
  
  
      
        
          Of Serpents and Sorrow

          A Medusa Retelling

		      
          Katherine Shaw

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  



OF SERPENTS AND SORROW 

Copyright © 2025 Katherine Shaw

All rights reserved.

www.katherineshawwrites.com

Published by Arteminion Books 2025

Hull, United Kingdom

No parts of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the copyright owner.

This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser. Under no circumstances may any part of this book be photocopied for resale.

This is a work of fiction. Any similarity between the characters and situations within its pages and places or persons, living or dead, is unintentional and co-incidental. 

Paperback edition ISBN: 978-1-8383786-6-0

E-book edition (Amazon) ISBN: 978-1-8383786-8-4

E-book edition ISBN: 978-1-8383786-7-7

Cover Design by Fay Lane.

Generative AI has not been used at any point in the creation of this book.








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Content Warning
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Part One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Part Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Chapter 31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Chapter 32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Chapter 33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Chapter 34
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        Chapter 35
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        Chapter 36
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        Chapter 37
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        38.
        
        Chapter 38
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        39.
        
        Chapter 39
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        40.
        
        Chapter 40
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        41.
        
        Chapter 41
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        42.
        
        Chapter 42
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        43.
        
        Chapter 43
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
Content Warning




It’s important to protect yourself when reading. While some readers might be familiar with Medusa’s story, each variation is different, and content warnings for this retelling can be found below. If you’re the type of person who would rather not know in order to avoid spoilers, please skip ahead to the next page. 

Below are warnings for topics that are typically considered triggering:

General warning for violence and death

Abusive parents (emotional, physical, and neglect)

Memories of receiving severe burns

Historically accurate misogyny

Attempted sexual assault, sexual assault (on page) and rape (fade to black)

Pregnancy, pregnancy-related illness and graphic on-page labour scenes








  
  



monster /ˈmɒn.stə/ 

noun

a strange or horrible and often frightening creature
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The day she had been dreading had arrived, and it made Medusa sick to her stomach. 

Butterflies ravaged her insides, a flurry of hot angry motes of anxiety desperate to get out. It was the day she had been preparing for her entire youth. Lessons in reading, writing, history, theology, elocution, poise… They all culminated in what would surely be the most significant day of her life.

It was terrifying.

‘Medusa, pay attention!’

She blinked, her clouded vision sharpening into focus. Her gaze returned to the copper mirror, its surface so finely polished she could see the fear glinting in her dark eyes.

‘I am paying attention, Mother,’ she said with more confidence than she truly felt.

‘All right, then,’ the older woman snapped, tugging Medusa’s scalp hard as she worked a piece of long walnut hair into a tightly coiled braid, ‘what did I just say?’

‘You were saying…’ Medusa said slowly, fully aware she had been deaf to her mother’s comments for several minutes, ‘that I need to appreciate the gravity of what today means for me and this family?’

Her mother’s reflection smiled, one of those small, tight smiles that suggested both irritation and amusement. She leaned in, pressing a cheek against her daughter’s. ‘That was a lucky guess.’ Medusa’s mother allowed herself a low chuckle before returning her attention to her daughter’s hair.

Medusa grimaced, her scalp burning more with each twist. Her days of letting her hair hang loose around her shoulders were limited, she had known that, but now that the day of her ordination had arrived, each pin felt like the stone slab of a tomb being laid around her.

‘How did you feel?’ she blurted, surprising herself with her forwardness. This was a question she had longed to voice, but the courage had never come.

Her mother’s hands stilled. ‘What?’

Medusa swallowed. There was no going back now. ‘When you were ordained, and began your term of service. How did you feel?’

There was a moment of silence. Tension buzzed over Medusa’s skin. She and her mother never discussed such things; it was improper. But, surely, today of all days, they could be candid with each other.

‘I was proud,’ her mother finally responded, her voice tight. ‘As you should be.’

‘But—’

‘Daughter.’ Firm fingers grasped Medusa’s arm and turned her until she was face to face with her mother, the morning sunlight from the villa’s high windows dappled across her skin. The older woman was handsome, there was no doubt about that, but years managing the household under the firm hand of her husband had given her a sharpness that hadn’t yet touched Medusa’s soft features. ‘Priestesshood is an honour that has been bestowed on our family for generations, and I was grateful for the opportunity. Not many women have the chance to be elevated in such a way, and it’s a joyous occasion. Next to my wedding day, it was the happiest day of my life.’

A broad smile swept over Medusa’s mother’s face, but it didn’t touch her eyes.

She was lying.


      [image: image-placeholder]There was a brisk wind blowing off the Mediterranean, filling Medusa’s nostrils with the tang of salt. She knew she should be below deck with her parents, protecting her intricately styled hair and perfect makeup from the sea spray, but who knew when she would be able to cross these waters again? Once her term at the temple was complete, she would be married off to an eligible nobleman, and might never return to the island of Lade again. 

