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The road to the sanctuary climbed above the sea until the water looked like a sheet of beaten silver. Medusa was seven, old enough to know that adults lied more gently when they were frightened, and too young to understand why her grandmother would not meet her eyes.

“Will we come home before winter?” she asked.

Her grandfather adjusted the rope around their small bundle. “The temple will be your home now.”

Medusa looked back toward the fishing village where she had learned the shapes of the boats and the smell of her mother's bread. No smoke rose from their old house. Its doors had been barred since the night her parents disappeared, and the elders called the deaths an accident without agreeing on what accident had happened.

“Did Mother ever come here?”

Her grandmother took her hand. The grip was painfully tight. “Your mother wanted you safe.”

The path had once been a place of celebration. Medusa remembered climbing it with her father in spring, when merchants made the journey carrying jars of honey to the sanctuary. He had lifted her onto his shoulders so she could see the painted ships in the harbor. On those mornings he called the temple a house of learning, and she had pictured a room large enough for all the questions in the world. Today her feet slipped on loose gravel, and her grandparents walked as though they feared reaching the top.

At a bend where cypress trees hid the village, they stopped beside a roadside shrine. A broken clay owl lay among the offerings. Medusa picked it up. Its wing was missing, but someone had painted the surviving eye with a bright circle of blue. She wanted to take it to her mother's grave. They had not been allowed to bury her mother; the elders said the sea had claimed both parents and there had been nothing to find. Medusa had searched the shore for three days, examining every piece of driftwood, imagining a hand beneath every wave. Her grandmother had finally locked the door because the girl would not stop waiting.

"Why can't I stay with you?" Medusa asked.

Her grandfather's fingers tightened around the bundle. He was a fisherman whose hands had once known how to mend a broken net without looking. Now the knot refused to obey him. "We are old," he said. "The sanctuary has food in winter and instruction that we can't provide."

"I can learn to mend nets. I can fetch water. I don't need instruction."

"That's not what this is about," her grandmother began. Her husband cut her a glance, sharp enough that she fell silent. They'd had conversations like that since the night the soldiers came to their door, their voices stopping whenever Medusa entered a room. She understood the stopping better than she understood the words.

"What soldiers?" she asked abruptly.

Neither answered. A man leading two loaded donkeys rounded the bend, recognized her grandparents, and touched his forehead in greeting. When he saw Medusa, he stopped smiling. "So they are taking the child," he said. Her grandfather squared his shoulders. The stranger moved on without waiting for a reply, and the donkeys' bells faded into the trees.

Medusa stared at the dust they left behind. "Who is taking me?"

"No one is taking you," her grandfather said. "We are bringing you."

She knew the difference between a lie meant to frighten and one meant to comfort. This one frightened her more. The older man reached for her hand, but she kept the broken owl pressed against her chest. They resumed climbing. Below them, fishing boats returned toward the village in the afternoon light. For one desperate moment she considered running. She knew the secret trail to the freshwater well, the orchard where wild figs ripened, the beach hollow where her father had taught her to read the tide. She could hide there until night. Perhaps her grandparents would be obliged to look for her, and the search would bring them home.

Her grandmother seemed to sense the thought. "Your mother made me promise something," she said. "She made me promise I would keep you alive, even if you hated me for the way I did it."

"Then come with me."

The woman bent slowly, bringing her lined face level with Medusa's. "I wish I could." Tears stood in her eyes. "When you learn to read, keep a record of the things you remember. Write down your mother's laugh. Write down the songs your father sang while mending his nets. Nobody can make you surrender something you have learned to name."

"What if I forget the words before I learn?"

Her grandmother took off a narrow cord holding a small, polished shell, the only ornament she wore. "Then keep this. He found it the morning you were born. He said even the sea had brought you a gift." Medusa turned the shell over and saw a tiny notch along its edge. Her father had made the notch with his knife because she kept confusing it with the hundreds of similar shells on the shore. *This one is yours*, he had said. *The sea may be wide, but a mark tells us what belongs.*

The wind rose from the water. Her grandfather looked up the road again, then down toward the bend they had passed, listening. "We must go." The urgency in his voice did not belong to an ordinary school journey. It belonged to storms and boats slipping their moorings. He picked up the bundle before his wife could stand.

They passed two boundary stones inscribed with names of wealthy patrons. Medusa could not decipher them, but she recognized the temple's bronze owl on each. A young guard waited near the upper gate. He wore servant's clothes, except for the knife at his hip. He stared at her long enough that she hid the shell under her tunic. Her grandfather spoke to him out of hearing, and she saw the guard's eyes move from the bundle to the older adult's face. Then he nodded and went inside.

