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MEDUSA PUSHED THE BONES and shattered stones to the back of her cave with a rough swipe of her tail, tossing more from her arms into the soft sand where the beach met the sea. The waters would eventually claim them but the old armor and weapons left behind by the frozen stone statues littering her home were better off piled up in the back out of her way. When one statue blocked where she wanted to slither, she let her coils push it over to break apart on the ground.

She groaned, realizing she made a new mess after spending so much time cleaning.

'It will have to go another day.' She scowled at the broken stone and the snakes on her head hissed in agreement; though she did push them to the side to keep a clear path for her coils.

The rest of the day went as normal; fishing whenever she was hungry, gathering fruit from one of the few trees she could get to without attracting the wrong attention, and checking her territory for any threats. Most animals stayed away but the occasional ego-driven hero or lost traveler would happen by. Thankfully, all was quiet and she dozed in the sun on a warm rock, listening to the wind and the waves. Living in a cave by the sea calmed her and let her mind rest from the burden of the past and her curse.

However, her peace was broken by approaching footsteps. Medusa lifted her head from her arms and looked around. She could hear the uneven footfalls but couldn't see anyone approaching.

'If luck favors me, they will pass me by.' She focused her supernatural hearing in the direction of the noise but luck did not seem to be in her favor as the skittering approached her.

'Is that a person? Perhaps a lame animal has stumbled this way?' Whatever was making the noise wasn't walking on two legs. A cane perhaps? What kind of person in need of a cane would come to where it was rumored a monster lives?

Curiosity could cost her dearly but the irregular sounds were very unlikely to be some experienced hunter. Whatever it was, Medusa would either scare it off or devour it.

As she closed in on the source of the sounds, Medusa scowled when she saw a human figure stumbling slowly through the reeds. They only had a single thin staff and when Medusa moved closer, she saw it was a woman in tattered clothes feeling her way with the staff and her dirty hands. It was clear she was exhausted from traveling as her skin was red from the sun, lips dry from lack of water and hair in tangles on top of her head. Looking closer, the woman's eyes were translucent.

'A blind woman? Here?' She hesitated when the instinct to go to her aid flared up. 'It could still be a trick. Is she bait for another?' Medusa looked around, seeing nothing but a few birds in the bushes further out. She looked back out over the water but not a soul but the woman could be seen.

"Is someone there?" The woman's voice was as dry as the sand under Medusa's scales. "Please, if you have any water," The words caught in her mouth as the stick she was using snapped in half but before she could hit the dirt, Medusa caught the thin woman in her arms.

"Where did you come from?" She was careful handling the frail human, taking care to keep her claws from snagging skin or cloth.

"So thirsty," The woman's sightless eyes fluttered closed and she went limp.

Medusa ignored the confused hissing of the snakes on her head. Checking once more to ensure this was her only visitor, she lifted this stranger into her arms and slithered away to the safety of her cave.
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WHILE THE WOMAN SLEPT, Medusa prepared a fire on the beach and used her tail to spear some fish for dinner. There was plenty of fresh water and Medusa wet the stranger's dry lips without waking her in-between pushing aside the broken statue from earlier in the day and using the salt she'd distilled from the seawater to season the fish for cooking. The woman had a good sense of timing as she finally stirred right as dinner was in progress and Medusa was done fishing.

"Hello?" The weak voice barely managed to echo in the cave but Medusa heard her loud and clear.

"Stay there." Medusa brought over a metal cup full of cool water and wrapped the woman's hands around it. "Drink slowly. You don't want to make yourself sick."

She did as she was told, taking measured gulps before Medusa pulled the cup away. "May the gods bless you for helping me."

Medusa hissed and let out a bitter laugh. "I've had little luck with the gods or their blessings. What is your name and how did you end up alone?"

"Konstantina." She gasped, relief flooding through her. "Thank you for saving me."

Medusa could hear she was waiting for a name as well but only grunted in response. "That is not an explanation for how you ended up in my domain."

Konstantina lowered her chin and played with her fingers in her lap. "I'm so sorry, miss. I was left behind by the group I was traveling with. It is a burden to care for someone who can't see."

"Disgusting," Medusa growled but softened her tone when Konstantina flinched away from her. "Could they even have bothered to leave you somewhere safe?"

"I have tried to stay away from the types of places too eager to take in a young blind woman." Konstantina rubbed her arms, her lips turning down when she felt the dirt and sand. "I have been fortunate to avoid being mistreated."

Medusa read between the words but kept a string of vile words to herself; only saying "Leaving you stranded and alone is mistreatment enough." She put the cup aside. "Can you walk?"

"Yes, I feel much better now." Konstantina stood and stretched out her hands to feel the stone around her. "Thank you for your help."

"Where are you going?" Medusa took her hand and lead her away from the mouth of the cave. "You need a bath and something to eat. Your stomach was rumbling louder than the sea while you were sleeping."

"But I thought,"

"That you would stumble back into the darkness alone? Don't be foolish." She tugged and her visitor followed. "You have a clear path just watch out for the ripples in the sand."

Speechless, Konstantina allowed herself to be led towards a crackling fire. She could smell fish cooking and sure enough, her stomach awakened.

"By the time you're clean, the fish will be ready. Sorry if the water is a bit cold." Medusa removed the battered tunic, lifted Konstantina in her arms, and placed her in a pool of freshwater. "Stay close to the edge. the middle is deep because I'm," She hesitated, looking back over her long serpentine body. "Quite tall."

"Could you stay?" She clung to the side of the bath, turning her face in the direction of Medusa's voice. "I haven't spoken to someone in days. And before then, I was usually ignored."

Medusa looked out at the fish, hoping the smoke of the fire would keep birds from stealing them. "That would be safer for you, I suppose."

Relief softened Konstantina's sunburned shoulders and she leaned back in the cool water. Medusa sat behind her, unable to stand the messy dark curls on top of her head, worked the knots out as Konstantina scrubbed the dirt and grit away with a pumice stone. "Why do you live in a cave?"

"I can live in peace here." Medusa used a discarded helmet to pour water through Konstantina's hair to rinse it clean.

"I'm sorry to intrude,"

"If I brought you here, you are not intruding. Stop apologizing."

Konstantina giggled. "You are direct. That is refreshing after receiving so much pity in my life."

Medusa was momentarily flustered but covered it by reaching for the pumice stone. "Lean forward. I'll do your back."

She did as she was told and Konstantina reached back to pull her long hair out of the way. "I must thank you again. I haven't felt my hair like this in some time."

Medusa scrubbed her back without another word and set the pumice stone aside. "Rinse off when you're ready. I will check on the fish and call me when you're done so I can dress you." She didn't wait for another thanks before leaving to check on the fire. It was good timing too, as Medusa caught some brave birds and swatted them away from their meal with her tail. The fish were nearly done so Medusa watched them while keeping an ear out for her guest. She heard Konstantina climb out
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