Whether that would be a good or bad thing, she could not decide.

The butterflies threatened to return, anticipation swelling in Medusa’s chest. She relished the opportunity to see a real city, and escape the tedium of the gynaeceum – the woman’s area of the house where her greatest excitement was completing the day’s weaving – but being thrust into the life of a public figure and all the pressure and expectation that came with it was overwhelming. The vow of chastity while she served the goddess Athena didn’t worry her – the few men she had been permitted to meet hadn’t interested her in the slightest – but the shift from relative solitude to being under constant scrutiny was daunting.

‘Medusa!’ Her mother’s shrill voice erupted from behind her, almost swallowed by the howl of the wind and the crash of the waves against the bow of the ship. ‘Come inside before the sun spoils your complexion!’

The words were immediately forgotten as something much more interesting came into view on the horizon – the skyline of Miletus.

Excitement gripped Medusa’s insides. She had heard tales of the greatest city in Ionia – from housewives’ gossip around the local well,  and from eavesdropping on her father’s discussions with other influential men as she loitered near the door to the male-only andron – but none of it compared to beholding it with her own eyes.

A tremendous harbour sprawled ahead of them, with a great number of ships moored in the glittering sapphire water, dock workers scurrying back and forth with goods from foreign and exotic lands. A breathtaking tapestry of urban life hugged the bay, a scattering of vibrant orange clay and striking white limestone dotted with accents of dark hardwood and glistening marble. Beyond the first ring of municipal buildings, temples and courtyards stood the grand amphitheatre, sweeping around the city in a huge crescent and standing taller than any structure Medusa had seen before. It was breathtaking.

She stepped forward to get a better look, wrapping an arm around the figurehead for balance and reaching up on to her toes, eyes scanning the city for the Temple of Athena – her new home.

Medusa’s mother had told her scant information about where she would reside for the next four years, almost as if she couldn’t bear to relive her time there, but Medusa imagined it as a tremendous, imposing place. As the ship drew closer to Miletus’ shoreline, her sharp eyes picked out many impressive stone buildings, but as her gaze swept over the south-western edge of the city, her breath caught in her throat, and she knew she had found it. The Temple of Athena.

Even from her distance on the approaching ship, Medusa could pick out the towering granite columns and high vaulted roof that could only belong to the most significant place of worship in the city. It loomed over the surrounding area like some great guardian, watching over the people. Whether for protection or retribution, Medusa did not know.

A firm hand suddenly grasped Medusa’s arm, forcefully pulling her back from the ship’s prow.

‘What do you think you are doing?’ her mother hissed, dragging Medusa across the deck towards the inner quarters of the vessel. ‘Do you want to arrive looking like some common, ungroomed servant?’

She pushed Medusa through an open doorway into a protected cabin. The wind immediately dropped and the fresh, sea breeze was replaced by stale, stuffy air.

‘Sit down and tidy yourself up,’ Medusa’s mother whispered into her ear, shoving her forwards into the small space she had abandoned just minutes ago. ‘I will not let you bring shame on your father and our family name on today of all days.’

Medusa moved deliberately slowly, crossing the dark room to a wooden bench where her father and brother sat straight-backed, dressed in the finery of aristocratic Grecian men, neither meeting her gaze. She lowered herself beside her brother, fighting the urge to sneer. Of course, the men of the family would put on a great show today, exuding pride and affection they had never felt for the daughter whose life had been planned out since before birth. To them, she was sub-human, just a pawn for them to use to their advantage to maintain their ranking as one of Ionia’s most powerful families.

Medusa had always tried to accept her lot in life as a woman living in a world dominated by men. They decided her future, they told her where to go, what to do, and who she would marry, and she accepted it quietly and without argument. But right then, in that moment, she hated them for it.
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Crowds surged towards the harbour, buffeting against Ismene as she tried to battle against the flow of bodies. She swore under her breath as a stranger barged past her, their rough shoulder dragging her headscarf back and revealing her face. 

‘Damn it!’ she muttered, dashing to the side of the street to seek the refuge of the shadows between two narrow villas. Once out of sight, Ismene tugged the scarf back down, relief washing over her as she was hidden once more. Her gaze returned to the flow of people sweeping down towards the sea front, excited chatter buzzing all around them. 

Where are they going?, she thought.

There were no festivals scheduled today, she was sure, but it wouldn’t be surprising if there was something exciting happening in town and her parents had kept her ignorant of it. They wouldn’t want to pique her curiosity and risk her slipping away into town. Again. 

