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Introduction

Look, I’m only in this for the pizza.

The publisher was like, ‘Oh, you did such a great job writing about the Greek gods last year! We want you to write another book about the Ancient Greek heroes! It’ll be so cool!’

And I was like, ‘Guys, I’m dyslexic. It’s hard enough for me to read books.’

Then they promised me a year’s supply of free pepperoni pizza, plus all the blue jelly beans I could eat.

I sold out.

I guess it’s cool. If you’re looking to fight monsters yourself, these stories might help you avoid some common mistakes – like staring Medusa in the face, or buying a used mattress from any dude named Crusty.

But the best reason to read about the old Greek heroes is to make yourself feel better. No matter how much you think your life sucks, these guys and gals had it worse. They totally got the short end of the Celestial stick.

By the way, if you don’t know me, my name is Percy Jackson. I’m a modern-day demigod – the son of Poseidon. I’ve had some bad experiences in my time, but the heroes I’m going to tell you about were the original old-school hard-luck cases. They boldly screwed up where no one had screwed up before.

Let’s pick twelve of them. That should be plenty. By the time you finish reading about how miserable their lives were – what with the poisonings, the betrayals, the mutilations, the murders, the psychopathic family members and the flesh-eating barnyard animals – you should feel better about your own existence. If that doesn’t work, then I don’t know what will.

So get your flaming spear. Put on your lion-skin cape. Polish your shield and make sure you’ve got arrows in your quiver. We’re going back about four thousand years to decapitate monsters, save some kingdoms, shoot a few gods in the butt, raid the Underworld and steal loot from evil people.

Then, for dessert, we’ll die painful tragic deaths.

Ready? Sweet. Let’s do this.
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Perseus Wants a Hug

I had to start with this guy.

After all, he’s my namesake. We’ve got different godly fathers, but my mom liked Perseus’s story for one simple reason: he lives. Perseus doesn’t get hacked to pieces. He doesn’t get damned to eternal punishment. As far as heroes go, this dude gets a happy ending.

Which is not to say that his life didn’t suck. And he did murder a lot of people, but what are you gonna do?

Perseus’s bad luck started before he was even born.

First, you gotta understand that, back in the day, Greece wasn’t one country. It was divided into a gazillion different little kingdoms. Nobody went around saying, ‘Hi, I’m Greek!’ People would ask you which city-state you were from: Athens, Thebes, Sparta, Zeusville or whatever. The Greek mainland was a huge piece of real estate. Every city had its own king. Sprinkled around the Mediterranean Sea were hundreds of islands, and each one of them was a separate kingdom, too.

Imagine if life were like that today. Maybe you live in Manhattan. Your local king would have his own army, his own taxes, his own rules. If you broke the law in Manhattan, you could run away to Hackensack, New Jersey. The king of Hackensack could grant you asylum, and Manhattan couldn’t do anything about it (unless, of course, the two kings became allies, in which case you were toast).

Cities would be attacking each other all the time. The king of Brooklyn might decide to go to war with Staten Island. Or the Bronx and Greenwich, Connecticut, might form a military alliance and invade Harlem. You can see how that would make life interesting.

Anyway, one city on the Greek mainland was called Argos. It wasn’t the biggest or most powerful city, but it was a respectable size. Folks who lived there called themselves the Argives, probably because ‘Argosites’ would’ve made them sound like some kind of bacteria. The king was named Acrisius. He was a nasty piece of work. If he were your king, you would totally want to run away to Hackensack.

Acrisius had a beautiful daughter named Danaë, but that wasn’t good enough for him. Back then it was all about sons. You had to have a boy child to carry on the family name, inherit the kingdom when you died, blah, blah, blah. Why couldn’t a girl take over the kingdom? I dunno. It’s stupid, but that’s how it was.

Acrisius kept yelling at his wife, ‘Have sons! I want sons!’ but that didn’t help. When his wife died (probably from stress), the king started getting really nervous. If he died without male offspring, his younger brother, Proteus, would take over the kingdom, and the two of them hated each other.

In desperation, Acrisius took a trip to the Oracle of Delphi to get his fortune read.

Now, going to the Oracle is usually what we call a bad idea. You had to take a long trip to the city of Delphi and visit this dark cave at the edge of town, where a veiled lady sat on a three-legged stool, inhaling volcanic vapour all day and seeing visions. You would leave an expensive offering with the priests at the door. Then you could ask the Oracle one question. Most likely she’d answer you with some rambling riddle. Then you’d leave confused, terrified and poorer.

But, like I said, Acrisius was desperate. He asked, ‘O Oracle, what’s the deal with my not having any sons? Who’s supposed to take the throne and carry on the family name?’

This time, the Oracle did not speak in riddles.

‘That’s easy,’ she said in a raspy voice. ‘You will never have sons. One day your daughter Danaë will have a son. That boy will kill you and become the next king of Argos. Thank you for your offering. Have a nice day.’

Stunned and angry, Acrisius returned home.

When he got to the palace, his daughter came to see him. ‘Father, what’s wrong? What did the Oracle say?’

He stared at Danaë – his beautiful girl with her long, dark hair and lovely brown eyes. Many men had asked to marry her. Now all Acrisius could think about was the prophecy. He could never allow Danaë to marry. She could never have a son. She wasn’t his daughter any more. She was his death sentence.

‘The Oracle said that you are the problem,’ he snarled. ‘You will betray me! You will see me murdered!’

‘What?’ Danaë recoiled in shock. ‘Never, Father!’

‘Guards!’ Acrisius yelled. ‘Take this vile creature away!’

Danaë couldn’t understand what she’d done. She always tried to be kind and considerate. She loved her dad, even though he was scary and angry and liked to hunt peasants in the woods with a spear and a pack of rabid dogs.

Danaë always made the appropriate sacrifices to the gods. She said her prayers, ate her vegetables and did all her homework. Why was her dad suddenly convinced she was a traitor?

She got no answers. The guards took her away and locked her in the king’s maximum-security underground cell – a broom-closet-sized room with a toilet, a stone slab for a bed and twelve-inch-thick bronze walls. One heavily grated air shaft in the ceiling allowed Danaë to breathe and get a little light, but on hot days the bronze cell heated up like a boiling kettle. The triple-locked door had no window, just a small slot at the bottom for a food tray. King Acrisius kept the only key, because he didn’t trust the guards. Each day, Danaë got two dry biscuits and a glass of water. No yard time. No visitors. No Internet privileges. Nothing.

Maybe you’re wondering: if Acrisius was so worried about her having children, why didn’t he just kill her?

Well, my evil-thinking friend, the gods took family murders very seriously (which is weird, since the gods basically invented family murders). If you killed your own child, Hades would make sure you got a special punishment in the Underworld. The Furies would come after you. The Fates would snip your lifeline. Some major bad karma would mess up your day. However, if your child just ‘accidentally’ expired in an underground bronze cell … that wasn’t strictly murder. That was more like Oops, how did that happen?

For months, Danaë languished in her underground cell. There wasn’t much to do except make little dough dolls out of biscuits and water, or talk to Mr Toilet, so she spent most of her time praying to the gods for help.

Maybe she got their attention because she was so nice, or because she had always made offerings at the temples. Or maybe it was because Danaë was knockout gorgeous.

