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The palace is hollow, the echo of my footsteps sounding all around us as a palace guard leads me into the throne room. I washed just this morning, put on my best clothes, twisted my hair into a neat plait down my back, put on my good shoes. All to look good for this meeting with the king and his advisor. 

The announcement of the competition made its way to my village. One inviting any woman in the kingdom to a competition, a show of skill in battle. A mere eight showed up. Admittedly, that was more than I thought would show up. A few were meager in their attempts. I think they only came for the reward, taking the chance on the off chance they would muster up some skill. Three showed some skill, then there was one woman who was very skilled with a sword. Her skillset certainly matched my own. What gave me the advantage over them was my skill with a bow and arrow. I was chosen among the eight women to come to the palace and hear the conditions of this reward. 

The king is upon his throne as I enter, his advisor by his side. The guard says nothing, simply bows and takes his leave. 

“Your Highness,” I say as I curtsy. 

“Young lady,” he replies. “Andromeda, correct?

“Yes, Sire,” I confirm. 

“Well done in the competition, Andromeda.”

“Thank you very much, Sire. Your praise is an honor.” 

He smiles. “We are glad to have you here. We need you to perform an important service to our kingdom. You have shown great skill, and we believe you can perform the task needed for us.” 

“Of course, Sire,” I say. I try to not give in to my nerves, but I can feel the rate of my pulse pick up. “What is it that you require?”

