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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.





2

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 cross-roads. 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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