One day, Zeus, the lord of the sky, heard Danaë calling his name. (Gods are like that. When you say their names, they perk right up. I bet they spend a lot of time Googling themselves, too.)

Zeus peered down from the heavens with his super-keen X-ray vision. He saw the beautiful princess trapped in her bronze cell, lamenting her cruel fate.

‘Dude, that is wrong,’ Zeus said to himself. ‘What kind of father imprisons his own daughter so she can’t fall in love or have kids?’

(Actually, that was exactly the sort of thing Zeus might do, but whatever.)

‘She’s kind of hot, too,’ Zeus muttered. ‘I think I’ll pay that lady a visit.’

Zeus was always doing stuff like this. He’d fall in love with some mortal girl on first sight, drop into her life like a romantic hydrogen bomb, mess up her entire existence and then head back to Mount Olympus, leaving his girlfriend to raise a kid all by herself. But really … I’m sure his intentions were honourable. (Cough. Yeah, right. Cough.)

With Danaë, Zeus’s only challenge was figuring out how to get into that maximum-security bronze cell.

He was a god, of course. He had skills. He could simply blast the doors open, but that might scare the poor girl. Plus, then he’d have to kill a bunch of guards, and that would be messy. Causing explosions and leaving a trail of mangled corpses didn’t set the right mood for a first date.

He decided it would be easier to turn into something small and sneak in through the air vent. That would give him plenty of privacy with the girl of his dreams.

But what should he turn into? An ant would work. Zeus had done that once before with a different girl. But he wanted to make a good first impression, and ants don’t have much of a ‘wow’ factor.

He decided to turn himself into something totally different – a shower of gold! He dissolved into a swirling cloud of twenty-four-carat glitter and sped down from Mount Olympus. He poured through the air shaft, filling Danaë’s cell with warm, dazzling light that took her breath away.

FEAR NOT, said a voice from the glitter. I AM ZEUS, LORD OF THE SKY. YOU LOOK FINE, GIRL. DO YOU WANT TO HANG OUT?

Danaë had never had a boyfriend. Especially not a god boyfriend who could turn into glitter. Pretty soon – like in five or six minutes – she was madly in love.

Weeks passed. Danaë stayed so quiet in her cell that the guards outside grew incredibly bored. Then one day, about nine months after the glitter incident, a guard was pushing a food tray through the slot in the door as usual when he heard a strange sound: a baby crying inside the cell.

He ran to get King Acrisius – because this was the kind of thing the boss would want to know about. When the king got there, he unlocked the door, stormed into the cell and found Danaë cradling a newborn baby in a blanket.

‘What …’ Acrisius scanned the cell. No one else was there. No one could’ve possibly got in, because Acrisius had the only key, and no one could have fitted through Mr Toilet. ‘How … Who …’

‘My lord,’ Danaë said with a resentful gleam in her eyes, ‘I have been visited by the god Zeus. This is our son. I have named him Perseus.’

Acrisius tried not to choke on his own tongue. The word Perseus meant avenger or destroyer, depending on how you interpreted it. The king did not want the kid growing up to hang out with Iron Man and the Hulk and, from the way Danaë was glaring at him, the king had a pretty good idea who she wanted destroyed.

The king’s worst fear about the prophecy was coming true – which was kind of stupid, because if he hadn’t been such a butt-brain and locked up his daughter, it never would’ve happened. But that’s the way prophecies work. You try to avoid the trap, and in doing so you end up building the trap yourself and stepping right into it.

Acrisius wanted to murder Danaë and the little boy. That was the safest bet. But there was that whole taboo thing about killing your family. Annoying detail! Also if Danaë was telling the truth and Perseus was the son of Zeus … well, angering the lord of the universe wasn’t going to help Acrisius’s life expectancy.

Acrisius decided to try something else. He ordered his guards to find a large wooden box with a hinged lid. He had some airholes drilled in the top, just to show he was a nice guy, then he stuffed Danaë and her infant son inside, nailed the lid shut and had the box tossed into the sea.

He figured he wasn’t killing them directly. Maybe they would perish from thirst and hunger. Maybe a nice storm would smash them to pieces and drown them. Whatever happened, it wouldn’t be his fault!

The king went back to the palace and slept well for the first time in years. Nothing like condemning your daughter and grandson to a slow, horrible death to really ease your mind. If you’re an airhole like Acrisius, that is.

Meanwhile, inside the wooden box, Danaë prayed to Zeus. ‘Hi, um, it’s me, Danaë. I don’t mean to bother you, but my dad kicked me out. I’m in a box. In the middle of the sea. And Perseus is with me. So … yeah. If you could call me back or text me or something, that would be great.’

Zeus did better than that. He sent cool gentle rain that trickled through the airholes and provided Danaë and the baby with fresh water to drink. He persuaded his brother, the sea god Poseidon, to calm the waves and change the currents so the box would have a smooth journey. Poseidon even caused little sardines to leap onto the box and wriggle through the airholes so Danaë could enjoy fresh sushi. (My dad, Poseidon, is awesome that way.)

So, instead of drowning or dying of thirst, Danaë and Perseus survived just fine. After a few days, the S.S. Wooden Box approached the shore of an island called Seriphos, about a hundred miles east of Argos.

Danaë and the baby still might have died, because that box lid was nailed shut tight. Fortunately, a fisherman named Dictys happened to be sitting on the beach, mending his nets after a hard day of pulling in the fish.

Dictys saw this huge wooden box bobbing on the tide and thought, Whoa, that’s weird.

He waded into the water with his nets and hooks, and dragged the box to the beach.

‘I wonder what’s inside?’ he said to himself. ‘Could be wine, or olives … or gold!’

‘Help!’ said a woman’s voice from inside the box.

‘Waaaaah!’ cried another, tiny voice from inside the box.

‘Or people,’ Dictys said. ‘It could be full of people!’

He got out his handy fishing knife and carefully prised off the top of the box. Inside sat Danaë and baby Perseus – both of them grubby and tired and smelling like day-old sushi, but very much alive.

Dictys helped them out and gave them some bread and water. (Oh boy, Danaë thought, more bread and water!) The fisherman asked Danaë what had happened to her.

She decided to go light on the details. After all, she didn’t know where she was, or if the local king was a friend of her dad’s. For all she knew, she’d landed in Hackensack. She just told Dictys that her father had kicked her out because she’d fallen in love and had a child without his permission.

‘Who’s the boy’s father?’ Dictys wondered.

‘Oh … um, Zeus.’

The fisherman’s eyes widened. He believed her immediately. Despite Danaë’s grubby appearance, he could tell she was beautiful enough to attract a god. And, from the way she talked and her general composure, he guessed she was a princess. Dictys wanted to help her and the little baby, but he had a lot of conflicting emotions.

‘I could take you to see my brother,’ he said reluctantly. ‘His name is Polydectes. He’s the king of this island.’

‘Would he welcome us?’ Danaë asked. ‘Would he give us asylum?’

‘I’m sure he would.’ Dictys tried not to sound nervous, but his brother was a notorious ladies’ man. He would probably welcome Danaë a little too warmly.

