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      For those whose truth has been lost,
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      Some believe that monsters are born monsters. That some creatures arrive on this Earth with a darkness so all-consuming in their heart that no mere mortal’s love could ever hope to tame it. These souls, they believe, cannot achieve redemption and do not deserve it. They are beasts, intent on causing chaos for all who cross their paths. They are vengeful and hate-filled, deserving of nothing except our contempt.

      Perhaps it is true. Perhaps all monsters are born. Then again, perhaps it is just a way of hiding the darkness we all carry within us. A darkness we force ourselves to keep hidden from the world for we can barely imagine what terrible misdoings would occur if we were to let that darkness grow. Because the truth that we all know is this. Darkness grows.

      It would be easier if it did not. This story, in many ways, would be easier if the darkness had been born in her that way. But it was not. She was not. Medusa grew from monsters, but she was not born of them.
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      The three figures stood in the doorway, watching the flurries of dust bloom in the air. The silence that surrounded them was not an easy silence. It was a silence burdened with contemplation; of an unspoken question to which each one of them knew the answer, but none would be the first to say.

       The green of spring had been lost to the heat of summer. Long shadows of Cypress trees marked out lines in the dry, powdery earth, and the smell of overripe fruit sweetened the air around them. Shrivelled berries littered the ground, making glorious feasts for the insects that scurried over the rocks and dirt. Despite the sun having already begun its descent, the evening air was still heavy with the day’s humidity. As the family stood, watching the horse and rider disappear over the horizon, sweat weaved its way down their brows and backs.  

      ‘We should consider it,’ said the mother, Aretaphila. It was always going to be she who was the first to speak. Her words were blunt and void of emotion, as if the matter were nothing more than a transaction, a sale at the market which, of course, it was. To pretend it was more than that would be nothing short of foolish.

      ‘We should not. We will not.’ Thales’ eyes met his wife’s for the first time since their visitor’s departure.

      ‘We can’t keep delaying. We are fortunate. This is a good match.’

      ‘On what evidence do you make this claim?’ Thales’ voice hardened.

      ‘I do have some experience in these matters,’ Aretaphila replied. 

      The pair looked at the girl between them.  

      ‘Go inside,’ Aretaphila said to her firstborn. ‘Find your sisters. Make sure they have not made a mess of their clothes. And there will be no need to worry about cooking tonight. We have more than enough from our guest to make do.’ 

      Medusa’s eyes moved from the horizon. With a simple, elegant nod to her mother, she turned to go. 

      ‘But take that thing off first.’ Her father motioned to the jewels wrapped around her neck. Medusa raised her hand and touched the necklace. Without so much as a word, she slipped the glimmering string of gemstones over her head and handed it to her father before disappearing inside. 

      The man on the horse had been the third visitor they had received in a month, and the wealthiest by far. He had brought with him baskets of figs, wine, olives, meat, and jewellery. The necklace was embedded with gold and more garnet than any of them had seen in their lifetime. Selling it would earn them more than their farm would in three years. Thales glanced down at the object and shuddered.

      ‘Aretaphila,’ he said, taking his wife’s hand in his.  ‘What do we do? Do you believe what you say? That this is a good match?’

      She nodded slowly. ‘I do. He was courteous. He has a good name. And intelligence. Not all have been blessed in such a way.’

      ‘Intelligence means shrewdness, cunning,’ Thales countered her. ‘He is double my age and then some. What interest could a man of that age find in a thirteen-year-old girl?’

      His wife’s silence provided all the answers he feared. 

      Around them, cicadas and song thrushes filled the silence until, finally releasing the air she held in her lungs, Aretaphila sighed.

      ‘This may not be the punishment you believe it to be, Thales. Many are lucky. I was lucky. My kin were lucky. You cannot hold back all our girls because of your sister’s fate.’

      ‘I do not. Only Medusa.’ Rubbing the bridge of his nose, Thales groaned. ‘Oh, to be burdened with daughters,’ he said. ‘I would have drowned them at birth had I known the torment it would cause me.’

      Aretaphila twisted sharply.

      ‘You would not,’ she said tersely.

      Thales laughed sadly. ‘Of course, I would not. I could not have sent her to a riverbed then, any more than I can send her to the wolves now. That is my folly. You say you were lucky in this marriage? A better husband would not be tormented by such trivial a matter.’

      Aretaphila rested her hand upon her husband’s arm.

      ‘This is not a trivial matter, and your concern shows your heart. But they are not all wolves, Thales. They are not all wolves.’

      Thales moved towards the road where the wind had already erased the hoof prints in the sand.