Ismene straightened her himation and wrapped it more firmly around her shoulders, the outer garment in disarray from the pushing and shoving of the crowd. She reached into the folds of the fabric, her heart fluttering as her fingers found the obols stitched into the lining. She rubbed her thumb against the linen, smiling as she felt the raised horsehead on the coins’ surfaces. She had been saving for this opportunity for months; she should really hurry straight to the agora and back home before her absence was discovered. Ismene chewed her lip, watching the anxious crowd bustling past. Her father would be at the workshop until sundown – there was time to visit the market and see what was causing such excitement on the way.

Pulling her headscarf close, Ismene slipped into the crowd and let it carry her southwards, towards the sea. 

She would find out what all this commotion was about.


      [image: image-placeholder]People crushed in on every side, the forced proximity sending Ismene’s pulse racing. So close to so many bodies, a heady aroma of scented oils, body odour and herbs flooded her senses. Men and women pressed against Ismene as they all gathered to see what was drawing so much attention, sending a small thrill up her spine. Hundreds of people surrounded her, and yet she was practically invisible. No staring, no frowns as she hid further beneath her headscarf, no shaking heads or whispers of ‘such a waste’. 

‘What’s going on?’ a surly seaman shouted over the crowd, face screwed up in frustration. ‘Some of us have a job to do here!’

‘She’s here!’ a tall younger man ahead of Ismene yelled back, pointing to the row of small ships docked at the harbour. ‘The new priestess of Athena arrives today!’

Ismene frowned.

Is that it?

Were these people really so excited about a woman on her way to live a chaste and tedious life in a temple for half a decade? Ismene was reverent of the gods, of course, but had never taken much notice of the people tending to their places of worship. Such roles were part of the political games in the city which her parents discussed at length, but which Ismene considered irrelevant and, frankly, boring. Her father’s attempts to marry her off had been thus far unsuccessful, and so Ismene had become practically worthless in Miletus society. That suited her just fine; she had long ago had enough of the twisted faces of would-be suitors when they examined her features.

Ismene stood on her toes, head swivelling from side to side in search of an escape route through the mass of people. She had already spent too much of her precious time away from home on this anticlimactic investigation; her freedom was limited – she couldn’t waste it.

‘Excuse me,’ she murmured, trying to squeeze between a large man and his wife. They didn’t move, both too engrossed in the arrival of a woman who would be forgotten about within a few days, out of sight and out of mind. Ismene turned around, but the space behind her had already been filled by a throng of new people, all deaf to her pleas to step aside and let her through.

‘I see her,’ a well-dressed lady to Ismene’s right called out, ‘the new priestess! She’s beautiful.’

Ismene rolled her eyes, but didn’t continue trying to move away. She was stuck in the crowd now, and she might as well catch a glimpse of the person everyone else was so interested in.

It was a long time since Ismene visited a temple – her parents preferred her to worship at home – and she imagined the priestess to be a stern-faced, humourless woman, focused entirely on completing her service as easily as possible before moving on to bigger and better things. Nevertheless, Ismene’s curiosity had always gotten the better of her. She leaned forwards, rising on the balls of her feet to get a better look.

That’s when she saw her.

A young woman, no older than Ismene herself, stepped off a gangplank onto the dock, waving shyly at the cheering crowd, a blush radiating across her plump, olive-skinned cheeks. She was tall – no doubt a trait inherited from the statuesque nobleman standing beside her, who Ismene presumed to be her father – and blessed with a voluptuous pear-shaped figure.

And, by the gods, she was beautiful.

The crowd fell away, the chatter and excitement silenced as Ismene’s gaze focused on this entrancing woman. She stepped forward, moving with an effortless elegance Ismene could never hope to replicate, an uncertain smile playing on her full, crimson lips.

Ismene’s skin tingled as the woman’s large, dark eyes swept over the crowd, her heart skipping a beat as that unsure but piercing gaze seemed to settle on her face for just a moment. A blink and the connection was gone, but the burning in Ismene’s cheeks lingered. Those eyes… They made Ismene feel light-headed, a deep and unfamiliar heat coiling in her stomach. It was exhilarating.

And petrifying.

‘What in the names of the gods are you doing here?’

Ismene froze. The heat evaporated from her body as her blood curdled into ice.

Oh, no. No no no no no.

She knew she should turn and face him, but it was as if her feet were rooted to the ground.

‘Answer me!’

Rough hands clamped onto Ismene’s shoulders and spun her around so she was looking directly into the blazing eyes of her father. His face was contorted with barely controlled rage, his fingers digging into Ismene’s flesh so hard she knew there would be bruises tomorrow.

‘I… I just…’ Ismene stammered, shame pooling in her gut at how pitifully meek she sounded. ‘I thought—’

‘You thought you could wander the city unescorted?’ her father shouted, angry spittle spraying from his wide mouth. ‘Have you not brought enough shame on our family?’

‘I… I’m sorry.’ Ismene’s cheeks flushed. She could feel eyes on her from all around; people were starting to notice the scene they were causing. ‘Father, please…’

‘And where is your mother?’ If her father realised they were drawing an audience, he didn’t care. His anger had always blinded him. ‘Did she permit this?’

