongue
               between them.
            

            
            I pulled away. My hand floated up to cover my lips, which felt like they were burning. My heart hammered in my chest, but
               not out of fear.
            

            
            Atalanta sank back down on the blankets, flushed from effort but with the promise of more in her half-lidded eyes.

            
            Silver eyes, I thought wildly, a match for my golden ones. How had I never seen it before? Silver for the moon, gold for the sun. Together, we made a perfect whole.
            

            
            “Medea,” Atalanta said, “I love you.”

            
            Suddenly the little tent seemed too hot, or perhaps too small. I was suffocating; none of this could be real. I was dreaming,
               I must be.
            

            
            “Come with me,” Atalanta said. She took my hands, lacing her fingers through mine. “Run away with me into the forest. Become
               my wife. We will not follow the roads laid out for us, but instead make a way for ourselves where there was none. The next
               time we make landfall, disappear with me.”
            

            
            I stared at Atalanta. Though my life’s path had always been an unusual one, it ran straight and clear, shaped by my mother’s
               gift and her expectations. I was a witch, but that was something of a family tradition; there was nothing subversive in my
               magic back then. But now Atalanta offered another path, wilder and more free, beyond the rule of gods or men. The affection
               in her eyes called forth an answering bloom from my chest.
            

            
            Orpheus’s words rose up in my mind. There is the love that is thrust upon us and the love that we choose. Run after the latter, no matter what gods and men say, and never let it go. Or, at least, never let yourself look back.

            
            Did I love Atalanta? If so, in what sort of way? Certainly I was fond of her. But a kiss was not a lifetime contract, and
               it was no small decision to leave the rest of the world behind.
            

            
            If I loved Atalanta, did I love her as herself, or as a symbol of what I wished to become?

            
            “I’m supposed to marry Jason,” I said weakly, holding the words up like a shield.

            
            “Jason,” Atalanta echoed, her expression darkening. “I love the hard edges in you, and the softness too, because I see your
               compassion as well as your cunning. But what does he love? Nothing but himself, if he even manages that. I want every part
               of you, good and bad. He only wants you small.”
            

            
            My mouth opened, then closed. I wanted to defend Jason, my promised husband, but I remembered his chiding after the incident
               with Talos, and my tongue was stilled. Perhaps Jason did like me small, so as not to overshadow his glory.
            

            
            “You don’t need to answer now,” Atalanta said. “But next time we make landfall, I’ll be waiting. All you have to do is say
               the word.”
            

            
            I was breathing hard now, and my lips still tingled from the kiss. Inside my skull was a whirling mass of confusion and desire,
               all of it centered on the woman in front of me.
            

            
            “I will consider it,” I said, then rushed out of the tent into the sanctuary of night beyond.
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            Atalanta

            When she came to change my bandages, Medea did not linger. Her touch was quick, clinical, all efficiency. As if I had never
               felt her lips on my own. When she was finished, I peeled away, finding her presence intolerable despite my craving for it.
               Three days had passed since the Argo’s departure from Crete, and still she had not given an answer to my invitation.
            

            
            Run away with me into the forest . . .

            
            I hovered on a knife’s edge of uncertainty. She said she’d think about it, hadn’t she? I’d sworn I wouldn’t do this again,
               this falling-in-love business, yet I could not seem to help myself. I wished I could draw the words back into my mouth, swallowing
               them before they ever had a chance to be spoken. But the die had been cast, the spear thrown, and who knew where it might
               land?
            

            
            The Argo drifted into the harbor of Phaeacia, our last port before Iolcus. The thriving town was located in a natural lagoon formed
               by two promontories like open arms, rising into hills half-obscured by the masts of ships at anchor, thick as a forest. Small
               fishing boats, big-bellied merchant vessels, even warships sleek as wolves.
            

            
            A few of the latter drifted through the water. I thought little of their presence until I saw the emblem adorning their flag:
               a golden eagle within a sunburst. Seal of the royal house of Colchis.
            

            
            A cry came from the lookout, and I spun around. The way to the open sea was also blocked now . . . by two similar ships bearing the same sunburst crest. 

            
            I glanced at Medea. On her face was the horrified look of a woman whose past had caught up to her.

            
         
         
            Medea

            The Colchian soldiers and the Argonauts stood across from each other in the throne room like a fractured reflection in a nightmare
               mirror.
            

            
            Above us sat the king and queen of Phaeacia. King Alcinous was a man in the late summer of life, barrel-chested and strong.
               His hair and beard were streaked with silver, and his eyes shrewd as they raked over the crowd in front of his throne. Next
               to him sat his wife, Queen Arete, observing the proceedings silently.
            

            
            Jason was speaking to Alcinous, displaying his most winning smile, saying something about the duties of xenia. But I could
               not concentrate on his words. All I could see were the cold eyes of the Colchian warriors, burning into me like brands.
            

            
            Though they were my countrymen, these soldiers were loyal without question to the memory of my father. While the rest of the
               Colchian fleet tarried to gather the severed limbs of poor Absyrtos, their ships had followed the Argo. After losing our trail on the open sea, they lay in wait until we passed through Phaeacia, knowing it was the best way to
               catch us on our way home.
            

            
            King Alcinous spoke. “One might say I have the greater duty of xenia toward the Colchians, since they were here first.”

            
            Jason protested, but Alcinous held up a hand. One of the Colchian soldiers stepped forward. He wore the plumed helmet of a division captain, and I did not recognize him. “We come for the princess Medea. That is all we ask,” he said in accented Greek. 

            
            I was nauseated with fear, my body as tense as a closed fist. These men had seen what I’d done to Absyrtos and would show
               me no mercy. Even if Chalciope and her sons ruled Colchis now, I was under no illusions that I would survive the journey back
               there. I was a traitor and kin slayer, and if I went with the warriors, I would meet with some unfortunate accident on the
               trackless seas where even my witchcraft would not save me.
            

            
            “I will not go back to Colchis,” I said, my voice shaking. “I will die first.”

            
            “You heard her!” Jason cried. “She will not go back. And we will not let you take her.”

            
            The cry was taken up by the other Argonauts. “You can’t take her! She’s ours!” This was accompanied by the rattling of spears
               and swords. Their protectiveness heartened me, but the Colchians were not easily dissuaded.
            

            
            “If you do not return what was taken,” the Colchian captain said with quiet menace, “then we shall assume it a declaration
               of war and take it back by force.” His hand rested on the hilt of his sword.
            

            
            I thought I might weep with terror. On his high throne overlooking the scene, King Alcinous rubbed his chin.

            
            “What am I to do,” Alcinous said, “when one of my honored guests makes a demand that the other cannot meet? Phaeacia is a
               small island, and I do not wish to bring war upon us, but neither do I wish to insult loyal warriors or a courageous band
               of heroes. You see my predicament.”
            

            
            “Certainly I do,” Jason said smoothly. “But surely you understand that we cannot simply give up one of our own. Perhaps there
               is a compromise to be made . . .”
            

            
            A movement at the corner of my eye: Atalanta, spear in hand. Ready to defend me no matter how things stood between us, regardless of her half-healed injuries. 

            
             Oh, Atalanta, I thought. We should have run away when we had the chance.

            
            But that moment had been snatched away from us, if indeed it had ever been a real possibility at all. I needed to think of
               a way to save both myself and the Argonauts.
            

            
            My gaze fell upon Queen Arete. She was only a few years older than myself, younger than her husband as brides often were.
               Her fall of auburn hair was topped by a silver circlet. She said nothing but took in everything. Her nose crinkled slightly,
               as if she found this bickering over my life to be distasteful.
            

            
            There was no time to think. I ran forward, skirts flying, and fell to my knees before the queen, ignoring the gasps of shock
               this evoked from the observers. I rested one hand on Arete’s knee and used the other to cup her chin, adopting the pose of
               a supplicant.
            

            
            “Great lady,” I said, “have mercy. Please do not send me back to Colchis, defenseless and alone, with no city walls or battlements
               or arms for protection. Show compassion to me, a woman just like you.”
            

            
            If Arete was ruffled by my sudden intimacy, she hid it well. Her face softened in compassion. “Oh, girl of many worries,”
               she whispered, “I will do what I can for you.”
            

            
            Arete turned to confer with her husband, and I could see Alcinous nodding along to whatever she said. When Arete finished
               speaking, she lowered her eyes and folded her hands in her lap as King Alcinous stood.
            

            
            “There is no easily resolution,” Alcinous began. “And Phaeacia must be an impartial judge. So here is my decree: If Medea has remained a virgin, she will be returned to her father’s people, and the Golden Fleece shall go with her. But if she has taken a husband, then I will not divide their love.” 

            
            I bit my tongue on a cry. Queen Arete had shown me mercy, but all for nothing. I was still a virgin, which meant my certain
               death.
            

            
            A voice rang out across the room. “I am Medea’s husband,” Jason said. “I am her husband, and she is my wife.”
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            Jason

            Peleus catches Jason’s elbow as they leave the Phaeacian throne room. “You don’t have to do this,” Peleus whispers, face grave.
               Jason knows that his friend is thinking of his own travesty of a marriage to Thetis.
            

            
            King Alcinous has dismissed all his guests until morning, giving them a brief reprieve. Enough time for Jason to make true
               the lie that he has spoken.
            

            
            Back in the land of Colchis, when he sat locked in a room waiting to die, Jason made a promise to take Medea as his wife.
               The time has come for him to make good on that promise. He would shield her from the avenging Harpies with his own body, and
               it goes without saying that he will protect her now.
            

            
            And truth be told, he isn’t sorry to claim this beautiful girl of manifold skill as his wife. Only one thing gives him pause:
               the divine decree that Medea should marry Achilles, repeated by Thetis but originating, if memory serves, from Jason’s own
               patroness, Hera. Jason has no wish to violate the will of the gods; in fact, he shies away in terror from the idea. He can
               imagine Thetis emerging from the sea to swallow him whole for the insult.
            

            
            But Hera protects him, and if there was something she wanted Jason to know, she would surely have told him. As it is, Hera has not seen fit to appear before Jason since gifting him the Argo, when she judged him worthy of her favor.
            

            
            It occurs to Jason that perhaps it is the will of Hera that he marry Medea, and Thetis unfortunately misunderstood. Yes, that
               must be it. Hera is the goddess of marriage, after all—how fitting that her servant Jason should save Medea not through strength
               of arms, but a wedding.
            

            
            Peleus is looking at Jason, his face creased with concern. “You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to,” he repeats.

            
            Kind words, but useless. When has it ever mattered what Jason wants? He has a duty to uphold.

            
            “Why would you think that I do not want this?” Jason replies, brushing off his friend’s concern. “I was born for it. Get the
               others, it is time to prepare for the ceremony.”
            

            
            

            Torches bob through the nighttime forest, and the Argonauts sing half-remembered wedding songs off-key, hushing one another
               so as not to risk catching the attention of the Phaeacians. They head deeper and deeper into the forests of the island.
            

            
            Jason glances at Medea, who walks beside him with eyes downcast. A single, slightly wilted flower has been hastily tucked
               behind her ear, and she wears the same dress she’s worn throughout the journey. There was simply no time to attire her like
               a true bride.
            

            
            Her face is pensive, and Jason’s heart aches. Medea has been robbed of a proper wedding, the happiest day in the life of a
               young woman. She should have had days of feasting, not a hasty ceremony performed in the woods. But there is no choice, not
               if she is to survive.
            

            
            Jason thinks of his parents, wishing with sudden, painful acuity that they could be in attendance here today.

            
            Mopsus conducts the rites, making the sacrifices and overseeing the oaths that will bind them to each other. “In our lawful marriage chamber, you shall share my bed,” Jason and Medea say. “And nothing will separate us in our love until appointed death descends.”

            
            After this is the cave, where the marriage will be consummated. Jason’s stomach does a flip of anxiety at the thought. He
               doesn’t entirely understand what consummation entails, but Peleus has assured him it all comes quite naturally.
            

            
            The cave itself is dark and damp, lit fitfully by a few lamps, and Jason is touched to see a makeshift bed in the corner.
               The Argonauts have banded together to layer their blankets and make a comfortable spot for the newlyweds. On top of it all
               is the Golden Fleece.
            

            
            Medea freezes when she sees it, and Jason feels a stab of horror. The Fleece belonged to her father; she won’t want a reminder
               of him on her wedding night. Chagrined, Jason reaches out to move the Fleece.
            

            
            “No, leave it,” Medea tells him. “It was the Fleece that brought us together in the first place.”

            
            She sits on the makeshift marriage bed, hands folded in her lap. Jason joins, studying her in the lamplight. She really is
               beautiful, with a lovely face and a curvaceous figure.
            

            
            And now she is all his. The thought sends a thrill through him.

            
            He leans forward and kisses her. Jason has never kissed anyone before, but he finds it quite pleasant.

            
            Medea is trembling a little, and her mind seems elsewhere. Jason cups her cheek, comforting her with soft words. No marriage
               begins with love, but at least this one is based on mutual respect. A good foundation.
            

            
            Very gently, he lays Medea down on the Golden Fleece and makes her his wife.

            
         
         
            Medea

            Jason fell asleep immediately after, but I lay awake and stroked his hair, preoccupied with my thoughts.

            
            Do you think, I wanted to ask him, that we will ever become more than the sum of our obligations? That we will eventually love each other, as some husbands and
                  wives do?

            
            I hadn’t chosen this, at least not freely, but I was here all the same and must make the best of the situation. My melancholy
               surprised me. Wasn’t this what I always wanted, a husband and family? Yet I was haunted by what might have been—by the idea
               of a life with Atalanta, a path carved for ourselves in the distant forests.
            

            
            Once, I’d sworn to myself that there was nothing I would not sacrifice for unconditional love, no part of myself I would not
               be willing to lose. But now I could not help wondering about the possibilities foreclosed by this decision. Nor could I put
               from my mind the brief flash of movement I had seen on the edges of the wedding procession: a thick mane of tawny hair, a
               face turning away. And a pair of gray eyes filled with tears.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            48

         
         
            Atalanta

            I had my answer, it seemed.

            
            Turning away from the torches and the sound of wedding songs, I stalked through the night forests like a thunderstorm, higher
               and higher into the mountains of Phaeacia. Each step reignited the pain of my injuries from Talos, but I did not care. I wanted
               to get as far away as possible from the torches and music, from the cave and all that was happening within it.
            

            
            My shadow blended into the night; wolves and great cats fled from it. They were wise. If any tried me, I would have killed
               them with my bare hands.
            

            
            Heartbreak was familiar territory by now, as well known as the slopes of the mountain where I’d grown up. Here was the hollowed-out
               log my heart had become, here the cliff leading away into darkness. But no matter how familiar, it never stopped hurting.
            

            
            Branches whipped my skin as I ran, raising welts across my arms and legs. Hot drops of blood burned my skin, or perhaps they
               were tears.
            

            
            My losses circled me like vultures. Procris, Meleager, now Medea. The pain was only complicated by the fact that the last
               yet lived. And that of all people it was Jason she had chosen over me. That spineless, craven . . .
            

            
            I was aware, dimly, that Medea’s choice had not been made freely. She had taken the safest refuge she could find. But it stung to know that the one thing that would save her was the one thing I could not give. It traced the scar of Procris, murdered by her husband after leaving me. 

            
            Moreover, Medea had lied. I’d always known she was a liar, and a good one, but I never thought she would lie to me.
            

            
            I will consider it, she said. She never really had.
            

            
            Medea betrayed me, but I betrayed myself as well. Because when dawn came, reaching her rosy fingers over the horizon, I saw
               where my feet had led me. Not into the hills, but back to the golden hull of the Argo.
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            Medea

            After the Argo departed Phaeacia, I went to find Atalanta.
            

            
            She was neither at the oars nor in the private nook belowdecks where she’d taken refuge before. Instead, I discovered her
               in the place we used to curl up together to sleep, near the folded sails. She sat hunched like an angry cat and glared balefully
               when I appeared.
            

            
            Fighting the urge to flee her obvious bad temper, I knelt. “We will be in Iolcus soon,” I remarked. “Tiphys says we will make
               landfall in a few hours. Our journey is almost over.”
            

            
            Atalanta gave no sign of hearing me, looking off into the distance as if I did not exist.

            
            I forced myself to continue. It was the only way to show Atalanta that she wasn’t lost to me, to smooth over the obvious awkwardness
               between us. “I hope you’ll still write letters like we promised. And you can come visit me in Iolcus anytime you like. Jason
               won’t mind, I’m sure.”
            

            
            At the mention of Jason, Atalanta’s expression curdled. “I will never set foot in Jason’s house,” she growled, her gray eyes
               the color of a knife’s edge. “You’ve tied yourself to a millstone, and I will not be dragged down with you.”
            

            
            She stood up and stormed away. I sat on the deck, disconsolate. Fine then, I wanted to shout after her. Do I mean so little to you that you would cast me away like this? I might be Jason’s wife, but I am still your friend.

            
            Dark storm clouds loomed on the horizon, a sharp contrast with the bright sunlight that bathed the ship. I was finally safe,
               with a husband and a bright future ahead of me.
            

            
            But what did any of that matter, when I’d lost the person I cared for most?

            
            

            We were within sight of Iolcus when the storm rolled in.

            
            Not one of the little squalls that sometimes misted the deck of the Argo. No, this was a true storm, with rolling waves that pitched the ship this way and that and an angry sea that sheeted over
               the deck, bearing away anything not carefully secured. Bolts of lightning arced far too close to the mast.
            

            
            As the deck rocked back and forth, I was knocked from my feet and went skidding on my side across the slick wood. The rain
               mingled with the sea until the whole world was water, and I could not tell which way was up and which was down. There was
               nothing to do but dig my fingernails into the wood to avoid being pitched overboard.
            

            
            “Medea!” Jason shouted over the gale. “Do something!”

            
            “I can’t!” I cried, helpless before the wind and rain. My witchcraft took time to prepare, mixing the herbs and developing
               the chants. I could not perform miracles on command, and I’d never had the chance to master weather magic.
            

            
            All around I could hear calls to pull in the oars or draw the sails, interspersed with the slam of a wave on the deck and
               the resulting spray of cold seawater. The deck jerked upward as the Argo followed a sea swell, making my stomach drop. I spat out a mouthful of salt and clung like a barnacle to a beam.
            

            
            Eventually the nauseating lurch of the ship calmed, and I relaxed my white-knuckled grip. I must have drifted into unconsciousness,
               because when I opened my eyes, it was to the blinding brightness of sunlight.
            

            
            The Argo lay on its side. Beyond it, some of the crew stood milling about, peering at something. I slid off the angled deck and ran
               to see what they were looking at.
            

            
            Nothingness.

            
            All around us were tidal flats stretching away into the distance. Here and there were puddles of brackish pools, reflecting
               the cloudless blue sky like rotted holes in fabric.
            

            
            Nothing but sky and sand and patches of undrinkable water as far as the eye could see. No animal moved in this wasteland,
               and no bird flew.
            

            
            There was no sign of the sea.

            
         
         
            Atalanta

            “What is this place?” I whispered, staring out at the wasteland as my terror grew. “How did we get here?”

            
            “A freak wave from the storm must have stranded us far inland,” Tiphys said. “As for where we are, I cannot say. There are
               no stars, so I can’t tell our location. I don’t know which way to reach the sea. We may be on the outskirts of the Underworld
               for all I know, or fallen into a labyrinth of illusion woven by some angry god.”
            

            
            For the first time on our long journey, I saw fear on Tiphys’s weather-beaten face.

            
            “In a short while, the tide will come in and carry us back out to sea,” Jason said, always too quick to hope for the best.
               “We only have to wait.”
            

            
            But the tide did not come. The sun only grew hotter, so we took shelter under the bulk of the Argo. Our supplies were almost nonexistent: the amphorae of water brought from Phaeacia had been mostly lost in the storm, and
               the bread was waterlogged and inedible.
            

            
            We had no water, no food. No way out.

            
            The sun climbed higher in the sky. Sweat dried on my skin, leaving behind the scaly residue of salt. Already I was parched
               with thirst. Stunned by our circumstances, the Argonauts scattered to nap through the heat of the day, shambling off to curl
               up in the shade of the ship like wounded animals. I followed suit.
            

            
            My eyes opened when I heard the sound of footsteps.

            
            Medea crouched nearby, her expression solemn. The sight of her filled me with a complex swirl of emotions: joy, anger, sorrow.
               Unable to contend with any of it, I turned away from her and curled up on my side.
            

            
            “When you taught me how to throw the spear,” she said, “you showed me more than the use of a weapon. You showed me that I
               could learn something new, that I could try and struggle and eventually succeed, and claim power for myself. I’d never felt
               anything like that before, not even with my magic.
            

            
            “I know you’re angry with me,” she continued. “But try to understand why I did what I did back on Phaeacia, please.”

            
            There was no way to tell Medea that understanding played no part in it, that my heart had been broken all over again like
               a smashed gourd. That I wasn’t angry with her, only myself for loving her.
            

            
            “You asked me to go with you into the forests,” Medea said. “But it would never have worked out between us. I want a family, Atalanta. A husband and children, the happiness I never knew growing up. However much I like walks in the woods, I can’t live there forever, surviving off leaves and berries. If I went with you, neither of us could have the lives we want. 

            
            “But we don’t have to be strangers. That’s what I was trying to get at before in my own clumsy way, and it’s even more important
               now.” Medea lowered her voice to a hiss. “Atalanta, don’t you see we’re never going to leave this place? We are going to die
               here, and the Golden Fleece will glitter among our bones.
            

            
            “We are going to die here, and I will never see you again, because after my eyes close forever my mother Hekate will be waiting
               for me. I’ll become a goddess and won’t be able to follow you into the Underworld where the mortal dead go. Don’t you see?
               We will never see each other again.”
            

            
            Her voice cracked with feeling, as if this were the worst thing she could think of, worse even than death. I longed to comfort
               her but held myself firmly still.
            

            
            “So sit with me, talk with me, even if for only a little while before death separates us forever,” Medea finished. “If not . . .
               I suppose this is goodbye.” She stood in a rustle of skirts, and the sound of her footsteps led away.
            

            
            Above, the sun bathed the world in a white blaze. A tremor ran through my facade of righteous anger, then a crack. Perhaps
               I had been too harsh to Medea, letting bitterness and pride obscure our connection. She still cared about me, even if not
               in the exact way I’d hoped.
            

            
            A shadow crossed the sun, and Jason stood in front of me. Before I had the chance to ask what the hell he thought he was doing,
               he handed me a waterskin that sloshed heavily.
            

            
            “All the crew gets their share,” Jason said, “though we’re on strict rations. You didn’t look well, so I thought I’d bring
               it to you directly.”
            

            
            The water was the most delicious thing I had ever tasted, clear and crystal on my tongue. I eyed Jason. Perhaps he was not so useless if he insisted on fair rations even for someone he disliked. I drank half the water, then handed it back to Jason. 

            
            “Save the rest for Medea,” I told him. “Take care of her, look after her. Hold her close, even if there is only a little more
               time to do it.”
            

            
            To his credit, perplexed as he was, Jason simply nodded.
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            Atalanta

            After Jason walked away, I watched the distant clouds skid across the sky and pondered my next move.

            
            I could spurn Medea’s attempt at reconnection and die without ever speaking to her again. In some ways this would be the easiest
               path, not to mention the most familiar, severing myself from her as I had been severed from Procris and Meleager.
            

            
            But I didn’t want it. When I drifted among the shades in the misty fields of the Underworld, bitter regret would not dog my
               heels. Medea was my friend, she’d said so herself. She was not required to love me like a lover or accept my invitation to
               run away into the forests. I would not be like Peleus, incensed by the fact that a woman did not want me.
            

            
            I had run from so much in my life. I did not wish to run from her.

            
            As I pondered how best to approach her, a shout rent the air.

            
            Jason was sitting up, electric with excitement. “I have had a dream!” he called. “A goddess named Libya came to me, bearing
               a message from the divine Hera. This was her message: ‘If you and your comrades repay your mother for all the pain she suffered
               bearing you so long inside her womb, you may yet return to your home.’ ”
            

            
            Nonsense words, empty of meaning. Yet when Jason spoke like this, alight with zeal, something about him made the soul prick up its ears. The other Argonauts were listening, stroking their beards thoughtfully. 

            
            “She said her name was Libya?” Tiphys inquired. “If we’re in the country of Libya, then all we need to do is head north and
               we’ll eventually hit the sea.” He tracked the orb of the sun with one bloodshot eye as it lowered near the western horizon.
            

            
            “But what’s all this about our mother?” Idas asked.

            
            “I think I know,” Medea said, causing every head to whirl toward her. “The ship is our mother. The Argo carried us across the sea, and now it is our turn to carry her across the wasteland.”
            

            
            A cry rose from the crew. We were weary and thirsty, but the possibility of cheating death filled us all with newfound energy.
               Positioning ourselves around the Argo, we got our hands under it and lifted.
            

            
            The ship was designed lightweight enough to be dragged to shore, and with the sum of our strength, it shuddered and rose into
               the air. Objects fell out: sand, blankets, weapons, bits of armor, glittering treasure. With everything superfluous cast aside,
               we began to run north.
            

            
            It was hard work. The ship shielded us from the merciless sun, but there was no water to slake our thirst and no time to rest.
               My arms began to tremble with the effort, and around me, the other Argonauts panted with exertion.
            

            
            Jason was in front of me, Medea by his side. Suddenly, Jason missed his footing on the uneven terrain and staggered. Unable
               to halt the forward motion of the Argo, he might have been trampled to death by his companions, bones crushed by their heavy feet and teeth broken on the stones.
               Perhaps he would have perished—if I had not reached out to grab him and drag him back to his feet.
            

            
            Lightning fast, and he was steady again. I did it almost without thinking, as a reflex. Jason looked as startled as I felt and mouthed a brief thanks. Medea shot me a look of gratitude that made my heart sing. Well, Jason was hers now, and I couldn’t simply allow him to perish, especially in such a stupid way. 

            
            We continued, like a beetle scuttling to safety. As our journey dragged on, I began to wonder if perhaps Jason’s dream was
               mistaken, if this was a fool’s errand that would only hasten our inevitable deaths.
            

            
            At that very moment, we crested a final dune and saw it.

            
            The sea, shimmering before us like a promise.

            
            For a moment, everyone was silent, struck by wonder. Then we began to run with renewed vigor, crying out, “The sea, the sea!” like children again, brought home by our mother.
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            Medea

            When we arrived in Iolcus, a celebration was waiting.

            
            People had seen the Argo’s sails from far away and brought food and wine down to the beach. Most blessedly they carried water, which we gulped down
               eagerly. Musicians played and fires were kindled, and the citizens of Iolcus welcomed back the returning heroes.
            

            
            I watched it all from my seat next to one of the bonfires, forgotten in the flurry of activity. Just Jason’s foreign wife,
               left to look on silently as the Iolcans admiringly stroked the Golden Fleece, paying no attention whatsoever to the woman
               who had given it to him.
            

            
            Save for the Fleece, we had little to show for our journey. The treasures from Phineus had been washed away in the storm or
               else lost in Libya, when we threw everything extraneous from the Argo to ensure its lightness. At least I still had my jewelry, not to mention my witchcraft.
            

            
            A tall shape sat down next to me. My heart skipped a beat as I looked up into the face of Atalanta.

            
            “You mentioned, once,” she began, addressing a patch of sand near her feet, “that you wanted to exchange letters after our
               journey ended. Do you still wish to do that?”
            

            
            “Yes! Yes, very much,” I replied, overjoyed at her presence. “And I was serious about having you come visit once I’m settled in Iolcus. We have more time now that death is not imminent, but . . . I don’t want this to be the last time I ever see you.” 

            
            “You know,” Atalanta said, drawing her arms around her knees. “I had a dream once, in which the goddess Artemis told me that
               I would never know love without loss. You were only playing a part in making the prophecy come true, and I cannot fault you
               for that.”
            

            
            “Well, I was also trying to avoid being dragged back to Colchis and killed,” I replied hotly. For some reason it stung to
               think that everything Atalanta and I had shared on the Argo’s journey was reducible only to some god’s blabbering. Not our own choice, but that of forces in place long before our births.
            

            
            “I know,” she replied.

            
            Unwilling to waste these last moments with Atalanta on petty irritations, I took a deep breath to soothe myself. “What will
               you do, when all this is finished?” I asked, gesturing at the celebration around us and the distant shape of the Argo beyond.
            

            
            Atalanta opened her mouth to answer when she sighted something over my shoulder that made her eyes go wide. She launched herself
               at me, pitching us both over into the sand. The wiry, panther-like strength of her lean body against mine sent a thrill through
               my belly. Pinning me to the ground, she held up a hand and something struck it.
            

            
            Her weight lifted, leaving me rather dazed. She was up and shouting in a moment, flinging back the object. A discus.

            
            “Watch where you throw that!” Atalanta shouted at a laughing Peleus. “You could have killed her, you fool!”

            
            “Relax, huntress,” Peleus said, his words slightly slurred. He must have helped himself to more than a little of the celebratory
               wine. “Nobody got hurt.” He gave me an odious grin, and I recalled Atalanta’s story about how he’d groped her early on in
               the Argo’s journey and tasted the point of her knife for the insult.
            

            
            “I challenge you,” Atalanta declared. “If I win, you will throw that stupid discus into the sea.”

            
            Peleus laughed. “I accept. We’ll sort it out with pankration, a man’s sport.”

            
            A spike of anxiety went through me. Pankration, savage anything-goes wrestling, was favored among the Greeks and abhorred
               as senseless violence among all other civilized people. Moreover, Atalanta was at a disadvantage, being slighter and smaller
               than Peleus. The sport had been banned on the Argo by edict of Jason . . . but now that the journey was over, the rules no longer held.
            

            
            A crowd gathered, Argonaut and Iolcan alike, as Atalanta and Peleus started to circle each other. Peleus stripped off his
               clothing, while Atalanta wore her usual chiton. Peleus barked insults—what did Atalanta know about pankration anyway? didn’t
               she need a man to fight for her?—but Atalanta remained as silent as a hunting cat, the sharp dagger of her attention focused
               on Peleus.
            

