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Look, I d idn ' t w a n t to be a ha l f -b lood . 

I f you're r ead ing th is because you t h i n k you m i g h t be 

one , my advice is: close this b o o k r igh t now. Believe wha t ­

ever lie your m o m o r d a d t o l d you a b o u t y o u r b i r t h , a n d t ry 

to lead a n o r m a l life. 

Being a ha l f -b lood is dange rous . It 's scary. M o s t of the 

t ime, i t gets you ki l led in painful , nas ty ways. 

I f you're a n o r m a l k id , r ead ing this because you t h i n k 

it's f ict ion, great . R e a d o n . I envy you for be ing able to 

believe t h a t n o n e of this ever h a p p e n e d . 

But i f you recognize yourself in these p a g e s — i f you feel 

s o m e t h i n g s t i r r ing i n s i d e — s t o p read ing immediate ly . You 

m i g h t be one of us . A n d once you k n o w that , it's only a m a t ­

ter of t ime before they sense i t t oo , a n d they' l l c o m e for you. 

D o n ' t say I d idn ' t w a r n you. 

My n a m e i s Percy Jackson. 

I ' m twelve years o ld . U n t i l a few m o n t h s ago, I was a 

b o a r d i n g s t u d e n t at Yancy Academy, a pr ivate schoo l for 

t r o u b l e d k ids i n ups t a t e N e w York . 

Am I a t r o u b l e d kid? 

Yeah. You c o u l d say tha t . 
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I c o u l d s t a r t a t any p o i n t in my s h o r t mise rab le life 

to prove it, b u t t h ings really s t a r t ed go ing b a d last May , 

w h e n o u r s ix th -grade class t o o k a f i e ld t r i p to M a n h a t t a n — 

twenty-e igh t menta l -case k ids a n d t w o teachers on a yellow 

schoo l bus , h e a d i n g t o the M e t r o p o l i t a n M u s e u m o f A r t t o 

l o o k a t anc ien t Greek and R o m a n stuff. 

I k n o w — i t s o u n d s like t o r t u r e . M o s t Yancy f i e ld t r ips 

were. 

But M r . Brunner , o u r La t in teacher, was leading th i s 

t r ip , so I h a d h o p e s . 

M r . B runne r was th is m i d d l e - a g e d guy in a m o t o r i z e d 

wheelchair . He h a d t h i n n i n g hair a n d a scruffy b e a r d a n d a 

frayed tweed jacket, which always smel led like coffee. You 

wou ldn ' t t h i n k he 'd be cool , b u t he t o l d s tor ies a n d jokes 

a n d let u s p lay games in class. He also h a d th i s awesome 

co l lec t ion o f R o m a n a r m o r a n d weapons , s o h e was t h e 

only teacher w h o s e class d idn ' t p u t me to sleep. 

I h o p e d t h e t r i p wou ld be okay. At least, I h o p e d t h a t 

for once I wou ldn ' t get in t roub le . 

Boy, was I wrong . 

See, b a d th ings h a p p e n to me on f i e ld t r ips . Like a t my 

f i f th -grade school , w h e n we wen t to t h e Sara toga batt lef ield, 

I h a d this acc iden t w i th a Revo lu t i ona ry W a r c a n n o n . I 

wasn' t a iming for the schoo l bus , b u t of course I g o t 

expel led anyway. A n d before tha t , a t my f o u r t h - g r a d e 

school , w h e n we t o o k a beh ind - the - scenes t o u r o f t h e 

M a r i n e W o r l d shark p o o l , I s o r t o f h i t t he w r o n g lever on 

t h e ca twalk a n d o u r class t o o k a n u n p l a n n e d swim. A n d t h e 

t i m e before t h a t . . . Wel l , y o u get t h e idea. 
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T h i s t r ip , I was d e t e r m i n e d to be good . 

Al l t he way i n t o the city, I p u t up w i th N a n c y Bobofi t , 

t h e freckly, r e d h e a d e d k l e p t o m a n i a c girl, h i t t i ng my bes t 

f r iend Grover i n t h e back o f t h e h e a d w i t h c h u n k s o f 

p e a n u t b u t t e r - a n d - k e t c h u p sandwich . 

Grover was an easy target . He was scrawny. He cried 

w h e n h e go t f rus t ra ted . H e must 've been he ld back several 

g rades , because he was t h e only s ixth g rade r w i th acne a n d 

the s t a r t o f a wispy bea rd on his chin. On t o p o f all tha t , 

he was c r ipp led . He h a d a n o t e excusing h i m f rom PE for 

the rest o f his life because he h a d s o m e k i n d o f muscu l a r 

disease in his legs. He walked funny, like every s t ep h u r t 

h i m , b u t don ' t let t ha t fool you. Y o u should 've seen h i m r u n 

w h e n i t was enchi lada day in the cafeteria. 

Anyway, N a n c y Bobof i t was t h r o w i n g wads o f sandwich 

t h a t s tuck in his curly b r o w n hair, a n d she k n e w I cou ldn ' t 

do any th ing back to her because I was already on p r o b a t i o n . 

T h e h e a d m a s t e r h a d t h r ea t ened m e wi th d e a t h b y in - schoo l 

suspens ion i f any th ing bad , embar rass ing , or even mi ld ly 

en te r t a in ing h a p p e n e d o n this t r ip . 

" I ' m go ing to kil l her," I m u m b l e d . 

Grover t r i ed to ca lm me d o w n . "It 's okay. I like p e a n u t 

butter ." 

H e d o d g e d a n o t h e r p iece o f N a n c y ' s lunch . 

" T h a t ' s it." I s t a r t e d to get u p , b u t Grover p u l l e d me 

back to my seat. 

"You're already on p r o b a t i o n , " he r e m i n d e d m e . "You 

k n o w who ' l l get b l a m e d i f any th ing happens . " 

L o o k i n g back on it, I wish I'd decked N a n c y Bobof i t 
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r igh t t h e n a n d there . I n - s c h o o l su spens ion would 've b e e n 

nothing c o m p a r e d to t h e mess I was a b o u t to get myself in to . 

M r . B r u n n e r led t h e m u s e u m tour . 

H e r o d e u p f ront i n his wheelchair , gu id ing u s t h r o u g h 

the b ig echoey galleries, pas t marb le s ta tues a n d glass cases 

full o f really o l d b l ack -and -o range po t te ry . 

I t b lew m y m i n d t h a t th is s tu f f h a d survived for t w o 

t h o u s a n d , th ree t h o u s a n d years. 

He ga the red us a r o u n d a th i r t een - foo t - t a l l s t one co l ­

u m n wi th a b ig s p h i n x on t h e t o p , a n d s t a r t ed tel l ing us 

h o w it was a grave marker , a stele, for a girl a b o u t o u r age. He 

t o l d us a b o u t the carvings on the s ides. I was t ry ing to 

l is ten to w h a t he h a d to say, because i t was k i n d of in te r ­

est ing, b u t everybody a r o u n d me was ta lk ing , a n d every t i m e 

I t o l d t h e m t o s h u t u p , the o t h e r teacher chape rone , M r s . 

D o d d s , w o u l d give me the evil eye. 

M r s . D o d d s was th is l i t t le m a t h teacher f r o m Georg i a 

w h o always wore a black lea ther jacket, even t h o u g h she was 

f i f ty years o ld . She l o o k e d m e a n e n o u g h to r ide a H a r l e y 

r i gh t i n t o your locker. She h a d c o m e to Yancy halfway 

t h r o u g h t h e year, w h e n o u r last m a t h teacher h a d a ne rvous 

b r e a k d o w n . 

F r o m her f i r s t day, M r s . D o d d s loved N a n c y Bobof i t 

a n d f igured I was devil spawn . She w o u l d p o i n t he r c r o o k e d 

f inger a t me a n d say, " N o w , honey," real sweet, a n d I k n e w 

I was go ing to get a f te r -school d e t e n t i o n for a m o n t h . 

O n e t ime , after s h e d m a d e m e erase answers o u t o f o l d 

m a t h w o r k b o o k s u n t i l m i d n i g h t , I t o l d Grover I d idn ' t 
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t h i n k M r s . D o d d s was h u m a n . H e l o o k e d a t m e , real seri­

ous , a n d said, "You're absolute ly right." 

M r . B r u n n e r k e p t t a lk ing a b o u t Greek funeral ar t . 

Finally, N a n c y Bobof i t snickered s o m e t h i n g a b o u t t h e 

n a k e d guy on t h e stele, a n d I t u r n e d a r o u n d a n d said, " W i l l 

you shut up!" 

I t came o u t l oude r t h a n I m e a n t i t to . 

T h e who le g r o u p laughed . M r . B r u n n e r s t o p p e d his 

story. 

" M r . Jackson," he said, " d i d you have a c o m m e n t ? " 

My face was total ly red. I said, " N o , sir." 

M r . B r u n n e r p o i n t e d t o o n e o f the p ic tures o n t h e stele. 

"Pe rhaps you ' l l tell us w h a t this p i c tu re represents?" 

I l o o k e d at the carving, a n d felt a flush of relief, because 

I actually r ecogn ized it. " T h a t ' s K r o n o s eat ing his k ids , 

r igh t?" 

"Yes," M r . B r u n n e r said, obviously n o t satisfied. "And 

he d i d th is because . . ." 

" W e l l . . . " I racked my b ra in t o r emember . " K r o n o s was 

the k i n g god , a n d — " 

" G o d ? " M r . B r u n n e r asked. 

" T i t a n , " I co r rec t ed myself. " A n d . . . he d idn ' t t r u s t his 

k ids , w h o were t h e gods . So , um, K r o n o s ate t h e m , right? 

But his wife h i d baby Z e u s , a n d gave K r o n o s a rock to eat 

ins tead . A n d later, w h e n Z e u s g rew u p , he t r icked his dad , 

K r o n o s , i n t o barf ing u p his b r o t h e r s a n d s i s t e r s — " 

"Eeew!" said o n e o f the girls b e h i n d m e . 

" — a n d so there was th is b ig f i gh t be tween the g o d s a n d 

the T i t ans , " I c o n t i n u e d , " a n d the gods won." 

[ 5 ] 



S o m e snickers f r o m t h e g r o u p . 

Behind m e , N a n c y Bobof i t m u m b l e d to a fr iend, "Like 

we're go ing to use th is in real life. L ike it's go ing to say on 

o u r j o b app l ica t ions , 'Please explain why K r o n o s ate his 

kids. ' " 

"And why, M r . Jackson," B r u n n e r said, " t o p a r a p h r a s e 

M i s s Bobofit 's excellent ques t ion , does th is m a t t e r in real 

life?" 

"Busted," Grover m u t t e r e d . 

" S h u t up," N a n c y hissed, he r face even b r igh te r red t h a n 

her hair . 

A t least N a n c y go t packed, t o o . M r . B runne r was t h e 

only o n e w h o ever caugh t he r saying any th ing wrong . He 

h a d radar ears. 

I t h o u g h t a b o u t his ques t ion , a n d sh rugged . " I don ' t 

know, sir." 

" I see." M r . B r u n n e r l o o k e d d i s a p p o i n t e d . "Wel l , ha l f 

credit , M r . Jackson. Z e u s d i d i ndeed feed K r o n o s a mix tu re 

o f m u s t a r d a n d wine , wh ich m a d e h i m disgorge his o t h e r 

five chi ldren, who , o f course , be ing i m m o r t a l gods , h a d 

been living a n d g rowing up comple te ly und iges t ed in t h e 

T i tan ' s s t o m a c h . T h e gods defea ted the i r father, sl iced h i m 

to pieces w i th his o w n scythe , a n d sca t te red his remains in 

Ta r t a ru s , t h e darkes t p a r t o f the U n d e r w o r l d . O n t h a t 

h a p p y n o t e , it's t ime for lunch . M r s . D o d d s , w o u l d you lead 

us back ou t s ide?" 

T h e class dr i f ted off, t h e girls h o l d i n g the i r s t omachs , 

t h e guys p u s h i n g each o t h e r a r o u n d a n d ac t ing like d o o -

fuses. 

[ 6 ] 



Grover a n d I were a b o u t to follow w h e n M r . B r u n n e r 

said, " M r . Jackson." 

I k n e w t h a t was coming . 

I t o l d Grover to keep going. T h e n I t u r n e d toward M r . 

Brunner . "Sir?" 

M r . B r u n n e r h a d th is l o o k t h a t wou ldn ' t let you g o — 

intense b r o w n eyes t ha t could 've been a t h o u s a n d years o ld 

a n d h a d seen everything. 

" Y o u m u s t learn t h e answer t o m y ques t ion ," M r . 

B runne r t o l d m e . 

" A b o u t t h e T i t a n s ? " 

" A b o u t real life. A n d h o w y o u r s tudies app ly to it." 

" O h . " 

" W h a t you lea rn f r o m me," he said, "is vitally i m p o r ­

tan t . I expect you to t rea t i t as such. I will accept on ly t h e 

bes t f rom you, Percy Jackson." 

I wan ted to get angry, th is guy p u s h e d me so hard . 

I m e a n , sure, i t was k i n d of coo l on t o u r n a m e n t days, 

w h e n he dressed up in a sui t o f R o m a n a r m o r a n d s h o u t e d : 

" W h a t h o ! " a n d chal lenged us, s w o r d - p o i n t against chalk, 

t o r u n t o the b o a r d a n d n a m e every Greek a n d R o m a n pe r ­

s o n w h o h a d ever lived, a n d the i r m o t h e r , a n d w h a t g o d they 

w o r s h i p p e d . But M r . B r u n n e r expec ted me to be as g o o d as 

everybody else, desp i te t h e fact t ha t I have dyslexia a n d 

a t t e n t i o n deficit d i so rde r a n d I h a d never m a d e above a 

C— in my life. N o — h e d idn ' t expect me to be as good; he 

expected me to be better. A n d I jus t cou ldn ' t learn all t hose 

n a m e s a n d facts, m u c h less spell t h e m correctly. 

I m u m b l e d s o m e t h i n g a b o u t t ry ing harder , whi le M r . 



B r u n n e r t o o k o n e l o n g sad l o o k a t t h e stele, like he'd been 

at th is girl's funeral . 

H e t o l d m e t o g o ou t s i de a n d eat m y lunch . 

T h e class ga the red o n the f ron t s teps o f the m u s e u m , where 

we c o u l d wa tch t h e foo t traffic a long F i f th Avenue. 

O v e r h e a d , a huge s t o r m was b rewing , w i t h c louds 

blacker t h a n I'd ever seen over t h e city. I f igured m a y b e it 

was g loba l w a r m i n g or s o m e t h i n g , because the weather all 

across N e w York s ta te h a d been weird since C h r i s t m a s . We 'd 

h a d massive s n o w s t o r m s , f lood ing , wildfires f r o m l igh tn ing 

str ikes. I wou ldn ' t have been su rpr i sed if th is was a h u r r i ­

cane b lowing in. 

N o b o d y else s eemed t o no t ice . S o m e o f t h e guys were 

pe l t ing p igeons w i t h Lunchab le s crackers. N a n c y Bobof i t 

was t ry ing to p i ckpocke t s o m e t h i n g f rom a lady's purse , 

and , o f course , M r s . D o d d s wasn't seeing a th ing . 

Grover a n d I sat on the edge of t h e founta in , away f r o m 

t h e o the r s . W e t h o u g h t t ha t m a y b e i f w e d id tha t , everybody 

wou ldn ' t k n o w we were f rom that s c h o o l — t h e school for 

loser freaks w h o cou ldn ' t m a k e i t elsewhere. 

" D e t e n t i o n ? " Grover asked. 

" N a h , " I said. " N o t f r o m Brunner . I just wish he 'd lay 

o f f me s o m e t i m e s . I m e a n — I ' m n o t a genius." 

Grover d idn ' t say any th ing for a while. T h e n , w h e n I 

t h o u g h t he was go ing to give me s o m e deep p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

c o m m e n t to m a k e me feel be t ter , he said, " C a n I have y o u r 

apple?" 

I d idn ' t have m u c h of an appe t i t e , so I let h i m take it. 



I wa tched t h e s t r eam of cabs go ing d o w n Fi f th Avenue, 

a n d t h o u g h t a b o u t my m o m ' s a p a r t m e n t , on ly a l i t t le ways 

u p t o w n f r o m where we sat. I hadn ' t seen he r s ince 

C h r i s t m a s . I w a n t e d so b a d to j u m p in a taxi a n d h e a d 

h o m e . She 'd h u g m e a n d b e glad t o see m e , b u t she'd b e 

d i s a p p o i n t e d , t o o . She 'd s end me r igh t back to Yancy, 

r e m i n d me t h a t I h a d to t ry harder , even i f th is was my sixth 

schoo l in six years and I was p r o b a b l y go ing to be k icked 

o u t again. I wou ldn ' t be able to s t a n d t h a t sad l o o k she'd 

give m e . 

M r . B r u n n e r p a r k e d his wheelchai r a t t h e base o f t h e 

h a n d i c a p p e d r a m p . He ate celery whi le he read a p a p e r b a c k 

novel . A red umbre l l a s tuck up f r o m t h e back of his chair, 

m a k i n g i t l o o k like a m o t o r i z e d café table. 

I was a b o u t t o u n w r a p my sandwich w h e n N a n c y 

Bobof i t appea red in f ron t o f me w i t h her ugly f r i e n d s — I 

guess she'd g o t t e n t i red o f s teal ing f r o m t h e t o u r i s t s — a n d 

d u m p e d her hal f -eaten l u n c h in Grover 's lap. 

" O o p s . " She g r i n n e d a t m e w i t h her c r o o k e d tee th . H e r 

freckles were orange , as i f s o m e b o d y h a d sp r ay -pa in t ed he r 

face w i th l iqu id C h e e t o s . 

I t r i ed to stay cool . T h e s choo l counse lo r h a d t o l d me a 

mi l l ion t imes , " C o u n t t o ten, get con t ro l o f your temper ." 

But I was so m a d my m i n d wen t b lank . A wave roa red in my 

ears. 

I don ' t r e m e m b e r t o u c h i n g her, b u t t h e next t h i n g I 

knew, N a n c y was s i t t ing on he r b u t t i n t h e founta in , 

screaming, "Percy p u s h e d m e ! " 

M r s . D o d d s mate r i a l i zed next t o us . 



S o m e o f the k ids were whisper ing : " D i d you s e e — " 

" — t h e w a t e r — " 

" — l i k e i t g r a b b e d h e r — " 

I d idn ' t k n o w w h a t they were t a lk ing a b o u t . AU I k n e w 

was t ha t I was in t roub le again. 

As s o o n a s M r s . D o d d s was sure p o o r l i t t le N a n c y was 

okay, p r o m i s i n g to get her a n e w sh i r t a t t he m u s e u m gift 

s h o p , etc., etc., M r s . D o d d s t u r n e d on m e . T h e r e was a t r i ­

u m p h a n t fire in he r eyes, as i f I'd d o n e s o m e t h i n g she'd been 

wai t ing for all semester . " N o w , h o n e y — " 

"I know," I g r u m b l e d . "A m o n t h erasing w o r k b o o k s . " 

T h a t wasn' t t h e r igh t t h i n g to say. 

" C o m e wi th me ," M r s . D o d d s said. 

"Wai t ! " Grover yelped. " I t was m e . I p u s h e d her." 

I s tared at h im , s t u n n e d . I cou ldn ' t believe he was t ry ing 

t o cover for m e . M r s . D o d d s scared Grover t o dea th . 

She glared a t h i m so h a r d his whiskery chin t r embled . 

" I don ' t t h i n k so, M r . U n d e r w o o d , " she said. 

" B u t — " 

" Y o u — w i l l — s t a y — h e r e . " 

Grover l o o k e d a t me desperately. 

"It 's okay, man , " I t o l d h i m . " T h a n k s for t rying." 

" H o n e y , " M r s . D o d d s b a r k e d a t m e . "Now." 

N a n c y Bobof i t smirked . 

I gave he r my deluxe I ' l l -k i l l -you-la ter stare. T h e n I 

t u r n e d to face M r s . D o d d s , b u t she wasn' t there . She was 

s t a n d i n g a t the m u s e u m en t rance , way a t t h e t o p o f t h e 

s teps , ges tu r ing impa t i en t ly a t me to c o m e on . 

H o w ' d she get there so fast? 
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I have m o m e n t s like t h a t a lot , w h e n my b ra in falls 

asleep or s o m e t h i n g , a n d t h e next t h i n g I k n o w I've missed 

s o m e t h i n g , as i f a p u z z l e piece fell o u t of t h e universe a n d 

left me s ta r ing a t the b l a n k p lace b e h i n d it. T h e school 

counse lo r t o l d m e this was p a r t o f t h e A D H D , m y b ra in 

mi s in t e rp r e t i ng th ings . 

I wasn' t so sure. 

I wen t after M r s . D o d d s . 

Ha l fway up t h e s teps , I g lanced back a t Grover. He was 

l o o k i n g pale , cu t t i ng his eyes be tween me a n d M r . Brunner , 

like he w a n t e d M r . B r u n n e r t o no t i ce w h a t was go ing on , 

b u t M r . B r u n n e r was a b s o r b e d in his novel . 

I l o o k e d back u p . M r s . D o d d s h a d d i s appea red again. 

She was n o w ins ide the bu i ld ing , a t t h e e n d o f t h e en t r ance 

hall . 

Okay , I t h o u g h t . She's go ing to m a k e me buy a n e w sh i r t 

for N a n c y a t t h e gift s h o p . 

But apparen t ly t h a t wasn' t t h e p lan . 

I fol lowed her deepe r i n t o t h e m u s e u m . W h e n I finally 

caugh t up to her, we were back in the Greek a n d R o m a n 

sect ion. 

Excep t for us , t he gallery was empty . 

M r s . D o d d s s t o o d w i t h her a r m s crossed in f ron t o f a 

b ig marb l e frieze o f t h e Greek gods . She was m a k i n g th is 

weird no ise in he r t h roa t , like growl ing . 

Even w i t h o u t the noise , I would 've b e e n ne rvous . It 's 

weird be ing a lone w i t h a teacher, especially M r s . D o d d s . 

S o m e t h i n g a b o u t the way she l o o k e d a t t h e frieze, as i f she 

w a n t e d to pulver ize it . . . 
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"You've been giving us p r o b l e m s , honey," she said. 

I d id the safe th ing . I said, "Yes, ma ' am. " 

She t u g g e d on the cuffs o f he r lea ther jacket. " D i d y o u 

really t h i n k y o u w o u l d get away w i t h i t?" 

T h e l o o k in he r eyes was b e y o n d m a d . I t was evil. 

She's a teacher, I t h o u g h t nervously. It 's n o t like she's 

go ing t o h u r t me . 

I said, " I ' l l — I ' l l t ry harder , ma ' am." 

T h u n d e r s h o o k the bu i ld ing . 

" W e are n o t fools, Percy Jackson," M r s . D o d d s said. " I t 

was only a m a t t e r of t i m e before we f o u n d you o u t . 

Confess , a n d you will suffer less pain." 

I d idn ' t k n o w w h a t she was ta lk ing abou t . 

Al l I c o u l d t h i n k of was t ha t the teachers must 've f o u n d 

t h e illegal s tash o f c a n d y I ' d b e e n sel l ing o u t o f m y d o r m 

r o o m . Or m a y b e they'd real ized I g o t my essay on Tom Sawyer 

f rom the I n t e r n e t w i t h o u t ever read ing the b o o k and n o w 

they were go ing to take away my g rade . Or worse , they were 

go ing t o m a k e m e read the b o o k . 

"Wel l ? " she d e m a n d e d . 

" M a ' a m , I don ' t . . ." 

"Your t i m e is up," she hissed. 

T h e n t h e weirdest t h i n g h a p p e n e d . H e r eyes began t o 

glow like ba rbecue coals . H e r fingers s t re tched, t u r n i n g i n t o 

t a lons . H e r jacket m e l t e d i n t o large, l ea thery wings . S h e 

wasn' t h u m a n . She was a shriveled h a g w i t h b a t wings a n d 

claws a n d a m o u t h full of yellow fangs, and she was a b o u t 

t o slice m e t o r i b b o n s . 

T h e n th ings go t even stranger. 
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M r . Brunner , who 'd been o u t in f ront o f t h e m u s e u m a 

m i n u t e before, wheeled his chair i n to the d o o r w a y o f t h e 

gallery, h o l d i n g a p e n in his h a n d . 

" W h a t h o , Percy!" h e s h o u t e d , a n d tossed t h e p e n 

t h r o u g h the air. 

M r s . D o d d s lunged a t m e . 

W i t h a yelp, I d o d g e d a n d felt t a lons slash t h e air next 

to my ear. I sna t ched t h e b a l l p o i n t p e n o u t o f t h e air, b u t 

w h e n i t h i t my hand , i t wasn't a p e n a n y m o r e . I t was a 

s w o r d — M r . Brunner ' s b r o n z e sword, w h i c h he always u s e d 

o n t o u r n a m e n t day. 

M r s . D o d d s s p u n toward me w i t h a m u r d e r o u s l o o k i n 

he r eyes. 

My knees were jelly. My h a n d s were shak ing so b a d I 

a lmos t d r o p p e d the sword. 

She snar led, " D i e , honey ! " 

A n d she flew s t ra igh t a t m e . 

A b s o l u t e t e r r o r r an t h r o u g h my body . I d i d t h e only 

t h i n g t h a t came natural ly: I s w u n g t h e sword. 

T h e me ta l b lade h i t he r s h o u l d e r a n d passed clean 

t h r o u g h he r b o d y as i f she were m a d e of water. Hisss! 

M r s . D o d d s was a s and castle in a power fan. She 

exp loded i n t o yellow powder , vapor i zed on the spo t , leaving 

n o t h i n g b u t t h e smell of sulfur a n d a dy ing screech and a 

chill of evil in the air, as i f t hose t w o glowing red eyes were 

still wa tch ing m e . 

I was a lone . 

T h e r e was a b a l l p o i n t p e n in my h a n d . 

M r . B r u n n e r wasn' t there . N o b o d y was there b u t m e . 
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M y h a n d s were still t r embl ing . M y l u n c h must 've 

b e e n c o n t a m i n a t e d w i t h m a g i c m u s h r o o m s o r s o m e ­

th ing . 

H a d I imag ined the who le thing? 

I went back ou t s i de . 

I t h a d s t a r t ed t o ra in . 

Grover was s i t t ing by t h e founta in , a m u s e u m m a p 

t e n t e d over his head . N a n c y Bobof i t was still s t a n d i n g there , 

soaked f rom he r swim in t h e founta in , g r u m b l i n g to he r 

ugly fr iends. W h e n she saw m e , she said, " I h o p e M r s . Ker r 

w h i p p e d your but t . " 

I said, " W h o ? " 

" O u r teacher. D u h ! " 

I b l inked . We h a d no teacher n a m e d M r s . Kerr . I asked 

N a n c y w h a t she was ta lk ing a b o u t . 

S h e jus t ro l led he r eyes a n d t u r n e d away. 

I asked Grover where M r s . D o d d s was. 

H e said, " W h o ? " 

But he paused first, and he wouldn ' t l ook at me , so I 

t h o u g h t he was mess ing w i th m e . 

" N o t funny, man ," I t o ld h i m . " T h i s i s serious." 

T h u n d e r b o o m e d overhead. 

I saw M r . B r u n n e r s i t t ing u n d e r h i s r ed umbre l la , r ead­

ing his b o o k , as if he 'd never moved . 

I w e n t over to h i m . 

He l o o k e d up , a l i t t le d is t rac ted . "Ah, t h a t w o u l d be my 

pen . Please b r i n g your o w n wr i t ing u tens i l i n the future, M r . 

Jackson." 

I h a n d e d M r . B r u n n e r his pen . I hadn ' t even real ized I 

[ 1 4 ] 



was still h o l d i n g it. 

"Sir," I said, "where 's M r s . D o d d s ? " 

H e s tared a t m e blankly. " W h o ? " 

" T h e o t h e r chaperone . M r s . D o d d s . T h e pre-a lgebra 

teacher." 

H e f rowned a n d sat forward, l o o k i n g mi ld ly c o n c e r n e d . 

"Percy, there is no M r s . D o d d s on this t r ip . As far as I 

know, there has never been a M r s . D o d d s a t Yancy Academy. 

Are you feeling all r igh t?" 
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I was used to the occas iona l weird experience, b u t usual ly 

they were over quickly. T h i s t w e n t y - f o u r / s e v e n ha l luc ina­

t i o n was m o r e t h a n I c o u l d h a n d l e . F o r the rest o f t h e 

schoo l year, t h e ent i re c a m p u s s e e m e d to be p lay ing s o m e 

k i n d o f t r ick on m e . T h e s t uden t s ac ted a s i f they were 

comple te ly a n d to ta l ly conv inced t ha t M r s . K e r r — a p e r k y 

b l o n d w o m a n w h o m I 'd never seen in my life un t i l she g o t 

o n o u r b u s a t t h e e n d o f t h e f i e l d t r i p — h a d b e e n o u r p r e -

algebra teacher s ince C h r i s t m a s . 

Every so of ten I w o u l d sp r ing a M r s . D o d d s reference 

on somebody , just to see i f I c o u l d t r i p t h e m u p , b u t they 

w o u l d s tare at me like I was psycho . 

I t go t so I a l m o s t believed t h e m — M r s . D o d d s h a d 

never existed. 

A l m o s t . 

But Grover cou ldn ' t fool me . W h e n I m e n t i o n e d 

t h e n a m e D o d d s t o h i m , h e w o u l d hesi ta te , t h e n claim she 

d idn ' t exist. But I k n e w he was lying. 

S o m e t h i n g was go ing o n . S o m e t h i n g had h a p p e n e d a t 

the m u s e u m . 

I d idn ' t have m u c h t i m e to t h i n k a b o u t i t d u r i n g 

t h e days, b u t a t n igh t , visions o f M r s . D o d d s w i t h t a lons 
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a n d lea thery wings w o u l d wake me up in a co ld sweat. 

T h e freak weather c o n t i n u e d , wh ich d idn ' t he lp m y 

m o o d . O n e n igh t , a t h u n d e r s t o r m blew o u t t h e w i n d o w s in 

my d o r m r o o m . A few days later, t h e b igges t t o r n a d o ever 

s p o t t e d in the H u d s o n Valley t o u c h e d d o w n only fifty miles 

f r o m Yancy Academy. O n e o f t h e c u r r e n t events we s t u d i e d 

in social s tud ies class was t h e u n u s u a l n u m b e r of small 

p lanes t h a t h a d g o n e d o w n in s u d d e n squal ls i n t h e A t l an t i c 

t h a t year. 

I s t a r t ed feeling c ranky a n d i r r i table m o s t of the t ime . 

M y grades s l i pped f rom D s t o F s . I go t i n t o m o r e fights 

w i t h N a n c y Bobof i t a n d he r fr iends. I was sen t o u t i n t o the 

hallway in a lmos t every class. 

Finally, w h e n o u r Eng l i sh teacher, M r . N i c o l l , asked me 

for t h e m i l l i o n t h t ime why I was t o o lazy to s tudy for 

spel l ing tests , I snapped . I called h i m an o l d sot . I wasn't 

even sure w h a t i t m e a n t , b u t i t s o u n d e d g o o d . 

T h e h e a d m a s t e r sen t m y m o m a le t ter the fol lowing 

week, m a k i n g i t official: I w o u l d n o t be invi ted b a c k next 

year to Yancy Academy. 

F ine , I t o l d myself. Jus t fine. 

I was homes i ck . 

I w a n t e d t o b e w i t h m y m o m i n o u r l i t t le a p a r t m e n t o n 

the U p p e r Eas t Side , even i f I h a d to go to pub l i c s choo l 

a n d p u t u p w i t h m y o b n o x i o u s s tepfa ther a n d his s t u p i d 

p o k e r par t i es . 

A n d y e t . . . there were th ings I'd miss a t Yancy. T h e view 

o f t h e w o o d s o u t m y d o r m window, the H u d s o n River i n 

the d is tance , t h e smell o f p ine trees. I'd miss Grover, who 'd 
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been a g o o d friend, even if he was a l i t t le s t range. I w o r r i e d 

h o w he'd survive next year w i t h o u t m e . 

I d miss La t in class, t o o — M r . Brunner ' s crazy t o u r n a ­

m e n t days a n d his faith t ha t I cou ld do well. 

As exam week g o t closer, L a t i n was t h e on ly tes t I s t u d ­

ied for. I hadn ' t fo rgo t t en w h a t M r . B runne r h a d t o l d me 

a b o u t th is subject be ing l i f e -and-dea th for m e . I wasn't sure 

why, b u t I'd s t a r t e d to believe h i m . 

T h e evening before my final, I go t so f rus t ra ted I th rew t h e 

Cambridge Guide to Greek Mythology across my d o r m r o o m . 

W o r d s h a d s t a r t e d s w i m m i n g o f f t h e page, circling m y 

head , t h e let ters d o i n g one-e ight ies as i f they were r id ing 

ska teboards . T h e r e was no way I was go ing to r e m e m b e r t h e 

difference be tween C h i r o n a n d C h a r o n , o r Polydictes a n d 

Polydeuces . A n d con juga t ing t h o s e La t in verbs? Forge t it. 

I paced t h e r o o m , feeling like ants were crawling a r o u n d 

ins ide my sh i r t . 

I r e m e m b e r e d M r . Brunner ' s ser ious expression, his 

t h o u s a n d - y e a r - o l d eyes. I will accept only the best from you, Percy 

Jackson. 

I t o o k a deep brea th . I p i cked up the m y t h o l o g y b o o k . 

I'd never asked a teacher for h e l p before. M a y b e if I 

ta lked to M r . Brunner , he c o u l d give me s o m e po in t e r s . A t 

least I c o u l d apo log ize for t h e b ig fat F I was a b o u t to score 

on his exam. I d idn ' t w a n t to leave Yancy A c a d e m y wi th h i m 

t h i n k i n g I hadn ' t t r ied . 

I walked downs ta i r s to the faculty offices. M o s t of 

t h e m were d a r k a n d empty , b u t M r . Brunner ' s d o o r was ajar, 
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l ight f r o m his w i n d o w s t re tch ing across the hallway floor. 

I was th ree s teps f r o m t h e d o o r h a n d l e w h e n I hea rd 

voices inside t h e office. M r . B r u n n e r asked a ques t ion . A 

voice t h a t was definitely Grover 's said ". . . wor r i ed a b o u t 

Percy, sir." 

I froze. 

I ' m n o t usual ly an eavesdropper , b u t I dare you to t ry 

n o t l i s tening i f you hear y o u r bes t fr iend ta lk ing a b o u t you 

to an adul t . 

I inched closer. 

" . . . a lone th is summer , " Grover was saying. " I m e a n , a 

K ind ly O n e in the school! N o w t h a t we k n o w for sure, and 

they k n o w t o o — " 

" W e w o u l d only m a k e m a t t e r s worse by r u s h i n g him," 

M r . B r u n n e r said. " W e n e e d the boy t o m a t u r e more . " 

"Bu t h e m a y n o t have t ime . T h e s u m m e r solst ice dead-

l i n e — 

" W i l l have t o be resolved w i t h o u t h i m , Grover. Le t h i m 

enjoy his ignorance whi le he still can." 

"Sir, he saw her . . . ." 

" H i s imagina t ion ," M r . B runne r insis ted. " T h e M i s t 

over the s t uden t s a n d staff will be e n o u g h to convince h i m 

of that ." 

"Sir, I . . . I can't fail in my dut ies again." Grover 's voice 

was c h o k e d w i t h e m o t i o n . " Y o u k n o w w h a t t h a t w o u l d 

mean." 

" Y o u haven' t failed, Grover," M r . B r u n n e r said kindly. " I 

s h o u l d have seen he r for w h a t she was. N o w let's jus t w o r r y 

a b o u t keep ing Percy alive un t i l nex t f a l l — " 
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T h e m y t h o l o g y b o o k d r o p p e d o u t o f m y h a n d a n d h i t 

t he f loor w i t h a t h u d . 

M r . B r u n n e r w e n t si lent . 

M y h e a r t h a m m e r i n g , I p icked u p the b o o k a n d backed 

d o w n t h e hal l . 

A s h a d o w sl id across t h e l i gh ted glass of Brunner ' s 

office doo r , t h e s h a d o w o f s o m e t h i n g m u c h tal ler t h a n my 

w h e e l c h a i r - b o u n d teacher, h o l d i n g s o m e t h i n g t ha t l o o k e d 

suspic ious ly like an a rche r s bow. 

I o p e n e d the nearest d o o r a n d s l ipped ins ide . 

A few seconds later I hea rd a s low clop~clop~clop, like muf­

fled w o o d blocks , t h e n a s o u n d l ike an an ima l snuff l ing 

r igh t ou t s ide my d o o r . A large, d a r k shape p a u s e d in f ront 

o f the glass, t hen m o v e d o n . 

A b e a d o f sweat t r ick led d o w n my neck. 

S o m e w h e r e i n t h e hal lway, M r . B r u n n e r s p o k e . 

" N o t h i n g , " h e m u r m u r e d . " M y nerves haven't been r igh t 

s ince t h e w in t e r solstice." 

" M i n e ne i the r , " G r o v e r sa id . " B u t I c o u l d have 

s w o r n . . ." 

" G o b a c k t o t h e d o r m , " M r . B r u n n e r t o l d h i m . "You've 

g o t a l o n g day of exams tomor row." 

" D o n ' t r e m i n d me." 

T h e l ights wen t o u t i n M r . Brunner ' s office. 

I wai ted in t h e d a r k for w h a t seemed like forever. 

Finally, I s l i pped o u t i n t o the hallway a n d m a d e my way 

back u p t o t h e d o r m . 

Grover was lying on his bed, s tudy ing his La t in exam 

no te s like he 'd been there all n igh t . 

[ 2 0 ] 



"Hey ," he said, bleary-eyed. " Y o u go ing to be ready for 

this tes t?" 

I d idn ' t answer. 

" Y o u l o o k awful." He f rowned. "Is everything okay?" 

" J u s t . . . t i red." 

I t u r n e d so he cou ldn ' t read my expression, a n d s t a r t e d 

ge t t ing ready for bed . 

I d idn ' t u n d e r s t a n d w h a t I'd hea rd downs ta i r s . I w a n t e d 

to believe I'd imag ined t h e who le th ing . 

But o n e t h i n g was clear: Grover a n d M r . B r u n n e r were 

ta lk ing a b o u t me b e h i n d my back. T h e y t h o u g h t I was in 

s o m e k i n d o f danger . 

T h e next a f t e rnoon , as I was leaving the t h r e e - h o u r La t in 

exam, my eyes s w i m m i n g wi th all t he Greek a n d R o m a n 

n a m e s I'd misspel led , M r . B r u n n e r called me back ins ide . 

F o r a m o m e n t , I was w o r r i e d he 'd f o u n d o u t a b o u t my 

eavesdropp ing the n i g h t before, b u t t h a t d idn ' t seem to be 

the p r o b l e m . 

"Percy," he said. " D o n ' t be d i scouraged a b o u t leaving 

Yancy. It 's . . . it's for t h e best." 

H i s t o n e was k ind , b u t the words still emba r r a s sed m e . 

Even t h o u g h he was speak ing quietly, t he o t h e r k ids f inish­

ing t h e test c o u l d hear. N a n c y Bobof i t smi rked a t me a n d 

m a d e sarcastic l i t t le kiss ing m o t i o n s w i t h he r l ips. 

I m u m b l e d , " O k a y , sir." 

"I m e a n . . ." M r . B r u n n e r whee led his chair b a c k a n d 

for th , l ike he wasn' t sure w h a t to say. " T h i s isn't t h e r igh t 

place for you. I t was only a m a t t e r of t ime." 
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My eyes s tung . 

H e r e was my favorite teacher, in f ron t o f t h e class, 

tel l ing me I cou ldn ' t h a n d l e it. After saying he believed in 

me all year, n o w he was te l l ing me I was des t ined to get 

k icked ou t . 

"R igh t , " I said, t r embl ing . 

" N o , no," M r . B runne r said. " O h , c o n f o u n d i t all. W h a t 

I ' m t ry ing to say . . . you're n o t n o r m a l , Percy. T h a t ' s n o t h ­

ing to b e — " 

" T h a n k s , " I b l u r t e d . " T h a n k s a lot , sir, for r e m i n d i n g 

m e . 

" P e r c y — " 

But I was already gone . 

On the last day o f t h e t e rm , I shoved my c lo thes i n t o my 

suitcase. 

T h e o t h e r guys were jok ing a r o u n d , t a lk ing a b o u t the i r 

vacat ion p lans . O n e o f t h e m was go ing on a h ik ing t r i p to 

Swi tze r land . A n o t h e r was cruis ing t h e C a r i b b e a n for a 

m o n t h . T h e y were juvenile de l inquen t s , like m e , b u t they 

were rich juvenile de l i nquen t s . T h e i r dadd i e s were executives, 

or ambassador s , or celebrit ies. I was a n o b o d y , f r o m a fam­

ily of n o b o d i e s . 

T h e y asked me w h a t I'd be d o i n g this s u m m e r a n d I 

t o l d t h e m I was go ing back to the city. 

W h a t I d idn ' t tell t h e m was t ha t I'd have to get a s u m ­

m e r j o b walk ing dogs o r selling magaz ine subsc r ip t ions , a n d 

spend my free t ime w o r r y i n g a b o u t where I'd go to schoo l 

in the fall. 
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" O h , " one o f the guys said. " T h a t ' s cool ." 

T h e y wen t back to the i r conversa t ion as i f I'd never 

existed. 

T h e only p e r s o n I d r eaded saying good -bye to was 

Grover, b u t as i t t u r n e d ou t , I d idn ' t have to . H e ' d b o o k e d a 

t icket to M a n h a t t a n on the same G r e y h o u n d as I had , so 

there we were, t oge the r again, h e a d i n g in to the city. 

D u r i n g t h e who le b u s r ide, Grover k e p t g lanc ing ner ­

vously d o w n t h e aisle, wa tch ing the o t h e r passengers . I t 

o c c u r r e d to me t h a t he 'd always ac ted ne rvous a n d fidgety 

w h e n we left Yancy, as i f he expected s o m e t h i n g b a d to 

h a p p e n . Before, I'd always a s sumed he was w o r r i e d a b o u t 

ge t t ing teased. But there was n o b o d y to tease h i m on t h e 

G r e y h o u n d . 

Final ly I cou ldn ' t s t a n d i t anymore . 

I said, " L o o k i n g for Kind ly O n e s ? " 

Grover nearly j u m p e d o u t o f his seat. " W h a — w h a t d o 

you m e a n ? " 

I confessed a b o u t eavesdropp ing on h i m a n d M r . 

B r u n n e r t h e n i g h t before the exam. 

Grover 's eye twi t ched . " H o w m u c h d id you hear?" 

" O h . . . n o t m u c h . W h a t ' s t h e s u m m e r solst ice dead ­

l ine?" 

He winced . " L o o k , Percy . . . I was just w o r r i e d for you, 

see? I m e a n , ha l luc ina t ing a b o u t d e m o n m a t h teachers . . ." 

" G r o v e r — " 

" A n d I was tel l ing M r . B r u n n e r t h a t m a y b e y o u were 

overstressed o r s o m e t h i n g , because there was no such p e r s o n 

as M r s . D o d d s , a n d . . ." 
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"Grover , you're a really, really b a d liar." 

H i s ears t u r n e d p ink . 

F r o m his sh i r t pocke t , he fished o u t a g r u b b y bus iness 

card. "Just take th is , okay? In case y o u need me this s u m -

mer . 

T h e card was in fancy scr ipt , wh ich was m u r d e r on my 

dyslexic eyes, b u t I f inal ly m a d e o u t s o m e t h i n g like: 
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" W h a t ' s H a l f — " 

" D o n ' t say i t a loud!" he yelped. " T h a t ' s my, um . . . s u m ­

m e r address ." 

My h e a r t sank. Grover h a d a s u m m e r h o m e . I'd never 

cons ide red t h a t his family m i g h t be as r ich as t h e o the r s a t 

Yancy. 

"Okay ," I said g l u m l y "So , like, i f I wan t to c o m e visit 

y o u r mans ion . " 

H e n o d d e d . " O r . . . o r i f you n e e d me." 

" W h y w o u l d I n e e d you?" 

I t came o u t ha r she r t h a n I m e a n t i t t o . 

Grover b l u s h e d r igh t d o w n t o his A d a m ' s app le . " L o o k , 

Percy, t h e t r u t h is, I — I k i n d o f have t o p r o t e c t you." 

I s ta red at h i m . 

All year long , I'd g o t t e n in f ights , keep ing bull ies away 



f rom h i m . I'd los t sleep w o r r y i n g t h a t he 'd get b e a t e n up 

next year w i t h o u t m e . A n d here he was ac t ing like he was the 

one w h o de fended me. 

"Grover," I said, " w h a t exactly are you p r o t e c t i n g me 

f rom?" 

T h e r e was a huge g r i n d i n g no i se u n d e r o u r feet. Black 

s m o k e p o u r e d f r o m the d a s h b o a r d a n d the wh o le b u s filled 

w i th a smel l l ike r o t t e n eggs. T h e driver cursed a n d l i m p e d 

the G r e y h o u n d over t o t h e s ide o f t h e highway. 

After a few m i n u t e s c lanking a r o u n d in t h e engine c o m ­

p a r t m e n t , t he driver a n n o u n c e d t h a t we'd all have to get off. 

Grover a n d I filed ou t s i de w i t h everybody else. 

We were on a s t re tch o f c o u n t r y r o a d — n o place you'd 

no t i ce i f you d idn ' t b reak d o w n there . O n ou r s ide o f the 

h ighway was n o t h i n g b u t map le trees a n d l i t ter f r o m pass ­

ing cars. On t h e o t h e r side, across four lanes o f a spha l t 

s h i m m e r i n g w i t h a f t e r n o o n heat , was an o ld - f a sh ioned fruit 

s t and . 

T h e s tuf f on sale l o o k e d really good : h e a p i n g boxes o f 

b l o o d r e d cherries a n d apples , wa lnu t s a n d apr ico ts , jugs o f 

cider in a c law-foot t u b full of ice. T h e r e were no cus­

t o m e r s , jus t t h ree o ld ladies s i t t ing in rock ing chairs in the 

shade o f a m a p l e tree, k n i t t i n g t h e biggest pa i r o f socks Id 

ever seen. 

I m e a n these socks were the size of sweaters, b u t they 

were clearly socks . T h e lady on t h e r igh t k n i t t e d o n e o f 

t h e m . T h e lady o n the left k n i t t e d the o ther . T h e lady i n t h e 

m i d d l e he ld an e n o r m o u s basket o f e lectr ic-blue ya rn . 

Al l t h ree w o m e n l o o k e d anc ien t , w i t h pa le faces 
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w r i n k l e d like frui t leather, silver ha i r t i ed back in whi te 

b a n d a n n a s , b o n y a r m s s t icking o u t o f b leached c o t t o n 

dresses. 

T h e weirdest t h i n g was, they seemed to be l o o k i n g r igh t 

at m e . 

I l o o k e d over a t Grover to say s o m e t h i n g a b o u t th is and 

saw t h a t t h e b l o o d h a d d ra ined f r o m his face. H i s nose was 

twi tch ing . 

"Grover?" I said. " H e y , m a n — " 

"Tel l me they're n o t l o o k i n g a t you. T h e y are, aren' t 

they?" 

"Yeah. We i rd , huh? Y o u t h i n k those socks w o u l d fit 

me? 

" N o t funny, Percy. N o t funny a t all." 

T h e o l d lady in the m i d d l e t o o k o u t a huge pa i r o f 

s c i s s o r s — g o l d a n d silver, l ong-b laded , like shears . I hea rd 

Grover ca tch his b rea th . 

"We ' re ge t t ing on the bus ," he t o l d m e . " C o m e on." 

" W h a t ? " I said. "It 's a t h o u s a n d degrees in there." 

" C o m e on!" H e p r i e d o p e n t h e d o o r a n d c l imbed 

inside, b u t I s tayed back. 

Across t h e road , the o ld ladies were still wa tch ing m e . 

T h e m i d d l e one cu t the yarn , a n d I swear I c o u l d hear t ha t 

snip across four lanes of traffic. H e r t w o fr iends ba l led up 

t h e e lectr ic-blue socks, leaving me w o n d e r i n g w h o they 

c o u l d poss ib ly be f o r — S a s q u a t c h o r Godz i l l a . 

At t h e rear o f t h e bus , t h e driver w r e n c h e d a b ig c h u n k 

o f s m o k i n g me ta l o u t o f t h e engine c o m p a r t m e n t . T h e bus 

shudde red , a n d t h e engine roa red back to life. 
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T h e passengers cheered. 

" D a r n r ight!" yelled the driver. H e s l apped t h e b u s w i t h 

his ha t . " E v e r y b o d y back on boa rd ! " 

O n c e we go t go ing , I s t a r t e d feeling feverish, as i f Id 

caugh t t h e f l u . 

Grover d idn ' t l o o k m u c h bet ter . H e was shivering a n d 

his t ee th were chat te r ing . 

"Grover?" 

"Yeah?" 

" W h a t are you n o t te l l ing m e ? " 

He d a b b e d his forehead w i t h his sh i r t sleeve. "Percy, 

w h a t d i d you see back a t the frui t s t and?" 

"You m e a n the o ld ladies? W h a t i s i t a b o u t t h e m , man? 

T h e y ' r e n o t like . . . M r s . D o d d s , are they?" 

H i s express ion was h a r d to read, b u t I go t the feeling 

t h a t the f ru i t - s t and ladies were s o m e t h i n g m u c h , m u c h 

worse t h a n M r s . D o d d s . H e said, "Just tel l m e w h a t you 
it 

saw. 

" T h e m i d d l e o n e t o o k o u t he r scissors, a n d she cu t the 

yarn." 

He c losed his eyes a n d m a d e a gesture w i t h his fingers 

t h a t might 've been cross ing himself, b u t i t wasn't . I t was 

s o m e t h i n g else, s o m e t h i n g a l m o s t — o l d e r . 