‘No!’ Ismene finally found her voice. ‘Mother is unwell – she thinks I’m home, I swear.’

Her father narrowed his eyes, searching for lies, whether real or imagined. ‘We’ll see about that.’ His hand moved to Ismene’s wrist, and he pulled her towards him. ‘Come on.’

Ismene twisted in his grip, hoping to catch a final glance of that breathtaking priestess as her feet were put into motion against her will. 

But it was too late. Ismene craned her neck to look past her shoulder just in time to see a head of perfectly braided dark hair disappear behind a closing carriage door. She tore her eyes away, stumbling as her father dragged her through the crowd, his thunderous expression clearing a path for them as he led his daughter like a disobedient bullock.

Ismene’s adventure was over before it had truly begun, and all she had gained for her efforts was an already fading memory of the most beautiful woman she had ever seen.

By the gods above, she swore she would see her again.
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Once all the pomp and ceremony was over, Medusa’s new elevated status seemed to evaporate. 

After several days of meeting politicians and ambassadors, being paraded in front of foreign dignitaries, and receiving offerings from the wealthy and powerful so that their families might receive preferential prayers (always implied, of course, never said explicitly), her world was plunged into silence.

The Temple of Athena transformed from a bustling centre of music, speeches and processions to an empty cavern, each footstep echoing a thousand times off the cold marble surroundings as Medusa drifted through the great space like a ghost.

In a way, she enjoyed the peace. There was a paradoxical freedom to being bound to the temple, out of the sight of her critical mother and cold, distant father. No more reminders of her duties to come, that her pivotal role was to ensure the ambitions of the family were achieved no matter the personal cost. Medusa had been lonely her entire life, alone even when surrounded by the people who claimed to love her, and this new form of solitude settled around her shoulders easily.

The assistants and acolytes who shared Medusa’s new home treated her with polite indifference. They offered the appropriate respect and reverence as warranted by her status as priestess, but there was no warmth between them, no companionship through their shared bonds to the goddess Athena, no whispered secrets or girlish chatter. The nights were near silent, each woman wrapped in a cocoon of their own thoughts and dreams, never shared or spoken aloud. Medusa would often lie awake, wondering about the girls she saw each and every day but knew so little about. Were they happy with the roles they had been allotted? Would it matter if they weren’t? One day, as they tended to the great altar outside in the morning sunlight together, Medusa had caught Kephissa, a senior acolyte within the temple, smiling the kind of private smile revealed in a moment of remembrance or thoughts of the future, and Medusa wondered if she was thinking of a loved one. A friend or lover, perhaps. She would likely never know.

Medusa tried to convince herself she didn’t need the company of others, that she was content with her quiet detachment and would never long for human touch, but with each day that slipped by, cracks in her resolve reached deeper. She knew she was to be married someday, wed to an important and wealthy man of her father’s choosing, for whom she would bear children and fulfil her expected purpose, but when she imagined this future, no desire or joy stirred within her. There would be no love between her and this faceless husband – just as she had never witnessed love between her own parents – only a shared sense of duty and a cold marital bed. She hoped, at least, that he would be kind.

Medusa’s favourite activity was visiting the naos – the small, windowless inner chamber of the temple – and worshipping the statue of Athena that dwelled within its walls. Lit only by a single shaft of sunlight through the doorway and overlooked by the goddess of wisdom herself, the shadowy, narrow room felt like a private sanctuary, a secluded space away from prying eyes and judgemental looks.

It was within the small haven of the naos that Medusa’s mood was its lightest. As priestess, she had a small office to tend to her administrative duties, but it was by no means private; acolytes would come regularly to receive their work orders, and often appear beside Medusa if there was anything they needed help with, especially if a wealthy or prestigious visitor demanded the priestess’ attention. But in the naos, Medusa could light the oil lamps and sit beside the goddess, reading theological texts in their soft amber glow and basking in the peace that came with Athena’s company. She would not dedicate her entire life to religious worship – that was not the destiny decided for her – but she enjoyed immersing herself in the lore of the gods, their fantastical creation, their wondrous powers, and their impact on the world and its people. Alone in the naos, she could pretend she was truly part of their world. While Medusa was still unused to her high authority within the temple, and would not dream of wielding it unfairly, she knew no one would disturb the private worship of the priestess, and she revelled in every moment of gentle tranquility before she stepped back through the threshold and into the harsh light of reality.


      [image: image-placeholder]As spring transitioned into summer, Medusa found herself waking early with the rising sun, padding through the empty temple grounds on bare feet to seek the company of the goddess. One morning, she was roused from her sleep as the sun was barely on the horizon, Helios and his chariot just beginning their flight across the pre-dawn sky. Medusa blinked, eyes quickly adjusting to the gloom. She surveyed the sleeping quarters around her, searching for what could have woken her before the sunlight crept between the pillars and illuminated the room, but there was nothing there aside from her acolytes, lost in slumber in their own cots. 