            
            She moved so quickly that it was hard to make out what was happening. Peleus may have been bigger, but he was drunk on wine
               and overconfidence, and Atalanta had spent her childhood wrestling bears. In one swift movement, she grappled Peleus and bore
               him down to the ground. He landed on his back and was immediately pinned by a knee to the breadbasket and forearm at the throat.
               Peleus choked out his surrender, and after a moment, Atalanta let him up. The crowd roared with delight.
            

            
            “Into the sea with it,” Atalanta shouted, indicating the discus. She glowed with the flush of battle. Her hair had come free
               of its braid, drifting around her face, and the firelight danced across her features. I remembered Atalanta as I’d first seen
               her, holding off the Colchian soldiers on the beach outside Aea. I’d thought she was a goddess then, and certainly nothing
               in heaven or on earth was more magnificent than her.
            

            
            I shook myself, pushing away these thoughts. Atalanta took her seat next to me, taking a swig of beer that some celebrant had placed in her hands. She did not lean her shoulder against mine, but neither did she move away. I took this as a good sign. 

            
            “I’ll go back to the woods after this, I think,” she said, looking out at the sea. “I have been longing for tree trunks that
               reach up into the night sky and the scent of green leaves.”
            

            
            “What will you do when you get there?”

            
            “Bathe, probably, and then take a nap. I have grown very fond of baths. And naps too.”

            
            I scrunched my nose playfully. “No, I mean, how will you spend your days?” I said, immensely curious about how Atalanta would
               find a place for herself in the ordinary world. I wondered at the journeys that would lead her far away from me, and hopefully
               back again.
            

            
            She frowned. “I’m not sure yet.”

            
            Atalanta didn’t need to ask what I would be doing. As Jason’s wife, I’d go with him to claim the throne that was his birthright
               and reign as his queen. I would bear his children, and together we would rule over the city.
            

            
            Atalanta and I sat for a time in companionable silence, watching the celebration. A question burned inside me, and at last
               I gathered up the courage to speak it.
            

            
            “Do you think . . .” I said, fiddling nervously with a bracelet. “Do you think, before you leave, perhaps we might watch one
               more sunrise together?”
            

            
            A smile curved her lips. “I would like that,” Atalanta said. “I would like that very much.”

            
            

            When the sky lightened, I rose from the bedroll I shared with Jason. He was still sleeping, exhausted from the excesses of the previous night. I stroked his hair, smiling fondly at his repose and feeling a little guilty at leaving him. But we would have many years together, and I had only a few more precious hours with Atalanta. So I slipped out of the tent into the gray dawn. 

            
            A familiar shape was sitting on the beach. Atalanta saw me and thrust out her chin in greeting. I took my place next to her
               and watched as the sunrise began to paint its colors across the sky—gold and indigo, blush pink and coral.
            

            
            I moved a little closer and leaned against her like dogs or horses do. She did not draw away but instead leaned back, and
               that gave me hope. Hope that I had not seen the last of this entrancing, marvelous woman, that she would honor my invitation
               to exchange letters and visits.
            

            
            There, caught between the ending of my old life and the beginning of the new, I suddenly recalled a vivid memory of my youth
               when I dropped a pail of water. I’d been swinging it to and fro on my way to the temple of Hekate, when suddenly the handle
               slipped from my hand and flew through the air, spilling its contents everywhere.
            

            
            What struck me most about the memory was not the mess or the frustration of wasted effort, but the brief beauty of it. The
               perfect arc the pail described in the air, and the spray of water fanning out like a flurry of diamonds, each droplet winking
               in the light. A moment of sublime loveliness before everything came crashing down.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Part Three

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            52

         
         
            Jason

            The next morning, after the party is finished and the bonfires have died down to ash, Jason faces a split in the road. He
               must decide which to prioritize first: confronting Pelias, the killer of his father, or doing something even more terrifying.
            

            
            Visiting his mother.

            
            Jason elects for the latter; best to get it over with. He is none too sure what Alcimede will think of his new wife, but Jason
               has a duty, and he heads with Medea to the shepherd’s hut in the foothills of Mount Pelion.
            

            
            His mother opens the door with a look of suspicion that quickly melts into joy when she sees Jason with the Golden Fleece
               around his shoulders. When Alcimede takes his face in her hands and kisses him, Jason can almost believe that his mother loves
               him.
            

            
            Alcimede is less enthusiastic about Medea, especially when Jason introduces her as his wife. Though Medea clasps her hand
               and greets her with all the fine manners of an eastern princess, Alcimede’s face remains closed. Jason feels the prickle of
               sweat on his back and hurriedly plasters a smile on his face before sweeping both women inside.
            

            
            Medea lays out the feast of cheese and olives and fruit, and they all fall to it. Jason shows off the Golden Fleece and tells wondrous tales of the journey, like the sighting of the six-armed men and the appearance of Thetis (leaving out, of course, that Medea was supposed to marry Achilles). 

            
            For a while, the visit goes better than Jason ever dared hope. Medea and Alcimede exchange a few words, and Jason’s mother
               even smiles once or twice. Jason allows himself to imagine that things might actually work out after all.
            

            
            Then Medea steps out to use the privy, and the smile slides from Alcimede’s face.

            
            “I do not like that girl,” his mother says. “Divorce her forthwith.”

            
            Jason’s fledgling hopes shatter like an egg dropped from a high cliff. “Why?”

            
            Alcimede’s eyes are hard as flint. “She is a foreigner and no advantage to you. Did she bring you a dowry? Troops? Land?”

            
            “She brought me the Golden Fleece.”

            
            “You brought yourself the Golden Fleece,” Alcimede corrects. “You are the hero. She is a foreign woman with no connections here.
               I suppose she was not even lawfully given in marriage by her father?”
            

            
            Jason hesitates, rubbing the back of his head in a nervous gesture. Alcimede nods primly, as if this tells her all she needs
               to know, and pops an olive in her mouth.
            

            
            “If she was not properly bestowed by her male relatives, then the marriage is invalid,” his mother says. “I saw it often when
               I advised your father. Sailors marrying pretty harlots from foreign brothels, that sort of thing.”
            

            
            A new feeling swells in Jason’s chest, one he slowly recognizes as anger. Medea is no harlot; she’s his partner and helpmeet.
               She stood by Jason on the Argo’s journey and saved them all more than once. He will not stand for anyone speaking about Medea like that—not even his own
               mother.
            

            
            “Medea is my wife,” Jason says. “I made a promise to her in front of men and gods—”

            
            “All the same,” Alcimede interrupts, dismissing his concerns with a wave. “Divorce her and marry one of Pelias’s daughters
               instead. You may have the Fleece, but Pelias is a murderer and a thief, and you cannot depend on him to keep his word. Pick
               one of his daughters and marry her, then he will not be able to deny you your rightful place on the throne.”
            

            
            Jason stares at Alcimede, speechless, even as repulsion ripples across his skin at the thought of marrying any of his cousins.
               Once, he might have capitulated to his mother’s commands, but submission does not come so easily now that he has sailed to
               the ends of the earth and lived to tell the tale.
            

            
            Besides, Jason has a wife to think of, one who is listening in the doorway even now with her hand pressed over her mouth and
               tears in her eyes. Medea has heard everything.
            

            
            That settles it. Jason hesitates for only a moment before taking to his feet, looming over a startled Alcimede. He sees now
               what he is to his mother—a bargaining chip. His only worth in what he can accomplish, his only purpose to bring glory. Enough!
            

            
            “All my life I have done what you asked of me, Mother,” Jason says. “Every action I took was for you and the memory of Father.
               But I made my own choice when I married Medea, and I stand by it. You will respect this or I will never speak to you again.”
            

            
            Alcimede goes white with rage. Medea gasps, looking up at Jason with tear-filled eyes, so soft and vulnerable that Jason wants
               to scoop her up and hold her forever.
            

            
            “You dare—” Alcimede begins.

            
            “Yes, Mother,” Jason says with deceptive lightness. “I do dare. That was the entire purpose of the Argo’s journey, wasn’t it? To dare, and to be victorious. And now, if you don’t mind—or even if you do—my wife and I will take our leave.”
            

            
            Jason grabs Medea’s hand and rushes from his mother’s house before he can lose his nerve.

            
            

            The next day, Jason takes the Golden Fleece to Pelias, assuming that this interaction cannot possibly go as poorly as his
               visit to his mother.
            

            
            He is wrong. Oh, how very wrong he is.

            
            The worst part is coming home afterward and telling Medea what happened. She greets him at the door with a kiss on the cheek,
               the smell of burned cooking wafting around her. Though she is practiced at transforming one creature into another, Medea struggles
               to turn ingredients into edible food.
            

            
            “So, when will we move into the palace?” Medea asks. She flits about him like a bird, brimming with endless enthusiasm. It
               fades when she takes in the look on his face.
            

            
            Jason sits heavily on a rented stool in this little rented house, paid for using the currency of fame and Medea’s jewelry,
               both of which will soon run out, leaving them nothing at all.
            

            
            Haltingly, he describes how Pelias examined the Golden Fleece like a suspicious customer in the market. When no flaw could
               be found, Pelias raised his chin and said, You have done well, Jason. I will give you the throne after my death.

            
            Medea’s eyes narrow. “Only after his death? That wasn’t the agreement.”

            
            “What does it matter?” Jason shrugs, disconsolate. “Pelias is the one with the army.”

            
            Jason does not tell Medea what else happened: the titter of laughter that swept through the watching crowd, the cold triumph
               in Pelias’s eyes. How Jason burned with humiliation and could do nothing, nothing at all, about any of it.
            

            
            Was it all pointless, their journey for the Fleece? The sacrifices and the challenges they overcame, were they really for nothing? As his wife rubs his back, Jason wallows in his shame. Pelias is an old man, but he is strong and might live another ten years or more. Worse, he now possesses the Fleece with none of the appropriate veneration. For Pelias, the Fleece is like the token children use to play snatch-away games; Pelias would have sent Jason to fetch Aeetes’s house slippers if he thought it would get Jason killed. 

            
            Perhaps, Jason considers with dawning horror, Pelias will still find a way to kill him. He killed Jason’s father, after all.
               Perhaps Jason will find himself on the wrong end of an assassin’s dagger some fine day between now and the death of Pelias,
               surviving a long, dangerous journey only to perish in his home city.
            

            
            Suddenly desperate, Jason grabs Medea’s hands. She looks up at him in surprise, her uncanny gold eyes as unsettling as always.

            
            “Help me, Medea,” Jason beseeches, though in a dim corner of his mind he knows it doesn’t do for a man to beseech his wife
               for anything. “Save me from this wicked king the way I once freed you from Aeetes. Set a charm against ignominy and failure
               the way you did against the fire of the bronze bulls. Rescue me like Ariadne saved Theseus from this labyrinth of deception
               and intrigue, and give me the throne of Iolcus.”
            

            
            He holds her knee with one hand and cups her chin with the other, the traditional pose of the supplicant. Medea’s expression
               of astonishment hardens into something sharper.
            

            
            “I think I know how to make Pelias give up the throne a little more quickly,” she says.

            
            Jason gives a cry of relief and embraces his wife, burying his face in her shoulder. He doesn’t see the expression on Medea’s
               face. But if he had, he would have recognized it from the journey of the Argo.
            

            
            Specifically, the moment when she raised the axe above the body of Absyrtos, blade glinting in the sun.
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            Medea

            Even as my hand rubbed gentle circles on Jason’s back, I burned with anger. It was an outrage beyond bearing to be robbed
               of our prize at this late date, to have sacrificed so much only to end up empty-handed.
            

            
            There was no reasoning with Pelias, of that I was certain. If he was anything like Aeetes, he would never consent to hear
               me. No, there had to be some other way, some witchcraft I could work. Over the next few days, I pondered what it might be.
            

            
            I landed on my answer when I came upon Jason sitting alone in a dark room one afternoon. Immediately I went to open the shutters
               and let the sunlight in, but he came up to lay a gentle hand on mine, shaking his head.
            

            
            “We must keep them closed,” he said, “lest assassins find a way inside.”

            
            My heart exploded with rage.

            
            Not at Jason, no, but at the wicked man who made my husband cower here in darkness at midday. My fury was reserved for Pelias
               and his followers, who not only denied Jason his throne but directly threatened our family’s future.
            

            
            Assassins, in a pig’s eye!

            
            At that moment, I decided that Pelias would die, and in the most ignominious manner possible. Poison was too good for him. He was a traitor, and I knew how to deal with traitors, having learned in the gardens of the Colchian palace when I watched prisoners being burned alive in the bronze bulls. Chalciope instructed me further when she used the blades of others to bring down our monstrous father. 

            
            As I wrapped my arms around my husband and comforted him, a plan slowly took shape in my mind. Something awful and magnificent,
               and so audacious it made me tremble. But there was nothing I would not sacrifice for Jason, no part of myself I would not
               be willing to lose.
            

            
            And I already knew that everything worth having was paid for in blood.

            
            Jason had asked for my help, and I would not stint on giving it. Yes, I would shape myself into his shield and sword, becoming
               exactly what he needed. It would have to be done with the utmost care, no margin for error. Hiring an assassin of my own was
               out of the question. Only decisive action would ensure our futures—Jason’s, mine, and those of our unborn children.
            

            
            Later that night, after Jason had gone to sleep, I stood in front of the bronze mirror and looked at the woman reflected there.
               “Here is what you will do,” I said to her, severing myself from my actions, becoming a you rather than an I.
            

            
            Here, now, is what you will do.

            
            First come the preparations. You cast a glamour on yourself, taking on the appearance of an old woman. It reminds you briefly
               of Hekate, but you will not waste another thought on your absent mother.
            

            
            You drape yourself in the finest clothing you possess—not very luxurious, since you are still newly arrived in Iolcus, but enough to give a look of otherworldliness. You take censers of incense and dangle them from your hands, causing wisps of smoke to rise. You include some of the same herbs you used on the beach with Talos—hempflower, aconite—but add fragrant sandalwood to intoxicate the senses. You chant loudly in the Colchian tongue, which nobody here knows, to enhance your aura of mystery as you walk down the Iolcan streets. 

            
            Soon you are escorted before the king, who squints at you from his high throne. Pelias is a pathetic old man animated by the
               fire of greed, much the same as Aeetes. The stain of miasma hangs over him, and you recall that he killed his own brother,
               Jason’s father, Aeson. Pelias lives a cursed life, a shrunken one, subject to shadows and vague disappointments. It will be
               a mercy to put an end to it.
            

            
            You tell Pelias that you are a wonder-worker and priestess of Artemis Hekate. This briefly evokes the bittersweet memory of
               Atalanta, but you push it away. You cannot afford to think of her right now.
            

            
            To the king, you claim that among your abilities is the power to rejuvenate the body, a capacity granted to you by the goddess
               of the waxing and waning moon. To demonstrate, you bring forth a waterskin and wash away the illusion of great age that adorns
               you, revealing a young woman’s face.
            

            
            Pelias does not recognize you because he has never met Medea, Jason’s wife. These Greeks have the unfortunate habit of shutting
               their women up in the house like fine pottery. But now this backward custom serves your purpose.
            

            
            On the throne, Pelias leans forward as if to pounce, hungry for the possibility of rejuvenation. It is just as you thought;
               he fears death and debility, as all tyrants do. They have spent their lives crushing the weak and fear nothing more than becoming
               weak themselves.
            

            
            You tell Pelias that the gods have seen fit to bless him, and they have chosen his daughters as the instrument of this blessing.
               His renewal will not be so simple as merely washing with holy water; he must be immersed in it, no part left out.
            

            
            Pelias’s daughters are summoned from their chambers and ushered blinking into the courtyard where you have readied your tools. A cauldron is propped up, an old ram tethered beside it. And though the women cannot see it, a young ram is hidden inside the cauldron, hobbled to keep it still. 

            
            Sacrifice is necessary for rejuvenation, you explain. Rebirth is a bloody business. He must be immersed in the sacred cauldron,
               no part left out.
            

            
            You draw the elderly ram’s head back and slit its throat. Then you begin to cut, piece by piece, as the daughters of Pelias
               look on in wordless shock.
            

            
            You deposit the dismembered ram into the cauldron, then chant a string of nonsense words and throw incense on the fire. Taking
               advantage of the smoke, you untether the lamb and let it dash off in a panic. To the daughters of Pelias, the elderly ram
               appears to leap out of the cauldron after becoming young again.
            

            
            The women are utterly silent. You falter for a moment, wondering if they have seen through your ruse. But then they fall over
               themselves with eagerness, bursting with questions, and you have all the answers.
            

            
            Here is how you restore your father’s youth, you tell them. Here is the magic cauldron, which restores strength and youth. Harden your hearts to the task, for you are the daughters of
                  a king. You have seen it already with the ram. Go on, do your duty.

            
            Obediently, the young women rush out of the courtyard. You do not see them do it, but you can imagine the scene. The daughters
               of Pelias will haul their aging father from his bed, long tendons standing out under his thin skin like tent poles. Pelias
               goes with them willingly, remembering the words of the priestess.
            

            
            At least until he sees the knives.

            
            

            There is a trial.

            
            Guards grab you on your way out of the palace, clutching your wrists and hauling you backward. You didn’t reckon with Pelias’s daughters recovering so swiftly from their shock and hunting for you, but here you are. 

            
            The court is housed in a lofty rotunda, the jury made up mostly of old men. Everywhere around you there are eyes: the disapproving
               eyes of the court and the prosecutors; the tear-stained eyes of the daughters of Pelias. They are citizen women and can speak
               in their own defense, while you, a foreign woman, cannot even open your mouth.
            

            
            Everywhere around you there are eyes, and beside you is Jason. Your only comfort, your sole ally in this sea of hostility,
               but he will not quite look at you, and he moves his hand away when you try to take it in yours.
            

            
            Eventually the sentence comes down: banishment. The court cannot exactly find you guilty of murder, but neither can you be
               allowed to remain in the city.
            

            
            Next to you, Jason buries his face in his hands. You learn too late that Iolcan law recognizes the husband and wife as one
               person, her identity subsumed to his. A ruling against you affects him too. You will go into exile together.
            

            
            The court further declares that Acastus, the son of Pelias, will ascend the throne in Jason’s place.

            
            You and Jason are given one night—one single night—to pack all your worldly goods. As soon as you return to your little rented
               house and close the door, Jason gives vent to a cry of anguish, falling to his knees. And the flimsy wall you have constructed
               between who you are and what you must do collapses.
            

            
            I am Medea again, simply Medea, kneeling beside my husband and trying to keep him from clawing his face in near-mortal grief.

            
            “You,” he spits, the venom in his voice rocking me back on my heels. I’ve never seen him this angry, and never, ever want to again. “You’ve ruined everything, you’ve tarnished my name forever. I’ll never sit on the throne of my father, and it is all your fault.” 

            
            Tears burn my eyes, threatening to choke me. I am aware of my own mewling, pitiful voice, saying, “But this was what you wanted,
               Jason. What you asked me to do. You told Aeetes that the world was finished with old men like him, and all I did was show
               Pelias the same.”
            

            
            “I never wanted this!” Jason howls. 
            

            
            I wonder if he will hit me, though I’ve never seen him strike anyone before. Instead, he simply buries his face in his hands.

            
            After a time, he speaks, calm but cold. “Medea,” he says, not looking at me, “I can’t be married to a woman who does such
               things. I can’t have a wife who humiliates me like this.”
            

            
            Terror drenches me like seawater. Is he sending me away, like his mother commanded? Where will I go? I have no home to return
               to, no friends or family to shelter with. Atalanta is gone, back in her forests. I have gambled all I have on Jason; to lose
               him now is to lose everything.
            

            
            No no no. I will file down my teeth, cut my claws. Domesticate myself into the perfect wife. Anything to avoid the horror
               of abandonment.
            

            
            In a flurry of weeping, I fall at his feet. “I will be a good wife, Jason, I promise. I’ll keep your home and raise your children.
               And I will never ever do magic again unless you command it.”
            

            
            His hand rests on my head. His fingers, clawlike, twine in my hair. “Do you swear it?”

            
            Startled out of my tears, I look up at him. His beautiful hazel eyes seem to have aged a thousand years since this morning.
               I see what he is asking of me and what I must do to make things right.
            

            
            My magic is my self. But I see now, as if through Jason’s eyes, how fearful it is, how unnatural. At its basest level, magic is an act of violence against the world, breaking the bones of reality and reshaping them as I choose. Turning little green snakes into dragons, conjuring illusions, reading the future in the livers of birds—of course Jason fears it. Who wouldn’t? 

            
            Once, Jason brought me to an isle west of the setting sun in order to restore my magic. Now, I lay it like a beating heart
               on the altar of our marriage and try not to count the cost. “I will never do magic again unless at your command. I swear this.”
            

            
            The finality of it closes over me like the sealed door of a tomb.

            
            Jason seems pleased, or at least mollified, and rises to begin preparations for our journey. I remain on the floor, aching
               with all I have given up.
            

            
            But it is not for myself alone that I make this sacrifice. After the night in the cave on Phaeacia, a spark has taken root
               in my womb, growing steadily. A child, Jason’s child, to be born in exile but loved all the same.
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            Jason

            As Jason walks through the little rented house, gathering up their sparse belongings, he recalls a summer day long ago when
               he played together with the daughters of Pelias.
            

            
            Alcestis, Pelopia, Evadne, and Antinoe, those are their names. They danced in a green meadow, and Alcestis wove a flower crown
               and placed it on Jason’s head. He remembers enjoying their company. If his mother had her way, he might even have married
               one of them.
            

            
            Instead, the daughters of Pelias are murderers, and Jason is an exile.

            
            To Jason’s surprise, it doesn’t displease him that Pelias has met such a horrible end, killed by his own daughters like Actaeon
               torn apart by his dogs after rendering insult to the goddess Artemis. Blood soaks the world, and that is the price of its
               turning. Jason sees this now. Chiron called him a bloodless hero, but what is that? Nothing more than a fool.
            

            
            Jason once carried an old woman across a river in flood and thereby earned the favor of the Queen of Heaven. How far he has
               fallen since then.
            

            
            Hera chose him to humiliate Pelias, but it is not Jason who has given the goddess her final revenge—it is Medea. And it is
               Medea, also, who finally avenged Jason’s father by killing his murderer, a task that Jason never had the stomach or skill
               to do himself.
            

            
            Medea has taken his vengeance from him, just as she has taken his throne. Jason thought he was bringing home a kitten, but instead he discovers he has taken a lioness as a wife. 

            
            He wonders if his mother will be pleased to learn that she was right after all.

            
            Jason staggers, catching himself on the wall. He sags against it, then slides down to the floor. Free from prying eyes, he
               finally allows himself to weep.
            

            
            Gone, gone forever from the city of his forefathers. Never again to walk the soil of his native land or join his ancestors
               in the family tomb. Never to ascend to the throne of Iolcus that is his patrimony.
            

            
            It is all her fault. Medea’s. Her plan was a cunning one, he has to admit, ending the old king’s life but placing the murder
               weapon in the hands of another. But he cannot forgive her for the oversight that has ruined them both.
            

            
            Jason is crushed between the insatiable urge to get away from Medea and the knowledge that he can never let her go. In that
               moment, however, he abandons any idea of ever coming to love her.
            

            
            They must leave the city of Iolcus at dawn, according to the terms of their exile, and will head to Corinth, where his maternal
               uncle has friends. Perhaps Jason can find some way to eke out a living there. He considers writing to Peleus, but he doesn’t
               want the scattered Argonauts to get wind of this scandal. Better they should remember him as their glorious leader, not as
               Jason Amechanos, Jason the Helpless.
            

            
            As the dawn light creeps through the shutters, Jason goes to wake Medea for the journey. He will honor his wedding vows and
               provide for his wife as they begin a new life in a new city.
            

            
            But for the rest of his days, he will never sleep soundly next to her.
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            Atalanta

            On the slopes of Mount Parthenion, I stared at the empty ruins of the hunters’ hut.

            
            The door had fallen in, and the windows were like the hollow eye sockets of a skull. The small garden was overrun with weeds,
               and no chickens or barking hounds disturbed the silence.
            

            
            The old man and woman must have left to live out the rest of their lives in civilization, I told myself sternly, ignoring
               the prickle of tears in my eyes. They were too old and tough for the forest to claim. Still, I felt a strange heaviness in
               my chest as I turned away.
            

            
            Next I went to the den of my mother bear, warm and scented with milk. The bear was the same as she had always been, though
               her muzzle was whiter and a new litter of cubs tumbled in the grass. She acknowledged me with a swipe of her tongue, then
               turned back to her children. Her message was clear: I am pleased to see you, but I am busy right now.

            
            I left half a deer carcass for her and went back to my cave by the stream.

            
            To my irritation, my blankets and bowls had been rifled through, and the sharp scent of animal musk filled the cave. I saw
               the glint of eyes from the shadows; a family of foxes had taken up residence. I could not in good conscience evict a vixen
               and her nursing kits, so I decided to share my home.
            

            
            In truth, I found myself glad for the fox family’s company. The antics of the kits provided a distraction from the melancholy that settled upon me, as day after day passed with little to distinguish one from another. 

            
            A few months after my return, I sat under the rustling leaves of a great oak and felt as though I might go out of my mind
               with boredom. A peculiar pressure built inside me, like a cyst about to burst. Once I’d longed for the silence of the forest,
               but now I missed the sound of human voices.
            

            
            Perhaps it was not so easy, as I’d once insisted, to leave behind the orderly roads of civilization and carve one’s own path.

            
            The idea made me think at once of Medea. She’d asked me to visit, hadn’t she? Maybe I could go see her, and we could talk
               as we once had.
            

            
            With a cry of frustration, I leaped to my feet. No, no, there was no use indulging in navel-gazing meanderings. If I went
               to see Medea, nothing would be as it had been; she was a married woman now, and Jason would be there too. I’d pulled Jason
               back to his feet when he was about to be trampled on our way out of Libya, but my goodwill did not extend much further.
            

            
            No, I would not be going to see Medea, not now at least. My heart was still too raw, and I had no desire to spend time around
               a newly married couple.
            

            
            Deeper and deeper into the woods I went, climbing the slopes of Mount Parthenion. I’d come home, but home was not the same.
               I stalked the forests in an unending loop, trying to pinpoint what was different. It took some time to realize that it was
               not the forest that had changed, beyond the ordinary cycles of the seasons.
            

            
            It was me.

            
            Solitude no longer came as naturally as it once did. I’d known belonging and friendship and love as well. Meleager, my first friend, and Procris, who had initiated me into love. And Medea too, who had shown me what it meant to be looked after and taught me so much. To be separated from them was a great bitterness to bear. 

            
            Perhaps this was why, when the messenger appeared, I did not chase them off.

            
            I say them because I could not quite tell at first glance if the stranger was male or female. They dressed in hunting clothes like a
               man, but their limbs were slender as a girl’s, and their movements like flowing water. A shock of black hair, soft as a raven’s
               wing, hung over their forehead.
            

            
            The stranger crouched down at the mouth of my cave, scratching the ears of one of the fox kits while the others tumbled around
               their feet and chewed the lacings of their leather boots.
            

            
            “What a wondrous home you have,” the newcomer said, looking around to marvel. “Simple, but comfortable.”

            
            “Who are you?” I demanded, holding my spear more tightly. “What do you want?”

            
            The dark-haired one swept a hand into the air, then laid the splayed fingers on their heart and tilted their head to the side,
               allowing a little smile to grace their lips.
            

            
            “I am Melanion, born of Amphidamus,” the stranger said. Their speech was peculiar, relying on the neutral case, whereas a
               man would use the masculine and a woman the feminine. Besides that, Melanion was an unusual name—the suffix was a childlike
               diminutive, odd for an adult. Almost feminine.
            

            
            As peculiar as my own name, I supposed.

            
            “And you,” Melanion continued, “I presume to be the hero Atalanta, of Argonaut fame? Oh, what marvels I have heard about you!
               Is it true that a fountain of water sprung up where you struck your spear against a rock near Kyphanta? And that you killed
               the Calydonian boar?” Melanion’s beautiful black eyes shone.
            

            
            “I am indeed Atalanta,” I replied warily, caught between curiosity and suspicion. “And it is true that I joined the hunt for the Calydonian boar, though I’ve never heard anything about Kyphanta. Have you really come here just to ask me these things?” 

            
            Tension rippled across my skin like a bear raising her hackles, but I was too entranced by this strange visitor to run. Until
               that moment, I had not realized how profoundly hungry I was for human company. Besides, this stranger could not be so bad
               if the young foxes trusted them.
            

            
            “Well, not just to ask you those things,” Melanion conceded, “though my curiosity led me to volunteer. I bring a message from your father,
               King Schoenus of Arcadia: He greets his long-lost daughter and invites her home.”
            

            
            

            My father.

            
            I’d always known that I had a father, as all living things did, but I’d never thought much about him. Why would I, when he’d
               abandoned me on a mountain as a baby?
            

            
            But the Argo’s journey left me changed. I missed the human world and wanted a place in its heart. A father, a family, would give me that.
            

            
            Melanion led me to the palace of Arcadia—if such a structure, much less imposing than the royal dwellings I had seen during
               the journey of the Argo, could be called a palace. My father, Schoenus, waited outside. He was middle-aged, and the moon of his scalp emerged from
               a ring of silver-white hair. I marveled at the way his voice sounded like an older, male version of mine and how his cheekbones
               echoed the shape of my own. Perhaps this was what it meant to have a family—to see your face reflected in the faces around
               you and to know that you were not alone.
            

            
            Schoenus pulled me into an embrace, smelling of sweat and garlic. I hugged him back, sighing with the simple comfort of it.

            
            My father released me, then turned to the gathering crowd. He pressed a possessive hand to my back as he announced that his famous daughter, Atalanta, had at last returned. It had taken Schoenus some time to draw the connection between the proud hero of the singers’ tales and the infant he’d abandoned on Mount Parthenion so long ago. But when he did, he’d sent for me right away. 