The king leans forward in his seat. “I daresay, have you have heard the tales of Medusa?”
“The Gorgon? Yes, Sire, of course I have. The woman who turns men to stone.”
“Indeed,” the king mutters, his lips pulling into a grimace. “Though I would not go so far as to call her a woman. She is a monster.”
I tilt my head. “It is said she has sent dozens of men to their graves?”
“Yes, it is true. She has. Every man we send is found as a statue, or else what is left of his statue is found broken miles from her cave. Or, on occasion, we have instead found shattered piles of stone instead, that we can only assume are the men we have sent in.” 
My eyebrows raise, eyes widening a fraction, betraying a measure of fear. I wait for the king to continue. 
“As I assume you have heard, the tales are that Medusa’s gaze turns men to stone.”
“Yes, Sire, I have indeed heard this.” 
“Yes, Sire, I have indeed heard this.” There is a pause. Silence. No one speaks, and scarcely moves. The king’s advisor glances between him and me. 
“Well, my advisor and I were conversing on the matter just days ago, and a thought occurred to us.” There is another pause, but the king goes on. “Medusa’s gaze is said to turn men to stone, and this is perfectly true, as we have seen. However, the legends do say men. Which led us to wonder, if we send in a woman, will she be able to confront the Gorgon without the threat of  turning to stone herself?”
“So, the legends are quite literal, then?”
“Yes, they are,” he says with certainty, though it is difficult to have no measure of fear. Especially since it seems to be the first time they will be trying this new tactic. The king continues. “ If you do this, and succeed, I will take care of your family. Make sure they are provided for for the rest of their lives.” 
I feel my eyes light up, my stance change, standing taller, attention rapt. “Very well, Your Highness. I will do this.” 
“Excellent,” he says. “You shall head out within the next twenty-four hours. Go back home, gather anything you will need. We will provide anything else you may require–”
“Thank you, Sire, I appreciate your generosity, but I prefer to use my own tools.”
“Very well. Go back home then, gather your things, make preparations for your journey. My advisor will give you a map to the Gorgon’s cave.”
“Yes, Sire. Is there anything else?”
“There is, yes.”
“What it is you require, Sire?”
“Bring us back the head of Medusa for proof, young lady. This monster has been terrorizing us for centuries. We require proof that she is, in fact, slain. Can you do this for me?”
I only let my pause last a beat, do not betray the trickle of fear, before I answer. “Yes, Your Highness, I can do this.”
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“My sweet, why did it have to be you? Why must you do this? Was there no one else who answered the call sent out? Why you?” My mother hovers over me as I pack my large satchel with all that I shall need for my journey to Medusa’s cave. 
“Mother.” I sigh as I stuff one change of clothes into my bag. “I put my name in for consideration, and I was chosen. I must do this. The king has sworn that he will provide for you, for our whole family, if I am to succeed.”
“But what if you don’t?” Her tone is desperate, and in truth I can scarcely bear to look at her. 
I shut my eyes and continue packing. I grab two of my daggers from my bedside table, sheath them, and stuff them into the satchel, then make to look for my compass. 
“Andromeda, darling, please listen to me–”
“Where is my compass?” I shuffle through the books on the chair by my bed. “Mother, do you know where it is?” 
She frowns. “No. No, darling, I do not.”
I shake my head as I turn to face her. “Are you sure?” There is a small smile on my face, and I am only half joking. She may have just heard about this journey but an hour ago from me, but I do think she may pull something like hiding my compass in hopes I say I cannot go.
“Am I sure?” She pulls herself up to her full height, brow raised, indignant. “Of course, I am sure. What do you think I did? Hide it?” 
I smile and shrug. “Perhaps.”
She chuckles and seems to deflate on the spot. “My dear, Andromeda.” She sighs. “I am your mother. I know you well. Do you think I truly believe that simply hiding your compass would stop you?”
I laugh softly. “No, that is true. You wouldn’t.” I sit on my bed.
“No, I would not.” Mother sits next to me, touches my hand with hers. I study the wrinkles there, the calluses from working the farm for so many years. “Besides, I do recall that your father taught you how to fashion one of your own out there in the woods if you needed to.” 
I look up at her and smile softly. “That he did.”
Her hand closes around mine and squeezes. I squeeze back just as my uncle walks in. 
“Here, you’ll be needing this, I suppose.” He holds up my compass.
*** 
“Are you sure you do not wish for me to accompany you?”
Uncle Tyrus has asked me this perhaps five times since I have come home from the palace. Every time I have told him no, but of course he must ask me once more. 
“Uncle,” I say as I reach my hands out to him. He clasps them in his own, peering down at me through his sky-blue eyes. “Thank you, but no, I must take this journey alone. For one, the king has sent me, not you, Uncle.”
“Yes, my dear, but he did not specify you could not bring anyone.”
I shake my head with a sigh. “And,” I persist, “Lest you forget, Uncle Tyrus, Medusa’s gaze turns men to stone. You cannot accompany me.” 
“And they are quite sure that her gaze will not turn you to stone? They are certain that her gaze is only deadly to men?” 
Mother’s eyes are tearing, the salty drops ready to fall off her lashes. “Yes, Mother, of course they are. They told me so. Do not worry, Mother. All will be well, and then the king will take care of our family for the rest of our lives. This will be worth it, wait and see. Trust me.”
“I do,” she whispers. “I do trust you.” 
“Father trained me well, Mother. There is a reason that they chose me. We all know I am the best woman in the kingdom to wield a sword. And the best of all of our kingdom with a bow and arrow.” 
Uncle Tyrus lays his hand upon my cheek. “Look at you, all grown up. I wish my brother could be here to see you. Your father would be so proud of the woman you have become.” 
“Thank you, Uncle.”
It takes a great deal of strength to turn and face my mother, as I am anticipating the tears that will fall. I have never been very good with crying; I do not know how to deal with it, least of all from my mother. But I force myself to look her in the eye as I turn. I do indeed see the tears previously clinging to her lashes falling down her cheeks, carving a path down her careworn face. “Oh, Mother.” I exhale and reach out to hug her. She clings to me tighter than I thought was possible for her, and I cling to her as well. I give myself this minute of indulgence before I must pull away and be off. 
I have to pry myself out of her arms. I gaze down upon her and kiss her forehead. “Do not worry, Mother. I will be back, and all will be well. Better than well, all will be beautiful.” 
With a last look at my little family, and our farm, I head off. 
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I must take this chance. If I succeed, the king will provide for my family. That was not a lie. We sorely need it. I wish he had promised to take care of them either way, but I must take what I can get. So, I must succeed. I must bring him the head of Medusa.
It has been two days. I stare up at the legendary cave of Medusa, the Gorgon woman with snakes for hair, with the deadly gaze. A noise to my right grabs my attention, and I whip my dagger out its sheath at my hip, glance around the dark forest landscape. Leaves blow on the trees, though I am fairly certain I feel no wind. An owl calls somewhere above me, and the moon peeks out from behind the dark clouds that have gathered in the navy-blue sky. The cave is not too high; I know I can make it, and so I sheath my dagger and start toward it. 
**
Huffing just slightly, I pull myself up over the cave’s mouth and into the abyss. I see nothing. No one there, just the cave walls, with some drawings upon them. I grab my bow and fit it with an arrow, hold it ready by my right shoulder. The cave has a passage to the right, and I hear a disturbance. It sounds like footsteps. 
I draw my bow back, ready to let the arrow fly. A flash of something, and I release the arrow, but no one is there. I walk farther inside the cave, readying my bow again. I am right at the bend in the cave. I lift my bow, turn and …
No one is there. 
I gulp, and it drags painfully down my throat as my eyes scan the open cavern before me. The hairs on my neck and arms stand on end. Something is off. I can feel it. 
“They sent a woman?”
I spin on the spot, my bow drawn and ready, but the snake-headed Gorgon snatches it out of my hand. I shut my eyes. 
“You have already looked into my eyes. If you were to be stone, you already would be.” 
My exhale is shaky, but I steady myself as I open my eyes. 
“A woman. Hm, it appears they are finally getting it.”
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I wonder if the person climbing the short way to my cave believes they are being stealthy. I know they are out there; I can hear them. 
I hear them climb into the mouth of the cave as I rise to my feet. Hear them trek to the bend in my cave, but I know this dwelling better than they. I am behind them before they even step foot in my cavern. 
It is not a man this time. I smile. She tenses; I see the hairs on her neck stand up, stand still as she raises her bow, know that it is poised to let her arrow fly. But just as she turns, I snatch it from her grasp. She shuts her eyes, and I quirk my brow at her. “You have already looked into my eyes. If you were to be stone, you already would be.” 
I feel her shaky breath as she exhales, then her eyes open to look directly into mine, and she stays as flesh and bone as she was when she entered my home. 
“A woman. Hm, it appears they are finally getting it.” 
She trembles just slightly before speaking. “I guess they were right,” she mumbles as if this thought is more for herself than I. 
“Hm?” I incline my head in a mock curiosity. Her eyes narrow slightly as her gaze alights back on me. 
“The king,” she says this slowly. “And his advisor. They sent me here.” 
The snakes on my head hiss softly, and the woman takes a half a step back. I do not try to quiet them. “Of course they did. They have been sending men into my cave for decades. And his father for decades before that. And his father’s father before that. It is doubtful that they will ever cease.”
Her lips part, a half-formed word sitting between them, but nothing comes out, and she closes them again slowly. I can’t help but let my gaze linger on her lips for longer than I probably should. Her eyes stay on me, and she worries her lip between her teeth. 
“What is it?” I ask, crossing my arms across my chest. The snakes hiss again. 
Her dark brown eyes alight on me. “You killed their men,” she says. 
I let a cutting laugh go. “That is what they told you, I am sure,” I say coldly. “It is not your fault, really. You were ill-informed. Only fed the information that they gave to you. Of course, you don’t corroborate it.” 
“Excuse me?” The aura of fear coating her ebbs away at these words, and I grin. 
“I said you were merely following orders. Blindly, of course.” 
Her chest rises and falls with her breath. “What? They said you were killing people, and that they needed help. They sent me because they thought your gaze would not turn me to stone, that the legends were quite literal – and apparently, they are. So I went, as they asked, to hopefully stop any further bl–“ her voice halts and she corrects the word she was about to say. “–death.” 
“They told you I was a monster.” It is not a question, but she nods her agreement. “Hm, yes, naturally. What else would they tell you? When that is all that they know, or perhaps all that they want you to know. That I am a heartless beast who killed all of their men.”
Her eyes flare. “How am I to corroborate these rumors, then? When all I have to go on is what they tell me?”
“A fair point, I suppose. Rather brave to come up here after all they told you about me. Or foolish, perhaps. Why did you do it?”
“I told you–”
“No, I mean the real reason.”
She blinks. “For the good of my king–”
“What did he offer you?” I cut her off, and her mouth hangs open a moment. Her swallow drags along her throat. 
“He offered to take care of my family for the rest of their lives if I succeeded.” 
I scoff. “Only if you succeed. Of course. Typical of that pompous king.” I spit out the last word. “If you were slain by me, your family would get nothing.” 
