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Deep in the bowels of the dark, dank cavern, candles flickered and cast dancing shadows on the uneven wall opposite. Ismene leaned across and cupped her hand over her sister’s ear. Her voice was barely audible but years of whispering to one another had honed the girls’ aural senses to a fine level.

“Look towards the right-hand side, just before that pile of rocks.”

Ophelia strained her eyes peering into the half-light.

“I can’t see anything. What am I supposed to be looking at?”

Ismene shook her head incredulously.

“Look down a little. At the ground.”

The floor of the cave was mostly of stone, but several parts were carpeted with a fine layer of sand.

Now, Ophelia could see what her sister was talking about — faint footprints in the sand. They were most definitely there, but only fleetingly. It was as if an unseen force was erasing them. Her eyes widened.

“There’s someone there. I can’t see anyone, but someone must be making those footprints.”

Ismene grabbed Ophelia’s upper arm. She looked over to where her mistress, the gorgon, Medusa, was sleeping.

“We must wake the mistress. Whoever has sneaked into the cave means to do her harm. I’m sure of it.”

The two sisters were Medusa’s handmaidens, a charitable gift from the goddess Athena who was responsible for Medusa’s condition. The deity had granted the girls immunity from the gorgon’s gaze, and they had become Medusa’s only friends and confidants. They knew all about the injustice that had been served upon their mistress and had sworn that their loyalty would be true and eternal, as long as they both might live.

Ismene scurried over to where Medusa was sleeping and poked the gorgon in the ribs.

“Mistress! Wake up. We have an intruder in the cave.”

Medusa stirred but didn’t wake up.

Ismene bit her mistress’s arm, deciding she’d deal with the consequences later. Medusa's eyes flashed open.

“What in Hades are you doing, girl? Have you gone mad?”

Ismene shook her head vigorously.

“No, Mistress. There’s an intruder in the cave.”

Medusa looked around the cave, her gaze flowing over the half-dozen petrified corpses of previous would-be assassins that were dotted around her reluctant home.

“I don’t see anything.”

Ismene pointed at the footprints on the cave floor.

“I think he’s invisible.”

Medusa snorted.

“He’s a fool if he thinks that will save him.”

The gorgon stood up, stretching to her full six-foot height and towering over the more diminutive Ismene and Ophelia.

“Look around you, intruder, and witness your soon-to-be fate. Others have tried to kill me before you. Others have failed — just as you will.”

The intruder cast his cap of invisibility off but kept his eyes fixed firmly on the ground before him.

“My name is Perseus, and I have been ordered by King Polydectes of Seriphus to kill you and return to his court with your decapitated head.”

Medusa's voice echoed in the cave. 

“And why would you do this king’s bidding?”

Perseus hesitated, puzzled by the question. 

“He’s a king.”

“And you’re a sheep. Would you not rather survive?”

Perseus felt the temptation to look directly at Medusa; it took all his mental strength to resist. He glanced at his highly polished shield and gripped the hilt of his sickle tightly.

“One of us will not survive this night, and I venture it shall be I who leaves your lair intact.”

He turned his shield so that he could see Medusa's reflection in the metal. She had the countenance of a monster the like of which he had never seen before, a harshness to her features that labeled her as a monster yet there was also a hint of her previous beauty, a softness that underlay the superficial visage of evil. For a moment his resolve faltered. After all, she had never — not to his knowledge anyway — preyed on any of her victims. She had been acting in self-defense. She’d even taken herself to this remote cave to live the life of a hermit.

But the completion of this test was the only chance he had to save his mother, Danaë, from what he believed would be a disastrous marriage to King Polydectes. The die had been cast. He must kill the gorgon.

Perseus advanced purposely towards Medusa, his stare focused on the reflection in the shield. The gorgon snarled at him, but his pace didn’t falter.

He looked harder at the reflection. Was that a bulge in her stomach? Was the monster pregnant? For a split second, he felt remorse for what he was about to do to Medusa's unborn child, but he didn’t allow the feeling to sway him from his prime objective. Heroes cannot afford sentiment.

The snakes on Medusa’s head writhed and spat and the two combatants neared one another, the serpents’ venom falling short of the warrior. As he got nearer, he turned so that his back was facing the gorgon. He watched as his foe’s reflection grew larger in the shield’s image.

Suddenly, Perseus felt the monster’s strength as the gorgon's hands reached around him, took a grip on his shield, and tried to wrestle it away from him. He had to react quickly. With a sweep of the sickle, he sliced at Medusa’s right wrist, cutting it to the bone.

A surge of hope welled inside him. He had drawn blood. He had feared that the blade would be ineffective against a child of the gods but the sight of blood dripping from the wound filled him with confidence.

As the wounded Medusa drew her arms away, he concentrated on the reflected image. Taking into account the mirror effect he closed his eyes and swung the sickle with all his might. The blade caught the gorgon on the left side of her neck and faltered for a micro-second as it swept through the outer layer of skin and met subcutaneous fat. But there were further challenges to face. The muscles responsible for swallowing and movement of the head offered more resistance.

However, the sickle was a tool of the gods, and nothing was going to deter its progress. Carotid arteries and jugular veins submitted meekly, spewing blood, and invited the weapon to continue its path through Medusa’s trachea and oesophagus, which put up a brief battle against the blade but could not overpower the charm that had been bestowed upon the adamantine sickle by Hermes.