            
            Feeling awkward and exposed in front of so many staring eyes, I smiled nervously. In the crowd, the messenger Melanion tried
               to catch my attention, but I ignored them. My attention was fixed on something else.
            

            
            “My mother?” I asked hopefully, once the crowd had dispersed.

            
            My father’s face fell, and his eyes closed in profound pain. “She died giving birth to a stillborn child some years ago. I
               never did get around to marrying again.”
            

            
            The words landed like a blow. My mother, dead. I would never get to know her, never speak with her. The knowledge weighed
               down my limbs like lead.
            

            
            Still stinging with this disappointment, I allowed myself to be led into the palace. Schoenus showed me the spacious chambers
               that were to be mine and the servant girls with downcast eyes who would tend my every need. He showered me with gifts: costly
               dresses, jewelry, and perfumes, which I accepted with puzzled gratitude. The only gift I liked was a nasty-tempered bay mare
               called Kastana after her color and the chestnuts she liked to eat. I took the expensive perfumes my father gave me and rubbed
               them into her mane.
            

            
            A week or so after my arrival, Schoenus announced there would be a feast. My maids gathered to prepare me, scrubbing my flesh despite my protestations that I could bathe myself, thank you very much. They dressed me in a too-long chiton that went all the way to my ankles and made me stumble over its hem, then gathered up my hair in an elaborate style, briefly evoking the bittersweet memory of Medea. But where her ministrations had been soothing, these were intolerable; the maids pulled at my scalp and yanked my hair, conditioning it with oils and styling it with hot irons. I gritted my teeth against the discomfort, reasoning that this was simply how things were done in the human world and I’d best get used to it. 

            
            On my way to the feasting hall, a sudden sound caught my attention. I watched in utter astonishment as a human being tumbled
               from a hall window, landing in a sprawl of limbs and causing my maids to shriek.
            

            
            The fallen figure looked up, and I recognized the face of the messenger Melanion. “Sorry,” they said with a lopsided grin,
               illuminated by sunlight streaming through the window. “This isn’t quite how I pictured it, but here goes: Marry me, Atalanta.
               I think I would be a good match for you. I am a fellow lover of the woods and a skilled runner, though terrible with a bow.”
            

            
            I stared slack-jawed. If this was a proposal, it was an utterly preposterous one. The maids whispered to each other, and a
               few young men passing by chuckled. Melanion seemed untroubled by all of it, looking at me as though we were alone in all the
               world.
            

            
            “What?” I said, certain I’d misheard.

            
            “Marry me!” Melanion repeated brightly. “Though I may not seem like it, I am an enthusiastic hunter. Though perhaps more a
               fox than a bear like you.”
            

            
            A bear like you. The words caught my attention and held it. Melanion had seen my heart’s true shape, a bear like the mother who raised me.
               The revelation prompted an instant spike of fear—I was not used to being seen so clearly for who and what I was.
            

            
            Melanion was still speaking. “I don’t seek to control you, only care for you. I want nothing—”

            
            “I will never take a husband,” I said harshly, thinking of Procris, dead at the hands of the man she married. Perhaps I would have accepted a husband like Meleager, but Meleager was gone. 

            
            A shadow swept over Melanion’s face. “You may not get a choice,” they said sadly. “Not all of us do. But if we join forces—”

            
            “Get out of my way,” I snapped. Melanion gave a deep bow and flung themself back through the open window, landing on the ground
               outside with a grunt.
            

            
            That evening, I sat beside my father on the royal dais overlooking the feast, trying to ignore the headache caused by the
               chatter of so many voices. I noticed that those in attendance were all men, not a woman among them except myself, and felt
               a stir of misgiving.
            

            
            After the guests had gorged themselves, Schoenus stood. “Here is my daughter, Atalanta,” he announced to the crowd. “A huntress
               and Argonaut of some renown. She is strong and very beautiful, sure to bear healthy sons. I will choose her husband from among
               you tonight, so think of what you will offer as bridal gifts.”
            

            
            With each word, my shock deepened. In a flash I was on my feet, standing next to my father, though this only served to draw
               the eyes of all the men in the room to me. They crawled like ants over my body, assessing and calculating my worth.
            

            
            “We never discussed this,” I hissed at my father.

            
            Schoenus grabbed my wrist and wrenched it—not too hard, just enough to show his strength. I felt the delicate bones slide
               against one another and bit my tongue on a cry of pain.
            

            
            Schoenus’s eyes were frighteningly cold, all his good cheer vanished. “There was no need to discuss it with you,” he said.
               “You are my daughter, and you are going to follow my will.”
            

            
            Now I saw what I had not noticed before in my desperation for belonging: The greed in Schoenus’s eyes, which I’d mistaken for affection. The acquisitive quirk of his lips, like a man assessing a prize horse. With no other children, he needed to marry off his only daughter to ensure the line of succession. He had been planning this all along. 

            
            Volcanic rage erupted within me, a fury so fierce that I trembled with it. It was like the humiliation of the Calydonian boar
               hunt all over again, but even worse. Schoenus slackened his grip, and I wrenched away my hand, rubbing my bruised wrist.
            

            
            My gaze burned into his. I would not be sold like a cow or a horse. In a flash, I came up with a plan to ensure my freedom.

            
            There was a krater in the middle of the table, an enormous red-and-black pot filled with a sea of wine. Two servants were
               needed to carry it into the feasting hall, but I lifted it quite handily by myself, relishing the bite of the handles into
               my palms.
            

            
            I carried the krater to the edge of the dais, then let it fall.

            
            Wine and pottery exploded outward, like one of the bolts of Zeus striking the earth. Every conversation stopped, and those
               nearest wiped wine from their stunned faces.
            

            
            Utter silence.

            
            “Am I a prize to be won?” I called out, voice echoing from the walls. “Then win me. I will only marry the man who can beat
               me in a footrace, and there are none of you here who can do that.”
            

            
            My words shimmered in the air like an army’s banners. I turned and left the hall, heading for the place not far from the palace
               where horse races were held and arms training conducted.
            

            
            The honored guests followed me. I could hear them joking among themselves, scoffing about how fast I could possibly run with
               my nose stuck up in the air.
            

            
            When we arrived at the field, a young man pushed his way to the front. “Well, if none of you will show this woman her place,”
               he called to the others, his accent marking him as an Argive, “I volunteer. Send for more wine, it won’t be long before our
               wedding feast.”
            

            
            A track was marked out: a curving arc in the margin between the plain and the forests around its periphery. The course was clearly delineated with white chalk, and any great divergence from it would result in immediate disqualification. 

            
            I tore my fine chiton to the knee for freedom of movement, ignoring the scandalized muttering. Let them talk, I thought, stretching out my calves. They would be struck silent soon enough.
            

            
            I crouched at the starting line, and the Argive joined me. Speaking softly, the Argive took advantage of our proximity to
               let me know all the things he would do to me on our wedding night, and everything that he would allow his male relatives and
               friends and even servants to do to me as well. My skin crawled, but I kept my eyes focused on the horizon.
            

            
            The horn sounded, and we ran. I flew past the Argive, arcing along the track, and crossed the finish line before he’d even
               made it halfway. I had the fierce satisfaction of watching him lope over shamefully, red-faced and panting like a dog.
            

            
            The crowd was stunned. Only one mouth was curled up in a smile—my father’s. But I knew this was not a look of pride or admiration;
               Schoenus was pleased because I was something he possessed, an object that others would fight to win.
            

            
            “What says the loser?” Schoenus asked as he approached.

            
            The Argive fell to his knees, bending his head in supplication. “Kill me. I won’t live with the shame.”

            
            The shame of losing to a woman. Suddenly the absurdity of the situation struck me like a blow. Why were these men so stubborn? Couldn’t they see that they
               did not really want me, and I did not want them either? We could stop this if we could reach an agreement, with no more races
               and no forced marriage. But no one prized agreement here, only brute strength.
            

            
            Something nudged my arm. My father, handing me a sword. “You have chosen this path. Now walk it,” he hissed in my ear.
            

            
            The Argive’s neck bent before me, the bumps of his spine visible. He was a big man; it would take a hard blow to cleanly sever such a thick neck. 

            
            I felt sick. The gauntlet I’d thrown had turned into a noose around my neck. Schoenus would never let me leave now, and besides,
               where could I go? All the men of this region knew my face. I would be hunted to the ends of the earth if I tried to run, hounded
               day and night. There was no escape, and my life would be forfeit if I tried.
            

            
            The blade trembled slightly, and I saw that my hands were shaking. The Argive shifted on his knees.

            
            “Do it,” my father hissed.
            

            
            The sword glinted and fell.
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            Atalanta

            Cold winter light drifted through the slatted boards of the stable. I raked the rough brush along Kastana’s coat, and she
               leaned against me gratefully, her breath steaming in the freezing air.
            

            
            I rode her every day, though Schoenus’s men trailed me once we passed the city gates to ensure that I did not try to escape.
               I was allowed physical exercise and seized it greedily, since it was the one breath of freedom permitted to me.
            

            
            More than a year had passed since the race with the Argive. There had been many more challengers since, all unsuccessful.
               I remembered their last moments with a shudder. Not all the losers died as cleanly as the Argive; some begged for mercy, others
               cursed me, and a few declared I must have cheated.
            

            
            But challengers kept coming, petty kings and chieftains who wanted to distinguish themselves. The suitors brought treasure,
               and none of them lived to reclaim it. Schoenus felt his prestige—and his coffers—swell with each death.
            

            
            Meanwhile, I felt the blood on my hands soak in more deeply.

            
            Medea once told me of a miraculous animal from the far south that had a horse’s body, a snake’s neck, and the spots of a leopard.
               It was called the giraffe. Though she had seen pictures in books from Egypt, she had never seen one in real life, she claimed,
               because they died in captivity. A giraffe could not exist in a cage.
            

            
            I sympathized. My own cage had certainly grown unbearable.

            
            Medea. The thought of her brought a rush of fond sorrow. I had a better understanding now of why she’d chosen to marry Jason
               on Phaeacia. She had been trapped, as I was now, by the rules of a game she had never chosen to play. What a bittersweet consolation,
               to be united with her in our shared experiences.
            

            
            The fact that I’d received no letters despite her promise grieved me, but possibly my father Schoenus had fed them to the
               fire. My heart ached to think of the flames devouring the curls of Medea’s beautiful handwriting. What a comfort it would
               be to hold something she’d held, to feel the barest touch of her skin.
            

            
            There was no way to ask my father if he’d intercepted my correspondence, since he would no longer meet me face-to-face after
               a recent incident in which I’d nearly put a well-aimed spear through his eye. Now, the only communication I received was a
               barked command through a locked door, an order to ready myself for a race upon the following morning.
            

            
            Kastana whickered, then pointed her ears forward. I followed the line of her gaze and saw someone standing at the stable door.

            
            It was not until they swept into a dramatic bow that I recognized Melanion, the messenger. A flicker of annoyance; Melanion
               was the one who’d led me into this trap in the first place.
            

            
            “Hello, dear Atalanta,” Melanion said, sleek and quicksilver as ever. “I shall be your opponent in the race tomorrow.”

            
            My heart sank. Don’t, I wanted to say. Don’t make me wield the sword against you, dancing sunbeam. Instead, I simply grunted acknowledgment and continued to brush Kastana.
            

            
            “I have a gift for you,” Melanion declared. “Catch!”

            
            My sharp reflexes took command. Dropping the brush, I caught the object—a yellow-skinned apple, the kind I liked best. I turned
               it over, marveling. Such apples were out of season and not easily obtainable. Where had Melanion gotten it?
            

            
            It was nothing like Schoenus’s elaborate bribes, calculated to keep me tranquil; this was something I actually wanted. I was seized with the sudden desire to sink my teeth into the sweet flesh of the apple, to feel its juices on my tongue. 

            
            None of the other suitors had ever been interested in what I liked or disliked. I was curious about this lithe stranger, with
               their fantastic gestures and sparkling eyes. But I was also suspicious.
            

            
            “What do you want?” I rasped, my voice grown hoarse from disuse.

            
            “Well, I’d still like to marry you, if you’d have me,” Melanion said, leaning on a post and tilting their head with a little
               smile. “I haven’t had the chance to see you at all recently—your father keeps you too busy with those dratted races, I suppose—and
               I hoped you’d reconsidered. Even if I am, unfortunately, a terrible archer.”
            

            
            I gave a short, sharp laugh. “Not many men would admit such weakness.”

            
            Melanion shrugged. “Well, I am not really a man. Not a woman either. My parents named me Melaneus, but the name did not suit,
               so Melanion I became. I am the strength of my spear arm and the swiftness of my feet; I am the curls of my hair and the lilt
               of my voice. I am simply myself, Melanion. As you are simply Atalanta.”
            

            
            I stared at Melanion. As I did, something long frozen in my heart began to stir, like a seed germinating underground.

            
            Melanion drifted closer on light feet, their every gesture like a dancer’s, laden with grace and hidden meaning. They reached
               out a hand and stroked Kastana’s neck, glancing at me through lowered lashes. This was the closest we had ever been. I could
               almost feel the warmth of Melanion’s body, masculine strength coupled with feminine delicacy. Both and neither at once.
            

            
            “I understand you,” Melanion said. They spoke with deadly seriousness, all playfulness set aside. “You are like me, standing between the human world and the wilderness, just as I do between the male and the female. And I think you see me for what I am too. Besides, my father also pressures me to marry, so why don’t we give him what he wants and then do whatever we like?” 

            
            Melanion shot me a toothy grin, and I considered. The idea was appealing: defiance through obedience, a way out of my cage.
               A way to remain myself in a hostile world.
            

            
            But it would not be so easy. And I could not stop thinking about Melanion’s slender neck exposed, a sword flashing in the
               sun.
            

            
            “Go home!” I cried, making a sweeping gesture with one hand for emphasis. “Don’t race tomorrow. Go home, and never utter the
               name of Atalanta of Arcadia again, not in all the days you live. It doesn’t matter how fast you are, I will still win.”
            

            
            “But do you have to?” Melanion asked, eyes glittering.

            
            “What?”

            
            “Do you have to win?”

            
            I frowned. “If my father believes I lost the race deliberately, he will rain down punishment upon both our heads.”

            
            “Oh, that isn’t what I mean,” Melanion replied. “We cannot be so obvious. I will give you a choice, and you may run after
               it if you like, or not. I entrust myself to you, Atalanta.” They drifted out of the stable on light feet.
            

            
            The memory of their smile lingered, inspiring a fuzzy warmth in my chest. I wanted to see that smile, I realized, through
               both sunrises and sunsets.
            

            
            Kastana and I looked at each other. She snorted and pawed the ground with a hoof, as if to say, What are you waiting for? She had not even tried to bite Melanion at any point during this conversation, I realized, though she regularly terrorized
               the stable boys. I cut the yellow apple in half with my knife and shared it with her, reflecting on the situation.
            

            
            Melanion understood me, and I was beginning to understand them. I didn’t know if I could love Melanion—if I could open my heart to love after all I had been through—but I discovered that I liked them. I liked them quite a lot. 

            
            A path out of darkness unfurled before me. The seed in my chest began to sprout and flower.
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            Atalanta

            The weather was bright and cool the next day, perfect for running. As was the custom, the watchers took their places at the
               end of the racing course. There were not many of them; by now the races had lost their novelty, but some people still came
               out to watch this curiosity. The simple chalk line bending in a bow around the open field had been replaced by a more defined
               winding path, swept clear of all leaves and other debris.
            

            
            I went to the starting line, and Melanion took their place beside me. They flashed me a conspiratorial grin, waggling their
               eyebrows playfully. I looked away, trying to hide the flush spreading across my cheeks.
            

            
            The horn sounded, and we were off.

            
            Melanion was indeed remarkably fast, arms pumping and heels kicking back dirt. But they did not compare with me. I quickly
               pulled ahead, the trees flying past in a blur. I was rounding the curve of the upsilon-shaped track when I saw a distant flash
               of gold from the corner of my eye.
            

            
            What was it? I craned my head to look at the flicker of movement in the long grass, my steps slowing. What could it be?

            
            A yellow apple, I realized, one of my favorites. Melanion’s words echoed in my memory: I will give you a choice, and you may run after it if you like.

            
            Another apple and another rolled into the grass. My mind grappled with the puzzle, and then I understood. Here was my choice,
               my way out.
            

            
            Slowly, I drifted toward the golden fruit shining in the grass. My progress was interrupted by a sudden shout.

            
            “Disqualified!” one of the sentries called. “She has diverged from the course.”

            
            I looked down and saw that I had indeed strayed beyond the markings that delineated the path. This realization was followed
               by a jolt of panic, then relief, at what this meant. At who was the winner of this race.
            

            
            The watching crowd roared with delight. My father was shouting at someone, probably the sentry who had declared my disqualification,
               but everyone ignored him.
            

            
            Through the confusion strode Melanion, bright as a young god.

            
            “You were supposed to catch the apples, Atalanta!” Melanion called. “Now they’re all dirty. Well, that’s no trouble, I’ll
               clean them off for you.” They retrieved the yellow fruits from the dirt and began to scrub them with the edge of their tunic.
            

            
            I was breathing hard, and not just with exertion. “The choice,” I said, indicating the apples. “That was the choice you gave
               me.”
            

            
            “Yes,” Melanion said. “And I’ll spend the rest of my life showing you it was the right one.”

            
            Melanion took my hand, turning to address the crowd of onlookers. “If I stand here as a victor today,” they declared, “it
               is through divine favor and not my own effort. The goddess of love herself, Aphrodite, gave me those apples. No one can beat
               Atalanta of Arcadia in a fair race.”
            

            
            I felt a surge of fear at the confession, but the crowd only cheered. Schoenus could do nothing but glower.

            
            Defiance through obedience. I was free.

            
            Melanion turned back to me, a glowing smile on their face. “Well, Atalanta,” they said, “what do you think? Will you become my wife?” 

            
            I thought of my father’s house, barren of the belonging I’d so desperately sought. Of the warmth of the bears’ den and the
               foxes’ cave, little noses seeking milk. I thought of my long journey with the Argonauts, and of love won and lost: Procris,
               and Meleager. And Medea too.
            

            
            Turning away from the past, I threw myself into the future.

            
            “Yes,” I said, and leaned down to kiss Melanion.

            
            

            Before the wedding, I went to make an offering.

            
            I traveled to the temple of Artemis at Brauron, where I had once danced with Procris. Her absence ached, though not as fiercely
               as it once had. This was not the season of the bear dances, and the temple was largely empty.
            

            
            The priestess took me to a statue of the goddess that stood outside the temple in a sacred grove. This was Artemis as she
               was meant to be encountered: in the dark, in the forest, as the clouds drifted over the moon. I shivered, though the night
               was not cold.
            

            
            I laid my spear, arrows, and bow before the statue, as other brides offered up their childhood toys. I would make other weapons
               to use when I hunted at Melanion’s side, but it seemed right to offer these.
            

            
            “Goddess,” I whispered. “Sovereign unto herself. Long have I been in your service, and with great sorrow do I leave it. I
               offer these to you, that you might grant me happiness in marriage, and know that I will never forget you.”
            

            
            Even in this warm moment, I had not forgotten Artemis’s prophecy: If you love, you will lose yourself. A chill ran over my skin. Hopefully this offering would pacify the goddess and ensure that a race was the only thing I lost.
            

            
            Perhaps it was only a trick of the moonlight, but I thought I saw Artemis smile.
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            Jason

            It is midafternoon, and the cold winter sunlight falls through the window at a steep angle. Jason sits in the rare beam of
               light that graces his tiny office in the Corinthian palace, poring over the letter in his hands. Clinging to it, really, like
               a piece of driftwood in a raging sea.
            

            
            The letter states that his esteemed mother, Alcimede, passed away peacefully in her sleep a few days ago. She has been buried
               with all honors by her nephew, King Acastus of Iolcus, whose seal and signature adorn the letter.
            

            
            Acastus, Jason’s cousin, who sits on the throne of Iolcus with the Golden Fleece around his shoulders—the throne that should
               have belonged to him. Jason’s nostrils flare, and a roar of blood fills his ears. Perhaps Alcimede grew close to Acastus at some point over the
               course of the three years that have passed since Jason went into exile, and the young king fulfilled her yearning for a glorious
               son who could bring her the influence she craved.
            

            
            Or perhaps the reason behind Acastus’s letter is more sinister. Perhaps Acastus orchestrated the death of Alcimede as revenge
               for the murder of Pelias, and her eternal sleep was hastened onward by poison or the business end of a blade.
            

            
            Jason will never know the truth; he can never return to Iolcus except under pain of dishonorable death. He is now truly Jason Amechanos, Jason the Helpless. Over the past three years he has sent many letters to the shepherd’s hut at the base of Mount Pelion, but Alcimede returned all of them unopened. 

            
            Bleak despair hangs over Jason like a storm cloud, and he sags in his seat. Regardless of the circumstances of his mother’s
               death, it is plain to Jason that he failed her. He did not bury his mother, nor was he present to hold her hand as she passed
               from this world into the next. He has failed in the most fundamental duty of a son.
            

            
            He has failed at everything, really.

            
            Alcimede will never meet her grandson Thessalus, who is now about two years old and his father’s only joy. Bright and energetic,
               Thessalus toddles quickly around the cramped apartment they rent above a bakery. His bright laughter echoes from the walls,
               making Jason feel the closest thing to happiness he has experienced since being sent out from Iolcus.
            

            
            Every morning, Jason wakes to the smell of bread that he cannot yet afford to feed his family and goes to work in the records
               division of the palace in the vain hope that the king of Corinth will someday notice him. His thoughts are no longer of adventure
               or rhetoric or how to build a better world, but instead how to secure a promotion. Jason’s world has shrunk to a pinprick
               and flattened to grayscale.
            

            
            Jason decides not to tell Medea about his mother’s death. There is no need to trouble her, he tells himself, since she never
               liked his mother anyway. But in truth, Jason does not talk to Medea about much of anything anymore, except household expenses
               or the antics of their son. The two of them have fallen into a familiar pattern, laboring in their separate spaces during
               the day and crawling exhausted into bed at night.
            

            
            It isn’t really fair, he knows, seeing her desperate efforts to please him. But when Jason looks at Medea, all he can see
               is the thing that exiled him from his home city forever.
            

            
            The last vestiges of Jason’s idealistic youth die with his mother. His internal landscape shrivels to a dry, dusty desert where nothing can grow. He disappears into his duties, into the rise and fall of each day, moving through life like a sleepwalker. 

            
            The letter floats down from Jason’s hand, forgotten. He looks dully into the eye of the yellow sun as it settles on the horizon.
               Only when it has set does he rise from his seat and make his way home.
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            Atalanta

            The house was dark, and the wind sighed in the trees outside. The night was peaceful, and the stars shone clear and bright.
               Melanion snored in our bed, one arm thrown over their face.
            

            
            As for myself, I hunched over the cradle of our son and gripped the wicker bars with whitened fingers, terrified beyond bearing.

            
            The child dozed untroubled, sleeping peacefully with his hands palm up like tiny flowers. But my heart hammered as though
               all the beasts of the forest were pursuing me. I’d woken from a dream of blood and terror in a frenzy, fearful that harm had
               come to the baby.
            

            
            Parthenopaios. That was my son’s name. Not wishing to burden our child, Melanion and I chose instead to name him for the mountain
               where I’d grown up. My son’s life would be his own; the mountain, unchanging under the mantle of the seasons, was a good namesake.
               His birth had been one of the most grueling physical experiences of my life, but I forgot the pain when the midwife placed
               him in my arms.
            

            
            That had been about six months ago. Melanion and I were just past the early, breathless days when we figured out how to be parents and my breasts ached with milk. Parthenopaios’s cries made me clap my hands over my ears, but fortunately Melanion was more motherly. It was Melanion who usually carried the baby in a sling, happy to attend to the cooking while I brought in meat and tended the fields. 

            
            A good life, better than I ever thought I’d have. But I had not forgotten the prophecy from Artemis. From the moment I held
               my son in my arms, I had no choice about the love I felt. Mother love was so elemental that it terrified me; losing Procris
               and Meleager had nearly broken me, and I was not sure I would survive the loss of a child.
            

            
            And there were so very many ways for babies and little children to die: fever, falling, choking, eating something they shouldn’t,
               not eating enough of what they should. It was not infrequent that I found myself standing over Parthenopaios’s crib like this,
               fearful beyond all reason that my son’s soft breathing would stutter into silence.
            

            
            When I found myself spiraling into dark imaginings, usually Melanion would come and take my hand, leading me away from these
               evil thoughts. We would talk about where the best hunting was to be found, or which fences needed to be repaired, or what
               to do with the new pelts I’d brought in last week.
            

            
            But I was tired of having my concerns dismissed. Melanion was a creature of light and air, dancing over the surface of the
               world, never coming into contact with the darker places. Melanion knew me, but they could not comprehend the depths of loss
               and grief I’d felt, never having experienced these things themself. I needed someone else, someone who understood.
            

            
            Up from the depths of my memory floated the face of Medea, bringing with it a familiar wistful sadness. My love for her persisted,
               but muted and at a distance, like a lyre player in another room. Medea had already borne a son, and she’d written to me about
               him in a letter, her delicate script slanting over the expanse of creamy papyrus. I’d let the letter languish without a reply
               for some time, but now I rallied.
            

            
            Medea would understand my feelings, and it would be good to have someone else to talk to about the joy and terror of having a child. It would be good to remember that love could end without death. 

            
            With a great force of will, I let go of the crib and sought out something else: Melanion’s writing kit, stored in a dusty
               corner of our cottage.
            

            
            By the illumination of a single lamp, I removed the inkstone, stylus, and sheets of papyrus soft as new-fallen leaves, spreading
               them across the floor. Thanks to Medea, I knew how to use them. Painstakingly, I began to form the letters—mu, epsilon, delta,
               another epsilon, iota (that’s how it was spelled, was it not?), and alpha—that made up her name.
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            Medea

            Dishes, diapers, and darkness. That was what my world became.

            
            One day, some four years after our arrival in Corinth, I looked into the mirror and did not recognize myself. Who was this
               woman with dark circles under her eyes and sagging cheeks? Surely not Medea. But then Thessalus started to cry, and I put
               the mirror down to go tend to him.
            

            
            I loved my son, even if his birth had been an agony. I’d rather stand on a battlefield three times than give birth once, Atalanta said, and now I saw the truth of it. Still, I loved my son, this new possibility born from my flesh. It was this
               love that sustained me, even if it took all my attention to prevent Thessalus from shoving new and dangerous things into his
               mouth.
            

            
            After Thessalus lay down for a nap, I carried the laundry to the courtyard. Best to get on with it so I could start supper
               next. This was my life, grinding like a wheel, day after day in an endless loop.
            

            
            Was I ever a priestess and a witch? I wondered, looking down at my hands, chapped from washing laundry in the cold air. When I’d dreamed of having my own family,
               was this what I wanted?
            

            
            The square of sky I could see from the courtyard was overlaid with gray clouds, echoing my mood. Jason had found a better house for us after his promotion a few months before, one with a large central courtyard and a door painted in bright colors. But this only meant more to clean, and we couldn’t afford any servants yet. So all the work fell to me. 

            
            I bore my labors uncomplainingly, my every act atonement for the death of Pelias. Jason accepted the homage I paid him, but
               he never quite looked me in the eye.
            

            
            Jason. The thought of him was like an unhealed wound. My husband, and yet a stranger, spending every day from morning to night
               at the palace. Sometimes I thought Jason hoarded his words the way a desert camel hoarded water. He’d won the acclaim of the
               Corinthian king Creon with his wit and eloquence, securing a better life for our family. But when Jason came home, the winning
               smile melted from his face and he would sit in silence, as though he’d used up all his conversation and had none at all left
               for me. Once I would have begged Jason to share his thoughts with his wife, but now I was simply too tired.
            

            
            Maybe it was all a dream, I thought as I swirled the laundry through water, watching the cracks in my hands split and bleed. A dream, that I ever rode
               upon the Argo, or destroyed a bronze automaton, or matched wits with a sorceress. The Argo’s journey had taken on a golden patina in my memory, because that was where I’d met her.
            

            
            The thought of Atalanta was a bright star in the darkness of my life, a source of both hope and despair. She said she’d write
               and even suggested she might visit someday. But perhaps she’d forgotten me when she went back to her forests, because four
               years had gone by without a word. Not once had I received a response to the copious letters I’d sent to Arcadia.
            

            
            I threw my head back, seeking the coin-like disk of the sun through its veil of clouds. If I was the praying type, I would beg the gods to let her hear me. If I was not forbidden to use my witchcraft, I would magic her into a response. But as matters stood, I was helpless. 

            
            A knock on the door echoed through the courtyard, causing me to startle and splash water on myself. I took my hands from the
               barrel of laundry and raced across the courtyard, heart pounding. Who could it possibly be? I had no friends in Corinth, and
               no one seeking Jason would ever come to his private residence. Though the Greeks believed it improper for a woman to answer
               the door of her own home (such strange ideas these people had), I opened it anyway.
            

            
            A messenger stood there. “For Medea,” he said in an Arcadian accent, and handed me a letter.

            
            When I saw the sticklike handwriting, rife with misspellings, it was as though the sun burst through the clouds for the first
               time in weeks, warming the dew on the grass. The world filled with color again, and birds began to sing.
            

            
            She hadn’t forgotten. At last, at long last, she had answered me.

            
            Breathlessly, I tore open the letter and began to read.
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            Atalanta

            Rain fell down in silver curtains, rendering the outside world a distant blur. Water pooled into small lakes just below the
               roof and turned the dusty roads into cold, oozing mud.
            

            
            Inside the abandoned farmhouse where Melanion and I had taken shelter, a fire crackled merrily. The half-collapsed roof let
               in a steady drip of rain but also provided an escape for the smoke that rose from the fire. Both Melanion and I stripped off
               our damp clothes and hung them over the flames, where they gave rise to clouds of steam.
            