He said, " Y o u saw he r sn ip t h e cord." 

"Yeah. So?" But even as I said it, I k n e w it was a b ig deal. 

" T h i s i s n o t happen ing , " Grover m u m b l e d . H e s t a r t e d 

chewing a t his t h u m b . " I don ' t w a n t th is to be like t h e last 

t ime." 

" W h a t last t ime?" 
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"Always s ixth g rade . T h e y never get pa s t sixth." 

"Grover ," I said, because he was really s t a r t ing to scare 

m e . " W h a t are you t a lk ing a b o u t ? " 

" L e t m e walk you h o m e f rom t h e bus s ta t ion . P r o m i s e 

m e . 

T h i s s eemed like a s t range reques t to m e , b u t I p r o m ­

ised he cou ld . 

"Is th is like a supe r s t i t i on or s o m e t h i n g ? " I asked. 

N o answer. 

" G r o v e r — t h a t s n i p p i n g o f the yarn . D o e s t ha t m e a n 

s o m e b o d y i s go ing to die?" 

He l o o k e d a t me mournfu l ly , like he was already p ick ­

ing the k i n d of f lowers I'd like bes t on my coffin. 



I know, I know. I t was r u d e . But Grover was freaking me 

ou t , l o o k i n g a t me like I was a d e a d m a n , m u t t e r i n g " W h y 

does th is always h a p p e n ? " a n d " W h y does i t always have to 

be s ixth grade?" 

W h e n e v e r he go t upse t , Graver 's b l a d d e r ac t ed u p , so I 

wasn't su rp r i sed when , as s o o n as we g o t of f the bus , he 

m a d e me p r o m i s e to wai t for h i m , t h e n m a d e a beel ine for 

the r e s t r o o m . Ins tead of wai t ing, I go t my suitcase, s l ipped 

ou t s ide , a n d caugh t t h e f i r s t taxi u p t o w n . 

"Eas t O n e - h u n d r e d - a n d - f o u r t h a n d First ," I t o l d t h e 

driver. 

A w o r d a b o u t my m o t h e r , before you m e e t her. 

H e r n a m e i s Sally Jackson a n d she's t h e bes t p e r s o n in 

t h e wor ld , wh ich just proves my t h e o r y t h a t the bes t p e o p l e 

have t h e ro t t enes t luck. H e r o w n pa ren t s d i ed in a p lane 

crash w h e n she was f ive , a n d she was ra ised by an unc le w h o 

d idn ' t care m u c h a b o u t her. She w a n t e d to be a novelist , so 

she s p e n t h igh school w o r k i n g to save e n o u g h m o n e y for a 

college w i th a g o o d creat ive-wri t ing p r o g r a m . T h e n he r 
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unc le g o t cancer, a n d she h a d to qu i t s choo l he r senior year 

to take care o f h i m . After he d ied , she was left w i t h no 

money , n o family, a n d n o d i p l o m a . 

T h e on ly g o o d b reak she ever go t was m e e t i n g my dad . 

I don ' t have any m e m o r i e s of h i m , jus t th is s o r t of 

w a r m glow, m a y b e t h e bares t t race o f his smile . M y m o m 

doesn ' t l ike to talk a b o u t h i m because i t m a k e s he r sad. She 

has n o p ic tu res . 

See, they weren't ma r r i ed . She t o l d me he was r ich a n d 

i m p o r t a n t , a n d the i r r e l a t ionsh ip was a secret. T h e n o n e 

day, he set sail across t h e A t l an t i c on s o m e i m p o r t a n t j ou r ­

ney, a n d he never came back. 

L o s t a t sea, m y m o m t o l d m e . N o t dead . L o s t a t sea. 

She w o r k e d o d d jobs , t o o k n i g h t classes t o get he r h i g h 

schoo l d i p l o m a , a n d raised m e o n he r own . She never c o m ­

p la ined or go t m a d . N o t even once . But I k n e w I wasn' t an 

easy k id . 

Finally, she m a r r i e d G a b e Ug l i ano , w h o was nice 

the first t h i r t y s econds we k n e w h i m , t h e n showed his 

t r u e co lors as a world-class jerk. W h e n I was young , I n ick­

n a m e d h i m Smelly G a b e . I ' m sorry, b u t it's t h e t r u t h . 

T h e guy reeked like m o l d y garlic p i z z a w r a p p e d i n g y m 

s h o r t s . 

Between the t w o o f us , we m a d e my m o m ' s life p r e t t y 

ha rd . T h e way Smelly G a b e t rea ted her, t he way he a n d I go t 

a long . . . well, w h e n I came h o m e is a g o o d example . 

I wa lked i n t o o u r l i t t le a p a r t m e n t , h o p i n g m y m o m w o u l d 

be h o m e f r o m work . Ins tead , Smel ly G a b e was in t h e living 
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r o o m , p lay ing p o k e r w i t h his b u d d i e s . T h e television b lared 

E S P N . C h i p s a n d beer cans were s t rewn all over the carpet . 

H a r d l y l o o k i n g up , he said a r o u n d his cigar, "So , you're 

h o m e . " 

" W h e r e ' s m y m o m ? " 

" W o r k i n g , " he said. " Y o u g o t any cash?" 

T h a t was it. No Welcome back. Good to see you. How has your 

life been the last six months? 

G a b e h a d p u t on weight . He l o o k e d like a tuskless 

wal rus i n thr i f t - s tore c lo thes . H e h a d a b o u t th ree hairs o n 

his head , all c o m b e d over his ba ld scalp, as i f t ha t m a d e h i m 

h a n d s o m e o r s o m e t h i n g . 

H e m a n a g e d t h e E lec t ron ics M e g a - M a r t i n Q u e e n s , b u t 

he s tayed h o m e m o s t o f the t i m e . I don ' t k n o w why he 

hadn ' t been fired long before. He just k e p t on col lec t ing 

paychecks , s p e n d i n g t h e m o n e y o n cigars t h a t m a d e m e 

nauseous , a n d on beer, of course . Always beer. W h e n e v e r I 

was h o m e , he expected me to p rov ide his gambl ing funds . 

He cal led t ha t o u r "guy secret." M e a n i n g , i f I t o l d my m o m , 

h e w o u l d p u n c h m y l ights ou t . 

"I don ' t have any cash," I t o l d h i m . 

He raised a greasy eyebrow. 

G a b e c o u l d sniff o u t m o n e y like a b l o o d h o u n d , wh ich 

was surpr i s ing , since his o w n smel l should 've covered up 

everything else. 

" Y o u t o o k a taxi f r o m t h e b u s s ta t ion ," he said. 

" P r o b a b l y p a i d w i th a twenty. G o t six, seven bucks in 

change. S o m e b o d y expects to live u n d e r th i s roof, he o u g h t 

to ca r ry his o w n weight . Am I r ight , E d d i e ? " 
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E d d i e , t h e super o f t h e a p a r t m e n t bu i ld ing , l o o k e d a t 

me w i th a twinge o f sympathy . " C o m e on , Gabe ," he said. 

" T h e k i d jus t go t here." 

" A m I right?" G a b e repea ted . 

E d d i e scowled i n t o his b o w l o f pre tze ls . T h e o t h e r t w o 

guys passed gas in h a r m o n y . 

"Fine ," I said. I d u g a w a d of do l la rs o u t of my p o c k e t 

a n d t h r e w t h e m o n e y o n t h e table. " I h o p e you lose." 

"Your r e p o r t card came, b r a in boy!" he s h o u t e d after 

m e . " I wou ldn ' t act so snoo ty ! " 

I s l a m m e d the d o o r to my r o o m , w h i c h really wasn't my 

r o o m . D u r i n g school m o n t h s , i t was Gabe 's "study." H e 

d idn ' t s t udy any th ing in there except o l d car magaz ines , b u t 

he loved shoving my s tuf f in the closet, leaving his m u d d y 

b o o t s o n m y windowsi l l , a n d d o i n g his bes t t o m a k e t h e 

p lace smel l like his nas ty co logne a n d cigars a n d stale beer. 

I d r o p p e d m y suitcase o n t h e bed . H o m e sweet h o m e . 

Gabe 's smel l was a lmos t worse t h a n t h e n igh tmare s 

a b o u t M r s . D o d d s , o r the s o u n d o f t h a t o l d frui t lady's 

shears s n i p p i n g t h e ya rn . 

But as s o o n as I t h o u g h t tha t , my legs felt weak. I 

r e m e m b e r e d Grover 's l o o k o f p a n i c — h o w he 'd m a d e m e 

p r o m i s e I wou ldn ' t go h o m e w i t h o u t h i m . A s u d d e n chill 

ro l led t h r o u g h m e . I felt like s o m e o n e — s o m e t h i n g — w a s 

l o o k i n g for me r i gh t now, m a y b e p o u n d i n g its way up the 

stairs, g rowing long , ho r r i b l e t a lons . 

T h e n I hea rd my m o m ' s voice. "Percy?" 

She o p e n e d t h e b e d r o o m door , a n d m y fears me l t ed . 

My m o t h e r can make me feel g o o d just by walking in to 
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the r o o m . H e r eyes sparkle and change color in the light. H e r 

smile is as w a r m as a quil t . She's go t a few gray streaks mixed 

in wi th her long b rown hair, b u t I never t h i n k of her as old . 

W h e n she looks at me, it's like she's seeing all the g o o d th ings 

a b o u t m e , n o n e of the bad . I've never heard he r raise he r voice 

o r say an u n k i n d word to anyone, n o t even me or G a b e . 

" O h , Percy." She h u g g e d me t ight . " I can't believe it. 

You've g r o w n since Chr i s tmas ! " 

H e r r e d - w h i t e - a n d - b l u e Sweet o n Amer i ca u n i f o r m 

smel led like t h e bes t t h ings in t h e wor ld : chocola te , l icorice, 

a n d all t h e o t h e r s tuf f she so ld a t t he candy s h o p in G r a n d 

Cen t ra l . She 'd b r o u g h t me a huge bag of "free samples ," t h e 

way she always d i d w h e n I came h o m e . 

W e sat t o g e t h e r o n t h e edge o f t h e bed . W h i l e I 

a t tacked the b luebe r ry sou r s t r ings , she ran her h a n d 

t h r o u g h my hair a n d d e m a n d e d to k n o w everything I 

hadn ' t p u t i n my let ters . She d idn ' t m e n t i o n any th ing a b o u t 

my ge t t ing expelled. She d idn ' t seem to care a b o u t tha t . But 

was I okay? W a s her l i t t le boy d o i n g all r ight? 

I t o l d her she was s m o t h e r i n g m e , a n d to lay o f f a n d all 

tha t , b u t secretly, I was really, really g lad to see her. 

F r o m the o t h e r r o o m , G a b e yelled, " H e y , S a l l y — h o w 

a b o u t s o m e bean d ip , h u h ? " 

I g r i t t ed my tee th . 

M y m o m i s t h e n ices t lady i n the wor ld . She should 've 

been m a r r i e d to a mi l l ionai re , n o t to s o m e jerk like G a b e . 

F o r he r sake, I t r i ed to s o u n d u p b e a t a b o u t my last days 

at Yancy Academy. I t o l d he r I wasn't t o o d o w n a b o u t t h e 

expuls ion . I 'd las ted a l m o s t the who le year th is t ime . I'd 
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m a d e s o m e n e w fr iends. I d d o n e p r e t t y well i n La t in . A n d 

honest ly , t h e fights hadn ' t b e e n as b a d as the h e a d m a s t e r 

said. I l iked Yancy Academy. I really d id . I p u t such a g o o d 

sp in on t h e year, I a l m o s t conv inced myself. I s t a r t e d c h o k ­

ing up , t h i n k i n g a b o u t Grover a n d M r . Brunner . E v e n 

N a n c y Bobof i t s u d d e n l y d idn ' t seem so bad . 

U n t i l t h a t t r ip to t h e m u s e u m . . . 

" W h a t ? " m y m o m asked. H e r eyes tugged a t m y c o n ­

science, t ry ing t o pu l l o u t t h e secrets. " D i d s o m e t h i n g scare 

you? 

" N o , M o m . " 

I felt b a d lying. I w a n t e d to tell he r a b o u t M r s . D o d d s 

a n d the three o ld ladies w i t h the yarn , b u t I t h o u g h t i t 

w o u l d s o u n d s tup id . 

She p u r s e d her l ips. She k n e w I was h o l d i n g back, b u t 

she d idn ' t p u s h me . 

"I have a surpr i se for you," she said. "We ' re go ing to t h e 

beach." 

M y eyes w idened . " M o n t a u k ? " 

" T h r e e n i g h t s — s a m e cabin." 

" W h e n ? " 

She smi led . "As s o o n as I get changed." 

I cou ldn ' t believe it. My m o m a n d I hadn ' t been to 

M o n t a u k the last t w o s u m m e r s , because G a b e said there 

wasn' t e n o u g h money . 

G a b e appea red in t h e d o o r w a y a n d growled , "Bean d ip , 

Sally? D i d n ' t you hear me?" 

I w a n t e d to p u n c h h im , b u t I m e t my m o m ' s eyes a n d I 

u n d e r s t o o d she was offering me a deal : be nice to G a b e for 
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a l i t t le whi le . Jus t un t i l she was ready to leave for M o n t a u k . 

T h e n w e w o u l d get o u t o f here . 

" I was on my way, honey," she t o l d G a b e . " W e were jus t 

t a lk ing a b o u t t h e t r ip ." 

Gabe ' s eyes go t smal l . " T h e trip? Y o u m e a n you were 

ser ious a b o u t t ha t ? " 

"I k n e w it," I m u t t e r e d . " H e won ' t let us go." 

" O f course h e will," m y m o m said evenly. "Your s t e p ­

father is jus t w o r r i e d a b o u t money . T h a t ' s all. Besides," she 

added , " G a b r i e l won ' t have to set t le for bean d ip . I 'll 

m a k e h i m e n o u g h seven-layer d i p for the w h o le weekend. 

G u a c a m o l e . S o u r cream. T h e works ." 

G a b e sof tened a bi t . " S o this m o n e y for your t r i p . . . i t 

c o m e s o u t o f your c lo thes budge t , r igh t?" 

"Yes, honey," my m o t h e r said. 

" A n d you won ' t take my car anywhere b u t there a n d 

back." 

" W e ' l l be very careful." 

G a b e sc ra tched his d o u b l e chin. " M a y b e i f you h u r r y 

w i t h t h a t seven-layer d i p . . . A n d m a y b e if t he k id a p o l o ­

gizes for i n t e r r u p t i n g my p o k e r game." 

M a y b e i f I k ick you in your sof t spo t , I t h o u g h t . A n d 

m a k e you sing s o p r a n o for a week. 

But m y m o m ' s eyes w a r n e d m e n o t t o m a k e h i m m a d . 

W h y d i d she p u t up w i t h th is guy? I w a n t e d to scream. 

W h y d i d she care w h a t h e t h o u g h t ? 

" I ' m sorry," I m u t t e r e d . " I ' m really s o r r y I i n t e r r u p t e d 

your incredibly i m p o r t a n t p o k e r game . Please go back to i t 

r igh t now." 
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Gabe 's eyes na r rowed . H i s t iny b ra in was p r o b a b l y t r y ­

ing to de tec t sarcasm in my s t a t emen t . 

"Yeah, whatever," he dec ided . 

H e wen t back t o his game. 

" T h a n k you, Percy," m y m o m said. " O n c e w e get t o 

M o n t a u k , we'l l t a lk m o r e a b o u t . . . whatever you've forgot ­

t e n to tell m e , okay?" 

F o r a m o m e n t , I t h o u g h t I saw anxiety in h e r e y e s — t h e 

same fear I'd seen in Grover d u r i n g t h e bus r i d e — a s i f my 

m o m t o o felt an o d d chill i n the air. 

But t h e n her smi le r e t u r n e d , a n d I f igured I m u s t have 

b e e n mis t aken . She ruff led m y hair a n d wen t t o m a k e G a b e 

his seven-layer d ip . 

An h o u r la ter we were ready to leave. 

G a b e t o o k a b reak f rom his p o k e r game l o n g e n o u g h to 

wa tch m e lug m y m o m ' s bags t o t h e car. H e k e p t g r ip ing 

a n d g r o a n i n g a b o u t los ing her c o o k i n g — a n d m o r e i m p o r ­

tan t , h is ' 7 8 C a m a r o — f o r t h e who le weekend. 

" N o t a scra tch on this car, b r a in boy," he w a r n e d me as 

I l o a d e d the last bag . " N o t one l i t t le scratch." 

Like I'd be the one driving. I was twelve. Bu t t h a t d idn ' t 

m a t t e r to G a b e . I f a seagull so m u c h as p o o p e d on his p a i n t 

job , he 'd f ind a way to b l ame m e . 

W a t c h i n g h i m l u m b e r back t oward t h e a p a r t m e n t bu i ld ­

ing, I go t so m a d I d i d s o m e t h i n g I can't explain. As G a b e 

reached t h e doorway, I m a d e the h a n d gesture I'd seen 

Grover m a k e on t h e bus , a s o r t o f warding-off-evi l gesture, 

a clawed h a n d over my hea r t , t h e n a shoving m o v e m e n t 
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toward G a b e . T h e screen d o o r s l a m m e d s h u t s o h a r d i t 

whacked h i m i n t h e b u t t a n d sen t h i m f l y i n g u p t h e stair­

case as i f he 'd been s h o t f r o m a c a n n o n . M a y b e i t was jus t 

the w ind , or s o m e freak acc iden t w i t h t h e hinges , b u t I 

d idn ' t s tay l o n g e n o u g h to f ind o u t . 

I go t i n t h e C a m a r o a n d t o l d m y m o m t o s t ep o n it. 

O u r ren ta l cab in was on the s o u t h shore , way o u t a t t h e t i p 

of L o n g Is land . I t was a l i t t le pas te l box w i t h faded cur­

ta ins , ha l f sunken i n t o t h e d u n e s . T h e r e was always s a n d in 

the sheets a n d spiders i n t h e cabine ts , a n d m o s t o f t h e t i m e 

the sea was t o o co ld to s w i m in. 

I loved t h e place. 

W e ' d been go ing there since I was a baby. My m o m 

h a d been go ing even longer . She never exactly said, b u t I 

k n e w why t h e beach was special to her. I t was t h e place 

where she'd m e t my dad . 

As we g o t closer t o M o n t a u k , she s eemed to g row 

younger , years o f w o r r y a n d w o r k d i sappea r ing f rom her 

face. H e r eyes t u r n e d t h e co lor o f the sea. 

We go t there a t sunset , o p e n e d all t h e cabin's w i n d o w s , 

a n d wen t t h r o u g h o u r u sua l c leaning r o u t i n e . W e walked o n 

the beach , fed b lue c o r n chips to t h e seagulls, a n d m u n c h e d 

on b lue jelly beans , b lue sal twater taffy, a n d all t h e o t h e r free 

samples m y m o m h a d b r o u g h t f r o m work . 

I guess I s h o u l d explain the b lue food . 

See, G a b e h a d once t o l d m y m o m there was n o such 

th ing . T h e y h a d this fight, wh ich seemed like a really smal l 

t h i n g a t the t ime . But ever since, my m o m wen t o u t o f he r 
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way to eat b lue . She baked b lue b i r t h d a y cakes. She mixed 

b l u e b e r r y s m o o t h i e s . She b o u g h t b l u e - c o r n to r t i l l a ch ips 

a n d b r o u g h t h o m e b lue candy f rom t h e s h o p . T h i s — a l o n g 

w i t h keep ing her m a i d e n n a m e , Jackson, r a the r t h a n call­

ing hersel f M r s . U g l i a n o — w a s p r o o f t h a t she wasn't 

to ta l ly suckered by G a b e . She d i d have a rebel l ious streak, 

like m e . 

W h e n i t go t dark , we m a d e a f i r e . We roas t ed h o t dogs 

a n d m a r s h m a l l o w s . M o m t o l d m e s tor ies a b o u t w h e n she 

was a k id , back before he r pa ren t s d i ed in the p lane crash. 

S h e t o l d m e a b o u t the b o o k s she w a n t e d t o wr i te someday , 

w h e n she h a d e n o u g h m o n e y t o qu i t t h e candy s h o p . 

Eventually, I go t up t h e nerve to ask a b o u t w h a t was 

always o n m y m i n d whenever w e c a m e t o M o n t a u k — m y 

father. M o m ' s eyes wen t all misty. I f igured she w o u l d tell 

me the same th ings she always did , b u t I never go t t i red of 

hea r ing t h e m . 

" H e was k ind , Percy," she said. "Tal l , h a n d s o m e , a n d 

powerful . But gentle , t o o . Y o u have his black hair , you know, 

a n d his g reen eyes." 

M o m f i shed a b lue jelly bean o u t o f her candy bag. " I 

w i sh he c o u l d see you, Percy. He w o u l d be so p roud . " 

I w o n d e r e d h o w she c o u l d say t ha t . W h a t was so grea t 

a b o u t me? A dyslexic, hyperact ive b o y w i t h a D+ r e p o r t 

card, k icked o u t of s choo l for t h e s ixth t i m e in six years. 

" H o w o l d was I?" I asked. "I m e a n . . . w h e n he left?" 

She wa tched t h e f lames. " H e was only w i t h me for o n e 

s u m m e r , Percy. R i g h t here a t th is beach. T h i s cabin." 

"But . . . he k n e w me as a baby." 
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" N o , honey . He k n e w I was expect ing a baby, b u t he 

never saw you. He h a d to leave before you were b o r n . " 

I t r i ed to square t h a t w i th t h e fact t ha t I s eemed to 

r e m e m b e r . . . s o m e t h i n g a b o u t my father. A w a r m glow. A 

smile. 

I h a d always a s s u m e d he k n e w me as a baby. My m o m 

h a d never said i t ou t r igh t , b u t still , Id felt i t m u s t be t rue . 

N o w , to be t o l d t h a t he 'd never even seen me . . . 

I felt ang ry at my father. M a y b e it was s tup id , b u t I 

r esen ted h i m for go ing on t h a t ocean voyage, for n o t having 

the gu ts t o m a r r y m y m o m . H e ' d left us , a n d n o w w e were 

s tuck w i t h Smel ly G a b e . 

"Are you go ing to s e n d me away again?" I asked her. " T o 

a n o t h e r b o a r d i n g school?" 

She p u l l e d a m a r s h m a l l o w f r o m t h e fire. 

"I don ' t know, honey." H e r voice was heavy. "I t h i n k . . . 

I t h i n k we'll have to do someth ing . " 

"Because you don ' t wan t me a r o u n d ? " I r eg re t t ed t h e 

words as s o o n as they were ou t . 

M y m o m ' s eyes welled w i t h tears . She t o o k m y h a n d , 

squeezed i t t igh t . " O h , Percy, n o . I — I have to , honey . F o r 

your o w n g o o d . I have to s end y o u away." 

H e r words r e m i n d e d m e o f w h a t M r . B r u n n e r h a d 

s a i d — t h a t i t was bes t for me to leave Yancy. 

"Because I ' m n o t n o r m a l , " I said. 

" Y o u say t h a t as if it's a b a d th ing , Percy. But you don ' t 

realize h o w i m p o r t a n t you are. I t h o u g h t Yancy A c a d e m y 

w o u l d be far e n o u g h away. I t h o u g h t you 'd finally be safe." 

"Safe f r o m wha t?" 
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She m e t my eyes, a n d a f lood of m e m o r i e s came back 

to m e — a l l t h e weird, scary th ings t h a t h a d ever h a p p e n e d 

t o m e , s o m e o f wh ich I d t r i ed t o forget. 

D u r i n g th i rd grade , a m a n in a black t rench coat h a d 

s talked m e o n the p l ayg round . W h e n t h e teachers th rea tened 

to call t h e pol ice , he wen t away growl ing, b u t no one believed 

me w h e n I t o l d t h e m tha t u n d e r his b r o a d - b r i m m e d hat , t h e 

m a n only h a d one eye, r igh t in t h e m i d d l e o f h is head . 

Before t h a t — a really early m e m o r y . I was in p reschoo l , 

a n d a teacher accidental ly p u t me d o w n for a n a p in a c o t 

t h a t a snake h a d s l i thered in to . M y m o m sc reamed w h e n she 

came to p ick me up a n d f o u n d me p lay ing w i th a l imp, scaly 

r o p e I d s o m e h o w m a n a g e d t o s t rangle t o d e a t h w i t h m y 

m e a t y t o d d l e r h a n d s . 

In every single school , s o m e t h i n g creepy h a d h a p p e n e d , 

s o m e t h i n g unsafe, a n d I was forced to move. 

I k n e w I s h o u l d tell my m o m a b o u t t h e o ld ladies a t t h e 

frui t s tand , a n d M r s . D o d d s a t t he a r t m u s e u m , a b o u t m y 

weird ha l luc ina t ion t h a t I h a d sliced my m a t h teacher i n t o 

d u s t w i t h a sword. But I cou ldn ' t m a k e myself tel l her. I h a d 

a s t range feeling t h e news w o u l d e n d o u r t r ip to M o n t a u k , 

a n d I d idn ' t w a n t tha t . 

"I've t r i ed to keep you as close to me as I could," my 

m o m said. " T h e y t o l d me t h a t was a mis take . But there's 

on ly one o t h e r o p t i o n , P e r c y — t h e place your father w a n t e d 

to s end you. A n d I jus t . . . I jus t can't s t a n d to do it." 

" M y father w a n t e d me to go to a special school?" 

" N o t a school ," she sa id softly. "A s u m m e r camp." 

M y h e a d was sp inn ing . W h y w o u l d m y d a d — w h o 
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hadn ' t even s tayed a r o u n d long e n o u g h t o see m e b o r n — 

talk to my m o m a b o u t a s u m m e r camp? A n d i f i t was so 

i m p o r t a n t , why hadn ' t she ever m e n t i o n e d i t before? 

" I ' m sorry, Percy," she said, seeing t h e l o o k in my eyes. 

"But I can't t a lk a b o u t it. I — I couldn ' t s end you to t h a t 

place. I t m i g h t m e a n saying g o o d - b y e to you for good ." 

" F o r good? But if it's on ly a s u m m e r c a m p . . ." 

She t u r n e d toward t h e fire, a n d I k n e w f rom her expres­

s ion t h a t i f I asked her any m o r e ques t ions she w o u l d s t a r t 

t o cry. 

T h a t n i g h t I h a d a vivid d ream. 

I t was s t o r m i n g on the beach , a n d t w o beaut i fu l an i ­

mals , a whi te ho r se a n d a go lden eagle, were t ry ing to kil l 

each o t h e r a t t he edge o f the surf. T h e eagle s w o o p e d d o w n 

a n d s lashed t h e horse 's m u z z l e w i t h its huge t a lons . T h e 

ho r se reared up a n d k icked a t the eagle's wings . As they 

fought , t h e g r o u n d r u m b l e d , a n d a m o n s t r o u s voice chuck­

led s o m e w h e r e b e n e a t h t h e ear th , g o a d i n g the an imals t o 

fight harder . 

I r a n toward t h e m , k n o w i n g I h a d to s t o p t h e m f r o m 

ki l l ing each o ther , b u t I was r u n n i n g in s low m o t i o n . I k n e w 

I w o u l d be t o o late. I saw the eagle dive d o w n , its beak 

a i m e d at the horse 's w ide eyes, a n d I screamed, No! 

I woke w i t h a s ta r t . 

O u t s i d e , i t really was s t o r m i n g , t h e k i n d o f s t o r m t h a t 

cracks trees a n d b lows d o w n houses . T h e r e was no ho r se o r 

eagle on the beach , jus t l i gh tn ing m a k i n g false dayl ight , a n d 

twen ty - foo t waves p o u n d i n g the d u n e s like arti l lery. 
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W i t h t h e next t hunde rc l ap , m y m o m woke . She sat u p , 

eyes wide , a n d said, " H u r r i c a n e . " 

I k n e w t h a t was crazy. L o n g I s l and never sees hu r r i canes 

th is early in t h e s u m m e r . But t h e ocean seemed to have for­

go t t en . O v e r t h e roa r of t h e wind , I hea rd a d i s t an t bellow, 

a n angry, t o r t u r e d s o u n d t h a t m a d e m y hair s t a n d o n end . 

T h e n a m u c h closer no ise , like mal le t s in the sand . A 

despera te v o i c e — s o m e o n e yelling, p o u n d i n g o n o u r cab in 

d o o r . 

M y m o t h e r s p r a n g o u t o f b e d i n he r n i g h t g o w n a n d 

t h r e w o p e n t h e lock. 

Grover s t o o d f r amed in t h e d o o r w a y against a b a c k d r o p 

o f p o u r i n g ra in . Bu t he w a s n ' t . . . he wasn't exactly Grover . 

"Search ing all night ," he gasped . " W h a t were you 

t h ink ing?" 

M y m o t h e r l o o k e d a t m e i n t e r r o r — n o t scared o f 

Grover, b u t o f why he 'd c o m e . 

"Percy," she said, s h o u t i n g to be heard over t h e ra in . 

" W h a t h a p p e n e d a t school? W h a t d idn ' t you tel l me?" 

I was frozen, l o o k i n g at Grover. I cou ldn ' t u n d e r s t a n d 

w h a t I was seeing. 

"O Zeu kai allot theoi!" he yelled. "It 's r igh t b e h i n d m e ! 

D i d n ' t you tell he r?" 

I was t o o shocked to regis ter t h a t he'd jus t cursed in 

A n c i e n t Greek , a n d I'd u n d e r s t o o d h i m perfectly. I was t o o 

shocked t o w o n d e r h o w Grover h a d g o t t e n here b y h imse l f 

in t h e m i d d l e o f t h e n igh t . Because Grover d idn ' t have his 

p a n t s o n — a n d where his legs s h o u l d be . . . where his legs 

s h o u l d be . . . 
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M y m o m l o o k e d a t m e s tern ly a n d ta lked i n a t o n e s h e d 

never u s e d before: "Percy. Tel l me now!" 

I s t a m m e r e d s o m e t h i n g a b o u t the o ld ladies a t t he frui t 

s tand , a n d M r s . D o d d s , a n d m y m o m s tared a t m e , he r face 

dea th ly pale in the flashes of l igh tn ing . 

She g r a b b e d he r pu r se , t o s s e d m e m y ra in jacket, a n d 

said, " G e t to the car. B o t h of you . Go!" 

Grover r a n for t h e C a m a r o — b u t he wasn't r u n n i n g , 

exactly. He was t ro t t i ng , s h a k i n g his shaggy h i n d q u a r t e r s , 

a n d sudden ly his s to ry a b o u t a m u s c u l a r d i so rde r in his legs 

m a d e sense to m e . I u n d e r s t o o d h o w he c o u l d r u n so fast 

a n d still l i m p w h e n he walked. 

Because where his feet s h o u l d be, there were no feet. 

T h e r e were cloven hooves . 
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We tore t h r o u g h t h e n i g h t a long d a r k c o u n t r y roads . 

W i n d s l a m m e d against the C a m a r o . R a i n lashed the w i n d ­

shield. I d idn ' t k n o w h o w my m o m c o u l d see any th ing , b u t 

she k e p t he r foo t on t h e gas. 

Every t i m e there was a flash of l igh tn ing , I l o o k e d 

a t Grover s i t t ing next to me in the backseat a n d I w o n ­

d e r e d i f I'd gone insane, or i f he was wear ing s o m e k i n d 

of shag-ca rpe t p a n t s . But, no , the smel l was o n e I r e m e m ­

b e r e d f r o m k i n d e r g a r t e n field t r ips t o t h e p e t t i n g z o o — 

lanol in , like f rom wool . T h e smell of a wet ba rnya rd 

an imal . 

All I c o u l d t h i n k to say was, "So , you a n d my m o m . . . 

k n o w each o the r?" 

Grover 's eyes f l i t t ed to t h e rearview mi r ro r , t h o u g h there 

were no cars b e h i n d us . " N o t exactly," he said. " I m e a n , 

we've never m e t in p e r s o n . But she k n e w I was wa tch ing 

you. 

" W a t c h i n g m e ? " 

"Keep ing tabs on you. M a k i n g sure you were okay. But 

I wasn' t faking be ing your friend," he a d d e d hastily. "I am 

y o u r friend." 

"Um . . . w h a t are you, exactly?" 



" T h a t doesn ' t m a t t e r r igh t now." 

"I t doesn ' t ma t te r? F r o m t h e waist d o w n , my bes t f r iend 

is a d o n k e y — " 

Grover let o u t a sha rp , t h r o a t y "Blaa~ha~ha!" 

I ' d hea rd h i m m a k e t h a t s o u n d before, b u t I 'd always 

a s s u m e d i t was a ne rvous laugh. N o w I real ized i t was m o r e 

o f an i r r i t a t ed bleat . 

" G o a t ! " he cried. 

" W h a t ? " 

" I ' m a goat f rom t h e waist down." 

" Y o u just said i t d idn ' t mat ter ." 

"Blaa~ha~ha! T h e r e are satyrs w h o w o u l d t r a m p l e you 

u n d e r h o o f for such an insult!" 

" W h o a . Wa i t . Satyrs . You m e a n like . . . M r . Brunner ' s 

my ths?" 

" W e r e t hose o ld ladies at t h e frui t s t a n d a myth, Percy? 

W a s M r s . D o d d s a m y t h ? " 

" S o you admit the re was a M r s . D o d d s ! " 

" O f course." 

" T h e n w h y — " 

" T h e less you knew, the fewer m o n s t e r s you 'd at tract ," 

Grover said, like t h a t s h o u l d be perfectly obv ious . " W e p u t 

M i s t over t h e h u m a n s ' eyes. W e h o p e d you'd t h i n k t h e 

Kind ly O n e was a ha l luc ina t ion . But i t was no g o o d . Y o u 

s t a r t e d t o real ize w h o y o u are." 

" W h o I — w a i t a m i n u t e , w h a t d o you m e a n ? " 

T h e weird be l lowing noise rose u p again s o m e w h e r e 

b e h i n d us , c loser t h a n before. W h a t e v e r was chas ing us was 

still on o u r trai l . 
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"Percy," m y m o m said, " there 's t o o m u c h t o explain a n d 

n o t e n o u g h t ime . W e have t o get you t o safety." 

"Safety f r o m what? W h o ' s after m e ? " 

" O h , n o b o d y much , " Grover said, obviously still mif fed 

a b o u t t h e d o n k e y c o m m e n t . "Just t h e L o r d o f t h e D e a d 

a n d a few of his b lood - th i r s t i e s t min ions . " 

"Grover!" 

"Sor ry , M r s . Jackson. C o u l d you drive faster, please?" 

I t r i ed to w r a p my m i n d a r o u n d w h a t was h a p p e n i n g , 

b u t I cou ldn ' t do it. I k n e w th is wasn' t a d r e a m . I h a d no 

imag ina t ion . I c o u l d never d r e a m up s o m e t h i n g this weird. 

My m o m m a d e a ha rd left. We swerved o n t o a na r rower 

road , rac ing pas t da rkened f a r m h o u s e s a n d w o o d e d hills 

a n d PICK YOUR O W N STRAWBERRIES signs on wh i t e p icket 

fences. 

" W h e r e are we going?" I asked. 

" T h e s u m m e r c a m p I t o l d you about ." M y m o t h e r ' s 

voice was t ight ; she was t ry ing for my sake n o t to be scared. 

" T h e p lace your father w a n t e d t o s end you." 

" T h e p lace you d idn ' t w a n t m e t o go." 

"Please , dear," my m o t h e r begged . " T h i s i s h a r d 

e n o u g h . T r y to u n d e r s t a n d . You're in danger." 

"Because s o m e o l d ladies cu t yarn." 

" T h o s e weren' t o l d ladies," Grover said. " T h o s e were 

t h e Fates . D o you k n o w w h a t i t m e a n s — t h e fact they 

appea red i n f ron t o f you? T h e y only do t h a t w h e n you're 

a b o u t to . . . w h e n someone ' s a b o u t to die." 

" W h o a . You said 'you. '" 

" N o I d idn ' t . I sa id ' someone . ' " 

[ 4 6 ] 



" Y o u m e a n t 'you.' As in me!' 

"I m e a n t you, l ike ' someone . ' N o t you, you." 

"Boys!" m y m o m said. 

She p u l l e d t h e whee l ha rd to the r ight , a n d I g o t a 

g l impse of a f igure she'd swerved to a v o i d — a d a r k f lut ter­

ing shape n o w los t b e h i n d us i n t h e s t o r m . 

" W h a t was t h a t ? " I asked. 

"We ' re a l m o s t there," my m o t h e r said, i gnor ing my 

q u e s t i o n . " A n o t h e r mi le . Please. Please. Please." 

I d idn ' t k n o w where there was, b u t I f o u n d mysel f lean­

ing forward in t h e car, an t ic ipa t ing , w a n t i n g us to arrive. 

O u t s i d e , n o t h i n g b u t ra in a n d d a r k n e s s — t h e k i n d o f 

e m p t y c o u n t r y s i d e you get way o u t o n the t i p o f L o n g 

Is land . I t h o u g h t a b o u t M r s . D o d d s a n d t h e m o m e n t w h e n 

she'd changed i n t o t h e t h i n g w i t h p o i n t e d t ee th a n d lea th­

ery wings . M y l imbs w e n t n u m b f r o m delayed shock . S h e 

really hadn't been h u m a n . She 'd m e a n t to kil l m e . 

T h e n I t h o u g h t a b o u t M r . B runne r . . . a n d t h e sword 

he h a d t h r o w n m e . Before I c o u l d ask Grover a b o u t tha t , t h e 

ha i r rose on t h e back of my neck. T h e r e was a b l i n d i n g 

flash, a jaw-ra t t l ing boom!, a n d o u r car exp loded . 

I r e m e m b e r feeling weightless , like I was be ing c rushed , 

fried, a n d h o s e d d o w n all a t t h e same t ime . 

I pee led my forehead off t h e back of the driver's seat 

a n d said, "Ow." 

"Percy!" m y m o m s h o u t e d . 

" I ' m okay. . . ." 

I t r i ed to shake o f f t h e daze . I wasn' t dead . T h e car 

hadn ' t really exp loded . W e d swerved i n t o a d i t ch . O u r 
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driver 's-side d o o r s were wedged i n t h e m u d . T h e r o o f h a d 

cracked o p e n like an eggshel l a n d ra in was p o u r i n g in. 

L igh tn ing . T h a t was t h e only exp lana t ion . W e d been 

b las ted r igh t o f f t h e road . N e x t to me in t h e backsea t was a 

b ig m o t i o n l e s s l u m p . "Grover!" 

He was s l u m p e d over, b l o o d t r ick l ing f r o m the s ide o f 

his m o u t h . I s h o o k his fur ry h ip , t h i n k i n g , N o ! Even i f you 

are ha l f b a r n y a r d an imal , you're my bes t f r iend a n d I don ' t 

w a n t you to die! 

T h e n he g r o a n e d "Food , " a n d I k n e w there was h o p e . 

"Percy," my m o t h e r said, "we have to . . ." H e r voice 

faltered. 

I l o o k e d back. In a flash of l igh tn ing , t h r o u g h t h e m u d -

spa t t e red rear windsh ie ld , I saw a figure l u m b e r i n g toward 

u s o n the s h o u l d e r o f the road . T h e s ight o f i t m a d e m y 

sk in crawl. It was a d a r k s i l houe t t e of a huge guy, l ike a 

foo tba l l player. He seemed to be h o l d i n g a b lanke t over his 

head . H i s t o p ha l f was bu lky a n d fuzzy. H i s up ra i s ed h a n d s 

m a d e i t l o o k like he h a d h o r n s . 

I swallowed hard . " W h o i s — " 

"Percy," my m o t h e r said, deadly ser ious . " G e t o u t o f the 

car." 

M y m o t h e r t h r e w hersel f against t h e d r ivers - s ide doo r . 

I t was j a m m e d s h u t in the m u d . I t r i ed m i n e . S tuck t o o . I 

l o o k e d up despera te ly a t t h e ho le in t h e roof. I t might 've 

b e e n an exit, b u t t h e edges were s izzl ing a n d s m o k i n g . 

" C l i m b o u t t h e passenger 's s ide!" m y m o t h e r t o l d me . 

" P e r c y — y o u have t o r u n . D o you see t h a t b ig tree?" 

"What?" 
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A n o t h e r f l a sh o f l ightning, a n d t h r o u g h the smok ing ho le 

in the roo f I saw the tree she mean t : a huge, W h i t e H o u s e 

Chr i s tmas tree—sized p ine at t he crest of the nearest hill. 

" T h a t ' s t he p r o p e r t y line," m y m o m said. " G e t over t h a t 

hi l l a n d you ' l l see a b ig f a r m h o u s e d o w n in t h e valley. R u n 

a n d don ' t l o o k back. Yell for he lp . D o n ' t s t o p un t i l you reach 

t h e door ." 

" M o m , you're c o m i n g too ." 

H e r face was pale , her eyes as sad as w h e n she l o o k e d at 

t h e ocean . 

" N o ! " I shou t ed . "You are c o m i n g w i t h m e . H e l p me 

car ry Grover." 

" F o o d ! " Grover m o a n e d , a l i t t le louder . 

T h e m a n w i t h t h e b l anke t o n his h e a d k e p t c o m i n g 

toward us , m a k i n g his g r u n t i n g , s n o r t i n g noises . As he go t 

closer, I real ized he couldn't be h o l d i n g a b lanke t over his 

head , because his h a n d s — h u g e m e a t y h a n d s — w e r e swing­

ing a t his sides. T h e r e was no b lanke t . M e a n i n g t h e bulky, 

fuzzy mass t h a t was t o o b ig to be his h e a d . . . was his head . 

A n d t h e p o i n t s t h a t l o o k e d like h o r n s . . . 

" H e doesn ' t w a n t us" m y m o t h e r t o l d m e . " H e wan ts 

you. Besides, I can't cross the p r o p e r t y line." 

" B u t . . ." 

" W e don ' t have t ime , Percy. G o . Please." 

I go t m a d , t h e n — m a d a t my m o t h e r , a t Grover t h e 

goat , a t t he t h i n g w i th h o r n s t h a t was l u m b e r i n g toward us 

slowly a n d del ibera te ly like, l ike a bul l . 

I c l imbed across Grover a n d p u s h e d t h e d o o r o p e n i n t o 

t h e ra in . "We ' re go ing together . C o m e on , M o m . " 
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" I t o l d y o u — " 

" M o m ! I a m n o t leaving you . H e l p m e w i t h Grover." 

I d idn ' t wai t for he r answer. I s c rambled ou t s ide , d r ag ­

ging Grover f r o m t h e car. He was surpr is ingly l ight, b u t I 

cou ldn ' t have car r ied h i m very far i f my m o m hadn ' t c o m e 

t o m y aid. 

Toge ther , we d r a p e d Grover 's a r m s over o u r shou lde r s 

a n d s t a r t ed s t u m b l i n g uph i l l t h r o u g h wet wais t -h igh grass . 

G l a n c i n g back, I go t my first clear l o o k at t h e m o n s t e r . 

He was seven feet tall , easy, h is a r m s a n d legs like s o m e t h i n g 

f r o m t h e cover of Muscle Man m a g a z i n e — b u l g i n g b iceps a n d 

t r iceps a n d a b u n c h of o t h e r 'ceps , all s tuffed like basebal ls 

u n d e r ve in-webbed skin. H e wore n o c lo thes except u n d e r ­

w e a r — I m e a n , b r i g h t wh i t e F r u i t o f t h e L o o m s — w h i c h 

would 've l o o k e d funny, except t h a t the t o p ha l f o f h is b o d y 

was so scary. Coa r se b r o w n ha i r s t a r t ed a t a b o u t his belly 

b u t t o n a n d go t th icker as i t reached his shou lde r s . 

H i s neck was a mass o f musc le a n d fur l ead ing up to 

his e n o r m o u s head , wh ich h a d a s n o u t as l ong as my a r m , 

s n o t t y nos t r i l s w i t h a g leaming brass r ing , cruel black eyes, 

a n d h o r n s — e n o r m o u s b l a c k - a n d - w h i t e h o r n s w i t h p o i n t s 

y o u just cou ldn ' t get f r o m an electric sharpener . 

I r ecogn ized t h e m o n s t e r , all r ight . He h a d been in o n e 

o f t h e first s tor ies M r . B r u n n e r t o l d us . But he cou ldn ' t 

be real. 

I b l inked the ra in o u t o f my eyes. " T h a t ' s — " 

"Pasiphae 's son," my m o t h e r said. " I wish I'd k n o w n 

h o w badly they w a n t to kill you." 

"Bu t he's t h e M i n — " 
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" D o n ' t say his name ," she warned . " N a m e s have power." 

T h e p ine tree was still way t o o f a r — a h u n d r e d yards 

uph i l l a t least. 

I g lanced b e h i n d me again. 

T h e b u l l - m a n h u n c h e d over o u r car, l o o k i n g i n t h e w i n ­

d o w s — o r n o t l ook ing , exactly. M o r e like snuff l ing, n u z ­

zl ing. I wasn' t sure why he b o t h e r e d , s ince we were on ly 

a b o u t f if ty feet away. 

" F o o d ? " Grove r m o a n e d . 

"Shhh , " I t o l d h i m . " M o m , what 's he doing? Doesn ' t he 

see us? 

" H i s s ight a n d hear ing are terr ible," she said. " H e goes 

by smell . But he ' l l f igure o u t where we are s o o n enough . " 

As i f on cue, t h e b u l l - m a n be l lowed in rage. He p icked 

up Gabe ' s C a m a r o by t h e t o r n roof, t he chassis c reaking a n d 

g roan ing . He ra ised the car over his head a n d th rew i t d o w n 

the road . I t s l a m m e d i n t o t h e wet aspha l t a n d s k i d d e d in a 

shower of sparks for a b o u t ha l f a mi le before c o m i n g to a 

s top . T h e gas t a n k exp loded . 

Not a scratch, I r e m e m b e r e d G a b e saying. 

O o p s . 

"Percy," my m o m said. " W h e n he sees us , he ' l l charge. 

W a i t un t i l t h e last second , t h e n j u m p o u t o f the w a y — 

direct ly s ideways. He can't change d i rec t ions very well once 

he's charging. D o you u n d e r s t a n d ? " 

" H o w d o you k n o w all th is?" 

"I've been w o r r i e d a b o u t an a t tack for a l o n g t ime . I 

s h o u l d have expected th i s . I was selfish, keep ing y o u 

near me." 
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"Keep ing m e near you? B u t — " 

A n o t h e r be l low o f rage, a n d t h e b u l l - m a n s t a r t e d 

t r o m p i n g uph i l l . 

H e ' d smel led us . 

T h e p ine tree was only a few m o r e yards, b u t t h e hil l 

was ge t t ing s teeper a n d slicker, a n d Grover wasn' t ge t t ing 

any l ighter . 

T h e b u l l - m a n c losed in. A n o t h e r few seconds a n d he 'd 

b e o n t o p o f us . 

M y m o t h e r must 've been exhaus ted , b u t she s h o u l d e r e d 

Grover . " G o , Percy! Separa te ! R e m e m b e r w h a t I said." 

I d idn ' t w a n t to spl i t up , b u t I h a d the feeling she was 

r i g h t — i t was o u r on ly chance . I s p r i n t e d to the left, t u r n e d , 

a n d saw t h e creature bea r ing d o w n on m e . H i s black eyes 

g lowed w i t h ha te . H e reeked like r o t t e n mea t . 

H e lowered his h e a d a n d charged, t hose r a z o r - s h a r p 

h o r n s a imed s t ra igh t a t my chest . 

T h e fear i n m y s t o m a c h m a d e m e w a n t t o bo l t , b u t t h a t 

wou ldn ' t work . I c o u l d never o u t r u n th is th ing . So I he ld my 

g r o u n d , a n d a t the last m o m e n t , I j u m p e d to t h e side. 

T h e b u l l - m a n s t o r m e d pas t like a freight t ra in , t h e n be l ­

lowed wi th f rus t ra t ion a n d t u r n e d , b u t n o t toward m e th is 

t ime , toward my m o t h e r , w h o was se t t ing Grover d o w n in 

t h e grass . 

W e d reached t h e crest o f t h e hill . D o w n t h e o t h e r s ide 

I c o u l d see a valley, jus t as my m o t h e r h a d said, a n d t h e 

l ights of a f a r m h o u s e g lowing yellow t h r o u g h t h e rain. Bu t 

t h a t was h a l f a mi le away. W e ' d never m a k e it . 

T h e b u l l - m a n g r u n t e d , p a w i n g t h e g r o u n d . H e k e p t 
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eyeing my m o t h e r , w h o was n o w re t rea t ing slowly downhi l l , 

b a c k toward t h e road , t ry ing to lead the m o n s t e r away f rom 

Grover . 

" R u n , Percy!" she t o l d m e . " I can't go any farther . R u n ! " 

But I just s t o o d there , f rozen in fear, as t h e m o n s t e r 

charged her. S h e t r ied to s idestep, a s she'd t o l d me to d o , b u t 

the m o n s t e r h a d l ea rned his lesson. H i s h a n d s h o t o u t a n d 

g r a b b e d her by t h e neck as she t r i ed to get away. He l if ted 

he r as she s t ruggled , k ick ing a n d p u m m e l i n g t h e air. 

" M o m ! " 

S h e caugh t my eyes, m a n a g e d t o choke o u t o n e last 

word : " G o ! " 

T h e n , w i t h an a n g r y roar , t h e m o n s t e r c losed his fists 

a r o u n d my m o t h e r ' s neck, a n d she d issolved before my eyes, 

m e l t i n g i n t o l ight, a s h i m m e r i n g go lden fo rm, as i f she were 

a h o l o g r a p h i c p ro jec t ion . A b l i n d i n g flash, a n d she was s i m ­

ply . . . gone . 

" N o ! " 

A n g e r rep laced my fear. N e w f o u n d s t r eng th b u r n e d in 

m y l i m b s — t h e same r u s h o f energy I'd g o t t e n w h e n M r s . 

D o d d s g rew t a lons . 