Wide awake despite the early hour, Medusa slipped a shawl around her shoulders and crept past her sleeping sisters towards the inner sanctum of the naos. Being in the presence of the goddess always soothed her. Perhaps after some quiet meditation she would be able to sleep until the morning sun graced the temple.

With well-practiced movements, Medusa was near-silent as she manoeuvred through the temple grounds. This early, the silence was almost complete, the birds not yet woken by the rising sun. As she drifted through the courtyard towards her destination, the only sound was that of her own beating heart. That… and something else.

Medusa halted and strained her ears. The sound was quiet, but unmistakeable. Footsteps.

Goosebumps erupted over her skin. While the temple was never strictly closed to the public, there was an understood etiquette, and no one entered outside of daylight hours. There were treasures in the naos, votive offerings to the goddess Athena, but what thief would dare desecrate such a holy place and incite the wrath of the gods?

Medusa crept to the end of the courtyard, staying close to the columns that lined its edges in case the intruder appeared and she required additional cover. Thick shadows pooled around their bases and gathered in every corner, but amidst the gloom she could see an orb of light swaying back and forth towards the inner sanctuary. A lamp. Someone was there, and they were almost at the naos.

Heart pounding, Medusa hurried after the intruder, thankful she had kept her feet bare. She padded across the cold marble in near-silence, long strides soon bringing her close enough to see the stranger’s hooded cloak disappear through the doorway of the naos. They were smaller than she expected, shorter than Medusa, narrow-shouldered and surprisingly slight for a late-night burglar.

As the figure swept out of view, Medusa crept up close behind, clinging to the stone wall as she leaned out and peered into the naos. A frown creased her brow as she watched them, standing in the centre of the small space with their oil lamp held aloft, head swivelling side to side as if unsure of their surroundings. On the stone table ahead of them sat fine jewellery, exquisite statuettes and bronze vases – all recent offerings to the goddess, and worth more than an average Ionian would earn in a year – but these were seemingly unnoticed by the intruder.

Emboldened by their uncertainty, Medusa stepped into the doorway. ‘Are you lost?’ She spoke softly, but in the dense silence she might as well have been shouting.

The figure spun around, startled. Their hood shrouded their face in mystery, but amidst the shadows two amber almond-shaped eyes widened with alarm. Before Medusa could say another word, they sprang at her, barrelling through the doorway.

‘Wait!’ Medusa snatched at them as they passed, fingers grasping a handful of their himation. The linen was thin, and tore as the stranger pulled away. Something small clattered to the ground, hidden in the shadows. The stranger turned and hesitated, gaze shifting between the dropped item and Medusa. They made to snatch at what they had lost, and as the lamp in their hands tilted, hot oil spilled over and onto their fingers, no doubt burning them.

‘Damn!’ they shouted, and Medusa blinked, shocked by their piercing female voice. It shattered the silence, reverberating off the surrounding walls and out into the temple grounds, the echo ricocheting off each column until the air was filled with her cries.

Eyes bulging as if surprised by her own curse, the strange woman spun around and darted away from Medusa. The sound of her footsteps rattled through the darkness until she was out of the temple, leaving Medusa frozen in uneasy silence, cheeks flushed and heart hammering in her chest.

Who was this strange, striking woman, and why had their interaction flustered Medusa so?

Taking a deep breath to settle her frayed nerves, Medusa set off back to her sleeping quarters, halting as something on the ground glinted at her in the gloom. She squatted and picked up what appeared to be a small coin. Holding it up to the dawn light beginning to filter into the temple, she could just make out the shape of a horse’s head.
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Ismene sprinted up the alleyway, her legs burning as she forced herself to keep running. The sun was almost fully risen; she had to get home before her father left for the workshop. 

Her lungs screamed at her to stop as she weaved through the Miletus streets, and the pulsing tips of her scalded fingers cried out for cold water, but there was no time. Her sandals slipped on the packed dirt when she careened too sharply around a corner, almost sending her colliding into an already-cracked limestone wall. She recovered just in time and stumbled onwards, relief flooding her body as the high class city townhouses gave way to more modest dwellings and places of work.

Almost home.

Spurred on by the more familiar surroundings, Ismene surged forwards, breathing hard. She had been foolish to think she could go to the temple and return before sunrise, and now she was going to pay for it.

Finally, the small, square building that was her family home came into view. Ismene slowed, eyes scanning for any sign of her father. It would do her no good if she made it home just to crash into him in the doorway. Thoughts of his ire brought a twinge of pain to Ismene’s sides as she approached the house, sticking close to the walls of the neighbouring buildings. With the adrenaline of her flight from the temple beginning to ebb, her bruised ribs, a gift from her father the last time he’d caught her out unescorted, throbbed.