            
            I was in a sour mood. Not because of the rain, but the delay it represented. We’d come here at the request of the king of
               Thebes to hunt a hydra, and the success of this endeavor was evidenced by a sack in the corner containing the beast’s head.
               I was impatient to present this trophy to the Theban king, receive my reward, and get on with the next step of the journey:
               visiting Medea in Corinth.
            

            
            The very thought made me feel like I had swallowed lightning. For the first time since the end of the Argo’s journey five years before, I would see Medea face-to-face. We’d exchanged letters in the interim, and she’d been full of
               useful wisdom about raising a son. Indeed, she was the one who recommended leaving Parthenopaios with Melanion’s mother so
               that we could get some time alone. But it would be different to see her, to sit and talk together as we once had.
            

            
            Itching with impatience, I poked at the fire so that it would burn hotter and dry our clothing more quickly. Melanion sat next to me, reaching out to rub the chill from my bare limbs. Surprised into a smile, I reciprocated the gesture. How enthusiastic Melanion had been when I suggested visiting a friend in Corinth, though I did not reveal all that Medea and I once were to each other. 

            
            It was cold in the ramshackle farmhouse, and Melanion and I had to rub each other quite vigorously to keep warm. We pressed
               our bodies close, shivering and laughing at the same time. The firelight bathed our bodies in a golden glow.
            

            
            A statue loomed in the darkness at the edges of the room, its shadow flickering slightly.

            
            Heat rose in me, spreading through my belly like the intoxication of wine. Eros, desire, pure and simple. I looked at Melanion
               and saw an answering heat in their face, lips parted and cheeks lightly flushed. We moved toward each other, entwining our
               limbs, finding the best of all possible ways to keep warm in the cold.
            

            
            Then I looked up and saw the woman watching us.

            
            She had ink-black hair and honey-brown skin, and was so beautiful that my breath left my lungs. But with the appreciation
               of her beauty came fear, because she was too perfect to be mortal. Furthermore, she was angry.
            

            
            I screamed, prompting Melanion to startle as well. Melanion rolled off me, and we clung to each other in the face of this
               sudden apparition.
            

            
            “How dare you desecrate one of my temples?” the apparition demanded. “It’s been subject to neglect, true, but there’s no need
               to rub salt into the wound.”
            

            
            The interior of the building came into focus more sharply. I noticed for the first time the faded fresco of doves dancing around the intact portions of the ceiling and the cult statue that presided over a corner, its features too worn to make out but its shape recognizably feminine. With growing horror, I realized that what I had taken to be an abandoned farmhouse was in fact a decommissioned temple. 

            
            The goddess peered at Melanion. “Oh,” she said with obvious distaste. “It’s you.”
            

            
            Melanion tensed in my arms. “Aphrodite,” they began, “I am so very sorry . . .”

            
            Oh, my dear one, I thought, what have you done?

            
            “Really, Melanion,” Aphrodite began with a huff. “It was bad enough that you never paid up after I gave you those apples,
               and now I find you like this?! In one of my temples, no less! Unbelievable. Well, if you are going to act like animals, then animals you shall be.”
            

            
            She raised a long-fingered hand, and fear flashed through me. I thought of little Parthenopaios, my precious son, left to
               grow up without a mother. I thought of Medea, who would spend the rest of her life waiting in vain for a response that would
               never come. I knew with grim finality that I would never make it to Corinth.
            

            
            But I did not die. Instead, I watched my hands change, fingers shrinking and contracting into paws. Fur sprouted all over
               my body. I tried to scream, but my vocal cords had changed and a snarl was all that emerged.
            

            
            Something was happening to my companion too. I found myself looking into a furred face, topped by a triangular nose. Whiskers
               twitched, and the velvety cups of ears swiveled toward me. The lion’s golden eyes were wide with shock.
            

            
            I could see myself reflected in those eyes, my own face turned leonine through the wrath of the goddess.

            
            My mind was changing to suit my body, my thoughts becoming simpler and more direct, but the divine curse was so close to my
               childish wish that I nearly laughed at the irony.
            

            
            So close! was my last human thought. So close, but still not a bear.
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            Medea

            Years passed, one after another after another. Thessalus shot up like a weed, growing even taller than me. As soon as he was
               old enough to be somewhat self-sufficient, I found myself pregnant again after a hazy night following a festival, and gave
               birth to twins named Pheres and Mermerus.
            

            
            And the cycle started all over again. Dishes, diapers, darkness.

            
            My one respite was Atalanta’s letters. They came sporadically over the years, the handwriting so atrocious that sometimes
               I could scarcely make out the message. But each letter was precious, a breath from another world. I stuffed them in the bottom
               of the trunk where my festival clothing was stored, not wanting Jason to see them, though I could not quite say why.
            

            
            Once there was discussion of a visit, about fifteen years ago if my memory served. Atalanta here, in Corinth! I’d worked myself
               into a near frenzy at the thought, only for the agreed-upon date to come and go without her shadow darkening my doorstep.
               After that, I gave up hope of ever seeing her again, though I still read her letters hungrily.
            

            
            More years passed. I watched my sons grow up and grow away from me, turning from needy babies to rambunctious toddlers to children eager to explore the world beyond their mother’s side. Thessalus left home for an apprenticeship, and it felt like my heart had gone walking outside of my body. 

            
            Jason, of course, was a shadow.

            
            One night, when Mermerus and Pheres were about ten years old, I came to the end of my endurance. The moment came quite suddenly
               as I was brushing my hair, just as I had done thousands of times before and would do thousands of times afterward. Caught
               in this featureless infinity of days, the hand holding the comb dropped into my lap, and the comb fell to the floor.
            

            
            The clatter echoed against the walls and ceiling, emphasizing my aloneness. This was the room where I usually slept, in the
               near-empty women’s quarters of the house, opting to leave the marital bed for Jason when he spent rare nights at home.
            

            
            I looked at my life and realized that I could not keep living this way, trapped in endless monotony. The fallen comb was only
               a symbol of a greater problem: I’d lost the thread of my story. I’d forgotten who I was.
            

            
            Abruptly I felt hot, like those flashes old women tell you come with the change of life, though for me that was still a few
               years away. My breath came short and quick. Feeling as if I might suffocate under the weight of this revelation, I fled from
               the women’s quarters into the courtyard, desperate to gulp down fresh air.
            

            
            The crescent moon drifted through the sky like a greeting. Or an invitation.

            
            The hair on the back of my neck stood up, and my skin prickled as I gazed, transfixed, at the bone-white moon. This was not
               a wholly unpleasant sensation, more like greeting an old friend whom you never expected to see again.
            

            
            Around me, the plants seemed to sigh. I’d established this garden myself over the years, nurturing the lush greenery with my own hands. This effort had been inspired by the dreams I had with increasing regularity, of green hills that rose over a storm-lashed sea, and cliffs where you could watch the flights of griffins and fierce dragons. I dreamed not in Greek but in the tongue of Colchis, which I had not spoken for nearly two decades. 

            
            The house was silent. The boys were in bed, and Jason was off at the palace, as usual. There was no one to tug at my skirts
               or call me away. I looked up at the moon and felt her familiar pull, becoming almost weightless.
            

            
            Around me was a garden in bloom, and above me were the stars. Behind me was a past I could not stop thinking about, and in
               front of me, a future I did not want.
            

            
            A crossroads of sorts, in other words. The foundation of witchcraft.

            
            It wasn’t really magic, I told myself as I began to dance. Magic required organization, planning, and preparation; this was
               simply a frenzied outburst by a woman who had been wound too tightly for too long. I began to dance, lifting my legs and arms,
               tossing my head, all to a soundless beat.
            

            
            As the silent moon looked on, the dance began to speed up. The energy built and grew. When sweat began to drip into my eyes
               and my limbs ached with effort, I took that energy and threw it into a single aim:
            

            
            Bring me love unconditional.

            
            An echo of my first spell so long ago, like returning to childish toys amid the stress of midlife. There was little craft
               or finesse to it, but there was a great deal of passion. Between past and future, earth and sky, I asked the night and the
               leaves and the moonlight to carry my desire toward me like a chariot on shining wheels.
            

            
            Not any coherent sort of magic, certainly nothing that would have been recorded in any magician’s book from distant Thebes. I could even fool myself into thinking it was not magic at all, save for the instant guilt I felt at indulging in something necessary but forbidden. 

            
            I swayed in the center of the courtyard, panting with exertion. The night was silent, save for a donkey cart that clattered
               outside the walls of the house.
            

            
            Hastily, I gathered up my things and crawled into bed.

            
            

            “Mama, Mama, wake up,” Pheres said.

            
            I squeezed my eyes shut against the bright sunlight and my son’s insistent voice. By now it was midday, and I was still bleary-eyed;
               my midnight dancing had cost me.
            

            
            Little arms reached beneath the blanket to shake me, and I yelped. “Mama, I know you’re awake!”

            
            The twins were truly unmanageable. Thessalus had never been such a difficult child.

            
            “Mama, Mama!” Mermerus was more insistent than his brother. He flopped onto my belly, knocking the breath from my lungs. “Someone
               is at the door.”
            

            
            My eyes flew open, and I swung upright, levering my legs off the bed. My joints made the approximate sound of logs crackling
               in the fireplace; I was in my early forties now and not as limber as I’d once been. My feet whispered along the floor, following
               the scampering steps of my sons.
            

            
            To my utter astonishment, I opened the door to see Atalanta herself standing there, leaning against the doorframe in her dusty
               traveling clothes.
            

            
            “Hello, Medea,” she said.
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            “Why does she dress like that, Mama?” Mermerus asked, staring slack-jawed at Atalanta’s riding leathers, as though she were
               some exotic creature dropped into our garden.
            

            
            “Can I touch it?” Pheres asked, rising on tiptoe to examine her spear.

            
            Just as I was about to chide them, Eirene appeared. The boys’ nurse, she was a superstitious woman, and I’d once caught her
               making the sign against the evil eye in my direction. But she was good at what she did and quickly bustled the children out
               of the courtyard.
            

            
            “My apologies,” I said to Atalanta, my cheeks burning with embarrassment. “They are like wild beasts sometimes.”

            
            “They are only children.” Her shoulders lifted and fell in a shrug. “It is a difficult age, but a charming one.”

            
            “Every age is difficult,” I replied bleakly, thinking of the long years of dishes, diapers, and darkness.

            
            A little smile lifted the corner of Atalanta’s mouth as she stared off into the distance, recalling a pleasant memory. “I
               remember when my son was like that, so full of questions.”
            

            
            The reminder struck me with the force of a slap. “That’s right. You have a son about the same age as Thessalus.”

            
            She’d mentioned her son in her letters, this child with a very long name. Not for the first time, I marveled at how odd it was that Atalanta’s life had come to parallel mine. I felt a familiar wistful sadness that the things she’d said she never wanted—a husband and a family—were the very things she’d chosen in the end. 

            
            Or had she chosen them, really? A flicker of disquiet ran through me. Had she chosen, or had she been forced by some invisible
               hand? She’d mentioned being trapped by her father, Schoenus, in much the same way I’d been trapped by Aeetes, though she was
               characteristically vague about the details. And who was this shadowy husband, this Melanion, who vanished so abruptly from
               her letters? Atalanta had been evasive before, but now that she sat in front of me, I could finally ask the questions I’d
               long burned to know.
            

            
            “And your husband, Melanion.” My stomach curdled a little at the name. “How does he fare?”

            
            Almost at once, I regretted the question. Atalanta curled into herself, proud shoulders drooping, knees drawing up to her
               chest. She was a creature of fierce passions behind her stoic exterior, and it was clear that I’d stumbled on some hidden
               hurt.
            

            
            Forget about it, I wanted to say, waving away my words like errant flies. Tell me about your strong son, whom you hold so dear. Tell me about your hunting, tell me anything that does not bring such
                  a sorrowful expression to your lovely face.

            
            But Atalanta had begun to speak, her words a low monotone, her gaze fixed on something far away that only she could see.

            
            “It was a stag that killed Melanion,” she said.

            
         
         
            Atalanta

            I did not point out that Melanion was not a he, strictly speaking, since Melanion and I had long ago agreed to shield the complexity of their selfhood from an uncaring
               world. Someday I would reveal the truth to Medea—if there was time—but for now I added it to the bundle of secrets slung over
               my back.
            

            
            “This was when we were lions,” I continued, remembering Melanion’s rough tongue grooming my fur. The breathlessness of the hunt, the crunch of bone between my jaws. The strangeness of being granted a version of my childhood wish and seeing that it was nothing very special after all. 

            
            From the corner of my eye, I saw Medea nodding. I’d already told her about the goddess’s curse in the letters we exchanged,
               and she had no issue believing it, being well acquainted with divine magic herself.
            

            
            “The stag had a limp, and we thought he would be an easy kill,” I said, worrying at a leaf with my fingernail. “But one of
               his antlers caught Melanion’s side and tore it open. A terrible wound, and a fatal one. There was nothing I could do.”
            

            
            My voice cracked and I dropped the leaf, unable to continue. It felt so much like physical pain to recall the memory of my
               ineffectual hands pawing at Melanion’s body, no longer a lion but a human being again in their final moments. Only death could
               lift the curse, though by then it was too late.
            

            
            On the bench in Medea’s fine garden, I wrapped my arms around myself, shaking with remembered sorrow. A warm hand laid itself
               on my shoulder, and I looked up into the golden eyes of Medea. Her presence strengthened me. With a deep shuddering breath,
               I forced myself to continue.
            

            
            “The goddess Artemis appeared,” I said. A shining figure with a crescent circlet on her brow, standing at the edge of the
               forest. “Perhaps she was the one to restore us to our human forms, I’ve never been sure, but she could do nothing to save
               Melanion. She disappeared into the forest before I could force my clumsy tongue to form words.”
            

            
            “The gods are useless,” Medea said darkly, and I did not disagree.

            
            “After that, I went home.” My voice grew stronger as we moved on to firmer territory. “Back to Parthenopaios, my son. He did not recognize me at first, but I scooped him up in my arms and held him as though he was the most precious thing on earth.” The memory made me smile. “I taught him all I knew: How to track game and survive in the wilderness, how to ride and shoot. Parthenopaios was never a very swift runner, despite the skill of his parents, but he could throw a discus farther than anyone. Still can.” 

            
            I thought of my son’s flashing dark eyes, so much like Melanion’s. Melanion was gone, but part of them still lived on in the
               person of Parthenopaios, our son.
            

            
            “And then I trained Psyche, as you know,” I added. Psyche, princess of Mycenae, my only apprentice. A precocious and willful
               girl, with a self-possession that rivaled my own. I gained new respect for the patience of the hunters and the old bear who’d
               raised me.
            

            
            Psyche had been the catalyst for my decision to come to Corinth. She’d stumbled upon my camp in the wilderness, fleeing some
               threat she would not name and seeking a lost husband she would not describe, who’d become separated from her after a calamity.
               We had spoken of love and death, and after Psyche left for her parents’ home in Mycenae, I mounted Kastana and went to Corinth,
               ready to seek an end to the story begun so long ago.
            

            
            Medea was looking at me strangely, and I realized I had ranged quite far from discussing Melanion. But she did not seem angry,
               only deeply sad.
            

            
            “I am sorry,” she said, her eyes pools of tears. “I am so sorry that you lost your Melanion.”

            
            A tremor ran through me, and my own eyes prickled. Over the years, I’d tried to run from my grief and hide from it in the strangest places. But now, instead of fleeing from her gentle concern, I surrendered to it. 

            
            Medea took my hands in hers, holding them tightly. Her palms were roughened by housework, not like the hands of the princess
               she had been on the Argo’s journey. But then again, neither of us was the same person we’d been back then.
            

            
            “And were you . . .” Medea swallowed hard. “Were you happy? With Melanion?”

            
            Did you find happiness anyway? she did not say, though I understood her meaning. Did you pull it from the jaws of despair, snatch it from the inconstant gods, trick the world into giving it to you despite
                  all the odds stacked against women like us?

            
            The question undid me. Yes, I thought. Yes. But the words did not come out. All I could do was nod as tears shook me when I remembered Melanion in their last moments,
               lying in the grass. Their eyes glassy with pain and blood frothing at the corners of their mouth, though their lips bent in
               a little smile as one hand came up to stroke my face.
            

            
            I hate to die on you, Atalanta, Melanion said with their last breath. But oh, didn’t we live?

            
            I’d held myself aloof from Melanion even in marriage, but in the end it made no difference. Heartbreak never did get any easier.
               I’d feared losing my son; instead, the gods had taken my spouse.
            

            
            At the time, with a young son to raise alone, I’d cut myself off from my emotions. Now, they came flooding back. I lost myself
               in a torrent of weeping as though Melanion only now lay dead before me.
            

            
            Through it all, Medea held me.

            
            She wrapped her arms around me, speaking soothing words and stroking my hair. She swore she’d find the damn stag that killed Melanion and send a spear through him, and her ferocity made me laugh despite my tears. She’d march down to the Underworld and pull Melanion out herself, she declared. 

            
            Because I couldn’t speak, I could not tell her that it was enough, more than enough, to be here with her, to be held like
               this. To know that, despite my terrible grief, I was not alone.
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            For a long time, I held Atalanta. Until her weeping ceased, and the stars began to appear in the blue-black square of sky
               visible from the courtyard.
            

            
            She was the one to let go first, wiping tears on her sleeve as her eyes slid away from me to look out at the night garden.
               I held myself stiffly, surreptitiously brushing away my own tears.
            

            
            “You are welcome here,” I said. “For as long as you like.” For the rest of your days, even, I did not add. That would be much, much too forward, especially after such a tender moment.
            

            
            Atalanta nodded curtly. “I will return to my forests eventually. But I would like to stay here for a while.”

            
            “There is a guest bed,” I added, somewhat nervously, “in the women’s quarters—”

            
            “I will sleep here,” Atalanta said, looking up at the walls of the courtyard, “under the open sky. Walled houses feel like
               tombs to me. All I ask is that you give me a few blankets.”
            

            
            A slow smile crossed my face. “So it will be like old times, when we sailed with the Argo and slept wrapped in blankets on the cold earth?”
            

            
            “Well, not exactly. You won’t be next to me, after all.”

            
            I sat up straighter. Memories flooded my mind: days and nights spent on the rolling deck of a ship or the hard ground. The
               enveloping warmth of Atalanta’s body, curled around mine.
            

            
            The softness of a kiss, never repeated, but never forgotten either.

            
            “I will have blankets brought out to you,” I said, leaping up abruptly. “Good night!”

            
            Safe within the house, I sagged against a wall and marveled at my lack of decency. My friend had just told me about the death
               of her husband, with whom she’d finally found happiness, and here I was thinking about kissing her! Utterly shameless.
            

            
            Most of the time I could convince myself that my feelings about Atalanta were simply yearning for the days of the Argo, when anything at all might happen and life was not so narrow as it would become. Now, my senses full of the forest scent
               of her, I saw how tenuous this fiction was. If anything, my memories of the Argo were precious because they contained Atalanta, not the other way around.
            

            
            Not that it mattered. Twenty years had passed since her confession on the beach on Crete, and it was all too clear that I
               had been replaced in Atalanta’s affections by her husband and son. This was no surprise, and besides, I had my own obligations
               as a wife and mother. But the idea made my heart heavy all the same.
            

            
            In time, I regained control of myself and ordered a servant to bring out blankets to the courtyard for Atalanta, then retired
               to my own bed. For variety, I elected to sleep in the marital bed rather than my usual one in the lonely women’s quarters.
               I was surprised to find Jason there.
            

            
            He lifted his head, peering at me above the blankets. This was unusual; most often, he spent his nights at the palace, where
               King Creon had rooms set aside for his use. “I did not know that you and Atalanta were so close,” he remarked as I climbed
               under the sheets.
            

            
            Jason’s words prompted a spike of fear, but I reminded myself hurriedly that nothing I’d done tonight was lacking in decorum. All Jason had seen was a meeting between old female friends, a perfectly respectable occurrence. Certainly, it was not as though I had been caught embracing some strange man. 

            
            “I suppose the Argo lends itself to lasting friendships,” I replied, and rolled over. It amazed me how little Jason knew of my interior life.
               Then again, there was much I did not know of his.
            

            
            Though I tried to sleep, it was as if an electric current ran in my veins. My heart beat faster as images danced before my
               eyes: gray eyes, tawny hair, strong clavicles, and well-muscled biceps. That panther-like form, pressed tight to mine, scented
               with the fragrance of lost forests.
            

            
            A fire raced over my skin, and heat rose in me. Desire, that gift of Eros, returned after so many years.

            
            And for someone other than my lawful husband, a shameful thing. I flushed with embarrassment, remembering that the Greeks
               described Desire as an archer, sending his flaming shafts into unwilling hearts. An attractive idea, since it abdicated the
               individual from all responsibility for these inconvenient feelings. Yet heat continued to build, years of repression seeking
               an outlet. I wanted Atalanta, even if she no longer wanted me.
            

            
            Well, maybe there was still a way to salvage this. Perhaps I could vent my passions along proper channels. I kissed Jason
               awake, finding him puzzled but obliging.
            

            
            The sex was awkward and over quickly, and to my consternation did little to still my agitation. As I lay in the darkness,
               sweat drying on my thighs, I realized it was this that felt like an infidelity—coupling with my husband, the man I’d lived with for years.
            

            
            I’d never stopped being Medea the traitor, it seemed. My heart was faithful to no one, least of all myself. I rolled over
               and tried in vain to sleep.
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            Of all the people Jason expects to see lounging in the courtyard of his home, Atalanta is surely the last. And yet there she
               is, long legs tucked up on the bench, shooting Jason baleful looks in his own garden. As if he were the interloper, not her. Jason quickly leaves.
            

            
            But he runs into Atalanta the next day too, in the hallway. Jason peels back his lips in what he hopes is a warm smile.

            
            “How lovely to see you, Atalanta,” he says. “May I ask what brought you here?”

            
            “Visiting a friend,” she replies.

            
            Jason softens. “I didn’t know you considered me a friend.”

            
            “I meant Medea.”

            
            The words feel like a slap. Of course. Of course it isn’t him. He remembers a few instances of Medea and Atalanta engaged
               in conversation during the journey of the Argo and even recalls asking the huntress to look after his future wife, but he never knew they were so close. Perhaps it’s the
               tendency of women to stick together.
            

            
            Nursing the sting of her words, Jason stares at Atalanta. Why did you save me in the Libyan desert, reaching out your hand when I started to fall? he wonders. Why do that, only to push me back down again?

            
            “Why do you dislike me so much?” he asks aloud. It’s a rude question, but Atalanta is always rude, so why shouldn’t he get
               to be too? Jason relishes the chance to speak directly without polite allusions and half-truths.
            

            
            “You barred my way on the ship,” Atalanta replies, her expression steely, “and covered for your friend Peleus when he harassed
               me. You said you wanted to make a world of justice, but really you want a world for yourself. You do not deserve half of what
               has been given to you.”
            

            
            Her words pierce Jason like spears. With her gray eyes and proud bearing, Atalanta should seem like a mortal image of Athena,
               goddess of war and strategy. But there is nothing in her of that civilized divinity.
            

            
            “I did what you asked,” Jason says stiffly. He remembers Atalanta’s instructions in Libya, to take care of Medea, to look
               after her. Perhaps the two of them were always better friends than he knew.
            

            
            “Did you?” Atalanta’s voice is cold, her stare implacable. “Did you really?”

            
            Jason’s mouth falls open at this outrage. He has given Medea everything she could ever want: a large, luxurious house; servants;
               three beautiful sons. He has been a good husband, possibly a better one than Medea deserves.
            

            
            “Have you ever done or wanted anything for yourself,” Atalanta adds, “or simply because someone else told you to?”

            
            Anger fills him. How dare she speak to him like this?! Jason is the king’s advisor; Atalanta is nothing. Only a barbarian
               woman from the woods, largely useless on the Argo’s journey, nearly dying the time she tried to tackle Talos. She has accomplished nothing at all, and now she is old.
            

            
            He will not waste words on one such as her. Jason always idealized her, but in truth, Atalanta is nothing to aspire to at
               all.
            

            
            

            In a way, it is because of Atalanta that Jason first meets Creusa.

            
            When Jason goes to the palace, not wishing to run into Atalanta again, King Creon corners him.

            
            “Jason!” Creon calls in his booming voice, laying a hand on Jason’s shoulder. “Just the man I hoped to see. I’ve been meaning
               to invite you to dinner with my family.”
            

            
            Jason is startled by the intimacy of the invitation. Among the Greeks, the family home is a sacred space, not to be intruded
               upon by strangers. When Jason hesitantly remarks upon this, the king laughs and slaps him on the back. “But you are family, Jason!”
            

            
            Dinner is sumptuous: oysters with vinegar, followed by roast lamb in a wild mushroom sauce. Not to mention all the bread and
               fine wine one can hold. Jason indulges himself; he rarely eats so well at home, since Medea has never quite mastered the art
               of cooking. Even now that they can afford hired help, his poor dear wife doesn’t know how to properly supervise a kitchen.
            

            
            Jason glances up at the other faces around the table. Creon’s wife, Glauke, is younger than her husband, perhaps of an age
               with Jason himself, around her late thirties. Glauke is quiet and demure, mostly looking down at her plate.
            

            
            Creon’s daughter, on the other hand, is lively as a flame. She is about fourteen years old, and her name is Creusa, the feminine
               version of the king’s own. She has Creon’s small nose and oval face, the same cast of cheek and jaw in female form. The hair
               that has gone silver on her father’s head is still spun gold on hers, and Jason can see the influence of the king in the way
               she commands the room.
            

            
            “I heard you were the leader of the Argonauts,” Creusa says to him, tilting her head becomingly. “Please, let me know if I
               have the tale of your journey right.”
            

            
            Creusa recites one of the bardic versions of the Argo’s journey, which differs in several respects from the events that actually occurred. In this variant, the bronze bulls in
               Colchis become living bulls who shoot fire from their eyes, and Jason forces them to plow the earth.
            

            
            It is disconcerting to hear such a confident recollection of events that never actually happened. But Jason long ago learned
               that it is best not to correct other people’s exaggerations of his accomplishments. He reminds Creusa that in addition to
               yoking the bulls, he also fought the dragon’s-tooth warriors who sprung up from the ground.
            

            
            At first, Jason is intrigued by the young woman; by the end of dinner, he is enraptured. Creusa is witty and lovely, every
               inch the well-mannered daughter of her father and mother. She is so beautiful, so fresh and carefree, that his eyes cannot
               help lingering on her smooth skin.
            

            
            Of course, Jason is carefully circumspect in his behavior; Creusa is still a young girl, and they are in her father’s house.
               But Creusa’s interest in him is like water in a drought. It has been so long since Jason enjoyed himself like this. In Creusa’s
               presence, color seeps back into his world. The stars have aligned, and all the gods and good spirits of the land have conspired
               to bring the two of them together.
            

            
            He thinks briefly of Medea, but reasons that what his wife doesn’t know won’t hurt her.

            
            After supper is finished, Creusa and her mother retire to bed. Jason watches the king’s daughter go, his gaze clinging to
               her wistfully as she leaves the men to stay up late over wine and the talk of politics.
            

            
            Jason planned to use this occasion to discuss his interest in King Agamemnon’s planned expedition to Troy, but the king interrupts
               him.
            

            
            “You know,” Creon begins in a deceptively light tone, “I am looking for a husband for Creusa. He must be accomplished and trustworthy, and attractive to her as well. I wouldn’t want to marry my daughter to some repulsive old man!” 

            
            Creon throws his head back in a laugh, but he is still looking at Jason, studying his reaction.

            
            “Creusa liked you very much, you know,” Creon adds.

            
            The brief silence between them stretches and grows.

            
            The meaning of the king’s words comes into focus slowly, like the totality of a mosaic. An offer that Jason cannot take, not
               with the oaths that bind him; and cannot refuse, lest he jeopardize the goodwill of the king and betray his own weary heart.
            

            
            Atalanta is wrong. Jason appreciates everything he has been given; he’s worked hard to deserve it. Bled for it, suffered for
               it. When he makes his excuses to Creon and leaves, Jason knows exactly how much he has to lose.
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            Over the next week, Atalanta and I fell into an easy rhythm. Shameful desire did not rear its head again, to my great relief.
               In the morning, in the gray light before dawn, I would go to the courtyard, where she could be found smoking some Scythian
               hempflower for the pain in her bones. She’d thrust out her chin in greeting when she saw me, and we would start the day as
               we ended the previous one, sitting together in the garden, and watching the brilliant colors of sunrise paint themselves across
               the sky.
            

            
            During the daylight hours, she and I walked around the city with the children. I cast a simple glamour over the four of us
               so that the eyes of passersby slid away like water, since I wanted nothing to interrupt this time with her, certainly not
               unwanted attention from anyone who might recognize her from the now-famous story of the Argo.
            

            
            The twins loved Atalanta. “That’s the agora!” Pheres yelled. “And that’s where I saw a dead bird once.”

            
            I spread my hands across my reddened cheeks, horrified at their behavior, but Atalanta only chuckled. She bonded with Mermerus
               and Pheres easily, the three of them wrestling like puppies. Atalanta spoke to them solemnly, like one adult to another, and
               they straightened up to match her.
            

            
            Seeing Atalanta so gentle with my children made my heart twist. She never wanted children, yet here she was, tender with my boys as if they were her own. 

            
            As we walked around Corinth, I realized how little I had seen of my own city. I’d spent most of my time indoors, managing
               the household and taking care of first Thessalus and then the twins. Now, as we walked from the agora to the temple of Hera,
               I saw how gleaming Corinth was, all white walls and red roofs. And beautiful women everywhere. I’d heard Corinth called the
               city of Aphrodite, city of love, but I’d never before had the chance to see it for myself.
            

            
            Atalanta had never liked cities. I puzzled that she tolerated this one.