T h e b u l l - m a n bo re d o w n o n Grover , w h o lay helpless i n 

the grass . T h e m o n s t e r h u n c h e d over, snuff l ing m y bes t 

friend, a s i f he were a b o u t to lift Grover up a n d m a k e h i m 

dissolve t o o . 

I cou ldn ' t a l low tha t . 

I s t r i p p e d o f f my r ed ra in jacket. 

" H e y ! " I sc reamed, waving t h e jacket, r u n n i n g to o n e 

side o f t h e m o n s t e r . " H e y , s tup id ! G r o u n d beef!" 
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" R a a a a r r r r r ! " T h e m o n s t e r t u r n e d toward m e , s h a k i n g 

his m e a t y f i s t s . 

I h a d an i d e a — a s t u p i d idea, b u t b e t t e r t h a n no idea a t 

all. I p u t my back to t h e b ig p ine t ree a n d waved my red 

jacket i n f ron t o f t h e b u l l - m a n , t h i n k i n g I d j u m p o u t o f t h e 

way a t t h e last m o m e n t . 

But i t d idn ' t h a p p e n like tha t . 

T h e b u l l - m a n charged t o o fast, h is a r m s o u t t o g r ab m e 

whichever way I t r i ed to d o d g e . 

T i m e s lowed d o w n . 

My legs t ensed . I cou ldn ' t j u m p sideways, so I l eaped 

s t ra igh t up , k ick ing o f f f r o m t h e creature's head , us ing i t as 

a sp r i ngboa rd , t u r n i n g in mida i r , a n d l and ing on his neck. 

H o w d id I do that? I d idn ' t have t i m e to f igure i t ou t . A 

mi l l i s econd later, t h e mons te r ' s h e a d s l a m m e d i n t o t h e t ree 

a n d the i m p a c t nearly k n o c k e d my t ee th ou t . 

T h e b u l l - m a n s taggered a r o u n d , t ry ing to shake m e . I 

locked m y a r m s a r o u n d his h o r n s t o keep f rom be ing 

t h r o w n . T h u n d e r a n d l igh tn ing were still go ing s t rong . T h e 

ra in was i n m y eyes. T h e smel l o f r o t t e n m e a t b u r n e d m y 

nos t r i l s . 

T h e m o n s t e r s h o o k h imse l f a r o u n d a n d b u c k e d like a 

r o d e o bul l . H e s h o u l d have just backed u p i n t o t h e tree a n d 

s m a s h e d me flat, b u t I was s t a r t ing to realize t h a t th is t h i n g 

h a d only o n e gear: forward. 

M e a n w h i l e , Grover s t a r t e d g r o a n i n g in t h e grass . I 

w a n t e d to yell a t h i m to s h u t u p , b u t the way I was ge t t ing 

tossed a r o u n d , i f I o p e n e d my m o u t h I'd b i te my o w n 

t o n g u e off. 
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" F o o d ! " Grover m o a n e d . 

T h e b u l l - m a n wheeled toward h im , pawed the g r o u n d 

again, a n d go t ready to charge. I t h o u g h t a b o u t h o w he h a d 

squeezed the life o u t o f my m o t h e r , m a d e her d i sappea r in 

a flash of l ight, a n d rage filled me like h i g h - o c t a n e fuel. I 

go t b o t h h a n d s a r o u n d o n e h o r n a n d I pu l l ed backward 

wi th all my m i g h t . T h e m o n s t e r tensed, gave a su rp r i sed 

g r u n t , then—snap! 

T h e b u l l - m a n sc reamed a n d f lung me t h r o u g h t h e air. I 

l a n d e d f l a t o n m y back i n t h e grass . M y h e a d smacked 

against a rock. W h e n I sat up , my vis ion was blurry , b u t 

I h a d a h o r n in my h a n d s , a r agged b o n e w e a p o n t h e size of 

a knife. 

T h e m o n s t e r charged. 

W i t h o u t t h ink ing , I ro l led to o n e s ide a n d came up 

kneel ing. As t h e m o n s t e r ba r r e l ed past , I drove t h e b r o k e n 

h o r n s t ra igh t i n t o his side, r igh t up u n d e r his furry r ib cage. 

T h e b u l l - m a n roa red i n agony. H e f l a i l e d , c lawing a t h i s 

chest, t h e n began to d i s i n t e g r a t e — n o t like my m o t h e r , in a 

f l ash of g o l d e n l ight, b u t like c r u m b l i n g sand , b l o w n away 

in c h u n k s by the wind , the same way M r s . D o d d s h a d bu r s t 

apa r t . 

T h e m o n s t e r was gone . 

T h e ra in h a d s t o p p e d . T h e s t o r m still r u m b l e d , b u t 

on ly in the d i s tance . I smel led like l ivestock a n d my knees 

were shaking . My h e a d felt like i t was sp l i t t ing o p e n . I was 

weak a n d scared a n d t r embl ing w i t h grief. Id jus t seen my 

m o t h e r vanish. I w a n t e d to lie d o w n a n d cry, b u t there was 

Grover, n e e d i n g my help , so I m a n a g e d to h a u l h i m up a n d 
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stagger d o w n in to t h e valley, toward t h e l ights o f t h e f a rm­

h o u s e . I was crying, calling for my m o t h e r , b u t I he ld on to 

G r o v e r — I wasn' t go ing to let h i m go. 

T h e last t h i n g I r e m e m b e r is co l laps ing on a w o o d e n 

po rch , l o o k i n g up a t a ceiling fan circling above me , m o t h s 

flying a r o u n d a yellow l ight , a n d the s t e rn faces of a 

fami l ia r - looking b e a r d e d m a n a n d a p r e t t y girl, he r b l o n d 

ha i r cur led like a princess 's . T h e y b o t h l o o k e d d o w n a t m e , 

a n d the girl said, " H e ' s the one . He m u s t be." 

"Si lence, A n n a b e t h , " t h e m a n said. " H e ' s sti l l consc ious . 

Br ing h i m inside." 
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I h a d weird d r e a m s full o f ba rnya rd an imals . M o s t o f t h e m 

w a n t e d t o kill m e . T h e rest w a n t e d food . 

I must 've w o k e n up several t imes , b u t w h a t I hea rd a n d 

saw m a d e no sense, so I just passed o u t again. I r e m e m b e r 

lying in a soft bed , be ing s p o o n - f e d s o m e t h i n g t h a t t as ted 

like b u t t e r e d p o p c o r n , on ly i t was p u d d i n g . T h e girl w i t h 

curly b l o n d ha i r hovered over m e , smi rk ing as she sc raped 

d r ips o f f my chin wi th the s p o o n . 

W h e n she saw my eyes o p e n , she asked, " W h a t will 

h a p p e n a t the s u m m e r solst ice?" 

I m a n a g e d to croak, " W h a t ? " 

She l o o k e d a r o u n d , as i f afraid s o m e o n e w o u l d over­

hear. " W h a t ' s go ing on? W h a t was stolen? We've on ly go t a 

few weeks!" 

" I ' m sorry," I m u m b l e d , "I d o n ' t . . ." 

S o m e b o d y k n o c k e d on t h e doo r , a n d the girl quickly 

filled m y m o u t h w i th p u d d i n g . 

T h e next t i m e I woke up , t h e girl was gone . 

A h u s k y b l o n d d u d e , like a surfer, s t o o d in t h e c o r n e r 

o f t h e b e d r o o m k e e p i n g watch over m e . H e h a d b lue e y e s — 

at least a d o z e n of t h e m — o n his cheeks, his forehead, t h e 

backs o f his h a n d s . 
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* * * 

W h e n I f ina l ly came a r o u n d for g o o d , there was n o t h i n g 

weird a b o u t my s u r r o u n d i n g s , except t h a t t hey were nicer 

t h a n I was u s e d t o . I was s i t t ing in a deck chair on a huge 

po rch , gaz ing across a m e a d o w at g reen hills in the d i s tance . 

T h e breeze smel led like s t rawber r ies . T h e r e was a b l anke t 

over my legs, a p i l low b e h i n d my neck. All t h a t was great , 

b u t my m o u t h felt like a s c o r p i o n h a d been us ing i t for a 

nes t . M y t o n g u e was d r y a n d nas ty a n d every one o f m y 

t ee th h u r t . 

On the table next to me was a tal l d r ink . I t l o o k e d like 

iced app le juice, w i t h a g reen s t raw a n d a p a p e r pa raso l 

s tuck t h r o u g h a m a r a s c h i n o cherry. 

My h a n d was so weak I a lmos t d r o p p e d t h e glass o n c e 

I go t my fingers a r o u n d it. 

"Careful ," a familiar voice said. 

Grover was leaning against the p o r c h rai l ing, l o o k i n g 

like he hadn ' t s lept in a week. U n d e r one a rm , he c rad led a 

shoe box . He was wear ing b lue jeans, Converse h i - t o p s a n d 

a b r i g h t o range T - s h i r t t h a t said CAMP HALF-BLOOD. Just 

p l a in o ld Grover . N o t the goa t boy. 

So m a y b e I'd h a d a n i g h t m a r e . M a y b e my m o m was 

okay. We were still on vacat ion, a n d we'd s t o p p e d here a t 

th is b ig h o u s e for s o m e reason . A n d . . . 

"You saved my life," Grover said. "I . . . well, t h e least I 

c o u l d do . . . I w e n t back t o t h e hil l . I t h o u g h t you m i g h t 

wan t this ." 

Reverently, he p laced t h e shoe b o x in my lap. 

Ins ide was a b l a c k - a n d - w h i t e bull 's h o r n , t h e base jagged 
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f rom be ing b r o k e n off, t h e t ip sp la t t e red w i t h d r i e d b l o o d . 

I t hadn ' t been a n i g h t m a r e . 

" T h e M i n o t a u r , " I said. 

" U m , Percy, i t isn't a g o o d i d e a — " 

" T h a t ' s w h a t they call h i m in t h e G r e e k my ths , isn't i t?" 

I d e m a n d e d . " T h e M i n o t a u r . H a l f m a n , h a l f bull ." 

Grover shif ted uncomfor t ab ly . "You've been o u t for t w o 

days. H o w m u c h d o you r e m e m b e r ? " 

" M y m o m . Is she really . . ." 

H e l o o k e d d o w n . 

I s tared across the meadow. T h e r e were groves of trees, 

a w i n d i n g s t ream, acres of s t rawberr ies sp read o u t u n d e r t h e 

b lue sky. T h e valley was s u r r o u n d e d by ro l l ing hills, a n d t h e 

tallest one , direct ly in f ron t o f us , was the o n e w i th t h e huge 

p ine tree on t o p . Even t h a t l o o k e d beaut i fu l i n t h e sun l igh t . 

M y m o t h e r was gone . T h e who le wor ld s h o u l d b e black 

a n d co ld . N o t h i n g s h o u l d l o o k beaut i ful . 

" I ' m sorry," Grover sniffled. " I ' m a failure. I ' m — I ' m 

the w o r s t satyr in the world." 

He m o a n e d , s t o m p i n g his foo t so h a r d i t came off. I 

m e a n , t h e Converse h i - t o p came off. T h e ins ide was filled 

w i th S ty ro foam, except for a h o o f - s h a p e d ho le . 

" O h , Styx!" h e m u m b l e d . 

T h u n d e r ro l led across t h e clear sky. 

As he s t ruggled to get his h o o f back in the fake foot , I 

t h o u g h t , Wel l , t h a t sett les it. 

Grover was a satyr. I was ready to be t t h a t if I shaved his 

curly b r o w n hair , I'd f ind t iny h o r n s on his head . But I was 

t o o miserab le to care t h a t satyrs existed, o r even m i n o t a u r s . 
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All t h a t m e a n t was m y m o m really h a d been squeezed i n t o 

n o t h i n g n e s s , d issolved i n t o yellow l ight . 

I was a lone . An o r p h a n . I w o u l d have to live w i t h . . . 

Smel ly Gabe? N o . T h a t w o u l d never h a p p e n . I w o u l d live on 

t h e streets f i rs t . I w o u l d p r e t e n d I was seventeen a n d jo in the 

army. I d d o s o m e t h i n g . 

Grover was still sniffling. T h e p o o r k i d — p o o r goat , 

satyr, w h a t e v e r — l o o k e d as i f he expec ted to be hi t . 

I said, " I t wasn' t your fault." 

"Yes, it was. I was s u p p o s e d to protect you." 

" D i d m y m o t h e r ask you t o p r o t e c t m e ? " 

" N o . But that ' s my job . I ' m a keeper . At l e a s t . . . I was." 

"But why . . . " I sudden ly felt dizzy, my vis ion swim­

m i n g . 

" D o n ' t s t ra in yourself," Grover said. " H e r e . " 

H e he lped m e h o l d m y glass a n d p u t t h e s t raw t o m y 

l ips . 

I recoi led at t he taste, because I was expect ing app le 

juice. I t wasn't t h a t a t all. I t was choco la t e -ch ip cookies . 

L i q u i d cookies . A n d n o t jus t any c o o k i e s — m y m o m ' s 

h o m e m a d e b lue choco la t e -ch ip cookies , b u t t e r y a n d ho t , 

w i t h t h e chips still me l t ing . D r i n k i n g it, my w h o le b o d y felt 

w a r m a n d g o o d , full o f energy. My gr ie f d idn ' t go away, b u t 

I felt a s i f my m o m h a d jus t b r u s h e d her h a n d against my 

cheek, given me a cook ie t h e way she used to w h e n I was 

small , a n d t o l d me everyth ing was go ing to be okay. 

Before I k n e w it, I'd d r a i n e d t h e glass. I s tared i n t o it, 

sure I'd jus t h a d a w a r m dr ink , b u t t h e ice cubes hadn ' t even 

m e l t e d . 
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" W a s i t g o o d ? " Grover asked. 

I n o d d e d . 

" W h a t d i d i t tas te like?" He s o u n d e d so wistful , I felt 

guilty. 

"Sorry," I said. "I should 've let you taste." 

H i s eyes go t wide . " N o ! T h a t ' s n o t w h a t I m e a n t . I 

jus t . . . wondered . " 

" C h o c o l a t e - c h i p cookies ," I said. " M y m o m ' s . H o m e ­

made . " 

H e s ighed. " A n d h o w d o you feel?" 

"L ike I c o u l d t h r o w N a n c y Bobof i t a h u n d r e d yards." 

" T h a t ' s good ," he said. " T h a t ' s g o o d . I don ' t t h i n k you 

c o u l d r isk d r i n k i n g any m o r e o f t h a t stuff." 

" W h a t d o you m e a n ? " 

He t o o k the e m p t y glass f rom me gingerly, as i f i t were 

dynami t e , a n d set i t back on t h e table. " C o m e o n . C h i r o n 

a n d M r . D are wait ing." 

T h e p o r c h w r a p p e d all t h e way a r o u n d t h e f a r m h o u s e . 

My legs felt wobbly, t ry ing to walk t ha t far. Grover 

offered to carry the M i n o t a u r h o r n , bu t I held on to it. I'd pa id 

for t h a t souvenir the ha rd way. I wasn't go ing to let i t go. 

As we came a r o u n d the o p p o s i t e e n d of the house , I 

caugh t m y b r e a t h . 

W e must 've been o n t h e n o r t h shore o f L o n g Is land, 

because on th is s ide o f the house , t h e valley m a r c h e d all t h e 

way up to t h e water, wh ich gl i t tered a b o u t a mi le in the d i s ­

tance . Between here a n d there , I s imply cou ldn ' t p rocess 

everything I was seeing. T h e l andscape was d o t t e d w i t h 
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bu i ld ings t h a t l o o k e d like anc ien t G r e e k a r c h i t e c t u r e — a n 

open -a i r pavi l ion, an amph i thea t e r , a circular a r e n a — e x c e p t 

t h a t they all l o o k e d b r a n d new, the i r wh i t e marb l e c o l u m n s 

spark l ing in the sun . In a nearby sandp i t , a d o z e n h i g h 

school—age k i d s a n d satyrs p layed volleyball . C a n o e s g l ided 

across a smal l lake. Kids in b r i g h t o range T-sh i r t s like 

Grover 's were chasing each o t h e r a r o u n d a cluster of cabins 

nes t led in the w o o d s . S o m e s h o t targets a t an archery range. 

O t h e r s r o d e horses d o w n a w o o d e d trail , and , unless I was 

ha l luc ina t ing , s o m e o f the i r horses h a d wings . 

D o w n a t t h e e n d o f the p o r c h , t w o m e n sat across f r o m 

each o t h e r a t a card table. T h e b l o n d - h a i r e d girl who 'd 

s p o o n - f e d m e p o p c o r n - f l a v o r e d p u d d i n g was leaning o n t h e 

p o r c h rail next t o t h e m . 

T h e m a n facing m e was small , b u t porky . H e h a d a red 

nose , b ig watery eyes, a n d curly hai r so black i t was a l m o s t 

p u r p l e . H e l o o k e d like t hose pa in t i ngs o f baby a n g e l s — 

w h a t d o you call t h e m , hubbubs? N o , che rubs . T h a t ' s it. H e 

l ooked like a c h e r u b who 'd t u r n e d m i d d l e - a g e d in a t rai ler 

pa rk . He wore a t i ge r -pa t t e rn H a w a i i a n shi r t , a n d he 

would 've f i t r igh t in a t one of Gabe 's p o k e r pa r t i e s , except I 

go t the feeling th is guy could 've o u t - g a m b l e d even my s t e p ­

father. 

" T h a t ' s M r . D," Grover m u r m u r e d t o m e . " H e ' s t h e 

c a m p di rec tor . Be po l i t e . T h e girl, that ' s A n n a b e t h Chase . 

She's jus t a camper , b u t she's been here longer t h a n jus t 

a b o u t anybody. A n d you already k n o w C h i r o n . . . ." 

H e p o i n t e d a t t h e guy w h o s e back was t o m e . 

Fi rs t , I real ized he was s i t t ing in t h e wheelchair . T h e n I 

[ 6 2 ] 



r ecogn ized the tweed jacket, t h e t h i n n i n g b r o w n hair , t he 

scraggly beard . 

" M r . Brunner ! " I cried. 

T h e La t in teacher t u r n e d a n d smi led a t m e . H i s eyes 

h a d t h a t misch ievous gl int they s o m e t i m e s go t in class w h e n 

he p u l l e d a p o p q u i z a n d m a d e all t h e m u l t i p l e choice 

answers B. 

"Ah, g o o d , Percy," he said. " N o w we have four for 

p inochle . " 

H e offered m e a chair t o t h e r igh t o f M r . D , w h o 

l o o k e d a t me w i t h b l o o d s h o t eyes a n d heaved a grea t sigh. 

" O h , I s u p p o s e I m u s t say it. W e l c o m e to C a m p Half-

Blood . T h e r e . N o w , don ' t expect me to be glad t o see you." 

" U h , thanks . " I s c o o t e d a l i t t le fa r ther away f r o m h i m 

because, i f the re was o n e t h i n g I h a d l ea rned f r o m living 

w i t h G a b e , i t was h o w to tell w h e n an a d u l t has b e e n h i t ­

t ing the h a p p y juice. If M r . D was a s t ranger to a lcohol , I 

was a satyr. 

" A n n a b e t h ? " M r . B r u n n e r called t o t h e b l o n d girl. 

She came forward a n d M r . B runne r i n t r o d u c e d us . 

" T h i s y o u n g lady n u r s e d you back to hea l th , Percy. 

A n n a b e t h , my dear, why don ' t you go check on Percy's 

bunk? W e ' l l be p u t t i n g h i m in cab in eleven for now." 

A n n a b e t h said, "Sure , Ch i ron . " 

S h e was p r o b a b l y my age, m a y b e a coup l e of inches 

taller, a n d a who le l o t m o r e a th le t ic look ing . W i t h her 

d e e p t a n a n d her curly b l o n d hair , she was a lmos t exactly 

w h a t I t h o u g h t a s te reotypica l Cal i forn ia girl w o u l d l o o k 

like, except he r eyes r u i n e d the image. T h e y were s t a r t l ing 
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gray, l ike s t o r m c louds ; pret ty , b u t i n t im ida t i ng , t o o , as 

i f she were ana lyz ing the bes t way to take me d o w n in a 

fight. 

She g lanced a t t h e m i n o t a u r h o r n i n m y h a n d s , t h e n 

back at m e . I imag ined she was go ing to say, You killed a mino­

taur! or Wow, you're so awesome! or s o m e t h i n g like tha t . 

I n s t ead she said, "You d r o o l w h e n you sleep." 

T h e n she s p r i n t e d of f d o w n the lawn, he r b l o n d ha i r 

flying b e h i n d her. 

"So," I said, anx ious to change t h e subject . "You, u h , 

w o r k here, M r . Brunne r?" 

" N o t M r . Brunner ," t h e ex—Mr. Brunne r said. " I ' m 

afraid t h a t was a p s e u d o n y m . Y o u m a y call me Ch i ron . " 

"Okay ." Tota l ly confused, I l o o k e d at t h e d i rec tor . " A n d 

M r . D . . . does t h a t s t a n d for s o m e t h i n g ? " 

M r . D s t o p p e d shuff l ing t h e cards. He l o o k e d a t me 

like I'd jus t be l ched loudly. " Y o u n g m a n , n a m e s are power ­

ful th ings . Y o u don ' t just go a r o u n d us ing t h e m for no 

reason." 

" O h . R i g h t . Sorry." 

" I m u s t say, Percy," C h i r o n - B r u n n e r b r o k e in, " I ' m glad 

to see you alive. It 's been a l o n g t ime since I've m a d e a h o u s e 

call to a p o t e n t i a l camper . I'd ha t e to t h i n k I've was ted my 

t ime." 

" H o u s e call?" 

" M y year a t Yancy Academy, t o i n s t ruc t you . We have 

satyrs a t m o s t schools , of course , k e e p i n g a l o o k o u t . But 

Grover a ler ted me a s s o o n a s he m e t you. He sensed you 

were s o m e t h i n g special, so I dec ided to c o m e ups ta t e . I 
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convinced the o t h e r La t in teacher to . . . ah , take a leave of 

absence." 

I t r i ed to r e m e m b e r t h e b e g i n n i n g of t h e schoo l year. I t 

s eemed like so l o n g ago, b u t I d i d have a fuzzy m e m o r y of 

there be ing a n o t h e r La t in teacher my first week a t Yancy. 

T h e n , w i t h o u t exp lana t ion , h e h a d d i sappea red a n d M r . 

B r u n n e r h a d t aken t h e class. 

" Y o u came to Yancy jus t to t each m e ? " I asked. 

C h i r o n n o d d e d . " H o n e s t l y , I wasn' t sure a b o u t you 

a t first. We c o n t a c t e d your m o t h e r , let he r k n o w we were 

keep ing an eye on you in case you were ready for C a m p 

H a l f - B l o o d . Bu t y o u s t i l l h a d s o m u c h t o l e a r n . 

Never the less , you m a d e i t here alive, a n d that 's always t h e 

first test." 

"Grover," M r . D sa id impat ient ly , "are you p laying 

o r n o t ? " 

"Yes, sir!" Grover t r e m b l e d as he t o o k the f o u r t h chair, 

t h o u g h I d idn ' t k n o w why he s h o u l d be so afraid of a p u d g y 

lit t le m a n in a t ige r -pr in t H a w a i i a n shi r t . 

"You do k n o w h o w to play p inoch le?" M r . D eyed me 

suspiciously. 

" I ' m afraid not , " I said. 

" I ' m afraid n o t , sir" he said. 

"Sir," I r epea ted . I was l ik ing t h e c a m p d i rec to r less a n d 

less. 

"Wel l , " he t o l d me , " i t is, a long w i t h g lad ia tor f igh t ing 

a n d P a c - M a n , o n e o f t h e grea tes t games ever invented by 

h u m a n s . I w o u l d expect all civilized y o u n g m e n to k n o w the 

rules . 
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" I ' m sure the boy can learn," C h i r o n said. 

"Please," I said, " w h a t is th is place? W h a t am I d o i n g 

here? M r . B r u n — C h i r o n — w h y w o u l d you g o t o Yancy 

A c a d e m y just t o t each m e ? " 

M r . D s n o r t e d . " I asked t h e same ques t ion ." 

T h e c a m p d i r ec to r deal t t h e cards. Grover f l i n c h e d 

every t i m e o n e l a n d e d in his pi le . 

C h i r o n smi led a t me sympathet ica l ly , t h e way he u s e d to 

in L a t i n class, a s i f t o let me k n o w t h a t no m a t t e r w h a t my 

average was, I was his star s t u d e n t . He expected me to have 

t h e r igh t answer. 

"Percy," he said. " D i d your m o t h e r tell you n o t h i n g ? " 

"She sa id . . . " I r e m e m b e r e d her sad eyes, l o o k i n g o u t 

over the sea. "She t o l d me she was afraid to s end me here, 

even t h o u g h my father h a d w a n t e d he r to . She said t ha t o n c e 

I was here, I p r o b a b l y couldn ' t leave. She w a n t e d to keep me 

close to her." 

"Typical ," M r . D said. " T h a t ' s h o w they usual ly get 

ki l led. Y o u n g m a n , are you b i d d i n g o r n o t ? " 

" W h a t ? " I asked. 

H e explained, impat ient ly , h o w y o u b id i n p inoch le , a n d 

so I d id . 

" I ' m afraid there's t o o m u c h to tell," C h i r o n said. " I ' m 

afraid o u r usua l o r i e n t a t i o n film won ' t be sufficient." 

" O r i e n t a t i o n fi lm?" I asked. 

" N o , " C h i r o n dec ided . "Wel l , Percy. Y o u k n o w your 

fr iend Grover i s a satyr. Y o u k n o w " — h e p o i n t e d to the 

h o r n i n t h e shoe b o x — " t h a t you have ki l led t h e M i n o t a u r . 

N o smal l feat, ei ther, lad. W h a t you m a y n o t k n o w i s t h a t 
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great powers are a t w o r k in your life. G o d s — t h e forces y o u 

can t h e G r e e k g o d s — a r e very m u c h alive." 

I s ta red a t t h e o the r s a r o u n d t h e table . 

I wai ted for s o m e b o d y to yell, Not! But all I go t was M r . 

D yelling, " O h , a royal mar r i age . Tr ick! Tr ick!" He cackled 

as he ta l l ied up his p o i n t s . 

" M r . D," Grover asked t imidly, " i f you're n o t go ing to 

eat it, c o u l d I have your D i e t C o k e can?" 

"Eh? O h , all r ight ." 

Grover b i t a huge shard o u t o f the e m p t y a l u m i n u m can 

a n d chewed i t mournfu l ly . 

"Wai t , " I t o l d C h i r o n . "You're te l l ing me there's such a 

t h i n g as G o d . " 

"Wel l , now," C h i r o n said. " G o d — c a p i t a l G, G o d . 

T h a t ' s a different m a t t e r a l together . We shan ' t deal w i t h t h e 

metaphysical ." 

"Metaphys ica l? But you were jus t t a lk ing a b o u t — " 

"Ah, gods , p lura l , as in, g rea t be ings t ha t con t ro l t h e 

forces o f na tu re and h u m a n endeavors : t h e i m m o r t a l gods 

of O l y m p u s . T h a t ' s a smal ler mat ter ." 

"Smal le r?" 

"Yes, qu i t e . T h e g o d s we d iscussed in La t in class." 

"Zeus , " I said. " H e r a . Apo l lo . You m e a n them." 

A n d there i t was a g a i n — d i s t a n t t h u n d e r on a c loud ­

less day. 

" Y o u n g man ," sa id M r . D , " I w o u l d really be less 

casual a b o u t t h r o w i n g those n a m e s a r o u n d , i f I were 

you. 

"Bu t they're stories," I said. " T h e y ' r e — m y t h s , to explain 
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l i gh tn ing a n d the seasons a n d stuff. T h e y ' r e w h a t p e o p l e 

believed before there was science." 

"Sc ience!" M r . D scoffed. " A n d tel l m e , Perseus 

J a c k s o n " — I f l inched w h e n he said my real n a m e , w h i c h I 

never t o l d a n y b o d y — " w h a t will p e o p l e t h i n k o f your ' sci­

ence ' t w o t h o u s a n d years f r o m n o w ? " M r . D c o n t i n u e d . 

" H m m ? T h e y will call i t p r imi t ive m u m b o j u m b o . T h a t ' s 

wha t . O h , I love m o r t a l s — t h e y have absolute ly no sense of 

perspect ive . T h e y t h i n k they've c o m e 50-0-0 far. A n d have 

they, Ch i ron? L o o k a t th is boy a n d tel l me." 

I wasn't l ik ing M r . D m u c h , b u t there was s o m e t h i n g 

a b o u t t h e way he cal led me m o r t a l , a s i f . . . he wasn't . I t was 

e n o u g h to p u t a l u m p in my th roa t , t o suggest why Grover 

was dut iful ly m i n d i n g his cards, chewing his s o d a can, a n d 

keep ing his m o u t h shu t . 

"Percy," C h i r o n said, "you m a y choose to believe o r n o t , 

b u t the fact i s t h a t immortal m e a n s i m m o r t a l . C a n you imag­

ine t h a t for a m o m e n t , never dying? N e v e r fading? Exis t ing , 

jus t as you are, for all t ime?" 

I was a b o u t to answer, o f f t h e t o p of my head , t h a t i t 

s o u n d e d like a p r e t t y g o o d deal, b u t the t o n e of Chi ron ' s 

voice m a d e m e hes i ta te . 

"You m e a n , w h e t h e r p e o p l e believed in you or no t , " I 

said. 

"Exactly," C h i r o n agreed. " I f y o u were a god , h o w 

w o u l d you like be ing called a m y t h , an o ld s t o ry to explain 

l ightning? W h a t i f I t o l d you, Perseus Jackson, t h a t s o m e ­

day p e o p l e w o u l d call you a m y t h , jus t c rea ted to explain 

h o w l i t t le boys can get over los ing the i r m o t h e r s ? " 
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M y h e a r t p o u n d e d . H e was t ry ing t o m a k e m e angry 

for s o m e reason, b u t I wasn' t go ing to le t h i m . I said, "I 

wou ldn ' t like it. But I don ' t believe in gods ." 

" O h , you'd better ," M r . D m u r m u r e d . "Before one o f 

t h e m incinera tes you." 

Grover said, "P-p lease , sir. H e ' s jus t los t his m o t h e r . 

H e ' s in shock." 

"A lucky th ing , too ," M r . D g r u m b l e d , p laying a card. 

"Bad e n o u g h I ' m conf ined to th is miserab le job , w o r k i n g 

w i t h boys w h o d o n ' t even believe!" 

He waved his h a n d a n d a goble t appea red on t h e table , 

as i f t he sun l igh t h a d ben t , momenta r i ly , a n d woven the air 

i n t o glass. T h e goble t filled i tself wi th red wine . 

M y jaw d r o p p e d , b u t C h i r o n hardly l o o k e d u p . 

" M r . D," he warned , "your res t r ic t ions ." 

M r . D l o o k e d a t t h e wine a n d feigned surpr ise . 

" D e a r me ." H e l o o k e d a t t h e sky a n d yelled, " O l d 

hab i t s ! So r ry ! " 

M o r e t h u n d e r . 

M r . D waved h is h a n d again, a n d t h e wineglass changed 

i n t o a fresh can o f D i e t C o k e . He s ighed unhappi ly , p o p p e d 

the t o p o f the soda , a n d wen t back t o his card game . 

C h i r o n w i n k e d at m e . " M r . D of fended his fa ther a 

while back, t o o k a fancy to a w o o d n y m p h w h o h a d been 

declared off- l imits ." 

"A w o o d n y m p h , " I r epea ted , still s tar ing at t h e D i e t 

C o k e can like i t was f r o m o u t e r space. 

"Yes," M r . D confessed. "Fa the r loves to p u n i s h m e . 

T h e first t ime , P r o h i b i t i o n . Ghas t ly! Abso lu te ly h o r r i d t en 
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years! T h e s e c o n d t i m e — w e l l , she really was pret ty , a n d I 

cou ldn ' t stay a w a y — t h e s e c o n d t ime , he sen t me here . Hal f -

B l o o d H i l l . S u m m e r c a m p for b ra t s like you. 'Be a be t t e r 

influence, ' h e t o l d m e . ' W o r k w i t h y o u t h s r a the r t h a n tear ­

ing t h e m down. ' H a ! Abso lu t e ly unfair." 

M r . D s o u n d e d a b o u t six years o ld , like a p o u t i n g l i t t le 

k id . 

" A n d . . . " I s t ammered , "your fa ther is . . ." 

"Di immortales, Ch i ron , " M r . D said. "I t h o u g h t you 

t a u g h t th is boy t h e basics . My father i s Z e u s , o f course." 

I r an t h r o u g h D n a m e s f r o m G r e e k m y t h o l o g y . W i n e . 

T h e skin o f a tiger. T h e satyrs t ha t all seemed to w o r k here . 

T h e way Grover cr inged, as i f M r . D were his mas te r . 

"You're D ionysus , " I said. " T h e g o d of wine." 

M r . D ro l led his eyes. " W h a t do they say, these days, 

Grover? Do t h e ch i ld ren say, 'Wel l , duh! ' ?" 

"Y-yes, M r . D." 

" T h e n , well, d u h ! Percy Jackson. D i d you t h i n k I was 

A p h r o d i t e , pe rhaps?" 

"You're a god." 

"Yes, child." 

"A god . You." 

He t u r n e d to l o o k a t me s t ra igh t on , a n d I saw a k i n d 

of p u r p l i s h fire in his eyes, a h i n t t h a t th is whiny, p l u m p li t­

t le m a n was only showing me the t in ies t b i t o f h is t r u e 

na tu re . I saw visions of g rape vines c h o k i n g unbel ievers to 

dea th , d r u n k e n war r io r s insane w i t h ba t t le lust , sailors 

sc reaming as the i r h a n d s t u r n e d to f l ippers , the i r faces e lon ­

ga t ing i n t o d o l p h i n s n o u t s . I k n e w t h a t i f I p u s h e d h i m , 
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M r . D w o u l d s h o w me worse th ings . He w o u l d p l a n t a 

disease in my b ra in t h a t w o u l d leave me wear ing a s t ra i t -

jacket in a r u b b e r r o o m for the res t of my life. 

" W o u l d you like to tes t me , chi ld?" he said quietly. 

" N o . N o , sir." 

T h e fire d i ed a l i t t le . He t u r n e d back to his card game. 

"I believe I win." 

" N o t qu i te , M r . D," C h i r o n said. H e set d o w n a 

s t ra ight , tal l ied t h e p o i n t s , a n d said, " T h e g a m e goes to 

me." 

I t h o u g h t M r . D was go ing to vapor ize C h i r o n r igh t o u t 

of his wheelchair , b u t he just s ighed t h r o u g h his nose , as i f 

h e were used t o be ing bea t en b y t h e La t in teacher. H e g o t 

up , a n d Grover rose, t o o . 

" I ' m tired," M r . D said. "I believe I'll take a n a p before 

the s ing-a long t o n i g h t . But first, Grover, we n e e d to talk, 

again, a b o u t your less - than-per fec t p e r f o r m a n c e on th i s 

ass ignment ." 

Grover 's face b e a d e d w i t h sweat. "Y-yes, sir." 

M r . D t u r n e d to m e . " C a b i n eleven, Percy Jackson. A n d 

m i n d y o u r manner s . " 

H e swept i n t o the f a r m h o u s e , Grover fol lowing miser ­

ably. 

" W i l l Grover be okay?" I asked C h i r o n . 

C h i r o n n o d d e d , t h o u g h he l o o k e d a b i t t r oub led . " O l d 

D i o n y s u s isn't really m a d . He jus t ha tes his job . H e ' s been 

. . . ah, g r o u n d e d , I guess you w o u l d say, a n d he can't s t a n d 

wai t ing a n o t h e r c en tu ry before he's a l lowed to go back to 

O l y m p u s . " 
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" M o u n t O l y m p u s , " I said. "You're te l l ing me there 

really is a palace there?" 

" W e l l now, there 's M o u n t O l y m p u s i n Greece . A n d 

t h e n there's t h e h o m e o f t h e gods , t h e convergence p o i n t o f 

the i r powers , wh ich d i d i n d e e d u s e d t o b e o n M o u n t 

O l y m p u s . It 's still cal led M o u n t O l y m p u s , o u t o f respec t t o 

t h e o ld ways, b u t t h e palace moves , Percy, jus t as t h e gods 

do." 

" Y o u m e a n t h e Greek gods are here? Like . . . i n 

America!" 

"Wel l , certainly. T h e g o d s move w i t h the h e a r t o f t h e 

West . " 

" T h e wha t?" 

" C o m e now, Percy. W h a t you call ' W e s t e r n civilization. ' 

Do you t h i n k it's just an abs t rac t concep t? N o , it's a living 

force. A collective consc iousness t h a t has b u r n e d b r igh t for 

t h o u s a n d s o f years. T h e gods are p a r t o f it. You m i g h t even 

say they are t h e source of it, or a t least, t hey are t i ed so 

t ight ly to i t t h a t they cou ldn ' t poss ib ly fade, n o t unless all 

o f W e s t e r n civi l izat ion were ob l i t e ra ted . T h e fire s t a r t e d in 

Greece . T h e n , as you well k n o w — o r as I h o p e you know, 

since you passed my c o u r s e — t h e h e a r t o f the fire m o v e d to 

R o m e , a n d s o d i d t h e gods . O h , different names , p e r h a p s — 

Jupi te r for Z e u s , V e n u s for A p h r o d i t e , a n d so o n — b u t t h e 

same forces, t h e same gods." 

" A n d t h e n they died." 

"Died? N o . D i d t h e W e s t die? T h e gods s imply moved , 

to Ge rmany , to France , to Spa in , for a while . W h e r e v e r t h e 

f lame was br igh tes t , t h e gods were there . T h e y s p e n t several 
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centur ies in E n g l a n d . Al l y o u n e e d to do i s l o o k a t t h e archi­

tec ture . Peop le do n o t forget t h e gods . Every p lace they've 

ru led , for t h e last th ree t h o u s a n d years, y o u can see t h e m in 

pa in t ings , i n s ta tues , o n the m o s t i m p o r t a n t bu i ld ings . A n d 

yes, Percy, o f course they are n o w in your U n i t e d Sta tes . 

L o o k a t y o u r symbo l , t h e eagle o f Z e u s . L o o k a t t h e s ta tue 

o f P r o m e t h e u s in Rockefel ler Center , t he Greek facades o f 

your g o v e r n m e n t bu i ld ings in W a s h i n g t o n . I defy you to 

f ind any A m e r i c a n city where t h e O l y m p i a n s are n o t p r o m i ­

nen t ly d isp layed in m u l t i p l e places . Like i t o r n o t — a n d 

believe m e , p l e n t y o f p e o p l e weren' t very fond o f R o m e , 

e i t h e r — A m e r i c a i s n o w t h e h e a r t o f t h e f lame. I t i s t h e 

grea t power o f t h e W e s t . A n d so O l y m p u s i s here . A n d we 

are here." 

I t was all t o o m u c h , especially the fact t ha t I seemed to 

be i nc luded in Chiron 's we, as if I were p a r t of s o m e club. 

" W h o are you, Ch i ron? W h o . . . w h o am I?" 

C h i r o n smi led . He shi f ted his weight as i f he were go ing 

t o ge t up o u t o f h is wheelchair , b u t I k n e w t h a t was i m p o s ­

sible. He was para lyzed f r o m the waist d o w n . 

" W h o are you?" he m u s e d . "Wel l , that 's the q u e s t i o n we 

all w a n t answered, isn't it? But for now, we s h o u l d ge t y o u a 

b u n k in cabin eleven. T h e r e will be n e w friends to mee t . 

A n d p l en ty o f t i m e for lessons t o m o r r o w . Besides, t he re wil l 

be s 'mores a t t h e campfi re t on igh t , a n d I s imply adore 

chocolate ." 

A n d t h e n he d i d rise f r o m his wheelchair . Bu t there was 

s o m e t h i n g o d d a b o u t the way he d i d it. H i s b lanke t fell 

away f r o m his legs, b u t the legs d idn ' t move . H i s waist k e p t 
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ge t t ing longer , r i s ing above his bel t . At first, I t h o u g h t he 

was wear ing very l ong , wh i t e velvet underwear , b u t as he 

k e p t r i s ing o u t o f t h e chair, ta l ler t h a n any m a n , I rea l ized 

t h a t the velvet u n d e r w e a r wasn't u n d e r w e a r ; i t was the f ron t 

o f an animal , musc le a n d s inew u n d e r coarse whi te fur. A n d 

t h e wheelchai r wasn't a chair. I t was s o m e k i n d of c o n ­

tainer, an e n o r m o u s box on wheels , a n d i t mus t 've been 

magic , because there's no way i t could 've he ld all of h i m . A 

leg came ou t , l o n g a n d k n o b b y - k n e e d , w i th a huge po l i shed 

hoof . T h e n a n o t h e r f ron t leg, t h e n h i n d q u a r t e r s , a n d t h e n 

the box was empty , n o t h i n g b u t a me t a l shell w i t h a coup le 

o f fake h u m a n legs a t tached . 

I s ta red a t t h e horse w h o h a d just s p r u n g f rom the 

wheelchair : a huge whi te s ta l l ion. But where its neck s h o u l d 

b e was t h e u p p e r b o d y o f m y La t in teacher, s m o o t h l y 

graf ted to t h e horse 's t r u n k . 

" W h a t a relief," t h e cen tau r said. "I 'd been c o o p e d up in 

there so long , my fetlocks h a d fallen asleep. N o w , c o m e , 

Percy Jackson. Let 's m e e t t h e o t h e r campers ." 
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O n c e I go t over the fact t h a t my La t in teacher was a horse , 

we h a d a n ice tour , t h o u g h I was careful n o t to walk b e h i n d 

h i m . I 'd d o n e p o o p e r - s c o o p e r p a t r o l i n t h e M a c y ' s 

T h a n k s g i v i n g D a y Pa rade a few t imes , and , I ' m sorry, I d i d 

n o t t r u s t Chi ron ' s back e n d the way I t r u s t e d his f ront . 

We passed t h e volleyball p i t . Several o f the camper s 

n u d g e d each o ther . O n e p o i n t e d t o t h e m i n o t a u r h o r n I was 

carrying. A n o t h e r said, " T h a t ' s him!' 

M o s t o f t h e campers were o lde r t h a n me . T h e i r satyr 

fr iends were b igger t h a n Grover, all o f t h e m t r o t t i n g a r o u n d 

in o range CAMP HALF-BLOOD T-sh i r t s , w i t h n o t h i n g else to 

cover the i r ba re shaggy h i n d q u a r t e r s . I wasn't n o r m a l l y shy, 

b u t the way they s ta red a t me m a d e me u n c o m f o r t a b l e . I felt 

like they were expect ing me to do a flip or s o m e t h i n g . 

I l o o k e d back at the f a r m h o u s e . I t was a lo t b igger 

t h a n I'd r e a l i z e d — f o u r s tories tall , sky b lue w i th whi te t r im , 

like an upsca le seaside resor t . I was checking o u t t h e brass 

eagle wea ther vane on t o p w h e n s o m e t h i n g caugh t my eye, a 

s h a d o w in t h e u p p e r m o s t w i n d o w o f the a t t ic gable. 

S o m e t h i n g h a d m o v e d the cur ta in , just for a second , a n d I 

go t t h e d i s t inc t impres s ion I was be ing wa tched . 

" W h a t ' s up there?" I asked C h i r o n . 
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He l o o k e d where I was p o i n t i n g , a n d his smile faded. 

"Just the at t ic." 

" S o m e b o d y lives there?" 

" N o , " he said w i t h finality. " N o t a single living th ing." 

I go t the feeling he was be ing t ru th fu l . But I was also 

sure s o m e t h i n g h a d m o v e d t h a t cu r t a in . 

" C o m e a long , Percy," C h i r o n said, h is l i gh thea r t ed t o n e 

n o w a l i t t le forced. " L o t s to see." 

W e walked t h r o u g h t h e s t r awber ry fields, where camper s 

were p ick ing bushe l s of ber r ies while a satyr p layed a t u n e 

on a reed p ipe . 

C h i r o n t o l d me t h e c a m p grew a nice c rop for ex p o r t to 

N e w York res tauran ts a n d M o u n t O l y m p u s . " I t pays o u r 

expenses," he expla ined. " A n d the s t rawberr ies take a l m o s t 

no effort." 

He said M r . D h a d this effect on f ru i t -bear ing p l an t s : 

t hey jus t w e n t crazy w h e n he was a r o u n d . I t w o r k e d bes t 

w i t h wine grapes , b u t M r . D was res t r ic ted f r o m g rowing 

those , so they g rew s t rawberr ies ins tead . 

I wa tched the satyr p laying his p ipe . H i s mus ic was 

causing lines of bugs to leave the s t r awber ry pa t ch in every 

di rec t ion, like refugees fleeing a fire. I w o n d e r e d if Grover 

cou ld w o r k t ha t k i n d of magic w i th mus ic . I w o n d e r e d i f he 

was still ins ide the f a rmhouse , get t ing chewed o u t by M r . D. 

"Grover won ' t get in t o o m u c h t roub le , will he?" I asked 

C h i r o n . " I m e a n . . . h e was a g o o d p ro t ec to r . Really." 

C h i r o n s ighed. H e shed his tweed jacket a n d d r a p e d i t 

over his horse 's back like a sadd le . "Grover has b ig d reams , 
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Percy. Pe rhaps bigger t h a n are reasonable . To reach his goal, 

he m u s t f i rs t d e m o n s t r a t e grea t courage by succeeding as a 

keeper, f ind ing a n e w c a m p e r a n d b r i n g i n g h i m safely to 

H a l f - B l o o d Hi l l . " 

"But he d i d tha t !" 

" I m i g h t agree w i t h you," C h i r o n said. "Bu t i t i s n o t my 

place t o judge . D i o n y s u s a n d t h e C o u n c i l o f C loven E lde r s 

m u s t dec ide . I ' m afraid they m i g h t n o t see th is a s s ignmen t 

as a success. Af te r all, Grover l o s t you in N e w York. T h e n 

there's t h e u n f o r t u n a t e . . . ah . . . fate of your m o t h e r . A n d 

the fact t h a t Grover was u n c o n s c i o u s w h e n you d ragged h i m 

over t h e p r o p e r t y l ine. T h e counc i l m i g h t q u e s t i o n w h e t h e r 

th is shows any courage on Grover 's par t . " 

I w a n t e d to p ro tes t . N o n e o f w h a t h a p p e n e d was 

Grover 's fault. I also felt really, really guilty. If I hadn ' t given 

Grover t h e sl ip a t t he b u s s t a t ion , he m i g h t n o t have g o t t e n 

in t roub le . 

" H e ' l l get a s e c o n d chance, won ' t he?" 

C h i r o n winced . " I ' m afraid t h a t was Grover 's s econd 

chance, Percy. T h e counc i l was n o t anx ious t o give h i m 

ano ther , ei ther, after w h a t h a p p e n e d t h e f i r s t t ime , f ive years 

ago. O l y m p u s k n o w s , I advised h i m to wai t l onge r before 

t ry ing again. H e ' s still so smal l for h is age. . . ." 

" H o w o l d is he?" 

" O h , twenty-e ight ." 

" W h a t ! A n d he's i n s ixth g rade?" 

"Satyrs m a t u r e ha l f as fast as h u m a n s , Percy. Grover has 

been t h e equivalent o f a m i d d l e schoo l s t u d e n t for t h e pa s t 

six years." 

[ 7 7 ] 



" T h a t ' s hor r ib le . " 

" Q u i t e , " C h i r o n agreed. "At any rate, Grover is a late 

b l o o m e r , even by satyr s t anda rds , a n d n o t yet very a c c o m ­

p l i shed a t w o o d l a n d magic . Alas, he was anx ious to p u r s u e 

his d ream. P e r h a p s n o w he will find s o m e o t h e r career. . . ." 

" T h a t ' s n o t fair," I said. " W h a t h a p p e n e d t h e f i r s t t ime? 

W a s i t really so b a d ? " 

C h i r o n looked away quickly. "Let 's move along, shall we?" 

But I wasn' t qu i t e ready to le t the subjec t d r o p . 

S o m e t h i n g h a d o c c u r r e d t o m e w h e n C h i r o n ta lked a b o u t 

my m o t h e r ' s fate, as i f he were in ten t iona l ly avoiding the 

w o r d death. T h e beg inn ings o f an i d e a — a tiny, hope fu l 

f i r e — s t a r t e d f o r m i n g i n m y m i n d . 

" C h i r o n , " I said. " I f t h e gods a n d O l y m p u s a n d all t h a t 

are real . . ." 

"Yes, chi ld?" 

" D o e s t h a t m e a n the U n d e r w o r l d i s real, t o o ? " 

Chiron 's express ion da rkened . 

"Yes, child." He paused , as i f choos ing his words care­

fully. " T h e r e is a p lace where spir i ts go after dea th . But for 

n o w . . . u n t i l we k n o w m o r e . . . I w o u l d urge you to p u t 

t h a t o u t o f your m i n d . " 

" W h a t d o you mean , ' un t i l w e k n o w m o r e ' ? " 

" C o m e , Percy. Let 's see t h e woods . " 

As we go t closer, I real ized h o w huge the forest was. I t t o o k 

up at least a qua r t e r of the valley, w i th trees so tall a n d thick, 

you c o u l d imag ine n o b o d y h a d been in there s ince the 

N a t i v e Amer i cans . 
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C h i r o n said, " T h e w o o d s are s tocked , i f you care to t ry 

y o u r luck, b u t go a rmed . " 

" S t o c k e d w i t h wha t ? " I asked. " A r m e d wi th wha t ? " 

"You ' l l see. C a p t u r e the f l ag i s Fr iday n igh t . Do y o u 

have y o u r o w n sword a n d shield?" 

" M y o w n — ? " 

" N o , " C h i r o n said. " I d o n ' t s u p p o s e you d o . I t h i n k a 

size five will d o . I'll visit t he a r m o r y later." 