Danaë frowned. ‘If your brother is the king, why are you only a fisherman? I mean, no offence. Fishermen are cool.’

‘I prefer not to spend too much time at the palace,’ Dictys said. ‘Family issues.’

Danaë knew all about family issues. She was uneasy about seeking help from King Polydectes, but she didn’t see another option, unless she wanted to stay on the beach and make a hut out of her box.

‘Should I get cleaned up first?’ she asked Dictys.

‘No,’ said the fisherman. ‘With my brother, you should look as unattractive as possible. In fact, maybe rub some more sand on your face. Put some seaweed in your hair.’

Dictys led Danaë and the baby to the main town on Seriphos. Looming above all the other buildings was the king’s palace – a mass of white marble columns and sandstone walls, with banners flying from the turrets and a bunch of thuggish-looking guards at the gate. Danaë started to wonder if living in a box on the beach wasn’t such a bad idea, but she followed her fisherman friend into the throne room.

King Polydectes sat on a solid bronze throne that must have offered little in the way of lower-back support. Behind him, the walls were festooned with war trophies: weapons, shields, banners and a few stuffed heads of his enemies. You know, the usual decor to brighten up an audience chamber.

‘Well, well!’ said Polydectes. ‘What have you brought me, brother? It looks like you finally caught something worthwhile in your fishing nets!’

‘Um …’ Dictys tried to think of a way to say Please be nice to her and don’t kill me.

‘You are dismissed,’ the king said.

The guards hustled the poor fisherman away.

Polydectes leaned towards Danaë. His grin didn’t make him look any friendlier, since he had some nasty crooked teeth.

He wasn’t fooled by Danaë’s ragged clothes, the sand on her face, the seaweed and tiny sardines in her hair or the bundle of rags she was holding. (Why was she holding that bundle? Was it her carry-on bag?) Polydectes could see how beautiful the girl was. Those eyes were gorgeous. That face – perfection! Give her a bath and some proper clothes, and she could pass for a princess.

‘Do not be afraid, my dear,’ he said. ‘How I can help you?’

Danaë decided to play the victim, thinking the king would respond to that. She fell to her knees and wept. ‘My lord, I am Danaë, princess of Argos. My father, King Acrisius, cast me out. I beg you for protection!’

Polydectes’s heart wasn’t exactly moved. But his mental gears definitely started turning. Argos – nice city. He’d heard about Acrisius, the old king with no sons. Oh, this was too good! If Polydectes married Danaë, he would become the ruler of both cities. He would finally have two throne rooms with enough wall space to display all those stuffed heads he kept in storage!

‘Princess Danaë, of course I grant you sanctuary!’ he said, loud enough for all his attendants to hear. ‘I swear upon the gods, you will be safe with me!’

He rose from his throne and descended the steps of his dais. He meant to take Danaë in his arms to show what a kind, loving dude he was. As soon as he got within five feet of her, the princess’s bundle of rags started screaming.

Polydectes jumped back. The screaming stopped.

‘What sorcery is this?’ Polydectes demanded. ‘You have a bundle of screaming rags?’

‘It’s a baby, my lord.’ Danaë tried not to smirk at the king’s horrified expression. ‘This is my son, Perseus, whose father is Zeus. I hope your promise of protection extends to my poor tiny child as well.’

Polydectes developed a tic in his right eye. He hated babies – wrinkly, pudgy creatures that cried and pooped. He was sorry he hadn’t noticed the kid earlier, but he’d been distracted by Danaë’s beauty.

He couldn’t take back his promise now. All of his attendants had heard him say it. Besides, if the baby was a child of Zeus, that complicated matters. You couldn’t chuck demigod babies in the bin without angering the gods – most of the time, anyway.

‘Of course,’ the king managed. ‘What a cute little … thing. He will have my protection, too. I’ll tell you what …’

The king edged closer, but Perseus started screaming again. The kid had an evil-king radar.

‘Ha, ha,’ Polydectes said weakly. ‘The boy has a strong set of lungs. He can be raised in the Temple of Athena, far away at the other end of the city – I mean, conveniently located in the best part of the city. The priests there will take excellent care of him. In the meantime, you and I, dear princess, can become better acquainted.’

Polydectes was used to getting his way. He figured it would take fifteen, maybe sixteen minutes tops to get Danaë to marry him.

Instead, the next seventeen years were the most frustrating time in Polydectes’s life. Try as he might to become better acquainted with Danaë, the princess and her son thwarted Polydectes at every turn. The king gave Danaë her own suite of rooms at the palace. He gave her fancy clothes, beautiful jewellery, maidservants and an all-you-can-eat coupon book for the royal buffet. But Danaë wasn’t fooled. She knew she was just as much a prisoner here as she had been in that bronze cell. She wasn’t allowed to leave the palace. Aside from her servants, the only visitors she would have were her son and his nursemaids from the Temple of Athena.

Danaë loved those visits from Perseus. While he was a baby, he would scream every time the king got close to Danaë. Since the king couldn’t stand the sound, he would leave quickly and go take some aspirin. When Perseus wasn’t around, Danaë found other ways to rebuff the king’s flirting. Whenever he came to her door, she would make retching noises and apologize for being sick. She would hide in the palace laundry room. She would weep uncontrollably while her maidservants looked on until the king felt embarrassed and ran away.

For years the king tried to win her affection. For years she resisted.

Their mutual stubbornness was kind of impressive, actually.

Once Perseus got older, things got easier for Danaë and harder for Polydectes.

After all, Perseus was a demigod. The dude had mad talent. By the time he was seven, he could wrestle a grown man to the floor. By the time he was ten, he could shoot an arrow across the length of the island and wield a sword better than any soldier in the king’s army. Growing up in the Temple of Athena, he learned about warfare and wisdom: how to pick your fights, how to honour the gods – all good stuff to know if you want to live through puberty.

He was a good son, which meant he continued to visit his mom as often as possible. He didn’t scream any more when Polydectes came around, but if the king tried to flirt with Danaë, Perseus would stand nearby, glaring, his arms crossed and several deadly weapons hanging from his belt, until the king retreated.

You’d think Polydectes would have given up, right? There were plenty of other women to bother. But you know how it is. Once you’re told you can’t have something, you want it even more. By the time Perseus turned seventeen, Polydectes was out of his mind with irritation. He wanted to marry Danaë before she was too old to have more kids! He wanted to see his own children become the kings of Argos and Seriphos. Which added up to one thing: Perseus had to go.

But how to get rid of a demigod without directly murdering him?

Especially since Perseus, at seventeen, was the strongest and best fighter on the island.

What Polydectes needed was a good trap … a way to make Perseus walk right into his own destruction without any of the blame splashing back onto Polydectes.

Over the years, the king had seen a lot of heroes gallivanting around: slaying monsters, rescuing villages and cute puppies, winning the hearts of princes and princesses and getting major endorsement deals. Polydectes had no use for such nonsense, but he’d noticed that most heroes had a fatal flaw – some weakness that (with any luck) would get them killed.

What was Perseus’s fatal flaw?

The boy was a prince of Argos, a son of Zeus, yet he’d grown up as a castaway in a foreign kingdom, with no money and only his mother for family. This made him a little touchy about his reputation. He was anxious to prove himself. He would take on any challenge. If Polydectes could use that against him …

The king began to smile. Oh, yes. He had just the challenge in mind.