            
            In the evening, when Eirene took charge of the children, I sat with Atalanta in the courtyard as the stars appeared in the
               sky like fireflies. Servants brought out braziers to light the garden and keep us warm, and I was reminded of the fires along
               the beaches during the Argo’s journey. Sometimes I braided Atalanta’s hair as I’d done long ago, relishing the excuse to touch her, only to startle like
               a child sneaking treats when Eirene entered the courtyard to ask a question. Atalanta and I laughed like young girls and talked
               at length about the things we had seen.
            

            
            “And do you remember those six-armed men?”

            
            “Yes! And the Harpies who tormented Phineus, poor old man.”

            
            How gilded it all seemed now in memory. How easy to forget the seasickness and oppressive heat, and remember only the grand
               adventures.
            

            
            There were things we did not speak of, swirling vortexes that we danced around. She did not ask much about Jason, for example, and I did not speak of the impulsive feelings that had come over me the night she arrived. Neither of us wanted to risk this unlikely peace. So we spoke of other things, like the past and the people we had known. Such as Peleus, whose son, Achilles, had distinguished himself in swiftness and strength. 

            
            “And did I tell you that Psyche met Achilles?” Atalanta asked. “He had some snotty things to say about me, it seems. Oh, how
               Psyche laughed when I told her I beat Achilles’s sorry father in a wrestling match!”
            

            
            I laughed at this, glad that I’d at least avoided the fate of being married to Achilles, a man so much younger than me and
               a boor to boot.
            

            
            We spoke of Orpheus too. He’d died, Atalanta told me, torn apart by maenads in the mountains. His head was still singing when
               they cast it into a stream that ran out to the sea. I pressed a hand to my heart in sorrow, thinking of his beloved Calais,
               left to live on without him. And Eurydice, welcoming back her wandering husband in the cold fields of the Underworld.
            

            
            Orpheus. I had not forgotten his cryptic advice about running after love, even if I had not followed it.

            
            We spoke of Heracles, who had died (so many of our companions from the Argo were dead now, it seemed) from a curse unwittingly inflicted by his new wife. “Hylas would never have allowed such a thing
               to happen,” I remarked, and Atalanta agreed.
            

            
            But before he died, Heracles wrestled Death to a standstill to save a woman who had traded her life for her husband’s.

            
            “Her husband was fated to die, and she volunteered to take his place,” Atalanta told me, having heard the tale from a visiting
               bard during her time in Mycenae. “I don’t know why she did that, laying down her life for her husband’s. I did not know it
               was possible.” A shadow flickered across Atalanta’s features, then quickly vanished. “When Death came to take her, Heracles
               drew him into a headlock. He beat Death so thoroughly that Death fled back along the path of cypresses. The woman’s name was
               Alcestis, I think,” she added as an afterthought.
            

            
            The name snagged on something in my memory. Abruptly I was transported back to an Iolcan courtroom, surrounded by hateful eyes. Recognition snapped into place: Alcestis was one of the daughters of Pelias. 

            
            “I know her,” I said haltingly. The silence stretched and grew, heavy with unspoken things. I’d never told Atalanta the details
               of Pelias’s death, only that Jason and I had been exiled from Iolcus because of it.
            

            
            Atalanta was looking at me, head tilted expectantly. There had been distance enough between us, and so much lost time. It
               would be easy to change the subject, but I wanted there to be no secrets between her and me. Save for the most necessary ones,
               of course.
            

            
            Hesitantly, I detailed the story of Pelias’s death. When I finished, Atalanta was staring at me in a sideways manner, her
               lip curled.
            

            
            “You tricked his daughters into killing him?” Atalanta said, looking at me as though I were something she’d found stuck to
               the bottom of her sandal. “His own daughters?”
            

            
            “Well, yes,” I huffed, old humiliation rising up once again. For years I’d lived under the burden of guilt, trying to make
               apology to Jason for my actions. It was galling to receive censure from Atalanta as well. “No need for me to wield the knife
               or spill a drop of Pelias’s blood and risk miasma. Quite clever, really. I thought a hunter like you would recognize that.”
            

            
            “Not very clever if the court found you guilty in the end,” she pointed out.

            
            I flinched. Atalanta never did coat her words in honey.

            
            “Pelias was a tyrant and a murderer and a usurper,” I insisted. “He deserved his fate.”

            
            “Yes. But his daughters didn’t.”

            
            A sound of frustration tore from my throat. I wanted Atalanta to understand me, as she always had before. “You once told me that a witch is someone who wields power she isn’t supposed to have. Why do you fault me for acting like a witch, when you always knew I was one?” 

            
            (I had not been a true witch for some time, but Atalanta didn’t need to know that.)

            
            “This isn’t power, it’s just cruelty,” Atalanta replied. She was sitting with her hands folded, considering the flagstones
               once more. “Pelias might have deserved his death, but the girls didn’t deserve to be the instruments of it. It’s cruel, Medea.
               You always were cunning, but you were never deliberately cruel.”
            

            
            Her words made me reel. “It’s no worse than anything the male heroes have done,” I pointed out.

            
            “But it’s no better either. And do you really want to take them as your standard?” Atalanta inquired, indicating the collective with a jerk of her head.
            

            
            She chewed over her next words. After some deliberation, she said, “It’s something Hypsipyle would have done.”

            
            Hypsipyle, the Lemnian queen who ordered the deaths of all the men and enslaved women on her island. Outrage and fear warred
               within me. Outrage at Atalanta’s characterization of my actions, and fear that it might drive her away.
            

            
            Atalanta did not move. She looked at me, not with judgment but with tender compassion. “You aren’t in Aeetes’s house anymore,
               you know,” she said gently. “You don’t have to live by his rules.”
            

            
            Her soft tone scalded me more than her chiding. Unwilling to consider this line of questioning any further, I announced my
               departure for bed.
            

            
            In the morning, I came out to find Atalanta in the courtyard as usual. Before I could apologize for my comportment the night before, she spoke. “I don’t want to spend time arguing,” she said, studying a patch of dirt near her knees. “I have said my part and will not speak on it further.” 

            
            So we set the conflict aside. That day, we brought a lunch out beyond the walls of the city, and I was given a glimpse of
               a world that might have been. Atalanta sat with me under the trees, watching Mermerus and Pheres swing sticks at each other.
               I laid my head on her shoulder and felt a peace I had never known.
            

            
            Of course, it did not last.

            
            One morning, a week or so after her arrival, I came into the courtyard to see that Atalanta’s few possessions had been bundled
               up neatly, and she wore the same dusty riding leathers as on the day of her arrival. My heart sank.
            

            
            Atalanta stood next to her bundled possessions, one foot scuffing the dirt. “It is time for me to go,” she said, not meeting
               my eyes. “I miss my forests, and I am not meant for the city. But I have enjoyed this time with you very much.”
            

            
            A mournful cry rose up in my throat, and I bit my lip to stifle it. “You won’t stay here?” I asked.

            
            She shook her head. “This is not my home.”

            
            But it could be, I thought fervently. You could make it your home.

            
            Despite my disappointment, I would not beg. I already knew the futility of it; Atalanta’s stubbornness was quite literally
               legendary. She kept her own counsel and moved according to her own unknowable whims, and her mind could not be changed by
               outside forces. She had arrived unannounced like a strange breeze, and she would leave the same way. Despite my disappointment,
               I would not ruin what I loved most by trying to control her.
            

            
            “Wait until the boys are awake, at least,” was all I asked.

            
            The twins took Atalanta’s departure hard. Mermerus burst into tears, while Pheres stormed away into the depths of the house. He soon returned, though, and both boys threw their arms around Atalanta. She kissed the tops of their heads, telling them to be good and always listen to their mother. 

            
            Then I stood alone with Atalanta beyond the red-yellow-blue door. Her possessions were tied to Kastana’s back, and I had given
               her copious food, water, and supplies for the journey, holding nothing back. It pleased me to know that she was well provisioned,
               even if she would not stay.
            

            
            We looked long at each other, and neither of us moved. The wind rustled our clothing, lifting Atalanta’s whitened hair and
               causing me to pull my shawl more tightly around myself. Kastana pawed the ground and snorted. The moment stretched on; neither
               Atalanta nor I seemed willing to end it.
            

            
            As in the library so long ago, I was seized with the sudden desire to kiss her.

            
            A foolish thought. I pushed it back down firmly but made a last-ditch attempt to reason with Atalanta. “Are you sure you won’t
               stay? The children love you.” To my horror, I felt tears prick my eyes.
            

            
            Atalanta shook her head, then reached out to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. “You left me all those years ago, Medea,”
               she said softly. “Is it really so terrible that I should leave you now?”
            

            
            This was the first time during her visit that either of us referenced her proposal on Crete, and it surprised me. “Well, yes,
               it is rather terrible, now that you mention it,” I replied. “But I won’t curtail your freedom.”
            

            
            Before, Atalanta seemed rather preoccupied. Now, she smiled.

            
            “You know,” she said, searching my face, “Circe once said you never gave anyone else a chance to speak. But I think you have
               learned. Learned how to listen.”
            

            
            “And you were wild as a bear cub when we first met, but now you move through the world with ease,” I said with a bitter laugh. “It wouldn’t have worked out between us, you know. I could never have beaten you in a race.” 

            
            “You would never have had to chase me,” Atalanta replied, her expression unreadable. “I wouldn’t have run from you.”

            
            My heart, I realized, was beating quickly.

            
            Before I could ask what exactly that meant, she turned away, pulling herself up on Kastana’s back and nudging the old horse into motion. She started down the road,
               then abruptly halted. I wondered if she’d left something behind when she turned around and spoke.
            

            
            “Mount Geraneia!” Atalanta called out. “That is where my camp is.”

            
            She hesitated for a moment, as if to say more, then whirled around and continued at a steady clip out of the city. The statement—invitation?—baffled
               me. Neighbors were stirring at their windows, and I shriveled under the weight of their eyes but held my ground. I watched
               Atalanta’s swaying back until she was out of sight, greedy for every last glimpse of her. Then she was gone, leaving me alone
               with the morning sunshine and the tears on my cheeks.
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            Jason

            Jason bounces back and forth between his home and the palace, avoiding Atalanta at the one and Creon at the other. This balancing
               act is made easier when Atalanta abruptly departs, though Medea falls ill shortly afterward and takes to her bed. Jason puts
               Eirene in charge of the household, then returns to the palace before he can catch the fever himself.
            

            
            This, unfortunately, puts him directly in Creon’s path.

            
            “Where have you been, my dear boy?” the king booms, slapping him on the back. “No matter, you’re back now. Well, here goes.
               I wish to formally extend a proposal that you marry my daughter, Creusa.”
            

            
            The breath leaves Jason’s lungs. The king’s proposal is not unexpected but nonetheless leaves him stunned. It’s all he could
               ever have wanted. The girl is beautiful and charming, and she brings with her a throne. As Jason well knows, Creusa is the
               king’s only daughter and her husband will eventually rule. It’s not the throne of Iolcus, and he won’t hold it until after
               Creon’s death, but Jason can still become a king. He will have power and something to pass on to his sons after he dies.
            

            
            It is as though the scattered pieces of Jason’s life have drawn back together again. Everything that has happened to him—fleeing
               the palace as a child, the voyage of the Argo, the monotony of the past two decades—has led at last to this, and all his suffering is finally given meaning. 

            
            There is just one problem. “I already have a wife,” Jason says, thinking of Medea, quiet and loyal. They have been stars in
               each other’s orbit for the past two decades, a familiar pattern, though a largely silent one.
            

            
            Creon’s face twists in obvious disapproval. “You have a foreign concubine with a shady past. Not a suitable match for my finest
               advisor and future heir. It would be one thing if your wife were the daughter of a well-respected Corinthian family, or even
               a girl of the town, but instead she is some barbarian from the ends of the earth.”
            

            
            “But our sons . . .” Jason says, turning up his palms in a gesture of surrender.

            
            Creon rubs his beard thoughtfully. “Your sons I will adopt as my own. They will be members of the royal family. Though, to
               be sure, it is my trueborn grandson through Creusa who will inherit the throne,” he adds.
            

            
            “As for Medea,” the king continues. “Send her away. Give her back to her family, and give her lots of gold, anything you please.
               But she cannot remain here. I don’t trust her.”
            

            
            Jason doesn’t disagree with this, but he won’t be giving Medea back to her family. That was the entire reason he took her
               as a wife in the first place: to prevent her from being dragged home. He remembers the wedding on Phaeacia, the promises he
               made to Medea in front of gods and men, and feels almost ill.
            

            
            Before Jason are two paths. On one is everything he has ever worked for, stability, and safety. On the other is only his duty.

            
            Creon clears his throat expectantly. “Well, what do you say? Truthfully, I thought it would be an easy choice. My daughter
               is a beautiful woman, and her dowry comes with a kingdom.”
            

            
            Jason dithers, sweat beginning to gather under his armpits. Breaking his vows means risking much; his patroness is the goddess of marriage, and it would not do to displease her. 

            
            “I must think on it,” he tells Creon, and flees.

            
            

            Having nowhere else to go, Jason heads to the temple of Hera.

            
            It is a beautiful place, with soaring marble pillars and colorful frescoes. The priestesses incline their heads respectfully
               as he passes. Jason is well known here; he was the one to spearhead the building project that replaced the old wooden temple
               with this marble magnificence. He did this to show his appreciation to the goddess Hera, who helped him survive the journey
               of the Argo, and also to impress Creon with his organizational abilities. Although Jason’s plan earned him the favor of the king, the
               goddess has remained stubbornly silent. Hera has not graced him with her presence since that day more than twenty years ago
               on the docks of Iolcus, when she gave him the Argo.
            

            
            “Help me, Hera,” Jason whispers, looking into the great face of the statue that soars up near the ceiling. “Patroness, lift
               me above this roil of indecision as I once lifted you over a great river in flood.”
            

            
            He keeps his voice soft, though it is customary to speak loudly to the gods. Jason does not want one of the worshippers to
               catch what he is saying and spread rumors through the city. He has fought so hard for his good standing here, slowly earning
               the trust of the king and the people. If he rejects the king’s proposal, he might lose everything he has gained.
            

            
            Silence, interrupted only by the ordinary sounds of the temple: The voices of worshippers, the music. The air is laced with
               the spicy smoke of incense.
            

            
            Suddenly a gust of wind blows through the temple, fluttering the priestesses’ robes. The small lamps that illuminate the sanctuary are snuffed out, and darkness rolls in. Not frightening but lush, like the darkness of a wedding night. 

            
            All around Jason are cries of surprise, but he feels only exultation. Most human beings hesitate to interpret the will of
               the gods, but not Jason. His heart is serene; the sign is clear. Hera approves of his choice, quieting all his doubts like
               the wind snuffing out the lamps. Once Hera guided Jason to save Medea’s life through marriage, and now she is going to use
               another marriage to give Jason a kingdom. Yes, all of this is the will of the goddess.
            

            
            It’s only a coincidence, really, that the princess Creusa is young and beautiful, and will make a far better wife for him
               than Medea.
            

            
            Jason unfurls his stiff knees and rises to his feet. He and Medea have been like old furniture in each other’s way these past
               twenty years; it is better for them to part. Besides, he has never really rested easy around her since the death of Pelias.
            

            
            Jason makes a gesture of reverence to the statue of Hera. Though he will fight the decision a little longer, this is the moment
               when he makes up his mind.
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            Medea

            After Atalanta left, I took to my bed and did not rise. Eirene looked after the boys, shooting me resentful looks, and Jason
               was a familiar absence.
            

            
            Not that it mattered. I lay there insensible, wandering in a labyrinth of memories.

            
            You would never have had to chase me. I wouldn’t have run from you. 
            

            
            What had she meant by that? I searched Atalanta’s words for hidden meaning like a treasure seeker panning river silt for gold.
               And what about that parting statement, about her camp on Mount Geraneia?
            

            
            She’d said she wouldn’t run from me, but she left me in the dust all the same. She’d chosen the forests over me, as I’d once
               chosen Jason over her. There was a grim beauty in the symmetry of it.
            

            
            I was not free to follow her, as she should well knew. A thousand responsibilities tied me here; after all, I had two young
               sons. Besides, I was no more suited to a life in the woods than I had been twenty years ago. If Atalanta wanted to be with
               me, she could have stayed here in Corinth. But she hadn’t.
            

            
            Anger filled me, and I was driven at last from my bed. It was nighttime by then, and I was the only one in the house still awake. I went to the central hearth fire, nothing but glowing coals at this hour, and stoked it into a blazing fury. Then I fed it with the letters taken from the bottom of my clothing trunk, years upon years of letters from Atalanta. The flames consumed the stilted words that I could picture her shaping so carefully, her noble form bent over the papyrus. How easily they burned. Soon there would be no memory of our bond, no physical sign of it. Maybe then I’d be free from this longing. 

            
            When my grim task was finished, I ran back to bed and threw the blankets over my head. I stewed in darkness, emerging only
               when Jason opened the door.
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            Medea

            It surprised me when Jason said he wanted to talk, since we spoke so little these days. Perhaps he wished to discuss a new
               tutor for our sons or announce that the king had ordered him on a long journey.
            

            
            Instead, Jason linked his fingers together in an arch and said, “There is no easy way to put this. I am taking a new wife.”

            
            The earth dropped away beneath me and turned to sky. For a moment I was certain that I’d ceased to understand Greek. I was
               going mad, hearing things, because I thought I’d just heard my husband say he was taking a new wife.
            

            
            “So I am to have a co-wife?” I asked through lips numb with shock. 

            
            Jason looked away and rubbed the back of his head. It was a familiar gesture, and it betrayed him. He did this when he had
               to deliver news that he knew would not please the hearer. He had done it often over the long years of our marriage.
            

            
            “No, you are sending me away,” I said, incredulous. “You are divorcing me. Why, Jason? I could understand if I was barren
               or a bad wife, but I’ve done my duty. We have three sons.” My voice turned shrill at the end, and my hands began to shake.
               So much had I given up for him. So painfully long had been the years of dishes, diapers, and darkness.
            

            
            Jason sighed. It was a separation, yes, but he insisted it didn’t have to be an ugly one. He would set me up with a house and gold and anything else I could ever want, and make sure I lived like a queen in any city I desired. As long as it was not Corinth. 

            
            “Who is she?” I demanded. “Your new wife.”

            
            King Creon’s daughter, as it transpired. Oh, what a fine thing that was, I thought, a teenager marrying a man of nearly forty!
               And very tidy too, since it would make Jason king eventually.
            

            
            Bile choked me, and my vision swam. But it was what Jason said next that truly destroyed me.

            
            “What an opportunity this is for our boys!” Jason said, his voice just a little too loud. The whites of his eyes shone with
               false enthusiasm. “Creon has offered to adopt them. Imagine it, Pheres and Mermerus will grow up as princes!”
            

            
            I stared at Jason slack-jawed, wondering if he truly believed the falsehoods that fell from his lips.

            
            “Our sons are in horrible danger,” I said, stunned that he could not see it. “Do you not remember the story of the Golden
               Fleece you once came seeking? Why the ram came to Phrixus and Helle in the first place? Their mother, Nephele, sent it to
               save them from their cruel stepmother, who hated the children from her husband’s previous marriage. She sought their deaths,
               since they would always be in competition with her own children for the throne. Do you really think Creon will allow our sons
               to live once his daughter has her own?”
            

            
            “Creon isn’t like that. He’d never hurt a child.” Jason looked offended.

            
            I laughed hollowly. “So Creon suddenly has morals, after telling my husband to abandon his wife?”

            
            Jason sighed again, as though I were being difficult.

            
            “Don’t,” I whispered, sliding from the bed and taking to my knees before him. “Send me away, yes, but don’t take my children, please. Whatever you think of me as a wife, do not insult me as a mother.” I tried to take Jason’s hands, but they slipped out of my grasp. 

            
            “Well,” Jason began, stroking his chin, “some of the natural philosophers say it’s the man who’s the true parent, since he
               provides the vital essence, like a seed in the damp earth . . . but no matter,” he finished, seeing my darkening expression.
               “I’d like to reach an understanding, Medea. I’d rather not involve the courts.”
            

            
            I felt again the eyes that burned into me as Pelias’s daughters took the stand in Iolcus. The humiliation of it. No, a foreign
               woman like me would not do well at all in a Greek court of law.
            

            
            Jason was still talking, his words blurring together like the buzzing of bees, but I could not hear him over my growing anger.
               I had left my home for this man, killed for him, sacrificed my magic for him, and this was how he rewarded me? All those years
               of dishes and diapers and darkness, of filing down my sharp edges and breaking my bones to fit his expectations, and this
               was how it ended? I’d been a model wife, only to have my children stolen from me and given unto their deadliest enemies. I
               had chosen Jason over Atalanta, and this was the result?
            

            
            Bitterer than the betrayal was this: Jason was leaving me for another woman, after I had left mine for him.

            
            Before I could say anything, Mermerus came into the room crying, begging for comfort after a bad dream. I had to play the
               good mother and soothe him, all while silently planning how to burn Jason’s world to the ground.
            

            
         
         
            Jason

            All in all, he thinks, the conversation with Medea goes remarkably well.

            
            There is some shock, of course, and a barrage of questions. But by the end she is calm, wiping away her tears. The clenched knot within Jason eases; at least their parting will be an easy one. He is stalwartly determined to see Medea comfortably settled in whatever city she chooses. As long as it is not Corinth, of course. 

            
            What surprises Jason most is Medea’s reaction to the boys staying behind. Jason assumed that she would be glad to get rid
               of them, especially since Eirene does most of the childcare anyway. He didn’t expect she would be so emotional about it all.
            

            
            Eventually, though, Medea sees reason. When she returns from comforting Mermerus, she tells Jason that she has thought about
               it and will accept his offer of a villa in the country and copious gold.
            

            
            “Just, please, let me stay here a few more nights,” she begs.

            
            Later, Jason will think that he should have seen through her. He should have known better than to trust this false calm, like
               the surface of a lake where water snakes hide.
            

            
            Instead, Jason says, “Stay as long as you like.”
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            Medea

            “But I don’t want to go,” Mermerus wailed, clinging to my waist. “I want to stay with you, Mama.”

            
            “I know, I know,” I whispered into his hair, biting back the way his cries tugged at my heart. “But we must all do things
               we don’t wish to do sometimes.”
            

            
            Pheres was more subdued than his brother, submitting his cheek for a kiss but never tearing his gaze away from the figures
               standing on the steps of the palace, waiting to receive him into his new life.
            

            
            Lifting my head, I fixed them with a malevolent stare: bearded Creon, and his demure wife Glauke, and faithless Jason, flicking
               between them. No sign of his bride, the virgin girl Creusa. Probably she was safely sequestered within the palace, her innocence
               guarded from this scene of children being torn from their mother.
            

            
            My lips peeled back in a snarl. Thieves, all of them, stealers of my sons. How long would it be before Creon discreetly disposed
               of my boys? Probably no longer than it took his daughter to birth a male heir.
            

            
            Fortunately, my children and I would be far away by the time that happened.

            
            “Don’t forget what I told you,” I whispered to my sons as we embraced one last time. “When night falls, remember the plan.”

            
            The boys nodded. Tucked inside their bundles of personal possessions were two items carefully wrapped in linen. These, along with the instructions hammered into my sons’ heads until the boys could repeat them word-perfect, would ensure our freedom. 

            
            A hand came to rest on Pheres’s shoulder. Jason, smiling down benevolently at his son, conveniently pretending that I did
               not exist. “Shall we go inside, then?”
            

            
            Mermerus gave one tearful glance back at me before his father led him into the palace. Standing alone on the steps, I could
               do nothing but watch them go.
            

            
            If Jason had his way, I would never see my children again. He would pluck the boys from my arms and allow me to grow old alone.

            
            In a pig’s eye! Never would I allow such a thing.

            
            Like a wraith, a reminder of a past now discarded, I wandered back to the house with the red, blue, and yellow door. By then,
               my anger was like a physical thing, taking on mass and weight, solid enough to be fashioned into a vicious barb. A cloud drifted
               across the sun, filling the street with shadows. Three days had passed since Jason’s betrayal, and I’d used the time well.
            

            
            My footsteps echoed like thunderclaps down the empty hallway. The servants were gone, and the furniture and tapestries had
               been packed away, ready to be moved into Jason’s new domicile or my own. And the boys, of course, were already at the palace
               with all their things. The house seemed like a skeleton of itself, or a blank papyrus upon which anything might be written.
            

            
            In the center of the house was a windowless room where the sun never shone. Usually it was used for storage, but after Jason’s
               betrayal I’d quietly cleared it out, thinking it would be useful for my purposes.
            

            
            Scattered around the room, illuminated by the feverish flicker of a little lamp, was the detritus of witchcraft. Herbs and simples, stones pried from the earth and dirt dug from a fresh grave. I had done well with the dress and the crown, smuggled into the palace among my children’s things. But now, I needed to do something even more ambitious. 

            
            Witchcraft is nothing more or less than an ongoing conversation with the living world, Circe once told me, and you never give anyone else the chance to speak.

            
            Perhaps, Circe, but all I had done for years now was listen to Jason speak, when he deigned to talk to me at all.

            
            You are the fire, Medea, Circe said, and you will destroy everything you touch. 

            
            Perhaps, dear Aunt, but have you ever thought that some things deserve to be burned to the ground?

            
            I supposed she did. Circe had killed her husband, after all, the Sarmatian king who’d abused her so horribly. Maybe she would
               understand what I set out to do.
            

            
            It was not vengeance I craved but something more elemental. Let my rage burst through my skin and set the world aflame, I
               begged the waiting silence. Let me become something more than what I was—a discarded woman. I would not be Procris, murdered
               by Cephalus. Or Ariadne, abandoned by Theseus.
            

            
            The truth is that when great emotions come—fear, love, rage, joy—so does magic. I did not think but simply acted, and the
               rest followed. My lips found the thread of the spell in the tongue of my native land, summoning the latent power within the
               herbs.
            

            
            After all, my promise to Jason to never again use my magic without permission no longer held. He had broken the pact when
               he took another wife and stole our children.
            

            
            Gradually I became aware of a flowing torrent of words spilling from my mouth.

            
            “I am the firm hand of fate,” my voice was saying. “I am a Harpy’s wing. I am a wolf crunching a hare. I am an avalanche, a wildfire; I am the law of cause and effect. I am a hammer falling onto an anvil, and that anvil is Jason. 

            
            “So spur on the poisons, Hekate, and guard the seeds of flame!” The words echoed against the empty walls.

            
            The energy reached a crescendo and fell. I knelt, panting, on the ground. This was the first time I had uttered my mother’s
               name in many years, and the feel of it on my tongue was strange.
            

            
            Before me was a basin of water, scattered with herbs. But when I lifted my hand above it, I felt a heat like a radiating fire.
               Good. Careful not to spill a drop, I decanted the potion into an amphora and waited for nightfall.
            

            
            

            After sunset, I stole to the plaza in front of the palace. It was an uncanny feeling, watching the light leach out of the
               streets of Corinth. In my many years as a married woman, I’d rarely set foot out of doors at night, since it was considered
               indecent. Not that I feared thieves, witch that I was. The amphora in my hands was far more dangerous than any thief’s knife.
            

            
            Shadows lengthened, and color drained from the world. I tipped my head back and imagined what was happening inside the palace.

            
            The boys would follow my instructions when the sun went down, giving Creusa the dress and Creon the crown. Gifts from our father, Jason, I’d told them to say. He thinks they will suit you.

            
            Creon would accept the token as his due, and a young woman like Creusa who had not yet borne children of her own would not
               fail to be enraptured by the two adorable boys. She would immediately put on the dress, kicking out one heel and then the
               other to admire the shape of her skirts. Her father would place the circlet on his head.
            

            
            Neither would know about the curse of sleep I’d placed on the crown and the dress until it was too late. The old king would stagger, catching himself on a piece of furniture as fatigue dragged him down. The princess would slump onto her bed as a wave of exhaustion crashed over her. They would close their eyes and never open them again. The thought filled me with the dark exultation of victory. 

            
            Soon, now.

            
            From my post in the shadows, I watched two small figures slip out of the palace and disappear into the streets. Yes! A silent shout of triumph echoed in my skull. Good. Mermerus and Pheres had delivered the items to the princess and the king,
               and now the boys would be on their way to the temple of Hera to wait for me. We had long ago chosen the temple as our meeting
               spot in case our family became separated by some disaster, and it would serve that purpose now.
            

            
            Walking around the outer perimeter of the palace, I splashed the contents of the amphora against the walls. The potion hissed
               and steamed where it fell. When I’d completed a full circuit, I retreated into the shadows at the edge of the plaza and paused
               to catch my breath.
            

            
            A moment of hesitation; I hovered at the edge of a precipice. What I was about to do could not be undone. Strangely, Atalanta’s
               face rose in my mind. If she were here, she would urge restraint, as she had in the case of Pelias’s daughters. She’d tell
               me that there were better ways, that I was better.
            

            
            But Atalanta was not here. And there was nothing to hold me back.

            
            Raising a hand, I whispered the words of power. And the potion at the base of the palace burst into flame.

            
            The warmth on my skin echoed the glow of triumph within me. No one would pursue my sons and me as we fled. The fire would take care of them all: the sleeping princess, the drowsing king. The palace of Corinth burned, flames licking up the stone walls. 

            
            Shouts rent the air as the denizens of the palace poured from the flung-open doors and the residents of nearby houses woke
               to the scent of smoke. Some people came running with jugs of water, while others simply stared slack-jawed at the scene.
            

            
            No one noticed a lone woman watching the conflagration from the shadows. No one noticed me.

            
            I stayed there until the ashes of the palace glowed with red coals, then went to the temple of Hera to collect my sons.
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            Medea

            Corinth in the hours before dawn was almost preternaturally still, the sky an unearthly pale blue in the east. A cat crept
               across the street, but otherwise nothing stirred.
            

            
            How strange it was, I thought as the temple of Hera drew into view, that I should have no great attachment to this goddess.
               As a married woman I should have been one of her natural devotees, but Hera had always belonged to Jason. It was strange that
               my husband had such a fanatical devotion to the wife of Zeus when he possessed so little regard for his own.
            