I w a n t e d to ask w h a t k i n d o f s u m m e r c a m p h a d an 

a rmory , b u t there was t o o m u c h else t o t h i n k abou t , so the 

t o u r c o n t i n u e d . We saw t h e archery range, the canoe ing lake, 

t h e s tables (wh ich C h i r o n d idn ' t seem to like very m u c h ) , 

t h e javelin range, the s ing-a long amph i thea t e r , a n d the arena 

where C h i r o n said they he ld sword a n d spear f ights. 

" S w o r d a n d spear fights?" I asked. 

" C a b i n challenges a n d all that ," he explained. " N o t 

le thal . Usual ly . O h , yes, a n d there's the mess hall." 

C h i r o n p o i n t e d t o a n o u t d o o r pavi l ion f ramed i n wh i t e 

Grec ian c o l u m n s on a hill over looking t h e sea. T h e r e were a 

d o z e n s t o n e p icn ic tables . N o roof. N o walls. 

" W h a t do you do w h e n i t ra ins?" I asked. 

C h i r o n l ooked at me as i f I'd g o n e a l i t t le weird. 

" W e still have to eat, don ' t we?" I d e c i d e d to d r o p the 

subject . 

Finally, he showed me the cabins . T h e r e were twelve o f 

t h e m , nes t led in the w o o d s by the lake. T h e y were a r r anged 

in a U, w i th two at t h e base a n d five in a row on e i ther s ide. 

A n d t hey were without d o u b t t h e m o s t b i za r r e co l lec t ion o f 

bu i ld ings I'd ever seen. 
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E x c e p t for the fact t h a t each h a d a large brass n u m b e r 

above t h e d o o r ( o d d s on the left side, evens on the r igh t ) , 

t hey l o o k e d absolute ly n o t h i n g alike. N u m b e r n ine h a d 

smokes tacks , l ike a t iny factory. N u m b e r four h a d t o m a t o 

vines on the walls a n d a r o o f m a d e o u t of real grass . Seven 

s e e m e d t o b e m a d e o f so l id gold , w h i c h g leamed s o m u c h 

in t h e sun l igh t i t was a l m o s t imposs ib le to l o o k at . T h e y all 

faced a c o m m o n s area a b o u t t h e size of a soccer field, d o t ­

t e d w i t h G r e e k s ta tues , founta ins , f lower beds , a n d a coup l e 

o f baske tba l l h o o p s (wh ich were m o r e m y speed ) . 

In t h e cen te r of t h e field was a huge s tone - l i ned firepit . 

Even t h o u g h i t was a w a r m a f t e rnoon , t h e h e a r t h s m o l ­

dered . A girl a b o u t n ine years o l d was t e n d i n g t h e f lames, 

p o k i n g t h e coals w i t h a stick. 

T h e pa i r o f cabins a t t he h e a d o f t h e field, n u m b e r s o n e 

a n d two, l o o k e d like h i s - and -he r s m a u s o l e u m s , b ig wh i t e 

marb l e boxes w i th heavy c o l u m n s in f ront . C a b i n o n e was 

t h e b igges t a n d bulk ies t o f t h e twelve. I t s p o l i s h e d b r o n z e 

d o o r s s h i m m e r e d like a h o l o g r a m , so t h a t f r o m different 

angles l i gh tn ing bo l t s s eemed to s t reak across t h e m . C a b i n 

two was m o r e graceful somehow, w i t h s l i m m e r c o l u m n s 

ga r l anded w i t h p o m e g r a n a t e s a n d f l o w e r s . T h e walls were 

carved w i t h images o f peacocks . 

" Z e u s a n d H e r a ? " I guessed. 

"Cor rec t , " C h i r o n said. 

" T h e i r cabins l o o k empty." 

"Several o f the cabins are. T h a t ' s t r ue . No o n e ever stays 

in o n e o r two." 

Okay . So each cab in h a d a different god, like a m a s c o t . 
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Twelve cabins for the twelve O l y m p i a n s . But why w o u l d 

s o m e b e empty? 

I s t o p p e d in f ront of the first cabin on the left, cab in 

three . 

I t wasn't h igh a n d m i g h t y like cabin one , b u t l o n g a n d 

low a n d sol id. T h e o u t e r walls were o f r o u g h gray s tone 

s t u d d e d w i t h pieces o f seashell a n d coral , a s i f t h e slabs h a d 

b e e n h e w n s t ra igh t f rom t h e b o t t o m o f t h e ocean floor. 

I peeked ins ide t h e o p e n d o o r w a y a n d C h i r o n said, " O h , I 

wou ldn ' t d o tha t !" 

Before he c o u l d pu l l me back, I caugh t t h e salty scent of 

the inter ior , l ike the w i n d o n t h e shore a t M o n t a u k . T h e 

in te r ior walls g lowed like aba lone . T h e r e were six e m p t y 

b u n k beds w i t h si lk sheets t u r n e d d o w n . But there was no 

sign anyone h a d ever s lept there . T h e p lace felt so sad a n d 

lonely, I was g lad w h e n C h i r o n p u t h is h a n d on my s h o u l ­

der a n d said, " C o m e a long , Percy." 

M o s t o f t h e o t h e r cabins were c rowded wi th campers . 

N u m b e r five was b r i g h t r e d — a real nas ty p a i n t job, as 

i f t h e co lo r h a d been sp lashed o n w i t h buckets a n d f i s t s . 

T h e r o o f was l i ned w i t h b a r b e d wire. A s tuffed wi ld boar 's 

head h u n g over t h e doorway, a n d its eyes s eemed to follow 

me . Ins ide I c o u l d see a b u n c h of m e a n - l o o k i n g k ids , b o t h 

girls a n d boys , a r m wrest l ing a n d a rguing w i th each o t h e r 

while rock m u s i c b lared. T h e l o u d e s t was a girl m a y b e 

t h i r t e e n or four teen . She wore a size X X X L CAMP HALF-

BLOOD T-sh i r t u n d e r a camouf lage jacket. She ze roed in on 

m e a n d gave m e a n evil sneer. S h e r e m i n d e d m e o f N a n c y 

Bobofi t , t h o u g h t h e c a m p e r girl was m u c h bigger a n d 
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t o u g h e r l ook ing , a n d her ha i r was l o n g a n d stringy, a n d 

b r o w n ins tead o f red . 

I k e p t walking, t ry ing to stay clear of Chi ron ' s hooves . 

" W e haven' t seen any o t h e r centaurs ," I observed . 

" N o , " said C h i r o n sadly. " M y k i n s m e n are a wi ld a n d 

ba rba r i c folk, I ' m afraid. Y o u m i g h t e n c o u n t e r t h e m in the 

wi lderness , or a t ma jo r s p o r t i n g events. But you won ' t see 

any here." 

"You said y o u r n a m e was C h i r o n . Are you really . . ." 

He smi led d o w n a t m e . "The C h i r o n f r o m t h e stories? 

T ra ine r of H e r c u l e s a n d all that? Yes, Percy, I am." 

"But , shou ldn ' t you be dead?" 

C h i r o n paused , as i f t h e ques t i on in t r igued h i m . " I h o n ­

estly don ' t k n o w a b o u t should be . T h e t r u t h is, I can't be dead . 

Y o u see, eons ago t h e gods g r a n t e d my wish. I c o u l d c o n ­

t inue the w o r k I loved. I c o u l d be a teacher of heroes as l ong 

as h u m a n i t y n e e d e d me . I ga ined m u c h f r o m t h a t wish . . . 

a n d I gave up m u c h . But I ' m still here, so I can only a s sume 

I ' m still needed." 

I t h o u g h t a b o u t be ing a teacher for th ree t h o u s a n d 

years. I t wou ldn ' t have m a d e m y T o p T e n T h i n g s t o W i s h 

F o r list. 

" D o e s n ' t i t ever ge t bo r ing?" 

" N o , no," he said. " H o r r i b l y depress ing , a t t imes , b u t 

never bor ing ." 

" W h y depress ing?" 

C h i r o n seemed t o t u r n h a r d o f hea r ing again. 

" O h , look," he said. " A n n a b e t h is wai t ing for us." 
* * * 
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T h e b l o n d girl I d m e t a t t h e Big H o u s e was read ing 

a b o o k in f ron t o f t h e last cab in on t h e left, n u m b e r 

eleven. 

W h e n we reached her, she l o o k e d me over critically, like 

she was still t h i n k i n g a b o u t h o w m u c h I d r o o l e d . 

I t r i ed to see w h a t she was reading , b u t I cou ldn ' t m a k e 

o u t t h e t i t le. I t h o u g h t my dyslexia was ac t ing u p . T h e n I 

real ized the t i t le wasn' t even Engl i sh . T h e let ters l o o k e d 

Greek to m e . I mean , li terally Greek . T h e r e were p ic tures of 

t emples a n d s ta tues a n d different k i n d s o f c o l u m n s , like 

t h o s e in an archi tec ture b o o k . 

"Annabe th , " C h i r o n said, " I have mas te r s ' a rchery class 

a t n o o n . W o u l d you take Percy f r o m here?" 

"Yes, sir." 

" C a b i n eleven," C h i r o n t o l d m e , ges tur ing toward t h e 

doorway . " M a k e yourse l f a t h o m e . " 

O u t of all t h e cabins , eleven l o o k e d t h e m o s t like a reg­

u lar o l d s u m m e r c a m p cabin , w i t h the e m p h a s i s o n old. T h e 

t h r e s h o l d was w o r n d o w n , the b r o w n p a i n t peel ing. O v e r 

t h e d o o r w a y was o n e of t hose doc to r ' s symbo l s , a winged 

po le w i t h t w o snakes w r a p p e d a r o u n d it. W h a t d id they call 

i t . . . ? A caduceus . 

Ins ide , i t was packed w i th peop le , b o t h boys a n d girls, 

way m o r e t h a n the n u m b e r o f b u n k beds . S leep ing bags 

were sp read all over on t h e f loor . I t l o o k e d like a g y m where 

t h e R e d Cross h a d set up an evacuat ion center. 

C h i r o n d idn ' t go in. T h e d o o r was t o o low for h i m . But 

w h e n the c a m p e r s saw h i m they all s t o o d a n d b o w e d 

respectfully. 
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"Wel l , then," C h i r o n said. " G o o d luck, Percy. I'll see 

you at d inner ." 

He ga l loped away toward t h e archery range. 

I s t o o d in t h e doorway , l o o k i n g a t t h e k ids . T h e y 

weren' t b o w i n g anymore . T h e y were s ta r ing a t m e , s iz ing me 

u p . I k n e w th is r o u t i n e . I'd gone t h r o u g h i t a t e n o u g h 

schools . 

"Wel l?" A n n a b e t h p r o m p t e d . " G o on." 

So na tura l ly I t r i p p e d c o m i n g in t h e d o o r a n d m a d e a 

t o t a l fool o f myself. T h e r e were s o m e snickers f rom t h e 

campers , b u t n o n e o f t h e m said anyth ing . 

A n n a b e t h a n n o u n c e d , "Pe rcy Jackson , m e e t cab in 

eleven. 

"Regu la r o r u n d e t e r m i n e d ? " s o m e b o d y asked. 

I d i d n ' t k n o w w h a t t o say, b u t A n n a b e t h sa id , 

" U n d e t e r m i n e d . " 

E v e r y b o d y g r o a n e d . 

A guy w h o was a l i t t le o lde r t h a n t h e rest came forward. 

" N o w , now, camper s . T h a t ' s w h a t we're here for. W e l c o m e , 

Percy. Y o u can have t h a t s p o t on the floor, r igh t over there." 

T h e guy was a b o u t n ine teen , a n d h e l o o k e d p re t ty cool . 

He was tall a n d muscular , w i t h s h o r t - c r o p p e d sandy hair 

a n d a fr iendly smile . He wore an o range t a n k t op , cutoffs , 

sandals , a n d a lea ther necklace w i th f ive d i f fe ren t -co lored 

clay beads . T h e only t h i n g unse t t l i ng a b o u t his appea rance 

was a t h i ck wh i t e scar t h a t r a n f r o m jus t b e n e a t h his r i gh t 

eye to his jaw, like an o ld knife slash. 

" T h i s i s Luke," A n n a b e t h said, a n d her voice s o u n d e d 

different somehow. I g lanced over a n d could 've s w o r n she 
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was b lush ing . She saw me l o o k i n g , a n d her express ion ha rd ­

ened again. " H e ' s your counse lo r for now." 

" F o r n o w ? " I asked. 

"You ' r e u n d e t e r m i n e d , " L u k e e x p l a i n e d p a t i e n t l y . 

" T h e y don ' t k n o w w h a t cab in t o p u t you in, so you're here . 

C a b i n eleven takes all n e w c o m e r s , all vis i tors . Na tura l ly , we 

w o u l d . H e r m e s , o u r p a t r o n , i s t h e g o d o f travelers." 

I l o o k e d at t h e t iny sec t ion of f loor they 'd given m e . I 

h a d n o t h i n g t o p u t there t o m a r k i t a s my own, no luggage, 

no c lo thes , no s leeping bag. Jus t the M i n o t a u r ' s h o r n . I 

t h o u g h t a b o u t se t t ing t ha t d o w n , b u t t h e n I r e m e m b e r e d 

t h a t H e r m e s was also t h e g o d o f thieves. 

I l o o k e d a r o u n d a t t h e c a m p e r s ' faces, s o m e sul len a n d 

suspic ious , s o m e g r i n n i n g stupidly, s o m e eyeing me as i f 

they were wai t ing for a chance to p ick my pocke t s . 

" H o w long will I be here?" I asked. 

" G o o d ques t ion ," L u k e said. " U n t i l you're d e t e r m i n e d . " 

" H o w l o n g will t h a t take?" 

T h e camper s all l aughed . 

" C o m e on," A n n a b e t h t o l d m e . "I ' l l show you t h e vol­

leyball cour t . " 

"I've already seen it." 

L o m e o n . 

She g r a b b e d my wr is t a n d d r a g g e d me ou t s ide . I c o u l d 

hear t h e k ids o f cabin eleven l augh ing b e h i n d m e . 
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you have t o d o be t t e r t h a n that ." 

" W h a t ? " 



She ro l led he r eyes a n d m u m b l e d u n d e r he r b rea th , " I 

can't believe I t h o u g h t you were t h e one . " 

" W h a t ' s your p r o b l e m ? " I was ge t t ing a n g r y now. "All I 

k n o w is, I ki l l s o m e bu l l g u y — " 

" D o n ' t t a lk like tha t !" A n n a b e t h t o l d m e . " Y o u k n o w 

h o w m a n y k i d s a t th is c a m p wish they 'd h a d y o u r chance?" 

" T o get k i l led?" 

" T o f i g h t t h e M i n o t a u r ! W h a t d o you t h i n k w e t ra in 

for?" 

I s h o o k my head . " L o o k , i f t he t h i n g I fough t really was 

the M i n o t a u r , the same one in t h e s tor ies . . ." 

"Yes." 

" T h e n there 's on ly one." 

"Yes." 

" A n d he d ied , like, a gajillion years ago, r ight? T h e s e u s 

ki l led h i m in the labyr in th . So . . ." 

" M o n s t e r s don ' t die, Percy. T h e y can be kil led. But they 

don ' t die." 

" O h , t h a n k s . T h a t clears i t up." 

" T h e y don ' t have souls , l ike you a n d m e . Y o u can d ispel 

t h e m for a while , m a y b e even for a w h o l e l ifet ime if you're 

lucky. But t hey are p r i m a l forces. C h i r o n calls t h e m arche­

types . Eventual ly, t hey re-form." 

I t h o u g h t a b o u t M r s . D o d d s . " Y o u m e a n i f I k i l led one , 

accidentally, w i th a s w o r d — " 

" T h e F u r . . . I mean , your m a t h teacher. T h a t ' s r ight . 

She's still o u t there . You jus t m a d e he r very, very mad ." 

" H o w d i d y o u k n o w a b o u t M r s . D o d d s ? " 

" Y o u ta lk in your sleep." 
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" Y o u a lmos t called her s o m e t h i n g . A Fury? T h e y ' r e 

H a d e s ' t o r t u r e r s , r igh t?" 

A n n a b e t h g lanced nervous ly a t t h e g r o u n d , as i f she 

expected i t to o p e n up a n d swallow her. " Y o u shou ldn ' t call 

t h e m b y n a m e , even here . W e call t h e m t h e Kind ly O n e s , i f 

we have to speak of t h e m a t all." 

" L o o k , is there any th ing we can say w i t h o u t i t t h u n d e r ­

ing?" I s o u n d e d whiny, even to myself, b u t r igh t t h e n I 

d idn ' t care. " W h y do I have to s tay in cab in eleven, anyway? 

W h y i s everybody so c rowded together? T h e r e are p l e n t y o f 

e m p t y b u n k s r igh t over there." 

I p o i n t e d to the first few cabins , a n d A n n a b e t h t u r n e d 

pale . " Y o u don ' t jus t choose a cabin , Percy. I t d e p e n d s on 

w h o y o u r pa ren t s are. Or . . . y o u r parent ." 

She s ta red a t me , wai t ing for me to get it. 

" M y m o m is Sally Jackson," I said. "She w o r k s a t t he 

candy s to re in G r a n d C e n t r a l S t a t ion . At least, she u s e d to ." 

" I ' m so r ry a b o u t your m o m , Percy. Bu t that 's n o t w h a t 

I m e a n . I ' m t a lk ing a b o u t your o t h e r pa ren t . Your dad." 

" H e ' s dead . I never k n e w him." 

A n n a b e t h s ighed. Clearly, she'd h a d this conversa t ion 

before w i th o t h e r k ids . "Your father's n o t dead , Percy." 

" H o w can you say that? Y o u k n o w h i m ? " 

" N o , o f course not ." 

" T h e n h o w can you s a y — " 

"Because I k n o w you. You wou ldn ' t be here if you weren't 

one o f us." 

"You don ' t k n o w any th ing a b o u t me." 

" N o ? " She ra ised an eyebrow. " I b e t y o u m o v e d a r o u n d 
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" H o w — " 

" D i a g n o s e d w i th dyslexia. P r o b a b l y A D H D , too ." 

I t r i ed to swallow my e m b a r r a s s m e n t . " W h a t does t h a t 

have t o d o w i t h any th ing?" 

"Taken together , it's a l m o s t a sure sign. T h e let ters f loat 

o f f the page w h e n you read, r ight? T h a t ' s because your m i n d 

i s ha rdwi r ed for anc ien t Greek . A n d t h e A D H D — y o u ' r e 

impuls ive, can't sit still in t h e c lass room. T h a t ' s your ba t t l e ­

field reflexes. In a real fight, they 'd k e e p you alive. As for t h e 

a t t e n t i o n p r o b l e m s , that 's because you see t o o m u c h , Percy, 

n o t t o o l i t t le. Your senses are be t t e r t h a n a regular mor t a l ' s . 

O f course t h e teachers wan t you med ica t ed . M o s t o f t h e m 

are m o n s t e r s . T h e y don ' t wan t you seeing t h e m for w h a t 

they are." 

"You s o u n d like . . . you wen t t h r o u g h the same th ing?" 

" M o s t o f the k i d s here d id . I f you weren't l ike us , you 

couldn ' t have survived the M i n o t a u r , m u c h less the ambros ia 

a n d nectar." 

" A m b r o s i a a n d nectar." 

" T h e f o o d a n d d r i n k w e were giving you t o m a k e you 

bet ter . T h a t s tuf f would 've ki l led a n o r m a l k id . I t would 've 

t u r n e d y o u r b l o o d t o fire a n d y o u r b o n e s t o s a n d and you 'd 

be dead . Face it. You're a ha l f -b lood." 

A ha l f -b lood . 

I was reel ing w i th so m a n y ques t i ons I d idn ' t k n o w 

where t o s ta r t . 

T h e n a h u s k y voice yelled, "Wel l ! A newbie !" 

88 

f r o m schoo l to school . I b e t y o u were k icked o u t of a lo t of 

them." 



I l o o k e d over. T h e b ig girl f r o m the ugly red cabin was 

saun te r ing toward us . She h a d th ree o t h e r girls b e h i n d her, 

all b ig a n d ugly a n d m e a n l o o k i n g like her, all wear ing c a m o 

jackets. 

"Clarisse," A n n a b e t h s ighed. " W h y d o n ' t you g o po l i sh 

y o u r spear o r s o m e t h i n g ? " 

"Sure , M i s s Pr incess ," the b ig girl said. " S o I can r u n 

you t h r o u g h w i t h i t F r iday night ." 

"Erre es korakas!" A n n a b e t h said, which I s o m e h o w u n d e r ­

s t o o d was Greek for ' G o to the crows! ' t h o u g h I h a d a feel­

ing i t was a worse curse t h a n i t s o u n d e d . "You don ' t s t and 

a chance." 

" W e ' l l pu lve r i ze you ," C la r i s se sa id , b u t h e r eye 

twi t ched . Pe rhaps she wasn' t sure she c o u l d follow t h r o u g h 

o n t h e th rea t . S h e t u r n e d t oward m e . " W h o ' s th i s l i t t le 

r u n t ? " 

" P e r c y J a c k s o n , " A n n a b e t h sa id , " m e e t C l a r i s s e , 

D a u g h t e r o f Ares." 

I b l inked . "L ike . . . t he war g o d ? " 

Clarisse sneered. "You go t a p r o b l e m w i t h t ha t ? " 

" N o , " I said, recovering my wi ts . " I t explains t h e b a d 

smell." 

Clarisse growled . " W e go t an in i t i a t ion ce remony for 

newbies , Prissy." 

"Percy." 

" W h a t e v e r . C o m e on , I ' l l s h o w you." 

" C l a r i s s e — " A n n a b e t h t r ied to say. 

"S tay o u t of it, wise girl." 

A n n a b e t h l o o k e d pa ined , b u t she d i d stay o u t o f it, a n d 

[ 8 9 ] 



I d idn ' t really w a n t he r he lp . I was the n e w k id . I h a d to ea rn 

m y o w n rep . 

I h a n d e d A n n a b e t h my m i n o t a u r h o r n a n d go t ready to 

f igh t , b u t before I k n e w it, Clar isse h a d me by t h e neck a n d 

was d ragg ing me toward a c inde r -b lock b u i l d i n g t h a t I k n e w 

immedia t e ly was t h e b a t h r o o m . 

I was k ick ing a n d p u n c h i n g . I'd b e e n in p l e n t y of f ights 

before, b u t th is b ig girl Clar isse h a d h a n d s like i ron. She 

d ragged me i n t o t h e girls ' b a t h r o o m . T h e r e was a l ine o f 

to i le ts on o n e side a n d a l ine of shower stalls d o w n t h e 

o ther . I t smel led jus t like any pub l i c b a t h r o o m , a n d I was 

t h i n k i n g — a s m u c h as I could t h i n k w i t h Clar isse r i p p i n g my 

ha i r o u t — t h a t i f th is p lace b e l o n g e d to t h e gods , they 

should 've b e e n able to afford classier Johns . 

Clarisse's f r iends were all l aughing , a n d I was t ry ing to 

f ind t h e s t r eng th I'd u sed to f igh t the M i n o t a u r , b u t i t just 

wasn't there . 

"L ike he's 'Big T h r e e ' mater ial ," Clarisse said as she 

p u s h e d m e t o w a r d o n e o f t h e to i l e t s . "Yeah, r igh t . 

M i n o t a u r p r o b a b l y fell over l augh ing , he was so s t u p i d 

looking." 

H e r fr iends snickered. 

A n n a b e t h s t o o d i n t h e corner , wa tch ing t h r o u g h her 

fingers. 

Clarisse b e n t m e over o n m y knees a n d s t a r t e d p u s h i n g 

my h e a d toward t h e to i le t bowl . I t reeked like r u s t e d p ipes 

and , well, l ike w h a t goes i n t o to i le ts . I s t ra ined to keep my 

h e a d u p . I was l o o k i n g at t h e s c u m m y water, t h i n k i n g , I will 

n o t go i n t o tha t . I won' t . 
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T h e n s o m e t h i n g h a p p e n e d . I felt a t ug in t h e p i t of my 

s t o m a c h . I hea rd t h e p l u m b i n g r u m b l e , t h e p ipes shudde r . 

Clarisse 's g r i p o n m y ha i r loosened . W a t e r s h o t o u t o f t h e 

toi let , m a k i n g an arc s t ra igh t over my head , a n d t h e next 

t h i n g I knew, I was sp rawled on t h e b a t h r o o m tiles w i t h 

Clar isse sc reaming b e h i n d m e . 

I t u r n e d just as water b las ted o u t of the to i le t again, h i t ­

t ing Clarisse s t ra igh t in the face so h a r d i t p u s h e d her d o w n 

o n t o her bu t t . T h e water stayed on her like the spray f r o m 

a fire hose , p u s h i n g her backward i n t o a shower stall . 

S h e s t ruggled , gasping, a n d he r f r iends s t a r t ed c o m i n g 

toward her. But t h e n t h e o t h e r to i le ts exp loded , t oo , a n d six 

m o r e s t reams o f toi le t water b las ted t h e m back. T h e show­

ers ac t ed up , t o o , a n d t oge the r all t h e fixtures sprayed t h e 

camouf lage girls r igh t o u t o f the b a t h r o o m , s p i n n i n g t h e m 

a r o u n d like pieces of garbage be ing washed away. 

As s o o n as they were o u t t h e doo r , I felt t he t ug in 

my gu t lessen, a n d the water s h u t o f f as quickly as i t h a d 

s ta r ted . 

T h e ent i re b a t h r o o m was f l o o d e d . A n n a b e t h hadn ' t 

been spared . She was d r i p p i n g wet, b u t she hadn ' t been 

p u s h e d o u t t h e doo r . She was s t a n d i n g in exactly t h e same 

place, s ta r ing a t me in shock . 

I l o o k e d d o w n a n d real ized I was s i t t ing in t h e only d r y 

s p o t in the w h o l e r o o m . T h e r e was a circle of d r y f loor 

a r o u n d m e . I d idn ' t have o n e d r o p o f water on my c lo thes . 

N o t h i n g . 

I s t o o d up , my legs shaky. 

A n n a b e t h said, " H o w d i d you . . ." 
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"I don ' t know." 

W e walked t o t h e d o o r . O u t s i d e , Clarisse a n d her 

fr iends were sp rawled in t h e m u d , a n d a b u n c h of o t h e r 

camper s h a d ga the red a r o u n d to gawk. Clarisse's ha i r was 

f l a t t ened across he r face. H e r camouf lage jacket was s o p ­

p i n g a n d she smel led like sewage. S h e gave me a l o o k of 

abso lu t e ha t red . " Y o u are dead , n e w boy. Y o u are to ta l ly 

dead." 

I p r o b a b l y s h o u l d have let i t go, b u t I said, "You w a n t 

to gargle w i t h to i le t water again, Clarisse? Close your 

m o u t h . " 

H e r fr iends h a d t o h o l d her back. T h e y dragged her 

t oward cab in f ive , whi le t h e o t h e r campers m a d e way to 

avoid he r f lai l ing feet. 

A n n a b e t h s ta red at m e . I cou ldn ' t tell w h e t h e r she was 

jus t g rossed o u t o r ang ry a t me for d o u s i n g her. 

" W h a t ? " I d e m a n d e d . " W h a t are you t h ink ing?" 

" I ' m th ink ing , " she said, " t h a t I wan t you on my t e a m 

for cap tu re t h e f lag ." 
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W o r d o f t h e b a t h r o o m inc iden t sp read immedia te ly . 

W h e r e v e r I went , campers p o i n t e d a t me a n d m u r m u r e d 

s o m e t h i n g a b o u t to i le t water. Or maybe they were jus t s tar ­

ing a t A n n a b e t h , w h o was still p r e t t y m u c h d r i p p i n g wet. 

She showed me a few m o r e places: the m e t a l s h o p 

(where k ids were forging the i r o w n swords) , t h e a r t s -

and-craf t s r o o m (where satyrs were sandb las t ing a g ian t 

marb le s ta tue of a g o a t - m a n ) , a n d the c l imbing wall, which 

actually cons i s t ed of t w o facing walls t h a t s h o o k violently, 

d r o p p e d bou lde r s , sprayed lava, a n d c lashed t oge the r i f you 

d idn ' t ge t t o t h e t o p fast e n o u g h . 

Final ly we r e t u r n e d to the canoe ing lake, where t h e t rai l 

led back to t h e cabins . 

"I've go t t r a in ing to do," A n n a b e t h said flatly. " D i n n e r ' s 

a t seven-thir ty . Jus t fol low y o u r cab in to t h e mess hall." 

"Annabe th , I ' m s o r r y a b o u t t h e toi lets ." 

"Wha teve r . " 

" I t wasn' t my fault." 

She l o o k e d at me skeptically, a n d I real ized i t was my 

fault. I'd m a d e water s h o o t o u t o f the b a t h r o o m fixtures. I 

d idn ' t u n d e r s t a n d how. But t h e to i le t s h a d r e s p o n d e d t o m e . 

I h a d b e c o m e o n e w i th the p l u m b i n g . 
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"You n e e d t o ta lk t o t h e Orac le ," A n n a b e t h said. 

" W h o ? " 

" N o t w h o . W h a t . T h e Orac l e . I ' ll ask Ch i ron . " 

I s ta red in to the lake, wi sh ing s o m e b o d y w o u l d give me 

a s t ra igh t answer for once . 

I wasn' t expect ing a n y b o d y to be l o o k i n g back a t me 

f r o m t h e b o t t o m , so my h e a r t s k i p p e d a bea t w h e n I n o t i c e d 

t w o teenage girls s i t t ing cross- legged a t the base of t h e pier, 

a b o u t t w e n t y feet below. T h e y wore b lue jeans a n d s h i m ­

m e r i n g green T-sh i r t s , a n d the i r b r o w n ha i r f loa ted loose 

a r o u n d the i r shou lde r s a s m i n n o w s d a r t e d in a n d ou t . T h e y 

smi led a n d waved as if I were a l ong - lo s t fr iend. 

I d idn ' t k n o w w h a t else to d o . I waved back. 

" D o n ' t encourage them," A n n a b e t h warned . " N a i a d s are 

t e r r ib le f l i r t s . " 

" N a i a d s , " I repeated , feeling comple te ly overwhelmed . 

" T h a t ' s it. I w a n t to go h o m e now." 

A n n a b e t h f rowned . " D o n ' t y o u get it, Percy? Y o u 

are h o m e . T h i s is the on ly safe p lace on ea r th for k ids 

like us." 

"You mean , men ta l ly d i s t u r b e d k ids?" 

"I m e a n not human. N o t to ta l ly h u m a n , anyway. Half-

h u m a n . " 

" H a l f - h u m a n a n d ha l f -what?" 

" I t h i n k you know." 

I d idn ' t w a n t to a d m i t it, b u t I was afraid I d id . I felt a 

t ing l ing in my l imbs , a sensa t ion I s o m e t i m e s felt w h e n my 

m o m ta lked a b o u t m y d a d . 

" G o d , " I said. "Ha l f -god . " 
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A n n a b e t h n o d d e d . "Your fa ther isn't dead , Percy. H e ' s 

o n e o f t h e O l y m p i a n s . " 

" T h a t ' s . . . crazy." 

"Is it? W h a t ' s t he m o s t c o m m o n t h i n g gods d i d i n t h e 

o l d stories? T h e y ran a r o u n d falling in love w i t h h u m a n s 

a n d having k ids w i th t h e m . D o you t h i n k they've changed 

the i r hab i t s in t h e last few mi l lennia?" 

"But t h o s e are j u s t — " I a l m o s t said myths again. T h e n I 

r e m e m b e r e d Chiron 's w a r n i n g t h a t in two t h o u s a n d years, I 

m i g h t be cons ide red a m y t h . "Bu t i f all t he k ids here are 

h a l f - g o d s — " 

" D e m i g o d s , " A n n a b e t h said. " T h a t ' s t h e official t e r m . 

O r ha l f -b loods ." 

" T h e n who ' s your d a d ? " 

H e r h a n d s t i g h t e n e d a r o u n d the pier rail ing. I go t the 

feeling I'd jus t t respassed on a sensitive subject . 

" M y d a d is a professor a t W e s t Poin t , " she said. "I 

haven't seen h i m since I was very small . He teaches 

A m e r i c a n history." 

" H e ' s h u m a n . " 

" W h a t ? You as sume i t has to be a ma le g o d w h o finds a 

h u m a n female attractive? H o w sexist i s t ha t ? " 

" W h o ' s y o u r m o m , then?" 

" C a b i n six." 

" M e a n i n g ? " 

A n n a b e t h s t r a igh tened . "Athena . G o d d e s s o f w i s d o m 

a n d bat t le ." 

Okay , I t h o u g h t . W h y not? 

" A n d m y d a d ? " 
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" U n d e t e r m i n e d , " A n n a b e t h said, " l ike I t o l d you 

before . N o b o d y knows ." 

" E x c e p t my m o t h e r . She knew." 

" M a y b e no t , Percy. G o d s don ' t always reveal the i r i den ­

tit ies." 

" M y d a d w o u l d have. H e loved her." 

A n n a b e t h gave me a cau t ious l o o k . She d idn ' t w a n t to 

b u r s t my bubb le . " M a y b e you're r ight . M a y b e he ' l l s end a 

sign. T h a t ' s t h e only way to k n o w for sure: y o u r father has 

to send you a s ign c la iming you as his son . S o m e t i m e s i t 

happens . " 

"You m e a n s o m e t i m e s i t doesn ' t?" 

A n n a b e t h r an he r p a l m a long t h e rail. " T h e gods are 

busy. T h e y have a lo t of k ids a n d they don ' t always . . . Wel l , 

s o m e t i m e s they don ' t care a b o u t us , Percy. T h e y ignore us." 

I t h o u g h t a b o u t s o m e of the k ids I'd seen in t h e H e r m e s 

cabin, teenagers w h o l o o k e d sul len a n d depressed , as i f they 

were wai t ing for a call t h a t w o u l d never c o m e . I'd k n o w n 

k ids like t h a t a t Yancy Academy, shuff led o f f to b o a r d i n g 

schoo l by r ich p a r e n t s w h o d idn ' t have t h e t i m e to deal w i t h 

t h e m . But gods s h o u l d behave be t te r . 

" S o I ' m s tuck here," I said. " T h a t ' s it? F o r t h e rest of my 

life?" 

" I t depends , " A n n a b e t h said. " S o m e campers on ly stay 

t h e s u m m e r . I f you're a chi ld of A p h r o d i t e or D e m e t e r , 

you're p r o b a b l y n o t a real powerfu l force. T h e m o n s t e r s 

m i g h t ignore you, so you can get by w i t h a few m o n t h s of 

s u m m e r t ra in ing a n d live in the m o r t a l wor ld t h e rest o f the 

year. But for s o m e of us, it's t o o dange ro u s to leave. We ' re 
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yea r - rounder s . In t h e m o r t a l wor ld , we a t t rac t m o n s t e r s . 

T h e y sense us . T h e y c o m e t o chal lenge us . M o s t o f t h e 

t ime , they ' l l ignore us un t i l we're o ld e n o u g h to cause 

t r o u b l e — a b o u t t en o r eleven years old , b u t after tha t , m o s t 

d e m i g o d s e i ther m a k e the i r way here, or they get ki l led off. 

A few m a n a g e to survive in t h e ou t s ide wor ld a n d b e c o m e 

famous . Believe me , i f I t o l d y o u t h e names , you 'd k n o w 

t h e m . S o m e don ' t even realize they're d e m i g o d s . But very, 

very few are like that ." 

" S o m o n s t e r s can't get in here?" 

A n n a b e t h s h o o k he r head . " N o t unless they're i n t en ­

t ional ly s tocked in t h e w o o d s o r specially s u m m o n e d by 

s o m e b o d y o n the inside." 

" W h y w o u l d a n y b o d y w a n t t o s u m m o n a m o n s t e r ? " 

"Prac t i ce fights. Prac t ica l jokes." 

"Prac t ica l jokes?" 

" T h e p o i n t is, t h e b o r d e r s are sealed to keep m o r t a l s 

a n d m o n s t e r s o u t . F r o m the ou t s ide , m o r t a l s l o o k in to t h e 

valley a n d see n o t h i n g unusua l , jus t a s t r awber ry farm." 

" S o . . . you're a yea r - rounder?" 

A n n a b e t h n o d d e d . F r o m u n d e r t h e collar o f he r T - sh i r t 

she pu l l ed a lea ther necklace w i t h f ive clay beads of differ­

en t co lors . I t was jus t like Luke 's , except A n n a b e t h ' s also 

h a d a b ig g o l d r ing s t r u n g on it, like a college r ing. 

"I 've been here s ince I was seven," she said. "Every 

Augus t , on t h e last day of s u m m e r session, you get a b e a d 

for surviving a n o t h e r year. I've been here longer t h a n m o s t 

of the counse lo r s , a n d they're all in college." 

" W h y d i d you c o m e s o young?" 
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She tw i s t ed t h e r ing o n her necklace. " N o n e o f your 

business ." 

" O h . " I s t o o d there for a m i n u t e in u n c o m f o r t a b l e 

silence. " S o . . . I c o u l d just walk o u t o f here r igh t n o w i f I 

w a n t e d t o ? " 

" I t w o u l d be suicide, b u t you cou ld , w i t h M r . D 's o r 

Chi ron ' s p e r m i s s i o n . But they wou ldn ' t give p e r m i s s i o n 

un t i l t h e e n d of t h e s u m m e r session unless . . ." 

" U n l e s s ? " 

"You were g r a n t e d a ques t . But t ha t hard ly ever h a p ­

p e ns . T h e last t i m e . . ." 

H e r voice t ra i led off. I c o u l d tell f r o m her t o n e t h a t t h e 

last t i m e hadn ' t g o n e well. 

"Back in the sick r o o m , " I said, " w h e n you were feeding 

m e t ha t s tu f f—" 

"Ambrosia ." 

"Yeah. Y o u asked m e s o m e t h i n g a b o u t the s u m m e r 

solstice." 

A n n a b e t h ' s shou lde r s t ensed . " S o you do k n o w s o m e ­

th ing?" 

" W e l l . . . n o . Back at my o ld school , I overheard Grover 

a n d C h i r o n t a lk ing a b o u t it . Grover m e n t i o n e d the s u m m e r 

sols t ice. He said s o m e t h i n g like we d idn ' t have m u c h t ime , 

because o f t h e dead l ine . W h a t d id t h a t m e a n ? " 

She c lenched her fists. " I wish I knew. C h i r o n a n d the 

satyrs, t hey know, b u t they won' t tell m e . S o m e t h i n g i s 

w r o n g in O l y m p u s , s o m e t h i n g p re t t y major . Las t t ime I was 

there , everyth ing seemed so normal!' 

"You've been t o O l y m p u s ? " 
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" S o m e o f u s y e a r - r o u n d e r s — L u k e a n d Clarisse a n d 

I a n d a few o t h e r s — w e t o o k a field t r i p d u r i n g win te r 

sols t ice. T h a t ' s w h e n t h e g o d s have the i r b ig a n n u a l 

counci l ." 

"Bu t . . . h o w d id you get there?" 

" T h e L o n g I s l and Ra i l road , o f course . Y o u get o f f a t 

P e n n S ta t ion . E m p i r e S ta te Bui ld ing , special elevator to t h e 

six h u n d r e d t h f loor." She l o o k e d at me like she was sure I 

m u s t k n o w th is already. "You are a N e w Yorker , r igh t?" 

" O h , sure." As far as I knew, there were only a h u n d r e d 

a n d t w o f loors in the E m p i r e S ta te Bui ld ing , b u t I dec ided 

n o t t o p o i n t t h a t ou t . 

" R i g h t after we visited," A n n a b e t h c o n t i n u e d , " t h e 

wea ther go t weird, as i f t he gods h a d s t a r t e d f ighting. A 

c o u p l e o f t i m e s since, I've overheard satyrs ta lking. T h e bes t 

I can figure o u t is t h a t s o m e t h i n g i m p o r t a n t was s to len . 

A n d i f i t isn't r e t u r n e d by s u m m e r solst ice, there's go ing to 

b e t roub le . W h e n you came, I was h o p i n g . . . I m e a n — 

A t h e n a can get a long w i t h jus t a b o u t anybody, except for 

Ares . A n d o f course she's go t the rivalry w i t h P o s e i d o n . 

But, I m e a n , aside f r o m tha t , I t h o u g h t we c o u l d w o r k 

together . I t h o u g h t you m i g h t k n o w someth ing . " 

I s h o o k my head . I w i shed I c o u l d he lp her, b u t I felt 

t o o h u n g r y a n d t i red a n d menta l ly over loaded t o ask any 

m o r e ques t ions . 

"I've go t to get a quest," A n n a b e t h m u t t e r e d to her ­

self. " I ' m not t o o young . I f t hey w o u l d just tell me t h e 

p r o b l e m . . ." 

I cou ld smel l ba rbecue s m o k e c o m i n g f rom s o m e w h e r e 
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nearby. A n n a b e t h must 've hea rd my s t o m a c h growl . She t o l d 

me to go on , s h e d ca tch me later. I left her on t h e pier, t r ac ­

ing her finger across t h e rail as if d r awing a ba t t l e p lan . 

Back a t cab in eleven, everybody was ta lk ing a n d h o r s i n g 

a r o u n d , wai t ing for d inner . F o r t h e first t ime , I n o t i c e d t h a t 

a l o t o f t h e camper s h a d s imi lar features: s h a r p noses , 

u p t u r n e d eyebrows, mischievous smiles . T h e y were t h e k i n d 

o f k i d s t h a t t e a c h e r s w o u l d p e g a s t r o u b l e m a k e r s . 

Thankfu l ly , n o b o d y p a i d m u c h a t t e n t i o n to me as I walked 

over t o m y s p o t o n t h e f loo r a n d p l o p p e d d o w n w i t h m y 

m i n o t a u r h o r n . 

T h e counselor , Luke , came over. H e h a d the H e r m e s 

family resemblance , t o o . I t was m a r r e d by t h a t scar on his 

r i gh t cheek, b u t h is smi le was in tac t . 

" F o u n d you a s leeping bag," he said. "And here, I s to le 

you s o m e toi le tr ies f r o m t h e c a m p store." 

I cou ldn ' t tell i f he was k i d d i n g a b o u t the s teal ing p a r t . 

I said, " T h a n k s . " 

" N o prob ." L u k e sat next t o me , p u s h e d his back against 

t h e wall. " T o u g h first day?" 

"I don ' t b e l o n g here," I said. "I don ' t even believe in 

gods." 

"Yeah," he said. " T h a t ' s h o w we all s t a r t ed . O n c e you 

s t a r t bel ieving in them? I t doesn ' t get any easier." 

T h e b i t t e rness in his voice su rp r i sed m e , because L u k e 

seemed like a p re t ty easygoing guy. He l o o k e d like he c o u l d 

h a n d l e just a b o u t anyth ing . 

" S o your d a d is H e r m e s ? " I asked. 
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He p u l l e d a swi tchb lade o u t o f his back pocke t , a n d 

for a s e c o n d I t h o u g h t he was go ing to gu t m e , b u t he 

jus t sc raped t h e m u d off the sole o f h is sandal . "Yeah. 

H e r m e s . " 

" T h e w ing - foo t ed messenger guy." 

" T h a t ' s h i m . Messengers . M e d i c i n e . Travelers, m e r ­

chants , thieves. A n y b o d y w h o uses the roads . T h a t ' s why 

you're here, enjoying cab in eleven's hospi ta l i ty . H e r m e s isn't 

p i cky a b o u t w h o h e sponsor s . " 

I f igured L u k e d idn ' t m e a n to call me a n o b o d y . He jus t 

h a d a l o t on his m i n d . 

"You ever m e e t your d a d ? " I asked. 

Once . 

I wai ted, t h i n k i n g t h a t i f he w a n t e d to tell m e , he 'd tel l 

m e . Apparent ly , he didn ' t . I w o n d e r e d i f t h e s to ry h a d any­

t h i n g t o d o w i t h h o w h e g o t h is scar. 

Luke l o o k e d up a n d m a n a g e d a smile . " D o n ' t w o r r y 

a b o u t it, Percy. T h e camper s here, they're mo s t l y g o o d p e o ­

ple . After all, we're ex tended family, r ight? We take care of 

each other." 

He seemed to u n d e r s t a n d h o w los t I felt, a n d I was 

grateful for tha t , because an o lde r guy like h i m — e v e n i f he 

was a c o u n s e l o r — s h o u l d ' v e s teered clear of an u n c o o l 

m i d d l e - s c h o o l e r like m e . But L u k e h a d w e l c o m e d me i n t o 

t h e cabin . H e ' d even s to len me s o m e toi letr ies , wh ich was 

the nices t t h i n g a n y b o d y h a d d o n e for me all day. 

I dec ided to ask h i m my last b ig ques t ion , the o n e t ha t 

h a d b e e n b o t h e r i n g me all a f t e r n o o n . "Clar isse , f r o m Ares, 

was j ok ing a b o u t m e be ing 'Big T h r e e ' mater ia l . T h e n 
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A n n a b e t h . . . twice, she sa id I m i g h t be ' t he one. ' She sa id I 

s h o u l d ta lk t o t h e Orac le . W h a t was t h a t all a b o u t ? " 

L u k e fo lded his knife. " I ha te p rophec ies . " 

" W h a t d o you m e a n ? " 

H i s face t w i t c h e d a r o u n d the scar. "Let ' s jus t say I 

messed t h ings up for everybody else. T h e last t w o years, ever 

s ince my t r i p t o the G a r d e n o f the H e s p e r i d e s wen t sour , 

C h i r o n hasn ' t a l lowed any m o r e ques t s . A n n a b e t h ' s been 

dy ing to get o u t i n t o the wor ld . S h e pes t e red C h i r o n so 

m u c h he f i na l l y t o l d her he already k n e w her fate. H e ' d h a d 

a p r o p h e c y f r o m the Orac l e . He wouldn ' t tell he r t h e who le 

th ing , b u t he said A n n a b e t h wasn' t de s t i ned to go on a ques t 

yet. She h a d to wai t u n t i l . . . s o m e b o d y special came to the 

camp." 

" S o m e b o d y special?" 

" D o n ' t w o r r y a b o u t it, kid," L u k e said. " A n n a b e t h 

wan t s t o t h i n k every new c a m p e r w h o comes t h r o u g h here 

i s the o m e n she's been wai t ing for. N o w , c o m e on , it's d i n ­

ne r t ime . " 

T h e m o m e n t he said it, a h o r n b lew in the d i s tance . 

S o m e h o w , I k n e w it was a c o n c h shell, even t h o u g h I'd never 

heard o n e before . 

L u k e yelled, "Eleven, fall in!" 

T h e who le cabin , a b o u t t w e n t y o f us , f i l e d i n t o the 

c o m m o n s yard. W e l ined u p i n o rde r o f seniori ty, s o o f 

course I was d e a d last. C a m p e r s came f r o m t h e o t h e r cab ­

ins, t oo , except for t h e th ree e m p t y cabins a t t he end, a n d 

cabin eight , wh ich h a d l o o k e d n o r m a l i n the day t ime , b u t 

was n o w s t a r t i ng to glow silver as t h e s u n w e n t d o w n . 
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We m a r c h e d up t h e hil l t o the mess hal l pavi l ion . Satyrs 

j o i n e d us f r o m the meadow. N a i a d s emerged f rom the 

canoe ing lake. A few o t h e r girls c a m e o u t o f t h e w o o d s — 

a n d w h e n I say o u t of the w o o d s , I m e a n straight o u t of the 

w o o d s . I saw o n e girl, a b o u t n ine or t en years old , m e l t f rom 

t h e s ide o f a m a p l e t ree a n d c o m e s k i p p i n g up t h e hill . 

In all, the re were m a y b e a h u n d r e d campers , a few d o z e n 

satyrs, a n d a d o z e n a s so r t ed w o o d n y m p h s a n d na iads . 

A t t h e pavil ion, to rches b l azed a r o u n d t h e m a r b l e 

c o l u m n s . A centra l fire b u r n e d in a b r o n z e braz ier the size 

of a b a t h t u b . Each cabin h a d its o w n table , covered in wh i t e 

c lo th t r i m m e d i n p u r p l e . F o u r o f t h e tables were empty , b u t 

cab in elevens was way overcrowded. I h a d to squeeze on to 

t h e edge of a b e n c h w i t h ha l f my b u t t h a n g i n g off. 

I saw Grover s i t t ing at t ab le twelve w i t h M r . D, a few 

satyrs, a n d a coup le o f p l u m p b l o n d boys w h o l o o k e d just 

like M r . D . C h i r o n s t o o d to o n e side, the p icn ic table be ing 

way t o o smal l for a centaur . 

A n n a b e t h sat a t table six w i t h a b u n c h of se r ious-

l o o k i n g a th le t ic k ids , all w i th he r gray eyes a n d h o n e y -

b l o n d hair. 

Clar isse sat b e h i n d me a t Ares's table . S h e d apparen t ly 

g o t t e n over be ing h o s e d d o w n , because she was l augh ing 

a n d be lch ing r igh t a longs ide h e r fr iends. 

Finally, C h i r o n p o u n d e d his h o o f against t h e marb l e 

f loor of t h e pavil ion, a n d everybody fell si lent . He raised a 

glass. " T o t h e gods ! " 

E v e r y b o d y else raised the i r glasses. " T o the gods !" 

W o o d n y m p h s came forward w i t h p la t te rs o f food: 
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grapes , apples , s t rawberr ies , cheese, fresh bread , a n d yes, 

ba rbecue ! My glass was empty , b u t L u k e said, " S p e a k to it. 

W h a t e v e r you w a n t — n o n a l c o h o l i c , o f course." 

I said, " C h e r r y Coke ." 

T h e glass filled w i t h spa rk l ing ca ramel l iqu id . 

T h e n I h a d an idea. "Blue C h e r r y Coke ." 

T h e s o d a t u r n e d a v io lent shade o f cobal t . 

I t o o k a cau t ious sip. Perfect . 

I d r a n k a toas t to my m o t h e r . 

She's n o t gone , I t o l d myself. N o t pe rmanen t ly , anyway. 

She's in the U n d e r w o r l d . A n d if that ' s a real place, t h e n 

s o m e d a y . . . 