      ‘You are wrong, my love. I wish it were not so, but you are. They lick their lips when they see her. These are not men. They are snakes, serpents trying to find the freshest eggs. And when they do find them, they crack them open, devour their insides, and leave nothing more than hollow shells. I feel it in my bones. In every breath. Every time my eyes fall upon her. Myrtis was a full year older than Medusa, with only half her beauty. My sister’s fate will not become my daughter’s.’

      ‘Then what, Thales? What would you have us do?’
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      The journey was long; four days on foot and with little rain to combat the sweltering heat and even less shade to protect them from the searing sun. They travelled alone, the pair of them, and, although money was not scarce, they slept under a blanket of only trees and stars. For the first day, despite her father’s attempts at conversation, Medusa did not speak, for her heart was raw. Broken by the farewell to her sisters.

      ‘But you will come back soon, won’t you?’ Stheno, the younger of her two siblings, had clung to her legs. ‘Because my cartwheeling will be even better then. You will have to watch me. You will come back and watch me, won’t you?’ Medusa fought back the tears that blurred her sight.

       ‘You still have me,’ Euryale, the middle child, consoled her younger sister, saving Medusa the discomfort of choking on her words. ‘I will watch your cartwheeling.’

      ‘But you are not as good as Medusa,’ Stheno protested.

      ‘No,’ Euryale agreed. ‘But I am still better than you.’ She ruffled Stheno’s hair until laughter broke in the air. 

      ‘Thank you,’ Medusa whispered. 

      For the entirety of her life, the seven years between Euryale and Medusa had felt like a full generation and more. The childish ways of her sister – squealing at mice, storming off in tantrums – had led Medusa to believe she would be happier with a full village between them. So many times, Medusa recalled, she had cut their exchanges short, bored by the juvenile content, or else stayed, but grown impatient as she considered the more worthwhile ways in which she could have been spending her time.  Now, how she longed to have all those moments back. All the minutes that she had cast her sister aside to water plants or help in the kitchen or simply be by herself and away from the loquaciousness of her younger sibling. How much would they amount to? she wondered. All those minutes. A few hours? She knew in an instant that the estimate was too low. A day then perhaps. A week even. A full extra week she could have spent with her sister. 

      ‘You never know.’ Euryale had taken Medusa’s hand and clasped it in her own. ‘Maybe the Goddess will wish for us to come and join you too. Maybe the three of us will be there together in her temple one day.’

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘Or, perhaps, she will think you are too beautiful to stay there and send you back to us with the riches of a king.’

      ‘I am not sure she would send me back and give me wealth.’

      ‘We shall see,’ Euryale said, and she embraced her sister.

      As Medusa continued to walk beside her father, she tried to recall in her mind every one of those discarded memories. ‘Forgive me, sister,’ she whispered to the wind as she walked. ‘Forgive me.’
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      From the outside, the temple appeared empty. The pillars, wider than trunks of oak trees and twice as tall, cast shadows on the marble steps, while the subtle scents of rosemary and honeysuckle eddied in the breeze.

      ‘I will wait here for you,’ Thales said, planting his bag down on the earth before taking a seat beside it.

      ‘You will not come in with me?’

      ‘I cannot my child. No man may enter the temple of Athena. But I will wait for you here to learn your fate’.

      Medusa ascended the steps to the temple.

      Inside was cavernous. Hundreds of candles lit the walls. Shuddering, Medusa made her way towards them.

      ‘You do not shake in fear, I hope?’ A voice spoke from within the shadows. A woman’s voice.

      Medusa stopped walking. ‘Perhaps just a little.’

      The woman’s laughter echoed in the chamber, sonorous and resonant, like the ringing of a crystal glass. ‘Hopefully, we shall soon put that to rest.’

      It was as though she created the light. For when she stepped out of the shadows, the shadows themselves disappeared.

      ‘My Goddess.’ Medusa fell to her knees, the hard clash with the stone stinging her skin. ‘Forgive me.’ 

      Athena shook her head. Her eyes were reminiscent of the polished marble, a glittering grey, contemplative. Hundreds of thousands of thoughts swirled behind them. The pale skin of her bare arms glinted, as did the dagger, sheathed at her side. 

      ‘There is nothing to forgive.’ She offered a hand to Medusa. ‘Please, stand.’ 

      Keeping her head bent, Medusa raised herself upwards, swallowing back the fear that threatened to consume her. Despite this fear that caused her knees to tremble, she was desperate to glimpse the power that stood before her. The presence of a goddess; it was every mortal’s dream.