            
            The temple compound was quiet, the priestesses still asleep. As I made my way through the courtyard and into the eerily empty
               sanctuary, the hair on the back of my neck stood on end. It was quiet, too quiet. An absolute silence reigned, one that any
               mother would recognize. An ominous silence, like a yawning mouth.
            

            
            And somewhere, the sound of weeping.

            
            I began to run.

            
            When I turned the corner and looked into the sanctuary, I was confronted with a scene out of a nightmare. There were my sons
               Mermerus and Pheres, wrapped in their cloaks and snuggled together on the floor. They’d tried to snatch some sleep in the
               early hours of the morning, but it was clear they would never wake again.
            

            
            Blood pooled on the floor around them, and their limbs were held at unnatural angles. A scream tore from my throat, rending the uncanny quiet, and I ran to them. 

            
            No no no. My beautiful sons, my boys. There are times when the mind peels away from the existing world, like an injured fingernail
               from its bed. Someone had taken a sharp edge to them, perhaps an axe or a knife, and hacked. A moan emerged from my throat
               as I held my sons’ bodies to my chest, careless of the blood staining my dress.
            

            
            A sound caught my attention.

            
            A woman was sitting nearby, her back against the wall. Her knees were pulled up against her chest, her face buried in her
               arms. Her clothing was finely made but scorched by flames, and it took me a moment to place her. This was Glauke, Creon’s
               wife.
            

            
            On the ground next to her was a sword, coated in blood.

            
            Glauke lifted her head. When she saw me, her face changed, contorting into a gorgon rictus of hate. “You,” she spat. “Witch,
               you killed them. My daughter, my husband. I know you set the fire, because it licked up the stone and behaved like no natural
               thing.” There was no trace of the mousy woman who’d been like a shadow by her husband’s side on the palace steps. Now, she
               seemed more like a tigress.
            

            
            Glauke kicked the sword, sending it spinning toward me in a smear of red. “There it is, Medea. A son for a daughter, a son
               for a husband. You have wiped out my line, and I have destroyed yours. Now do what you have come to do.”
            

            
            I could not bring my sons back to life, not with all my witchcraft. But I could snatch up the sword and advance on Glauke,
               intent on my revenge. To her credit, she did not cringe and hide like a coward but faced death head-on, teeth bared—how I
               myself would face my death, had our roles been reversed.
            

            
            My thoughts spiraled outward. Of all the creatures that think and breathe, truly women are the most unfortunate. Hard-pressed into marriage and forced to submit to it utterly, even offering the indignity of a dowry for the privilege. Afterward there is no freedom, because while a husband can escape into his public duties, his wife is confined to the house. Next is childbirth, and truly, I’d still rather stand in the line of battle three times than undergo the ordeal of the birthing stool once. 

            
            And then this: the loss of a child, and the ruin left after a husband’s death or desertion.

            
            Glauke stared up at me, her face smeared with ash. She too had once been a young bride in a new city, fearful and alone. Perhaps
               she had come from a faraway land like me and had to learn the customs of a foreign place. Certainly she’d given birth to her
               daughter in agonizing labor just as I had delivered my sons. The difference between us shrunk and disappeared.
            

            
            We were mirrors of each other, Glauke and I, both of us having lost everything. The arm holding the sword slowly lowered.

            
            Besides, as Atalanta would have said herself, killing Glauke would not bring my sons back.

            
            The sword fell from my hands. Solidarity must be chosen, and in that moment, I made my choice.

            
            “Leave,” I snarled, “or I really will kill you. The throne is empty, and Corinth is yours now. The people are fearful and
               will rally around a strong queen. But every year, you will ensure that the temple of Hera holds rites to honor my slaughtered
               sons. Go, and live with what you have done.”
            

            
            The rank hatred in Glauke’s face faded, though she eyed me distrustfully, her hair hanging in wild curls around her face.
               “I’ll honor the children,” she said, brushing off her skirts as she rose to her feet. The bloodied sword was on the ground
               between us; though she might have picked it up and run me through, for some reason she did not. “But I won’t thank you for
               sparing me. You must also live with what you’ve done.”
            

            
            “I never expected your thanks.” I drew myself up, conducting myself in a manner befitting the daughter of the goddess of witchcraft and crossroads. “Now leave!” 

            
            Glauke ran into the growing dawn.

            
            

            Water mingled with blood as I washed the bodies of my sons, swirling pink and dripping onto the ground by the temple well.
               A task no mother should ever have to perform, a horror from which the mind fled.
            

            
            I wept as I worked, sometimes singing snatches of lullabies. How small the children were, and quieter than they had ever been
               in life. I tried to wash the blood from Mermerus’s dark hair, to seal up the gaping wound that had stolen his life.
            

            
            By now, dawn was shimmering on the horizon and the priestesses of Hera were awake. They fluttered at the edges of my vision,
               murmuring to one another. A knot of priestesses tried to approach me, but I screamed at them and they scattered.
            

            
            The sun peered over the horizon, filling the world with a gradually increasing light. A golden ray fell into the temple courtyard,
               and a figure stepped out of it.
            

            
            Aeetes.

            
            My father.

            
            My eyes adjusted to the brilliance. No, this was not Aeetes, who was long dead by now, though the family resemblance was strong.
               This one’s skin shone as if gilded, and his beard looked spun from gold. His hair, tightly curled, formed a corona around
               his head.
            

            
            The Golden Fleece, I thought feverishly. The true Golden Fleece, on the head of he who is the progenitor of my line.

            
            For this was not Aeetes but Helios, my grandfather and the god of the sun.

            
            “Hail, Medea,” Helios called out, his voice echoing with divine majesty. “The gods see what you have suffered, and we offer this token of our condolences.” 

            
            Helios indicated something nearby: a chariot, every part made of shining gold from podium to draught pole to front rail. The
               thin-spoked wheels were designed like a sunburst. But all this paled before the creatures harnessed to it.
            

            
            Dragons, the Colchian kind, sinuous and yellow as sunlight. They writhed against their yoke, waving crests like those of roosters,
               eager to make their way into the sky. The sight of them brought back a distant memory: my own dragon, made from a little green
               snake and set free on the same day I myself left Colchis.
            

            
            As if reading my thoughts, Helios said, “The bones of Xanthippus lie among the crags of the Caucasus Mountains. But he lived
               a long life and fathered many offspring. These are two of them.”
            

            
            “Why the chariot?” I asked, dumbfounded.

            
            Why bring me a chariot when my sons lie dead at my feet? I did not say. Why not act earlier and intervene before they were killed? Why come to me in this, my darkest hour, and offer nothing more
                  than a form of transportation?

            
            Why appear to me and not to Aeetes, who always longed to meet you?

            
            Helios shifted awkwardly. “Well, the gods despise oath breakers, so it stands to reason that we should uplift those who have
               suffered the breaking of those oaths made to them, especially one so distinguished by her deeds . . .”
            

            
            Helios continued to speak, though I did not listen. I understood that his actions had nothing to do with sympathy for the
               betrayal I’d suffered or admiration for my act of mercy toward Glauke.
            

            
            He was afraid.

            
            It seemed absurd at first. After all, I was a mortal, and he, an eternal god. But I’d already proven myself to possess power
               rivaling divine magic, with ruthlessness to match.
            

            
            Even the gods shrank back from the anger of Medea. Even the all-shining sun wanted to stay on my good side.

            
            When I was a child, I worshipped the gods; as a young woman, I thought I would take my place among them someday at my mother’s
               side. Now, I despised them with my whole heart. For the gods there was no good or evil, only strong and weak. They did not
               care about what I had done, only that I had the strength to do it. I had earned their favor—temporarily, anyway—by placing
               myself among the strong.
            

            
            But what good was the esteem of those who loved me only when I was powerful? Why should I become a being so out of touch that
               I’d offer a glorified wagon to a grieving mother?
            

            
            His task accomplished, Helios was gone in a flash of light, leaving me alone with the bodies of my children and the sun chariot.
               One of the dragons looked at me and made a chirrup of inquiry. From the fringes of the temple, I heard the priestesses whispering.
            

            
            Time to leave this place. Tenderly, I loaded my sons’ bodies into the chariot, only to be interrupted by a shout.

            
            “Medea!”

            
            I whirled around to see Jason striding toward me.
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            Medea

            “Now you come.” I laughed bleakly. “Now you are here, finally, after everything is lost.”

            
            “Lost?” Jason spat. “You have destroyed it, as you destroy everything.”

            
            Yes, I could smell the scent of ash and fire that clung to him. He must have come from the palace.

            
            Ah, so you are capable of more than bland politeness after all, I thought. Perhaps that passion could have saved our marriage once, if it had been expressed differently at a different time.
            

            
            Jason might have said more, but at that moment he caught sight of the small bodies draped over the front of the chariot. His
               face melted into horror, and a scream tore from his throat. He stumbled forward and reached for them, but to what purpose?
               There was nothing he could do; the children were already dead.
            

            
            “You beast, you lioness,” Jason cried. “You killed your own sons.” He might have charged at me, but my dragons rose up hissing
               at his approach.
            

            
            I recoiled at the accusation. For a single uncanny moment, I saw the scene through Jason’s eyes: the children’s corpses by
               my side, my own dress soaked in blood. The conclusion was an obvious one, especially with Glauke gone.
            

            
            Suddenly I was utterly exhausted, weary to my bones. What could I say to defend myself? What would it gain me? The sleepless night of magic and violence had left me worn smooth like a river stone, with no fight remaining in me. From the shadows, the priestesses chattered fearfully and clung to one another. In front of me, Jason dragged his nails down his face like a man possessed. 

            
            No. Jason would never love me, but he would fear me.

            
            “You were the one who killed them,” I said, standing taller, “by betraying their mother. So call me beast, call me lioness,
               but know that this suffering is all your own fault!”
            

            
            Jason could do nothing but curse at me, spittle flying from his mouth.

            
            By now, those people living closest to the temple had flung open their windows to see what all the shouting was about, only
               to freeze in stupefaction at the sight of the dragon chariot. People poured into the temple courtyard to get a better look,
               craning their necks. Cries of shock filled the air when they saw the limp forms of the children.
            

            
            My stomach clenched, and I fought the urge to cringe away or hide. I knew what these people would say and the version of events
               that would tumble down the ages attached to the name of Medea. I would not be remembered as the savior of the Argonauts or
               the slayer of Talos . . . but as the murderer of my own sons.
            

            
            “I should have left you in Colchis, barbarian,” Jason snarled. All the eloquence that had won him the loyalty of the Argonauts
               was gone; he was reduced to a raving madman.
            

            
            “If you’d left me in Colchis, you never would have returned to Greece alive,” I replied. “Do you not remember that I saved
               your life more than once? I might be a wicked woman, but you are the worst kind of man, because you exalt yourself as blameless
               no matter what evil you do.”
            

            
            Jason would not be pacified. “Better I had died than married you,” he spat.

            
            I shook my head sadly. “No, you will only die when the rotted beam of the Argo strikes your head.”
            

            
            My words surprised me, emerging fully formed from my unconscious and ringing with the authority of divine prophecy. Magic
               stirred within me, awakened after a long slumber, and the sensation was a relief. Jason was temporarily shocked into silence
               by my words, and I was struck by how apt it was, how symmetrical of idea, that Jason should meet his end in the rotting carcass
               of his own ship. 
            

            
            Jason recovered himself quickly and continued to shout and rage, heedless of the onlookers, though I was no longer listening
               to him. Instead, my mind turned to the memory of a day early on in our time in Corinth.
            

            
            On this day there was a festival procession in honor of the goddess Hera. The goddess’s statue rode on a palanquin, and her
               priestesses flanked it carrying incense. Musicians followed, sending tendrils of music into the air. Thessalus was still a
               newborn and gurgled happily in my arms as the procession passed by. I remembered thinking how full of colors the world was,
               how strong the sun shone here in Greece compared with the light in Colchis. It was springtime, and the scent of flowers filled
               the air. Jason wrapped his arm around my shoulders, and in that moment it seemed as though anything was possible. We had survived
               the wanderings of the Argo, he and I, and we would survive this as well.
            

            
            The memory faded. Jason was still shrieking curses, and I marveled at how much he had changed. Together we had defied the
               wicked old king Aeetes, but somewhere along the way, Jason had become like him.
            

            
            “I wanted what I thought you were,” I said softly. “And you wanted what I gave you. A curse, nothing more, that was our time
               together.”
            

            
            Once upon a wine-dark sea, Jason and I promised each other that we would never be like Peleus and Thetis, bickering wrathfully for all to see. 

            
            That promise, at least, we were able to keep. We were not like Peleus and Thetis; we were much, much worse.

            
            Time to leave. There was nothing more to be gained here, watching my former husband spluttering in the dirt. I shook out the
               reins of the dragon chariot and felt my stomach lurch as it took to the sky.
            

            
            The temple looked so small from the air, and the forms of the human beings milling around it were like nothing more than ants.
               I circled it a few times, pondering my next move. Where do you go after the world ends? How do you carry on when all is lost?
            

            
            The answer occurred to me in a flash of insight. Yes, of course. All paths led there; all barriers had fallen away. I did
               not know if she would receive me, but I had to try.
            

            
            I turned my chariot toward Mount Geraneia.
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            As he stands in the ruins of his life, it occurs to Jason that he should have expected this.

            
            He’d always known what Medea was capable of, had seen it first with Absyrtos and later with Pelias. Medea is fluent in the
               language of violence, and Jason has never been a native speaker of that tongue.
            

            
            But even in his darkest imaginings, he never dreamed that something like this would happen.

            
            Around Jason, the people of the city stumble into the temple courtyard. Some recognize Jason as the king’s foreign advisor,
               others as the hero of the Argo, but to many he is merely a man in fine clothes making a spectacle of himself. They peer up at the sky where Medea ascends
               in her dragon-drawn chariot. Favored by the gods, unlike him.
            

            
            Jason falls to his knees, howling to Hera. “I went to the edge of the world for you, built a temple for you,” he cries to the queen of the gods. “Why have you forgotten me?”

            
            But there is no answer.

            
            Jason groans like a wounded man, hands reaching up to claw his face. Everything he worked for has been destroyed. His sons
               are dead; his beloved Creusa is gone and so is his chance at the throne. Better for him to die now, before the bards who made
               him famous can find out how his story really ends.
            

            
            But Jason has clung too fiercely to life for too long to let go so easily. As he casts about for some kind of plan, his mind alights on a possibility. 

            
            There is a way forward. How did he never see it? Thessalus, his firstborn son, apprenticed far away on Mount Pelion. His legacy,
               through which all other things become possible.
            

            
            Yes! Jason will retrieve Thessalus, and together they will hunt down Medea. That lovely dragon chariot will have to land at
               some point; the demigoddess will come back down to earth. And when she does, Jason will be waiting for her.
            

            
            Thessalus will wield the knife, he decides. Medea killed her sons, and now one of her sons will kill his mother. There is
               a pleasing symmetry to the idea.
            

            
            The thought that Thessalus might balk at this never crosses Jason’s mind. All his life, Jason has tried to do his duty to
               both his family and the gods. Now it is time to ensure that his son performs his.
            

            
            And if Thessalus forgets, then Jason will make sure he remembers. By force, if necessary.

            
            Down in the dust, Jason begins to laugh. It is a terrible sound, and the onlookers recoil from him.

            
            Yes, yes! He has lived so much of his life under the thumb of women—first Alcimede, then Medea—wearing himself to a rag in
               vain efforts to make them happy. Alcimede, Medea—he never noticed how their names echo each other, these women who have ruled
               and ruined his life. Even the goddess Hera has used and discarded him. Jason loudly consigns them all to hell, heedless of
               the horror his blasphemy inspires in the watching priestesses.
            

            
            And then . . . what? What else might be possible, now that everything has fallen away? A thought jolts Jason to his feet,
               sending him rushing out of the temple courtyard and in the direction of the harbor.
            

            
            Iolcus!

            
            He will retake the kingdom of Iolcus, city of his birth, and the throne of his father. Yes! The plan unfurls like a bright
               ribbon, illuminating Jason’s path. First he will go with Thessalus to Phthia, where his old friend Peleus holds sway. Peleus’s
               son, Achilles, has gone to fight in the Trojan campaign, and Peleus will be longing for an adventure of his own. The son will surpass the father, the prophecy goes. Peleus always wanted to achieve great things so that Achilles could accomplish even greater ones, and
               he will listen when Jason lays out his plan.
            

            
            The shopfronts of Corinth pass in a blur at the edges of Jason’s vision as he careens through the streets like a drunkard.
               Jason has lived in Corinth for so many years, but it has never really felt like home.
            

            
            What does that matter, though, when his true homecoming is imminent? Iolcus, his birthright. In his delight, Jason lets out
               a bark of a laugh that startles a watching child, causing her to hide in her mother’s skirts.
            

            
            They will go with an army to Iolcus. Why did Jason never think of this before? Probably because he was too focused on appeasing
               Creon. With Peleus’s warriors they will drive out the usurper Acastus, butchering him in his bed. Jason will place his son
               Thessalus on the throne of his forefathers and wrap the Golden Fleece around his shoulders.
            

            
            This vision drives him on like an oxgoad, like a man on fire. All his life Jason has been looking for a handhold to a place
               of greater glory, and yet he has never really felt like he was climbing, only clinging to a cliff bare-knuckled as the winds
               buffeted him. Now, at last, the way ahead is clear.
            

            
            There are no bloodless heroes, Jason knows that now. There are only winners and losers.

            
            The Argo is in front of him, sails full of holes and hull festooned with barnacles, but still magnificent. Jason scrambles up the ladder and onto the deck, feeling a wave of nostalgia overwhelm him. 

            
            The great ship moves slowly as he races from prow to stern, readying it for the voyage. There are no hands at the many oars,
               but the wind soon fills the sails. Jason closes his eyes as he feels the sea breeze in his hair, a sensation he had almost
               forgotten.
            

            
            As he looks out at the plumes of sea-foam struck into rainbows by the sun, it occurs to Jason that he has been carrying the
               memory of the Argo on his back for a long, long time, just as he carried it in the Libyan desert. But it has not been a burden; rather, it has
               been his greatest comfort. At night, he dreams of the wide blue sea and the shapes of unknown lands drifting into view.
            

            
            Jason was accused of being a pirate during the Argo’s first journey, but now he can become one in truth, taking whatever he wants from whomever he pleases. Maybe he’ll get himself
               a harem of captive women and spear-wives to breed more sons. Maybe he will make an empire, swallowing cities in blood. Cyzicus
               was the first king whom Jason killed, but he needn’t be the last.
            

            
            Never again will anyone call him Jason Amechanos, Jason the Helpless. He is done trying to please the world. Now the world
               will have to please him.
            

            
            So great is his excitement that he has forgotten about Medea’s prophecy. In his single-minded focus, Jason does not notice
               that the beam above his head, blackened with age and rot, has begun to come loose.
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            Atalanta

            The axe gleamed in the morning light as it fell, splitting the log apart. I gathered up the wood and threw it on the stack.
               The pile of firewood soared higher than my head, and yet I could not seem to stop; the only solace from my frantic thoughts
               lay in physical movement, though it taxed my weakened body. My shoulders bunched and released, and the axe-head cracked into
               the stump again.
            

            
            I was furious at myself. To think I’d gone all the way to Corinth only to find myself unable to say what I’d come to say,
               the words dying on my tongue. Shame lay heavy on me; I was not a bear but a mouse, scurrying back into my hiding hole. The
               mention of Melanion had thrown me off, the memory of my spouse’s death reopened like a wound. In such a state I could not
               summon the words, and eventually I’d fled to the sanctuary of the forests.
            

            
            The wind rustled through the trees, and I echoed it with a sigh of frustration. I’d failed and might never get another chance.
               I would die, and she would never know all that she meant to me.
            

            
            In the distance, a thin column of smoke rose into the air from the city of Corinth. I paused to watch it, wiping sweat from
               my brow. Nothing unusual—there were fires in the city all the time—but for some reason the sight made the hair on the back
               of my neck prickle. I shook off my misgivings and went back to work.
            

            
            It was not long after sunrise. The light was newly minted, the birds singing. The beginnings of a clear and sunny day, it seemed. Abruptly, the sound of birdsong was interrupted by the clatter of wheels—not on the dirt path twining up the mountain, I realized with astonishment, but from the sky overhead. 

            
            Something large enough to blot out the sun flew over the tree line and landed heavily in the clearing of my little camp. I
               scarcely possessed the words to describe it. Great sunburst wheels gleaming with gold, and two creatures with long, sinuous
               necks and sharp-toothed jaws. Dragons! I staggered back in shock. Kastana whickered anxiously, and I took the axe in hand.
               It had been quite some time since I’d fought a dragon, but I was ready.
            

            
            Someone moved behind the dragons—the driver of the chariot. The face of the stranger slowly resolved into that of Medea.

            
            For a moment, neither of us moved. A hush fell on the world, and everything was silent with awe.

            
            Against all odds, we’d found each other. She had come back to me at last.

            
            A spasm of emotion came over Medea’s face. She’d held herself stiffly when she dismounted the chariot, her features blank.
               But catching sight of me, she was like a weary sailor who sees a safe harbor. She dissolved into tears as I ran to her, and
               when I came closer I saw why.
            

            
            Mermerus and Pheres, or what was left of them, slung over the front of the golden chariot. I drew back, pierced with grief.
               Many nights had I stood above my son’s crib fearing that his breathing would stutter and stop, ending his life before he had
               a chance to live it. Here was my old terror realized.
            

            
            Did Jason do this? No, the coward would never have the nerve.

            
            What happened? I wanted to ask as I took Medea into my arms, but she was in no state to answer. She smelled of smoke and blood, and clung
               to me as though I were a raft in a tempestuous sea, burying her face in my shoulder.
            

            
            One of the dragons leaned back to fix me with a baleful eye, hissing. I glared at him over Medea’s head, refusing to let her go. 

            
            She shook with sobs, and tears sprang to my eyes as well. It was as though I’d set down a heavy burden—or, rather, one had
               been lifted from me.
            

            
            Our story was not over. I hadn’t doomed it when I slunk away from her house, unable to say what I’d come to say. She was here,
               she had come. I was not glad she was here, because it entailed her suffering. But I was glad that I had been given the chance
               to comfort her in her darkest hour, as she’d once comforted me.
            

            
            The twining paths of life had brought us here to this moment, so that we did not have to face the unimaginable alone.

            
            “Why does it hurt so much?” she gasped, voice muffled against my chest.

            
            I held her tighter. “Love always does.”

            
         
         
            Medea

            For a long time, I waded through a darkness that never seemed to end. No mother should have to bury her children, but I buried
               mine under a great oak tree with Atalanta’s help. The proper thing would have been to leave their bodies on a high platform
               in the Colchian custom, but I could not stand the thought of birds tearing the flesh of my children. Better for them to sleep
               beneath the earth, dark as a mother’s womb.
            

            
            Look after each other in the Underworld, I exhorted the boys, rending my clothes. I might have followed them into the realm of the dead if Atalanta had not been there
               to stop me, plucking the noose from my hands and enfolding me into a fierce embrace.
            

            
            The sun and moon wheeled through the sky as I lay comatose on my bedroll. Now and then food and water were laid beside me. I was aware of a gentle presence as I wallowed in my sorrow, one that did not cajole or make demands but instead kept company with me, like another traveler walking the same path. A hand smoothed back my hair, tracing gentle circles on my back. 

            
            Grief was as thick as fog, and in it were flashes of memories. Mermerus’s first fumbling words as he learned to talk. Pheres
               playing with a toy in a sunbeam. Jason holding Thessalus’s hands as the child took his first steps.
            

            
            In a single stroke, I’d lost it all. The life I’d spent the past twenty years building, my sweet sons. I’d known many sorrows
               in my life, but nothing so all-consuming as this. It crashed over me in waves, wringing me out until I was a mere scrap of
               myself. And yet the gentle presence never left my side, buoying me up through the worst of the pain.
            

            
            One day at some point after my arrival—I cannot say when, because by then time had ceased to matter—I became aware of a cramp
               in my left calf. The pain grew until it was like a siren, and I was at last persuaded to vacate my bedroll to stretch, lest
               I perish from the discomfort.
            

            
            For the first time, I had the presence of mind to truly take in my surroundings. I was in a small wattle-and-daub hut, barely
               large enough to fit my bedroll and its twin, along with a few supplies. Folded blankets lay nearby, along with a cup of water
               evidently placed there by a loving hand.
            

            
            I drained the cup and went to the door. It was late afternoon, golden sunlight falling across the fields. The sun chariot
               stood not far away, and the two dragons tussled with each other in the grass like puppies. Unperturbed by their antics, Kastana
               the mare grazed nearby. How strange it was that the world carried on as usual in the face of unimaginable loss. And yet what
               a comfort also.
            

            
            A path wound from the camp into the forest, disappearing into the tree line that stood all around like a protective sentinel. There was a figure on that path. Drawing closer, I saw that it was Atalanta. 

            
            She was standing with her hands braced on her knees, panting for breath. A water jug sat beside her, carried from the stream
               below. Her legs were trembling with exertion, the tendons on her neck and arms standing out. Perhaps an old injury aggravated,
               or a muscle strained.
            

            
            The sight struck me like an arrow, propelling my feet forward. I understood that the bright presence that had led me through
               the worst of my grief was Atalanta, and that she had tended to things like blankets and water and food when I’d been incapacitated
               by my loss. Now it was my turn to look after her.
            

            
            In that moment, I saw what I had not seen before: that love is an action, not a resource to summon up or compel. This was
               why my working in the moonlit garden so long ago failed, not because of insufficient skill or scope, but because you cannot
               beckon love like a servant. You can only feel it and let it rise through you into the world, and seek to become a person worthy
               of love in return.
            

            
            Which does not mean, as I’d always thought, carving off chunks of yourself to serve on a silver platter to others. No, love
               was more like taking a heavy amphora from weary hands and hefting it onto my own hip, then walking with Atalanta back to the
               hut, all the while commenting on the weather, the birdsong, anything but the sudden weakness that had come over her on the
               path and her clear embarrassment about it. Her honor was as dear to her as life, but dearer still she was to me.
            

            
            Together, we walked home.
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            Medea

            Eventually, when I could bear to, I told Atalanta what happened in Corinth. About Jason’s cruel betrayal and his attempt to
               take our sons, and my revenge. About the dress and the crown, the flames licking up the sides of the palace, and the horror
               waiting for me in the temple of Hera.
            

            
            When I finished speaking, I felt scrubbed clean and raw but lighter. Letting my story out into the world, into the listening
               ear of another person, meant it had the chance to live outside me.
            

            
            Atalanta remained quiet, pondering what I told her. It was late afternoon, the lazy hour when the sun has just begun to slant
               toward the western horizon, and even the landscape seems to be dozing in the heat. She and I sat outside the hut, close but
               not touching.
            

            
            “I want to ask you something,” Atalanta said, her attention focused on sharpening a knife. “Why did you vent your rage on
               the girl instead of Jason?”
            

            
            It took me a moment to understand her meaning. I’d been so focused on what had been done to me that I scarcely considered
               what I had done. When I did, it was like being hit in the face by a bucket of cold water.
            

            
            By the Styx, I’d killed a girl and her father, cursing them with sleep before setting their home aflame. Creusa had committed no crime save for catching the eye of an inconstant man, and I’d killed her for it. 

            
            There was no easy answer to Atalanta’s question, and excuses bubbled from my lips. “Jason was my husband,” I said. “I didn’t
               want to risk miasma. And besides, it would hurt more if I burned down his life around him.” 
            

            
            Atalanta said nothing, only arched an eyebrow and gave me a long, slow look as if to suggest that I knew better than that.
               I had no choice but to leave subterfuge and lies behind, gazing into the truth like the eye of the burning sun. 
            

            
            The simple fact was that the girl, the princess Creusa, had been an easier target for my rage than Jason. She was faceless,
               abstract, a blank canvas on which to paint out my worst fears. She was the beloved daughter, the happy wife. A symbol of all
               that I once dreamed of being and would never become.
            

            
            And she was dead because of me.

            
            The shame was overwhelming. “What have I done?” I said, burying my face in my hands. “This is worse than the daughters of
               Pelias.”
            

            
            “What’s done is done.” Atalanta’s lips were pressed together in a tight line. “In our world, violence is sometimes necessary,
               but it must not be senseless. When my father held me prisoner, I was forced to kill the men who raced against me, whether
               they cursed me or begged for their lives. I hated it. If I’d been able to kill Schoenus—and more than once I tried—I would
               have saved many other lives, not least my own. Much trouble could have been prevented if only you’d taken out your rage on
               the one who actually deserved it. Tell me, was Creon a good king?”
            

            
            An abrupt switch in topic, but I was used to this from Atalanta. The question forced me to consider something I never had, to piece together bits of memories and snatches of overheard conversation. “No. Jason was always getting called in to meetings about the royal treasury and overspending on building projects around the city. I cannot think the king was anything but profligate. But what has that to do with our discussion?” 

            
            “Do you think Glauke will be a better queen?”

            
            The question caught me off guard. “Maybe. I don’t know. She’s ruthless but has courage, I suppose. And she will know how to
               listen to the voices of the small because she was once small herself.” My hands tightened on my knees. “But she killed my
               sons. I should have avenged them. I was weak.”
            

            
            “Rather, I think you are stronger than you know.” 

            
            I looked up into the eyes of Atalanta, luminous as the sky. “You put an end to the cycle of a life for a life,” she said.

            
            Her words recalled something Circe told me once: There will never be an end to it until you make one and become more than Aeetes’s daughter.

            
            My self-loathing relented. Perhaps my act of mercy toward Glauke had not been weakness after all. I had seen our essential
               similarity, and in letting Glauke live I’d opened the door for myself to do the same. Maybe, despite all my errors, there
               was something worthwhile in me after all.
            