" H e r e y o u go, Percy," L u k e said, h a n d i n g me a p la t t e r of 

s m o k e d br isket . 

I l o a d e d my p la t e a n d was a b o u t to take a b ig b i te w h e n 

I n o t i c e d everybody ge t t ing up , ca r ry ing the i r p la tes toward 

t h e f i re in t h e cen te r of t h e pavi l ion . I w o n d e r e d i f they 

were go ing for desse r t o r s o m e t h i n g . 

" C o m e on," L u k e t o ld m e . 

As I go t closer, I saw t h a t everyone was t ak ing a p o r t i o n 

o f the i r m e a l a n d d r o p p i n g i t i n t o t h e f i r e , t he r ipes t s t raw­

berry, the juiciest slice of beef, t he warmes t , m o s t b u t t e r y 

rol l . 

L u k e m u r m u r e d in my ear, " B u r n t offerings for the 

gods . T h e y like t h e smell." 

"You're k idd ing ." 

H i s l o o k w a r n e d me n o t to take this lightly, b u t I 

cou ldn ' t h e l p w o n d e r i n g w h y an i m m o r t a l , a l l -powerful 

be ing w o u l d like t h e smell o f b u r n i n g food . 
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L u k e a p p r o a c h e d t h e fire, b o w e d his head , a n d tossed in 

a c lus ter of fat r ed g rapes . " H e r m e s . " 

I was next . 

I w i shed I k n e w w h a t god's n a m e to say. 

Finally, I m a d e a s i lent plea. Whoever you are, tell me. Please. 

I sc raped a b ig slice of br i ske t i n t o t h e f lames. 

W h e n I caugh t a whi f f of t h e smoke , I d idn ' t gag. 

I t smel led n o t h i n g like b u r n i n g food . I t smel led o f h o t 

choco la te a n d f resh-baked b rownies , h a m b u r g e r s on t h e 

gri l l a n d wildflowers, a n d a h u n d r e d o t h e r g o o d th ings t h a t 

shou ldn ' t have gone well toge ther , b u t d id . I c o u l d a lmos t 

believe t h e gods c o u l d live of f t h a t s m o k e . 

W h e n everybody h a d r e t u r n e d t o the i r seats a n d fin­

ished eat ing the i r meals , C h i r o n p o u n d e d his h o o f again for 

o u r a t t en t i on . 

M r . D g o t up w i th a huge sigh. "Yes, I s u p p o s e I'd be t ­

ter say hel lo to all you b ra t s . Wel l , hel lo . O u r activities 

d i rec tor , C h i r o n , says the next cap ture t h e flag is Friday. 

C a b i n five presen t ly h o l d s the laurels." 

A b u n c h of ugly cheer ing rose f rom t h e Ares table . 

"Personally," M r . D c o n t i n u e d , "I cou ldn ' t care less, b u t 

c o n g r a t u l a t i o n s . Also , I s h o u l d tell y o u t h a t we have a n e w 

c a m p e r today. Peter Johnson . " 

C h i r o n m u r m u r e d s o m e t h i n g . 

"Er, Percy Jackson," M r . D cor rec ted . " T h a t ' s r ight . 

H u r r a h , a n d all tha t . N o w r u n a long t o y o u r silly campfire . 

G o on." 

E v e r y b o d y cheered. W e all h e a d e d d o w n toward t h e 

amph i thea t e r , where Apol lo ' s cab in led a s ing-a long. We 

[ 1 0 5 ] 



sang c a m p songs a b o u t the gods a n d ate s 'mores a n d joked 

a r o u n d , a n d t h e funny t h i n g was, I d idn ' t feel t h a t anyone 

was s tar ing at me anymore . I felt t h a t I was h o m e . 

La ter in the evening, w h e n t h e sparks f rom the campfire 

were cur l ing in to a s ta r ry sky, the c o n c h h o r n blew again, 

a n d we all filed back to o u r cabins . I d idn ' t realize h o w 

exhaus ted I was u n t i l I co l lapsed on my b o r r o w e d s leeping 

bag. 

My fingers cur led a r o u n d t h e M i n o t a u r ' s h o r n . I 

t h o u g h t a b o u t m y m o m , b u t I h a d g o o d t h o u g h t s : he r smile, 

t h e b e d t i m e s tor ies she w o u l d read me w h e n I was a kid , t he 

way she w o u l d tell me n o t to let t he b e d b u g s b i te . 

W h e n I c losed my eyes, I fell asleep instantly. 

T h a t was my first day a t C a m p H a l f - B l o o d . 

I wish I'd k n o w n h o w briefly I w o u l d get to enjoy my 

n e w h o m e . 
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The next few days I se t t led i n t o a r o u t i n e t h a t felt a l m o s t 

n o r m a l , i f you don ' t c o u n t the fact t ha t I was ge t t ing lessons 

f r o m satyrs, n y m p h s , a n d a centaur . 

E a c h m o r n i n g I t o o k A n c i e n t G r e e k f rom A n n a b e t h , 

a n d we ta lked a b o u t the gods a n d goddesses in t h e p re sen t 

tense , w h i c h was k i n d of weird. I discovered A n n a b e t h was 

r igh t a b o u t my dyslexia: A n c i e n t Greek wasn' t t h a t ha rd for 

me to read. At least, no ha rde r t h a n Engl i sh . Af ter a coup l e 

of m o r n i n g s , I cou ld s tumble t h r o u g h a few lines of H o m e r 

w i t h o u t t o o m u c h headache . 

T h e rest o f the day, I'd ro t a t e t h r o u g h o u t d o o r activi­

ties, l o o k i n g for s o m e t h i n g I was g o o d at. C h i r o n t r i ed to 

teach me archery, b u t we f o u n d o u t p r e t t y qu ick I wasn't any 

g o o d w i th a b o w a n d arrow. He d idn ' t comp la in , even w h e n 

he h a d to desnag a s t ray a r row o u t of h is tail . 

F o o t racing? N o g o o d ei ther. T h e w o o d - n y m p h in s t ru c ­

to r s left m e i n t h e dus t . T h e y t o l d m e n o t t o w o r r y a b o u t 

it. T h e y ' d h a d centur ies o f p rac t ice r u n n i n g away f r o m 

lovesick gods . But still, i t was a l i t t le humi l i a t i ng to be 

slower t h a n a tree. 

A n d wrest l ing? Fo rge t it. Every t i m e I g o t on the ma t , 

Clar isse w o u l d pulver ize m e . 
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" T h e r e s m o r e where t h a t came from, punk , " she'd 

m u m b l e in my ear. 

T h e only t h i n g I really excelled a t was canoeing , a n d 

t h a t wasn't t h e k i n d o f he ro ic skill p e o p l e expected to see 

f r o m the k i d w h o h a d bea t en t h e M i n o t a u r . 

I k n e w t h e senior camper s a n d counse lo r s were wa tch ­

ing me , t ry ing to dec ide w h o my d a d was, b u t they weren' t 

having an easy t ime of it. I wasn' t as s t r o n g as t h e Ares k ids , 

or as g o o d at a rchery as t h e A p o l l o k ids . I d idn ' t have 

H e p h a e s t u s ' s skil l w i t h m e t a l w o r k o r — g o d s f o r b i d — 

Dionysus ' s way w i th vine p l an t s . L u k e t o l d me I m i g h t 

be a chi ld of H e r m e s , a k i n d of jack-of-a l l - t rades , mas t e r 

of n o n e . But I g o t the feeling he was jus t t ry ing to m a k e 

m e feel be t ter . H e really d idn ' t k n o w w h a t t o m a k e o f m e 

ei ther. 

D e s p i t e all tha t , I l iked c a m p . I g o t u sed to the m o r n ­

ing fog over t h e beach, the smel l of h o t s t r awber ry fields in 

t h e a f t e rnoon , even t h e weird noises o f m o n s t e r s in t h e 

w o o d s a t n igh t . I w o u l d eat d i n n e r w i t h cabin eleven, scrape 

p a r t o f my mea l i n t o t h e fire, a n d t ry t o feel s o m e c o n n e c ­

t i o n t o m y real dad . N o t h i n g came. Jus t t h a t w a r m feeling 

I'd always had , like t h e m e m o r y of his smile. I t r i ed n o t to 

t h i n k t o o m u c h a b o u t m y m o m , b u t I k e p t w o n d e r i n g : i f 

g o d s a n d m o n s t e r s were real, i f all th is magica l s tu f f was 

poss ible , surely there was s o m e way to save her, to b r ing he r 

back. . . . 

I s t a r t ed to u n d e r s t a n d Luke's b i t t e rness a n d h o w he 

seemed to resent h is father, H e r m e s . So okay, m a y b e gods 

h a d i m p o r t a n t th ings to do . But cou ldn ' t they call once in a 
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while, o r t h u n d e r , o r someth ing? D i o n y s u s c o u l d m a k e D i e t 

C o k e appea r o u t o f t h i n air. W h y cou ldn ' t m y dad , w h o ­

ever he was, m a k e a p h o n e appear? 

T h u r s d a y a f t e rnoon , three days after I 'd arr ived a t C a m p 

H a l f - B l o o d , I h a d my first sword- f igh t ing lesson. Every­

b o d y f r o m cabin eleven ga the red in the b ig circular arena, 

where Luke w o u l d b e o u r in s t ruc to r . 

W e s t a r t ed w i th bas ic s t abb ing a n d s lashing, u s ing s o m e 

s t raw-s tuf fed d u m m i e s in G r e e k a r m o r . I guess I d i d okay. 

At least, I u n d e r s t o o d w h a t I was s u p p o s e d to do a n d my 

reflexes were g o o d . 

T h e p r o b l e m was, I cou ldn ' t f ind a b lade t h a t felt r i gh t 

i n my h a n d s . E i t he r they were t o o heavy, o r t o o l ight , o r t o o 

long . Luke t r i ed his bes t to fix me up , b u t he agreed t h a t 

n o n e o f t h e prac t ice b lades seemed t o w o r k for m e . 

W e m o v e d o n t o due l ing i n pa i rs . L u k e a n n o u n c e d h e 

w o u l d be my pa r tne r , since th is was my first t ime . 

" G o o d luck," o n e o f t h e camper s t o l d m e . "Luke ' s t h e 

bes t s w o r d s m a n in t h e last th ree h u n d r e d years." 

" M a y b e he ' l l go easy on me," I said. 

T h e c a m p e r s n o r t e d . 

L u k e showed m e t h r u s t s a n d par r ies a n d sh ie ld b locks 

t h e h a r d way. W i t h every swipe, I go t a l i t t le m o r e ba t t e r ed 

a n d b ru i sed . "Keep y o u r g u a r d up , Percy," he 'd say, t h e n 

w h a p m e i n the r ibs w i t h t h e f l a t o f h is b lade . " N o , n o t t h a t 

far u p ! " Whap! " L u n g e ! " Whap! " N o w , back!" Whap! 

By the t i m e he cal led a break , I was soaked in sweat. 

E v e r y b o d y s w a r m e d t h e d r i n k s cooler . L u k e p o u r e d ice 
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water on his head , wh ich l o o k e d like such a g o o d idea, I d i d 

t h e same. 

Instant ly , I felt be t ter . S t r e n g t h surged b a c k i n t o my 

a r m s . T h e sword d idn ' t feel so awkward . 

" O k a y , everybody circle u p ! " L u k e o rdered . " I f Percy 

doesn ' t m i n d , I w a n t to give you a l i t t le demo . " 

Grea t , I t h o u g h t . Let 's all watch Percy get p o u n d e d . 

T h e H e r m e s guys ga the red a r o u n d . T h e y were s u p ­

press ing smiles . I f igured they 'd been in my shoes before a n d 

cou ldn ' t wait to see h o w L u k e used me for a p u n c h i n g bag. 

He t o l d everybody he was go ing to d e m o n s t r a t e a d i s a r m ­

ing t echn ique : h o w to twis t t h e enemy's b lade w i th the flat 

o f y o u r o w n sword s o t h a t h e h a d n o choice b u t t o d r o p his 

w e a p o n . 

" T h i s is difficult," he stressed. "I 've h a d i t u sed against 

m e . N o l augh ing a t Percy, now. M o s t s w o r d s m e n have t o 

w o r k years to mas te r this technique ." 

H e d e m o n s t r a t e d the m o v e o n m e i n slow m o t i o n . Sure 

e n o u g h , t h e sword c la t tered o u t o f m y h a n d . 

" N o w in real t ime," he said, after I'd retr ieved my 

w e a p o n . " W e keep spa r r ing un t i l o n e o f us pul l s i t off. 

Ready, Percy?" 

I n o d d e d , a n d L u k e c a m e after m e . S o m e h o w , I k e p t 

h i m f r o m ge t t ing a s h o t a t t h e h i l t o f my sword . My senses 

o p e n e d u p . I saw his a t tacks coming . I coun te red . I s t e p p e d 

forward a n d t r i ed a t h r u s t o f my own . L u k e def lected i t eas­

ily, b u t I saw a change in his face. H i s eyes na r rowed , a n d he 

s t a r t e d t o press m e w i t h m o r e force. 

T h e sword g rew heavy i n m y h a n d . T h e ba lance wasn't 
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r ight . I k n e w i t was on ly a m a t t e r of s econds before L u k e 

t o o k me d o w n , so I figured, W h a t the heck? 

I t r i ed the d i s a r m i n g maneuver . 

My b lade h i t t h e base o f Luke 's a n d I twis ted , p u t t i n g 

my who le we igh t i n t o a d o w n w a r d t h ru s t . 

Clang. 

Luke's sword r a t t l ed against t h e s tones . T h e t i p o f m y 

b lade was an inch f r o m his u n d e f e n d e d chest . 

T h e o t h e r campers were si lent . 

I lowered my sword. " U m , sorry." 

F o r a m o m e n t , L u k e was t o o s t u n n e d to speak. 

" S o r r y ? " H i s scar red face b r o k e i n t o a g r in . "By t h e 

gods , Percy, why are you sorry? S h o w me tha t again!" 

I d idn ' t wan t to . T h e s h o r t bu r s t o f m a n i c energy h a d 

comple te ly a b a n d o n e d m e . But L u k e insis ted. 

T h i s t ime , there was n o contes t . T h e m o m e n t o u r 

swords connec ted , L u k e h i t m y hi l t a n d sen t m y w e a p o n 

s k i d d i n g across the f loor. 

After a l o n g pause , s o m e b o d y in t h e aud ience said, 

"Beginner 's luck?" 

L u k e w i p e d the sweat o f f h is brow. H e appra i sed a t m e 

w i t h an entirely n e w interest . " M a y b e , " he said. " B u t I w o n ­

der w h a t Percy c o u l d do w i t h a ba l anced sword. . . ." 

F r iday a f t e rnoon , I was s i t t ing w i t h Grover a t t h e lake, res t ­

ing f r o m a nea r -dea th experience on the c l imbing wall. 

Grover h a d s campered to t h e t o p like a m o u n t a i n goat , b u t 

t h e lava h a d a lmos t g o t t e n m e . M y sh i r t h a d s m o k i n g ho les 

i n it. T h e hai rs h a d been s inged o f f my forearms . 

[ 1 1 1 ] 



W e sat o n the pier, wa tch ing the na iads d o u n d e r w a t e r 

basket -weaving, u n t i l I go t up t h e nerve to ask Grover h o w 

his conversa t ion h a d g o n e w i t h M r . D . 

H i s face t u r n e d a sickly shade of yellow. 

"Fine ," he said. "Just great." 

" S o y o u r career's still on t rack?" 

He g lanced a t me nervously. " C h i r o n t - t o l d you I w a n t 

a searcher's l icense?" 

" W e l l . . . no." I h a d no idea wha t a searcher's license was, 

b u t i t d idn ' t seem like the r igh t t ime to ask. " H e just said you 

h a d big p lans , you k n o w . . . a n d t ha t you n e e d e d credi t for 

c o m p l e t i n g a keeper 's ass ignment . So d i d you get it?" 

Grover l o o k e d d o w n a t the na iads . " M r . D s u s p e n d e d 

j u d g m e n t . He said I hadn ' t failed or succeeded w i t h you yet, 

so o u r fates were still t i ed toge ther . If you go t a ques t a n d I 

w e n t a long to p r o t e c t you, a n d we b o t h came back alive, 

t h e n m a y b e he 'd cons ide r t h e j o b comple te . " 

My spir i ts lifted. "Wel l , that 's n o t so bad , r igh t?" 

"Blaa~ha~ha! He m i g h t as well have t ransfer red me to 

s table-cleaning duty. T h e chances of you ge t t ing a ques t . . . 

a n d even i f y o u d id , why w o u l d you w a n t me a long?" 

" O f course I'd w a n t you along!" 

Grover stared glumly in to the water. "Basket-weaving . . . 

M u s t be nice to have a useful skill." 

I t r ied to reassure h i m t h a t he h a d lo ts o f ta lents , b u t 

t h a t jus t m a d e h i m l o o k m o r e miserable . W e ta lked a b o u t 

canoe ing a n d swordp lay for a while , t h e n deba t ed t h e p r o s 

a n d cons of the different gods . Finally, I asked h i m a b o u t 

t h e four e m p t y cab ins . 
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" N u m b e r eight, t h e silver one , be longs to Ar temis , " he 

said. "She vowed to be a m a i d e n forever. So of course , no 

k ids . T h e cab in is, y o u know, h o n o r a r y . I f she d idn ' t have 

one , she'd be mad." 

"Yeah, okay. But the o t h e r three , t h e ones a t t he end . 

Are t h o s e t h e Big T h r e e ? " 

Grover tensed . We were ge t t ing close to a t o u c h y subject . 

" N o . O n e o f t h e m , n u m b e r two , i s Hera ' s , " h e said. " T h a t ' s 

a n o t h e r h o n o r a r y th ing . She's t h e goddes s o f mar r iage , so 

o f course she wou ldn ' t go a r o u n d having affairs w i t h m o r ­

tals . T h a t ' s h e r husband ' s job. W h e n we say t h e Big T h r e e , 

we m e a n the th ree powerful b ro the r s , t he sons o f Kronos . " 

" Z e u s , Pose idon , H a d e s . " 

" R i g h t . You know. After the grea t ba t t l e w i t h t h e T i t a n s , 

t hey t o o k over t h e w o r l d f r o m the i r d a d a n d d r e w lo t s t o 

dec ide w h o go t what ." 

" Z e u s g o t t h e sky," I r e m e m b e r e d . " P o s e i d o n the sea, 

H a d e s the U n d e r w o r l d . " 

" U h - h u h . " 

"Bu t H a d e s doesn ' t have a cab in here." 

" N o . H e doesn ' t have a t h r o n e o n O l y m p u s , either. H e 

s o r t o f does his o w n t h i n g d o w n i n the U n d e r w o r l d . I f h e 

d i d have a cab in here . . ." Grover s h u d d e r e d . "Wel l , it 

wou ldn ' t be p leasant . Let 's leave i t at that ." 

"Bu t Z e u s a n d P o s e i d o n — t h e y b o t h had , like, a baz i l -

l i o n k i d s i n t h e m y t h s . W h y are the i r cabins e m p t y ? " 

Grover sh i f ted his hooves uncomfor t ab ly . " A b o u t sixty 

years ago, after W o r l d W a r II , t he Big T h r e e agreed they 

wou ldn ' t sire any m o r e heroes . T h e i r ch i ldren were jus t t o o 
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powerful . T h e y were affecting t h e course o f h u m a n events 

t o o m u c h , caus ing t o o m u c h carnage . W o r l d W a r II , you 

know, t h a t was basically a fight be tween the sons of Z e u s 

a n d P o s e i d o n o n o n e side, a n d t h e sons o f H a d e s o n the 

o ther . T h e w i n n i n g side, Z e u s a n d P o s e i d o n , m a d e H a d e s 

swear a n o a t h w i t h t h e m : n o m o r e affairs w i th m o r t a l 

w o m e n . T h e y all swore on t h e River Styx." 

T h u n d e r b o o m e d . 

I said, " T h a t ' s t h e m o s t ser ious o a t h you can make." 

Grover n o d d e d . 

" A n d t h e b r o t h e r s k e p t the i r w o r d — n o k ids?" 

Grover 's face da rkened . "Seventeen years ago, Z e u s fell 

o f f t h e wagon . T h e r e was this TV star le t w i th a b ig f l u f fy 

eighties h a i r d o — h e jus t cou ldn ' t he lp himself. W h e n the i r 

chi ld was b o r n , a l i t t le girl n a m e d T h a l i a . . . well, t h e River 

Styx i s ser ious a b o u t p romises . Z e u s h imse l f go t o f f easy 

because he's i m m o r t a l , b u t he b r o u g h t a te r r ib le fate on his 

daughter ." 

"But t h a t isn't fair! I t wasn' t the l i t t le girl's fault." 

Grover hes i ta ted . "Percy, ch i ldren of t h e Big T h r e e have 

powers greater t h a n o t h e r ha l f -b loods . T h e y have a s t r ong 

aura, a scent t ha t a t t rac ts m o n s t e r s . W h e n H a d e s f o u n d o u t 

a b o u t t h e girl, he wasn't t o o h a p p y a b o u t Z e u s b reak ing his 

o a t h . H a d e s let t h e wors t m o n s t e r s o u t o f T a r t a r u s t o t o r ­

m e n t T h a l i a . A satyr was ass igned to be her keeper w h e n she 

was twelve, b u t there was n o t h i n g h e c o u l d d o . H e t r i ed t o 

e scor t he r here w i t h a coup le of o t h e r ha l f -b loods she'd 

bef r iended . T h e y a lmos t m a d e it. T h e y go t all t h e way to the 

t o p o f t h a t hill." 
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H e p o i n t e d across t h e valley, t o t h e p ine tree where I d 

fough t the m i n o t a u r . "All th ree Kind ly O n e s were after 

t h e m , a long w i t h a h o a r d o f h e l l h o u n d s . T h e y were a b o u t 

t o be ove r run w h e n T h a l i a t o l d he r satyr t o take t h e o t h e r 

t w o ha l f -b loods to safety while she he ld of f t h e m o n s t e r s . 

She was w o u n d e d a n d t i red, a n d she d idn ' t w a n t to live like 

a h u n t e d an imal . T h e satyr d idn ' t wan t to leave her, b u t he 

cou ldn ' t change her m i n d , a n d he h a d t o p r o t e c t t h e o the r s . 

So T h a l i a m a d e her final s t a n d a lone , a t t h e t o p o f t ha t hill . 

A s she d ied , Z e u s t o o k p i ty o n her. H e t u r n e d he r i n t o t h a t 

p i n e tree. H e r spir i t still he lps p r o t e c t t h e b o r d e r s o f the 

valley. T h a t ' s why the hil l is called H a l f - B l o o d Hi l l . " 

I s ta red at t he p i n e in the d i s tance . 

T h e s to ry m a d e me feel hol low, a n d gui l ty t o o . A girl 

my age h a d sacrificed hersel f to save her fr iends. She h a d 

faced a who le a r m y o f m o n s t e r s . N e x t to tha t , my v ic tory 

over the M i n o t a u r d idn ' t seem like m u c h . I w o n d e r e d , i f I'd 

ac ted differently, c o u l d I have saved my mo the r? 

"Grover," I said, "have heroes really g o n e on ques t s to 

t h e U n d e r w o r l d ? " 

" S o m e t i m e s , " he said. " O r p h e u s . H e r c u l e s . H o u d i n i . " 

" A n d have they ever r e t u r n e d s o m e b o d y f rom t h e 

dead?" 

" N o . Never . O r p h e u s came close. . . . Percy, you're n o t 

seriously t h i n k i n g — " 

" N o , " I l ied. " I was just wonde r ing . So . . . a satyr i s 

always ass igned to g u a r d a d e m i g o d ? " 

Grover s t ud i ed me warily. I hadn ' t p e r s u a d e d h i m t h a t 

I ' d really d r o p p e d the U n d e r w o r l d idea. " N o t always. We go 
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undercover to a lo t o f schools . We t r y to sniff o u t t h e half-

b l o o d s w h o have t h e m a k i n g s o f g rea t heroes . I f we f ind 

o n e w i t h a very s t r o n g aura, l ike a ch i ld of t h e Big T h r e e , 

we aler t C h i r o n . He tries to keep an eye on t h e m , since they 

c o u l d cause really huge p rob lems . " 

" A n d you f o u n d m e . C h i r o n said you t h o u g h t I m i g h t 

be s o m e t h i n g special." 

Grover l o o k e d as i f Id jus t led h i m i n t o a t r ap . " I 

d i d n ' t . . . O h , l is ten, don ' t t h i n k like tha t . If you were—you 

k n o w — y o u ' d never ever be al lowed a quest , a n d I 'd never get 

m y l icense. You're p r o b a b l y a chi ld o f H e r m e s . O r m a y b e 

even o n e o f t h e m i n o r gods , like N e m e s i s , t he g o d o f 

revenge. D o n ' t worry , okay?" 

I go t t h e idea he was reassur ing h imse l f m o r e t h a n m e . 

T h a t n i g h t after d inner , the re was a lo t m o r e exci tement 

t h a n usual . 

At last, i t was t ime for cap ture t h e flag. 

W h e n t h e p la tes were cleared away, t h e c o n c h h o r n 

s o u n d e d a n d we all s t o o d a t o u r tables . 

C a m p e r s yelled a n d cheered a s A n n a b e t h a n d t w o o f 

he r siblings ran i n t o the pavi l ion ca r ry ing a silk banner . I t 

was a b o u t t e n feet long , g l is tening gray, w i t h a p a i n t i n g of 

a b a r n owl above an olive tree. F r o m t h e o p p o s i t e s ide of 

t h e pavi l ion, Clarisse a n d her b u d d i e s r an in w i th a n o t h e r 

banner , of ident ica l size, b u t gaudy red, p a i n t e d w i t h a 

b l o o d y spear a n d a boar ' s head . 

I t u r n e d to L u k e and yelled over the no ise , " T h o s e are 

t h e f l a g s ? " 
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"Yeah." 

"Ares a n d A t h e n a always lead the t eams?" 

" N o t always," he said. "Bu t often." 

"So , i f a n o t h e r cab in cap tures one , w h a t d o you d o — 

repa in t the flag?" 

He g r inned . "You ' l l see. F i r s t we have to get one." 

" W h o s e s ide are we on?" 

He gave me a sly look , as i f he k n e w s o m e t h i n g I 

d idn ' t . T h e scar on his face m a d e h i m l o o k a lmos t evil i n t h e 

to rch l igh t . "We 've m a d e a t e m p o r a r y all iance w i t h A t h e n a . 

T o n i g h t , we get the flag f rom Ares . A n d you are go ing to 

help." 

T h e t eams were a n n o u n c e d . A t h e n a h a d m a d e a n 

all iance w i t h A p o l l o a n d H e r m e s , the t w o bigges t cabins . 

Apparen t ly , privileges h a d been t r a d e d — s h o w e r t imes , 

chore schedules , t he bes t s lots for ac t iv i t i e s—in o rde r to 

w in s u p p o r t . 

Are s h a d a l l i ed t h e m s e l v e s w i t h e v e r y b o d y else: 

D i o n y s u s , D e m e t e r , A p h r o d i t e , a n d H e p h a e s t u s . F r o m w h a t 

I'd seen, Dionysus ' s k ids were actually g o o d athletes , b u t 

there were only two o f t h e m . Deme te r ' s k ids h a d the edge 

w i t h n a t u r e skills a n d o u t d o o r stuff, b u t they weren' t very 

aggressive. Aphrod i t e ' s sons a n d daugh te r s I wasn' t t o o wor ­

r ied a b o u t . T h e y mos t l y sat o u t every activity a n d checked 

the i r ref lect ions in t h e lake a n d d i d the i r hai r a n d goss iped . 

H e p h a e s t u s ' s k ids weren't pret ty , a n d there were on ly four o f 

t h e m , b u t they were b ig a n d bur ly f r o m w o r k i n g in t h e 

m e t a l s h o p all day. T h e y m i g h t be a p r o b l e m . T h a t , o f 

course , left Ares's cabin: a d o z e n of t h e biggest , ugliest, 
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m e a n e s t k ids on L o n g Is land, o r anywhere else on t h e 

p lane t . 

C h i r o n h a m m e r e d his h o o f o n t h e marb le . 

" H e r o e s ! " h e a n n o u n c e d . "You k n o w t h e rules . T h e 

creek is the b o u n d a r y line. T h e ent i re forest is fair game. Al l 

mag ic i t ems are al lowed. T h e b a n n e r m u s t b e p r o m i n e n t l y 

displayed, a n d have no m o r e t h a n t w o guards . P r i soner s m a y 

b e d i s a r m e d , b u t m a y n o t b e b o u n d o r gagged. N o ki l l ing 

or m a i m i n g is al lowed. I will serve as referee a n d bat t lef ield 

m e d i c . A r m yourselves!" 

He spread his h a n d s , a n d t h e tables were sudden ly cov­

ered w i t h e q u i p m e n t : h e l m e t s , b r o n z e swords , spears , 

oxhide shie lds coa ted in me ta l . 

" W h o a , " I said. "We ' re really s u p p o s e d to use these?" 

Luke l o o k e d at me as i f I were crazy. " U n l e s s you wan t 

to get skewered by your fr iends in cabin f ive . H e r e — C h i r o n 

t h o u g h t these w o u l d f i t . You ' l l b e o n b o r d e r pa t ro l . " 

My shie ld was t h e size o f an N B A backboa rd , w i t h a 

b ig caduceus in the m i d d l e . I t we ighed a b o u t a mi l l ion 

p o u n d s . I c o u l d have s n o w b o a r d e d on i t f ine , b u t I h o p e d 

n o b o d y seriously expected m e t o r u n fast. M y he lmet , like 

all t he he lme t s on Athena ' s s ide, h a d a b lue ho r seha i r p l u m e 

on t o p . Ares a n d the i r allies h a d red p l u m e s . 

A n n a b e t h yelled, "Blue t eam, forward!" 

W e cheered a n d s h o o k o u r swords a n d followed her 

d o w n t h e p a t h t o t h e s o u t h w o o d s . T h e red t e a m yelled 

t a u n t s a t u s a s t hey h e a d e d o f f t oward t h e n o r t h . 

I m a n a g e d to ca tch up w i t h A n n a b e t h w i t h o u t t r i p p i n g 

over my e q u i p m e n t . "Hey ." 
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She k e p t march ing . 

" S o what 's t h e p lan?" I asked. " G o t any magic i t ems you 

can loan m e ? " 

H e r h a n d dr i f ted toward her pocke t , as i f she were 

afraid I'd s to len s o m e t h i n g . 

"Just wa tch Clarisse's spear," she said. "You d o n ' t w a n t 

t h a t t h i n g t o u c h i n g you . O t h e r w i s e , don ' t worry . We ' l l take 

t h e b a n n e r f r o m Ares . H a s L u k e given you your j ob?" 

"Border pa t ro l , whatever t h a t means ." 

"It 's easy. S t a n d by t h e creek, keep t h e reds away. Leave 

t h e rest to m e . A t h e n a always h a s a p lan." 

She p u s h e d ahead, leaving me in the dus t . 

"Okay," I m u m b l e d . "Glad you wanted me on your team." 

I t was a wa rm, st icky n igh t . T h e w o o d s were dark , w i t h 

fireflies p o p p i n g i n a n d o u t o f view. A n n a b e t h s t a t i o n e d m e 

nex t to a l i t t le creek t h a t gurgled over s o m e rocks , t hen she 

a n d t h e rest o f the t e a m sca t te red i n t o t h e trees. 

S t a n d i n g there a lone , w i th my big b lue- fea thered he lme t 

a n d my huge shield, I felt like an id io t . T h e b r o n z e sword, 

like all the swords I'd t r i ed so far, s e e m e d ba l anced wrong . 

T h e leather g r ip pu l l ed on my h a n d like a bowl ing ball . 

T h e r e was no way a n y b o d y w o u l d actually a t tack m e , 

w o u l d they? I m e a n , O l y m p u s h a d to have l iabil i ty issues, 

r ight? 

Far away, t h e c o n c h h o r n blew. I hea rd w h o o p s a n d yells 

in the w o o d s , t h e c lanking of me ta l , k ids f ighting. A b lue -

p l u m e d ally f r o m A p o l l o raced pas t me like a deer, l eaped 

t h r o u g h the creek, a n d d i sappea red i n t o enemy ter r i tory . 

Great , I t h o u g h t . I 'll miss all t he fun, as usual . 
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T h e n I hea rd a s o u n d t h a t sen t a chill up my sp ine , a 

low canine growl , s o m e w h e r e close by. 

I ra ised my shie ld instinctively; I h a d the feeling s o m e ­

t h i n g was s ta lk ing m e . 

T h e n t h e g rowl ing s t o p p e d . I felt t h e p resence re t reat ­

ing. 

O n t h e o t h e r s ide o f t h e creek, t h e u n d e r b r u s h ex­

p l o d e d . Five Ares warr iors came yelling a n d sc reaming o u t 

o f the da rk . 

" C r e a m t h e p u n k ! " Clar isse sc reamed. 

H e r ugly pig eyes glared t h r o u g h the slits o f her he lmet . 

She b r a n d i s h e d a f ive-foot- long spear, its b a r b e d me ta l t ip 

f l i cke r ing w i th red l ight . H e r siblings h a d only the s t andard -

issue b r o n z e s w o r d s — n o t t ha t t ha t m a d e me feel any bet ter . 

T h e y charged across t h e s t ream. T h e r e was no he lp i n 

s ight . I c o u l d r u n . Or I c o u l d de fend myse l f agains t h a l f the 

Ares cabin . 

I m a n a g e d to s ides tep t h e first kid 's swing, b u t these 

guys were n o t a s s t u p i d t h e M i n o t a u r . T h e y s u r r o u n d e d 

m e , a n d Clarisse t h r u s t a t m e w i t h her spear. M y shie ld 

def lec ted t h e p o i n t , b u t I felt a pa infu l t ingl ing all over my 

body . M y ha i r s t o o d o n end . M y shie ld a r m wen t n u m b , 

a n d t h e air b u r n e d . 

Electr ici ty. H e r s t u p i d spear was electric. I fell back . 

A n o t h e r Ares guy s l a m m e d me in t h e chest w i t h the 

b u t t o f his sword a n d I h i t t h e d i r t . 

T h e y could 've k icked me i n t o jelly, b u t they were t o o 

busy laughing . 

"Give h i m a haircut ," Clar isse said. " G r a b his hair." 

[ 1 2 0 ] 



I m a n a g e d to get to my feet. I ra ised my sword, b u t 

Clar isse s l a m m e d i t aside w i th he r spear as spa rks f lew. 

N o w b o t h m y a r m s felt n u m b . 

" O h , wow," Clar isse said. " I ' m scared of th is guy. Real ly 

scared." 

" T h e f lag is t ha t way," I t o l d her. I wan ted to s o u n d 

angry, b u t I was afraid i t d idn ' t c o m e o u t t ha t way. 

"Yeah," one of he r siblings said. "But see, we don ' t care 

a b o u t t h e f l ag . We care a b o u t a guy w h o m a d e o u r cab in 

l o o k s tupid ." 

" Y o u do t ha t w i t h o u t my help ," I t o l d t h e m . I t p r o b a ­

bly wasn't t h e smar t e s t t h ing to say. 

T w o o f t h e m came a t m e . I backed up toward t h e creek, 

t r ied to raise my shield, b u t Clarisse was t o o fast. H e r spear 

s tuck me s t r a igh t in t h e r ibs . I f I hadn ' t been wear ing an 

a r m o r e d breas tp la te , I would 've been sh i sh -ke -babbed . As i t 

was, t h e electr ic p o i n t just a b o u t s h o c k e d m y t ee th o u t o f 

m y m o u t h . O n e o f he r cab inmates s lashed his sword across 

my a r m , leaving a good- s i ze cut . 

Seeing m y o w n b l o o d m a d e m e d i z z y — w a r m a n d co ld 

a t t he same t ime . 

" N o ma iming , " I m a n a g e d to say. 

" O o p s , " the guy said. " G u e s s I los t my desse r t pr iv i -

lege. 

He p u s h e d me i n t o the creek a n d I l a n d e d w i t h a splash. 

T h e y all l aughed . I f igured as s o o n as they were t h r o u g h 

be ing amused , I w o u l d die . But t h e n s o m e t h i n g h a p p e n e d . 

T h e water s e e m e d to wake up my senses, as i f I'd jus t h a d a 

bag o f my m o m ' s doub le -esp resso jelly beans . 
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Clarisse a n d he r cab inma tes came i n t o t h e creek to get 

m e , b u t I s t o o d to m e e t t h e m . I k n e w w h a t to do . I s w u n g 

t h e f l a t o f my sword against t h e first guy's h e a d a n d 

k n o c k e d his h e l m e t clean off. I h i t h i m so h a r d I c o u l d see 

his eyes v ibra t ing as he c r u m p l e d i n t o t h e water. 

Ug ly N u m b e r T w o a n d U g l y N u m b e r T h r e e came a t 

m e . I s l a m m e d o n e in the face w i th my shield a n d used my 

sword to shear o f f t h e o t h e r guy's ho r seha i r p l u m e . B o t h o f 

t h e m backed u p quick . U g l y N u m b e r F o u r d idn ' t l o o k 

really anx ious to a t tack, b u t Clarisse k e p t c o m i n g , the p o i n t 

of he r spear crackl ing w i th energy. As s o o n as she t h r u s t , I 

c augh t t h e shaft be tween t h e edge o f my shie ld a n d my 

sword, a n d I s n a p p e d it like a twig. 

"Ah!" she sc reamed. " Y o u id io t ! You co rpse -b r ea th 

w o r m ! " 

She p r o b a b l y would 've said worse , b u t I smacked her 

be tween t h e eyes w i t h my s w o r d - b u t t a n d sen t he r s t u m ­

bl ing backward o u t o f the creek. 

T h e n I h e a r d yelling, e la ted screams, a n d I saw L u k e 

rac ing t oward the b o u n d a r y l ine w i th the red team's b a n n e r 

l if ted h igh . He was f l anked by a coup le o f H e r m e s guys 

covering his retreat , a n d a few A p o l l o s b e h i n d t h e m , fight­

ing o f f the H e p h a e s t u s k ids . T h e Ares folks go t u p , a n d 

Clar isse m u t t e r e d a d a z e d curse . 

"A tr ick!" she s h o u t e d . " I t was a trick." 

T h e y s t agge red after L u k e , b u t i t was t o o la te . 

E v e r y b o d y converged on t h e creek as L u k e r a n across i n t o 

fr iendly te r r i tory . O u r s ide exp loded i n t o cheers. T h e red 

b a n n e r s h i m m e r e d a n d t u r n e d t o silver. T h e b o a r a n d spear 
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were rep laced w i th a h u g e caduceus , t h e s y m b o l of cab in 

eleven. E v e r y b o d y o n the b lue t e a m p icked u p L u k e a n d 

s t a r t ed ca r ry ing h i m a r o u n d o n the i r shou lde r s . C h i r o n can­

te red o u t f rom the w o o d s a n d b lew the c o n c h h o r n . 

T h e g a m e was over. W e d w o n . 

I was a b o u t to jo in t h e ce lebra t ion w h e n A n n a b e t h ' s 

voice, r igh t next to me in t h e creek, said, " N o t bad , hero." 

I looked , b u t she wasn' t there . 

" W h e r e t h e heck d i d you l ea rn t o f ight like tha t?" she 

asked. T h e air s h i m m e r e d , a n d she mater ia l ized , h o l d i n g a 

Yankees basebal l cap as i f she'd just t aken i t o f f he r head . 

I felt mysel f ge t t ing angry. I wasn't even fazed by t h e 

fact t h a t she'd jus t been invisible. "You set me up ," I said. 

"You p u t m e here because you k n e w Clarisse w o u l d c o m e 

after m e , while you sen t Luke a r o u n d t h e f lank. Y o u h a d i t 

all f igured out ." 

A n n a b e t h sh rugged . " I t o l d you. A t h e n a always, always 

has a plan." 

"A p lan to get me pulver ized." 

"I came as fast as I cou ld . I was a b o u t to j u m p in, 

b u t . . ." She sh rugged . "You d idn ' t n e e d help." 

T h e n she n o t i c e d m y w o u n d e d a r m . " H o w d i d you d o 

tha t?" 

" S w o r d cut," I said. " W h a t do you t h i n k ? " 

" N o . I t was a sword cut . L o o k at it." 

T h e b l o o d was g o n e . W h e r e t h e h u g e c u t h a d 

been , there was a l o n g whi te scratch, a n d even t h a t was 

fading. As I watched , i t t u r n e d i n t o a smal l scar, a n d d i s ap ­

peared . 
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" I — I don ' t get it," I said. 

A n n a b e t h was t h i n k i n g hard . I c o u l d a lmos t see the 

gears t u r n i n g . She l o o k e d d o w n a t my feet, t h e n a t Clarisse's 

b r o k e n spear, a n d said, " S t e p o u t o f t h e water, Percy." 

" W h a t — " 

"Just do it." 

I came o u t of t h e creek a n d immedia te ly felt b o n e t i red. 

M y a r m s s t a r t e d t o g o n u m b again. M y adrenal ine r u s h left 

m e . I a l m o s t fell over, b u t A n n a b e t h s teadied m e . 

" O h , Styx," she cursed. " T h i s is not g o o d . I d idn ' t w a n t 

. . . I a s s u m e d it w o u l d be Z e u s . . . ." 

Before I c o u l d ask w h a t she m e a n t , I hea rd t ha t canine 

g rowl again, b u t m u c h closer t h a n before . A h o w l r i p p e d 

t h r o u g h the forest. 

T h e c a m p e r s ' cheer ing d i ed instant ly. C h i r o n s h o u t e d 

s o m e t h i n g in A n c i e n t Greek , wh ich I w o u l d realize, on ly 

later, I h a d u n d e r s t o o d perfectly: "Stand ready! My bow!" 

A n n a b e t h d rew her sword. 

T h e r e on t h e rocks jus t above us was a black h o u n d 

t h e size of a r h ino , w i t h lava-red eyes a n d fangs like 

daggers . 

I t was l o o k i n g s t ra ight a t m e . 

N o b o d y m o v e d except A n n a b e t h , w h o yelled, "Percy, 

run ! " 

She t r i ed t o s t ep i n f ront o f me , b u t t h e h o u n d was t o o 

fast. I t l eaped over h e r — a n e n o r m o u s s h a d o w wi th t e e t h — 

a n d jus t as i t h i t m e , as I s t u m b l e d backward a n d felt its 

r a z o r - s h a r p claws r i p p i n g t h r o u g h my a r m o r , there was a 

cascade o f t hwack ing s o u n d s , l ike for ty pieces o f p a p e r 
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be ing r i p p e d o n e after the o ther . F r o m the h o u n d ' s neck 

s p r o u t e d a c lus ter o f a r rows . T h e m o n s t e r fell d e a d a t my 

feet. 

By s o m e miracle , I was still alive. I d idn ' t w a n t to l o o k 

u n d e r n e a t h the ru ins o f m y s h r e d d e d a r m o r . M y chest felt 

w a r m a n d wet, a n d I k n e w I was badly cu t . A n o t h e r second , 

a n d the m o n s t e r would 've t u r n e d me in to a h u n d r e d p o u n d s 

o f del icatessen mea t . 

C h i r o n t r o t t e d up nex t to us , a b o w in his h a n d , h is face 

g r i m . 

"Di immortahs!" A n n a b e t h said. " T h a t ' s a h e l l h o u n d 

f rom t h e Fie lds of P u n i s h m e n t . T h e y don ' t . . . they're n o t 

s u p p o s e d to . . ." 

" S o m e o n e s u m m o n e d it," C h i r o n said. " S o m e o n e inside 

the camp." 

L u k e c a m e over, t h e b a n n e r in his h a n d forgot ten , h is 

m o m e n t o f g lory gone . 

Clarisse yelled, "It's all Percy's fault! Percy s u m m o n e d it!" 

"Be quie t , child," C h i r o n t o l d her. 

W e w a t c h e d the b o d y o f the h e l l h o u n d m e l t i n t o 

shadow, soak ing i n t o t h e g r o u n d u n t i l i t d i sappeared . 

"You're wounded , " A n n a b e t h t o l d m e . " Q u i c k , Percy, 

get in the water." 

" I ' m okay." 

" N o , you're not ," she said. " C h i r o n , wa tch this ." 

I was t o o t i red to argue. I s t e p p e d back i n t o t h e creek, 

t h e who le c a m p ga the r ing a r o u n d m e . 

Instant ly, I felt be t ter . I c o u l d feel t h e cuts on my ches t 

c losing u p . S o m e o f t h e camper s gasped . 
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" L o o k , I — I d o n ' t k n o w why," I said, t ry ing to a p o l o ­

gize . " I ' m sorry. . . ." 

But they weren' t wa tch ing my w o u n d s heal . T h e y were 

s ta r ing a t s o m e t h i n g above my head . 

"Percy," A n n a b e t h said, p o i n t i n g . "Um . . ." 

By t h e t i m e I l o o k e d u p , the sign was already fading, b u t 

I c o u l d still m a k e o u t t h e h o l o g r a m of green l ight , s p i n n i n g 

a n d gleaming. A t h r e e - t i p p e d spear: a t r iden t . 

"Your father," A n n a b e t h m u r m u r e d . " T h i s i s really n o t 

good." 

" I t i s de t e rmined , " C h i r o n a n n o u n c e d . 

All a r o u n d m e , campers s t a r t ed knee l ing , even t h e Ares 

cabin, t h o u g h they didn't l o o k h a p p y a b o u t it. 

" M y father?" I asked, comple te ly bewi ldered . 

"Pose idon , " said C h i r o n . "Ea r thshake r , S t o r m b r i n g e r , 

Fa the r o f H o r s e s . H a i l , Perseus Jackson, S o n o f the Sea 

G o d . " 
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The next m o r n i n g , C h i r o n m o v e d me t o cabin three . 

I d idn ' t have to share w i t h anybody. I h a d p l en ty of 

r o o m for all my stuff: t h e M i n o t a u r ' s h o r n , o n e set o f spare 

c lothes , and a to i le t ry bag. I go t to sit a t my o w n d inne r 

table, p ick all my o w n activities, call " l igh ts o u t " whenever 

I felt like it, a n d n o t l is ten to a n y b o d y else. 

A n d I was absolute ly miserable . 

Just w h e n I'd s t a r t ed to feel accepted , to feel I h a d a 

h o m e in cab in eleven a n d I m i g h t be a n o r m a l k i d — o r as 

n o r m a l as you can be w h e n you're a h a l f - b l o o d — I ' d been 

separa ted o u t as if I h a d s o m e rare disease. 

N o b o d y m e n t i o n e d the h e l l h o u n d , b u t I go t the feeling 

they were all t a lk ing a b o u t i t b e h i n d my back. T h e a t tack 

h a d scared everybody. I t sen t t w o messages: one , t h a t I was 

the s o n o f t h e Sea G o d ; a n d two , m o n s t e r s w o u l d s t o p a t 

n o t h i n g to kil l m e . T h e y cou ld even invade a c a m p tha t h a d 

always been cons ide red safe. 

T h e o the r campers steered clear o f me as m u c h as poss i ­

ble. C a b i n eleven was t o o nervous to have sword class wi th me 

after wha t I'd d o n e to the Ares folks in the woods , so my les­

sons wi th Luke became o n e - o n - o n e . H e p u s h e d m e harder 

t h a n ever, and wasn't afraid to bru ise me up in the process . 
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"You're go ing to n e e d all t h e t r a in ing you can get," he 

p r o m i s e d , as we were w o r k i n g w i t h swords and f laming 

to rches . " N o w let's t ry t h a t v ipe r -behead ing str ike again. 

Fif ty m o r e repe t i t ions . " 

A n n a b e t h still t a u g h t m e G r e e k i n t h e m o r n i n g s , b u t 

she seemed d i s t rac ted . Every t ime I said s o m e t h i n g , she 

scowled a t m e , as i f I 'd jus t p o k e d h e r be tween t h e eyes. 

After lessons, she w o u l d walk away m u t t e r i n g to herself: 

" Q u e s t . . . Pose idon? . . . D i r t y r o t t e n . . . G o t to m a k e a 

p l an . . ." 

Even Clarisse k e p t he r d is tance , t h o u g h he r v e n o m o u s 

l o o k s m a d e i t clear she w a n t e d to kil l me for b reak ing her 

magic spear. I w i shed she w o u l d jus t yell or p u n c h me or 

s o m e t h i n g . I'd r a the r get i n t o fights every day t h a n be 

ignored . 

I k n e w s o m e b o d y at c a m p resen ted m e , because o n e n i g h t I 

came i n t o my cab in a n d f o u n d a m o r t a l n e w s p a p e r d r o p p e d 

inside t h e doorway, a copy of t h e New York Daily News, 

o p e n e d t o t h e M e t r o page. T h e art icle t o o k m e a l m o s t a n 

h o u r to read, because the angr ie r I got , t h e m o r e t h e words 

f l o a t e d a r o u n d o n t h e page. 

B O Y A N D M O T H E R S T I L L M I S S I N G A F T E R 

F R E A K C A R A C C I D E N T 

BY EILEEN SMYTHE 

Sally Jackson and son Percy are still missing one week 

after their myster ious disappearance. The family 's 
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badly burned '78 Camaro was discovered last Saturday 

on a north Long Island road with the roof ripped off and 

the front axle broken. The car had flipped and skidded 

for several hundred feet before exploding. 

Mother and son had gone for a weekend vacation to 

Montauk, but left hastily, under mysterious circum­

stances. Small traces of blood were found in the car and 

near the scene of the wreck, but there were no other 

signs of the missing Jacksons. Residents in the rural 

area reported seeing nothing unusual around the t ime of 

the accident. 

Ms . Jackson 's husband, Gabe Ugliano, c la ims that 

his stepson, Percy Jackson, is a troubled child who has 

been kicked out of numerous boarding schools and 

has expressed violent tendencies in the past. 