Damn that man to Hades.

As if summoned by her curse, the door to the house burst open, revealing the frowning face of Ismene’s father. The breath froze in Ismene’s lungs and her pulse raced as she pressed her body into the wall, praying to every god and goddess that his gaze didn’t drift in her direction.

‘Anthea! Anthea!’ Ismene’s father shouted over his shoulder, each word dripping with contempt. ‘Where are you, woman? I need my tools!’

Anger burned through Ismene’s fear, but she pushed it down. She despised the way her father spoke to her mother, but now was not the time to challenge him. While he was distracted, she sidestepped slowly towards the house, hoping the early morning sun would hold off just a little longer and maintain the shadows clinging to the wall behind her. Her breath quickened as she inched closer, drawing level with the doorway, tantalisingly close to escaping his line of sight.

Ismene stepped to the side. Her foot caught on a rock and she stumbled, her hurried steps to right herself clattering like thunderclaps in the quiet street. Her father began to turn towards her, but halted as a high, strained voice called from inside the house.

‘Here, Thaddeus!’

Ismene cringed at her mother’s placating voice, but wasted no further time, sprinting to the back of the house while her father berated her mother for her less than satisfactory cleaning of his potter’s tools.

Ismene burst through the rear doorway, her surroundings a blur as she dashed upstairs and bolted into the gynaeceum – the only place within the house her father would never tread. Once inside, Ismene threw herself onto the hard couch, where she lay panting, every muscle in her body aching. She trembled all over, from the fear, panic, exertion and… something else.

Her eyes fluttered closed, and Ismene saw her again. The priestess.

She wasn’t supposed to have met her, not yet. Ismene had just wanted to see the temple, to understand the place where this enchanting woman now held residence. Since the accident, her prayers had been limited to the small altar in her living quarters, where she wouldn’t have to cover her face to avoid the cruel stares of strangers, and such grand – and public – places of worship intimidated her.

And yet… The Temple of Athena was tended to by exclusively women, and Ismene had always felt more comfortable in the company of her own gender. Perhaps she could convince her father to escort her there…

No.

Ismene sat upright and shook her head. She knew better than to ask her father for unexpected and unexplained journeys – how had her once-sharp mind become so addled? She rose and strode to the basin in the corner of the room, straining to lift the terracotta water jar beside it.

Mother must have already been out to fill it, Ismene thought bitterly. Frail and barely recovered from her recent illness, and yet still up with the first glimmers of dawn light to begin the housework. Ismene wanted to be impressed by the fine example of a model housewife her mother provided, but where she should have felt pride she only found resentment. Her mother worked so hard, catered to her husband’s every whim, and what did she get in return? No love, no warmth, no income or agency of her own, just barked orders and cutting remarks.

‘Men,’ she muttered as she eased the jar forward to let some water into the basin. Even the fine terracotta was a reminder of her father. Ismene’s eyes swept over the pattern painted on the its smooth surface. To her, it looked immaculate, a skilled series of classic Ionian images – leaves of laurel, charging horses, great ships – but her father had deemed it unsatisfactory and unsuitable for sale, and brought it home from the workshop in a great temper.

Ismene’s gaze lingered on one of the painted horses, and her stomach dropped.

The obols!

She hastily placed the water jar back on the ground and rifled through the folds of her himation, desperate fingers searching for the secret pocket she had stitched into it. Her breath hitched when she felt the familiar weight of the hidden coins; she had only dropped one. And now the priestess had it.

At the thought of her, Ismene’s face flushed, fresh heat scorching her cheeks. She dipped her hands into the cool water in the basin and scooped great handfuls over her face. After several minutes, she stood back, the front of her tunic soaked through. Pulling back her hood and letting her bronze curls burst free, Ismene placed the back of one hand against her forehead.

Her skin might have cooled, but her heart still fluttered like the furious wings of a bird in flight.

What was this sickness that had infected her? When she closed her eyes, the priestess’ face appeared unbidden, and Ismene’s body thrummed with an energy that was both exhilarating and terrifying.

She returned to the couch and threw herself down onto the pillows. No matter how much she tried to blink them away, images of the priestess’ wide, surprised eyes and her dark lips, parted ever so slightly, drifted across Ismene’s field of vision. She truly had an affliction, and visiting the temple had exacerbated it ten-fold.

It was too much.

Ismene should never have gone there, and she would never return. Whatever fantasy had driven her to the temple had to be forgotten.

It was over before it had truly begun.
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Second only to the Temple of Athena, the North Agora was the grandest area in all of Miletus. 

Medusa attempted to maintain an indifferent expression – the calm serenity befitting of a priestess – but her eyes widened as she took in the bustling marketplace. Her father had described it once to Medusa as a child, when he had returned to the island of Lade following a successful political meeting and she had assaulted him with questions until he relented, but his brief words did not do the place justice.