Later that week, Polydectes announced that he was collecting wedding presents for the princess of a neighbouring island. Her name was Hippodemeia. Her dad, King Oenomaus, was an old friend of Polydectes, but none of that was really important.

It was just an excuse to collect presents.

Polydectes gathered all the rich and famous of Seriphos for a party at the palace to see what kind of loot they would cough up. Everybody wanted to impress the king, so they competed with one another to give the coolest presents.

One family contributed a silver vase studded with rubies. Another gifted a golden chariot and a team of pure-white horses. Another offered a thousand-drachma gift certificate for iTunes. Nothing but the best for the old what’s-her-name who was getting married to whoever!

As the gifts piled up, Polydectes complimented everybody and made all the rich and famous people feel special (like they didn’t already). Finally he spotted Perseus over by the hors d’oeuvres table, hanging out with his mom and trying to go unnoticed.

Perseus didn’t want to be at this stupid party. Watching a bunch of snooty nobles suck up to the king wasn’t his idea of fun. But he had a duty to look out for his mom in case Polydectes got flirty, so here he was, drinking lukewarm punch and eating mini-weenies on toothpicks.

‘Well, Perseus!’ the king called across the room. ‘What have you brought as a present for my ally’s daughter’s wedding? You are the mightiest warrior in Seriphos. Everyone says so! Surely you have brought the most impressive gift.’

That was really low. Everyone knew Perseus was poor. The other guests snickered and turned up their noses, glad to see the young upstart put in his place. They didn’t like it when handsome, strong, talented demigods from out of town topped them at anything.

Perseus’s face turned bright red.

Next to him, Danaë whispered, ‘Don’t say anything, my son. He’s just trying to make you angry. It’s some sort of trap.’

Perseus wouldn’t listen. He hated being made fun of. He was the son of Zeus, but the king and his nobles treated him like a worthless bum. He was tired of Polydectes and the way he kept Danaë prisoner in the palace.

Perseus stepped to the middle of the room. The nobles parted around him. He called to the king, ‘I may not be the richest one here, but I keep my promises. What would you like, Polydectes? Name any wedding gift for what’s-her-name. Name it, and I will bring it.’

The crowd tittered nervously. (Yes, I looked it up. Tittered is totally a real word.) Polydectes just smiled. He’d been waiting for this.

‘A fine promise,’ said the king. ‘But promises are easy. Would you swear a binding oath … say, on the River Styx?’

(FYI: Don’t swear on the River Styx. It’s the most serious oath you can make. If you don’t keep your word, you’re basically inviting Hades, his Furies and all the daimons of the Underworld to drag you down to eternal punishment with no chance of parole.)

Perseus glanced at his mother. Danaë shook her head. Perseus knew that making an oath to an evil guy like Polydectes was unwise. The priests who’d raised him at Athena’s temple would not approve. Then Perseus looked around at the crowd sneering and smirking at him.

‘I promise on the River Styx!’ he shouted. ‘What do you want, Polydectes?’

The king reclined on his uncomfortable bronze throne. He gazed at the stuffed heads decorating his walls.

‘Bring me …’

Cue the dramatic organ music.

‘… the head of Medusa.’

Cue the gasping crowd.

Even saying the name Medusa was considered bad luck. Hunting her down and cutting off her head? That wasn’t something you’d wish on your worst enemy.

Medusa was the freakiest monster known to the Greeks. Once she’d been a beautiful woman, but after she had a romantic get-together with Poseidon in Athena’s temple (possibly the same temple where Perseus was raised), Athena had turned the poor girl into a hideous creature.

You think your morning face is bad? Medusa was so ugly that one glance at her would turn you to stone. No one had ever seen her and lived, but according to rumours she had gold bat wings, brass talons for fingers and hair made out of living poisonous snakes.

She lived somewhere far to the east with her two sisters, who had also been transformed into bat-winged monsters – maybe because they had dared to stay with their sister. Together, the three of them were known as the Gorgons, which sounds like an awesome name for a backup band. Now appearing: Johnny Graecus and the Gorgons! Okay, maybe not.

Many heroes had ventured off to find Medusa and kill her, because … well, I’m not sure why, actually. She wasn’t bothering anyone as far as I know. Maybe just because it was a hard quest. Or maybe there was a prize for killing the ugliest monster. Whatever the case, no hero who went after her had ever returned.

For a moment, the throne room was absolutely still. The crowd looked horrified. Danaë looked horrified. Perseus was so horrified, he couldn’t feel his own toes.

Polydectes smiled like Christmas had come early. ‘You did say “Name it and I’ll bring it”, correct? Well’ – the king spread his arms – ‘bring it.’

The tension broke. The crowd howled with laughter. Looking at Perseus, a seventeen-year-old nobody, and imagining him cutting off the head of Medusa – it was just too ridiculous.

Somebody yelled, ‘Bring me a Gorgon T-shirt while you’re at it!’

‘Bring me a snow cone!’ someone else shouted.

Perseus fled in shame. His mom called after him, but he just kept running.

On the throne, Polydectes basked in applause. He ordered party music and a round of lukewarm punch for everyone. He was in the mood to celebrate.

At the very least, if Perseus chickened out, he’d be too embarrassed to ever come back. Maybe the gods would kill him for breaking his oath. And if the kid was actually stupid enough to find Medusa … well, Perseus would end up as a colossal demigod paperweight.

The king’s problems were over!

After fleeing the palace, Perseus ran to the cliffs overlooking the sea. He stood at the edge and tried not to cry. The night sky was covered in clouds, as if even Zeus was ashamed to look at him.

‘Dad,’ Perseus said, ‘I’ve never asked you for anything. I’ve never complained. I have always made the right sacrifices and tried to be a good son to my mom. Now I’ve messed up. I opened my big mouth and made an impossible promise. I’m not asking you to solve my problem for me, but please, I’d really appreciate some guidance. How do I get myself out of this?’

At his shoulder, a voice said, ‘What a nice prayer.’

Perseus jumped, barely avoiding a fall off the cliff.

Standing next to him was a twentyish-looking guy with an impish smile, curly brown hair and a strange cap with a brim only in the front. The man’s clothes were odd, too – brown leggings, a close-fitting brown shirt and laced black shoes like a combination of boots and sandals. On the left breast of his shirt was sewn a pocket, and cleverly stitched above that were letters that didn’t look Greek: UPS.

Perseus figured the guy must be a god, because no mortal would dress that dorky. ‘Are you … my father Zeus?’

The newcomer chuckled. ‘Buddy, I’m not old enough to be your dad. Seriously, do I look a day over one thousand? I’m Hermes, the god of messengers and travellers! Zeus sent me to help you out.’

‘That was fast.’

‘I pride myself on quick service.’

‘What are those symbols on your shirt?’

‘Oh.’ Hermes looked down. ‘What century is it? Sorry, I get confused sometimes.’ He snapped his fingers. His clothes changed to something more normal – a wide-brimmed hat like travellers wear to keep off the sun, a white tunic cinched at the waist and a wool robe across his shoulders. ‘Now, where was I? Right! Zeus heard your prayer and sent me with some cool magic items to aid you on your quest!’