Police would not say whether son Percy is a suspect 

in his mother ' s disappearance, but they have not ruled 

out foul play. Below are recent pictures of Sally 

Jackson and Percy. Police urge anyone with informa­

tion to call the following toll-free cr ime-stoppers 

hotline. 

T h e p h o n e n u m b e r was circled i n b lack marker . 

I w a d d e d up the p a p e r a n d t h r e w i t away, t h e n f lopped 

d o w n i n m y b u n k b e d i n the m i d d l e o f m y e m p t y cabin . 

" L i g h t s out ," I t o l d mysel f miserably. 

T h a t n igh t , I h a d my wors t d r e a m yet. 

I was r u n n i n g a long the beach in a s t o r m . T h i s t ime , 

[ 1 2 9 ] 



the re was a ci ty b e h i n d m e . N o t N e w York . T h e sprawl was 

different: bu i ld ings sp read fa r the r apar t , p a l m trees a n d low 

hills in t h e d i s tance . 

A b o u t a h u n d r e d yards d o w n t h e surf, t w o m e n were 

f ighting. T h e y l o o k e d like T V wrest lers , muscu la r , w i t h 

beards a n d l o n g hair . B o t h wore f l owing Greek tunics , o n e 

t r i m m e d i n blue , t h e o t h e r i n green. T h e y g r a p p l e d w i t h 

each o ther , wres t led , k icked a n d h e a d - b u t t e d , a n d every t i m e 

they connec ted , l i gh tn ing f l a shed , the sky g rew darker , a n d 

t h e w i n d rose . 

I h a d to s t o p t h e m . I d idn ' t k n o w why. But t h e ha rde r I 

ran , t h e m o r e the w i n d blew me back, u n t i l I was r u n n i n g in 

place, my heels d igg ing uselessly in t h e sand. 

O v e r t h e roa r o f t h e s t o r m , I c o u l d hear t h e b l u e - r o b e d 

o n e yell ing at t he g r e e n - r o b e d one , Give it back! Give it back! 

Like a k i n d e r g a r t n e r f ight ing over a toy. 

T h e waves go t bigger, c rash ing i n t o the beach, spraying 

me w i t h salt. 

I yelled, Stop it! Stop fighting! 

T h e g r o u n d s h o o k . L a u g h t e r came f rom s o m e w h e r e 

u n d e r t h e ea r th , a n d a voice so deep a n d evil i t t u r n e d my 

b l o o d to ice. 

Come down, little hero, t he voice c rooned . Come down! 

T h e s a n d spl i t b e n e a t h m e , o p e n i n g up a crevice s t ra igh t 

d o w n t o t h e center o f t h e ea r th . M y feet s l ipped , a n d da rk ­

ness swallowed m e . 

I woke u p , sure I was falling. 

I was still in b e d in cab in three . My b o d y t o l d me i t was 

m o r n i n g , b u t i t was d a r k ou t s ide , a n d t h u n d e r ro l led across 
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t he hil ls . A s t o r m was b rewing . I hadn ' t d r e a m e d tha t . 

I hea rd a c l opp ing s o u n d at t h e door , a h o o f k n o c k i n g 

o n t h e t h r e sho ld . 

" C o m e in?" 

Grover t r o t t e d inside, l o o k i n g wor r i ed . " M r . D wants to 

see you." 

" W h y ? " 

" H e wan ts to k i l l . . . I m e a n , I'd b e t t e r let h i m tel l you." 

Nervous ly , I go t dressed a n d followed, sure t h a t I was in 

huge t roub le . 

F o r days, I'd been ha l f expect ing a s u m m o n s to the Big 

H o u s e . N o w t h a t I was declared a s o n o f P o s e i d o n , o n e o f 

the Big T h r e e gods w h o weren't s u p p o s e d to have k ids , I f ig­

u r e d i t was a c r ime for me just to be alive. T h e o t h e r gods 

h a d p r o b a b l y been deba t ing t h e bes t way to p u n i s h me for 

exist ing, a n d n o w M r . D was ready to deliver the i r verdict . 

O v e r L o n g I s land S o u n d , t h e sky l o o k e d like ink s o u p 

c o m i n g to a bo i l . A h a z y c u r t a i n of ra in was c o m i n g in o u r 

d i rec t ion . I asked Grover if we n e e d e d an umbre l l a . 

" N o , " he said. " I t never ra ins here unless we w a n t i t to ." 

I p o i n t e d a t t h e s t o r m . " W h a t t h e heck i s tha t , t hen?" 

He g lanced uneasi ly a t t he sky. "I t ' l l pass a r o u n d us . Bad 

wea ther always does." 

I real ized he was r ight . In t h e week I'd been here , i t h a d 

never even been overcast. T h e few ra in c louds I'd seen h a d 

sk i r t e d r igh t a r o u n d t h e edges o f the valley. 

But this s t o r m . . . th is one was huge . 

At the volleyball pi t , t he k i d s f rom Apol lo ' s cab in were 

p lay ing a m o r n i n g g a m e against the satyrs. Dionysus ' s tw ins 
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were walk ing a r o u n d in t h e s t r awbe r ry f i e lds , m a k i n g the 

p l an t s grow. E v e r y b o d y was go ing a b o u t the i r n o r m a l bus i ­

ness , b u t they l o o k e d tense . T h e y k e p t the i r eyes on the 

s t o r m . 

Grover a n d I walked up to t h e f ron t p o r c h of the Big 

H o u s e . D i o n y s u s sat a t t h e p i n o c h l e table in his t iger-

s t r i ped H a w a i i a n sh i r t w i t h his D i e t C o k e , jus t a s he h a d on 

my f i rs t day. C h i r o n sat across the table in h i s fake whee l ­

chair. T h e y were p laying agains t invisible o p p o n e n t s — t w o 

sets of cards hover ing in t h e air. 

"Wel l , well," M r . D said w i t h o u t l o o k i n g u p . " O u r 

l i t t le celebrity." 

I wai ted. 

" C o m e closer," M r . D said. " A n d don ' t expect me to 

k o w t o w to you, m o r t a l , jus t because o ld Barnacle-Beard i s 

y o u r father." 

A n e t o f l i gh tn ing f l ashed across the c louds . T h u n d e r 

s h o o k t h e w i n d o w s o f the h o u s e . 

"Blah, b lah, blah," D i o n y s u s said. 

C h i r o n feigned in teres t in his p i n o c h l e cards. Grover 

cowered by the rai l ing, his hooves c l o p p i n g back a n d fo r th . 

" I f I h a d my way," D i o n y s u s said, " I w o u l d cause your 

molecu les t o e r u p t i n f l ames . We 'd sweep up t h e ashes a n d 

be d o n e w i t h a l o t o f t roub le . But C h i r o n seems to feel th is 

w o u l d be against my mi s s ion a t th is cursed c a m p : to keep 

you l i t t le b ra t s safe f rom ha rm. " 

" S p o n t a n e o u s c o m b u s t i o n i s a f o r m of h a r m , M r . D," 

C h i r o n p u t in. 

" N o n s e n s e , " D i o n y s u s said. "Boy wou ldn ' t feel a th ing . 
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Never the les s , I've agreed to res t ra in myself. I ' m t h i n k i n g of 

t u r n i n g you i n t o a d o l p h i n ins tead, s e n d i n g you b a c k to 

y o u r father." 

" M r . D — " C h i r o n wa rned . 

" O h , all r ight ," D i o n y s u s re lented. "The re ' s o n e m o r e 

o p t i o n . But it's dead ly fool ishness." D i o n y s u s rose , a n d t h e 

invisible players ' cards d r o p p e d to the table. " I ' m of f t o 

O l y m p u s for t h e emergency mee t ing . I f t he boy i s still here 

w h e n I get back, I'll t u r n h i m i n t o an A t l an t i c b o t t l e n o s e . 

Do you u n d e r s t a n d ? A n d Perseus Jackson, i f you're a t all 

smar t , you ' l l see that 's a m u c h m o r e sensible choice t h a n 

w h a t C h i r o n feels you m u s t do . " 

D i o n y s u s p icked up a p laying card, twis ted it, a n d i t 

became a plast ic rectangle. A credit card? N o . A security pass. 

H e s n a p p e d his fingers. 

T h e air seemed t o fold a n d b e n d a r o u n d h i m . H e 

b e c a m e a h o l o g r a m , t h e n a w ind , t hen he was gone , leaving 

only the smell o f f resh-pressed g rapes l inger ing b e h i n d . 

C h i r o n smi led a t m e , b u t he l o o k e d t i red a n d s t ra ined . 

"Si t , Percy, please. A n d Grover." 

W e d id . 

C h i r o n laid his cards on t h e table, a w i n n i n g h a n d he 

hadn ' t g o t t e n t o use. 

"Tel l m e , Percy," he said. " W h a t d i d you m a k e o f t h e 

h e l l h o u n d ? " 

Jus t hea r ing the n a m e m a d e m e shudde r . 

C h i r o n p robab ly w a n t e d me to say, Heck, it was nothing. I 

eat hellhounds for breakfast. But I d idn ' t feel like lying. 

" I t scared me," I said. " I f you hadn ' t sho t it, I 'd be dead." 

[ 1 3 3 ] 



"You' l l m e e t worse, Percy. Far worse, before you're 

done . " 

" D o n e . . . w i t h wha t?" 

"Your quest , o f course . W i l l you accept i t?" 

I g lanced at Grover , w h o was cross ing his fingers. 

" U m , sir," I said, "you haven't t o l d me w h a t i t is yet." 

C h i r o n g r imaced . " W e l l , that ' s t h e h a r d p a r t , t h e 

details ." 

T h u n d e r r u m b l e d across the valley. T h e s t o r m c louds 

h a d n o w reached t h e edge of the beach. As far as I c o u l d see, 

t h e sky a n d t h e sea were b o i l i n g toge ther . 

" P o s e i d o n a n d Zeus , " I said. " T h e y ' r e f ight ing over 

s o m e t h i n g valuable . . . s o m e t h i n g t ha t was s to len, aren't 

they?" 

C h i r o n a n d Grover exchanged l o o k s . 

C h i r o n sat forward in his wheelchair . " H o w d i d you 

k n o w tha t ? " 

My face felt h o t . I w i shed I hadn ' t o p e n e d my big 

m o u t h . " T h e wea ther s ince C h r i s t m a s has been weird, like 

t h e sea a n d the sky are f ighting. T h e n I ta lked to A n n a b e t h , 

a n d she'd overheard s o m e t h i n g a b o u t a theft . A n d . . . I've 

also been having these dreams." 

" I k n e w it," Grove r said. 

" H u s h , satyr," C h i r o n o rdered . 

"But i t is h is quest!" Grover 's eyes were b r i g h t w i th 

exci tement . " I t m u s t be!" 

" O n l y the O r a c l e can de t e rmine . " C h i r o n s t roked his 

bris t ly beard . "Never the le s s , Percy, you are correc t . Your 

father and Z e u s are having the i r wors t quar re l in centur ies . 
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T h e y are f ight ing over s o m e t h i n g valuable t h a t was s to len . 

To be precise: a l i gh tn ing bol t ." 

I l aughed nervously. "A what?" 

" D o n o t take th i s lightly," C h i r o n warned . " I ' m n o t 

t a lk ing a b o u t s o m e t infoi l -covered z igzag you 'd see in a 

s e c o n d - g r a d e play. I ' m ta lk ing a b o u t a t w o - f o o t - l o n g cyl in­

der o f h i g h - g r a d e celestial b r o n z e , c a p p e d o n b o t h ends 

w i t h god-level explosives." 

" O h . " 

"Zeus ' s mas t e r bol t ," C h i r o n said, ge t t ing w o r k e d up 

now. " T h e s y m b o l o f his power, f rom which all o t h e r l igh t ­

n i n g bo l t s are p a t t e r n e d . T h e first w e a p o n m a d e b y t h e 

Cyclopes for the war against t h e T i t a n s , t he b o l t t ha t sheered 

t h e t o p o f f M o u n t E t n a a n d hu r l ed K r o n o s f r o m his 

t h r o n e ; the mas t e r bo l t , wh ich packs e n o u g h p o w e r t o m a k e 

m o r t a l hydrogen b o m b s l o o k like firecrackers." 

" A n d it's miss ing?" 

"Sto len ," C h i r o n said. 

"By w h o ? " 

"By whom" C h i r o n cor rec ted . O n c e a teacher, always a 

teacher. "By you." 

M y m o u t h fell o p e n . 

"At l e a s t " — C h i r o n he ld up a h a n d — " t h a t ' s w h a t Z e u s 

t h i n k s . D u r i n g t h e w in t e r solst ice, a t t h e last counc i l o f the 

gods , Z e u s a n d P o s e i d o n h a d a n a r g u m e n t . T h e usua l 

nonsense : ' M o t h e r R h e a always l iked you best, ' A i r d i s ­

asters are m o r e spec tacular t h a n sea disasters, ' e t cetera. 

Af terward , Z e u s real ized his mas t e r b o l t was miss ing , t aken 

f r o m t h e t h r o n e r o o m u n d e r his very nose . H e immedia t e ly 

[ 1 3 5 ] 



b l a m e d Pose idon . N o w , a g o d c a n n o t u s u r p a n o t h e r god 's 

s y m b o l o f power d i r e c t l y — t h a t i s f o r b i d d e n by the m o s t 

anc ien t o f divine laws. But Z e u s believes your father c o n ­

vinced a h u m a n he ro to take it." 

"But I d i d n ' t — " 

"Pa t ience a n d listen, child," C h i r o n said. " Z e u s has 

g o o d reason t o b e susp ic ious . T h e forges o f t h e Cyc lopes 

are u n d e r t h e ocean, wh ich gives P o s e i d o n s o m e inf luence 

over t h e maker s o f h is b ro ther ' s l igh tn ing . Z e u s believes 

P o s e i d o n has taken t h e mas te r bo l t , a n d i s n o w secretly hav­

ing the Cyc lopes b u i l d an arsenal o f illegal copies , wh ich 

m i g h t b e used t o t o p p l e Z e u s f r o m his t h r o n e . T h e on ly 

t h i n g Z e u s wasn' t sure a b o u t was which he ro P o s e i d o n u s e d 

to steal t h e bo l t . N o w P o s e i d o n has open ly c la imed you a s 

his son . Y o u were in N e w York over t h e win te r ho l idays . Y o u 

c o u l d easily have snuck i n t o O l y m p u s . Z e u s believes he has 

f o u n d his thief." 

"Bu t I've never even been to O l y m p u s ! Z e u s is crazy!" 

C h i r o n a n d Grover g lanced nervous ly a t t h e sky. T h e 

c louds d idn ' t seem to be p a r t i n g a r o u n d us , a s Grover h a d 

p r o m i s e d . T h e y were ro l l ing s t ra ight over o u r valley, sealing 

us in like a coffin l id. 

"Er , Percy . . . ? " Grover said. " W e don ' t use the c -word 

t o descr ibe t h e L o r d o f t h e Sky." 

" P e r h a p s paranoid" C h i r o n suggested. " T h e n again, 

P o s e i d o n has t r i ed to unsea t Z e u s before . I believe t ha t was 

q u e s t i o n th i r ty -e igh t on your f inal exam. . . ." He l o o k e d at 

me as i f he actually expected me to r e m e m b e r q u e s t i o n 

th i r ty -e igh t . 
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H o w c o u l d anyone accuse me o f s teal ing a god 's 

weapon? I cou ldn ' t even steal a slice of p i zza f r o m Gabe 's 

p o k e r p a r t y w i t h o u t ge t t ing bus ted . C h i r o n was wai t ing for 

an answer. 

" S o m e t h i n g a b o u t a go lden ne t?" I guessed. " P o s e i d o n 

a n d H e r a a n d a few o t h e r gods . . . they, like, t r a p p e d Z e u s 

a n d wou ldn ' t let h i m o u t un t i l he p r o m i s e d to be a be t t e r 

ruler, r igh t?" 

"Cor rec t , " C h i r o n said. " A n d Z e u s has never t r u s t e d 

P o s e i d o n since. O f course , P o s e i d o n denies s teal ing t h e 

mas t e r bo l t . H e t o o k grea t offense a t t h e accusa t ion . T h e 

t w o have been arguing back a n d fo r th for m o n t h s , t h r ea t en ­

ing war. A n d now, you've c o m e a l o n g — t h e proverbial last 

straw." 

"Bu t I ' m jus t a k id!" 

"Percy," Grover cu t in, " i f you were Z e u s , a n d you 

already t h o u g h t your b r o t h e r was p l o t t i n g to ove r th row you, 

t h e n your b r o t h e r sudden ly a d m i t t e d h e h a d b r o k e n t h e 

sacred o a t h he t o o k after W o r l d W a r II , t h a t he's fa thered a 

n e w m o r t a l he ro w h o m i g h t be used as a w e a p o n against 

you. . . . W o u l d n ' t t h a t p u t a twis t in y o u r toga?" 

"Bu t I d idn ' t do anyth ing . P o s e i d o n — m y d a d — h e 

d idn ' t really have this mas t e r b o l t s to len, d i d he?" 

C h i r o n s ighed. " M o s t t h i n k i n g observers w o u l d agree 

t h a t thievery i s n o t Poseidon 's style. But the Sea G o d i s t o o 

p r o u d t o t r y convinc ing Z e u s o f tha t . Z e u s has d e m a n d e d 

t h a t P o s e i d o n r e t u r n t h e b o l t b y the s u m m e r sols t ice. T h a t ' s 

June twenty-f i rs t , t en days f rom now. P o s e i d o n wan ts an 

a p o l o g y for be ing called a th i e f by the same da te . I h o p e d 
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t h a t d i p l o m a c y m i g h t prevail, t h a t H e r a o r D e m e t e r o r 

H e s t i a w o u l d m a k e t h e t w o b r o t h e r s see sense. But your 

arrival has in f l amed Zeus ' s t emper . N o w ne i the r g o d will 

back d o w n . U n l e s s s o m e o n e in tervenes , unless the mas t e r 

b o l t i s f o u n d a n d r e t u r n e d to Z e u s before t h e solst ice, the re 

will be war. A n d do you k n o w w h a t a full-f ledged war 

w o u l d l o o k like, Percy?" 

"Bad?" I guessed. 

" I m a g i n e the w o r l d in chaos . N a t u r e a t war w i th itself. 

O l y m p i a n s forced t o choose sides be tween Z e u s a n d 

P o s e i d o n . D e s t r u c t i o n . Ca rnage . M i l l i o n s dead . W e s t e r n 

civi l izat ion t u r n e d i n t o a b a t t l e g r o u n d so big i t will m a k e 

t h e T ro j an W a r l o o k like a wa te r -ba l loon f ight ." 

"Bad," I r epea ted . 

" A n d you, Percy Jackson, w o u l d be the f i r s t to feel 

Zeus ' s wra th ." 

I t s t a r t e d to ra in . Volleybal l players s t o p p e d the i r g a m e 

a n d s tared in s t u n n e d silence a t the sky. 

I h a d b r o u g h t th is s t o r m to H a l f - B l o o d Hi l l . Z e u s 

was p u n i s h i n g the who le c a m p because of me . I was fur ious . 

" S o I have to f ind the s t u p i d bol t ," I said. " A n d r e t u r n 

i t to Zeus . " 

" W h a t be t t e r peace offering," C h i r o n said, " t h a n t o 

have the s o n o f P o s e i d o n r e t u r n Zeus ' s p r o p e r t y ? " 

" I f P o s e i d o n doesn ' t have it, where is t h e th ing?" 

"I believe I know." Chiron 's expression was g r im . " P a r t 

of a p r o p h e c y I h a d years ago . . . well, s o m e of the l ines 

m a k e sense to m e , now. But before I can say m o r e , you m u s t 

officially take up t h e ques t . Y o u m u s t seek t h e counse l o f 
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counse l o f t h e Orac le ." 

" W h y can't you tel l me where the b o l t i s be fo rehand?" 

"Because i f I d id , you w o u l d be t o o afraid to accept t h e 

challenge." 

I swallowed. " G o o d reason." 

" Y o u agree t h e n ? " 

I l o o k e d a t Grover , w h o n o d d e d encouragingly. 

Easy for h i m . I was t h e o n e Z e u s w a n t e d to kil l . 

"All r ight," I said. "It 's be t t e r t h a n be ing t u r n e d i n t o a 

do lph in . " 

" T h e n it's t i m e y o u consu l t ed t h e Orac le ," C h i r o n said. 

" G o ups ta i r s , Percy Jackson, t o the a t t ic . W h e n you c o m e 

back d o w n , a s suming you're still sane, we will t a lk more . " 

F o u r f l igh t s u p , t h e stairs e n d e d u n d e r a g reen t r a p ­

doo r . 

I pu l l ed the cord. T h e d o o r swung down , a n d a w o o d e n 

l adde r c la t tered in to place. 

T h e w a r m air f r o m above smel led like m i l d e w a n d 

r o t t e n w o o d a n d s o m e t h i n g else . . . a smel l I r e m e m b e r e d 

f r o m b i o l o g y class. Rep t i l e s . T h e smell o f snakes . 

I he ld my b r e a t h a n d c l imbed . 

T h e a t t ic was filled w i t h G r e e k h e r o junk: a r m o r s t ands 

covered in cobwebs; o n c e - b r i g h t shields p i t t e d w i th rus t ; 

o l d lea ther s teamer t r u n k s p las te red w i t h st ickers saying 

ITHAKA, CIRCE'S ISLE, a n d LAND OF T H E AMAZONS. O n e 

l o n g table was s tacked w i th glass jars filled w i t h p ick led 

things—severed ha i ry claws, h u g e yellow eyes, var ious o t h e r 

p a r t s o f m o n s t e r s . A dus ty m o u n t e d t r o p h y on the wall 
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l o o k e d like a g ian t snake's head , b u t w i t h h o r n s a n d a full 

set o f shark 's tee th . T h e p l a q u e read, HYDRA HEAD # 1 , 

W O O D S T O C K , N.Y., 1 9 6 9 . 

By t h e window, s i t t ing on a w o o d e n t r i p o d s tool , was 

the m o s t g r u e s o m e m e m e n t o o f all: a m u m m y . N o t t h e 

w r a p p e d - i n - c l o t h k i n d , b u t a h u m a n female b o d y shriveled 

to a husk . She wore a t i e -dyed sundress , lo ts of b e a d e d 

necklaces, a n d a h e a d b a n d over l o n g black hair. T h e sk in of 

he r face was t h i n a n d lea thery over he r skull , a n d her eyes 

were glassy wh i t e slits, as i f t h e real eyes h a d been rep laced 

by marb les ; she 'd b e e n dead a long , l o n g t ime . 

L o o k i n g a t he r sen t chills u p m y back. A n d t h a t was 

before she sat up on her s too l a n d o p e n e d he r m o u t h . A 

green m i s t p o u r e d f r o m the m u m m y ' s m o u t h , coi l ing over 

the f loor in th ick tendr i l s , h iss ing like twen ty t h o u s a n d 

snakes. I s t u m b l e d over mysel f t ry ing to get to the t r a p ­

do o r , b u t i t s l a m m e d shut . Ins ide my head , I hea rd a voice, 

s l i ther ing i n t o one ear a n d coi l ing a r o u n d my bra in : I am the 

spirit of Delphi, speaker of the prophecies of Phoebus Apollo, shyer of 

the mighty Python. Approach, seeker, and ask. 

I w a n t e d to say, No thanks, wrong door, just looking for the bath­

room. But I forced myse l f to take a d e e p brea th . 

T h e m u m m y wasn' t alive. She was s o m e k i n d o f g r u e ­

s o m e receptacle for s o m e t h i n g else, t h e power t h a t was n o w 

swirl ing a r o u n d me in the green mis t . But its p resence 

d idn ' t feel evil, like my d e m o n i c m a t h teacher M r s . D o d d s 

or t h e M i n o t a u r . I t felt m o r e like t h e T h r e e Fates I'd seen 

k n i t t i n g the ya rn ou t s i de t h e h ighway frui t s t and : ancient , 

powerful , a n d definitely not h u m a n . But n o t par t icu la r ly 
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in te res ted in ki l l ing m e , either. 

I go t up t h e courage to ask, " W h a t i s my des t iny?" 

T h e m i s t swir led m o r e thickly, col lec t ing r igh t i n f ron t 

o f m e a n d a r o u n d t h e table w i t h t h e p ick led m o n s t e r - p a r t 

jars. S u d d e n l y there were four m e n s i t t ing a r o u n d t h e table , 

p lay ing cards. T h e i r faces b e c a m e clearer. I t was Smel ly 

G a b e a n d his b u d d i e s . 

My fists c lenched, t h o u g h I k n e w this p o k e r p a r t y 

cou ldn ' t be real. I t was an i l lusion, m a d e o u t o f mis t . 

G a b e t u r n e d toward me a n d spoke i n the rasp ing voice 

of t h e Orac le : You shall go west, and face the god who has turned. 

H i s b u d d y o n t h e r igh t l o o k e d u p a n d said i n the same 

voice: You shall find what was stolen, and see it safely returned. 

T h e guy on the left t h r ew in two p o k e r chips, t h e n said: 

You shall he betrayed by one who calls you a friend. 

Finally, E d d i e , o u r bu i ld ing super , del ivered t h e w o r s t 

l ine of all: And you shall fail to save what matters most, in the end. 

T h e figures began to dissolve. At first I was t o o s t u n n e d 

to say any th ing , b u t as the m i s t re t reated, coi l ing i n t o a huge 

green s e rpen t a n d s l i ther ing back in to the m o u t h o f the 

m u m m y , I cr ied, " W a i t ! W h a t d o you mean? W h a t friend? 

W h a t will I fail to save?" 

T h e ta i l o f t h e m i s t snake d i s a p p e a r e d i n t o t h e 

m u m m y ' s m o u t h . She recl ined back against t h e wall. H e r 

m o u t h c losed t ight , as i f i t hadn ' t been o p e n in a h u n d r e d 

years. T h e a t t ic was si lent again, a b a n d o n e d , n o t h i n g b u t a 

r o o m full o f m e m e n t o s . 

I go t t h e feeling t h a t I c o u l d s t a n d here un t i l I h a d c o b ­

webs, t oo , a n d I wou ldn ' t l ea rn any th ing else. 
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M y aud ience w i t h t h e O r a c l e was over. 

"Wel l ? " C h i r o n asked m e . 

I s l u m p e d i n t o a chair at t h e p i n o c h l e table . "She sa id I 

w o u l d retrieve w h a t was s tolen." 

Grover sat forward, chewing excitedly on t h e remains o f 

a D i e t C o k e can. " T h a t ' s great!" 

" W h a t d i d t h e O r a c l e say exactly?" C h i r o n pressed. 

" T h i s i s i m p o r t a n t . " 

My ears were still t ing l ing f r o m t h e rept i l ian voice. " S h e 

. . . she said I w o u l d go west a n d face a g o d w h o h a d t u r n e d . 

I w o u l d retrieve w h a t was s to len a n d see i t safely re tu rned ." 

"I k n e w it," Grover said. 

C h i r o n d idn ' t l o o k satisfied. "Anyth ing else?" 

I d idn ' t w a n t to tell h i m . 

W h a t fr iend w o u l d be t ray me? I d idn ' t have t ha t many. 

A n d the last l i n e — I w o u l d fail t o save w h a t m a t t e r e d 

m o s t . W h a t k i n d o f Orac l e w o u l d s e n d m e o n a ques t a n d 

tell me , Oh, by the way, you'll fail. 

H o w c o u l d I confess that? 

" N o , " I said. " T h a t ' s a b o u t it." 

He s t u d i e d my face. "Very well, Percy. But k n o w th is : 

t h e Oracle 's words of ten have d o u b l e m e a n i n g s . D o n ' t dwell 

o n t h e m t o o m u c h . T h e t r u t h i s n o t always clear un t i l events 

c o m e to pass." 

I go t the feeling he k n e w I was h o l d i n g back s o m e t h i n g 

bad , a n d he was t ry ing to m a k e me feel bet ter . 

"Okay," I said, anxious to change top ics . " S o where do 

I go? W h o ' s th is g o d in the west?" 
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"Ah, t h ink , Percy," C h i r o n said. " I f Z e u s a n d P o s e i d o n 

weaken each o t h e r in a war, w h o s t ands to ga in?" 

" S o m e b o d y else w h o wants to take over?" I guessed. 

"Yes, qu i t e . S o m e o n e w h o h a r b o r s a g rudge , w h o has 

b e e n u n h a p p y wi th his lo t s ince the wor ld was d iv ided eons 

ago, w h o s e k i n g d o m w o u l d g r o w powerful w i t h the dea ths 

o f mi l l ions . S o m e o n e w h o ha te s his b r o t h e r s for forc ing 

h i m i n t o a n o a t h t o have n o m o r e chi ldren, a n o a t h t h a t 

b o t h o f t h e m have n o w broken ." 

I t h o u g h t a b o u t my d reams , the evil voice t h a t h a d s p o ­

ken f rom u n d e r the g r o u n d . " H a d e s . " 

C h i r o n n o d d e d . " T h e L o r d o f t h e D e a d i s the on ly 

possibil i ty." 

A scrap o f a l u m i n u m dr ibb led o u t o f Grover 's m o u t h . 

" W h o a , wait . W h - w h a t ? " 

"A F u r y came after Percy," C h i r o n r e m i n d e d h i m . " S h e 

wa tched t h e y o u n g m a n un t i l she was sure o f his i den ­

tity, t h e n t r ied to kill h i m . Fur ies obey only o n e lord : 

H a d e s . " 

"Yes, b u t — b u t H a d e s ha tes all heroes," Grover p r o ­

tes ted . "Especial ly i f he has f o u n d o u t Percy is a s o n of 

P o s e i d o n . . . ." 

"A h e l l h o u n d g o t i n t o t h e forest," C h i r o n c o n t i n u e d . 

" T h o s e can only b e s u m m o n e d f r o m t h e F ie lds o f P u n ­

i shmen t , a n d i t h a d to be s u m m o n e d by s o m e o n e w i t h i n 

t h e c a m p . H a d e s m u s t have a spy here . He m u s t suspec t 

P o s e i d o n will t ry to use Percy to clear his n a m e . H a d e s 

w o u l d very m u c h like to kil l th i s y o u n g h a l f - b l o o d before he 

can take on t h e quest ." 
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"Great ," I m u t t e r e d . " T h a t ' s t w o major g o d s w h o w a n t 

to kil l me." 

"But a ques t to . . ." Grover swallowed. "I mean , couldn ' t 

t h e mas t e r b o l t be in s o m e place like Maine? Ma ine ' s very 

nice this t i m e of year." 

" H a d e s sen t a m i n i o n to steal the mas t e r bol t ," C h i r o n 

ins is ted. " H e h i d i t in the U n d e r w o r l d , k n o w i n g full well 

t h a t Z e u s w o u l d b l a m e P o s e i d o n . I don ' t p r e t e n d to u n d e r ­

s t a n d t h e L o r d o f t h e Dead ' s mot ives perfectly, o r why he 

chose th is t i m e to s t a r t a war, b u t one t h i n g is cer ta in . Percy 

m u s t go to t h e U n d e r w o r l d , f ind the mas t e r bo l t , a n d reveal 

t h e t ru th . " 

A s t range fire b u r n e d in my s t o m a c h . T h e weirdest t h i n g 

was: i t wasn' t fear. I t was an t i c ipa t ion . T h e desire for 

revenge. H a d e s h a d t r i ed to kil l me th ree t imes so far, w i t h 

t h e Fury , t h e M i n o t a u r , a n d t h e h e l l h o u n d . I t was his fault 

my m o t h e r h a d d i s appea red in a flash o f l ight . N o w he 

was t ry ing to f rame me a n d my d a d for a thef t we hadn ' t 

c o m m i t t e d . 

I was ready to take h i m o n . 

Besides, if my m o t h e r was in t h e U n d e r w o r l d . . . 

W h o a , boy, sa id t h e smal l p a r t o f my b ra in t h a t was still 

sane. You're a k id . H a d e s is a god . 

Grover was t r embl ing . H e ' d s t a r t e d ea t ing p inoch le 

cards like p o t a t o chips . 

T h e p o o r guy n e e d e d t o c o m p l e t e a ques t w i t h m e s o 

he c o u l d get his searcher's l icense, whatever t h a t was, b u t 

h o w c o u l d I ask h i m to do th is ques t , especially w h e n t h e 

O r a c l e said I was des t i ned to fail? T h i s was suic ide. 
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" L o o k , i f we k n o w it's H a d e s , " I t o l d C h i r o n , "why can't 

we jus t tell t he o t h e r gods? Z e u s o r P o s e i d o n c o u l d go d o w n 

t o t h e U n d e r w o r l d a n d b u s t s o m e heads ." 

"Suspec t ing and k n o w i n g are n o t the same," C h i r o n said. 

"Besides, even i f the o t h e r gods suspect H a d e s — a n d I imag­

ine P o s e i d o n d o e s — t h e y couldn ' t retrieve the b o l t t h e m ­

selves. G o d s canno t cross each other 's terr i tor ies except by 

invitat ion. T h a t i s ano the r ancient rule. H e r o e s , on the o the r 

han d , have cer ta in privileges. T h e y can go anywhere, challenge 

anyone, as long as they're b o l d enough and s t rong e n o u g h 

to do it. No g o d can be he ld responsible for a hero's 

act ions . W h y d o you t h i n k the gods always opera te t h r o u g h 

h u m a n s ? " 

"You're saying I ' m be ing used." 

" I ' m saying it's no acc iden t P o s e i d o n has c la imed you 

now. It 's a very r isky gamble , b u t he's in a despera te s i tua­

t ion . H e needs you." 

M y d a d needs m e . 

E m o t i o n s rol led a r o u n d ins ide me like b i t s of glass in a 

ka l e idoscope . I d idn ' t k n o w w h e t h e r to feel resentful or 

gra tefu l o r h a p p y o r angry. P o s e i d o n h a d i g n o r e d me for 

twelve years. N o w sudden ly h e n e e d e d m e . 

I l o o k e d at C h i r o n . "You've k n o w n I was Pose idon ' s s o n 

all a long, haven't you?" 

"I h a d my susp ic ions . As I sa id . . . I've s p o k e n to t h e 

Orac le , too ." 

I go t the feeling there was a lo t he wasn't tel l ing me a b o u t 

his p rophecy , b u t I dec ided I couldn ' t w o r r y a b o u t tha t r igh t 

now. After all, I was h o l d i n g back i n f o r m a t i o n t o o . 
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" S o let me get th is s traight ," I said. " I ' m s u p p o s e d go to 

t h e U n d e r w o r l d a n d c o n f r o n t t h e L o r d o f t h e Dead . " 

"Check ," C h i r o n said. 

" F i n d the m o s t powerful w e a p o n in the universe." 

"Check ." 

" A n d get i t back to O l y m p u s before the s u m m e r so l ­

stice, in t en days." 

" T h a t ' s a b o u t r ight." 

I l o o k e d a t Grover , w h o g u l p e d d o w n the ace of hea r t s . 

" D i d I m e n t i o n t ha t M a i n e i s very nice this t i m e of 

year?" he asked weakly. 

" Y o u d o n ' t have to go," I t o l d h i m . " I can't ask t h a t of 
11 

you . 

" O h . . ." He shif ted his hooves . " N o . . . it's jus t t h a t 

satyrs a n d u n d e r g r o u n d places . . . well . . ." 

H e t o o k a d e e p b rea th , t h e n s t o o d , b r u s h i n g t h e sh red ­

d e d cards a n d a l u m i n u m bi t s o f f his T-sh i r t . "You saved my 

life, Percy. I f . . . i f you're se r ious a b o u t w a n t i n g m e a long , 

I won ' t let you down." 

I felt so relieved I w a n t e d to cry, t h o u g h I d idn ' t t h i n k 

t h a t w o u l d be very heroic . Grover was the on ly fr iend I'd 

ever h a d for longer t h a n a few m o n t h s . I wasn' t sure w h a t 

g o o d a satyr c o u l d do against t h e forces of t h e dead , b u t I 

felt be t t e r k n o w i n g he 'd be w i th m e . 

"All t h e way, G-man . " I t u r n e d to C h i r o n . " S o where do 

we go? T h e O r a c l e jus t said to go west." 

" T h e en t rance to the U n d e r w o r l d i s always in the west . 

I t moves f r o m age to age, jus t like O l y m p u s . R i g h t now, o f 

course , it's in America ." 
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" W h e r e ? " 

C h i r o n l o o k e d surpr i sed . " I t h o u g h t t ha t w o u l d b e 

obv ious e n o u g h . T h e en t rance t o t h e U n d e r w o r l d i s i n L o s 

Angeles." 

" O h , " I said. "Na tu ra l ly . So we jus t ge t on a p l a n e — " 

" N o ! " Grover shr ieked. "Percy, w h a t are you th ink ing? 

H a v e you ever been on a p lane in your life?" 

I s h o o k m y head , feeling embar ra s sed . M y m o m h a d 

never t aken me anywhere by p lane . S h e d always said we 

d idn ' t have t h e m o n e y . Besides, he r pa ren t s h a d d ied in a 

p lane crash. 

"Percy, th ink ," C h i r o n said. "You are the s o n of the Sea 

G o d . Your father's b i t t e res t rival i s Z e u s , L o r d of the Sky. 

Y o u r m o t h e r k n e w b e t t e r t h a n t o t r u s t you i n a n a i rp lane . 

Y o u w o u l d be in Zeus ' s d o m a i n . You w o u l d never c o m e 

d o w n again alive." 

O v e r h e a d , l i gh tn ing crackled. T h u n d e r b o o m e d . 

"Okay ," I said, d e t e r m i n e d n o t to l o o k a t t h e s t o r m . 

" S o , I ' ll travel overland." 

" T h a t ' s r ight ," C h i r o n said. " T w o c o m p a n i o n s m a y 

a c c o m p a n y you. Grover i s one . T h e o t h e r has already vol ­

un tee red , i f you will accep t he r help." 

"Gee ," I said, feigning surpr i se . " W h o else w o u l d be 

s t u p i d e n o u g h to vo lun tee r for a ques t l ike th is?" 

T h e air s h i m m e r e d b e h i n d C h i r o n . 

A n n a b e t h b e c a m e visible, s tuff ing her Yankees cap i n t o 

he r b a c k pocke t . 

"I 've been wai t ing a l ong t i m e for a quest , seaweed 

brain ," she said. "Athena i s no fan of P o s e i d o n , b u t i f you're 
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go ing to save the wor ld , I ' m t h e bes t p e r s o n to keep you 

f r o m mess ing up." 

" I f you do say so yourself," I said. "I s u p p o s e you have 

a p lan , wise girl?" 

H e r cheeks co lo red . " D o you w a n t m y he lp o r n o t ? " 

T h e t r u t h was, I d id . I n e e d e d all t h e h e l p I c o u l d get . 

"A tr io," I said. " T h a t ' l l work." 

"Excellent ," C h i r o n said. " T h i s a f t e rnoon , we can take 

y o u as far as t h e b u s t e r m i n a l in M a n h a t t a n . Af ter tha t , y o u 

are on your own." 

L i g h t n i n g f l a s h e d . R a i n p o u r e d d o w n o n t h e m e a d o w s 

t h a t were never s u p p o s e d to have v io lent weather . 

" N o t i m e to waste," C h i r o n said. " I t h i n k you s h o u l d all 

get packing." 
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I t d idn ' t t ake me l o n g to pack. I dec ided to leave t h e M i n o ­

taur h o r n in my cabin, which left me on ly an extra change 

of c lo thes a n d a t o o t h b r u s h to s tu f f in a backpack Grover 

h a d f o u n d for m e . 

T h e c a m p s tore l o a n e d m e one h u n d r e d dol lars i n m o r ­

ta l m o n e y a n d t w e n t y go lden d r a c h m a s . T h e s e co ins were a s 

b ig as Gir l S c o u t cookies and h a d images o f var ious G r e e k 

gods s t a m p e d o n o n e side a n d t h e E m p i r e S ta te Bui ld ing o n 

t h e o ther . T h e anc ien t m o r t a l d r a c h m a s h a d b e e n silver, 

C h i r o n t o l d us , b u t O l y m p i a n s never u sed less t h a n p u r e 

gold . C h i r o n said t h e coins m i g h t c o m e in h a n d y for n o n -

m o r t a l t r a n s a c t i o n s — w h a t e v e r t h a t m e a n t . H e gave 

A n n a b e t h a n d me each a can teen of nec ta r a n d a Z i p l o c bag 

full o f a m b r o s i a squares , to be used only in emergencies , i f 

we were ser iously h u r t . I t was g o d food, C h i r o n r e m i n d e d 

us . I t w o u l d cure us of a lmos t any injury, b u t i t was le thal 

t o m o r t a l s . T o o m u c h o f i t w o u l d m a k e a h a l f - b l o o d very, 

very feverish. An overdose w o u l d b u r n us up , literally. 

A n n a b e t h was b r i n g i n g he r magic Yankees cap, w h i c h 

she t o l d me h a d been a twe l f th -b i r t hday p re sen t f rom her 

m o m . She car r ied a b o o k on f amous classical archi tec ture , 

w r i t t e n i n A n c i e n t Greek , t o read w h e n she g o t bo red , a n d 
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a l o n g b r o n z e knife, h i d d e n in he r sh i r t sleeve. I was sure the 

knife w o u l d get us bus t ed t h e first t i m e we w e n t t h r o u g h a 

me ta l de tec tor . 

Grover wore his fake feet a n d h i s p a n t s to pass as 

h u m a n . He wore a green ras ta-s tyle cap, because w h e n i t 

ra ined his curly ha i r f la t tened a n d you cou ld jus t see t h e t ips 

o f his h o r n s . H i s b r i g h t o range backpack was full o f scrap 

me ta l a n d apples to snack o n . In his pocke t was a set of reed 

p ipes his d a d d y goa t h a d carved for h im , even t h o u g h he 

only k n e w t w o songs : M o z a r t ' s P i a n o C o n c e r t o n o . 1 2 a n d 

H i l a r y D u f f ' s " S o Yesterday," b o t h o f which s o u n d e d 

p re t t y b a d on reed p ipes . 

W e waved good -bye t o t h e o t h e r campers , t o o k o n e last 

l o o k a t t h e s t r awbe r ry f i e lds , t h e ocean, a n d t h e Big H o u s e , 

t h e n h i k e d u p H a l f - B l o o d H i l l t o t h e tal l p i n e t ree t h a t u sed 

t o b e T h a l i a , d a u g h t e r o f Z e u s . 

C h i r o n was wai t ing for us in his wheelchair . N e x t to 

h i m s t o o d t h e surfer d u d e I 'd seen w h e n I was recovering in 

the sick r o o m . A c c o r d i n g to Grover, the guy was the camp's 

h e a d of security. He supposed ly h a d eyes all over his b o d y 

so he c o u l d never be su rpr i sed . Today , t h o u g h , he was wear­

ing a chauffeur 's u n i f o r m , so I c o u l d only see extra peepers 

on his h a n d s , face a n d neck. 

" T h i s i s Argus ," C h i r o n t o l d m e . " H e will drive you 

i n t o t h e city, and , er, well, keep an eye on th ings ." 

I hea rd foo t s t eps b e h i n d u s . 

L u k e came r u n n i n g up the hill, car ry ing a pa i r o f bas ­

ketbal l shoes . 

" H e y ! " he p a n t e d . " G l a d I c augh t you." 
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A n n a b e t h b lushed , the way she always d i d w h e n L u k e 

was a r o u n d . 

"Just w a n t e d to say g o o d luck," L u k e t o l d m e . " A n d I 

t h o u g h t . . . um, m a y b e you c o u l d use these." 

H e h a n d e d m e t h e sneakers , w h i c h l o o k e d p re t t y n o r ­

mal . T h e y even smel led k i n d o f n o r m a l . 

L u k e said, "Maia!" 

W h i t e bird 's wings s p r o u t e d o u t o f t h e heels , s t a r t l ing 

m e s o m u c h , I d r o p p e d t h e m . T h e shoes f l apped a r o u n d o n 

t h e g r o u n d un t i l t he wings fo lded u p a n d d i sappeared . 

"Awesome!" Grover said. 

L u k e smi led . " T h o s e served me well w h e n I was on my 

ques t . Gi f t f rom D a d . O f course , I don ' t use t h e m m u c h 

these days. . . ." H i s express ion t u r n e d sad. 

I d idn ' t k n o w w h a t to say. I t was c o o l e n o u g h t ha t L u k e 

h a d c o m e to say g o o d - b y e . I 'd been afraid he m i g h t r e sen t 

me for ge t t ing so m u c h a t t e n t i o n t h e last few days . Bu t he re 

h e was giving m e a m a g i c gift. . . . I t m a d e m e b lush a l m o s t 

as m u c h as A n n a b e t h . 

"Hey , man , " I said. " T h a n k s . " 

"L i s ten , Percy . . ." L u k e l o o k e d u n c o m f o r t a b l e . "A lo t 

of h o p e s are r id ing on you. So jus t . . . kill s o m e m o n s t e r s 

for m e , okay?" 

W e s h o o k h a n d s . L u k e p a t t e d Grover 's h e a d be tween his 

h o r n s , t h e n gave a g o o d - b y e h u g to A n n a b e t h , w h o l o o k e d 

like she m i g h t pass o u t . 

After L u k e was gone , I t o l d her, "You're hype rven t i ­

lating." 

" A m not ." 
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"You let h i m capture the f lag ins tead of you, d idn ' t you?" 

" O h . . . why do I w a n t to go anywhere w i t h you, 

Percy?" 

She s t o m p e d d o w n t h e o t h e r s ide o f the hill , where a 

wh i t e S U V wai ted o n the s h o u l d e r o f t h e r o a d . Argus fol­

lowed, j ingl ing his car keys. 

I p icked up the f ly ing shoes a n d h a d a s u d d e n b a d 

feeling. I l o o k e d at C h i r o n . "I won ' t be able to use these , 

wil l I?" 

H e s h o o k his head . " L u k e m e a n t well, Percy. Bu t t ak ing 

to the air . . . t h a t w o u l d n o t be wise for you." 

I n o d d e d , d i s a p p o i n t e d , b u t t h e n I go t an idea. " H e y , 

Grover . You w a n t a magic i t em?" 

H i s eyes li t u p . " M e ? " 

P re t t y s o o n we'd laced t h e sneakers over his fake feet, 

a n d the world 's first f ly ing goa t boy was ready for l aunch . 

"Maia!" he s h o u t e d . 

He go t o f f t h e g r o u n d okay, b u t t h e n fell over sideways 

s o his backpack dragged t h r o u g h t h e grass . T h e winged 

shoes k e p t b u c k i n g u p a n d d o w n like t iny b r o n c o s . 

"Pract ice ," C h i r o n called after h i m . " Y o u jus t need 

prac t ice!" 

"Aaaaa!" Grover wen t f ly ing sideways d o w n the hil l like 

a possessed l awn mower , h e a d i n g t oward the van. 

Before I c o u l d follow, C h i r o n caugh t my a r m . " I s h o u l d 

have t r a ined you bet ter , Percy," he said. " I f on ly I h a d m o r e 

t ime . He rcu l e s , J a s o n — t h e y all go t m o r e training." 

" T h a t ' s okay. I jus t w i s h — " 

I s t o p p e d mysel f because I was a b o u t to s o u n d like a 
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bra t . I was wish ing my d a d h a d given me a coo l mag ic i t em 

to h e l p on t h e ques t , s o m e t h i n g a s g o o d a s Luke 's flying 

shoes , or A n n a b e t h ' s invisible cap. 

" W h a t am I t h ink ing?" C h i r o n cried. " I can't let you get 

away w i t h o u t this ." 

He pu l l ed a pen f r o m his coa t p o c k e t a n d h a n d e d i t t o 

m e . I t was an o rd ina ry d i sposab le ba l lpo in t , black ink, 

removable cap. P r o b a b l y cos t t h i r t y cents . 

"Gee ," I said. " T h a n k s . " 

"Percy, that 's a gift f rom your father. I've k e p t it for 

years, n o t k n o w i n g you were w h o I was wai t ing for. But the 

p r o p h e c y i s clear to me now. Y o u are t h e one." 

I r e m e m b e r e d t h e field t r i p to the M e t r o p o l i t a n 

M u s e u m o f Ar t , w h e n I'd vapor i zed M r s . D o d d s . C h i r o n 

h a d t h r o w n me a p e n t ha t t u r n e d i n t o a sword. C o u l d th is 

be . . . ? 

I t o o k o f f t h e cap, a n d the p e n g rew longer a n d heavier 

in my h a n d . In ha l f a second , I he ld a s h i m m e r i n g b r o n z e 

sword w i th a d o u b l e - e d g e d blade , a l e a the r -wrapped g r ip , 

a n d a f lat hi l t r iveted w i th go ld s tuds . I t was the f i rs t 

w e a p o n t h a t actually felt ba lanced in my h a n d . 

" T h e sword has a l o n g a n d t ragic h i s t o r y t h a t we n e e d 

n o t go into," C h i r o n t o l d me . " I t s n a m e i s A n a k l u s m o s . " 

" ' R i p t i d e , ' " I t rans la ted , su rp r i sed the A n c i e n t Greek 

c a m e so easily. 

" U s e i t on ly for emergencies," C h i r o n said, " a n d only 

against m o n s t e r s . N o he ro s h o u l d h a r m m o r t a l s unless 

absolu te ly necessary, o f course , b u t th is sword wou ldn ' t 

h a r m t h e m in any case." 
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I l o o k e d a t t h e wickedly s h a r p b lade . " W h a t do you 

m e a n i t wou ldn ' t h a r m mor ta l s? H o w c o u l d i t n o t ? " 

" T h e sword i s celestial b r o n z e . F o r g e d by t h e Cyclopes , 

t e m p e r e d i n the h e a r t o f M o u n t E t n a , coo led i n t h e River 

Le the . It 's deadly to m o n s t e r s , to any creature f r o m t h e 

U n d e r w o r l d , p r o v i d e d they don ' t kil l you first. But the b lade 

will pass t h r o u g h m o r t a l s like an i l lus ion. T h e y s imply are 

n o t i m p o r t a n t e n o u g h for t h e b lade to kill . A n d I s h o u l d 

w a r n you: as a d e m i g o d , y o u can be ki l led by e i ther celestial 

o r n o r m a l w e a p o n s . Y o u are twice as vulnerable." 

