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AUTHOR’S NOTE

MEDUSA is a modern work of fiction inspired by mythology, ancient history, religious traditions, and years of research into the stories and beliefs that have shaped how we understand gods, monsters, and the ancient world.

The characters of Medusa, Athena, Poseidon, Zeus, Arachne, and others have existed in mythology and the public domain for centuries. Their stories have been told and retold across generations, often changing with the people and cultures telling them.

This novel draws from those ancient foundations while telling a new story.

During the development of MEDUSA, I explored Greek mythology, the Titans and Olympians, ancient religious traditions, biblical accounts, and other historical and mythological sources. Some of those ideas come together in ways that may differ from familiar versions of Medusa’s story.

That is intentional.

MEDUSA is not meant to reproduce one ancient account. It is a work of fiction built from a public-domain beginning, shaped by research, interpretation, and imagination.

This is Medusa’s story as I came to understand it.

— Eugene E. Williams
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CHAPTER 1 Parthenon Temple

 

Inside the sewing room, Medusa sat at a table surrounded by nine other women who were priestesses in training. They were dressed in white gowns and had spent the morning practicing the weaving required as part of their training. 

They were supposed to be working. Instead, most of them were laughing at Arachne.

She had been entertaining the room with stories about the weaving competition she had won, including the noblemen who admired her work and the women who weren’t particularly happy about losing to her.

Arachne stood in the center of the room holding up a quilt she had just finished. Across it, the Goddess and mortals were woven among elaborate patterns of flowers, clouds and twisting vines. The detail was extraordinary. Faces, clothing and even strands of hair could be seen in the weaving. It was a recreation of the pattern that had won her the competition.

She was the daughter of a humble wool dyer, but her own skill had made her famous throughout the region. People traveled great distances just to see what her hands could do.

 

Arachne knew she was good. Sometimes, she had trouble pretending otherwise.

Medusa left her table and walked over for a closer look. She studied Arachne’s quilt, amazed by the craftsmanship. The lines were straight, the patterns perfectly balanced, and even the smallest figures were carefully woven into place. There were no loose threads or uneven sections anywhere she could see.

Medusa glanced back at the quilt she had been working on. Her pattern was recognizable, but the lines were uneven and several threads had already come loose. One side was slightly wider than the other, and a section she had tried to correct only made the mistake more noticeable.

She looked back at Arachne’s quilt.

There was no comparison.

Arachne stretched the quilt wide between her hands, then gave it a small shake to straighten it. She waited until everyone was looking, then held one hand toward the design as if presenting it.

“This is the pattern I won the competition with,” she said proudly. “Look at it.”

A few more of the priestesses gathered around. Some ran their fingers across the fabric. 

“You see the pattern?” Arachne said. “Noblemen came from all over to buy this same pattern from me. Quite nice, you think?”

“Incredible is what it is,” Medusa said. “The pattern is flawless.”

Io the 5ᵗʰ joined them. Unlike the others, she had remained at her table working while Arachne entertained the room. She was disciplined that way. Everything Io did as part of her priestess training was taken seriously.

Io had been bred and fashioned for one purpose: to become the perfect priestess. She was the fifth attempt to recreate Io, the legendary priestess of Hera, and had been raised to represent purity, obedience and complete devotion to the Goddess. Among the women training to become priestesses, few took their calling more seriously.

Io studied Arachne’s quilt.

“Yes, it is remarkable, I must say.”

“Thank you.” Arachne admired the quilt in her hands. “I’ve worked at this my entire life. Nobody weaves like I do.”

Io’s admiration disappeared.

“Arachne, you must not speak that way.”

Arachne looked at her.

“Why not? It is true.”

“Because you boast as though your gift belongs to you alone. Do not let the High Priestess ever hear you speak that way.”

Arachne’s expression changed.

“My hands made this.” 

“Your hands were permitted to make it from the gift the Goddess bestowed upon you.”

Before another word was said, a blinding flash of light filled the room. It came without warning, flooding every corner and reflecting from the walls with such brightness that Medusa could no longer see.

Medusa quickly covered her face with both hands. Around her, the other women screamed and shielded their eyes. The light was everywhere, so bright that Medusa could still see its white glow through her fingers.

Then, as suddenly as it had appeared, the light began to fade. A Figure stood in the center of the room.

The priestesses immediately dropped to their hands and knees, bowing their heads to the floor. All except Arachne, who stood frozen, utterly terrified.

The quilt she had been so proud of slipped from her hands and fell to the floor.

“My Lord…” Arachne cried. “I am sorry…”

The Figure slowly extended a hand toward one of the loom tables. A weaving needle began to move. It rolled across the table, then lifted into the air.

Medusa cautiously raised her head.