      As if knowing this desire, Athena cupped Medusa’s chin with her hand and tilted it up to the sky. Her touch was like water from the sea, a freshness against Medusa’s skin, yearned for yet capricious. A cold chill ran down the length of Medusa’s spine. The flesh that pressed against her was, she knew, no more similar to her own than dust was to fire. Athena’s grip was firm as she twisted the young girl’s head from left to right and back again. Through it all, Medusa remained passive and compliant. She had been through this routine countless times since she turned eight, and the frequency of such events had increased with every year. Some men brought bribes disguised as gifts before offering their hand in marriage. Some brought lies disguised as promises or an agreement that their brothers would marry Medusa’s sisters when they came of age, “despite their lesser looks”. Others would snort and scoff and try to make out that what they saw was nothing special, mundane even, but it was an act, for they all had eyes and what they saw may well have been carved by the hand of a god.

      Medusa let the Goddess inspect her, her grey eyes focused and unmoving throughout the scrutiny. Always the same pressure against her skin, strong and firm. When Athena dropped her hand and stepped back, there was no look of satisfaction or dissatisfaction on her face. Only acceptance.

      ‘Tell me, child.’ Her right hand rested against her dagger. ‘What do you think of your father bringing you here to me? To a goddess. Does he think I am an orphanage? A place for children to scrounge and squeal and fill their bellies as they crawl over my floors?’ Her voice lilted with mockery. ‘Or does he think of me as a refuge, perhaps, for all the poor and lazy who fail to lift a scythe to feed their own family? Or I am simply here for all the women who fear the stirring of men? That is why you are here, is it not? Is this what I should expect, prudes and peasants and vermin desecrating my temple?’

      Medusa made no movement as she spoke. 

      ‘I am not here to desecrate anything, my Goddess.’

      ‘Then what? Why are you here? You want to offer yourself?’ She laughed. The heat of her immortality radiated only inches from Medusa’s face. The comparative ease of only moments ago had been replaced with a bitter, harsher timbre that hummed in the air like the static of thunder before a storm. ‘Offer yourself to the men of Athens, Medusa. They will pay a richer sum than I will. Your face, your youth, you could name your price.’ She combed her fingers through a ringlet of Medusa’s hair. ‘Does that not tempt you? Imagine the life you could buy. The life your sisters would have. Surely you would be a fool not to consider it.’ Athena’s gaze narrowed. 

      ‘Why do you not defend yourself, child? Speak. Give me your reasoning. Perhaps that was not your father I saw outside the temple? Perhaps you are the bastard child that haunts his nightmares.’ Her lips twisted wryly. ‘Or perhaps you do not haunt his nightmares at all? Perhaps he needed you away, the temptation of those perfect curls and sprouting breasts too great. Perhaps the trip here was the chance he longed for. The chance to have you to himself. After all, you had money. You could have stayed in the best inns on your journey here, but instead, you chose the moon as your blanket. Why did your father wish to keep you to himself, child? Perhaps the suitors that came calling would be disappointed in the purity they received?’

      Medusa’s pulse surged, although she locked her jaw, refusing to rise to the Goddess’ bait. She could not hold her tongue forever; she knew that. The Goddess was not known for her patience, and it would not take long before her silence was viewed as insolence. But she would not have words forced from her through invectives. The starkness of the silence was subdued by a single birdsong, one stray halcyon who seemed to not appreciate the weight of the moment. 

      ‘Speak, child.’ Athena’s slender fingers had returned to combing Medusa’s hair. Her tone once more softened, her eyes welcoming. ‘I wish to hear your words. I have heard such things about that voice of yours. And you have travelled so far to get here. So very, very far.’

      For the first time since entering the temple, Medusa felt the weight of her journey and the true gravity of the task ahead of her. The blisters and sores smarted on the soles of her feet.

      ‘We can sit if you wish.’ Athena noticed the wavering of her eyes. ‘You must be tired.’

      ‘You are a goddess,’ Medusa said, ignoring the Goddess’ suggestion. ‘You know there were no inns, so you know there were no misdoings. And you know the reason for me being here.’ 

      Athena pressed the tips of her fingers together. The luminous glow of her skin glistened.

      ‘So, a refuge? That is right, is it not? Your father wished me to take on his burdens. Clothe you, feed you, and allow you to siphon off my prosperity. Why do you stay silent?’ The slant of her eyebrows rose up towards the crease in her skin where her helmet so often would lie. ‘You are right, I have watched you, child. I have seen that tongue of yours cut men twice your size to ribbons. I have seen you sell your father’s grapes for double their worth to men you knew could afford it, only to give away your profits to others with no worth. You have words, child, a library’s worth of words. Why do you choose not to use them?’