            
            “You are a king killer, Medea,” Atalanta said as she turned back to her task, the knife flashing in the sun as the blade grated
               against the whetstone. “But let your anger be like the tip of a spear, razor-sharp, not a wildfire destroying everything it
               touches. If you must kill, Medea, do it so that others might live.”
            

            
            I puzzled over her meaning until Chalciope’s face rose to my mind. “Like my sister,” I said, “when she led the coup against
               Aeetes.”
            

            
            If not us, then who? she’d said to me. 
            

            
            Chalciope’s decisive action had saved many lives, and she did not even enjoy the supernatural advantage of magic that I did. Perhaps, I considered, the end goal of witchcraft was not only to make the world into the sort of place I would like to live, but one that other people would like to live in as well. 

            
            A daunting task. After all, power corrupts, and witchcraft was power. But someone must dare to stand against a corrupt king.

            
            Another thought occurred to me, terrifying in its implications. “What if I become like him?” I asked, hugging my knees. “Like
               Aeetes, or Creon.” A heartless tyrant, justifying the worst atrocities if they pleased me.
            

            
            “Well,” Atalanta said dryly. “Best make sure that you don’t.”

            
            

            Night fell, and the forest came alive with the sound of crickets. I sat under the canopy of stars with a single lamp set in
               front of me, nothing more than a wick burning in oil. Despite the blanket wrapped around my shoulders, I shivered at the chill
               of the night. The darkness was vast, but the little flame flickered on defiantly.
            

            
            The crunch of feet approached. Atalanta was there, squatting down next to me and stifling a yawn at the lateness of the hour.
               “What are you doing?”
            

            
            “Holding vigil,” I replied, my attention focused on the tiny flickering flame. “For the soul of Creusa.”

            
            I tucked my chin, trepidatious that Atalanta might tease me for wasting a lamp on the soul of a dead woman who was past caring
               about such things. Instead, she gave an approving grunt and settled down next to me, apparently ready to keep me company through
               the rest of the vigil. This was as comforting as the second blanket she slung over my shoulders, warming me against the night
               chill.
            

            
            “Glauke will hold rites for my sons, so it’s only proper that I should hold a ritual in honor of her daughter,” I added. Besides, I needed to atone for what I had done. The vigil wasn’t enough, but it was a beginning. Not the extirpation of miasma, but something more elemental: a shifting within myself, a reordering of the soul. 

            
            Looking up at the star-filled sky, I thought about Creusa. This girl I had never really known, this girl I’d killed from a
               safe distance. Had she loved to walk by the seashore, like me? Or maybe she’d had a gift for braiding hair, like Chalciope.
               Perhaps she’d possessed a stubbornness to rival Atalanta’s. Now she was only ash in the heart of Corinth.
            

            
            Live with what you’ve done, Glauke said as she left. What I had done could not be forgiven, but I needed to find some way to move forward nonetheless.
               I was concerned about Atalanta’s worsening health and needed my wits about me.
            

            
            Above, a million stars twinkled in the night sky. I couldn’t undo what I had done, but I could learn from it. I could use
               my enormous power—not to destroy my rivals, but to build a world worth living in.
            

            
            You are the fire, Medea, and you will destroy everything you touch, Circe told me once. True, but a fire could also bring warmth and illumination. I stared at the flame of the little lamp.
            

            
            Atalanta said nothing, only took out the pipe she often smoked, cleaning it with a stick before packing it with Scythian hempflower.
               The strong smoke made me sneeze, and I waved it away. Much as I disliked the smell, I would not tell her to put it away, since
               she deemed it a sovereign remedy for the pain in her bones.
            

            
            The smoke of the pipe coiled up near the stars, and the little lamp burned on. Atalanta and I moved closer, leaning against
               each other for warmth as the night stretched on to morning.
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            Medea

            The next morning, Atalanta found me weeping over the splayed-open body of a finch.

            
            “I did a divination,” I said, brushing away my tears. “Our conversation last night made me think of Chalciope, and I wanted
               to know how she fared. The signs were . . . dire. It seems our uncle Perses has taken the kingdom and now holds it for himself.
               He executed Chalciope’s sons and threw her in prison while he sits on the throne.”
            

            
            The thought of it was a torment. Argus, Cytissorus, Phrontis, and Melas, those sweet boys, all dead. My heart ached for their
               futures cut short. And far away, Chalciope suffered the same pain I did—the loss of her children.
            

            
            Had I really imagined that Chalciope was so indifferent to my departure all those years ago, when I left Colchis to follow
               Jason? She was my sister, the one who sang me lullabies and braided my hair before bed when I was small. My only true family.
            

            
            “I’ll kill him, that Perses. I’ll kill him for what he’s done.” My nails bit viciously into my palms, and my tears tasted like blood. For so much of my childhood, Aeetes justified the worst of his excesses by saying that they were to prevent the rule of an even crueler man—his brother Perses. I’d always nursed a healthy skepticism about this, but now Perses had proven his true nature. “I won’t trick anyone else’s hands into bearing the stain, like with the daughters of Pelias. I’ll do it myself. Mindful of miasma, of course.” 

            
            “I’d expect nothing less,” Atalanta replied.

            
            Despite my distress, a little smile twisted the corner of my mouth. “And here I was thinking that you would tell me to curb
               my anger.”
            

            
            “Don’t do that, you might lose the best thing in you.”

            
            “What were you saying before, about me being a king killer?” I laughed, trying to make the words seem like only a jest. “Perhaps
               that’s a role I’ll reprise soon.”
            

            
            Atalanta was silent for a moment. “Will you go to her?” she asked finally.

            
            I glanced at Atalanta. She held herself stiffly, as though bracing for a blow—or bad news. The sight sent a spear through
               my heart. How dear she was to me, from her nearly white hair to her sandal-clad feet. I’d freely told Atalanta about the death
               of my sons and the destruction I had wrought in Corinth. But I hadn’t told her of the other secret hidden in my heart, the
               one I dared not speak aloud.
            

            
            “Soon,” I said. “But not yet.”

            
            Atalanta relaxed at this, the tension melting from her shoulders. “I’m glad you’re taking some time to rest here, instead
               of going off right away to become the queen of all dragons.”
            

            
            The epithet made me blink. “Queen of all dragons? Surely I’m only the queen of one or two at the very most.” I looked up at
               the dragons dancing in the sky, chasing each other playfully across the blue.
            

            
            “You are queen of the dragons without and within.”

            
            It took me a moment to understand her double meaning. Yes, I’d certainly proven myself mistress of the sinuous Colchian dragons. But there were dragons like the ones that pulled my chariot, and there were also the dragons within ourselves. The beasts within our own minds, threatening to sink in their teeth and consume us. All our baser instincts, rising half formed from the morass of the unconscious like the creatures that trailed after Circe. My aunt was not the only one who commanded monsters, it seemed. 

            
            I looked at Atalanta, who was smiling. Before I could ask why, she slapped her thighs and stood up. “Well,” she said, “we’ve
               worked through all the food I have, and that little finch alone isn’t going to cut it for supper, so I hope you remember what
               I taught you about throwing a spear. Let’s go hunting.”
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            Atalanta

            The doe stepped delicately into a sunbeam falling through the forest canopy, oblivious to my presence. I hefted my spear and
               searched the bushes until I found Medea’s face, pale but determined. She gave a sharp nod, the signal that she would move
               and startle the deer into flight, driving it into the undergrowth where I was waiting.
            

            
            My heart sang with the joy of the hunt and the pleasure that came from the company of a trusted companion. I leaped up and
               regretted my choice at once. My head swam, and the darkness at the edges of my vision threatened to overwhelm me. No, not again. My mouth felt stuffed with cotton, and my ears rang. Sometimes this weakness, an artifact of my long illness, came upon me
               unexpectedly, but this was a particularly bad time.
            

            
            Oh hell, I thought as I pitched forward, the forest dissolving into a blur all around me. The deer crashed through the forest, and
               the last sound I heard was Medea screaming.
            

            
            

            When I woke, I was looking at the ceiling of the hut. The rectangle of the door glowed around the pelt hung to cover the entrance.
               Someone stirred beside me.
            

            
            “You’re awake.” Medea was there, leaning down, black curls falling around her face. A single lamp had been lit, perhaps the same one she’d held vigil with last night. The light gilded her features with gold, filling in the lines left by the long years. 

            
            Her relief gave way to anger, her face creasing into a scowl. “You didn’t tell me. You didn’t tell me how sick you were. It’s
               all through you, I don’t know if I could banish it even with all the magic at my command. How can you stand the pain? It’s
               a wonder you can walk.”
            

            
            I squeezed my eyes shut. Karkinos, named after the crab, for the way the tendrils swirled outward like claws to embed themselves
               in the farthest reaches of the body. The worst of all maladies, a misgrowth arising from one’s own flesh; this one originated
               in my left breast. Well, it was only a matter of time before Medea noticed it, a risk I’d long known. In the same way she’d
               once seen the death of Procris in the fire, it seemed Medea could peer into the inner workings of the body.
            

            
            “How could I have missed it for so long?” Medea muttered, clearly agitated. “So that’s why you were seized with weakness that
               day on the path with the water jar. And why you smoke that horrible pipe to treat the pain. How long have you known?”
            

            
            There was no point in dissembling. “I found it a year before the girl Psyche passed her trial,” I said. “Each new moon, the
               lump was larger. I spoke to the girl’s mother, who knew much about medicine, and learned how bad the outcome was. After that,
               I put the whole thing out of my mind until it was time to leave Mycenae.”
            

            
            It was Psyche, in a way, who had brought me to this moment. I recalled her face as I’d seen it a few weeks prior, dirty and
               marred by scratches but still resolute. When Psyche was much younger, I told her to marry a man like Meleager. The reason
               I hadn’t recommended Melanion was simple: Melanion was not a man.
            

            
            I regretted this advice now, ashamed that I’d urged Psyche to accept the confines of her world rather than pushing against them. I might have spoken to her about the love to be found at the margins of society, in the forests or the temples or upon the open sea. About my own secret loves, unrecognized by the world but glowing like guiding stars. 

            
            There are other paths, I should have told Psyche. Follow after them, if they call to you.

            
            But I already knew Psyche didn’t need me to say any of this. She would follow her heart’s desire no matter what the cost.
               Hopefully this husband of hers was worthy of it.
            

            
            After she left, I saddled Kastana and went to Corinth. If Psyche sought her lost love, then so would I.

            
            “Let me help you,” Medea said, drawing me back to the present moment. Her face was filled with horrified understanding, and
               her hands fumbled to grab my arm. “I see now, that’s why you came to visit me. Because you knew I could help. Well, healing
               magic has never been my greatest strength, and karkinos is oblivious to most treatments, but I have a few ideas. Perhaps we
               can—”
            

            
            “That’s not why I came to see you.” I could see Medea falling back into the trap of fawning usefulness, and I would not allow
               it. 
            

            
            Golden eyes flashed up at me, puzzled. I swallowed hard. It was almost painful to drag these feelings into the light of the
               sun, but it wasn’t as though I had any dignity left to maintain, having collapsed like a bag of turnips shortly before.
            

            
            Before I could say anything, Medea spoke.

            
            “There’s something I need to say to you.” Her voice was shaky, and she looked down at her hands, twisting them in her lap.
               “Do you remember Orpheus? How he rescued his beloved Eurydice from the Underworld but, in the end, looked back and ruined
               everything? I have been like Orpheus all these years, looking back at what I lost, but I can’t seem to move on. I loved my
               children, but my life contained no joy . . . because you were not in it.”
            

            
            The meaning of her words sank in slowly, changing the shape of the world. I noticed the uncanny parallels between this moment and that time all those years ago on the Cretan shore: myself supine with Medea above, the scene lit by a single flickering lamp. 

            
            How strange the roads of life, which lead to paths you never thought you would follow. Life surprises you, again and again.

            
            Back then I had stolen a kiss from Medea; now I would give her the truth. There was no reason not to be honest, not to take
               the risk. Love would still end in death, but this time the death would be my own.
            

            
            “Even after all these years,” I said, “I never stopped loving you.”

            
            The terror of speaking the words was matched only by the relief of sharing them. The air shimmered like ice about to break.

            
            “I thought of you constantly throughout the last twenty years,” I continued, my voice wavering only slightly. “If my replies
               to your letters have been lackluster, if I did not come to visit, know that the distance has been the result of too much feeling
               rather than too little.”
            

            
            “Melanion?” The name was a question on her lips.

            
            I actually laughed a little. “The heart is not a throne, with only one king to sit upon it. Orpheus himself told me that,
               long ago.”
            

            
            The heat of the single lamp seemed to fill the room. I lay back down among the blankets, eyes half lidded with unstated invitation.
               If there is to be a kiss, I thought, you must be the one to seek it. After I have crossed all these miles to come to you, cross this final gap for me.

            
            Slowly, inexorably, Medea leaned toward me. Her lips met mine, soft and questioning at first, then hungry. I yielded to her
               explorations; how delicious when she indulged her appetites. She rested her forehead against mine, and I breathed in the scent
               of her: spices and herbs and milk.
            

            
            There are moments in life when joy spills in like sunlight through the parting clouds. Moments so perfect you want to hold them like jewels, even as they slip between your fingers. This was one such moment, and it was more than I could have ever imagined. 

            
         
         
            Medea

            In the forest house, Atalanta showed me what Artemis’s nymphs did during nights of the new moon. While Artemis embraced sweet
               solitude, the nymphs embraced each other, trading kisses and caresses.
            

            
            I was as nervous as I’d been on my wedding night, but soon saw there was no reason to be. My tension melted away in the flow
               of sensation and new experiences. I had not known I was capable of such pleasures, or that she was.
            

            
            Over the years my body had become like a foreign land, vast and threatening, but under her hands it was revealed as marvelous.
               As we tried it one way and then another, I began to gain a new understanding of my capacity to give and receive pleasure.
            

            
            If she looked at me like that, with such reverence and awe in the lamplight, then there must be something in me worth loving
               after all.
            

            
            Before, I’d thought that an unrealized dream would be a perfect one. Whenever I was discontented with my life, I could simply
               lose myself in imaginings, untrammeled by the bonds of reality. But now I saw that happiness was possible on the earth, and
               that it was her, laughing.
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            Medea

            Sometimes we must build with boundless sorrow.

            
            The morning sunlight warmed my skin as I checked the snares. Six rabbits today, a bounty. Enough for a large pot of soup.
               It seemed that the potion I’d rubbed on the snares, designed to draw the rabbits’ attention and decrease their caution, had
               been effective. A success, though not all of my magical experiments were.
            

            
            Since I’d come out of Corinth a few weeks ago, much of my time was spent refining my witchcraft, trying out half-remembered
               recipes and developing new ones, mostly to treat Atalanta’s illness and moderate her pain. I could not drive out the disease,
               but I could inhibit its course and strengthen her body to fight against it, giving us more precious time together. Every moment
               we shared was a gift.
            

            
            Detaching the rabbits from the snares, I began to field dress them, setting the skins aside for later tanning and entrusting
               their offal to the earth, where it would enrich the soil. Atalanta had taught me to do this, and I’d picked up the skill readily,
               since it reminded me of the sacrifices in the temple of Hekate. All around me was the endless circling of life and death;
               the green plants nibbled by the rabbits, who died and nourished the earth, bringing forth more vegetation. Death and life,
               a crossroads of sorts where magic might flourish.
            

            
            On my way back to camp, I stopped by the glen where I’d sown the seeds of wild carrots a few days before. Atalanta liked the taste of these to flavor the stews I made for her. The little plants were still only small green spirals, but as I ran my palm over their leafy tops and chanted the sacred words, the fledgling carrots began to grow. The tops sprouted, tickling my fingers, and the earth cracked as the roots expanded below. I yanked a few ripened carrots free and brushed off the dirt on my skirts, then walked home. 

            
            Atalanta was sitting by the fire when I returned, whittling yet another spear shaft. She had become more active with her hands
               as it became more and more difficult for her to walk, as if industry might keep her illness at bay. She was always fiddling
               with something, always tinkering and carving, no matter how many times I told her that we already had enough spears, thank
               you very much.
            

            
            I rejoiced in my small exercises of magic like a child learning to walk, and Atalanta rejoiced with me. My witchcraft had
               been many things throughout my life—evidence of my mother’s love, a tool to win the esteem of others, a sacrifice, a shameful
               embarrassment. But it had never been simply mine. Now, I approached magic without demand or fear, simply reveling in the capability. In response, the world bloomed around
               me.
            

            
            “Witchcraft, I think, is like water,” I said absentmindedly, stirring the cauldron over the fire, then preparing the meat
               and carrots. “Water comes in so many different forms: ice, clouds, the salt water that lapped the hull of the Argo, the pure, crystalline spring water that provides the basis for this soup. Magic reflects you back to yourself, like a still
               pool.”
            

            
            “And what do you see?” Atalanta asked. She put aside her carving and leaned forward, propping her chin on one hand.

            
            I leaned over and kissed her cheek. “Someone I am coming to like.”

            
            “You’d better like her,” Atalanta said. “That’s my wife you’re talking about.”

            
            Her gruffness made me laugh, as did the epithet. Her wife. It made me feel like a blushing bride, a cherished companion. 

            
            Her wife. I supposed I was, even if no oath bound us. The tie was stronger than that. In the meadow, the dragons played as
               Kastana grazed. When the stew was done cooking, I ladled it into bowls and we both ate.
            

            
            “How go matters with your sister?” Atalanta asked when her bowl was empty. She tensed as she spoke, the question both painful
               and essential, like washing out a wound.
            

            
            A shadow seemed to darken the bright meadow, though it might have been only a cloud drifting across the sun. My shoulders
               sagged.
            

            
            “Nothing has changed,” I said, thinking of the divinations I performed every morning. My heart ached to think of Chalciope
               suffering far away, bereft of her sons and imprisoned far underground. But what could I do? Never would I abandon Atalanta
               in her last illness. Nor could I bring myself to go back to the place I’d worked so hard to escape and face all that I’d left
               behind. Each morning I prayed that my sister had found some way to outwit Perses or escape her imprisonment, and each morning
               I was sorely disappointed.
            

            
            The dreams had started coming again, dreams of green rolling hills rising up over a stormy sea.

            
            A gentle hand lay on mine. I looked up into the eyes of Atalanta, questioning and sad, and shook off my melancholy.

            
            “I’m not going anywhere,” I said, bringing her hand to my lips and kissing it. “After everything it took to bring me back
               to you, I will allow nothing to part us.” 
            

            
            Except for death, I added silently, but I think Atalanta understood. Her face brightened like the sun coming out from behind a cloud. 
            

            
            “Come,” I continued, letting go of her hand and brushing off my skirts. “There’s cleaning to do and pelts to tan, and the
               potion I’ve set to brew since the new moon should be ready.”
            

            
            Atalanta took my outreached hand and struggled to her feet. This was a place of life, and we would send death scurrying. I
               would focus on this precious time with her, and give no thought at all to the future.
            

            
            

            We fell into an easy rhythm, Atalanta and I. In the evenings we retired to bed with the setting of the sun, eager to make
               love and lie in the darkness together, touching and talking. Every morning, we woke in time to watch the sunrise together.
            

            
            It was not as magnificent as it had been on the Argo, with the ship’s untrammeled view of the sea and sky. The protective ring of the forest obscured much, and yet even this
               incomplete beauty was more than enough.
            

            
            How odd it was, and how pleasant, to fall back into old habits. To feel the changes wrought by the past twenty years and yet
               to remain ourselves.
            

            
            As peach and gold painted the sky, I spoke. “You know,” I said, wrapped under the same blanket as her. “I think there may
               be a way to cure you after all. To defy the karkinos.”
            

            
            Atalanta’s head snapped up, and she looked at me from the corner of her eye. She did not speak, but every atom of her body
               was alert, straining at this last chance of hope.
            

            
            “Your story about Alcestis made me think of it,” I said haltingly. “The one you told back in Corinth. I might be able to trade
               a life for a life, one human soul for another.”
            

            
            Since there were no other human lives to trade in this meadow, Atalanta understood my meaning at once. She exploded out from
               under the blanket, looming over me, insensible to the cold.
            

            
            “No! You must never do such a thing.” She shook her head frantically to emphasize her point. I had never seen Atalanta so agitated. 

            
            “It would be simple,” I said, stretching out my hands in an effort to soothe her. Of course she would protest, but I had to
               try, at least, to preserve this life that was so precious to me. “I’ll take your place when death comes for you, like Alcestis
               did—”
            

            
            “What if I ask you to live, Medea?”

            
            The question stopped me in my tracks. Atalanta was still standing above me, drawn up to her full height, and I could see how
               much weight she had lost over the course of her long illness, despite my best efforts. Her face was gaunt and pale.
            

            
            “Besides,” she added. “It would not be a fair trade, since you hold two human lives within you. Medea, you are pregnant.”

            
            My mouth fell open and my hand flew to my belly, but I knew she did not lie. A smile danced over Atalanta’s lips as she met
               my astonished look, and I found myself thinking, You have made me with child. But this was a miracle that only the gods could ordain, and I refused the gods.
            

            
            I recalled the furtive, frantic night in bed with Jason a few months before, when I’d sought to hide from my true feelings
               about Atalanta in my husband’s arms. A lifetime ago, it seemed. Certainly long enough for the seed planted that night to grow.
            

            
            Still, this new life was no less miraculous for its origins, and the child was precious to me despite his father.

            
            “I know your body well and know how to read the changes that come from carrying a child. So live, Medea. Live without me,
               however long that might be,” Atalanta said, leaning her forehead against mine. “Live through the years that run after each
               other. Live because I love you.”
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            Atalanta

            “Atalanta!” Medea called. “Where is Kastana? I cannot find her anywhere.”

            
            My head lifted from the pillow. I had been resting, unexpectedly drained from our exchange earlier that morning, but now I
               roused myself as Medea came into the hut.
            

            
            “She must have started making her way back to Arcadia,” I said, struggling into a sitting position. “I’ve been telling her
               to go for months, but she simply wouldn’t listen.”
            

            
            “Oh, that’s good.” Medea settled down beside me and handed me a bowl of soup. “I thought one of the dragons might have gotten
               to her.” Then she shook her head in puzzlement, digesting my words. “Wait, what do you mean you’ve been telling her for months?
               Do you speak to your horse?”
            

            
            “Well, not the same way I’m speaking to you,” I said between bites of soup. “But Kastana and I have traveled together long
               enough to know how to make ourselves understood to each other. She’ll head to my son back in Arcadia, and he’ll look after
               her.”
            

            
            The thought made me smile. Parthenopaios was grown now, a strapping young man who wore the face of the child I’d nurtured.
               He had a good life and a place for himself as a member of the Arcadian royal guard. Oh, what a look had come over Schoenus’s
               face when his grandson abdicated the throne! The shock was probably what finally killed the old man. Good riddance.
            

            
            Parthenopaios would take Kastana in and ensure she lived the rest of her life in comfort. That was more than enough to satisfy me. 

            
            Medea’s face took on a preoccupied look. She lifted her head and gazed out of the hut at the meadow beyond.

            
            “Your son,” she echoed. “I have a living son too, my firstborn, Thessalus. He trains upon Mount Pelion. I’ve thought of him
               often lately, but I cannot go to him. If the story of what I did in Corinth has not already spread to every corner of Greece,
               it soon will, and I cannot let the taint fall upon him. Thessalus will never know his youngest brother, but at least he will
               be free.” Medea’s hand rested on her stomach, where her unborn son lay.
            

            
            She stared into the distance for a few more moments until I grabbed her hand and pulled her beneath the covers with me. I
               kissed her, long and slow, and she sighed with delight. Her muscles relaxing, she snuggled into the curve of my body.
            

            
            A question burned within me, one that I’d long feared to ask, but it seemed the time had come. “If you will not go to Thessalus,”
               I began, stroking her hair, “where will you go . . . after?”
            

            
            After my death, I did not say, though I thought she understood. 
            

            
            “And no more of that Alcestis business,” I added sternly. “You have the dragon chariot and those clanking bracelets on your
               wrists to pay your way. You can travel anywhere you like and make a life for yourself and your future child. Unless you wish
               to stay here in the forest?”
            

            
            She shuddered at the idea. “No. This place is lovely, but it holds no appeal without you.”

            
            “So where will you go?”

            
            Medea burrowed deeper into the blankets, as if to hide from the question. “I don’t know,” she said. “I have to save Chalciope first, but then I’m not sure where I’ll settle. I can’t go back to Corinth after what I did, not that there’s anything left for me there anyway. Same with Iolcus. There’s always Circe, but I don’t want to raise my son on that tiny island where nothing ever changes.” 

            
            I was about to urge her to be more specific, damn it, since I could hardly rest easy not knowing if she’d have a home when I was gone. But then she was kissing along
               my neck, her hands caressing my skin, gently lifting away my clothing. A dirty trick and a cheap distraction, but an effective
               one; as my blood heated, I forgot all concept of conversation.
            

            
            Even as my body weakened from the disease, it seemed I never lost my appetite for this. For her.
            

            
            

            That night, we lay out under the night sky and its canopy of stars. Medea said it reminded her of our time at sea and liked
               the stories I told about the constellations: Orion the hunter, Callisto the mother bear, and many more.
            

            
            “Look,” I said, my pointed finger detailing the connections within a grouping of stars, shaping them into a low-slung bark
               with some sails atop. I’d saved this one for last, delighted to show her. “A new constellation, pointed out to me by a group
               of hunters near Mycenae a few years back. The Argo, its image placed among the stars. Our journey will never be forgotten.”
            

            
            Instead of gasping with delight, Medea curled into herself, suddenly overcome with melancholy. “The journey may never be forgotten,”
               she said, “but we will be. No one will remember that you and I sailed with the Argo or what we accomplished along the way. If they do, they’ll relegate us to the sidelines, as always happens with women. I’ll
               go down in history as nothing but Jason’s wife, and you, as an ordinary huntress. No one will ever know what we had. It’s
               all a waste.”
            

            
            No one will ever know. Her words lay heavy on me, and I held her tighter. The happiness we’d carved out for ourselves here in the forest, the way we called each other wife—all of it would be lost to the darkness of history. 

            
            After a time, I spoke. “Many things happen in the silence of the forest that do not make it into the singers’ tales, and they
               are no less true for that. Perhaps no one else will ever know, but we will. And that is enough. It must be.
            

            
            “Besides,” I added, “it’s not a waste, because love is never wasted.”

            
            Medea’s face turned up toward mine, and I kissed her.

            
            “I suppose that I have no right to complain that I will not be remembered,” she said, flipping onto her back and looking up at the Argo in the stars, more relaxed now. “After all, Jason’s ship gets its own constellation, but Jason does not.”
            

            
            We both laughed at that.
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            Medea

            That night, I lay in bed and thought about my former husband. There was no anger left in me, I was surprised to discover,
               only a bone-deep resignation and a faint sadness. This was just as well; I didn’t want to expend the effort of hating him.
            

            
            Jason. Had I ever really known him, my husband of two decades? Hands folded on my belly, I looked up into the darkness and
               wondered. The face of the youth I’d first sighted on that Colchian beach so long ago was overlaid by the reddened face of
               the middle-aged man screaming obscenities at me in the temple of Hera.
            

            
            Which was the real Jason? Perhaps even he did not know.

            
            At some point his kindness curdled and his gentleness transformed into a calloused crust. He’d always known how to win people
               over, but he never tried to charm me after the death of Pelias. Instead, I used to catch him eyeing me as an animal might
               watch the one who caged it, even though he was free to roam the city while I was confined to the house.
            

            
            Jason wanted me small. But in truth, I was powerful beyond measure.

            
            Beside me, Atalanta was awake. At some point she’d emerged from the depths of unconsciousness, and now she shifted her head
               toward mine on the pillow.
            

            
            “What are you thinking about?” she asked.

            
            “Jason,” I replied.

            
            “Why would you do something like that?”

            
            I snorted. “We lived together for many years, it makes sense that I think about him sometimes. Don’t you still think of Melanion?”

            
            Over our days together, Atalanta had told me more about her spouse. I marveled that such a person could exist, neither male
               nor female. But I still went sour any time Melanion’s name was mentioned, bitterly envious that they had been able to spend
               so much time with Atalanta.
            

            
            “Often and fondly,” she replied. 

            
            Jealousy rose in my chest, but Atalanta nuzzled me affectionately.

            
            “Melanion was a creature of the airy heights,” she said, “not the deep valleys of grief. There were many children in their
               household growing up, so they never knew loneliness, and therefore they could never understand a great part of me. Not like
               you do. You will always have a special place in my heart,” she added, kissing the tip of my nose. Her words sent a flush of
               warmth through my chest, though I still grumbled and rolled onto my back theatrically.
            

            
            “I just don’t like the way Melanion tricked you with the golden apples,” I said.

            
            Atalanta’s arms twined around me, and she pulled me closer to her chest—careful, naturally, of her left breast, where the
               karkinos grew. I closed my eyes as I relaxed into the sharp angles of her body.
            

            
            “In all fairness,” she said, “the golden apples were more of a joint effort than they might have seemed at first.”
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            Atalanta

            The thing about happiness is that you do not always recognize it right away. It sneaks up on you when you are doing something
               else. It appears as a quickening of time, the hours speeding past like swift horses. It comes when you are sitting with her
               in the noontime sun, a breeze playing over your skin. When you are sleeping with her body curled into yours, her head resting
               on your chest, and you find yourself wishing that this moment will never end. Even though you know it eventually must.
            

            
            

            The cloth was warm as it glided across my skin, sponging my body clean. Medea dipped it into a bowl of warm water, then wrung
               it out. Several lamps illuminated the little hut, shedding light and warmth over the scene.
            

            
            Once I’d snapped at the maids in my father’s palace in Arcadia who tried to scrub me, saying that I could do it myself. This
               no longer held true. Now, a short walk to the river left me winded, and I slept more and more. There was no pain, and for
               that I was grateful for the potions Medea gave me. But this did not change the fact that my strength was rapidly fading.
            