Hermes snapped his fingers again. He proudly held up a leather bag the size of a backpack.

‘It’s a sack,’ Perseus noted.

‘I know! After you cut off the head of Medusa, you can put it in here!’

‘Wow. Thanks.’

‘Also …’ Hermes reached into the sack and pulled out a simple bronze helmet: just a skullcap, like the king’s foot soldiers wore. ‘This little baby will turn you invisible.’

‘Seriously?’ Perseus took the cap and looked inside. ‘Why is it inscribed Made in Bangladesh?’

‘Oh, don’t mind that,’ Hermes said. ‘It’s an unauthorized reproduction of Hades’s helmet of darkness. But it works great. I promise.’

Perseus put on his cheap Bangladeshi knock-off helmet. Suddenly he couldn’t see his own body. ‘That’s cool.’

‘Right? Okay, take off the helmet, ’cause I got something else for you. I had these made special.’

From his leather sack of fabulous prizes, Hermes pulled a pair of sandals. Tiny dove wings sprouted from the heels. As the god dangled the shoes from their laces, they flapped around, straining for freedom, like birds on leashes.

‘I use a pair of these myself,’ Hermes said. ‘Put them on, and you can fly! Much faster than walking or swimming to Medusa and, since you’ll be invisible, you won’t have to log a flight plan or anything!’

Perseus’s heart beat as fast as the dove wings. Ever since he was little, he’d wanted to fly. He tried on the sandals and instantly shot into the sky.

‘YEAH!’ he whooped with joy. ‘THIS IS AWESOME!’

‘Okay, kid!’ Hermes yelled at the tiny dot zipping in and out of the clouds. ‘You can come down now!’

Perseus landed, and Hermes explained what would happen next. ‘First, you gotta find these three old ladies called the Grey Sisters.’

‘Why are they called that?’

‘Because they’re grey. Also, they’re ugly and immortal. And if they get the chance they’ll cut you up and barbecue you.’

‘So why do I want to find them?’

‘They know the location of Medusa’s secret lair. Even I don’t have that information. Plus, they have a couple of extra items that will help you with your quest.’

‘What items?’

Hermes frowned. From his pocket, he pulled a piece of paper and read it. ‘I dunno. They’re not listed on the manifest. But I got this info from Athena, and she usually knows what she’s talking about. Just start flying due east. After two days, you’ll see the island of the Grey Sisters. Can’t miss it. It’s … uh, grey.’

‘Thank you, Hermes!’ Perseus was so grateful he tried to give Hermes a hug.

The god pulled away. ‘Okay, kid, let’s not get excited. Good luck, and try not to run into any mountains, yeah?’

Hermes disappeared in a cloud of smoke. Perseus launched himself into the air, flying east as fast as his ankle-mounted dove wings would carry him.

The island of the Grey Sisters was definitely grey.

A big grey mountain rose from a grey forest, blanketed in ash-coloured fog. Slate cliffs dropped into a churning grey sea.

This must be the place, Perseus thought, because he was smart like that.

He put on his invisibility cap and descended towards a line of smoke rising from the trees – like someone had a campfire going.

In a dreary clearing next to a scum-green lake, three old ladies sat around the fire. They were dressed in grey rags. Their hair looked like dirty straw. On a spit over the fire was a big hunk of sizzling meat, and Perseus really did not want to know where that meat had come from.

As he got closer, he heard the women arguing.

‘Give me the eye!’ one yelled.

‘Give me the tooth and I’ll think about it!’ the second one said.

‘It’s my turn!’ wailed the third. ‘You took the eye when I was in the middle of the last season of The Walking Dead. You can’t do that!’

Perseus edged closer. The old ladies’ faces were withered and sagging like melted masks. Their eye sockets were empty – except for the middle sister, Ugly No. 2, who had one green eye.

The sister on the right, Ugly No. 1, was enjoying a chunk of mystery meat, ripping off pieces with her single mossy incisor. The other two sisters seemed to have no teeth at all. They slurped unhappily from cups of Dannon non-fat Greek yogurt.

Ugly No. 1 popped another piece of meat in her mouth and chewed it with relish. (I mean, with pleasure. She didn’t actually have any relish.)

‘Fine,’ she said. ‘I’m done eating anyway. I’ll trade you for the eye.’

‘That’s not fair!’ said Ugly No. 3. ‘It’s my turn! I don’t have anything!’

‘Shut up and eat your yogurt,’ said Ugly No. 1. She yanked the tooth out of her mouth.

Ugly No. 2 put her hand over her eye and forced a sneeze. The eyeball popped out into her palm, and Perseus tried not to puke.

‘Ready?’ asked Ugly No. 1. ‘We’ll toss them on the count of three, and no funny business!’

Perseus realized this was his chance to do something sneaky and very disgusting. He crept forward.

‘One …’ said Ugly No. 1. ‘Two …’

As the grey lady yelled ‘Three!’ Perseus stepped up. All his training at the temple of Athena and his hours playing Call of Duty must have really improved his hand–eye coordination, because he snatched the eye and the tooth right out of the air.

The grey ladies kept their hands out, ready to catch their traded body upgrades.

‘What happened?’ asked Ugly No. 1. ‘You didn’t throw.’

‘I threw the eyeball!’ Ugly No. 2 said. ‘You didn’t throw the tooth!’

‘I did so!’ shrieked Ugly No. 1. ‘Someone else must have taken it.’

‘Well, don’t look at me!’ said Ugly No. 3.

‘I can’t!’ screamed Ugly No. 1. ‘I don’t have an eye!’

‘I have it,’ Perseus interjected.

The Grey Sisters fell silent.

‘And your tooth,’ he added.

All three ladies whipped knives out from under their rags and lunged towards the sound of his voice. Perseus stumbled back, barely avoiding becoming mystery meat on a spit.

Note to self, he thought. Invisibility doesn’t work on blind people.

Uglies No. 1 and No. 2 knocked heads, fell down and started wrestling. Ugly No. 3 tripped into the cooking fire and rolled out shrieking, trying to smother her burning clothes.

Perseus circled the perimeter of the camp. ‘If you want your eye and tooth back, you’d better behave yourselves.’

‘They’re our property!’ wailed Ugly No. 1.

‘They’re our precious!’ cried Ugly No. 3.

‘Wrong story, you idiot!’ snapped Ugly No. 2.

The three sisters got to their feet. They looked creepy in the firelight – shadows dancing across their hollow eye sockets, knife blades glinting red.

Perseus stepped on a twig. The sisters all turned towards him, hissing like cats.

Perseus tried to steady his nerves. ‘Attack me again,’ he warned, ‘and I’ll squish your eye right now.’

He gave the slimy orb a gentle squeeze. The Grey Sisters shrieked, clawing at their empty sockets.

‘All right!’ wailed Ugly No. 1. ‘What do you want?’

‘First, directions to the lair of Medusa.’

Ugly No. 3 made a sound like a rat being stepped on. ‘We can’t tell you that! We promised to guard the Gorgons’ secret!’

‘And to guard the weapons of the prophecy!’ added Ugly No. 2.

