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JUST IMAGINE…

the grey stone walls of a ruined castle on a hillside. Beyond the castle walls, a dark moat glitters. It is quiet and peaceful, apart from the occasional caw of a group of ravens perched on the castle walls.

CRASH!

A thunderclap echoes around the castle keep. The ravens fly into the air in alarm as a hawk with cruel eyes swoops out of the blue sky. The hawk lands beside the castle’s one remaining tower. As it lands, it changes into a very tall woman. A cloak of brown-grey feathers swirls from her shoulders and her black eyes flash angrily. This is the evil goddess Juno.

She snaps her fingers and the stones on the inside of the tower wall start to crumble away. A man’s proud face appears. He grabs the edges of the hole. ‘Today is the day, Juno!’ he roars. ‘Today I will get the last of my superpowers back!’

‘Never, Hercules!’ Juno cries. ‘I will not stand by and watch it happen!’

Hercules thumps his fist into the wall of the tower. ‘Seven tasks, you have set those two boys. They have succeeded in six. If they complete the final task today, I will get the last of my superpowers back and will be able to break free from these walls. Then –’ he glares at her – ‘then you will be sorry!’

‘But you will not get the power back today!’ Juno shrieks. ‘The boys must bring twenty raging bulls back to the castle. No mortal could ever do that. The bulls will trample and gore them. They
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will not survive. And when they die so do your chances of escape, Hercules. If you do not escape today your final superpower will fade and be lost to you forever!’

‘The boys will not fail me!’ Hercules exclaims.

They stare at each other. Then Juno swings round angrily and snaps her fingers. The stones close over Hercules’ face.

‘I will win!’ Juno hisses, staring out at the castle keep. ‘I will!’


CHAPTER ONE 
WHO WILL IT BE?
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‘Your call,’ Max said nervously. He and Finlay were sitting in his bedroom. Max looked at the coin in his hand. ‘Here goes.’

‘Heads!’ Finlay called as Max flicked up the coin.

Finlay and Max both held their breath as they watched it spinning in the air.

A week ago, their lives had changed
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forever. They had discovered the ancient hero, Hercules, trapped inside the walls of the ruined castle outside their village. Juno had taken his superpowers during a fight between Hercules and her and placed them in the stones of the castle’s gatehouse. Finlay and Max had been determined to free Hercules, and so each day, for seven days, they faced a terrifying task set by the evil goddess. These tasks would have been impossible for a normal human to complete but each day either Max or Finlay got to choose one of Hercules’ superhuman powers to help them. Juno had made a deal with them that if they completed the task by sunset the superpower returned to Hercules. Today was the day of the final task.

The coin spun down.

Max caught it and covered it with his hand.

‘Well?’ Finlay demanded.

Max slowly revealed the coin.

A mixture of relief and disappointment crossed his face. ‘It’s heads.’

Finlay let out a deep breath. ‘Looks like I get the superpower of incredible-agility, then. I’ll be able to run, climb and jump like a superhero.’

Max forced himself to smile. ‘And you’ll have the chance to herd twenty raging bulls.’

‘Let me at ’ em!’ Finlay said with a shaky grin. ‘You’ll help, though, won’t you?’

‘You know I will,’ Max replied, looking determined. ‘We’re going to do this task and get Hercules his last superpower back!’

‘Then he can break free from the tower and fight Juno!’ Finlay jumped to his feet and leapt forward, doing a karate chop.

‘Hi-yaa!’ He tripped over a pile of Max’s books. ‘Oof!’ he exclaimed as he landed on the floor.

‘Hope Hercules does better than that if he fights Juno!’ Max grinned.
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Finlay picked himself up. ‘Ow,’ he said, inspecting a recent cut on his leg. Blood was seeping out of it. ‘I’ll be glad when all our wounds heal over.’

Every day either Max or Finlay had been injured while carrying out Juno’s tasks. It was always the person with the superpower who seemed to get injured and each wound looked suspiciously like the symbols of the superpower they had taken that day. Max looked at his own three wounds – one on his hand, one on his leg and one on his arm. ‘I hope they turn into proper scars. That would be cool!’

‘I just hope I don’t get another one today!’ Finlay said. ‘What do you reckon these bulls will be like?’

‘I dunno but I looked up some stuff on the Internet last night,’ Max replied eagerly. He loved finding things out. ‘There was loads about bulls.’