" G o o d t o know." 

" N o w recap t h e pen." 

I t o u c h e d t h e p e n cap to the sword t i p a n d ins tan t ly 

R i p t i d e sh rank to a b a l l p o i n t p e n again. I t ucked i t in my 

pocke t , a l i t t le ne rvous , because I was f amous for los ing 

p e n s a t schoo l . 

" Y o u can't," C h i r o n said. 

"Can ' t wha t ? " 

" L o s e t h e pen," he said. " I t i s enchan ted . I t will always 

r eappea r in your pocke t . T r y it." 

I was wary, b u t I t h r e w the p e n as far as I c o u l d d o w n 

t h e hil l a n d wa tched i t d i s appea r in t h e grass . 

" I t m a y take a few m o m e n t s , " C h i r o n t o l d m e . " N o w 

check your pocket ." 

Sure e n o u g h , the p e n was there . 

"Okay , that ' s extremely cool ," I a d m i t t e d . " B u t w h a t if a 

m o r t a l sees me pu l l i ng o u t a sword?" 

C h i r o n smi led . " M i s t is a powerfu l t h ing , Percy." 

" M i s t ? " 
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"Yes. R e a d The Iliad. It's full of references to the stuff. 

W h e n e v e r divine o r m o n s t r o u s e lements mix w i th the m o r ­

ta l wor ld , they genera te M i s t , which obscures t h e vis ion o f 

h u m a n s . Y o u will see th ings jus t as t hey are, be ing a half-

b l o o d , b u t h u m a n s will i n t e rp re t t h ings qu i t e differently. 

R e m a r k a b l e , really, t h e l eng ths to wh ich h u m a n s will go to 

fit t h ings i n t o the i r vers ion of reality." 

I p u t R i p t i d e back in my pocke t . 

F o r the first t ime , t h e ques t felt real. I was actually leav­

ing H a l f - B l o o d Hi l l . I was h e a d i n g west w i t h no adu l t 

superv is ion , no b a c k u p p lan , n o t even a cell p h o n e . ( C h i r o n 

said cell p h o n e s were t raceable by m o n s t e r s ; i f we used one , 

i t w o u l d be worse t h a n send ing up a f la re . ) I h a d no w e a p o n 

s t ronger t h a n a sword to f igh t o f f m o n s t e r s a n d reach the 

L a n d o f t h e D e a d . 

" C h i r o n . . . " I said. " W h e n you say t h e g o d s are i m m o r ­

tal . . . I m e a n , there was a t i m e before t h e m , r igh t?" 

" F o u r ages before t h e m , actually. T h e T i m e o f t h e 

T i t a n s was the F o u r t h Age, s o m e t i m e s called t h e G o l d e n 

Age, wh ich is definitely a m i s n o m e r . T h i s , t h e t ime of 

W e s t e r n civi l izat ion a n d the ru le o f Z e u s , i s the F i f th Age." 

" S o w h a t was it l ike . . . before the gods?" 

C h i r o n p u r s e d his l ips. " E v e n I am n o t o ld e n o u g h to 

r e m e m b e r tha t , child, b u t I k n o w i t was a t i m e of da rkness 

a n d savagery for m o r t a l s . K r o n o s , the l o rd o f t h e T i t a n s , 

called his reign the G o l d e n Age because m e n lived i n n o c e n t 

a n d free of all knowledge . Bu t t ha t was mere p r o p a g a n d a . 

T h e T i t a n k i n g cared n o t h i n g for your k i n d except a s a p p e ­

t izers or a source of cheap e n t e r t a i n m e n t . I t was only in t h e 
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early re ign o f L o r d Z e u s , w h e n P r o m e t h e u s t h e g o o d T i t a n 

b r o u g h t fire to m a n k i n d , t h a t y o u r species began to 

p rogress , a n d even t h e n P r o m e t h e u s was b r a n d e d a radical 

th inker . Z e u s p u n i s h e d h i m severely, a s you m a y recall. Of 

course , eventually the gods w a r m e d t o h u m a n s , a n d W e s t e r n 

civi l izat ion was b o r n . " 

"Bu t t h e gods can't d ie now, r ight? I m e a n , as l o n g as 

W e s t e r n civi l izat ion is alive, they're alive. So . . . even if I 

failed, n o t h i n g c o u l d h a p p e n so b a d i t w o u l d mess up every­

thing, r igh t?" 

C h i r o n gave me a me lancho ly smile . " N o o n e k n o w s 

h o w l o n g t h e Age o f t h e W e s t will last, Percy. T h e gods are 

i m m o r t a l , yes. But then , so were t h e T i t a n s . They still exist, 

locked away in the i r var ious p r i sons , forced to endure e n d ­

less pa in a n d p u n i s h m e n t , r educed in power, b u t still very 

m u c h alive. M a y t h e Fates fo rb id t h a t t h e gods s h o u l d ever 

suffer such a d o o m , or t h a t we s h o u l d ever r e t u r n to the 

da rkness a n d chaos of the pas t . All we can d o , child, i s fol­

low o u r destiny." 

" O u r des t iny . . . a s suming we k n o w w h a t t ha t is." 

"Relax," C h i r o n t o l d m e . " K e e p a clear head . A n d 

r e m e m be r , you m a y be a b o u t to p revent the b igges t war in 

h u m a n history." 

"Relax," I said. " I ' m very relaxed." 

W h e n I go t to t h e b o t t o m of t h e hill , I l o o k e d back. 

U n d e r the p i n e tree t ha t u s e d t o b e T h a l i a , d a u g h t e r o f 

Z e u s , C h i r o n was n o w s t a n d i n g in full h o r s e - m a n fo rm, 

h o l d i n g his b o w h igh in sa lute . Jus t your typica l s u m m e r -

c a m p s e n d - o f f by y o u r typica l centaur . 
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Argus drove u s o u t o f the c o u n t r y s i d e a n d i n t o wes te rn 

L o n g Is land . I t felt weird to be on a h ighway again, 

A n n a b e t h a n d Grover s i t t ing next to me as i f we were n o r ­

m a l ca rpoo le r s . After t w o weeks a t H a l f - B l o o d H i l l , t he real 

wor ld seemed like a fantasy. I f o u n d mysel f s ta r ing at every 

M c D o n a l d ' s , every k i d in t h e b a c k o f h i s pa r en t s ' car, every 

b i l l boa rd a n d s h o p p i n g mal l . 

" S o far so good ," I t o l d A n n a b e t h . " T e n miles a n d n o t 

a single mons te r . " 

She gave me an i r r i t a t ed l ook . "It 's b a d luck to talk t h a t 

way, seaweed brain." 

" R e m i n d m e a g a i n — w h y d o you h a t e m e s o m u c h ? " 

" I don ' t ha te you." 

"Cou ld 've fooled me." 

She fo lded her cap of invisibility. " L o o k . . . we're jus t 

n o t s u p p o s e d to get a long , okay? O u r p a r e n t s are rivals." 

" W h y ? " 

S h e s ighed. " H o w m a n y reasons d o y o u want? O n e t i m e 

m y m o m caugh t P o s e i d o n w i t h his gir l fr iend i n Athena ' s 

t e m p l e , wh ich is hugely d isrespectful . A n o t h e r t ime , A t h e n a 

a n d P o s e i d o n c o m p e t e d t o b e t h e p a t r o n g o d for t h e ci ty o f 

A t h e n s . Your d a d crea ted s o m e s tup id sal twater sp r ing for 

his gift. M y m o m crea ted the olive tree. T h e p e o p l e saw t h a t 

he r gift was bet ter , so they n a m e d the ci ty after her." 

" T h e y m u s t really like olives." 

" O h , forget it." 

" N o w , i f she'd invented p izza— tha t I c o u l d unde r s t and . " 

"I said, forget it!" 
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In t h e f ront seat, Argus smiled. He d idn ' t say any th ing , 

b u t o n e b lue eye o n t h e back o f his neck w i n k e d a t m e . 

Traffic s lowed us d o w n in Q u e e n s . By the t i m e we go t 

i n t o M a n h a t t a n i t was sunse t a n d s t a r t i ng to ra in . 

Argus d r o p p e d u s a t t h e G r e y h o u n d S t a t i o n o n the 

U p p e r E a s t S ide , n o t far f r o m m y m o m a n d Gabe ' s a p a r t ­

m e n t . T a p e d to a ma i lbox was a soggy flyer w i t h my p ic tu re 

on it: HAVE Y O U SEEN T H I S BOY? 

I r i p p e d i t d o w n before A n n a b e t h a n d Grover c o u l d 

no t ice . 

Argus u n l o a d e d o u r bags , m a d e sure we go t o u r bus 

t ickets , t h e n drove away, t h e eye on the back of his h a n d 

o p e n i n g t o wa tch u s a s h e p u l l e d o u t o f t h e p a r k i n g lo t . 

I t h o u g h t a b o u t h o w close I was to my o l d a p a r t m e n t . 

O n a n o r m a l day, m y m o m w o u l d b e h o m e f r o m t h e candy 

s tore by now. Smelly G a b e was p robab ly up there r igh t now, 

p laying poker , n o t even miss ing her. 

Grover s h o u l d e r e d his backpack . H e gazed d o w n the 

s treet in t h e d i r ec t ion I was l ook ing . "You w a n t to k n o w 

why she m a r r i e d h im , Percy?" 

I s ta red a t h i m . " W e r e you read ing my m i n d o r s o m e ­

th ing?" 

"Just y o u r emot ions . " He sh rugged . " G u e s s I forgot to 

tel l y o u satyrs can d o t h a t . Y o u were t h i n k i n g a b o u t y o u r 

m o m a n d your s t e p d a d , r igh t?" 

I n o d d e d , w o n d e r i n g w h a t else Grover might 've forgot­

t en to tell m e . 

" Y o u r m o m m a r r i e d G a b e for you" Grover t o l d me . 

"You call h i m 'Smelly,' b u t you've g o t no idea. T h e guy has 
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th is aura. . . . Yuck. I can smell h i m f r o m here. I can smel l 

t races of h i m on you, a n d you haven't been near h i m for a 

week." 

" T h a n k s , " I said. " W h e r e ' s t h e nearest shower?" 

"You s h o u l d be grateful , Percy. Y o u r s tepfa ther smel ls 

so repulsively h u m a n he c o u l d m a s k t h e presence o f any 

d e m i g o d . As s o o n as I t o o k a whi f f ins ide his C a m a r o , I 

k n e w : G a b e has been covering your scent for years. I f you 

hadn ' t lived w i t h h i m every s u m m e r , y o u p r o b a b l y would 've 

been f o u n d by m o n s t e r s a l o n g t ime ago. Your m o m stayed 

w i t h h i m to p r o t e c t you. She was a s m a r t lady. She must 've 

loved you a lo t t o p u t up w i th t ha t g u y — i f t ha t makes y o u 

feel any bet ter ." 

I t d idn ' t , b u t I forced myse l f n o t to s h o w it. I ' l l see he r 

again, I t h o u g h t . She isn't gone . 

I w o n d e r e d i f Grover c o u l d still read my e m o t i o n s , 

mixed up as they were. I was glad he a n d A n n a b e t h were 

w i t h m e , b u t I felt gui l ty t h a t I hadn ' t been s t ra igh t w i th 

t h e m . I hadn ' t t o l d t h e m the real reason I'd said yes to th is 

crazy ques t . 

T h e t r u t h was, I d idn ' t care a b o u t retr ieving Zeus ' s 

l igh tn ing bol t , or saving the wor ld , or even he lp ing my father 

o u t o f t roub le . T h e m o r e I t h o u g h t a b o u t it, I r esen ted 

P o s e i d o n for never visi t ing m e , never he lp ing my m o m , 

never even send ing a lousy c h i l d - s u p p o r t check. H e ' d on ly 

c la imed me because he n e e d e d a j o b d o n e . 

A l l I cared a b o u t was my m o m . H a d e s h a d taken he r 

unfairly, a n d H a d e s was go ing to give her back. 

You will be betrayed by one who calls you a friend, t h e O r a c l e 
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whispe red in my m i n d . You will fail to save what matters most in 

the end. 

Shut up, I t o l d it. 

T h e ra in k e p t c o m i n g d o w n . 

We go t restless wai t ing for t h e b u s a n d dec ided to p lay 

s o m e H a c k y Sack w i t h one o f Grover 's apples . A n n a b e t h 

was unbel ievable . She c o u l d b o u n c e t h e app le o f f he r knee , 

he r elbow, he r shoulder , whatever . I wasn' t t o o b a d myself. 

T h e g a m e e n d e d w h e n I t o s sed t h e app le toward Grover 

a n d i t go t t o o close t o his m o u t h . I n o n e m e g a goa t b i te , o u r 

H a c k y Sack d i s a p p e a r e d — c o r e , s tem, a n d all. 

Grover b lushed . H e t r i ed t o apo log ize , b u t A n n a b e t h 

a n d I were t o o busy cracking u p . 

Final ly t h e bus came. As we s t o o d in l ine to boa rd , 

Grover s t a r t e d l o o k i n g a r o u n d , sniffing the air like he 

smel led his favorite s choo l cafeteria de l i cacy—ench i l adas . 

" W h a t is i t?" I asked. 

" I don ' t know," he said tensely. " M a y b e it's no th ing . " 

But I c o u l d tell i t wasn' t n o t h i n g . I s t a r t ed l o o k i n g over 

m y shou lder , t o o . 

I was relieved w h e n we finally go t on b o a r d a n d f o u n d 

seats t oge the r i n t h e back o f the bus . We s towed o u r back­

packs . A n n a b e t h k e p t s l app ing her Yankees cap nervous ly 

against he r th igh . 

As t h e last passengers go t on , A n n a b e t h c l a m p e d he r 

h a n d o n t o m y knee . "Percy." 

An o l d lady h a d jus t b o a r d e d the bus . She wore a c r u m ­

p l e d velvet dress, lace gloves, a n d a shapeless o range -kn i t h a t 
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t h a t s h a d o w e d her face, a n d she carr ied a b ig paisley pur se . 

W h e n she t i l t ed her h e a d up , he r black eyes gl i t tered, a n d 

my h e a r t s k i p p e d a beat . 

I t was M r s . D o d d s . O lde r , m o r e wi thered , b u t def in­

itely t h e same evil face. 

I s c r u n c h e d d o w n in my seat. 

Beh ind her came t w o m o r e o l d ladies: o n e in a green hat , 

o n e in a p u r p l e ha t . O t h e r w i s e they l o o k e d exactly like M r s . 

D o d d s — s a m e gnar led hands , paisley h a n d b a g s , wr ink led 

velvet dresses. T r ip l e t d e m o n g r a n d m o t h e r s . 

T h e y sat i n the f ront row, r igh t b e h i n d the driver. T h e 

t w o on the aisle c rossed the i r legs over t h e walkway, m a k i n g 

an X. I t was casual e n o u g h , b u t i t sen t a clear message: 

n o b o d y leaves. 

T h e b u s pu l l ed o u t o f t h e s ta t ion , a n d w e h e a d e d 

t h r o u g h the slick s treets o f M a n h a t t a n . "She d idn ' t s tay 

d e a d long," I said, t ry ing to keep my voice f rom quivering. 

"I t h o u g h t you said they cou ld be d ispe l led for a life-

t ime . 

"I said if you're lucky" A n n a b e t h said. "You're obvi ­

ously not . " 

"All th ree of them," Grover w h i m p e r e d . "Di immortales!" 

"It 's okay," A n n a b e t h said, obvious ly t h i n k i n g hard . 

" T h e F u r i e s . T h e t h r e e w o r s t m o n s t e r s f r o m t h e 

U n d e r w o r l d . N o p r o b l e m . N o p r o b l e m . We ' l l jus t slip o u t 

t h e windows ." 

" T h e y don ' t open ," Grover m o a n e d . 

"A back exit?" she suggested. 

T h e r e wasn' t one . Even i f the re h a d been, i t wou ldn ' t 
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have he lped . By t h a t t ime , we were on N i n t h Avenue, h e a d ­

ing for the L i n c o l n T u n n e l . 

" T h e y won ' t a t tack us w i t h wi tnesses a round , " I said. 

" W i l l they?" 

" M o r t a l s don ' t have g o o d eyes," A n n a b e t h r e m i n d e d 

m e . " T h e i r b ra ins can only process w h a t they see t h r o u g h 

t h e Mis t . " 

" T h e y ' l l see th ree o ld ladies ki l l ing us , won ' t they?" 

She t h o u g h t a b o u t it. " H a r d to say. But we can't 

c o u n t on m o r t a l s for he lp . M a y b e an emergency exit in 

t h e r o o f . . . ? " 

W e h i t t he L i n c o l n T u n n e l , a n d t h e b u s wen t da rk 

except for t h e r u n n i n g l ights d o w n the aisle. I t was eerily 

qu ie t w i t h o u t the s o u n d o f t h e rain. 

M r s . D o d d s go t u p . In a flat voice, as i f she'd rehearsed 

it, she a n n o u n c e d to the w h o l e bus : " I need to use t h e rest-

room." 

" S o do I," said t h e s econd sister. 

" S o do I," sa id t h e t h i r d sister. 

T h e y all s t a r t ed c o m i n g d o w n t h e aisle. 

"I've g o t it," A n n a b e t h said. "Percy, take my hat." 

" W h a t ? " 

"You're the o n e they wan t . T u r n invisible a n d go up the 

aisle. Le t t h e m pass you. M a y b e you can get t o t h e f ront and 

get away." 

"But y o u g u y s — " 

"The re ' s an ou t s ide chance they m i g h t n o t no t i ce us," 

A n n a b e t h said. "You're a s o n of o n e of t h e Big T h r e e . Your 

smel l m i g h t be overpowering." 
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"I can't jus t leave you." 

" D o n ' t w o r r y a b o u t us," Grover said. " G o ! " 

My h a n d s t r embled . I felt like a coward, b u t I t o o k t h e 

Yankees cap a n d p u t i t on . 

W h e n I l o o k e d down , my b o d y wasn't the re anymore . 

I s t a r t ed creeping up the aisle. I m a n a g e d to get up t en 

rows, t hen d u c k i n t o an e m p t y seat just as the Fur ies walked 

pas t . 

M r s . D o d d s s t o p p e d , sniffing, a n d l o o k e d s t ra igh t a t 

m e . M y h e a r t was p o u n d i n g . 

Appa ren t l y she d idn ' t see anyth ing . She a n d her sisters 

k e p t go ing . 

I was free. I m a d e i t to the f ront of t h e bus . We were 

a l m o s t t h r o u g h t h e L i n c o l n T u n n e l now. I was a b o u t to 

press t h e emergency s t o p b u t t o n w h e n I hea rd h i d e o u s wail­

ing f rom t h e back row. 

T h e o l d ladies were n o t o l d ladies anymore . T h e i r faces 

were still t he s a m e — I guess t h o s e cou ldn ' t get any u g l i e r — 

b u t the i r b o d i e s h a d shriveled in to lea thery b r o w n hag b o d ­

ies w i t h bat 's wings a n d h a n d s a n d feet like gargoyle claws. 

T h e i r h a n d b a g s h a d t u r n e d i n t o fiery whips . 

T h e Fur ies s u r r o u n d e d Grover a n d A n n a b e t h , l ash ing 

the i r wh ips , hissing: " W h e r e is it? W h e r e ? " 

T h e o t h e r peop l e o n the bus were screaming, cowering 

in the i r seats. T h e y saw something, all r ight . 

" H e ' s n o t here!" A n n a b e t h yelled. " H e ' s gone!" 

T h e Fur ies ra ised the i r wh ips . 

A n n a b e t h d rew her b r o n z e knife. Grover g r a b b e d a t in 

can f rom his snack bag a n d p r e p a r e d to t h r o w it. 
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W h a t I d i d next was so impuls ive a n d dange rous I 

should 've been n a m e d A D H D p o s t e r chi ld o f the year. 

T h e b u s driver was d is t rac ted , t ry ing to see w h a t was 

go ing on in his rearview m i r r o r . 

Sti l l invisible, I g r a b b e d t h e wheel f r o m h i m a n d jerked 

i t to t h e left. E v e r y b o d y h o w l e d as they were t h r o w n to the 

r ight , a n d I hea rd w h a t I h o p e d was t h e s o u n d of three 

Fur ies s m a s h i n g against t h e w i n d o w s . 

" H e y ! " t h e driver yelled. " H e y — w h o a ! " 

W e wres t led for t h e wheel . T h e bus s l a m m e d agains t the 

s ide of t h e tunne l , g r i n d i n g meta l , t h r o w i n g sparks a mi le 

b e h i n d us . 

W e careened o u t o f t h e L i n c o l n T u n n e l a n d back in to 

t h e r a i n s t o r m , p e o p l e a n d m o n s t e r s tossed a r o u n d the bus , 

cars p l o w e d aside like bowl ing p ins . 

S o m e h o w t h e driver f o u n d an exit. We s h o t o f f the 

highway, t h r o u g h ha l f a d o z e n traffic l ights , a n d e n d e d up 

ba r re l ing d o w n o n e o f t h o s e N e w Jersey ru ra l roads where 

you can't believe there's so m u c h n o t h i n g r igh t across the 

river f r o m N e w York . T h e r e were w o o d s t o o u r left, t he 

H u d s o n River t o o u r r ight , a n d t h e driver seemed t o b e 

veering toward t h e river. 

A n o t h e r grea t idea: I h i t t h e emergency brake . 

T h e bus wailed, s p u n a full circle on t h e wet asphal t , 

a n d c rashed i n t o t h e trees. T h e emergency l ights came on . 

T h e d o o r f l e w o p e n . T h e bus driver was t h e first one out , 

t he passengers yelling as they s t a m p e d e d after h i m . I 

s t e p p e d i n t o the driver's seat a n d le t t h e m pass . 

T h e Fur ies rega ined the i r ba lance . T h e y lashed the i r 
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w h i p s a t A n n a b e t h while she waved her knife a n d yelled 

in A n c i e n t Greek , te l l ing t h e m to back off. Grover t h r e w t in 

cans . 

I l o o k e d at t h e o p e n d o o r w a y I was free to go, b u t I 

cou ldn ' t leave my fr iends. I t o o k o f f t h e invisible cap . 

" H e y ! " 

T h e Fur ies t u r n e d , ba r ing the i r yel low fangs a t m e , a n d 

t h e exit sudden ly s eemed like an excellent idea. M r s . D o d d s 

s ta lked up t h e aisle, jus t a s she used to do in class, a b o u t to 

deliver my F— m a t h test . Every t ime she f l icked her wh ip , 

red f l ames danced a long t h e b a r b e d leather . 

H e r t w o ugly sisters h o p p e d o n t o p o f t h e seats o n 

e i ther s ide o f he r a n d crawled toward me like huge nas ty 

l izards . 

"Perseus Jackson," M r s . D o d d s said, i n an accent t h a t 

was definitely f rom s o m e w h e r e far ther s o u t h t h a n Georg ia . 

" Y o u have o f fended the gods . You shall die." 

"I l iked you be t t e r as a m a t h teacher," I t o l d her. 

She g rowled . 

A n n a b e t h and Grover m o v e d u p b e h i n d the Fur ies cau­

tiously, l o o k i n g for an open ing . 

I t o o k t h e b a l l p o i n t p e n o u t o f m y p o c k e t a n d u n ­

c a p p e d it. R i p t i d e e longa ted i n t o a s h i m m e r i n g d o u b l e -

edged sword. 

T h e Fur i e s hes i ta ted . 

M r s . D o d d s h a d felt R i p t i d e s b lade before . She obv i ­

ously d idn ' t like seeing i t again. 

" S u b m i t now," she hissed. " A n d you will n o t suffer 

e te rna l t o r m e n t . " 
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" N i c e try," I t o l d her. 

"Percy, l o o k ou t ! " A n n a b e t h cried. 

M r s . D o d d s l a shed her w h i p a r o u n d m y sword h a n d 

whi le t h e Fur ies on t h e e i ther s ide l unged a t m e . 

My h a n d felt like i t was w r a p p e d in m o l t e n lead, b u t I 

m a n a g e d n o t to d r o p R i p t i d e . I s tuck the F u r y on the left 

w i t h its hi l t , s end ing her t o p p l i n g backward i n t o a seat. I 

t u r n e d a n d sliced t h e F u r y on the r ight . As s o o n a s t h e 

b lade c o n n e c t e d w i t h her neck, she sc reamed a n d exp loded 

i n t o dus t . A n n a b e t h g o t M r s . D o d d s in a wrestler 's h o l d 

a n d yanked her backward whi le Grover r i p p e d t h e w h i p o u t 

o f he r h a n d s . 

"Owl" he yelled. " O w ! H o t ! H o t ! " 

T h e F u r y I'd h i l t - s l a m m e d came a t me again, t a lons 

ready, b u t I swung R i p t i d e a n d she b roke o p e n like a 

p iña ta . 

M r s . D o d d s was t ry ing t o get A n n a b e t h o f f he r back. 

S h e kicked, clawed, h issed a n d bit , b u t A n n a b e t h h e l d on 

whi le Grover go t M r s . D o d d s ' s legs t i ed up in he r o w n w h i p . 

Finally they b o t h shoved he r backward i n t o t h e aisle. M r s . 

D o d d s t r i ed to get u p , b u t she d idn ' t have r o o m to flap her 

b a t wings , so she k e p t falling d o w n . 

" Z e u s will des t roy you!" she p r o m i s e d . " H a d e s will have 

y o u r soul!" 

"Braceas meas vescimini!" I yelled. 

I wasn' t sure where t h e La t in came f rom. I t h i n k i t 

m e a n t " E a t m y pan t s ! " 

T h u n d e r s h o o k t h e b u s . T h e ha i r rose o n the back o f 

m y neck. 
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" G e t ou t ! " A n n a b e t h yelled a t me . " N o w ! " I d idn ' t n e e d 

any encou ragemen t . 

W e r u s h e d ou t s i de a n d f o u n d t h e o t h e r passengers w a n ­

der ing a r o u n d in a daze , a rguing w i th t h e driver, or r u n n i n g 

a r o u n d in circles yelling, "We ' re go ing to die!" A H a w a i i a n -

sh i r t e d t o u r i s t w i t h a camera s n a p p e d my p h o t o g r a p h 

before I c o u l d recap my sword. 

" O u r bags!" Grover real ized. " W e left o u r — " 

BOOOOOM! 

T h e w i n d o w s o f the bus exp loded a s the passengers r an 

for cover. L i g h t n i n g s h r e d d e d a huge cra ter in t h e roof, b u t 

an ang ry wail f rom ins ide t o l d me M r s . D o d d s was n o t yet 

dead . 

" R u n ! " A n n a b e t h said. "She's call ing for re inforce­

m e n t s ! W e have t o get o u t o f here!" 

W e p l u n g e d i n t o t h e w o o d s a s t h e rain p o u r e d d o w n , 

the bus in f lames b e h i n d us , a n d n o t h i n g b u t da rkness 

ahead . 
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In a way, it's n ice to k n o w there are Greek g o d s o u t there , 

because y o u have s o m e b o d y to b l a m e w h e n th ings go 

w r o n g . F o r ins tance , w h e n you're walk ing away f r o m a bus 

that ' s jus t been a t t acked by m o n s t e r hags a n d b l o w n up by 

l igh tn ing , a n d it's ra in ing on t o p o f everything else, m o s t 

p e o p l e m i g h t t h i n k that 's jus t really b a d luck; w h e n you're 

a ha l f -b lood , you u n d e r s t a n d t h a t s o m e divine force really is 

t ry ing to mess up your day. 

So there we were, A n n a b e t h a n d Grover a n d I , walk ing 

t h r o u g h t h e w o o d s a long t h e N e w Jersey r iverbank, the glow 

o f N e w York C i ty m a k i n g the n i g h t sky yellow b e h i n d us , 

a n d t h e smel l o f t h e H u d s o n reek ing i n o u r noses . 

Grover was shivering a n d braying, his b ig goa t eyes 

t u r n e d s l i t -pup i l ed a n d full o f te r ror . " T h r e e Kind ly O n e s . 

Al l th ree a t once ." 

I was p r e t t y m u c h in shock myself. T h e exp los ion of bus 

w i n d o w s sti l l r ang in my ears. But A n n a b e t h k e p t pu l l i ng us 

along, saying: " C o m e on! T h e far ther away we get, t he better." 

"All o u r m o n e y was back there," I r e m i n d e d her. " O u r 

food a n d c lo thes . Everyth ing." 

"Wel l , m a y b e i f you hadn ' t dec ided to j u m p i n t o the 

fight-" 
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" W h a t d i d you w a n t m e t o do? Le t you get ki l led?" 

"You d idn ' t n e e d to p r o t e c t m e , Percy. I would 've been 

fine." 

"Sl iced like s andwich bread," Grover p u t in, " b u t f ine ." 

" S h u t up , goa t boy," said A n n a b e t h . 

Grover brayed mournfu l ly . " T i n cans . . . a perfect ly 

g o o d b a g o f t i n cans." 

W e s l o s h e d across m u s h y g r o u n d , t h r o u g h n a s t y 

tw i s t ed trees t h a t smel led l ike s o u r l aundry . 

After a few m i n u t e s , A n n a b e t h fell i n to l ine next to m e . 

" L o o k , I . . ." H e r voice faltered. "I apprec ia te your c o m i n g 

back for us , okay? T h a t was really brave." 

"We ' re a t eam, r igh t?" 

She was s i lent for a few m o r e s teps . "It 's jus t t ha t i f you 

d ied . . . aside f rom the fact t h a t i t w o u l d really suck for you, 

i t w o u l d m e a n t h e ques t was over. T h i s m a y b e m y on ly 

chance to see the real world." 

T h e t h u n d e r s t o r m h a d f i n a l l y let u p . T h e ci ty glow 

faded b e h i n d us , leaving us in a lmos t t o t a l da rkness . I 

cou ldn ' t see any th ing of A n n a b e t h except a gl int of he r 

b l o n d hair. 

"You haven't left C a m p H a l f - B l o o d since you were 

seven?" I asked her. 

" N o . . . only s h o r t f i e ld t r ips . My d a d — " 

" T h e h i s to ry professor." 

"Yeah. I t d idn ' t w o r k o u t for me living a t h o m e . I m e a n , 

C a m p H a l f - B l o o d i s my h o m e . " She was r u s h i n g her words 

o u t now, as i f she were afraid s o m e b o d y m i g h t t ry to s t o p 

her. "At c a m p you t ra in a n d t ra in . A n d that ' s all coo l 
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a n d everything, b u t t h e real wor ld i s where t h e m o n s t e r s 

are. T h a t ' s where you lea rn w h e t h e r you're any g o o d or 

not ." 

If I d idn ' t k n o w bet ter , I could 've s w o r n I hea rd d o u b t 

in he r voice. 

"You're p r e t t y g o o d w i t h t ha t knife," I said. 

" Y o u t h i n k so?" 

"Anybody w h o can p iggyback - r ide a F u r y is okay 

by me." 

I c o u l d n ' t really see, b u t I t h o u g h t she migh t ' ve 

smi led . 

"You know," she said, " m a y b e I s h o u l d tell you . . . 

S o m e t h i n g funny back on t h e b u s . . ." 

W h a t e v e r she w a n t e d to say was i n t e r r u p t e d by a shri l l 

toot-toot-toot, l ike t h e s o u n d of an owl be ing t o r t u r e d . 

" H e y , my reed p ipes still work!" Grover cried. " I f I 

c o u l d jus t r e m e m b e r a ' f ind p a t h ' song , we c o u l d get o u t of 

these w o o d s ! " 

He puf fed o u t a few no te s , b u t t h e t u n e still s o u n d e d 

suspic iously like H i l a r y Duff. 

In s t ead of f inding a pa th , I immedia te ly s l a m m e d i n t o 

a t ree a n d go t a nice-s ize k n o t on my head . 

A d d to t h e list of supe rpowers I d i d not have: infrared 

vision. 

After t r i p p i n g a n d curs ing a n d generally feeling miser ­

able for a n o t h e r mi le or so, I s t a r t ed to see l ight up ahead: 

t h e colors of a n e o n sign. I c o u l d smel l food . Fr ied , greasy, 

excellent food . I real ized I hadn ' t ea ten any th ing u n h e a l t h y 

since I'd arr ived a t H a l f - B l o o d H i l l , where we lived on 
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grapes , b read , cheese, a n d ex t ra - lean-cut n y m p h - p r e p a r e d 

ba rbecue . T h i s boy n e e d e d a d o u b l e cheeseburger. 

We k e p t walk ing u n t i l I saw a de se r t ed two- l ane r o a d 

t h r o u g h t h e trees. On the o t h e r side was a c l o sed -d o w n gas 

s ta t ion , a t a t t e r ed b i l l boa rd for a 1 9 9 0 s movie , a n d o n e 

o p e n bus iness , wh ich was the source o f t h e n e o n l ight a n d 

t h e g o o d smell . 

I t wasn' t a fas t - food res t au ran t like I'd h o p e d . I t was o n e 

o f t h o s e weird roads ide cur io s h o p s t h a t sell l awn f l amin­

gos a n d w o o d e n I n d i a n s a n d c e m e n t gr izzly bears a n d s tu f f 

l ike tha t . T h e m a i n b u i l d i n g was a long , low warehouse , sur­

r o u n d e d by acres o f s ta tuary. T h e n e o n sign above the gate 

was imposs ib le for me to read, because i f there's any th ing 

worse for my dyslexia t h a n regular Engl i sh , it's r ed cursive 

n e o n Engl i sh . 

To me , it l o o k e d like: ATNYU MES GDERAN GOMEN 

MEPROUIM. 

" W h a t t h e heck does t ha t say?" I asked. 

" I don ' t know," A n n a b e t h said. 

She loved read ing so m u c h , I'd fo rgo t t en she was 

dyslexic, t o o . 

G r o v e r t r a n s l a t e d : " A u n t y E m ' s G a r d e n G n o m e 

E m p o r i u m . " 

F l a n k i n g t h e en t rance , as adver t ised, were t w o c e m e n t 

ga rden g n o m e s , ugly bea rded l i t t le r u n t s , smi l ing a n d wav­

ing, as i f t hey were a b o u t to get the i r p i c tu re t aken . 

I c rossed t h e street , fol lowing the smel l of t h e h a m ­

burgers . 

" H e y . . ." Grover wa rned . 
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" T h e l ights are on inside," A n n a b e t h said. " M a y b e it's 

open ." 

"Snack bar," I said wistfully. 

"Snack bar," she agreed. 

"Are y o u two crazy?" Grover said. " T h i s p lace is weird." 

W e ignored h i m . 

T h e f ron t lo t was a forest o f s ta tues : c e m e n t an imals , 

c e m e n t chi ldren, even a c e m e n t satyr p lay ing the p ipes , 

wh ich gave Grover t h e creeps. 

"Bla~ha~ha!" he b l e a t e d . " L o o k s l ike my U n c l e 

Fe rd inand!" 

W e s t o p p e d a t t h e warehouse doo r . 

" D o n ' t knock ," Grover p leaded . " I smell mons te r s . " 

"Your nose i s c logged up f rom t h e Furies ," A n n a b e t h 

t o l d h i m . "All I smel l is burgers . Aren ' t you h u n g r y ? " 

" M e a t ! " he said scornfully. " I ' m a vegetarian." 

"You eat cheese enchi ladas a n d a l u m i n u m cans," I 

r e m i n d e d h i m . 

" T h o s e are vegetables. C o m e o n . Let 's leave. T h e s e s ta t ­

ues are . . . l o o k i n g at me." 

T h e n the d o o r creaked open , and s tanding in front o f us 

was a tall M i d d l e Eas te rn w o m a n — a t least, I assumed she was 

M i d d l e Eastern, because she wore a l ong black gown tha t cov­

ered everything b u t her hands , and her head was completely 

veiled. H e r eyes gl inted beh ind a cur ta in of black gauze, b u t 

tha t was a b o u t all I could make out . H e r coffee-colored hands 

looked old, b u t well-manicured and elegant, so I imagined she 

was a g r a n d m o t h e r w h o h a d once been a beautiful lady. 

H e r accent s o u n d e d vaguely M i d d l e Eas te rn , t o o . She 
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said, " C h i l d r e n , i t i s t o o late to be o u t all a lone . W h e r e are 

your pa ren t s?" 

" T h e y ' r e . . . um . . ." A n n a b e t h s t a r t ed to say. 

"We ' r e o r p h a n s , " I said. 

" O r p h a n s ? " t h e w o m a n said. T h e w o r d s o u n d e d alien i n 

he r m o u t h . "But , my dears! Surely n o t ! " 

" W e g o t s epa ra t ed f rom o u r caravan," I said. " O u r cir­

cus caravan. T h e r i ngmas t e r t o l d u s t o m e e t h i m a t t h e gas 

s t a t i on i f we go t lost , b u t he m a y have forgot ten , o r m a y b e 

he m e a n t a dif ferent gas s t a t ion . Anyway, we're los t . Is t h a t 

f o o d I smel l?" 

" O h , m y dears," t h e w o m a n said. "You m u s t c o m e in, 

p o o r chi ldren . I a m A u n t y E m . G o s t ra igh t t h r o u g h t o t h e 

back of t h e warehouse , please. T h e r e is a d i n i n g area." 

W e t h a n k e d her a n d w e n t inside. 

A n n a b e t h m u t t e r e d t o m e , "C i r cus caravan?" 

"Always have a strategy, r igh t?" 

"Your h e a d is full of kelp." 

T h e warehouse was filled w i t h m o r e s t a t u e s — p e o p l e i n 

all different poses , wear ing all different outf i ts a n d wi th dif­

ferent expressions on the i r faces. I was t h i n k i n g you'd have 

to have a p r e t t y h u g e garden to fit even o n e of these s ta tues , 

because they were all life-size. But most ly , I was t h i n k i n g 

a b o u t food . 

Go ahead, call me an id io t for wa lk ing i n t o a s t range 

lady's s h o p like t h a t jus t because I was hungry , b u t I do 

impuls ive s tu f f s o m e t i m e s . P lus , you've never smel led A u n t y 

Em' s burgers . T h e a r o m a was like l augh ing gas in the d e n ­

tist 's c h a i r — i t m a d e everyth ing else go away. I barely 
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n o t i c e d Grover 's ne rvous w h i m p e r s , o r the way the s t a tues ' 

eyes seemed to follow me , o r t h e fact t ha t A u n t y Em h a d 

locked t h e d o o r b e h i n d us . 

Al l I cared a b o u t was f inding the d in ing area. A n d sure 

enough , there i t was at t he back of t h e warehouse , a fast-

f o o d c o u n t e r w i t h a grill , a soda founta in , a p re tze l heater , 

a n d a n a c h o cheese d ispenser . E v e r y t h i n g you c o u l d want , 

p l u s a few steel p i cn ic tables o u t f ront . 

"Please , s i t down," A u n t y E m said. 

"Awesome," I said. 

" U m , " Grover said reluctant ly, "we d o n ' t have any 

money , ma ' am. " 

Before I c o u l d jab h i m in t h e r ibs , A u n t y Em said, " N o , 

n o , chi ldren . No m o n e y . T h i s is a special case, yes? I t i s my 

treat , for such nice o rphans . " 

" T h a n k you, ma ' am," A n n a b e t h said. 

A u n t y E m stiffened, a s i f A n n a b e t h h a d d o n e s o m e ­

th ing wrong , b u t t hen the o ld w o m a n relaxed just as quickly, 

so I f igured i t must 've been my imag ina t ion . 

" Q u i t e all r ight , A n n a b e t h , " she said. " Y o u have such 

beaut i fu l gray eyes, child." O n l y later d i d I w o n d e r h o w she 

k n e w A n n a b e t h ' s n a m e , even t h o u g h we h a d never i n t r o ­

d u c e d ourselves. 

O u r hos tess d i s appea red b e h i n d t h e snack c o u n t e r a n d 

s t a r t e d cook ing . Before we k n e w it, she'd b r o u g h t us p las t ic 

trays h e a p e d w i t h d o u b l e cheeseburgers , vanilla shakes, a n d 

X X L servings o f F r e n c h fries. 

I was halfway t h r o u g h my burger before I r e m e m b e r e d 

t o b rea the . 
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A n n a b e t h s l u r p e d he r shake. 

Grover p icked a t t h e fries, a n d eyed t h e tray's waxed 

p a p e r l iner as i f he m i g h t go for tha t , b u t he still l o o k e d t o o 

ne rvous to eat. 

" W h a t ' s t ha t h iss ing noise?" he asked. 

I l i s tened, b u t d idn ' t hear anyth ing . A n n a b e t h s h o o k he r 

head . 

" H i s s i n g ? " A u n t y E m asked. "Pe rhaps y o u hear t h e 

deep-f ryer oil . You have keen ears, Grover." 

" I take v i t amins . F o r my ears." 

" T h a t ' s admirable ," she said. "Bu t please, relax." 

A u n t y E m ate n o t h i n g . S h e hadn ' t t aken o f f he r h e a d ­

dress, even to cook , a n d n o w she sat forward a n d in ter laced 

her fingers a n d wa tched us eat . I t was a l i t t le unse t t l ing , hav­

ing s o m e o n e stare at me w h e n I cou ldn ' t see he r face, b u t I 

was feeling satisfied after t h e burger , a n d a l i t t le sleepy, a n d 

I f igured t h e least I c o u l d do was t ry to m a k e smal l ta lk w i t h 

o u r hos tess . 

"So , you sell gnomes , " I said, t ry ing to s o u n d in teres ted . 

" O h , yes," A u n t y E m said. " A n d an imals . A n d p e o p l e . 

A n y t h i n g for the garden . C u s t o m orders . S t a t u a r y i s very 

popu la r , you know." 

"A lo t o f bus iness on th is road?" 

" N o t s o m u c h , n o . Since t h e h ighway was b u i l t . . . m o s t 

cars, t hey do n o t go th is way now. I m u s t cher ish every cus ­

t o m e r I get." 

My neck t ingled, a s i f s o m e b o d y else was l o o k i n g a t m e . 

I t u r n e d , b u t i t was jus t a s t a tue of a y o u n g girl h o l d i n g an 

Eas te r basket . T h e deta i l was incredible , m u c h be t t e r t h a n 
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y o u see in m o s t ga rden s ta tues . But s o m e t h i n g was w r o n g 

w i t h he r face. I t l o o k e d as i f she were s ta r t led , or even ter ­

rified. 

"Ah," A u n t y E m said sadly. " Y o u no t i ce s o m e o f m y 

crea t ions d o n o t t u r n o u t well. T h e y are m a r r e d . T h e y d o 

n o t sell. T h e face i s t h e ha rdes t to get r ight . Always the 

face." 

" Y o u m a k e these s ta tues yourse l f ?" I asked. 

" O h , yes. O n c e u p o n a t ime , I h a d t w o sisters to he lp 

m e i n t h e bus iness , b u t they have passed on , a n d A u n t y E m 

is a lone . I have on ly my s ta tues . T h i s is why I m a k e t h e m , 

y o u see. T h e y are my company." T h e sadness in he r voice 

s o u n d e d so deep a n d so real t ha t I cou ldn ' t he lp feeling 

s o r r y for her . 

A n n a b e t h h a d s t o p p e d eat ing. S h e sat forward a n d said, 

" T w o sisters?" 

"It 's a te r r ib le story," A u n t y Em said. " N o t one for chil­

d ren , really. You see, A n n a b e t h , a b a d w o m a n was jealous of 

m e , l o n g ago, w h e n I was young . I h a d a . . . a boyfr iend, you 

know, a n d this b a d w o m a n was d e t e r m i n e d to b reak u s 

apa r t . She caused a te r r ib le acc ident . My sisters s tayed by 

m e . T h e y shared my b a d f o r t u n e a s l o n g a s they could , b u t 

eventually t hey passed o n . T h e y faded away. I a lone have 

survived, b u t at a pr ice . S u c h a price." 

I wasn' t sure w h a t she m e a n t , b u t I felt b a d for her. My 

eyelids k e p t ge t t ing heavier, my full s t o m a c h m a k i n g me 

sleepy. P o o r o ld lady. W h o w o u l d w a n t t o h u r t s o m e b o d y 

so nice? 

"Percy?" A n n a b e t h was shak ing me to get my a t t en t i on . 
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" M a y b e we s h o u l d go. I m e a n , the r i ngmas te r will be wai t -

ing. 

She s o u n d e d tense . I wasn' t sure why. Grover was ea t ing 

t h e waxed p a p e r o f f the tray now, b u t i f A u n t y Em f o u n d 

t ha t s t range, she d idn ' t say anyth ing . 

" S u c h beaut i fu l gray eyes," A u n t y E m t o l d A n n a b e t h 

again. " M y , yes, i t has been a l o n g t i m e since I've seen gray 

eyes like those ." 

She reached o u t as i f to s t roke A n n a b e t h ' s cheek, b u t 

A n n a b e t h s t o o d u p abrupt ly . 

" W e really s h o u l d go." 

"Yes!" Grover swallowed his waxed pape r a n d s t o o d u p . 

" T h e r ingmas te r i s wait ing! R i g h t ! " 

I d idn ' t wan t to leave. I felt full a n d c o n t e n t . A u n t y Em 

was so nice. I w a n t e d to stay w i th her a while . 

"Please, dears," A u n t y Em p leaded . " I so rarely get t o be 

w i t h chi ldren . Before you go, won' t you at least sit for a 

pose? 

"A pose?" A n n a b e t h asked warily. 

"A p h o t o g r a p h . I will use i t to m o d e l a new s ta tue 

set. C h i l d r e n are so popu la r , you see. Everyone loves chil­

dren." 

A n n a b e t h shif ted her weight f r o m foo t to foot . " I don ' t 

t h i n k w e can, m a ' a m . C o m e on , P e r c y — " 

"Sure we can," I said. I was i r r i t a t ed w i t h A n n a b e t h for 

be ing so bossy, so r u d e to an o ld lady who 'd jus t fed us for 

free. "It 's jus t a p h o t o , A n n a b e t h . W h a t ' s t h e h a r m ? " 

"Yes, A n n a b e t h , " t h e w o m a n p u r r e d . " N o h a r m . " 

I c o u l d tell A n n a b e t h d idn ' t like it, b u t she a l lowed 
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A u n t y E m t o lead u s back o u t t h e f ront d o o r , i n t o t h e 

garden o f s ta tues . 

A u n t y Em d i rec ted u s t o a p a r k b e n c h next t o the s t o n e 

satyr. " N o w , " she said, "I ' l l jus t p o s i t i o n you correctly. T h e 

y o u n g girl in t h e m i d d l e , I t h ink , a n d the two y o u n g gen­

t l emen on e i ther side." 

" N o t m u c h l ight for a p h o t o , " I r emarked . 

" O h , enough ," A u n t y E m said. " E n o u g h for u s t o see 

each o ther , yes?" 

" W h e r e ' s your camera?" Grover asked. 

A u n t y Em s t e p p e d back, a s i f t o admi re t h e sho t . 

" N o w , t h e face i s t h e m o s t difficult. C a n you smile for me 

please, everyone? A large smile?" 

Grover g lanced a t t h e c e m e n t satyr next to h im , a n d 

m u m b l e d , " T h a t sure does l o o k like U n c l e Ferd inand ." 

"Grover ," A u n t y Em chast ised, " l o o k th is way, dear." 

She still h a d no camera in he r h a n d s . 

" P e r c y — " A n n a b e t h said. 

S o m e ins t inc t w a r n e d me to l is ten to A n n a b e t h , b u t I 

was f ight ing the sleepy feeling, the comfo r t ab l e lull t h a t 

came f r o m t h e f o o d a n d the o l d lady's voice. 

" I wil l jus t be a m o m e n t , " A u n t y Em said. "You know, 

I can't see you very well in th is cursed veil. . . ." 

"Percy, someth ing ' s wrong ," A n n a b e t h insis ted. 

" W r o n g ? " A u n t y E m said, reaching u p t o u n d o t h e 

w r a p a r o u n d her head . " N o t a t all, dear. I have such n o b l e 

c o m p a n y t o n i g h t . W h a t cou ld b e wrong?" 

" T h a t i s U n c l e Fe rd inand!" Grover gasped. 

" L o o k away f r o m her!" A n n a b e t h shou t ed . She w h i p p e d 
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her Yankees cap o n t o her h e a d a n d vanished. H e r invisible 

h a n d s p u s h e d Grover a n d m e b o t h of f t h e bench . 

I was on t h e g r o u n d , l o o k i n g a t A u n t Em' s sanda led 

feet. 

I c o u l d hear Grover sc rambl ing o f f in o n e d i rec t ion , 

A n n a b e t h in ano the r . But I was t o o d a z e d to move . 

T h e n I hea rd a s t range, r asp ing s o u n d above m e . My 

eyes rose t o A u n t y E m ' s h a n d s , which h a d t u r n e d gnar led 

a n d warty, w i t h s h a r p b r o n z e t a lons for f ingernails . 

I a l m o s t l o o k e d higher , b u t s o m e w h e r e o f f to my left 

A n n a b e t h screamed, " N o ! Don ' t ! " 

M o r e r a s p i n g — t h e s o u n d o f t iny snakes, r igh t above 

m e , f r o m . . . f rom a b o u t where A u n t y Em' s h e a d w o u l d be . 

" R u n ! " Grover b lea ted . I hea rd h i m rac ing across the 

gravel, yelling, "Maia!" to k i ck - s t a r t his flying sneakers . 

I cou ldn ' t move . I s ta red at A u n t y Em' s gna r l ed claws, 

a n d t r ied t o f i g h t the g roggy t rance the o ld w o m a n h a d p u t 

m e in. 