"Grandfather?" She tugged at his sleeve. "Are we in trouble?"

His mouth opened. For an instant he seemed ready to give her an answer large enough to explain everything. Instead, he looked at the distant roofs of the village and said, "The world can be unkind to people who know a thing others wish forgotten."

"What thing?"

He had already begun walking. Medusa could not tell whether he had failed to hear her or chosen not to. The last stretch of road opened toward white stone and the smell of burning herbs. She imagined that if she spoke her own name loudly enough inside those walls, her parents might somehow hear it. She repeated it beneath her breath—Medusa, Medusa, Medusa—while the sanctuary climbed into view.

Beyond the stone gate stood Athena's sanctuary, its white columns catching the morning light. A bronze owl watched from the pediment. Girls in undyed linen moved across the courtyard carrying water jars. The place smelled of salt, rosemary, and ash. Medusa expected a goddess to announce herself. Instead, a steward counted the coins her grandparents placed in his hand.

An elderly priestess named Damaris asked Medusa to name the gods. Medusa stumbled over one title, and a boy sweeping the courtyard laughed. A man's voice cut through the laughter.

“That is enough.”

He was younger than the priests at the gate, broad-shouldered, with ink on the side of his thumb. “There are scholars in Athens who stumble over longer names,” he said. “No one laughs while they are learning.”

“Theron,” Damaris said, disapproving, “we are conducting an examination.”

“Then examine her, not her fear.”

He crouched beside Medusa and asked whether she could read. She shook her head. He held out a wooden tablet marked with an owl and the first letter of Athena's name.

“You can learn,” he said. “That is more important than what you know this morning.”

Medusa had not heard a grown man speak to her so patiently since her father died. She took the tablet with both hands.

Her grandparents left before noon. Her grandfather said the sanctuary would feed and educate her. Her grandmother kissed Medusa's hair and whispered, “Keep your mother's name in your heart.” When Medusa tried to follow them, the steward closed the gate.

For a long time she stood where the road vanished between olive trees. At dusk, Theron found her still waiting.

“I was told not to cry,” she said, ashamed of the tears soaking her collar.

“Who told you that?”

“Everyone.”

“Everyone cannot be right.” He stood beside her without reaching for her. “You may miss them. The goddess doesn't require us to become stone.”

He showed her the small library, its cedar shelves lined with rolled papyrus. He let her choose a story. Medusa chose one about Athena turning a spider's thread into a lesson, though she could barely recognize the letters. Theron read until her breathing steadied. Then he left the scroll beside her pallet.

That night the temple bells rang for evening prayer. Medusa lay among girls she did not know, clutching the tablet with the scratched owl. Her mother's face was already becoming something she feared forgetting. Theron's promise—that she could learn and therefore become more than the child left behind—felt like a rope thrown across a dark current.

She wrapped both hands around it.
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By the third spring, Medusa could read the dedication carved above the sanctuary door without moving her lips. Theron had taught her patiently, pointing out each letter with a reed pen and insisting she explain the meaning rather than repeat the sound. When she made mistakes, he corrected them. When she asked questions the older priests dismissed, he returned after supper with another text.

“You'll wear through the scrolls,” he told her one evening.

“Then we'll have to write new ones.”

He laughed. It became a sound she looked for in the courtyard.

The sanctuary held many girls and women. Some were daughters promised to service, others widows whose families had no room for them, and a few, like Medusa, had been delivered for reasons no one discussed. Damaris assigned duties according to age. Medusa swept the inner hall, copied inventories, and carried olive oil for the lamps. Theron trusted her with the library key when she turned ten, saying, “A careful mind deserves careful work.”

He was the first person who asked what she wanted to become.

“A priestess,” she answered, because she could imagine no road beyond the walls.

“Perhaps,” he said. “Or perhaps you will teach others.”

The thought pleased her more than she admitted. When new children arrived, she met them at the gate. She remembered the loneliness of watching grandparents vanish down the hill, and she knew that a warm greeting could hold a person together through the first terrible night.

One cold morning, an aunt brought a six-year-old girl from an inland town. She wore a yellow ribbon around one braid and refused to let go of the little clay bird tucked into her palm. Her name was Selene. She stared at Medusa with the solemn suspicion of an injured cat.

“Do they make you forget your family?” Selene asked.

“No,” Medusa said. “Sometimes they make it difficult to remember. We can help each other.”