The needle hovered above the table. Medusa stared at it, afraid to move.

With a slight movement of the Figure’s hand, the needle shot across the room and stabbed Arachne in the forehead.

Arachne screamed and fell to the floor. Blood ran down her face. The priestesses screamed with her. Some trembled on their hands and knees while others pressed their faces against the floor.

The Figure stood over Arachne and extended both hands. A white ball of light formed in her palms, followed by thick smoke. The smoke wrapped around Arachne’s body until she disappeared inside it.

Arachne screamed again from somewhere inside the smoke. None of the priestesses dared to raise their heads.

Medusa kept looking.

Through the smoke, she could still see Arachne. Her hair began to fall away. Then her ears. Arachne’s nose flattened into her face until it disappeared.

Her arms pulled tight against her sides while her fingers waved wildly. Black hair spread across her changing body. Then something grew out of her side. It was a leg. Then another leg.

Medusa crawled backward, trying to get away from Arachne. More legs grew until there were eight.

When the smoke cleared, Arachne was gone. A black, hairy spider the size of the chair beside her stood in her place. A thin strand of spider silk hung from its body, reaching the floor.

The spider scrambled across the floor in a fit. The Figure looked down at it.

“Now… you can weave beautiful patterns.”

Medusa stared at the Figure. While the others hid their faces, she had watched everything.

It was Athena.

The spider moved toward Medusa, sending her scrambling backward on her hands and knees. She turned and crawled for the door.

Medusa made it through the doorway and barely into the hallway. She tried to get to her feet.

Suddenly, something grabbed her ankle.

Medusa screamed as she was yanked backward across the floor and pulled back into the sewing room.

The door slammed shut.
CHAPTER 2 Devotion

 

Sitting high on top of Mount Olympus, the Parthenon Temple overlooked the world below. Its towering columns rose against a brilliant blue sky while fluffy white clouds drifted behind them. Green grass covered the temple grounds, with trees and flowers spread throughout the landscape.

The temple was enormous. Wide stone stairways led to its entrance, where massive columns supported the structure above. Statues stood throughout the grounds, along with fountains, altars and places where mortals could leave offerings to the Goddess. From the edge of the mountain, cities, forests and distant waters could be seen far below.

People traveled great distances to worship there. Some came carrying offerings. Others brought animals for sacrifice or simply came to kneel before the enormous statue of the Goddess and pray. Priests, servants, soldiers and worshippers moved throughout the grounds each day.

Beyond its entrance, the temple was even more magnificent. Towering columns continued through enormous halls lined with statues, burning lamps and offerings left for Athena. Gold decorated the walls and altars. The smell of incense filled the air as priests and servants moved quietly through the sacred halls.

But not every part of the temple was open to visitors. Beyond the public areas were private chambers where young women lived and trained for the privilege of becoming priestesses to Athena.

Inside the priestess chambers, rows of bunk beds lined the walls. A long table stood in the center of the room. Nine women moved about preparing for bed while another sat alone on her bottom bunk.

That woman was… 

Medusa.

Medusa was a beautiful young woman with long dark hair and soft features. She was quieter than many of the other women and somewhat unsure of herself. Unlike Io the 5ᵗʰ, she had not been raised from birth to become a priestess. Much of life inside Athena’s temple was still new to her. She was still learning its rules, rituals and expectations.

But Medusa wanted to belong there. She wanted to become a priestess and devote her life to Athena. She believed that if she proved herself worthy, the Goddess would accept her into her service.

Medusa sat on her bottom bunk with several sheets of paper spread around her. She was working on one of seven prayer letters she was required to write to the Goddess Athena.

She stared at the page for a moment, then continued writing.

My dear Goddess… help me to walk the priestess path. Bless me with the powers you will me to have. Oh, clear-eyed Goddess Athena, daughter of Zeus…

Medusa stopped. She read over what she had written, then quietly tried the words again.

“My dear Goddess… Athena, daughter of Zeus. Bless me with the powers you will me…”

She stopped again. Something wasn’t right.

Io the 5ᵗʰ, whose bunk was directly beside Medusa’s, noticed her struggling. She came over and sat beside her on the bottom bunk.

Medusa looked at the unfinished letter in her hands.

“Having trouble?” Io asked.

Medusa nodded.

“Did you finish all seven letters to the Goddess?” Medusa asked.

“Yes,” Io answered. “Did you finish?”

“No… I don’t know how to highlight seven different aspects of my relationship with the Goddess.”

Io glanced at the six unfinished letters spread across Medusa’s bed. The two on top were titled Goddess as a Mother and Goddess as a Friend.

“I don’t know if these are in the right order,” Medusa continued. “I’ve been stuck on the Mother’s Prayer for over a week. How do you know when you’ve met the challenge?”