All around Medusa merchants and artisans called for her attention, display tables draped in the finest wares in all Ionia. Stores held shelves of gold, bronze and silver, delightful aromas of baking bread and roasting meats drifted through the air, and the sound of hammers pounding and wheels spinning echoed from the workshops. Compared to the sedate quiet of the temple, it was a cacophony of activity that sent Medusa’s pulse racing.

Heads turned as she swept through the agora, the nods of acknowledgement, knowing smiles, and raised eyebrows sending a blush across Medusa’s cheeks. Being recognised would never feel entirely comfortable to her, and every significant family in the city vying for her favour made her stomach churn. During their meetings, the faces of her petitioners had become a blur, each ambitious husband and obedient wife blending into the next. Medusa worshipped the goddess of wisdom and reason, and had no doubt the great Athena would frown upon such vain and shallow attempts to gain social and political superiority.

Bribery would not grant these people access to Medusa’s prayers.

As her gaze drifted over the stallholders and the bustling crowd, she was frozen in place by two piercing blue eyes, locked on her from across the marketplace. People weaved in and out around her, but that stare remained focused on Medusa, sending a dreadful chill radiating through her body. The rest of the face was indistinct, the eyes drawing her attention completely. The shouts of merchants and bartering customers faded into nothingness, leaving only Medusa and those pale, penetrating eyes.

She blinked, and the figure was gone. The cold uneasiness that had settled on her skin dissipated as if it had never existed, and the sounds of the busy agora refilled Medusa’s ears. She shook her head, bewildered. Had that really happened, or were her early mornings and periods of prolonged solitude affecting her more than she had realised? A nearby spice merchant called to her, pulling Medusa out of her thoughts, and she ducked back into the crowd, letting the stream of bodies carry her onward.

Finally, the potter’s studio came into view. She clutched the amphora in her arms closer to her chest and hurried through the crowd, weaving between bodies until she could slip into the sanctuary of the small store.

A short, stocky man turned as Medusa stepped through the doorway, his attention shifting from the array of fine vases and sculptures around him to his visitor, a frown creasing his prominent brow. He sported a dense beard which was more grey than black, and the smears of wet clay streaking his linen apron suggested Medusa had interrupted the finishing of one of his pieces. He looked Medusa up and down, his eyes slowly tracking over her body, coming to rest on her uncovered head and the finely braided hair which marked her as a priestess of high status.

‘Can I help you… Your Grace?’ he said warily, his gruff voice contrasting the polite words.

Medusa lifted the large vase in her arms and the potter raised an eyebrow, silently demanding further explanation of the task expected of him.

‘This is from the Temple of Athena,’ Medusa began, this finally piquing his interest. ‘It is very old, and a sacred vessel for several of our rituals. However...’ She twisted the amphora so the potter could see the deep crack marring one of its sides. ‘One of the new acolytes was… not as gentle as she could have been. Is it salvageable?’

Evadne – the new and extremely nervous acolyte who had dropped the vase during her first ritual – had been distraught by the damage she caused, and it had taken a great deal of reassurance from Medusa that she would not be severely punished to finally calm her. Many of the girls under her instruction had not been provided the level of education and practice that Medusa had gained before serving the goddess, and she would not see them punished for that.

The potter lifted the vessel away from Medusa, tugging it roughly from her fingers. She frowned at his impoliteness, but held her tongue. Her status as priestess granted her greater privileges than most – it was only this status that allowed her to be out in public unescorted at all – but she was still a woman, and the wrong words from an influential man could have devastating consequences.

‘Hmm,’ the man murmured, holding the amphora up and running a calloused thumb over the fissure in its surface. ‘Yes. Yes, I believe I can fix this.’

Medusa opened her mouth to respond, delighted at this news, but she was cut short by the potter’s bellowing.

‘Girl!’ He yelled over his shoulder at an open doorway, presumably leading to some sort of storeroom or workshop. ‘Girl!’

‘Yes, Father?’ A high voice called back. It was oddly familiar to Medusa. She had never been to this studio – had never been to the agora at all – and yet she was sure she knew that voice. 

‘Amphora for repair,’ the potter continued his command. ‘Make room on the rack and come get it. Quickly, now!’

‘Yes, Father.’

Medusa’s eyes widened as realisation struck her. It could not be… and yet only one voice had struck Medusa in such a profound way. That woman. The intruder.

She swallowed, her throat suddenly tight, her mouth dry. The potter was speaking, but his words didn’t reach her through the throb of her pulse in her ears.

‘Girl!’ His shout shook Medusa out of her trance. ‘What is the hold up? Get out here!’

‘Allow me,’ Medusa mumbled, snatching the amphora out of his hands. He opened his mouth to protest, but Medusa swept past him with as much authority as she could muster and glided through the doorway into the back room.