            
            So I had no choice but to put myself body and soul into Medea’s mercy. Fortunately, she looked after me tenderly. I leaned my head back as she gently sponged my neck and collarbones, avoiding the bandage over my left breast that covered the suppurating wound caused by the karkinos. Her touch was gentle, and a pleasure. This was a woman who had raised three sons, after all, and was used to dealing with far more unruly bath times. 

            
            “What do you think the Underworld is like?” I asked Medea as she washed my back. The question nibbled at my mind with increasing
               urgency, now that I was coming closer to answering it conclusively.
            

            
            “I don’t know,” she replied, squeezing out the cloth. “I never had to think about it before,” she added, evoking her divine
               parentage and the fate of apotheosis that awaited her. It made me wistful, I had to admit, the thought that I would never
               see Medea again after this.
            

            
            “I imagine it’s peaceful, though,” she continued. “Quiet. The light of the sun and moon cannot pierce the veil of mist that
               lies over the fields of the Underworld, and there is no heat or cold there. Only the shades of the dead, wandering for eternity,
               seeking and sometimes finding the ones they loved in life. And if they do not, then there is always the river of Lethe, to
               bring forgetfulness and wash away all the pain of mortal existence.”
            

            
            I closed my eyes and tilted back my head. “It will be good to see them again, the ones I lost. Melanion, Meleager, Procris.
               My mother.”
            

            
            Medea pulled back. “Oh, I see,” she said bitterly, dropping the cloth back into the water. “It’s not because you love me best
               that you’re here, but only because I’m the most convenient. The only one left alive. Melanion, Meleager, Procris—so many names.
               Why would you have cause to remember mine?”
            

            
            Her face was flushed with anger, and her eyes red with tears. But I had enough insight to see that these were not a reflection
               of her true feelings, only her fear. 
            

            
            Taking her hand in mine, I lifted it to my lips and kissed it. “Love has come to me many times in life,” I said. “And so has loss, I will not deny that. But by the Far-Shooter, Medea, never doubt that I will remember your name when I walk the Fields of Asphodel. We have laid bare our souls and carried each other through darkness. Do you really think I would forget my own wife?” 

            
            Medea dashed away her tears and stared silently at the floor for a long time. Her jaw worked, and she seemed to be thinking
               about something. Evidently, she came to a conclusion, because she gave a sharp nod and turned to me.
            

            
            “Don’t drink from the waters of Lethe,” she beseeched. “The ones that make you forget. Find the ones you loved in the Underworld,
               but don’t drink the waters of Lethe and forget me.”
            

            
            Her earnestness made me chuckle a little. “Very well, I promise that I will not drink of the Lethe. And anyway, there’s nothing
               really that I want to forget. I have very few regrets in life, even fewer now that you and I have had this time together.
               Although . . .”
            

            
            I drew my robe back on, settling it around my shoulders. 

            
            “I wish I’d gone to confront Cephalus, the man who killed Procris. I wish I’d ended his life, not for the sake of vengeance
               but so he could never do to any other young woman what he did to her. At the very least, I wish I’d gotten the spear and the
               dog away from him. They were her treasures, and it is no justice that they should remain in the hands of the one who murdered
               her. But there’s no time left for that now.” I sighed.
            

            
            Medea gave me an odd look. “Come,” she said, arranging the blankets and blowing out the lamps. “Let us sleep. Sunrise will
               be here sooner than we think, and I for one do not want to miss it.”
            

            
            

            In the dream, I walked in a moonlit forest, the trunks of trees rising up all around like the pillars of a temple. This was
               how I knew it was a dream; in the waking world, I could no longer walk so easily.
            

            
            Beside me was the goddess Artemis, who seemed surrounded by a cloud of moonlight. A crescent circlet sat upon her brow. She did not speak but instead listened as I spoke. 

            
            “Those words you said to me, so long ago,” I said, “that I would never know love without loss. I puzzled over them for so
               many years. I tried to run from them, but instead love found me again and again. I thought your words were a prophecy, or
               a warning, or a curse, evidence that my life was doomed. But I see now that it was simply a statement of how things are, and
               how they have always been. Life is always full of loss, but love makes it all worthwhile.”
            

            
            Artemis made no answer but instead smiled like a proud tutor when her pupil finally gets a difficult question right.

            
            The goddess vanished, and the forest was replaced by a road lined with cypresses. Distantly, I could see a forest of winter
               trees wreathed in mist and a bridge. I began to walk, but was soon startled into wakefulness.
            

            
            “Come,” Medea said, lifting the hide over the door so that gray light streamed into the little hut. “It’s almost time.”

            
            She slung an arm around my middle, half lifting and half carrying me outside. She was stronger than she looked, my Medea.
               Stronger than anyone gave her credit for. She’d had to do this more and more often as the disease spread and my strength ebbed,
               carrying me when my own legs were too weak to do it. Mortifying, but she made it so easy to accept her help that I offered
               no protest. Besides, I refused to miss any of the sunrises I had left with her.
            

            
            The eastern sky was red and violet, the ball of the sun not yet above the lip of the trees. Peace lay like a blanket on my
               soul. When I looked back at my life, all I could think was how sweet it was. All of it, even the pain.
            

            
            After all, how could I want roses without thorns, or the sun without snow? Love and loss were part of the tapestry of life. I had been trying to run from my grief, when all I could do was let it pass over me like a summer squall. 

            
            Over and over I tasted the belonging I sought, no less true for its brevity. After all, nature does not privilege the flower
               that blooms for one day over the mountain that stands for millennia. Each of these I turned over in my memory like jewels—the
               bear, the hunters, Procris, Meleager, Melanion.
            

            
            Medea.

            
            Her shoulder pressed against mine, a comforting presence as we waited for dawn. My hand found hers, our fingers entwining.
               Her touch brought a swirl of emotion: affection, joy at what we’d had, sorrow at our inevitable parting. She had chosen me
               in the end, chosen my little camp out of all the other places the dragon chariot might have brought her. Not merely as a friend,
               like Meleager, or under duress, like Melanion. Nor as a temporary escape from a husband, like Procris.
            

            
            What I’d said was true. Even in the fields of the Underworld, I would never forget her.

            
            My eyelids grew unbearably heavy, and I closed them, reasoning that Medea would not be disappointed if I rested for a few
               moments before the sun came up. In the darkness of my closed eyes the road of cypresses appeared, their tops reaching up to
               a colorless sky.
            

            
            Yes, there was one last journey I needed to undertake. And at the end, they would be waiting for me, those I’d once loved.
               I began to walk, step by step, down the road of hard-packed earth between the cypress trees . . .
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            Medea

            This is not a happy ending, because the story does not end here.

            
            Atalanta sagged against me, her eyes closed despite the glory of the sunrise. When I chided her, she made no response. After
               a few moments, it became clear that her eyes would never open again.
            

            
            There was a faint smile on her lips. Against all odds, she died happy.

            
            I buried her under the same tree where my boys lay. It comforted me to think of the three of them playing together in the
               Underworld. 
            

            
            Strangely, no tears rolled down my cheeks. Atalanta was too much a part of me for that, living in my blood and sinew. If I
               had not been the one to wash her body and lay her mortal form to rest, it would be easy to convince myself that she was only
               sleeping and would be waiting by the fire upon my return. She’d waited in my memories for twenty years, after all; it would
               be no trouble to wait a bit longer. Love was not limited by anything so banal as death.
            

            
            Live, she’d ordered me, and made me believe for the first time that my life really was worth living. There are those who command
               a narrow love centered on themselves, as Jason did, and there are those who make you fall in love with life itself. Like Atalanta.
            

            
            The first wind of morning caressed my face, and I turned toward the east. The two dragons slept curled up with their heads on each other’s backs but stirred when I called them. Xanthe and Hippos, I’d named them, after their forefather. The chariot sat in the mist-covered field, the rising sun striking its golden sides. 

            
            Where will you go . . . after? Atalanta asked me once, and now I settled on my answer. Yes, I would go back, back to what I feared and longed for.
            

            
            But first, there was something I needed to do.

            
            

            When the king walked in, I was drinking wine at his table. 

            
            “Pleased to meet you,” I said to the pale-faced king, as though this were an ordinary visit. As though the Athenian people
               had not just seen a golden chariot pulled by dragons fly through the air and land in the courtyard of their royal palace.
               Currently we were in the reception room, where I’d been brought refreshments by trembling servants as the royal family decided
               what to do with this unexpected—and very dangerous—visitor.
            

            
            “Well met, lady,” the king replied. His throat bobbed as he swallowed hard, and the guards who accompanied him bunched anxiously
               around. “I am Aegeus. Pray tell me, what is your name?”
            

            
            “Medea.” The name stood on its own, with no father or city or husband to anchor it. How strange it felt, and how freeing.

            
            Aegeus nodded. He licked his lips, glancing up as though he did not dare look at me but could not quite help himself. “What
               remarkable eyes you have.”
            

            
            “Have you considered my offer?” I asked, ignoring the compliment. “I relayed it to your steward.” Without waiting for a response,
               I slid off two of the bangles adorning my wrists and placed them on the table between us. “Pure Colchian silver. Worth a fortune.”
            

            
            “Yes, my lady,” the king said, nodding his head nervously. “But . . . if the things you requested really are what you say they are . . .” 

            
            I arched one brow and leaned back in the chair. The king quailed at my displeasure.

            
            “You will not get a better offer than this,” I said, indicating the bangles. They’d come with me out of Aea, carried for all
               these years, but now I yielded them up. A small price to pay for what I wanted. “I warn you, do not try my patience further,”
               I added darkly. Outside in the courtyard, the dragons screeched.
            

            
            Aegeus turned and clapped his hands. A dog came rushing in, yellow furred with a fanlike tail, and put his paws up on my leg.
               He smiled up at me, tongue lolling out, as he must have smiled at Atalanta so long ago. Lailaps, the dog who could catch any
               quarry he pursued, blissfully unaware of his own divine nature.
            

            
            I have never loved dogs and gently pushed him off my lap, though I did ruffle his ears in apology. A servant approached with
               a long, thin object wrapped in cloth, and I took it in my hands, testing its weight. This was the spear that would always
               find its target.
            

            
            The treasures of Procris, stolen by her husband Cephalus and passed in turn to his successors, though the current king hadn’t
               even known what they were until I told him. I would not let them remain here in the home of the man who killed her, gathering
               dust in some spare room.
            

            
            Cephalus had died, I learned, from an infected arrow wound. He’d writhed in a fever for six days, though I wished he’d suffered
               for a fortnight. After all, dying in a comfortable bed was not a privilege he’d given Procris. But how wickedly ironic that
               the method of his death had been parallel to hers.
            

            
            The dog and the spear, the treasures of Procris. I felt the satisfaction of a duty fulfilled; this was what Atalanta had wanted.
               I was none too sure I liked Procris, but Atalanta had. And because I loved Atalanta, I would honor her last wish.
            

            
            One act of kindness to someone who would never notice or appreciate it. One good deed done for its own goodness. An auspicious start to the rest of my life. 

            
            “Thank you, Aegeus,” I said, pushing up from the table.

            
            As I was about to leave, the king called out, “Wait.”

            
            I turned. Aegeus was a decade or so older than me, his hair beginning to thin, but he looked as nervous as a little boy. He
               squirmed a bit and looked down, ducking his chin. “Well . . . the truth is, Lady Medea, I was . . . hoping you might stay
               here and become my wife.”
            

            
            My mouth fell open, and I stared at him. I’d arrived here a terrifying stranger, every inch the divine witch, and here was
               this man trying to flirt with me. As if a woman alone was an irresistible temptation.
            

            
            It made a grim sort of sense. If people learned about the meeting between Aegeus and me, they would insist I’d fucked him,
               being unable to conceive of any other interaction between a man and a woman.
            

            
            Once I’d dreamed of an honorable marriage with a good king as a way out of my father’s house. Now I knew better.

            
            “You would not want me as a wife if you knew all the things I have done,” I replied, chuckling and shaking my head incredulously.
               “And I do not want another husband. Besides, there is somewhere I must go.”
            

            
            To the beginning. To Qulha—yes, let me say its name in my native tongue, not the borrowed language of the Greeks. To the green
               hills and the storm-tossed sea, to the temple of Hekate. Let me knit up the fractured circle and face the beginning so that
               I might find its end, and give my unborn son a good life.
            

            
            Aegeus did not look very pleased at being rejected; his face turned red, and he actually seemed to swell a bit. But there was very little he could do, lest he meet the fangs of the dragons who even now peered at us from the courtyard. 

            
            I took my place in the chariot and shook out the reins. Soon the dragons were climbing higher and higher into the sky, passing
               through the wreaths of moisture below the clouds. Lailaps cowered by my legs, his ears laid back against the rush of air.
               I rubbed his head with one hand; the spear was a reassuring weight in my other. We skimmed over the flat expanse of the water,
               and slowly, they came into sight: the rolling green hills of Qulha, land of my birth.
            

            
            

            I’d forgotten how much the sea sounded like a heartbeat and tasted just like tears.

            
            The shoreline where I’d met the Argo all those years ago was unchanged. I stood so the waves lapped my toes, allowing myself a moment of rest. Lailaps danced
               in the surf, and behind me the dragons nipped at each other in their harnesses. They were nearly home and giddy with the joy
               of it.
            

            
            And so, in my own way, was I. Home. Goose bumps prickled across my skin, and I rubbed my arms. Once, I had fled from this
               land and submitted to marriage with Jason to avoid being dragged back. Now I chose of my own accord to return, brought back
               on the winds of morning.
            

            
            I looked up at the hills, dappled with the scattershot sparkle of the Sheep of the Sun. “Aren’t they beautiful, Atalanta?”
               I whispered to the wind.
            

            
            In a few moments we were back up in the sky, circling the city. What I saw astonished me: the fields and farms around the city were withered, and even the walls of Aea seemed grayed and crumbling. The people who stopped on the street to stare up at the chariot, arms raised to point or shade their eyes, seemed dressed in rags. I could never have imagined how thoroughly Perses had drained the prosperity of the land to feed his avarice. 

            
            I banked over the palace, coming to rest in the familiar garden with its four rivers of milk, wine, oil, and water, their
               pungent aroma evoking memories of my childhood. Nearby, roses and lavender still bloomed. The chariot wheels made contact
               with the ground, and for the first time in twenty years my senses were filled with the sweet scent of Qulhan earth.
            

            
            From the palace came shouting and the sound of feet running, and a group of men in armor spilled out into the courtyard. They
               were trailed by someone who looked like an older, crueler version of Aeetes.
            

            
            This must be Perses, who had taken Qulha and drained it to a husk, if what I’d seen on the way in was any indication. Even
               my cruel father had not injured the spirit of the land itself.
            

            
            “I am Medea,” I declared, “daughter of Aeetes and rightful queen of this land. Now tell me where Chalciope is.”

            
            Perses hissed through his teeth. They were yellowed, as were his eyes. The blood of the sun ran thin in him, and he had the
               same bitter, grasping quality to his nature as Aeetes. Miasma lay over him like a cloak.
            

            
            “Ah, you must be his other spawn,” Perses said. “The lost daughter.”

            
            I dipped my head and made a polite curtsy. “The one and only. Now tell me where Chalciope is.”

            
            She languished somewhere in the prisons below the palace, in that long and labyrinthine darkness. I pictured her thin and pale from too long underground, and years older than when I’d seen her last. She would blink in the sudden spill of light as I threw open the door, then cry out in relief when she saw who stood there. Chalciope would take my hand as I drew her back into freedom, and together, we would start the long process of restoring Qulha. 

            
            Perses looked at me in disgust. “Kill her,” he ordered the milling guards.

            
            “You might not find that as easy as you think,” I replied. 

            
            He did not, could not, know the nature of the spear I held. In a moment, it was up over the lip of the chariot’s podium and
               in the air. Even without its divine magic, I was not too bad a throw. In a flash, the spear passed through one soldier’s throat
               and lodged in the chest of another, before yanking itself free and flying back to my hand.
            

            
            The rest of the guards halted, staring at their fallen comrades, unsure of how to proceed. A few of them inched closer, and
               the dragons rose up hissing. At my side, Lailaps began to bark.
            

            
            “What are you waiting for!?” Perses shrieked, and I saw again the echo of Aeetes in him. My defiance incensed him; he would
               dominate anything he could and destroy whatever he could not. “Kill her!”
            

            
            I laughed, throwing back my head. “Oh, dear Uncle, it’s true that one of us will die here today. But it won’t be me.” 

            
            His shrill voice did not perturb me; my mind was clear and calm. The spear was in my hand, but to cast it at Perses himself
               would be to invite miasma; he was still my uncle, after all. Fortunately, I was not alone.
            

            
            I reached down and unhooked the dragons from the chariot. Xanthe and Hippos surged forward with cries of joy, fangs out. The
               guards, their nerve shattered, broke and ran. Perses screamed as Xanthe got him in her jaws.
            

            
            Once, I swore that I would never again be that helpless little girl weeping alone in the garden. This oath, at least, I was
               able to keep. As I stood there, among the flowers and the flowing rivers, I knew that I had at last become the queen I was
               always meant to be. 
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            Medea

            Fifty years later, I look up from my deathbed at the sliver of a moon that drifts through the dark blue. Only the smallest
               crescent, like an eye beginning to open. The newborn moon marks the beginning of the month, and there will be feasts in the
               city below. In Corinth they called it the noumenia, but people everywhere celebrate the moment when the shining moon returns
               from darkness. I rarely had time to appreciate such celebrations throughout the long years of my rule, but now, at life’s
               edge, there is nothing to interrupt my enjoyment.
            

            
            During the day, a parade of my grandchildren and great-grandchildren passed by my bedside to pay their respects, not to mention
               my grand-nieces and -nephews, offspring of Chalciope’s sons. Some of them kissed my hand or murmured last words, and I laid
               my blessing on each in turn. I attended their births, most of them, and mourn that I will not see what they do with their
               lives. But it is time for me to rest.
            

            
            Chalciope sits by my bedside, even older and more withered than I. She shoos away Lailaps when he puts his paws up on the
               bed, still in his prime despite all these years. Utterly unaware, as always, of his own divine nature.
            

            
            My son Medus kneels by the other side of my bed, laying a cool cloth over my forehead. My dear boy. How impossibly wondrous he seemed when he was born, my Medus, like a rainbow after a storm. So full of life and energy, fascinated by everything. It made me glad that Aeetes was dead and Perses after him, so that this child could run about free from fear. 

            
            Though he had a baby name that everyone used when he was small, upon his tenth birthday, I told my son that the time had come
               to choose his own name and direction in life. Whatever he decided, he would have my support. It was a custom neither Greek
               nor Qulhan, and Chalciope certainly teased me for it. But I wanted to do things differently.
            

            
            I would not use my youngest son as my own father had used me—as a tool and a weapon. He would not be like Aeetes, clinging
               to a dirty pelt as evidence of a parent’s love. Jason’s mother had used him for power, and Atalanta’s father exploited her
               for status, and all came to grief because of it. No, I would not make the same mistake. This child, at least, would grow up
               secure in the evidence of his mother’s love.
            

            
            “Medus,” he said, blinking his golden eyes. “That’s the name I want. Like you, Mama.”

            
            Wiping the tears from my eyes, I vowed in that moment to become the sort of person who was worthy of such an honor. 

            
            Where will you go . . . after? Atalanta asked me once.
            

            
            If I could, I would gesture at the white stone walls of Aea and the temple of Hekate. And beyond that the borders of Qulha,
               secure against invasion, encircling a country grown wealthy with trade. No one goes hungry here, and the kingdom is so safe
               that a young woman bedecked with jewels can walk from one end to the other without fear.
            

            
            They call themselves the Medes now, after myself and my son. A token of esteem.

            
            It helped to be a witch, to see the connections between all living things. Certainly my witchcraft was an asset once I ascended the throne of Qulha and set about putting the kingdom to rights with Chalciope’s help. Now, though, I scarcely use my magic anymore. Not out of shame, but because I find that life bends itself to my wishes without conscious effort. 

            
            As I lie on my deathbed and listen to the music flowing in through the window, amazement at all of it washes over me. At the
               human heart, which perseveres despite all the grief in the world. At the moon, which goes from dark to light and back again.
               Full or crescent, she is always herself, and so am I. I know the stories they tell about me: witch, traitor, priestess, murderer,
               queen, goddess. All of these selves blur together, but I am greater than the sum of their parts.
            

            
            It isn’t your business what others think of you, Atalanta would probably say. I can still picture her crouched over the fire, nudging it with a stick. Her memory has been
               my constant companion over the years, riding on my shoulder wherever I go. Every year on the anniversary of her death, I go
               walking on the beach where I first caught sight of her. Let my legacy be a monument to her greatness, even if the world never
               knows.
            

            
            Sitting by my bedside, Medus promises to sacrifice to the gods for my health.

            
            Though it takes great effort, I laugh and stroke his cheek. “You can command armies, my son the king, but you cannot order
               death around.”
            

            
            My breathing is weak, but I am not afraid. The moment I have waited for is now at hand. In the lengthening space between one
               heartbeat and the next, my mother Hekate comes to me.
            

            
            She looks exactly as she did so many years ago, wearing the guise of an old woman. It amuses me to think how much we have
               come to resemble each other, both of us with wrinkled skin and white hair.
            

            
            “Drink!” Hekate says, thrusting forward a cup of rainbows caught in liquid. “Drink and become a goddess. The decision among the gods to grant you apotheosis was unanimous; it seems that you have made quite the impression.” 

            
            The old promise, longed for since childhood. Once I’d wished for nothing else, but now things were different. 

            
            “No,” I say, pushing away the cup. “I no longer want to become a goddess, only myself.”

            
            Hekate looks at me, stunned, like a bereft child despite her mantle of great age. I feel a stirring of pity. She is Hekate
               Soteira, Hekate the Savior, who helps those beyond all other help—except herself, it seems. How tragic are the gods, who break
               their hearts over mortals all the time. Surely their wisdom should protect them, yet they cannot seem to help themselves.
            

            
            Hekate recovers herself quickly, dashing the tears from her eyes. “I was a fool to leave you all alone,” she says. “I gave
               you the freedom I’d always wanted, thinking it would be the most loving thing to do. Why should I complain when you use that
               freedom to choose a course different from the one I might have chosen for you? You cannot keep someone from the battles she
               is meant to fight, and I will not stand between you and this final journey.” 
            

            
            Hekate’s palm cups my cheek, and she kisses my forehead in blessing. “I am proud of what you have made of yourself and your
               life. Go in peace, my daughter, only child of my heart.” 
            

            
            Her words are balm on a very old wound. Aeetes’s blood drew a circle around me, but it never stopped my mother from loving
               me, even if from afar.
            

            
            “I love you,” I tell her. “And thank you for all you have given me. Farewell.”

            
            The angular walls of the room dissolve, giving way to an avenue of cypresses leading to a distant bridge. Beyond is a forest of winter trees, and farther still a grand palace rising from the mist. I swing upright, surprised to find my limbs without the familiar aches and pains of old age. I look back to see my unmoving body lying in the bed, and Medus bent over it shaking with tears. Next to him, Chalciope begins to weep. 

            
            The sight of them breaks my heart, but I cannot turn back. Their place is here, in the land of the living. A force is pushing
               me along the road of cypresses, driving me down the path and into the woods where no birds sing, past the giant guardian Cerberus,
               and to the banks of the river wreathed with shades. I look around at the ghostly faces, wondering if I will recognize any
               of them. If my brother is here, perhaps, or Creusa. I cast about for a glimpse of my sons, little Pheres and Mermerus, or
               even their older brother Thessalus, his memory a splinter in my heart. But I do not see them. Nor do I encounter Achilles,
               my supposedly divinely ordained husband, though if he tries to take me as a wife, I will slap him. It is not Achilles I have
               come here seeking, but her.
            

            
            Even if it takes me an age of the earth, I will find her. Atalanta. We will sit together, she and I, and talk of what has
               been and what might still be. Perhaps in death we can have what we never could in life, and continue what began upon Mount
               Geraneia.
            

            
            After all, love is never wasted.

            
            I pay my fare to the black-cloaked Ferryman and step aboard, though I begin to fret as the boat skims through the waters.
               It has been so long. Perhaps Atalanta has forgotten her promise not to drink the waters of Lethe, or forgotten herself. Perhaps
               she is with Procris or Melanion, with no space in her heart left for me at all.
            

            
            As the boat draws close to the distant shore, I leap up, rocking the little craft. I can scarcely believe what I am seeing.
               If I still had a heart, it would be beating wildly.
            

            
            Because there on the shore, I see her. A tall figure, her thick mane of hair unmistakable, her back like a tower.

            
            She has been waiting for me, and I am finally here.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Author’s Note

         
         The myth behind my first novel, Psyche and Eros, has come down from antiquity in only one source. The Argonautica, on the other hand—inspiration for the novel you just read—has survived in several versions by different authors. I’ve taken
            the third century BCE Argonautica by Apollonius of Rhodes as my primary source.
         

         
         In this tale, Jason and his band of heroes sail to Colchis to retrieve the Golden Fleece, which they are able to win only
            through the intervention of the young princess Medea. Their journey is full of the hazards relayed in this novel: sirens,
            sea nymphs, the menacing matriarchy of Lemnos, the doomed battle with Cyzicus and the Doliones, the slaughter of the Bebrycians,
            the encounter with the divine witch Circe, the six-armed men, the ambush on Phaeacia, and the stranding in Libya, to name
            but a few.
         

         
         Ostensibly it’s the story of Jason and his Argonauts, but a closer reading reveals an unlikely hero at its heart: Medea, the
            princess of Colchis and a witch. She is the epic’s most sympathetic and interesting character, a naive young woman who nonetheless
            commands chthonic powers. Medea soothes the dragon guarding the Golden Fleece and helps Jason defeat the fire-breathing bulls
            (replaced in my version with the bronze bulls of the Sicilian tyrant). Medea is also the one to destroy the automaton Talos,
            who prowled the shores of Crete.
         

         
         The Argonautica ends with Jason and Medea as a married couple returning to Iolcus, but the story of their later lives is picked up by the
            playwright Euripides in his Medea. It’s there that Medea infamously kills her children when Jason leaves her for a younger woman. However, there is reason
            to think the child murder may have been a later invention by the playwright—a scholion (ancient scholarly commentary) on the
            play claims that it was really the Corinthians who killed Medea’s children and paid Euripides nine talents to produce his
            own version and take the heat off them. Big Corinthian doesn’t want you to know the truth.
         

         
         Still, Medea is a complex figure. As the great Karl Kerényi wrote, “Even this artistic gilder of original gold does not dare
            remove the dark veil of murderousness from the radiant head of the maidenly daughter of the king.” Medea kills her brother,
            Absyrtos, in Seneca’s Medea, and Pelias in Diodorus Siculus’s Bibliotheca Historica. Yet Medea is also described rescuing sailors and healing the sick. Diodorus records her returning to Colchis after the betrayal
            of Jason and ruling so well that her people rename themselves the Medes after her. Euripides gives her the dragon-drawn solar
            chariot, a present from the gods. Diodorus also describes Medea as the biological daughter of Hekate, goddess of crossroads
            and magic, giving her a sort of semidivine status that must have made for a strange childhood. Imagine if your mom was the
            goddess of witchcraft!
         

         
         A brief word about Medea’s husband, Jason. In contrast to the Homeric heroes, Jason is remarkably gentle; he really does win
            the patronage of the goddess Hera not through impressive deeds, but by carrying her over a river, and actually makes that
            speech worrying about getting the Argonauts home safely. But by the events of Euripides’s Medea, Jason has changed. When he abandons Medea for a much-younger princess, the reader is left wondering what happened to that kind, gentle man. 

         
         My choice to depict the Egyptian heritage of the Colchian people derives from the ancient historian Herodotus. My characterization
            of Circe is informed by the scholarship of Julia Perroni, who reads the famous sorceress through the lens of queer theory.
            The poet Phanocles describes Calais and Orpheus as lovers, which is intriguing considering the more famous tale of Orpheus’s
            descent into the Underworld to save his wife, Eurydice. It suggests that the heart can love again, even after great loss.
         

         
         Also in attendance on the Argo was the hero Atalanta, who was such a joy to write in Psyche and Eros. Atalanta has a complicated relationship with matters of the heart; the poet Ovid’s Metamorphoses is the origin for the prophecy about love and loss that shapes so much of her life.
         

         
         The relationship between Atalanta and Procris is my own invention, though the two are often mentioned alongside each other
            in ancient sources, such as Xenophon’s Cynegeticus (On Hunting). Besides, who can say with certainty what might have happened in the forests, far from any written records?
         

         
         Atalanta was famously turned into a lion in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, but Statius, in the Thebaid, describes Atalanta seeing her son off to a conflict in Thebes, so she is clearly alive and turned back into a human by then.
            Perhaps, to quote the man in the Monty Python film, she got better.
         

         
         Only one direct interaction between Medea and Atalanta is recorded in the extant literature: a mention of Medea healing Atalanta
            after she sustained injuries in a battle during the Argo’s journey, in Diodorus’s Bibliotheca Historica. This captured my attention—someone not known for her vulnerability having an incredibly vulnerable moment with another powerful woman, being comforted and healed. It seems to hint at a world of possibilities: the pain of injury, soothed by a cool hand; the tense air of the sickbed, hovering between life and death. It made me wonder about other intimacies that history did not see fit to record. 

         
         What might have led to this moment, and what came from it? What has been lost or never written down in the first place? After
            all, in the ancient Greek world a good woman was not spoken of outside her house, and women’s relationships with other women
            rarely interested the men writing the chronicles. And we of the modern LGBTQ+ community know very well what it is like to
            have our experiences, stories, and identities erased.
         

         
         Over 90 percent of ancient literature has not survived. We are panning for gold amid the ruins.

         
         It is important here to decouple myth from history, though the writers of antiquity constantly blurred the two. Myths are
            not written in stone, nor are they eyewitness reports; instead, they mark the places where the human mind and soul brush up
            against the eternal. Myths are organic, evolving structures constantly being adapted to new circumstances and cultures. As
            the Roman historian Sallust famously said, “These things never happened, yet always are.”
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