‘Right,’ Perseus said. ‘I’ll also need those weapons of the prophecy.’

The sisters wailed some more and slapped one another upside the head.

‘We can’t give you the weapons!’ said Ugly No. 3. ‘The Gorgons are counting on us! They’ll hunt us down and kill us!’

‘I thought you were immortal,’ Perseus said.

‘Well … true,’ Ugly No. 1 conceded. ‘But you don’t know the Gorgons! They’ll torture us and call us bad names and –’

‘If you don’t help me,’ Perseus said, ‘no tooth and no eye – ever again.’

He squeezed the eyeball a little harder.

‘All right!’ Ugly No. 1 relented. ‘Give us the tooth and the eye, and we’ll help you.’

‘Help me first,’ Perseus said, ‘and I promise I’ll release your eye and tooth immediately.’

(Which was an easy promise to make, because those things were disgusting.)

‘The cave of the Gorgons lies to the east,’ said Ugly No. 2. ‘Another three days as the crow flies. When you reach the mainland, you will see a high cliff rising from the sea. The cave is right in the middle, five hundred feet up. A tiny ledge is the only approach. You will know the place. Just look for the statues.’

‘The statues,’ Perseus repeated.

‘Yes!’ said Ugly No. 3. ‘Now, give us our property!’

‘Not so fast,’ Perseus said. ‘What about those weapons you mentioned?’

Ugly No. 3 howled in frustration. She lunged at Perseus. He dodged easily, and she ran face first into a tree. ‘Owww!’

‘The weapons?’ Perseus asked again, applying more pressure to the community eyeball.

‘Fine!’ Ugly No. 1 cried. ‘A mile south of here is a huge dead oak tree. The weapons are buried between the two largest roots. But don’t tell Medusa we gave them to you!’

‘I won’t,’ Perseus promised. ‘I’ll be too busy killing her.’

‘The eye!’ said Ugly No. 2. ‘The tooth!’

‘Yep.’ Perseus threw them both into the scum-green lake. ‘I promised I’d release them immediately, but I can’t have you following me for revenge. You’d better start diving before some fish decides that eyeball looks tasty.’

The Grey Sisters screamed and hobbled blindly towards the water. They dived in like a pack of raggedy walruses.

Perseus wiped his hands on his shirt. Eyeball slime. Gross. He started up his sandals and flew south through the forest.

He found the dead oak tree with no problem. Perseus dug between the two biggest roots and unearthed something like a manhole cover wrapped in a leather blanket. He unwrapped the oiled leather and was immediately blinded by the shininess of a round bronze shield. Its surface was polished like a mirror. Even in the gloomy forest, it reflected enough light to cause a traffic accident.

Perseus peered into the hole he’d dug. There was something else down there – something long and narrow, also swathed in oiled leather. He pulled it out and unwrapped a sweet-looking sword: black leather scabbard, bronze and leather hilt. He unsheathed it and grinned. The blade was perfectly weighted. The edge looked razor sharp.

He swung it at a thick oak branch, just to be sure. The blade went through the branch, then through the trunk, cutting the whole tree in half like it was made of Play-Doh. If you’d seen a demonstration like that on the Demigod Shopping Network, you totally would’ve ordered the sword for $19.99 plus shipping and handling.

‘Oh, yeah,’ Perseus said. ‘This’ll work.’

‘Be careful with that,’ said a woman’s voice.

Perseus spun and nearly decapitated the goddess Athena.

He recognized her right away. He’d grown up in her temple, with its many Athena statues, banners, coffee mugs and drink coasters. She wore a long white sleeveless dress. A tall war helmet crowned her long black hair. In her hands she held a spear and a rectangular shield, both glowing with magic, and her face was beautiful but a little scary, the way a warrior goddess should look. Her storm-grey eyes – unlike all the other grey stuff on this island – were bright and full of fierce energy.

‘Athena!’ Perseus knelt and lowered his head. ‘Sorry about almost cutting your head off!’

‘It’s cool,’ said the goddess. ‘Rise, my hero.’

Perseus got up. His sandals’ little dove wings fluttered nervously around his ankles. ‘Are these … are these weapons for me?’

‘I hope so,’ Athena said. ‘I put the sword and shield here, knowing that some day a great hero would come along – someone worthy of ending Medusa’s curse. I hope you are that hero. I think Medusa has suffered long enough, don’t you?’

‘So, you mean … Wait, I’m confused. You’re going to change her back into a human?’

‘No. I’m going to let you chop her head off.’

‘Oh. That’s fair.’

‘Yes, I thought so. Here’s the deal: you will sneak into the Gorgons’ cave during the day while they’re asleep. That sword is sharp enough to cut through Medusa’s neck, which is as tough as elephant hide.’

‘And the shield?’ Perseus’s eyes lit up. ‘Oh! I get it! I use it like a mirror! I look at Medusa’s reflection rather than looking at her directly, so she can’t turn me to stone.’

Athena smiled. ‘Very good. You have learned some wisdom in my temple.’

‘And also from playing God of War,’ Perseus said. ‘There’s this one level –’

‘Whatever,’ the goddess said. ‘Be careful, Perseus! Even after Medusa is dead, her face will still have the power to petrify mortals. Keep it safely in that leather sack, and don’t show it to anyone unless you want to turn them into solid marble.’

Perseus nodded, mentally storing away that safety tip. ‘What about Medusa’s sisters, the other two Gorgons?’

‘I wouldn’t worry too much about them. They’re sound sleepers. If you’re lucky, you’ll be out of there before they wake up. Besides, you couldn’t kill them even if you tried. Unlike Medusa, the other two Gorgons are immortal.’

‘Why is that?’

‘Heck, I don’t know. Just roll with it. The point is, if they wake up, get out of there. Fast.’

Perseus must have looked pretty terrified.

Athena raised her arms in blessing. ‘You can do this, Perseus. Bring honour to me, and Hermes, and our father, Zeus. Your name will live forever! Just don’t screw up.’

‘Thank you, great goddess!’ Perseus was so overwhelmed he tried to give Athena a hug, but she backed away.

‘Whoa, there, big boy. No touchy the goddess.’

‘Sorry – I just –’

‘You’re welcome. Now, get going! Good hunting, Perseus!’

The goddess disappeared in a shimmer of light.

In the distance, Perseus heard the Grey Sisters screaming something about murder, and he decided it was time to leave.

Medusa’s lair was having a clearance sale on lawn statuary.

Just as the Grey Sisters had described, the cave sat halfway up a steep cliff overlooking the sea. The mouth of the cavern and the narrow trail leading up to it were decorated with life-size marble warriors. Some had swords raised. Others cowered behind their shields. One dude was crouched with his pants around his ankles, which was a really a bad way to be frozen for all time. All the would-be heroes had one thing in common: an expression of absolute horror.

As the sun rose over the cliffs, shadows moved across the statues, making them look alive. That didn’t help Perseus’s nerves.

Since he was flying, he didn’t have to worry about the treacherous path. Since he was invisible, he didn’t have to worry about being seen.

Still … he was super tense. He looked at the dozens of mortals who’d tried to do what he was about to do. Each of them had been brave enough to come here. Each had been determined to kill Medusa.