She nods, and I sigh. “Yes, that does seem like the sort of thing he would say.” I pause and look her over. The daggers sheathed at her belt, the pack slung over her back, the bow and arrows she still holds in her hands. Her fingers curled around the items, still held slightly aloft, refusing to let them go completely slack. She is rather prepared. “He probably thinks you will fail,” I say to her anyway. 
She surprises me by saying, “I know that.” 
“You know this?” 
She nods again. 
“And yet you came anyway?” 
“I did.” 
“Is this because you think you can best me, or your family is so desperate for the king’s support that you would trek off to a probable suicide mission just in case it works out and your family is indeed taken care of for life?” 
She shifts the bow in her hands, gets a better hold on it. “I’m not sure I am certain I can best you, but I’m not sure I had resigned myself to walking into a suicide mission, either. But yes, it is worth it just for the chance of being taken care of by the king.”
“Indeed?”
“Yes,” she spits back at me. “It is worth it for my family, not that I expect you to understand.” 
My teeth clench, and the snakes lunge at her from my head, hissing violently. She rears back from us. “As it happens,” I begin, my voice scarcely above a whisper. “I do understand.” 
“You? You understand?” 
“Yes, young woman, I do. Not that I expect that they told you such a thing.” 
Her brows knit together. “Told me what?” 
I cock my head to one side, consider her. “That I once had a family, as well.”
“You– You had a family?” 
I offer nothing but a curt nod. “What else did they tell you to do when you got to my home?” 
The bow and her hands relax just a moment before she grips it again. I watch the bow rise another inch or so. “They told me to kill you …” Her words trail off. 
“Yes?” I prompt her.
She hesitates, though I cannot tell why. Is it fear or reluctance? “And to bring your head to them.” 
I chuckle, and the snakes hiss out laughs with me.  Her eyes dart to them for the first time, and she gulps. I watch her slender throat bob up and down. Then her gaze is back on my face, like she can’t bear to look at the snakes protruding from my skull. 
“Is that … Is that funny?” she asks. 
“No, not that. What is funny is that you have no idea why they want my head. Am I correct?”
“They told me it was for proof of your death.” 
“Do you truly believe that?”
“What do you mean?”
“You seem smart enough, yet you really bought into their deception?” 
“Deception?”
“You know that there is more to the story, don’t you? That it cannot be as simple as this monarch and his advisor paint it to be.”
Andromeda hesitates before speaking. “What are you talking about?”
“Would you like to know their true purpose? Why they really want me gone? Why they really want my head?” 
Slowly, her eyes trail up to me again, and there is no hesitation as she stares into my eyes. Her gaze narrows on me, and her delicate brows knit together as she nods her assent. 
“They want my head because they mean to use it as a weapon.” 
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My heart jumps to my throat. “A weapon?” I croak out. “What do you mean … a weapon? How can they use it as a weapon?”
Medusa’s gaze is stony as she looks at me. “Don’t you remember the legends? My gaze turns men to stone.” 
“Yes, but–”
“They can still use it to turn men to stone even when it is separated from my body. My head could be one of their greatest weapons against their enemies.” 
“They told me–”
“They lied,” she cuts me off, her voice cold and sharp like glass. After a moment’s silence, she speaks again. “Are you surprised? Truly?” 
If she is telling the truth … I knew the king had not told the whole truth, but this? This is worse a lie than I expected. Should the kingdom have this sort of power? What if they do not use it to protect, but to punish? 
“How do I know you are telling me the truth? How do I know you are not simply trying to save your own skin?”
“Would you like to cut off my head and test it?” 
My eyebrows raise to my hairline, and a light chuckle escapes my mouth. 
“What is it?” the Gorgon before me asks as she uncrosses her arms to let her hands rest on her hips. 
“I just … I didn’t expect you to have any sense of humor.”
“No? No, of course not, why would you expect a monster to have that?”
I have no retort to this, and the cave settles into silence. A bit awkward, a bit eerie, silence. But neither one of us seems too keen to break this silence, either. 
In our silent state, I look at Medusa. Really look at her, now that I know I in fact can do so without being turned to stone. The king and his advisor were right about this morsel of information. The Gorgon woman’s eyes are not how they described them. Not that they would have seen them. Nor anyone who would live to tell the tale, but still, I expected someone colder, someone different. 
Instead, I really just see a woman. Not like any woman I’ve ever seen before, maybe, but still, a woman standing before me. Not a monster made of nightmares. Yes, the snakes in her hair – as her hair – are quite jarring, but otherwise she looks almost normal. Her skin does have a slight greenish-grey tinge to it, but it is not unpleasant, not sickly. In fact, more ethereal, almost goddess-like in its unnatural glow and beauty. It – she –  is someone I feel you cannot help but stare at, cannot help but have a hard time drawing your eyes away from her. Which, I suppose, could be a part of what lures you into her. This ethereal … there is no other word for it … beauty. This ethereal beauty lures you into her orbit, her gravity and makes you forget there is a danger to begin with. So enthralled are you by her that you forget her gaze can turn you to stone. At least, if you are a man. 
I may be safe from her in that regard. She cannot turn me to stone, but that does not mean that she is not a threat. I clutch the bow in my hands, refusing to let it go. I will not let my guard down. If I never truly let it down with the king, then I certainly will not with her. Being turned to a statue may be off the table, but who knows in what other ways she can harm me? 
I could just kill her now, I think. I probably should kill her anyway. I have the chance, why should I not take it? But even as my fingers twitch around my bow and itch to draw it back, something holds me back. I cannot do it. I cannot kill her.  
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I sigh in a big huff of air. “Well, are you going to do it?” 
The woman narrows her eyes, the hold on her bow tightening. 
I spread my arms out wide on either side of me. “I’m right here. Not even trying to defend myself. Go ahead, take your shot, do the deed set upon you by the king. Do your duty to your kingdom, woman.” 
As I hold my arms out, giving her a clear shot, she merely stares, her brown eyes fixed on me–not with fear, but with curiosity.  The only two emotions I have seen mirrored at me for a long, long time are fear and hate. 
“What really happened?” she asks in a croaky voice barely above a whisper.
My heart—that I hardly feel sometimes—-thumps erratically inside my chest. I lower my arms, and my snakes hiss. “What do you mean by that?” 
“I mean–” She stops, swallows, and her voice sounds as though her throat is dry. “I mean, what happened? What really happened to you? You say I was lied to. Why do they really want to kill you? Is it really for your head? Were you always … like this?”
“They did lie to you. They do want my head. And no, I was not always like … this.” I gesture with my hand up to the snakes on my head, who I feel slither and writhe as I do. One of them touches my hand and gently flicks its tongue out against my skin. “You do not know the story? Of how all of this”—-I gesture to the snakes again—“came to be?” 
She shakes her head. “I’m afraid that I do not know all of it, no.” 
I glance over to two small boulders. “Perhaps we should take a seat.” 
Her gaze glides over to the two rocks, her eyes wary as she does. They dart back to me quickly. I lower my hands and step slowly over to the boulders, sidestep by sidestep, lifting my hands out in front of me. She tracks me as I do this, and as I sit on the boulder. Her gaze never leaves me. I gesture to the boulder next to me. 
“Join me. Please?” 
She hesitates, and then makes her way to me. I watch her every step, watch how she still clutches the bow as she does, and I smile. She doesn’t trust me, and she has no reason to. Not after all the lies she has surely been fed. I have no reason to trust her either, though I hope I can convince her of the truth of my story. Let my side of things be known. If she is to do this, if she decides to go through with killing me, then she must know all sides. She must know my side of the story, too. And the true intent of her king. 
Finally, she is at the boulder beside me, and as if she has been slowed down by an outside force, she sits, and I almost feel I could track the movement vertebrae by vertebrae, it is so slow and so deliberate. When she is seated, I simply smile at her. 
Her back straightens, she sits up taller. 
“What?” she demands. 
“Your defensiveness. It amuses me.” 
One eyebrow arches. “Because you think it is futile?”
“Because I have no plans to harm you, young woman.”
She lifts her chin, and her mouth presses into a thin line. The hold on her bow is steadfast. 
“Come to think of it, what is your name?”
“Pardon? Why?”
“If I am to continue to address you, I shan’t keep calling you young woman. You know my name, what is yours?”
She does not answer me, and I sigh, exasperated. “Names hold no power for me. Come now, it is not as if I am Rumpelstiltskin.” 
The corners of her mouth lilt up at the sides just a hint, and I find myself returning her miniscule smile. No one has smiled at me in a long time. It feels unfamiliar and almost wrong. Even a smile gracing my lips feels foreign, strained, as if the muscles of my face have forgotten how to do so. 
“No,” she trails off. “You certainly are not Rumpelstiltskin.” 
And something about how she says this has something else foreign happening. Just the slightest increase of my heart rate, the slightest little jump. The snakes on my head wriggle contently. 
“My name is Andromeda,” she says, finally. 
“A beautiful name,” I tell her truthfully.
“You are named after the wife of Perseus,” I continue, shaking my head at the irony. The snakes hiss violently and sway. Andromeda edges away on her seat. 
“Perseus?” she questions. “Why is that name so familiar to me?”
“Because, Andromeda, Perseus was the first one sent to kill me.” 
Her pretty lips part, and her mouth stays open as if stuck on a word left unsaid. 
“Yes,” she whispers, her eyes glazing over slightly. “Yes, that’s right. That is who he is. I had not realized that is where my name had come from.” 
“You hadn’t?” 
“No.” She gulps, and I watch the swallow drag along the curve of her throat. “The name has been … It has been passed down for generations now. My aunt had the name, though she passed long since.”
“I am sorry,” I say, and she turns towards me, her expression showing incredulity, perhaps even shock.
“What? Surprised that the monster can feel any sort of empathy?” She scoots away more at my cold tone, and I make a conscious effort to soften it. 
“As I told you, Andromeda, I am not a monster. This is simply what they wish you to believe. What they wish to have made of me. Well, they won’t. I will not let them. Let all the land believe it if they wish, but I refuse to fulfill their twisted perceptions and truly become one.”
It is a moment before I register the silence that has filled my cave, save for the soft sound of the snakes wriggling atop my head. 
“What?” I look at her face, and she is watching me with the first real empathy I have seen on her face–at least I think it is empathy. “What is it? Why are you looking at me like that?”
“Like what?”
“Like …” I grapple for the words, and there seems to be no other way to say it. “Like I am not, in fact, the monster you thought me to be.” 
She clears her throat, and I watch her skin wrinkle between her eyebrows as they furrow. “Because I think I am not seeing you as that right now.” 
Before I can ask why, she continues. “I know what it is like to … to have people tell you you are one thing your whole life, even if it is not what you are. Even if you show them time and again, ‘No, I am this. This is what I am. This is who I am.’ And they still don’t believe you–won’t believe you–refuse to see you as anything but what they have cast you as in their mind. When they think who you want to be is wrong and try to tell you to be different, I know what that is like.”
“Do you?” 