‘But did it tell you what wild magic bulls conjured by psycho goddesses are like?’ Finlay said.

Max grinned. ‘No, but I found out some general facts that might be useful.’ He tried to remember what he’d read. ‘You can lead a bull around by putting a ring through its nose. If they’re together in a group there’s always one big boss bull that all the other bulls will follow. They hate red. Oh, and their horns are very sharp – they can kill a man by goring him.’

Finlay groaned. ‘Oh, great, and we’ve got twenty of them to try and herd.’

‘Least we don’t have to kill them,’ Max said, looking on the bright side.

‘Yeah, we’ve just got to stop them from killing us!’ Finlay took a deep breath and went to the door. ‘Come on, let’s go. I need to get that superpower!’

Each morning, just as the sun shone on the gatehouse wall, the bricks crumbled from around Hercules’ face, so he could see out of the tower and the superpowers lit up in the stones of the gatehouse. They shone for twenty minutes and the boys had to take the superpower then.

‘Where are you two off to?’ Max’s mum asked as Max and Finlay went into the kitchen.

‘The castle,’ Max replied.

‘You’ll be moving in there next!’ Mrs Hayward smiled. ‘Are you still looking for the dungeon?’

‘Oh…um, yes!’ Max said. On the first day of half-term, six days ago, he and Finlay had set off to try and find the castle’s secret dungeon, but then of course they had met Hercules and their plans had changed. Still, his mum didn’t know that. No one did!

‘Oh well, I suppose you’ll be there all day again,’ Mrs Hayward said. ‘You’d better take some lunch with you. I’ll just get it ready.’

It seemed to take Mrs Hayward forever to make the lunch. ‘That’s enough, Mum,’ Max said anxiously, as his mum started to butter even more bread for about the seventh round of sandwiches. He looked at the kitchen clock. Time was ticking by.

‘I’ll just do you a few more,’ his mum said cheerfully. ‘Can you find the picnic basket and rug, please, Max?’

‘Picnic basket!’ Max stared at her. ‘Can’t we just have a carrier bag, Mum?’

‘Everything will get squashed,’ his mum said, looking at the mound of sandwiches and chocolate cake. ‘You might as well use the basket. You can tie it on to the back of your bike.’

Max exchanged looks with Finlay. He was going to feel really stupid cycling up to the castle with a picnic basket on the back of his bike but he didn’t want to waste any more time by getting into an argument with his mum. ‘OK,’ he muttered.

He fetched the basket and the red checked rug. His mum packed everything inside with four cans of Coke and some apples. ‘Have a good day, then!’
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‘Thanks, Mum!’ Max grabbed the basket and he and Finlay ran outside.

‘I thought we were going to be trapped in your kitchen forever!’ Finlay exclaimed.

‘I can’t believe we’ve got to take a picnic basket with us!’ Max said.

‘At least the food looks good!’ Finlay replied, thinking of the chocolate cake he’d seen Mrs Hayward cutting up.

They hastily strapped the picnic basket on to Max’s bike.

‘Come on!’ Max exclaimed to Finlay.

‘Let’s go!’


CHAPTER TWO 
DESPAIR!
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The cycle ride to the castle was all uphill. The boys stood on their pedals and cycled as fast as they could.

‘At least we’ll be able to use our bikes to cycle to wherever these bulls are,’ Finlay said as they bounced over the grass and stones on the overgrown footpath.

‘I hope Juno tells us where they are,’ Max replied. Juno had a sneaky habit of leaving them to search for the monsters they had to fight.

The castle came into view. The boys rode up to it and jumped off their bikes. Leaning them against the crumbling walls, Max and Finlay climbed through the ruined gatehouse and came out into the grassy castle keep. The sun was shining on the gatehouse wall and Hercules was already looking anxiously out of the tower.

‘Get the superpower quickly, boys, before Juno arrives,’ he called urgently. ‘She will want to do everything she can to try and stop you succeeding in the task today!’

Max and Finlay saw the last of the seven symbols shining out of the stones around the gatehouse archway. It was a picture of a stag leaping through the air – the symbol for Hercules’ superpower of agility. Finlay raced over to it. The picture was traced in lines of white magic
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fire. He slammed his hand down on it. Heat surged through his fingers and up his arm. He felt dizzy. Every muscle in his body suddenly seemed to buzz with energy. The stone beneath
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