There she was.

Medusa watched, entranced, as the young woman shifted between pots of all sizes, moving them from place to place with purpose. In the privacy of her father’s studio, she had let her headscarf fall around her shoulders, releasing a magnificent array of honey-coloured curls. She was slim, with an athletic frame, and carried herself with a self-assured determination that was bewitching to watch.

After several long, captivating moments, Medusa felt she must make her presence known. As beguiling as this young woman was, it seemed intrusive to watch her for any longer in what she thought was a private activity.

‘Excuse me.’ Medusa spoke softly, but the other woman started, spinning to face the priestess with wide eyes. She frantically tugged her headscarf up, taking great pains to draw it forward so it shadowed almost all of her narrow face, with only her striking amber eyes truly visible. Medusa caught a glimpse of what she believed was the reason for the other woman’s shyness, but kept quiet, patiently waiting for her to finish rearranging her clothing.

‘Um… Can I help you?’ the young woman asked, once she had somewhat composed herself. Her eyes fell on the amphora still clutched in Medusa’s arms, and she reached forward to relieve her of it. The ends of her fingers were red, the tell-tale shine of a recent burn streaked across each one. Medusa’s pulse quickened a little; it was definitely her. 

‘Thank you.’ Medusa smiled as the woman gently pulled the vase from her hands and carried it to the rack by the wall. ‘Perhaps, now we’re meeting in more pleasant circumstances, you can grant me the pleasure of your name?’

The other woman froze, the amphora hovering above the rack in paralysed fingers. ‘Oh, no… Oh, gods, no.’

Sympathy stirred in Medusa’s chest at the panic in the other woman’s voice. She hurried forward and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder, which was met with another wide-eyed stare.

‘It’s all right,’ Medusa soothed, using her free hand to guide the amphora to its proper place in the rack before it slipped from the other woman’s trembling hands. ‘You are not in any trouble. It’s purely by chance that our paths have crossed again – I swear I did not seek you out.’

The young woman nodded, releasing the amphora safely into the rack and clasping her hands together, but she continued to thrum with nervous energy.

‘And your name?’ Medusa prompted again, maintaining a gentle tone to her voice so as  not to fluster the other woman any further.

‘Ismene.’

’That’s beautiful.’ The simple compliment elicited a small, shy smile from Ismene, partially obscured by the headscarf she continued to tug over her face. ‘If you would forgive my boldness,’ Medusa continued, not wanting to fray the woman’s nerves further, but unable to quell her curiosity, ‘why did you come to the temple that night?’

Though Ismene’s ochre face was still shadowed by the scarf, Medusa thought she spied a hot blush sweep across the small area she could see. She felt her own cheeks heat to match, whether in sympathy or some other undefined emotion, she could not quite tell.

‘I…’ Ismene began, her voice little more than a squeak. She cleared her throat and continued with greater conviction. ‘I just wanted to see.’

A smile twitched at the corner of Medusa’s mouth. There was something about this woman – shy and unsure of herself one moment, and bold and reckless in another – that piqued her interest.

‘Well,’ Medusa said slowly, watching carefully for the reaction to her next words, ‘if you want to see the temple and our work there, I would be happy to escort you around and teach you about our worship.’ She swallowed, hoping she was not being too forward. ‘You would be very welcome.’

For a moment, Ismene’s eyes lit up with something akin to delight, but it was quickly replaced by something else, something dark. ‘While I’m sure that would be… lovely,’ she said wistfully, ‘I don’t think it would be possible.’

A subtle flit of Ismene’s eyes to the doorway and back – so fast Medusa almost missed it – told her everything she needed to know. ‘You’re afraid.’ She held out an arm to gesture through the doorway to the storefront. ‘Afraid of him.’

Ismene nodded, chewing her bottom lip in a way that made Medusa’s stomach flutter strangely.

‘Well, then,’ Medusa said brightly, squaring her shoulders and summoning all of the priestessly authority she had learned in recent weeks. ‘I shall have to convince him.’

Before Ismene could protest, Medusa hooked an arm through hers and led her swiftly through to the front of the store, where the potter was waiting. A perplexed expression coloured his face, and as his gaze landed on Ismene, it shifted to one of barely concealed outrage.

‘What are you—’

‘Good sir, I am astounded!’ Medusa beamed at the potter, using every modicum of charm she had been taught growing up to lace her voice with honey and her body language with grace. ‘Your wife has shown tremendous aptitude for the wisdom of our lady Athena. You have married a woman with great promise.’

The potter blinked, his bewildered gaze slowly shifting between the two women stood before him. ‘She,’ he began, pausing to clear his throat, ‘is my daughter.’

Medusa forced a dainty, surprised laugh. It was as she’d suspected – and hoped, judging by the odd sense of relief that fluttered in her chest – but the information would serve her purposes perfectly.
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