Io thought for a moment.

“You will know when your heart tells you. I wrote mine as a poem. Did you?”

“I tried, but poetry is not my best skill. And I struggle to find the right words.”

“You have to do your best. But make sure you express your love and devotion to the Goddess.” Io looked down at the letters. “This process is very sacred and magical.”

Io reached for her own papers and handed them to Medusa.

“Here. Read mine.”

Medusa immediately pulled her hands back.

“No! They are supposed to be secret. The High Priestess will guide me, no?”

“Yes, this is true. But it is okay. Just enough to help you get caught up before morning.” Io placed the papers beside her. “The High Priestess will look at yours in the morning.”

A worried look came over Medusa’s face.

“Oh no… I am not ready.”
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Later that night, Medusa was still writing. The priestess chambers had grown quiet around her. One by one, the other women had gone to sleep, but Medusa remained on her bunk, trying to finish her prayers before morning.

Her eyes became heavy. She wrote another few words, then stopped. Her head began to nod as she fought to stay awake.

Eventually, Medusa fell asleep.

In her dream, she was back in the sewing room.

Arachne was screaming. Thick smoke surrounded her as her body began to change. Her hair disappeared. Her face flattened. Legs grew from her sides.

Medusa tried to crawl away, but she couldn’t move. The enormous black spider turned toward her. Then it rushed at her.

Medusa woke with a gasp. She sat up quickly, breathing hard. The sudden movement woke Io in the bunk next to hers.

“Medusa?”

For a moment, Medusa didn’t answer. She looked around the room. Arachne’s bunk sat empty. No one had touched it since that morning.

The other women were still asleep. The room was quiet. Io sat up and looked at her.

“Are you alright?”

Medusa caught her breath. Her unfinished prayers were still scattered around her, but her mind was back in the sewing room.

She looked at Io.

“Io…”

“Yes?”

Medusa hesitated.

“What happened to Arachne today…”

Io’s face became serious. She watched Medusa carefully, already uneasy with where the conversation seemed to be going. There were questions a priestess could ask, and there were things about the Goddess that were not theirs to question.

“What about it?”

“Why did the Goddess do that to her?”

“She should not have boasted,” Io said. 

“But Athena turned her into a spider.” 

“The Goddess turned her into what she claimed to be best at.” 

Medusa stared at Io, surprised by how easily she accepted what had happened. Io spoke as though Arachne’s punishment made perfect sense.

“You don’t think that was cruel?”

“Medusa.” Io spoke quietly and glanced around the chambers to make sure the others were still asleep.

“Do not speak of the Goddess that way.”

Medusa looked at the letters scattered across her bed.

“I was only asking.”

“Then don’t.” Io leaned closer. “We must not question Athena. We are here to serve her. Arachne may have forgotten that.”

Medusa remained quiet, listening as Io continued.

“She stood before witnesses and boasted about a gift Athena herself rules over. What did she expect? The Goddess knows and sees all.”

Medusa thought about Arachne screaming on the floor. She remembered the blinding flash of light and Athena suddenly standing in the middle of the sewing room.

“Okay.”

Io picked up one of Medusa’s unfinished letters.

“How the Goddess chooses to punish or bless someone is not for you to understand.” Io handed the letter back. “You’re trying to understand the Goddess as though she is one of us. She is not.”

Medusa was quiet for a moment.

“Were you the one who grabbed my leg?” 

Io looked at her. 

“Yes.” 

“Why?” 

“Because you were crawling out of the room while standing in the presence of Athena.” 

“A spider was coming toward me.” 

“I know.”

“Then why would you pull me back?” 

Io looked almost surprised that Medusa had to ask. 

“Because I was more afraid of what might happen to you if you left.” 

Medusa stared at her. 

“I was scared.”

“I know you were. But you were running from Athena.”

“I was trying to get away from the spider.”

“It does not matter.” Io shook her head slightly. “When God enters the room, Medusa, you do not decide when you can leave.” 

For a moment, neither of them spoke. Io placed the unfinished letter back into Medusa’s hands. 

“You must finish your letters.”

Io settled back into her bunk, leaving Medusa alone with the unfinished pages. Medusa picked up her pen and began writing again.
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Medusa had chosen to devote her life to the Goddess Athena.

To Medusa, becoming a priestess meant more than serving Athena. It meant finally becoming the woman she believed she was supposed to be.

Medusa had wanted this life for as long as she could remember. A quiet life. A normal life. One where nobody looked at her differently or asked questions she didn’t want to answer. Coming to Athena’s temple had given her that chance.

There, nobody knew where she came from. Nobody knew about her family. Nobody knew the things she had
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