She meets my gaze head on. “Yes, Medusa, I do.” 
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I know exactly what she means. The people in my village always telling me to put down the bow and arrow, to stay in the kitchen. Make fresh bread for the family, darn and sew their garments. A woman is not meant to do the hunting and killing in our land, but that is exactly what I do. I had to, ever since Ezra died. We were mere children anyway, and Father had just passed. Uncle could have taken it all on himself, but he was growing old, and I picked up a bow to help. I just never put it down, really. 
“Yes,” I tell her. “I do.”
She studies my face so closely for a moment, and I think the snakes are studying it right along with her. There is a little voice inside me saying to look away, but there is a stronger part of me that cannot seem to do it.
“You do,” Medusa says slowly, and a soft hissing almost echoes her words. My eyes flick up the snakes to see if their mouths are in fact forming words, but all they are doing is wriggling their little tongues at the air. “I believe you do.” There is a pause, and the way she’s looking at me makes me squirm a little on the boulder I’m sitting upon, but not necessarily in a bad way. “In what way do they … miscast you, Andromeda?” 
I feel a soft smile work its way onto my lips as I look at her. And I see more of a woman than a monster now. A woman with snakes for hair, yes, but more woman than monster, nonetheless. “Oh, you know,” I say on a sigh. “In the ways they usually ‘miscast’ women in our society.”
“As damsels in distress, worthy of nothing but being saved by a man?” 
“Yes, exactly that. Though I suppose you’ve had a different experience?”
She is silent, and I take in her features again as she sits and contemplates whatever her answer is. There is actually something … beautifully striking about her. Her skin a smooth, deep olive, her jaw and bone structure sculpted as if of marble. Her eyes … dark, deep, endless stories within their depths. Then my eyes flit to the snakes writhing about on her head, and I find myself pulling away from her. I do not know if I regret this or not. My internal warning system is going off that she has no reason to not want me dead. In fact, she may have every reason to want me dead. But then, why has she not done anything yet? 
“Yes,” she says the word slow. “Yes, Andromeda, my experience has been very different.” She takes a deep breath, and I swear that the snakes take one with her. “I was not born a ‘normal’ woman, though, was I? Though, I suppose, who among us are? What is normal really? Normal is what we are told it is so that everyone can think that they are not. Regardless, I was not born a mortal, human woman. I was born generations upon generations ago. A Gorgon, not a woman. As were my sisters.” 
“You have sisters?” I interrupt without intending to; it just spills out of my mouth. 
The ghost of a smile lights her lips before she frowns. “Had sisters, Andromeda.” 
“They are gone?”
“Yes, long since dead.”
“I’m sorry,” I whisper. I truly mean it. 
When she turns to me again, her eyes look lighter. They are a medium blue hue. I wonder, have they changed? Were they like this since I walked in and I didn’t notice? Still, I could swear they were darker, less human. Maybe they were …
“What happened to them?” Her eyes flash dark again, and I’m sorry I asked, find myself scooting farther away from her on the boulder we sit upon until I am nearly falling off. The dark edges fade from her eyes, and the blue is back. They soften, sadden, and the snakes on her head seem to deflate. 
She looks away from me again. “They were killed. Murdered.” And when she turns to me again, her eyes are darker, inhuman, but something is telling me it is not directed at me. “By Perseus. The husband of the woman from whom you get your name, Andromeda.
“He was meant to kill me. That was what he was sent to do by his king, just as you were by your king. Though, he had help from the Gods. A measure of help, though evidently not quite enough to fulfill his entire duty set upon him.”
I am not certain that I should ask the next question, but I do anyway. “Which Gods did he have help from?”
“Hermes, and Athena.”
“Athena …”
“The one who cursed me to this.” She gestures up at her head covered in softly writhing snakes. I notice the slight green hue in what seemed to be dark olive skin, and her eyes that do not always seem human. 
“Yes,” I whisper. “That part of the story I remember. She cursed you. I have not heard this story since I was a little girl.”
“It got a bit lost over the years. It has been a very long time.”
“Why? Why did she curse you?”
“Did you forget that part of the myth? Or has that bit been omitted over time?” She scoffs derisively. “If it was ever in it. You know, I was not particularly privy to said myths. They were beyond my walls. After all, after I was cursed, how could I really leave them?” 
Her eyes, a mix of their dark hue and a softer blue, stare out into the distance before her. It has me comparing her eyes to the heart of a storm. The calm before the calamity.
“It was Poseidon. He is the one who is responsible for this curse now upon me for more years than your king has ruled the land. Far more.”
“What did he do?”
Her laugh is cold. “He bedded me. ‘Made love’ to me.” 
“And …” My words stumble over themselves. “And that is what sealed you to this fate?”
“Not only that.” There is a weighted pause. “He impregnated me …”
“Oh.” But evidently, she is not finished. 
“… in a temple of Athena.”
“O-oh, oh … I-I s-see.” 
“She is the virgin Goddess, of course. I think all three of those things combined are what led to my … punishment. My curse.”
“I only remembered that Athena had cursed you, but I could not recall the details.” 
Another question fills my mind now, though. Whether or not I should ask this creature … this woman … sitting beside me, I am not sure. But the curiosity gnaws at me until I can feel it itching to come out of my mouth. 
“Was it only you who was punished? Was Poseidon not also cursed for his indiscretions against the goddess Athena?” My words are coming out rushed. “I do not recall hearing a myth or tale of the sort, but of course I could just have missed–”
“You did not miss a thing, young Andromeda.” Her voice cuts like ice through the air. “No, Poseidon was not punished, not cursed for his indiscretions against the goddess. In fact, I doubt that he even made any in her eyes.” 
My fists clench by my side where I sit. I expected it, really, deep down, or maybe not so deep down, but I also desperately hoped I was wrong. Wishful thinking on my part, I suppose. “No, of course he didn’t.” I could and perhaps should stop talking, but I can’t seem to now that this fact has come to light. “Do they ever?” 
“I could easily infer you to be speaking about the Gods, but I believe that we both know that is not so.”
“No, not Gods. Men,” I nearly grind out the word on my teeth. 
Medusa chuckles; low, husky, sardonic. “Indeed,” she agrees. “Men. They get into trouble, certainly, but never in quite an equal share, hm?”
“No, things we can be punished, flogged, put to death for, they are merely expected to do because they are men. Despicable.” 
“Indeed …” she trails off, and I dare to look straight at her again, though this time I do not find it so scary. In fact, she is smiling. 
“W-what?” I ask. “Why are you smiling?” 
“You said we.” 
I do not understand what she is saying right away. 
“We. You said we can be punished, Andromeda. Implying that I too am a woman, rather than merely a monster.” 
At the realization, for some reason, I feel heat rising to my cheeks. I hadn’t even realized I’d said it. I came in here ready to kill her, decapitate her, and bring her head back to the king, and now here I am sitting with her lamenting the unequal rights of men and women in our society. 
“Yes, I suppose I did.” I finger my bowstring, the bow still held in my hands, though not as tight and at the ready. “Well … you are. You are a woman. So why should you not be included in that statement? You have suffered for the inequalities in our society, too. In ways I’m sure many people could not even fathom. And … And you are certainly not merely a monster, Medusa.”
Her eyes are a soft blue now as I look up into them, and the snakes covering her head sway contently. Even they seem less frightening than when I first entered this bleak cavern. 
“Thank you.” She stares down at her hands, twisting the material of her garment around one finger until a string frays away from it. 
“Do you not think so?”
“I do, and I do not.” She gives me a sad smile. “Honestly, sometimes it is difficult to tell after all of these years. Sometimes I do wonder if that is exactly what I was made into. Not just by Athena, but by the kingdom, as well.” 
“I do not think so.” The words come out slow, because I am really just beginning to believe them myself. “I think you’re proving to me that you are not a monster. You could have killed me while we are sitting here, and you haven’t.” 
“It does not mean I won’t.” 
That should frighten me, but she says it with so little conviction, no vitriol seeped into it, while staring down at her hands again, and I am far from convinced. 
“Maybe,” I concede. “But I don’t think you will. How many of those men did you really mean to kill? The ones that the king sent in?”
Her brief look up at me is enough to confirm my suspicions. “Exactly. You couldn’t help it. Your gaze turns men to stone, all they had to do was look into your eyes, and they were gone. You couldn’t control that, no matter how hard you tried. That was not your fault.”
“No, no, I suppose you’re right.”
We sit in silence for a few minutes, and something else Medusa said in her tale resurfaces in my mind now that I have a bit of silence. “Medusa,” I start, almost afraid to ask. She may not have tried to hurt me, but I don’t know if I’m quite ready to entirely let my guard down yet. My heart beats a little faster in my rib cage knowing that this question may provoke her. 
“Yes?” she prompts me, not impatiently.
“Poseidon impregnated you.”
“Yes.” A pause. “Are you trying to recall the myth? Did the myth mention my children? Did it warp the tale instead? Make Perseus seem more courageous–at least by our society’s standards–than he truly was?” 
I wrack my brain trying to recall. “I don’t– I don’t remember. Honestly, the old myths never held me quite as enthralled as the rest of our world seems to be by them. Controversial as that may be seen. So, I don’t know whether the tale is accurate to events or not. Though,” I add. “It was easy to imagine them fabricating events to make things ‘look’ better …”
“Indeed, isn’t it?” I wait, and she continues. “Yes, I was indeed with child. They were Poseidon’s.”
“What happened?” 
“I believe what was supposed to happen was that Perseus was to cut off my head, and then my children would emerge.” 
“How?” 
“I did not say that it made sense, Andromeda. Instead, he did not succeed. However, he did succeed at killing my sisters. He was turned into a statue soon after by myself, and then not long after that, I gave birth alone in this cave. Pegasus and Chrysaor.” 
“Pegasus? The winged horse?” 
“The very same.” 
“Were they … Did Perseus kill them, as well?”
“One of them, yes. Chrysaor. He got to him, but Pegasus flew away. He did have an advantage there.”
“I’m so sorry, Medusa.” 
A sad little smile tugs at her lips. “You called me by my name, and you didn’t even sound afraid.”
“I suppose I wasn’t.” 
“Hm.”
“What happened after that?”
“To Pegasus? Or to me?”
“Either. Both.”
“Pegasus flew off on his own adventures. I’ve not seen him in many, many years now. I believe he aided the demi-god Hercules, yet another son of Zeus. He did get around, didn’t he?” 
I stay silent this time. I’ve already said I’m sorry, and to say it again seems hollow and inadequate. 
“And what of Poseidon?”
She lets out a cold, manic laugh. “Oh, Poseidon is free to do as he wishes with whom he wishes and to not worry over the consequences. For himself, and most certainly not for them. I do pity Amphitrite.”
She glances at me sideways. “His wife. Though, who am I to say? Perhaps she has her share of lovers, too. It would not exactly surprise me if she does.” 
From the myths and rumors I have heard about the Gods and Goddesses, I am not sure that it would surprise me, either. “No,” I say quietly. “Perhaps not.”
I do not press her about her other child, Chrysaor. I nearly do for just a moment, but I am afraid of the answer to my unspoken question of how they were killed. We sit in silence for a time before she speaks once more.
“The Gods and the Goddesses are truly not so different from humans, except more powerful, and perhaps even more ruthless.” 