Now all of them were dead. Or were they dead? Maybe they stayed conscious after they were turned to stone, which would be even worse. Perseus imagined standing frozen forever, no matter how much your nose itched, waiting until you cracked and crumbled into pieces.

This time will be different, Perseus told himself. These guys hadn’t had two gods helping them out.

But he wasn’t sure about that, either. What if he was only the latest in a long line of godly experiments? Maybe Hermes and Athena were sitting up on Mount Olympus, watching his progress, and if he failed they’d be like, Well, that didn’t work. Send in the next guy.

He landed at the entrance of the cave. He crept inside, his shield raised, his sword unsheathed.

The interior was dark and crowded with even more marble heroes. Perseus navigated around a spear-wielding guy in full armour, an archer with a cracked stone bow and a hairy, pot-bellied guy wearing only a loincloth who was completely unarmed. Apparently the guy’s plan had been to surprise Medusa by running in, yelling, waving his arms and being even more ugly than the Gorgons. It hadn’t worked.

The further Perseus went into the cave, the darker it got. Frozen heroes stared at him from contorted faces. Stone blades poked him in uncomfortable spots.

At last he heard a chorus of soft hissing from the back of the room … the sound of hundreds of tiny snakes.

His mouth tasted like battery acid. He raised the polished surface of his shield and saw the reflection of a woman sleeping on a cot about fifty feet away. As she lay on her back with her arms folded over her face, she seemed almost human. She wore a simple white chiton, and her belly looked unusually swollen.

Wait …

Medusa was pregnant?

Suddenly Perseus remembered how Medusa had been cursed in the first place. She’d been playing hanky-panky with Poseidon in Athena’s temple. Did that mean … oh, gods. Ever since Medusa had been turned into a monster, she’d been pregnant with Poseidon’s offspring, unable to give birth because … well, who knew why? Maybe that was part of the curse.

Perseus’s courage faltered. Killing a monster was one thing. Killing a pregnant mother? Uh-uh. That was completely different.

Medusa turned in her sleep and faced him. Behind her, one of her gold wings unfolded against the cave wall. Her arms dropped, revealing sharp brass talons on her fingers. Her hair writhed – a nest of slithering green vipers. How could anyone sleep with all those little tongues flicking across her scalp?

And her face …

Perseus almost glanced over to make sure he was seeing it correctly in the reflection. Tusks like a wild boar’s jutted from her mouth. Her lips curled in a permanent sneer. Her eyes bulged, making her look vaguely amphibian. But what really made her ugly was how her features were so misshapen and disproportionate. The nose, the eyes, the chin, the brow – taken all together, the face was so wrong, it didn’t make sense.

You know those optical-illusion pictures that make you dizzy and nauseous if you stare at them too long? Medusa’s face was like that, except a thousand times worse.

Perseus kept his eyes on the reflection in the shield. His hand was so sweaty he could barely hold his sword. The reptilian smell of Medusa’s hair filled his nostrils and made him want to gag. Despite the fact that he was invisible, the vipers must have sensed something was wrong. As he got closer, they hissed and bared their tiny fangs.

Perseus couldn’t see the other two Gorgons. Maybe they were sleeping in another part of the cave. Maybe they were out shopping for snake-friendly hair products.

He inched closer until he was standing right over Medusa, but he wasn’t sure he could kill her.

She was still a pregnant whatever-she-was. Her ugliness just made him feel pity … not anger. He should be cutting off King Polydectes’s head instead. But Perseus had made an oath. If he lost his nerve and backed out now, he doubted he’d ever get a second chance.

Then Medusa made up his mind for him.

She must have sensed his presence. Maybe her snake hairdo warned her. Maybe she smelled the scent of demigod. (I’ve been told we smell like buttered toast to monsters, but I can’t vouch for that.)

Her bugged-out eyes snapped open. Her talons curled. She shrieked like an electrocuted jackal and lunged, ready to slash Perseus to ribbons.

Blindly, Perseus swung his sword.

Ka-flump.

Medusa fell backwards, collapsing across her cot.

Bump, bump, bump. Something warm and wet rolled to a stop next to Perseus’s foot.

Eww …

It took all his nerve not to look, not to scream like a pre-schooler and run away. Little dying viper heads tugged at the laces of his sandals.

Very carefully, he sheathed his sword. He slung his shield over his shoulder and opened the leather sack. He knelt, keeping his eyes fixed on the cave ceiling, and grabbed the head of Medusa by its dead, snaky hair. He stuffed the head into the bag and made sure the drawstring was tightly tied.

For the first time in several minutes, Perseus exhaled.

He’d done it. He looked at the headless body of Medusa sprawled across the cot. On the floor, dark blood pooled, swirling and making strange patterns. Was blood supposed to do that?

Two forms began to grow from the pool – swelling and rising as Medusa’s body withered away to nothing.

Perseus watched, transfixed, as a full-size stallion burst out of the liquid like it was charging through a doorway. The horse reared and whinnied, spreading eagle-like wings still flecked with blood.

Perseus didn’t realize it, but he’d just witnessed the birth of Pegasus, the first winged horse.

Then the second shape burst out of the blood: a man in golden armour with a gold sword in his hand. Later he would be named Chrysaor, the golden warrior, and he must’ve inherited some of his mother’s looks, because Perseus backed away from him really quick.

You’re probably wondering: why were Medusa’s kids a golden warrior and a winged horse? And how had they been stuck in Medusa’s body all those years?

Heck, I dunno. I’m just telling you how it was. You want stuff to make sense, you’re in the wrong universe.

I don’t know if Chrysaor would’ve fought Perseus or thanked him or what, but before they could even exchange phone numbers Perseus backed into one of the marble statues. It toppled into another statue, which toppled into another, domino-style, and … well, you get the idea. The cave filled with the sound of shattering stone heroes.

‘Oops,’ Perseus said.

From the left side of the cavern, a female voice hissed: ‘Medusa! What is wrong?’

From the right, the third Gorgon hissed back: ‘Intruder! Murderer!’

Perseus still wore his invisibility hat, but he wasn’t going to trust that to protect him. He kick-started his winged sandals and blasted out of the cave at full speed.

The two Gorgons screamed and launched after him. Their gold wings beat the air like crashing cymbals. The sound got louder, but Perseus didn’t dare look back. He willed his sandals to give him more speed. The little dove wings began to burn against his ankles. Something scraped at the sole of his shoe, and he had a bad feeling it was a Gorgon’s claw.

In a desperate move, he spiralled so the sunlight flashed off the shield on his back. The Gorgons shrieked, momentarily blinded, and Perseus sped upward into the clouds.

A few hours later, he was pretty sure he’d lost the Gorgons, but he didn’t stop until his sandals began to smoke. At that point, FAA regulations say, you really have to land and do a safety check.

Perseus came to rest on a barren outcropping of rock in the middle of the sea. In all directions, he saw only water, but he could make out the last glow of sunset on the horizon.

‘Well,’ he said to himself, ‘at least I know that direction is west. If I fly that way, I should eventually get home.’

Wrong. Dude must not have been paying attention while he was trying to get away from the Gorgons. Either that or he was using Apple Maps, because he was totally off course.