She made room beside her at breakfast. She showed Selene where the figs were kept and which steps remained warm after sunset. At night, when Selene woke calling for her brother, Medusa sat with her until the crying passed. Soon the child followed Medusa across the courtyard, asking a hundred questions about owls, thunder, and why the goddess carried a spear if wisdom was stronger than force.

“That,” Medusa said, borrowing Theron's favorite manner, “is an excellent question.”

For several days Selene refused to let Medusa out of her sight. She carried her broken clay bird in one hand and a corner of Medusa's tunic in the other. The older girls laughed, sometimes kindly, sometimes not. Medusa had once been as frightened, but shame made her impatient when she recognized it in someone else. During the afternoon washing, she finally told Selene she was old enough to stand alone. The child's face closed like a door, and she retreated beneath the stairs with her bird.

Medusa found her there after supper. "I wasn't saying you had to be alone," she offered.

"You sounded like Damaris."

It was such a terrible accusation that Medusa nearly defended herself. Instead, she sat on the cold step. Selene's ribbon had come loose, and the small clay bird rested on her knee, its wings stained with kitchen flour. "Damaris doesn't apologize," Medusa said. "I can. I'm sorry."

Selene looked suspicious. "Do older girls have to apologize?"

"Especially older girls. Otherwise, how would younger ones learn?"

The next morning Medusa invented a game. She drew simple letters in the damp earth beside the courtyard well and asked Selene to trace them with a twig. Each successful letter earned a story about a place outside the sanctuary: the harbor with its clattering masts; a grove where the branches twisted low enough for children to climb; a market stall with dyed threads that looked like captured sunlight. Selene wanted to know whether any building in the world had a door that never locked. Medusa knew of none. She drew one anyway and promised to teach the girl how to build it someday.

Theron passed through the courtyard while they were playing. He did not scold them for leaving their work. He crouched in the dirt, examined Selene's letters, and showed her how to keep the vertical stroke steady. "A house is only as dependable as its first line," he told her. When Selene turned to Medusa for approval, Medusa felt a rush of gratitude. Here was someone willing to see a frightened child, not a burden.

A few days later, a novice knocked over a bowl of oil during evening preparations. The spill ran beneath a bench and caught a lamp flame. Panic spread through the room. Damaris shouted for water, which threatened to spread the burning oil, and several girls rushed toward the narrow doorway. Selene was trapped on the far side of the bench. Medusa took a heavy wool cover from the prayer shelf and threw it across the flame as her father had once taught her to smother a lantern fire on a fishing boat. The fire dwindled beneath the cloth. Theron arrived and lifted Selene over the bench without letting her touch the hot wood.

For the rest of the night, the smell of scorched wool lingered. Damaris demanded to know who had left the lamp too near the oil. The frightened novice confessed, and the older priestess ordered her to stand through the next day's meals as punishment. Medusa tried to argue that the girl had been assigned too much work, but Theron laid a light hand on her shoulder.

"Not every battle needs to be fought while the ashes are warm," he murmured. Afterward, he persuaded Damaris to reduce the punishment. He told Medusa that patience worked better than defiance. She wanted to believe that he had proved it, though she could not forget the novice's trembling hands.

In the library she began making copies of short sayings she liked. The first came from a hymn to Athena: *Wisdom is sight beyond the eye.* The second she invented herself: *A door can protect or imprison, depending on who holds the key.* Theron saw the second sentence and smiled. "You are becoming a philosopher," he said. "Be careful. Philosophers tend to make enemies."

"Then they ought to make friends first," Medusa replied.

She started a small circle of lessons after supper. Selene came, of course, and two younger girls who worked in the dye room. One was so shy she could only whisper her answers. Another insisted she was too old to learn her letters and then arrived before everyone else. Medusa arranged flat stones in a ring for seats. The girls copied words from a broken account tablet: grain, salt, linen, lamp. The ordinary list delighted her. These were the names of things they could touch and count, proof that writing was not reserved for priests.

One evening a visiting patron's wife stood unnoticed beyond the arch and watched the lesson. When she stepped forward, the girls rose at once. The woman asked who had given Medusa permission to teach. Medusa's stomach dropped. She said Theron had entrusted her with some texts, but she had begun the circle herself. The visitor examined the tablets, then surprised them by kneeling beside the shyest girl.

"My mother was never allowed to learn," she said. "She used to ask me to read letters that arrived from my brother. Later, when he died, I wondered whether I had ever told her what he truly wrote
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