 
[bookmark: _heading=h.dm6rqu82kver]Chapter Eight
[bookmark: _heading=h.pg1ox8wa5jmt]Medusa
“I cannot go home, can I?”
The question catches me off guard, and I look to my left at my young companion. “No, I should think not,” I tell her truthfully. “I imagine they expected you to be killed, or to come home victorious with my head in tow. I doubt they had that outcome at good odds, though.”
She nods slowly. “I should think not,” she says. “Not with a simple, delicate, young woman set to the task.”
“If they believe you to be delicate, they clearly do not know you at all, my girl.” The term slips out freely. It is nothing particularly romantic, it is a term sometimes bandied about, but it does give me pause and I wonder if it does the same for her. If it does, she does not show this at all.     
“No, they don’t. They have no reason to know me. Not an unimportant commonfolk farmer girl such as myself.” She fiddles with her bow. “Will they kill me, do you think, if I go back without the head of Medusa in tow?”
I am sure they will, I think, but I wonder how truthful I should be with her. She is the first to look at me as anything other than a monster in centuries, and I do not wish to frighten her, though lying will likely be worse. And I am sure she can take the truth of it. 
“There is … a very real possibility.” I settle on this. 
A gulp makes her throat bob up and down. “Yes, yes, I thought so.” She clutches the bow tighter, and another hand goes, however briefly, to a belt around her waist holding a sword. 
“Do you think he would hurt my family? The king?”
Of this I am not as sure. “He might.”
Her hand moves to the sword at her side again, and I wonder briefly if she is considering killing me, bringing them back my head, to protect her family. I would be. 
She clasps the sword tighter in her grasp, and my heart seems to sink. I have finally found someone who does not think of me as only a monster, and she is going to try to kill me anyway. To protect her family, I know. I cannot say I would not do the same in her place, but it is breaking my heart, nonetheless. What’s more, I don’t think I would be able to kill her. She is not some heartless soldier seeking honor, she is doing this—all of it—for her family. Even if she decides to slay me, she saw me as a person. And I am so tired of fighting.  
“Well?” I prompt, weary of letting this drag on. “Are you going to do it?”
Her fingers tremble. “I do not know.”
“Please, do figure it out. I do not wish to sit here wondering.” 
The snakes hiss violently, and I turn to fully look at Andromeda, as she stands from the boulder, hand holding her sword tight as she unsheathes it. The noise slices through the eerily silent cave with a deadly finality. 
“I thought so,” I say with little emotion, though I am full of turmoil.
Her hand trembles a moment more before she manages to steady herself. 
“Stand up.” Andromeda’s voice trembles, too. 
I do not move. 
“Stand up,” she repeats louder. 
I stay seated a moment, and then rise to my feet, turn to face her. 
“Do you have a weapon?”
I almost laugh. “I’ve never really needed one, Andromeda. My gaze has been my weapon for hundreds of years now.”
“Do you own a weapon?” She speaks the words through clenched teeth, and her eyes look glassy. 
“I do.”
“Retrieve it,” Andromeda says.
“You want a fair fight?”
“I want you furnished with a weapon, Medusa. Retrieve your weapon of choice.”
A beat of silence. 
“No.”
“No?”
“I will not.”
“What–?” Andromeda splutters and nearly loosens her grip on her bow, but quickly her fingers curl around it again. 
“I will not fetch a weapon.”
Her brow scrunches, and hair falls into her eyes. She blows it away. “What is the meaning of this?”
I hold her gaze, though it is taking all of my conviction to do so. “I will not fight you, Andromeda.” 
I expel a sigh as I rise. “I will stand up, but I refuse to fight you.” 
“Why?” Her voice trembles. 
“I know you do not want to do this. You have no true desire to kill me. This is not our fight; it is the king’s. I have no quarrel with you.” 
Her hand clenches as she raises her bow. 
“You may kill me if you wish, Andromeda, but I will not fight you.”
“You will simply stand here as I … ?”
“Yes, I will. Continue, if you must. I cannot say I would not understand but know that this battle is not truly between us. I am not the enemy.” The snakes hiss, and I hush them, hands slack at my sides. “Go ahead. I am not going to fight.” 
She draws the bowstring back, poised to strike, and I close my eyes.  