The next time he spotted land, it wasn’t the island of Seriphos. It was a big swathe of mainland: burnt red hills and sandy desert stretching as far as he could see in the moonlight.

Perseus had studied some geography at the temple of Athena. He could only think of one place that looked like this. ‘Africa? Is this seriously Africa?’

Yep. It was the coast of Africa, which meant Perseus had flown way too far south.

At that point he was so tired, hungry and thirsty he didn’t care. He figured he would find a town, get directions and rest for a while. He flew along the coast until sunrise, when he spotted the towers of a city in the distance.

‘Hooray,’ he said to himself. ‘Cities mean people! I like people!’

As he flew closer, he saw that something weird was going on. Several thousand people had gathered along the docks of the harbour. They were staring at the water as if they were waiting for something. Towards the back of the crowd, a silk pavilion was set up, where it looked like the king and queen of the city were observing whatever was going on.

At the entrance to the harbour, a single spire of jagged rock jutted up from the sea. On a tiny ledge about forty feet above the waves, chained to the rock, was a teenage girl.

This is not normal behaviour, Perseus thought. He took off his cap of invisibility so as not to startle the girl (like a dude with winged shoes flying towards you out of nowhere isn’t startling) and flew down to see her.

The girl was strangely calm. She stared at him with beautiful dark eyes. Her hair was as black as ebony, her skin like polished copper. She wore only a plain green dress that showed off her lovely arms and neck.

Perseus hovered next to her in the air. ‘Uh. Um …’ He tried to remember how to form a complete sentence. He was pretty sure he’d been able to do that a few moments before.

‘You shouldn’t be here,’ the girl told him. ‘The sea monster will be here any second to kill me.’

‘Sea monster?’ Perseus snapped out of his daze. ‘What’s going on? Why are you chained to this rock?’

‘Because my parents are super lame.’

‘Okay … details?’

‘My name is Andromeda. I’m the princess of that kingdom over there – Aethiopia.’

‘You mean your parents are the king and the queen?’ Perseus asked. ‘And they let you be chained out here?’

Andromeda rolled her gorgeous eyes. ‘It was their idea! Long story. My mom – Queen Kassiopeia – she’s totally vain. About a year ago she started bragging that she was even more beautiful than Poseidon’s Nereids.’

‘Oh, snap.’ Perseus had never met a Nereid, but he’d heard about them. They were Poseidon’s troupe of underwater sea goddesses, and they were supposedly stunning. He also knew that the gods hated it when humans compared themselves to immortals.

‘Yeah,’ Andromeda agreed. ‘So Poseidon got angry and sent this stupid sea monster to terrorize our city. It’s been sinking ships, blowtorching the harbour, chomping up the fishermen and totally making it impossible to get a tan on the beach. So this stupid local priest or whatever, he told my dad, King Cepheus, that the only way to make Poseidon happy was to chain me to this rock as a human sacrifice.’

‘That’s messed up,’ Perseus said. ‘It wasn’t your fault.’

‘I tried to explain that to the townspeople. It didn’t go over so well.’

‘You don’t seem very frightened.’

Andromeda shrugged as best she could with her arms in chains. ‘There’s not much I can do about it. Besides, getting killed by a sea monster doesn’t sound as bad as living with my jerk parents. If they think I’m going to scream and plead for my life, I’m not giving them the satisfaction. When that monster shows up, I plan on cussing at him so bad his little aquatic ears will bleed. I’ve been practising.’

Perseus thought for a moment. ‘I’m sure your cuss words are formidable. But what if there’s another way? What if I cut you free and save you?’

‘That would be cool,’ Andromeda said. ‘But it doesn’t solve the sea-monster problem. I mean, the townspeople were pretty horrible to me, but I don’t want the sea monster to slaughter them. Besides, the monster would probably follow me wherever I lived.’

‘Nah,’ Perseus said. ‘Because I’ll kill him.’

Andromeda stared at him. ‘No offence. You’re cute. And I’m sure you’re brave. But the sea monster is, like … Well, actually, there he is now.’

Next to the spire of rock, the water boiled. The sea monster reared his dump-truck-sized head. His face was covered in greenish-blue scales. Needle-sharp teeth lined his mouth. His neck arched out of the water until his yellow reptilian eyes were even with Andromeda’s perch. Below sea level, the shadow of the thing’s huge body looked like Nessie on steroids.

The monster hissed, spewing drool and flames. He’d apparently been eating whales for appetizers, because his breath was ultra rank.

On the shore, the townspeople screamed and yelled. Perseus couldn’t tell if they were terrified or just excited.

After fighting Medusa, though, Perseus wasn’t too impressed with this sea monster.

‘Andromeda,’ he said, ‘close your eyes.’

‘Okay.’

‘Hey, buddy,’ Perseus asked the monster, ‘you wanna see what I got in the bag?’

The sea monster tilted his huge head. He wasn’t used to mortals talking to him so calmly. Also, he loved surprises.

Perseus closed his eyes and pulled out the head of Medusa.

A crackling sound ran down the length of the monster’s body, like a lake flash-freezing.

Perseus counted to three. He stuffed Medusa’s head back in the bag and opened his eyes.

The monster had turned into the world’s largest sand sculpture. As Perseus watched, it crumbled back into the ocean.

‘Uh,’ Andromeda said, ‘can I look now?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Is it gross?’

‘No, not really.’

Andromeda stared down at the huge patch of monster dust swirling in the waves. ‘Wow. How did you do that?’

Perseus explained about the head of Medusa. Andromeda glanced at the bag hanging from his belt. ‘Cool. So about these chains …’

Perseus cut her free. ‘You want to get married or something?’

‘Sounds awesome,’ Andromeda said.

‘Can I get a hug?’

‘You can absolutely get a hug.’

That’s when Perseus knew it was true love. They hugged and kissed. Then he grabbed her around the waist and they flew to the city.

They landed at the king and queen’s pavilion. As you can imagine, a Greek warrior flying out of the sky after turning a monster to dust gets a lot of oohs and aahs. Andromeda explained what had happened and announced that she had decided to marry this handsome Greek prince.

‘Unless there are any objections,’ Perseus added.

King Cepheus looked at the son of Zeus with his buff muscles and his winged shoes, his blood-splattered armour and his extremely sharp-looking sword.

‘No objections!’ the king announced.

The queen gulped like she was trying to swallow a dry scone.

‘Great!’ Perseus said. ‘I want you guys to give thanks to the gods for my victory, okay? And, you know, to apologize for being boneheads. On that rock spire where you chained your daughter, I want you to build three shrines. The one on the left should be to Hermes. The one on the right will be for Athena. And the one in the middle will be for Zeus. If Poseidon gets mad about his sea monster being killed, well … those shrines should convince him this city is under the other three gods’ protection. Unless he wants a war with them, he’ll back off. And while you’re at it, sacrifice some cows for the gods.’

‘Cows,’ the king said.

‘Yeah. Three should be good. Now, let’s have a marriage feast!’

The crowd, which had been cheering for Andromeda’s death a moment ago, now cheered for her marriage. The king and queen hastily arranged a party at the palace with lots of feasting and clogging and square-dancing or whatever else those crazy Aethiopians did when they busted loose. Queen Kassiopeia spent most of her time admiring her reflection
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