The gorgon’s vertebrae also provided significant resistance to the blade, but this was no ordinary weapon, and any resistance was merely a temporary setback. Once the blade had forced its way through the spinal column it was an easy passage to complete its task and slide free from Medusa’s neck.

Perseus looked at the decapitated head of his adversary before stuffing it into a canvas bag that he had brought with him for the very purpose of taking Medusa’s head back to King Polydectes. With the deadly eyes of Medusa hidden from view, he took to the air and let his winged sandals take him to rescue his mother from what he considered to be a fate worse than death.

Ismene and Ophelia huddled together, safely ensconced behind a rock, and stared at the headless corpse of their mistress. Ophelia’s grip on her sister tightened.

“Look, Ismene. The mistress’s body is twitching.”

Both young women’s eyes widened, and their mouths gaped open as they watched a young, winged colt emerge from Medusa’s neck followed by a similarly winged baby boar. The two infants staggered around for a minute until they felt secure in their stance and then flew off into the distance without looking back.

Ismene was the first to return to the reality of the situation.

“Come on, Ophelia. We’ve got to save the baby.”

Ophelia was still disoriented by what she had just witnessed.

“What baby?”

“Medusa’s baby, fool. The mistress’s unborn child.”

Ismene scrambled over to where Perseus’s bloody sickle had been abandoned and then to Medusa’s inert body.

“Ophelia, come and help me.”

Ophelia ran to her sister’s side, looking concerned. “What are you going to do?”

Ismene wiped the blade of the sickle on her dress. The cutting implement wouldn’t be sterile, but at least it wouldn’t be covered in Medusa’s blood.

“I’m going to cut open the mistress’s belly and deliver this baby. Or at least I’m going to try.”

Ophelia glanced nervously toward the cave entrance. “Don’t you think we should just get out of here? What if that man comes back?”

Ismene shook her head, confident in her decision. “I’m sure he has other things on his mind. He’s not coming back. He doesn’t even know we’re here.”

She turned Medusa over a little so that her belly was facing upward. She nodded at her sister.

“Hold her still for me, please.”

Ophelia was confused.

“Why? She’s dead.”

“Yes, she’s dead but she’s — was — a supernatural being. We don’t know what she may still be capable of.”

Ophelia did as she was told.

Ismene took the sickle and made the first incision, just above Medusa’s pubic hairline, curving slightly downwards on both sides.

Ophelia was impressed.

“Have you done this kind of thing before?”

Ismene shook her head.

“No. But I’ve seen it done.”

“When?”

“When you were born.”

Ophelia recoiled.

“But you were just a kid.”

“Maybe. But a kid with a keen sense of observation.”

Ismene continued to cut through the underlying tissue to reach the uterus before accessing the amniotic sac. She reached inside and drew the baby from the exposed womb. She held the baby up to show her sister.

“Ophelia. Medusa’s daughter is our responsibility now. It’s up to us to nurture her, educate her, and protect her. We’ll teach her of the injustice that her mother faced so that she’ll know the true nature of her mother.”

Ophelia clapped like an excited child.

“What shall we call her? She must have a name.”

Ismene cut the umbilical cord, ripped a piece of material from Medusa’s bloodied dress, and swathed the baby in it.

“We shall call her Seraphina.”
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It was the second time that Seraphina had been in Central Park, Manhatten, that day. The first visit had been for her morning run, a ritual that she shared with hundreds of other New Yorkers. The second was for her regular commute to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, where she worked as an art restorer. She loved her job and, despite her apparent youth, was the most knowledgeable and skilled member of the restoration team, looked up to by even the more mature members who had years of experience in bringing ancient artefacts and artworks back to their former glory.

At twenty-five years of age, Seraphina was indeed the youngest art restorer at The Met, seemingly having an innate connection with the objects that she treated. If only her colleagues knew the truth.

She understood the essence of her patients (as she liked to call them) because many of them were not remnants of a remote and distant past but were part of her own personal history. An immortal, she had lived through the centuries, never aging, and had used or at least seen many of the objects under her care in their original condition.

She’d stepped out into the brisk morning air of Lincoln Square at 8 am, to see the sun casting a golden glow over the city. She’d turned eastward, crossing Columbus Avenue, where the shadows of the buildings had given way to the green oasis that was Central Park. 

Walking along the tree-lined paths, she passed a nearly empty Sheep Meadow, the sunbathers and picnickers, not having left their nests yet. Next was Bethesda Terrace with its grand staircase and the iconic fountain. She paused for a moment at the top of the stairs, taking in the view of the terrace below, and watched the handful of early morning rowboats for a couple of minutes as they glided through the serene waters of the lake beyond. If the weather was good, she enjoyed the tranquility of the view.

Descending the steps and walking through the arcade, her footsteps echoed against the tiled ceiling. Leaving the terrace behind her, she followed the path along the edge of the lake, heading north towards the Central Park Boathouse American Restaurant. The restaurant was still closed although there was movement inside as staff prepared for the day ahead. She weaved through the park’s lush greenery and over quaint stone bridges until she exited the park at East 79th Street and Fifth Avenue, leaving the pastoral tranquillity behind and surrendering herself to the hubbub of New York City. 
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