[bookmark: _heading=h.kjgtagaelq5j]Chapter Nine
[bookmark: _heading=h.pdikfe6mmq0z]Andromeda 
My fingers tremble even as I draw back the string of my bow and aim the arrow at Medusa. She closes her eyes. And I freeze. 
She is truly not going to fight me?
I attempt to steady my hands, but no attempt seems to take. Next, I make the same attempt on my quivering breath with little more success than my first attempt, but it at least leads to my hands becoming mostly steady. 
I pull in a deep breath, just as I do every time I am about to shoot my bow, but when the natural time to let the arrow go comes, it doesn’t move. I do not let it go. I re-steady my hands and try again. Pull in another deep breath, and ready myself to let the arrow fly. But it doesn’t. 
I cannot do it. 
What she said rings through my mind. “I am not the enemy.”
She is right; she is not the enemy here. 
Her eyes slowly open. 
I lower my bow. 
Her eyes track the movement, and the silence presses down upon us. 
Medusa is the first to break it, and it feels like something shatters as she does. “Why?” she asks. “Why did you do that? Lower your bow?”
I gulp, and my throat stings as I do. “Because you are right, you are not the enemy here. I will not kill you, will not be a pawn in this game of theirs. I am done.” The bow slips from my fingers and lands on the cave floor with a thud that echoes all around us. I lower my eyes to it. “How long do you think I have?” I ask. “Before he sends someone looking for me?”
“How long is the journey again?”
“About two days’ time.”
“So, you’ve been gone for two days already?”
I nod. 
“And it will take you at least two more to get back. That is four days right there. Whatever he believes the outcome of this to be, I doubt he thinks the confrontation will take long.” She hesitates. “I would not expect him to wait more than a week to send someone after you.” 
“If we’re lucky,” I mutter.
“Yes,” she agrees, voice soft and sad. “If we are lucky, indeed, dear Andromeda.” 