      Medusa’s gaze held firm. Respectful, but firm.

      ‘Because, my Goddess, you have seen me. You know what my tongue can do. What my hand can make and weave and bake. You have seen my heart, my will, and my father’s and mother’s and sisters’ too. What words I speak or do not, now, at this moment, will have no bearing on what happens to me. You are a goddess. Had you wished to, you could have overturned our journey a dozen times or more. You did not.  A word, a dozen words now. I do not believe that a goddess would strip or salvage a person based on one action when they have a thousand behind them and a hundred thousand yet to come. Your decision was made before I stepped foot into this temple. All that awaits me is to hear it.’

      Athena stepped back. On her belt, the dagger glinted, brighter than before. A sliver of green flashed about her ankles as an embroidered serpent looped around the hem of her robe. The knocking in Medusa’s chest quickened as the grey-eyed goddess narrowed her gaze, once again sharpening her features and voice.

      ‘And you think I have chosen to take you in?’ Her tone was derisive. ‘Of all the girls who appear to me, who line up, their arms laden with gifts, and you believe I will take you?’

      ‘I do not know that,’ Medusa said, with a calm rationality of one much older. ‘For all I know, you may strike me down and kick me to the cobbles of Athens before the night has fallen. If that is the case, then so be it. I know I cannot change the mind of the mighty Athena. And I know it would be foolish of me even to try.’

      Athena walked a path around the girl, another procession that Medusa had been subjected to before. She kept her head forwards, her shoulder’s back.

      ‘So you have wisdom?’ Athena said.

      ‘For a child,’ Medusa replied. 

      The hint of a smile flickered on Athena’s lips.

      ‘Wisdom is only part of me. Part of my temple. What of the war? What do you know of that?’ She stopped her circling. ‘You have never stood upon a battlefield. You have never held the warm spillage of a man’s belly as his breath fades from his lungs. Your senses have never been filled with the stench of blood, while those around you swing swords and scream for your death. What good would you be to me? You are a child. You are soft and weak.’

      The child’s tongue drew a circle across her lips, pink and vibrant against her skin. Her eyes glided upwards, not so far as to meet the Goddess’, but close enough.

      ‘It is true,’ Medusa said, her child’s voice slow and contemplative. ‘I have not stood on a battlefield. I am no daughter of Sparta, born with the weight of a sword and the knowledge of a swing already coursing through me. I do not know wars, but I know of battles. Battles waged in my family’s name when my first suitor came calling when I was just eight. Battles I waged when I refused to let men’s hands wander where they felt they had a right to, or when I refused to follow them on a walk, down a path or into an olive grove. I know of the battles I have waged as I stood in a marketplace and demanded that men look not at my breasts, or my eyes, or my legs but at the fruit which I was selling. These were not battles of blood, it is true, but they are battles. Battles that I have fought and won.’

      Athena stepped back from the girl. Her light had diffused, now softened and muted.

      ‘And these wars you have waged,’ she said, running her hand against her dagger. ‘You think these will end once you enter my temple? Once you are a priestess of mine?’

      For the first time since leaving her family home, it was Medusa’s turn to smile. Her lips turned upwards, the smile rising to her cheeks. But the glimmer that came from her eyes was not one of joy. It was dark and hollow and not earned in her lifetime but in all the thousands of lifetimes that had gone before her. By her aunt, by her aunt’s aunt, and by generations too far back to recall.

      ‘Those battles,’ she said. ‘They don’t ever end.’
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      Helios was laying claim to the sky with a small smudge of purple creasing the horizon. Medusa had risen while there were more stars still and had been sweeping the temple since she dressed. She was to meet with members of the polis that day. She was to stand before these men and women on Athena’s behalf, answer their questions, and bestow the Goddess’ wisdom as best she knew how. This was the third time in as many moons that this responsibility had fallen to her. In the outside world, other women may have been made jealous of this; seen it as favouritism by the Goddess but, in the temple, such thoughts were kept to themselves. There was nothing to be gained from belittling another; their tables would always be laid with the same food. Their beds still covered in the same linen. 

      Her hands gripped the broom as she swept the temple floor, sending motes of dust spiralling upwards and adding a thousand extra stars to the morning’s dimming constellations. When her footsteps no longer showed imprints on the ground, she picked up her tools and headed downstairs to the chamber beneath the temple. There she cleaned her hands and feet, scrubbed them with sage and oranges, and draped her tunic across her body. She twisted the headband of the Priestess around her forehead and draped the white shawl over her shoulders. Some in her position wore gold and jewellery to such an occasion, but her aim
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