[bookmark: _heading=h.2iuj2dljfkqc]Chapter Ten
While the Gorgon and the mortal archer woman had put down their weapons, the king and his advisor had been waiting. 
“She should have returned to us days ago, Portus.” 
“You believe so, Your Highness?” 
“Of course. It has been nearly six days. Whichever way this went, it would not have taken long.” He scoffed. “Unless she did indeed fail and is already long dead.” He stroked his beard absently. “Perhaps, it is time to send in more soldiers to see just what has happened to our …friend.”
The advisor hesitates. “I beg your pardon, Sire, but did you say soldiers? Plural?”
“Yes, I did.” 
“But, Sire, if I may …” the king nods his permission, and the advisor bows his head in thanks. “We have never sent in more than perhaps a couple of them at a time—and only a spare number of times—how many are you thinking now. Sire?” 
“I would think at least half a dozen.” 
“Half a dozen?” The advisor sputters, then adjusts his tone and gives another little bow of his head. “Forgive me, Sire, but isn’t the reason we have not done so in the past because we deemed it too risky? Yes, I do admit, there is a possible strategic advantage, but only a possible one. She had but to turn, and her gaze would have them perish. Which is why we usually sent in one at a time, to be stealthier.”
“Yes, Portus, and look how well that has worked out for us,” the king snaps. “I know the old ways, the old rules of this conflict, very well. And perhaps it is indeed time to finally change them.”
“What—What exactly are you suggesting that we do, Your Highness?” The advisor’s palms begin to sweat. 
“I am not suggesting anything, Portus”
“Is it not too risky, Sire? We had these rules set previously to not put our people in too much danger …”
“This is not a suggestion. It is an order. Assemble a small platoon of soldiers and send them out as soon as you can.” 
The advisor, though wary of his king’s commands, leaves the room to gather and ready the soldiers to head into the cave of Medusa. He wonders if he will be seeing any of them again. 


[bookmark: _heading=h.rn896uexymor]Chapter Eleven
[bookmark: _heading=h.uu301dhcpumf]Medusa
Andromeda lays asleep on the floor of my cave. Days have passed since our encounter. I offered her my home to share until she could decide upon what to do. She spared my life, and I could not let her go back to that palace without what they’d sent her for, unprepared for the repercussions. I have a few scattered pieces of blanket and cloth about. Sleeping on them would have made her more comfortable, but the chill at night made sleeping under them more prudent. Though she argued against it at first, I reminded her though she may be tough, she is indeed more fragile and susceptible to outside forces than I am. 
I, however, do not sleep. I have not slept through the night in centuries, and for the last century or so I hardly sleep at night at all.  The memories turn into dreams and nightmares that force me awake, and somewhere along the last century I began to sleep less. I do not need as much sleep as a human, anyway. 
Her sleeping form intrigues me. She is beautiful. Not only physically, but her inner strength. I feel as though it shines through her, and exudes that beauty all around. 
The snakes hiss quietly as my ears pick up a noise. As I tiptoe to the edge of the cave, I hear it closer and realize it is Andromeda. She whimpers and groans in her sleep, her eyes clearly moving frantically behind her eyelids. A stronger hiss comes from above, and I glance up to where the serpents sit upon my head, hissing and squirming. I cannot see them clearly; I’ve never fully seen them. I have not looked into a mirror since I became this. 
On the cave floor, Andromeda stirs under her blankets. I edge closer, afraid to move too quickly, to make too much noise, to startle her. I am afraid to touch her, even. Though she claims I am not a monster, I fear that deep down she may still think me one. And to wake to a monster hovering over you would be the last thing that anyone would desire, especially since it appears she is already having a nightmare. 
Closer now, I hover above her, unsure of what to do next. Then she thrashes out her arm, and I catch her hand before it can strike me in the face. She jolts awake, sitting upright in her pile of blankets, and we are suddenly face to face, mere inches from each other. My breath catches in my throat. I thought her beautiful when I first saw her, but up close as we are, she is stunning. Dotted across her nose and cheeks are faint freckles, some so light I can just barely tell they are there. 
As I let out my breath, I finally look up into her eyes, and nearly lose it once again. Close up, in the blue of her eyes lies flecks of green, and I am reminded of the ocean. Of Poseidon … and my jaw clenches. 
“I’m sorry,” Andromeda breathes out, then her eyes focus in on me. “Are you alright?” 
I shake my head, the snakes hiss in protest. And this time, her gaze only flicks up to them for a second before focusing back on me. “Yes,” I lie. “I am fine.”
Her hand curls around mine and squeezes gently. My head tilts to the side as my brow furrows. “No, you are not,” she says, her voice somehow gentle yet firm at the same time. “Tell me?” It is a question, and I do not know if I want to answer it, or what I would say to her. That her eyes remind me of the ocean and that they made me think of the gods who landed me with this curse in the first place? I do not know that I can bring myself to say it. 
“What happened?” I ask her instead. “You were stirring in your sleep. Whimpering, moaning. Were you having a nightmare?” 
She averts her eyes, and her pretty lips pull down into a frown. I expect she isn’t going to give me an answer, so I am surprised when the word “yes” leaves her lips. “It was about my father,” she says before I can ask. “How he died.” 
I hesitate but still ask. “How did he die?”
“He was murdered. We were walking through the woods not far from our house when a group of smugglers came upon us. They wanted everything we had on us. My father gave the little we had to them. I could tell he did not want to do it, that he probably would have tried to fight had he been alone. But because I was there too, he did not risk it. When the last of our meager trinkets we had with us were taken by the smugglers, two of them turned to go, but the third one … he lingered. I don’t know what he saw in my father’s eyes, but I think he must have seen something. Perhaps he thought he would go after him; I am not sure. But before I understood what was happening, my father was … gargling. I didn’t see the smuggler knife him, but he had, and now my father was gargling up blood. The man ran, and I never saw any of them again. To my knowledge, none of them were ever caught.” 
A thin lining of salty tears burns my eyes. “I am so sorry, Andromeda.” My voice comes out strained. 
“I know,” she says. “I know you are. Thank you.” I think about how similar we actually are. The Gorgon and the human female archer. Not so different after all. Just women who have both been miscast in our society, had people try to force us to be what they think we should be. Two women who have suffered loss. And been used by men. 
Her eyes drift to meet mine again, and I feel a smile etch itself onto my face despite everything. 
“What?” she asks. 
“You came here to kill me, and here we are, discussing nightmares and comforting each other in the night.” 
She smiles too. “I believe it is you who is comforting me.”
“No,” I disagree with her. “No, Andromeda. It is both.” 
Her smile softens, and I feel a jump in my heart like I have not felt for centuries. I may not have been the monster they thought me to be, but I have locked this heart away, and now, here with her, I feel that perhaps I have met someone worth undoing the locks for. Her breath fans over my lips, and I realize again just how close we are. I want to close the distance. A foolish thought coming to mind. Wondering if I could again have someone to care about, to care for me. To have a friend, a companion. Perhaps even to find love. With her. 
Snakes hiss softly, and my smile turns sheepish as I edge back from her. Though I have barely moved an inch when I hear something else. A new noise this time, one that is not Andromeda. I hold my finger to my lips and tip my head toward the mouth of the cave. She understands and does not say a word as I rise and tiptoe to the cave opening. I see her reach for her bow and sheath of arrows as I grow closer to the craggy opening of the cave. 
Before I make it there, a group of men clambers over the cave wall, all thought of stealth forgotten. They yell as they charge into the cave, I think I count eight of them. Two are turned to stone before they make it into the entrance, and their bodies tumble below, the sound of stone shattering echoing up to us. An arrow flies past and hits one in the chest, sending him thudding to the ground. 
I rush back into the depths of the cave, and as one soldier turns, all it takes is a look in my eyes to turn him to stone. Gone. Andromeda lets loose another arrow, and this one too hits a soldier feet to the right of me straight in the chest. Another comes up behind her and yanks her by the hair, ripping her sheath of arrows above her head and throwing it out of the cave mouth. I rush at him and grab him round the neck, yanking him away from her, she stumbles behind me. And as he looks into my eyes, his body turns grey and rigid as he is no longer a man made of flesh, but of stone. 
“No!” The shout from behind me is cut off by a gurgling noise, and when I turn around, Andromeda is falling to the cave floor, blood pouring up and out of her mouth. I catch her before she hits the ground, and watch as she chokes up blood, trying to talk, and nothing coming out. “I’m sorry,” I tell her, looking to the slash across her throat, blood seeping from it. “I’m so sorry.” It is over quickly, and I lay her body down, then clamber to the soldier that did it. The soldier that killed her. I knock his sword from his hand and push him against the cave wall. He’s looking down at the ground, averting his eyes. 
“Look at me,” I growl. He does not. “Look. At. Me.” Still, he does not. Heavy footfalls sound behind me, and I can tell they are running away, not toward me. I place my thumb under his chin and force his face up to mine so fast, his eyes do not have time to close. And I watch with relish as Andromeda’s murderer transforms into stone before me. Harshly, I shove him away so he thuds onto the cave floor, his stone head cracking and separating from his neck, rolling a few inches away. Ironic, since that is what they wished to do to me. 
“I know you are here!” I shout, and I hear a whimper. It sounds young. “I will let you leave.” An intake of breath. “But you must take a message to your king for me. Will you do that for me?”
“Y-y-yes.” A boy, probably a young teenager. Barely out of childhood. 
“Good. Tell your king this from me. I was not a monster before. It was they who turned me into this. If they want a monster, I shall give them one. Can you remember that?”
His voice is trembling. “Y-yes.”
“Good. Now leave.”
I turn my back to let him go and hear his footsteps behind me and the sound of him scaling back down the short climb up to my cave. I turn back around, and my eyes focus on Andromeda’s dead body a few feet away from me. A few salty tears trickle down my cheeks and then my teeth clench so hard it is painful. Violently, the snakes hiss and slither on my head, writhing together and snapping at the air and each other. I look over the mouth of the cave, the boy running away below, then turn my sights to the direction I know the castle is built in. 
They think me a monster? I will show them just how much of a monster I can be. 







 