"Such a p i ty to des t roy a h a n d s o m e y o u n g face," she 

t o l d me soothingly . "S tay w i th m e , Percy. All you have to do 

is l o o k up . " 

I f ough t the urge to obey. In s t ead I l o o k e d to one s ide 

a n d saw o n e o f t h o s e glass spheres p e o p l e p u t i n g a r d e n s — 

a gaz ing bal l . I c o u l d see A u n t y Em' s d a r k ref lect ion in the 

o range glass; he r headdress was gone , revealing her face as a 

s h i m m e r i n g pale circle. H e r ha i r was mov ing , w r i t h i n g like 

se rpen t s . 

A u n t y E m . 

A u n t y " M . " 
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H o w c o u l d I have been so s tupid? 

T h i n k , I t o l d myself. H o w d i d M e d u s a die in the myth? 

But I cou ldn ' t t h i n k . S o m e t h i n g t o l d me t h a t in t h e 

m y t h M e d u s a h a d b e e n asleep w h e n she was a t tacked by my 

namesake , Perseus . She wasn' t anywhere near asleep now. I f 

she wan ted , she c o u l d take t h o s e t a lons r igh t n o w a n d rake 

o p e n my face. 

" T h e G r a y - E y e d O n e d i d th is t o m e , Percy," M e d u s a 

said, a n d she d idn ' t s o u n d any th ing like a m o n s t e r . H e r 

voice invited me to l o o k up , to s y m p a t h i z e w i t h a p o o r o l d 

g r a n d m o t h e r . "Annabe th ' s m o t h e r , t h e cursed A t h e n a , 

t u r n e d me f r o m a beaut i fu l w o m a n i n t o this." 

" D o n ' t l is ten to her!" A n n a b e t h ' s voice shou ted , s o m e ­

where in the s ta tuary. " R u n , Percy!" 

"Si lence!" M e d u s a snarled. T h e n her voice m o d u l a t e d 

back to a c o m f o r t i n g p u r r . " Y o u see why I m u s t des t roy t h e 

girl, Percy. S h e is my enemy's daugh te r . I shall c rush he r 

s ta tue to dus t . But you, dear Percy, you n e e d n o t suffer." 

" N o , " I m u t t e r e d . I t r i ed to m a k e my legs move . 

" D o you really w a n t t o he lp the gods?" M e d u s a asked. 

" D o you u n d e r s t a n d w h a t awaits you o n th is fool ish ques t , 

Percy? W h a t will h a p p e n i f you reach t h e U n d e r w o r l d ? D o 

n o t be a p a w n o f t h e O l y m p i a n s , my dear. Y o u w o u l d be 

be t t e r o f f as a s ta tue . Less pa in . Less pain." 

"Percy!" Beh ind m e , I hea rd a b u z z i n g s o u n d , like a t w o -

h u n d r e d - p o u n d h u m m i n g b i r d in a nosedive . Grover yelled, 

" D u c k ! " 

I t u r n e d , a n d there he was in t h e n i g h t sky, f lying in 

f r o m twelve o 'c lock w i th his w inged shoes f lu t te r ing , 
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Grover , h o l d i n g a tree b r a n c h t h e size of a basebal l ba t . H i s 

eyes were s h u t t ight , h i s h e a d t w i t c h e d f r o m s ide t o s ide. He 

was navigat ing by ears a n d n o s e a lone. 

" D u c k ! " he yelled again. "I ' l l get her !" 

T h a t finally jo l t ed me i n t o ac t ion . K n o w i n g Grover , I 

was sure he 'd mi s s M e d u s a a n d nai l me . I dove to o n e s ide. 

Thwack! 

At first I f igured i t was t h e s o u n d of Grover h i t t i ng a 

tree. T h e n M e d u s a roa red w i th rage. 

"You miserab le satyr," she snar led. " I ' l l a d d you to my 

col lec t ion!" 

" T h a t was for U n c l e Fe rd inand ! " Grover yel led back. 

I s c rambled away a n d h id in the s t a tua ry while Grover 

s w o o p e d d o w n for a n o t h e r pass . 

Ker~whack! 

"Arrgh!" M e d u s a yelled, he r snake-ha i r h iss ing a n d sp i t ­

t ing . 

R i g h t nex t to me , A n n a b e t h ' s voice said, "Percy!" 

I j u m p e d so h igh my feet nearly cleared a ga rden g n o m e . 

"Jeez! D o n ' t d o tha t ! " 

A n n a b e t h t o o k o f f her Yankees cap a n d b e c a m e visible. 

"You have to c u t her h e a d off." 

" W h a t ? Are you crazy? Let 's get o u t o f here." 

" M e d u s a is a menace . She's evil. I 'd ki l l he r myself, 

b u t . . ." A n n a b e t h swallowed, as if she were a b o u t to m a k e 

a difficult admis s ion . "Bu t you've go t t h e be t t e r w e a p o n . 

Besides, I'd never get close to her. She 'd slice me to b i t s 

because of my m o t h e r . Y o u — y o u ' v e go t a chance." 

" W h a t ? I c a n ' t — " 
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" L o o k , d o you w a n t he r t u r n i n g m o r e i n n o c e n t p e o p l e 

i n t o s ta tues?" 

She p o i n t e d to a pa i r of s t a tue lovers, a m a n a n d a 

w o m a n w i t h the i r a r m s a r o u n d each o ther , t u r n e d t o s tone 

by t h e m o n s t e r . 

A n n a b e t h g r a b b e d a g reen gaz ing bal l f r o m a nearby 

pedes ta l . "A p o l i s h e d shie ld w o u l d be better ." She s t ud i ed 

t h e sphere critically. " T h e convexity will cause s o m e d i s to r ­

t i on . T h e reflection's size s h o u l d be o f f by a factor of—" 

" W o u l d you speak Engl i sh?" 

"I am!" She to s sed me t h e glass bal l . "Just l o o k at he r in 

the glass. Never l o o k at her directly." 

" H e y , guys!" Grover yelled s o m e w h e r e above us . " I 

t h i n k she's u n c o n s c i o u s ! " 

" Roooaaarrr!" 

" M a y b e not ," Grover co r rec ted . H e wen t i n for a n o t h e r 

pass w i t h t h e tree b ranch . 

" H u r r y , " A n n a b e t h t o l d m e . "Grover 's go t a grea t nose , 

b u t he ' l l eventually crash." 

I t o o k o u t m y p e n a n d u n c a p p e d it. T h e b r o n z e b lade 

o f R i p t i d e e longa ted i n m y h a n d . 

I fol lowed t h e hiss ing a n d sp i t t ing s o u n d s of M e d u s a ' s 

hair . 

I k e p t my eyes locked on t h e gazing bal l so I w o u l d only 

g l impse M e d u s a ' s ref lect ion, n o t the real th ing . T h e n , i n the 

green t i n t e d glass, I saw her. 

Grover was c o m i n g in for a n o t h e r t u r n a t bat , b u t 

th i s t i m e he f lew a l i t t le t o o low. M e d u s a g r a b b e d t h e st ick 

a n d p u l l e d h i m of f course . H e t u m b l e d t h r o u g h t h e air a n d 
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crashed i n t o t h e a r m s of a s t o n e gr izz ly bear w i t h a pa infu l 

" U m m p h h ! " 

M e d u s a was a b o u t to lunge a t h i m w h e n I yelled, 

" H e y ! " 

I advanced on her, wh ich wasn' t easy, h o l d i n g a sword 

a n d a glass ball . If she charged, I'd have a h a r d t i m e defend­

ing myself. 

But she let me a p p r o a c h — t w e n t y feet, t e n feet. 

I c o u l d see the ref lect ion of her face now. Surely i t 

wasn' t really that ugly. T h e green swirls of t h e gaz ing bal l 

m u s t be d i s t o r t i n g it, m a k i n g i t l o o k worse . 

"You wouldn ' t h a r m an o l d w o m a n , Percy," she c r o o n e d . 

" I k n o w y o u wouldn ' t . " 

I hes i ta ted , fascinated by t h e face I saw reflected in t h e 

g l a s s — t h e eyes t h a t seemed t o b u r n s t ra igh t t h r o u g h t h e 

green t in t , m a k i n g my a r m s go weak. 

F r o m t h e c e m e n t grizzly, Grover m o a n e d , "Percy, d o n ' t 

l is ten to her!" 

M e d u s a cackled. " T o o late." 

She lunged a t me w i t h her t a lons . 

I s lashed up w i t h my sword, hea rd a s ickening shlock!, 

t h e n a hiss like w i n d r u s h i n g o u t of a c a v e r n — t h e s o u n d of 

a m o n s t e r d i s in tegra t ing . 

S o m e t h i n g fell to the g r o u n d next to my foot. I t t o o k all 

my wil lpower n o t to look. I cou ld feel w a r m ooze soaking 

in to my sock, little dying snake heads tugging at my shoelaces. 

" O h , yuck," Grover said. H i s eyes were still t ight ly 

closed, b u t I guess he c o u l d hear t h e t h i n g gurg l ing a n d 

s teaming . "Mega-yuck . " 
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A n n a b e t h came up next to me , he r eyes f ixed on t h e sky. 

She was h o l d i n g M e d u s a ' s black veil. She said, " D o n ' t 

move." 

Very, very carefully, w i t h o u t l o o k i n g d o w n , she kne l t 

a n d d r a p e d the mons te r ' s h e a d in b lack c lo th , t h e n p icked i t 

u p . I t was still d r i p p i n g green juice. 

"Are you okay?" she asked m e , he r voice t r embl ing . 

"Yeah," I dec ided , t h o u g h I felt like t h r o w i n g up my 

d o u b l e cheeseburger. " W h y d idn ' t . . . why d idn ' t t h e h e a d 

evapora te?" 

" O n c e you sever it, i t b e c o m e s a spoi l of war," she said. 

" S a m e a s your m i n o t a u r h o r n . But don ' t u n w r a p t h e head . 

I t can still petr i fy you." 

Grover m o a n e d as he c l imbed d o w n f r o m t h e gr izzly 

s ta tue . He h a d a b ig welt on his forehead. H i s green ras ta 

cap h u n g f r o m o n e of his l i t t le goa t h o r n s , a n d his fake feet 

h a d been k n o c k e d o f f h is hooves . T h e mag ic sneakers were 

flying aimlessly a r o u n d his head . 

" T h e R e d Baron," I said. " G o o d job, man ." 

He m a n a g e d a bashfu l gr in . " T h a t really was not fun, 

t h o u g h . Wel l , t h e h i t t i ng -he r -wi th -a - s t i ck pa r t , t h a t was 

fun. But c rash ing i n t o a concre te bear? Not fun." 

He s n a t c h e d his shoes o u t o f the air. I r e c a p p e d my 

sword. Toge ther , t he th ree o f us s t u m b l e d back to t h e ware­

h o u s e . 

W e f o u n d s o m e o ld plas t ic g roce ry bags b e h i n d the 

snack c o u n t e r a n d d o u b l e - w r a p p e d M e d u s a ' s head . W e 

p l o p p e d i t on t h e table where we'd eaten d i n n e r a n d sat 

a r o u n d it, t o o exhaus ted to speak. 
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Final ly I said, " S o we have A t h e n a to t h a n k for th is 

m o n s t e r ? " 

A n n a b e t h f lashed me an i r r i t a ted l ook . " Y o u r dad , ac tu ­

ally. D o n ' t you remember? M e d u s a was Poseidon 's girl­

f r iend. T h e y dec ided t o m e e t i n my mothe r ' s t emp le . T h a t ' s 

why A t h e n a t u r n e d her i n t o a m o n s t e r . M e d u s a a n d her 

t w o sisters w h o h a d he lped he r get i n t o t h e t emple , t hey 

became the three gorgons . T h a t ' s why M e d u s a wan ted to slice 

me u p , b u t she wan ted to preserve you as a nice s tatue. She's 

still sweet on your dad . You p robab ly r e m i n d e d her of him." 

My face was b u r n i n g . " O h , so n o w it's my fault we m e t 

M e d u s a . " 

A n n a b e t h s t ra igh tened . In a b a d i m i t a t i o n of my voice, 

she said: '"I t 's just a p h o t o , A n n a b e t h . W h a t ' s t h e h a r m ? ' " 

"Forge t it," I said. "You're impossible ." 

"You're insufferable." 

" Y o u ' r e — " 

" H e y ! " Grover i n t e r r u p t e d . "You t w o are giving me a 

migra ine , a n d satyrs don ' t even get migra ines . W h a t are we 

go ing t o d o w i t h t h e head?" 

I s ta red a t t h e th ing . O n e l i t t le snake was h a n g i n g o u t of 

a ho l e in t h e plas t ic . T h e words p r i n t e d on the s ide o f the 

b a g said: W E A P P R E C I A T E Y O U R BUSINESS! 

I was angry, n o t just w i t h A n n a b e t h o r he r m o m , b u t 

w i t h all t h e g o d s for this who le ques t , for ge t t ing us b l o w n 

of f the r o a d a n d in t w o ma jo r fights t h e very f i r s t day o u t 

f rom c a m p . At this ra te , we'd never m a k e i t to L.A. alive, 

m u c h less before t h e s u m m e r solst ice. 

W h a t h a d M e d u s a said? 
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Do not be a pawn of the Olympians, my dear. You would he better 

off as a statue. 

I go t u p . "I ' l l be back." 

"Percy," A n n a b e t h called after m e . " W h a t are y o u — " 

I searched t h e back of t h e warehouse un t i l I f o u n d 

M e d u s a ' s office. H e r a c c o u n t b o o k showed he r six m o s t 

recen t sales, all s h i p m e n t s to t h e U n d e r w o r l d to deco ra t e 

H a d e s a n d Pe r sephone ' s garden . A c c o r d i n g t o one freight 

bill , t he U n d e r w o r l d ' s b i l l ing address was D O A R e c o r d i n g 

S t u d i o s , W e s t H o l l y w o o d , Cal i fornia . I fo lded up the bil l 

a n d stuffed i t in my pocke t . 

In the cash register I f o u n d t w e n t y dol lars , a few 

go lde n d rachmas , a n d s o m e pack ing slips for H e r m e s 

O v e r n i g h t Express , each w i t h a l i t t le leather bag a t t ached 

for coins . I r u m m a g e d a r o u n d the rest of the office un t i l I 

f o u n d t h e r igh t -s ize box . 

I w e n t back to t h e p icn ic table, packed up M e d u s a ' s 

head , a n d filled o u t a delivery sl ip: 
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" T h e y ' l l t h i n k you're imper t inen t . " 



I p o u r e d s o m e go lden d r a c h m a s in t h e p o u c h . As s o o n 

as I c losed it, the re was a s o u n d like a cash register. T h e 

package floated o f f the table a n d d i sappea red w i t h a pop! 

"I am imper t inen t , " I said. 

I l ooked a t A n n a b e t h , da r ing her to cr i t icize. 

She d idn ' t . She seemed res igned to the fact t h a t I h a d a 

ma jo r ta len t for t icking o f f the gods . " C o m e on," she m u t ­

tered. " W e n e e d a n e w plan." 

[ 1 8 7 ] 



We were p r e t t y miserable t h a t n igh t . 

We c a m p e d o u t i n the w o o d s , a h u n d r e d yards f r o m t h e 

m a i n road , in a m a r s h y clearing t h a t local k i d s h a d obvi ­

ously b e e n us ing for pa r t i es . T h e g r o u n d was l i t te red w i t h 

f la t tened s o d a cans a n d fas t - food w r a p p e r s . 

W e d t aken s o m e food a n d b lanke ts f r o m A u n t y Em's , 

b u t we d idn ' t dare l ight a fire to d r y o u r d a m p c lo thes . T h e 

Fur ies a n d M e d u s a h a d p rov ided e n o u g h exci tement for o n e 

day. We d idn ' t w a n t to a t t r ac t any th ing else. 

We dec ided to s leep in shifts. I vo lun tee red to take first 

watch. 

A n n a b e t h cur led up on t h e b lanke ts a n d was s n o r i n g a s 

s o o n as he r h e a d h i t t he g r o u n d . Grover f lu t te red w i t h his 

flying shoes to t h e lowest b o u g h of a tree, p u t his back to 

t h e t r u n k , a n d s ta red a t t h e n i g h t sky. 

" G o ahead a n d sleep," I t o l d h i m . "I ' l l wake you i f 

there's t rouble ." 

He n o d d e d , b u t still d idn ' t close his eyes. " I t makes me 

sad, Percy." 

" W h a t does? T h e fact t h a t you s igned up for this s tu­

p i d ques t?" 

" N o . This makes me sad." He p o i n t e d a t all t he garbage 
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on the g r o u n d . "And the sky. You can't even see t h e stars. 

They 've po l lu t ed the sky. T h i s is a terr ible t ime to be a satyr." 

" O h , yeah. I guess you 'd be an envi ronmenta l i s t . " 

He glared a t m e . " O n l y a h u m a n wou ldn ' t be . Your 

species i s c logging u p t h e w o r l d s o fast . . . ah, never m i n d . 

It 's useless to lecture a h u m a n . At the ra te th ings are go ing , 

I'll never find Pan." 

"Pam? Like t h e c o o k i n g spray?" 

"Pan!" h e cried indignant ly . " P - A - N . T h e grea t g o d 

Pan! W h a t do y o u t h i n k I w a n t a searcher 's l icense for?" 

A s t range breeze rus t l ed t h r o u g h t h e clearing, t e m ­

porar i ly overpower ing t h e s t ink o f t rash a n d m u c k . I t 

b r o u g h t the smel l o f ber r ies a n d wildflowers a n d clean ra in­

water, th ings t h a t might 've o n c e been in these w o o d s . 

S u d d e n l y I was nos ta lg ic for s o m e t h i n g I'd never k n o w n . 

"Tel l me a b o u t t h e search," I said. 

Grover l o o k e d at me cautiously, as if he were afraid I 

was jus t m a k i n g fun. 

" T h e G o d o f W i l d Places d i sappea red t w o t h o u s a n d 

years ago," he t o l d m e . "A sai lor o f f t h e coas t o f E p h e s o s 

hea rd a mys te r ious voice crying o u t f r o m the shore , 'Tell 

t h e m tha t t h e grea t g o d Pan has died! ' W h e n h u m a n s 

heard t h e news , they bel ieved it. They 've been p i l lag ing Pan's 

k i n g d o m ever since. But for the satyrs, Pan was o u r lo rd a n d 

mas te r . H e p r o t e c t e d u s a n d t h e wi ld places o f t h e ea r th . 

We refuse to believe t h a t he d ied . In every genera t ion , t h e 

bravest satyrs p ledge the i r lives to f ind ing Pan . T h e y search 

t h e ear th , exp lor ing all t h e wi ldes t p laces , h o p i n g to f ind 

where he i s h i d d e n , a n d wake h i m f rom his sleep." 
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" A n d y o u w a n t to be a searcher." 

"It 's my life's dream," he said. " M y father was a searcher. 

A n d my U n c l e F e r d i n a n d . . . t h e s ta tue y o u saw back 

t h e r e — " 

" O h , r ight , sorry." 

Grover s h o o k his head . " U n c l e F e r d i n a n d k n e w the 

r isks. So d i d my d a d . Bu t I ' ll succeed. I ' ll be the first 

searcher to r e t u r n alive." 

" H a n g on— t he first?" 

Grover t o o k his reed p ipes o u t o f h is pocke t . " N o 

searcher has ever c o m e back. O n c e they set ou t , t hey d i s ap ­

pear. T h e y ' r e never seen alive again." 

" N o t o n c e i n t w o t h o u s a n d years?" 

" N o . " 

" A n d y o u r dad? You have no idea w h a t h a p p e n e d to 

h i m ? " 

" N o n e . " 

"But you still w a n t to go," I said, amazed . "I m e a n , you 

really t h i n k you ' l l be the o n e to f ind Pan?" 

"I have to believe tha t , Percy. Every searcher does . It's 

t h e only t h i n g t h a t keeps us f rom despa i r w h e n we l o o k a t 

w h a t h u m a n s have d o n e to t h e wor ld . I have to believe Pan 

can still be awakened." 

I s ta red a t t h e o range haze of the sky a n d t r i ed to 

u n d e r s t a n d h o w Grover c o u l d p u r s u e a d r e a m tha t seemed 

so hope less . T h e n again, was I any bet ter? 

" H o w are we go ing to get i n t o t h e U n d e r w o r l d ? " I 

asked h i m . " I m e a n , w h a t chance do we have against a g o d ? " 

" I don ' t know," he a d m i t t e d . "Bu t back a t M e d u s a ' s , 
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w h e n you were searching her office? A n n a b e t h was te l l ing 
11 

m e — 

" O h , I forgot . A n n a b e t h will have a p l a n all figured 

ou t . 

" D o n ' t be so h a r d on her, Percy. She's h a d a t o u g h life, 

b u t she's a g o o d pe r son . After all, she forgave m e . . . ." H i s 

voice faltered. 

" W h a t do you m e a n ? " I asked. "Forgave you for wha t ? " 

Suddenly , Grover seemed very in te res ted in p laying 

no t e s on his p ipes . 

" W a i t a minu te , " I said. "Your first keeper j o b was five 

years ago. A n n a b e t h has been a t c a m p f ive years. S h e wasn' t 

. . . I mean , your f i r s t a s s ignmen t t ha t w e n t w r o n g — " 

"I can't ta lk a b o u t it," Grover said, a n d his quiver ing 

lower l ip sugges ted he 'd s t a r t c ry ing i f I pressed h i m . "Bu t 

as I was saying, back at M e d u s a ' s , A n n a b e t h a n d I agreed 

there's s o m e t h i n g s t range go ing on w i t h this ques t . S o m e ­

t h i n g isn't w h a t i t seems." 

"Wel l , d u h . I ' m ge t t ing b l a m e d for s teal ing a t h u n d e r ­

b o l t t h a t H a d e s took ." 

" T h a t ' s n o t w h a t I mean," Grover said. " T h e F u r — T h e 

Kind ly O n e s were s o r t o f h o l d i n g back. Like M r s . D o d d s 

at Yancy A c a d e m y . . . why d id she wai t so long to t ry to kil l 

you? T h e n on t h e bus , they jus t weren't as aggressive as they 

could 've been." 

" T h e y seemed p l e n t y aggressive t o me ." 

Grover s h o o k his head . " T h e y were screeching a t u s : 

' W h e r e is it? W h e r e ? ' " 

"Asking a b o u t me," I said. 
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" M a y b e . . . b u t A n n a b e t h a n d I , we b o t h go t the feel­

ing they weren't ask ing a b o u t a pe r son . T h e y said ' W h e r e is 

if?' T h e y seemed to be asking a b o u t an object." 

" T h a t doesn ' t m a k e sense." 

" I know. But i f we've m i s u n d e r s t o o d s o m e t h i n g a b o u t 

t h i s quest , a n d we on ly have n i n e days to f ind t h e m a s t e r 

bo l t . . . ." He l o o k e d at me like he was h o p i n g for answers, 

b u t I d idn ' t have any. 

I t h o u g h t a b o u t w h a t M e d u s a h a d said: I was be ing used 

by the gods . W h a t lay ahead o f me was worse t h a n petr i f i ­

ca t ion . "I haven' t been s t ra igh t w i th you," I t o l d Grover . "I 

don ' t care a b o u t t h e mas t e r bo l t . I agreed to go to the 

U n d e r w o r l d so I c o u l d b r i n g back my mothe r . " 

Grover b lew a soft n o t e on his p ipes . " I k n o w tha t , 

Percy. But are you sure that 's t he only reason?" 

" I ' m n o t d o i n g i t t o he lp my father. He doesn ' t care 

a b o u t m e . I don ' t care a b o u t h im." 

Grover gazed d o w n f r o m his tree b ranch . " L o o k , Percy, 

I ' m n o t as s m a r t as A n n a b e t h . I ' m n o t as brave as you. But 

I ' m p re t t y g o o d a t read ing e m o t i o n s . You're g lad your d a d i s 

alive. You feel g o o d t h a t he's c la imed you, a n d p a r t o f you 

wan ts t o m a k e h i m p r o u d . T h a t ' s why you ma i l ed M e d u s a ' s 

h e a d t o O l y m p u s . Y o u w a n t e d h i m t o n o t i c e w h a t you 'd 

done . " 

"Yeah? W e l l m a y b e satyr e m o t i o n s w o r k differently t h a n 

h u m a n e m o t i o n s . Because you're wrong . I don ' t care w h a t he 

th inks . " 

Grover pu l l ed his feet up o n t o t h e b ranch . " O k a y , Percy. 

Wha teve r . " 
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"Besides, I haven't d o n e a n y t h i n g w o r t h b r a g g i n g a b o u t . 

W e barely g o t o u t o f N e w Y o r k a n d we're s tuck here w i t h 

n o m o n e y a n d n o way west." 

Grover l o o k e d at t h e n i g h t sky, l ike he was t h i n k i n g 

a b o u t t h a t p r o b l e m . " H o w a b o u t Ζ take first watch, h u h ? 

Y o u get s o m e sleep." 

I w a n t e d t o p r o t e s t , b u t h e s t a r t e d t o play M o z a r t , soft 

a n d sweet, a n d I t u r n e d away, my eyes s t inging. After a few 

bars o f P i a n o C o n c e r t o n o . 1 2 , I was asleep. 

In my d r e a m s , I s t o o d in a d a r k cavern before a g a p i n g p i t . 

G r a y m i s t creatures c h u r n e d all a r o u n d m e , w h i s p e r i n g rags 

o f s m o k e t h a t I s o m e h o w k n e w were t h e spir i ts o f t h e d e a d . 

T h e y t u g g e d a t m y c lothes, t ry ing t o p u l l m e back, b u t 

I felt c o m p e l l e d to walk forward to t h e very edge of t h e 

c h a s m . 

L o o k i n g d o w n m a d e m e dizzy. 

T h e p i t y a w n e d so w i d e a n d was so c o m p l e t e l y black, I 

k n e w i t m u s t be b o t t o m l e s s . Yet I h a d a feeling t h a t s o m e ­

t h i n g was t r y i n g t o rise f r o m t h e abyss, s o m e t h i n g h u g e 

a n d evil. 

The little hero, an a m u s e d voice e c h o e d far d o w n in t h e 

d a r k n e s s . Too weak, too young, hut perhaps you will do. 

T h e voice felt a n c i e n t — c o l d a n d heavy. I t w r a p p e d 

a r o u n d m e like sheets o f lead. 

They have misled you, hoy, it said. Barter with me. 1 will give you 

what you want. 

A s h i m m e r i n g image hovered over t h e void: my m o t h e r , 

f rozen at t h e m o m e n t she'd dissolved in a shower of gold. 
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H e r face was d i s t o r t e d w i t h pa in , as i f t he M i n o t a u r were 

still squeez ing he r neck. H e r eyes l o o k e d direct ly a t m e , 

p lead ing : Go! 

I t r i ed to cry ou t , b u t my voice wou ldn ' t work . 

C o l d l augh te r echoed f r o m t h e chasm. 

An invisible force pu l l ed me forward. I t w o u l d d rag me 

i n t o t h e p i t unless I s t o o d f i rm. 

Help me rise, boy. T h e voice b e c a m e hungr ie r . Bring me the 

bolt. Strike a blow against the treacherous gods! 

T h e spir i ts o f t h e d e a d wh i spe red a r o u n d m e , No! Wake! 

T h e image o f m y m o t h e r began t o fade. T h e t h i n g i n 

t h e p i t t i g h t e n e d its unseen g r ip a r o u n d m e . 

I rea l ized i t wasn' t in te res ted in pu l l ing me in. I t was 

us ing me to pu l l i tself out. 

Good, it m u r m u r e d . Good. 

Wake! t h e d e a d whispered . Wake! 

S o m e o n e was shak ing m e . 

My eyes o p e n e d , a n d i t was dayl ight . 

"Wel l , " A n n a b e t h said, " t h e z o m b i e lives." 

I was t r emb l ing f rom t h e d r eam. I c o u l d still feel the 

g r ip o f t h e chasm m o n s t e r a r o u n d m y chest . " H o w l o n g 

was I asleep?" 

" L o n g e n o u g h for m e t o c o o k breakfast ." A n n a b e t h 

tossed me a bag o f nacho-f lavored c o r n chips f rom A u n t y 

Em' s snack bar . " A n d Grover w e n t explor ing. L o o k , he 

f o u n d a friend." 

M y eyes h a d t roub le focusing. 

Grover was s i t t ing cross- legged on a b lanke t w i th 
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s o m e t h i n g fuzzy in his lap, a dir ty, unna tu ra l l y p i n k s tuffed 

an imal . 

N o . I t wasn't a s tuffed an imal . I t was a p i n k p o o d l e . 

T h e p o o d l e y a p p e d a t m e suspiciously. Grover said, 

" N o , he's not ." 

I b l inked . "Are you . . . t a lk ing to t ha t t h ing?" 

T h e p o o d l e g rowled . 

" T h i s thing" Grover warned , "is o u r t icket west. Be nice 

t o h im." 

" Y o u can ta lk to an imals?" 

Grover i gno red t h e ques t i on . "Percy, m e e t Glad io la . 

Glad io la , Percy." 

I s ta red at A n n a b e t h , f iguring she'd crack up at th is 

p rac t ica l joke they were p lay ing on me , b u t she l o o k e d 

deadly ser ious . 

" I ' m n o t saying he l lo to a p i n k pood l e , " I said. " F o r ­

get it." 

"Percy," A n n a b e t h said. " I said he l lo to the p o o d l e . Y o u 

say he l lo to the p o o d l e . " 

T h e p o o d l e growled . 

I sa id hel lo to t h e p o o d l e . 

Grover expla ined t h a t he 'd c o m e across G lad io l a in t h e 

w o o d s a n d they 'd s t r u c k u p a conversa t ion . T h e p o o d l e h a d 

r u n away f rom a r ich local family, who 'd p o s t e d a $ 2 0 0 

reward for his r e tu rn . G lad io la d idn ' t really w a n t to go back 

to his family, b u t he was wil l ing to i f i t m e a n t he lp ing 

Grover . 

" H o w does G lad io l a k n o w a b o u t the reward?" I asked. 

" H e read the signs," Grover said. " D u h . " 
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" O f course," I said. "Silly me." 

" S o we t u r n in Gladiola ," A n n a b e t h expla ined in he r 

be s t s t ra tegy voice, "we get money , a n d we b u y t ickets to 

L o s Angeles . S imple ." 

I t h o u g h t a b o u t my d r e a m — t h e wh i spe r ing voices o f 

t h e dead , t h e t h i n g in the chasm, a n d my m o t h e r ' s face, 

s h i m m e r i n g as i t d issolved i n t o gold . Al l t h a t m i g h t be wai t ­

ing for me in the W e s t . 

" N o t a n o t h e r bus ," I sa id warily. 

" N o , " A n n a b e t h agreed. 

She p o i n t e d downhi l l , t oward t ra in t racks I hadn ' t been 

able to see last n i g h t in t h e dark . "The re ' s an A m t r a c k s ta­

t i o n ha l f a mi le t h a t way. A c c o r d i n g to Glad io la , t h e west­

b o u n d t ra in leaves a t n o o n . " 
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We s p e n t t w o days on the A m t r a k t ra in , h e a d i n g west 

t h r o u g h hills, over rivers, pa s t a m b e r waves of gra in . 

We weren't a t t acked once , b u t I d idn ' t relax. I felt t h a t 

we were travel ing a r o u n d in a display case, be ing wa tched 

f r o m above a n d m a y b e f rom below, t h a t s o m e t h i n g was 

wai t ing for the r igh t o p p o r t u n i t y . 

I t r i ed to keep a low prof i le because my n a m e a n d p i c ­

tu re were sp la t te red over the f ron t pages of several Eas t 

C o a s t newspape r s . T h e Trenton Register~News showed a p h o t o 

t aken by a t o u r i s t as I go t o f f t h e G r e y h o u n d bus . I h a d a 

w i ld l o o k in my eyes. My sword was a meta l l i c b lu r in my 

h a n d s . I t might 've been a basebal l b a t or a lacrosse stick. 

T h e picture 's cap t ion read: 

Twelve-year-old Percy Jackson, wanted for questioning 

in the Long Island disappearance of his mother two 

weeks ago, is shown here fleeing from the bus where he 

accosted several elderly female passengers. The bus 

exploded on an east New Jersey roadside shortly after 

Jackson fled the scene. Based on eyewitness accounts, 

police believe the boy may be traveling with two teenage 

accomplices. His stepfather, Gabe Ugliano, has offered a 

cash reward for information leading to his capture. 
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" D o n ' t worry," A n n a b e t h t o l d m e . " M o r t a l pol ice c o u l d 

never f ind us." But she d idn ' t s o u n d so sure. 

T h e res t o f t h e day I s p e n t a l ternate ly pac ing t h e l eng th 

of t h e t r a in (because I h a d a really h a r d t ime s i t t ing st i l l) or 

l o o k i n g o u t the w i n d o w s . 

O n c e , I s p o t t e d a family of cen taurs ga l lop ing across a 

whea t f i e ld , b o w s a t the ready, a s they h u n t e d lunch . T h e l i t­

t le boy centaur , w h o was t h e size of a s e c o n d - g r a d e r on a 

pony, caugh t my eye a n d waved. I l o o k e d a r o u n d t h e pas ­

senger car, b u t n o b o d y else h a d no t i ced . T h e adu l t r iders all 

h a d the i r faces b u r i e d in l a p t o p c o m p u t e r s o r magaz ines . 

A n o t h e r t ime , toward evening, I saw s o m e t h i n g huge 

m o v i n g t h r o u g h t h e w o o d s . I could 've s w o r n i t was a l ion, 

except t h a t l ions don ' t live wi ld in Amer ica , a n d th is t h ing 

was t h e size of a H u m m e r . Its fur g l in ted go ld in the 

evening l ight. T h e n i t leaped t h r o u g h the trees a n d was gone. 

O u r reward m o n e y for r e t u r n i n g G lad io l a t h e p o o d l e h a d 

only been e n o u g h to pu rchase t ickets as far as Denver . We 

cou ldn ' t get b e r t h s in t h e sleeper car, so we d o z e d in ou r 

seats. My neck go t stiff. I t r i ed n o t to d r o o l in my sleep, 

s ince A n n a b e t h was s i t t ing r igh t next to m e . 

Grover k e p t sno r ing a n d b lea t ing a n d wak ing m e u p . 

O n c e , he shuff led a r o u n d a n d his fake foo t fell off. 

A n n a b e t h a n d I h a d to s t ick i t b a c k on before any of the 

o t h e r passengers no t i ced . 

"So," A n n a b e t h asked m e , o n c e we'd g o t t e n Grover 's 

sneaker readjus ted. " W h o wants y o u r he lp?" 

" W h a t d o you m e a n ? " 
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" W h e n y o u were asleep jus t now, y o u m u m b l e d , 'Ί won ' t 

h e l p you.' W h o were y o u d r e a m i n g a b o u t ? " 

I was r e l u c t a n t to say anyth ing . I t was t h e s e c o n d t i m e 

I'd d r e a m e d a b o u t t h e evil voice f r o m t h e p i t . But i t b o t h ­

ered me so m u c h I finally t o l d her. 

A n n a b e t h was q u i e t for a l o n g t i m e . " T h a t doesn ' t 

s o u n d like H a d e s . H e always a p p e a r s o n a black t h r o n e , a n d 

he never laughs." 

" H e offered m y m o t h e r i n t r a d e . W h o else c o u l d d o 

t h a t ? " 

" I guess . . . i f h e m e a n t , ' H e l p m e rise f r o m t h e 

U n d e r w o r l d . ' I f h e w a n t s war w i t h t h e O l y m p i a n s . But why 

ask y o u t o b r i n g h i m t h e m a s t e r b o l t i f h e already has i t?" 

I s h o o k my h e a d , w i s h i n g I k n e w t h e answer. I t h o u g h t 

a b o u t w h a t G r o v e r h a d t o l d m e , t h a t t h e F u r i e s o n t h e b u s 

s e e m e d t o have b e e n l o o k i n g for s o m e t h i n g . 

Where is it? Where? 

M a y b e Grover sensed m y e m o t i o n s . H e s n o r t e d i n his 

sleep, m u t t e r e d s o m e t h i n g a b o u t vegetables, a n d t u r n e d 

his head. 

A n n a b e t h read jus ted his cap so i t covered his h o r n s . 

"Percy, y o u can't b a r t e r w i t h H a d e s . Y o u k n o w that , r ight? 

H e ' s deceitful, heart less , a n d greedy. I d o n ' t care i f h i s 

K i n d l y O n e s weren't a s aggressive this t i m e — " 

" T h i s t i m e ? " I asked. " Y o u m e a n you've r u n i n t o t h e m 

before?" 

H e r h a n d c r e p t u p t o h e r necklace. S h e f ingered a g lazed 

w h i t e b e a d p a i n t e d w i t h t h e image o f a p i n e tree, o n e o f h e r 

clay e n d - o f - s u m m e r t o k e n s . "Let ' s just say I've g o t no love 
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for t h e L o r d o f t h e D e a d . You can't be t e m p t e d to m a k e a 

deal for y o u r m o m . " 

" W h a t w o u l d you d o i f i t was y o u r d a d ? " 

" T h a t ' s easy," she said. "I 'd leave h i m to rot ." 

"You're n o t ser ious?" 

A n n a b e t h ' s gray eyes fixed on m e . She wore t h e same 

express ion she'd w o r n in t h e w o o d s a t c a m p , the m o m e n t 

she d rew her sword against the h e l l h o u n d . " M y dad's 

r e sen ted me since t h e day I was b o r n , Percy," she said. " H e 

never w a n t e d a baby. W h e n he go t m e , he asked A t h e n a to 

take m e back a n d raise m e o n O l y m p u s because h e was t o o 

busy w i t h his work . She wasn' t h a p p y a b o u t tha t . She t o l d 

h i m heroes h a d t o be raised by the i r m o r t a l parent ." 

"But h o w . . . I m e a n , I guess you weren't b o r n in a h o s ­

p i ta l . . . ." 

" I appea red on my father's d o o r s t e p , in a g o ld en cradle, 

car r ied d o w n f r o m O l y m p u s b y Z e p h y r the W e s t W i n d . 

You 'd t h i n k my d a d w o u l d r e m e m b e r t h a t as a miracle , 

r ight? Like, m a y b e he 'd take s o m e digi tal p h o t o s o r s o m e ­

th ing . But he always ta lked a b o u t my arrival as i f i t were the 

m o s t inconven ien t t h i n g t h a t h a d ever h a p p e n e d t o h i m . 

W h e n I was five he go t m a r r i e d a n d to ta l ly forgot a b o u t 

A t h e n a . He go t a ' regular ' m o r t a l wife, a n d h a d t w o ' regu­

lar ' m o r t a l k ids , a n d t r i ed to p r e t e n d I d idn ' t exist." 

I s ta red o u t t h e t ra in window. T h e l ights of a s leeping 

t o w n were dr i f t ing by. I w a n t e d to m a k e A n n a b e t h feel be t ­

ter, b u t I d idn ' t k n o w how. 

" M y m o m m a r r i e d a really awful guy," I t o l d her. 

"Grover said she d i d i t t o p r o t e c t m e , t o h i d e me in the 
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scent of a h u m a n family. M a y b e that ' s w h a t y o u r d a d was 

th inking ." 

A n n a b e t h k e p t w o r r y i n g a t her necklace. She was p i n c h ­

ing t h e go ld college r ing t h a t h u n g w i t h t h e beads . I t 

o c c u r r e d to me t h a t the r ing m u s t be her father 's. I w o n ­

d e r e d why she wore i t i f she h a t e d h i m so m u c h . 

" H e doesn ' t care a b o u t me," she said. " H i s w i f e — m y 

s t e p m o m — t r e a t e d me like a freak. She wou ldn ' t let me p lay 

w i th her chi ldren . M y d a d w e n t a long w i t h her. W h e n e v e r 

s o m e t h i n g dange rous h a p p e n e d — y o u know, s o m e t h i n g 

w i th m o n s t e r s — t h e y w o u l d b o t h l o o k a t m e resentfully, 

like, ' H o w dare you p u t o u r family a t risk.' Finally, I t o o k t h e 

h in t . I wasn't wan ted . I r an away." 

" H o w o l d were you?" 

" S a m e age as w h e n I s t a r t e d c a m p . Seven." 

"But . . . you cou ldn ' t have g o t t e n all t h e way to Hal f -

B l o o d H i l l by yourself." 

" N o t a lone , n o . A t h e n a wa tched over m e , g u i d e d m e 

toward he lp . I m a d e a coup l e of u n e x p e c t e d fr iends w h o 

t o o k care of m e , for a s h o r t t ime , anyway." 

I w a n t e d to ask w h a t h a p p e n e d , b u t A n n a b e t h s eemed 

los t in sad m e m o r i e s . So I l i s tened to t h e s o u n d of Grover 

s n o r i n g a n d gazed o u t t h e t r a in w i n d o w s as t h e d a r k fields 

o f O h i o raced by. 

T o w a r d t h e e n d o f o u r s e c o n d day o n the t ra in , June 1 3 , 

e ight days before t h e s u m m e r solstice, we passed t h r o u g h 

s o m e go lde n hills a n d over t h e Mis s i s s ipp i River i n t o St . 

L o u i s . 
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A n n a b e t h c raned her neck to see the Ga teway Arch, 

which l o o k e d to me like a h u g e s h o p p i n g b a g h a n d l e s tuck 

on the city. 

" I w a n t t o d o that ," she s ighed. 

" W h a t ? " I asked. 

"Bui ld s o m e t h i n g like t ha t . Y o u ever see t h e P a r t h e n o n , 

Percy?" 

" O n l y in p ic tures ." 

"Someday , I ' m go ing t o see i t i n p e r s o n . I ' m go ing t o 

bu i ld the grea tes t m o n u m e n t t o t h e gods , ever. S o m e t h i n g 

tha t ' l l last a t h o u s a n d years." 

I l aughed . "You? An archi tect?" 

I don ' t k n o w why, b u t I f o u n d i t funny. Just the idea of 

A n n a b e t h t ry ing to sit quie t ly a n d d r a w all day. 

H e r cheeks f lushed. "Yes, an archi tect . A t h e n a expects 

he r ch i ld ren to create t h ings , n o t just tear t h e m d o w n , like 

a cer ta in g o d of ea r thquakes I c o u l d men t ion . " 

I wa tched the c h u r n i n g b r o w n water o f t h e Miss i s s ipp i 

below. 

"Sorry ," A n n a b e t h said. " T h a t was mean." 

"Can ' t we w o r k t o g e t h e r a l i t t le?" I p l eaded . "I m e a n , 

d idn ' t A t h e n a a n d P o s e i d o n ever coope ra t e?" 

A n n a b e t h h a d to t h i n k a b o u t it. "I guess . . . t h e char­

iot," she said tentatively. " M y m o m invented it, b u t 

P o s e i d o n created horses o u t o f t h e crests o f waves. So they 

h a d to w o r k toge the r t o m a k e i t comple te . " 

" T h e n we can coopera te , t o o . R i g h t ? " 

We r o d e i n t o t h e city, A n n a b e t h wa tch ing a s t h e Arch 

d i sappea red b e h i n d a ho te l . 
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"I suppose , " she sa id a t last. 

W e p u l l e d i n t o the A m t r a k s t a t ion d o w n t o w n . T h e 

i n t e r c o m t o l d us we'd have a t h r e e - h o u r layover before 

d e p a r t i n g for Denver . 

Grover s t re tched. Before he was even fully awake, he 

said, "Food . " 

" C o m e on , goa t boy," A n n a b e t h said. "Sightseeing." 

"Sightsee ing?" 

" T h e Ga teway Arch," she said. " T h i s m a y be my only 

chance t o r ide t o t h e t o p . A r e you c o m i n g o r n o t ? " 

Grover a n d I exchanged l ooks . 

I w a n t e d to say n o , b u t I f igured t ha t i f A n n a b e t h was 

go ing , we couldn ' t very well let he r go a lone. 

Grover sh rugged . "As l o n g as there's a snack bar w i t h ­

o u t mons te r s . " 

T h e A r c h was a b o u t a mi le f rom t h e t ra in s t a t ion . La te in 

the day t h e lines to get in weren' t t ha t long. We t h r e a d e d o u r 

way t h r o u g h the u n d e r g r o u n d m u s e u m , l o o k i n g a t covered 

wagons a n d o t h e r j u n k f r o m t h e 1 8 0 0 s . I t wasn' t all t h a t 

thr i l l ing, b u t A n n a b e t h k e p t te l l ing us in te res t ing facts 

a b o u t h o w t h e Arch was bui l t , a n d Grover k e p t pass ing m e 

jelly beans , so I was okay. 

I k e p t l o o k i n g a r o u n d , t h o u g h , a t t he o t h e r p e o p l e in 

l ine. " Y o u smel l any th ing?" I m u r m u r e d to Grover. 

H e t o o k his n o s e o u t o f the jel ly-bean bag long e n o u g h 

to sniff. " U n d e r g r o u n d , " he said distastefully. " U n d e r ­

g r o u n d air always smells l ike m o n s t e r s . P r o b a b l y doesn ' t 

m e a n anything." 
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But s o m e t h i n g felt w r o n g to m e . I h a d a feeling we 

shou ldn ' t be here . 

"Guys , " I said. "You k n o w t h e g o d s ' symbol s of 

power?" 

A n n a b e t h h a d been i n t h e m i d d l e o f r ead ing a b o u t the 

c o n s t r u c t i o n e q u i p m e n t u s e d t o b u i l d t h e Arch , b u t she 

l o o k e d over. "Yeah?" 

"Wel l , H a d e — " 

Grover cleared his t h roa t . "We ' re in a pub l i c place. . . . 

Y o u m e a n , o u r f r iend downs ta i r s?" 

" U m , right," I said. " O u r f r iend way downs ta i r s . Doesn ' t 

he have a h a t like Annabe th ' s ? " 

" Y o u m e a n t h e H e l m o f Darkness , " A n n a b e t h said. 

"Yeah, that 's his s y m b o l of power. I saw i t next to his seat 

d u r i n g the win te r solst ice counc i l meet ing ." 

" H e was there?" I asked. 

She n o d d e d . "It 's t he only t i m e he's a l lowed to visit 

O l y m p u s — t h e darkes t day of t h e year. But his h e l m is a lo t 

m o r e powerfu l t h a n my invisibili ty ha t , i f w h a t I've hea rd is 

t r ue . . . . 

" I t al lows h i m to b e c o m e darkness ," Grover con f i rmed . 

" H e can m e l t i n t o s h a d o w o r pass t h r o u g h walls. H e can't 

be t o u c h e d , o r seen, o r heard . A n d he can rad ia te fear so 

in tense i t can drive you insane o r s t o p your hea r t . W h y d o 

you t h i n k all r a t iona l creatures fear the da rk?" 

"Bu t t h e n . . . h o w do we k n o w he's n o t here r igh t now, 

wa tch ing us?" I asked. 

A n n a b e t h a n d Grover exchanged l ooks . 

" W e don' t ," Grover said. 
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" T h a n k s , t h a t makes me feel a lo t bet ter ," I said. " G o t 

any b lue jelly beans left?" 

Id a lmos t m as t e r ed my j u m p y nerves w h e n I saw t h e 

t iny l i t t le e levator car we were go ing to r ide t o t h e t o p o f 

t h e Arch, a n d I k n e w I was in t roub le . I ha t e conf ined 

places . T h e y m a k e m e n u t s . 

We go t s h o e h o r n e d i n t o t h e car w i t h this b ig fat lady 

a n d her d o g , a C h i h u a h u a w i th a r h i n e s t o n e collar. I f igured 

m a y b e the d o g was a seeing-eye C h i h u a h u a , because n o n e o f 

t h e guards said a w o r d a b o u t it. 

W e s t a r t ed go ing up , ins ide the Arch . I d never been i n 

an elevator t ha t went in a curve, a n d my s t o m a c h wasn't t o o 

h a p p y a b o u t it. 

" N o pa ren t s?" t h e fat lady asked us . 

She h a d beady eyes; po in ty , coffee-s ta ined tee th ; a 

f loppy d e n i m ha t , a n d a d e n i m dress t h a t bu lged so m u c h , 

she l o o k e d like a blue- jean b l i m p . 

" T h e y ' r e be low," A n n a b e t h t o l d her . " S c a r e d o f 

he ights ." 

" O h , t h e p o o r darl ings." 

T h e C h i h u a h u a growled. T h e w o m a n said, " N o w , 

now, sonny. Behave." T h e d o g h a d beady eyes like its owner , 

in te l l igent a n d vicious. 

I said, "Sonny . Is t h a t his n a m e ? " 

" N o , " t h e lady t o l d m e . 

S h e smiled, as i f t h a t cleared everyth ing u p . 

A t the t o p o f t h e Arch , t h e obse rva t ion deck r e m i n d e d 

me of a t in can w i t h carpe t ing . R o w s of t iny w i n d o w s 

l o o k e d o u t over the city on o n e s ide a n d t h e river on the 
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other . T h e view was okay, b u t i f there's any th ing I l ike less 

t h a n a conf ined space, it's a conf ined space six h u n d r e d feet 

in t h e air. I was ready to go p re t ty quick . 

A n n a b e t h k e p t t a lk ing a b o u t s t ruc tu ra l s u p p o r t s , a n d 

h o w she would 've m a d e t h e w i n d o w s bigger, a n d des igned a 

s e e - t h r o u g h f loor. She p r o b a b l y could 've stayed up the re for 

h o u r s , b u t luckily for m e t h e p a r k ranger a n n o u n c e d t h a t 

t h e obse rva t ion deck w o u l d be closing in a few m i n u t e s . 

I s teered Grover a n d A n n a b e t h toward t h e exit, l o a d e d 

t h e m i n t o the elevator, a n d I was a b o u t to get in mysel f 

w h e n I real ized there were already t w o o t h e r tour i s t s ins ide . 

N o r o o m for m e . 

T h e p a r k ranger said, " N e x t car, sir." 

" W e ' l l get out ," A n n a b e t h said. "We ' l l wai t w i t h you." 

B u t t h a t was go ing to mess everybody up a n d take even 

m o r e t ime , so I said, " N a w , it's okay. I'll see you guys at t he 

b o t t o m . " 

Grover and A n n a b e t h b o t h l o o k e d ne rvous , b u t they let 

t h e elevator d o o r sl ide shu t . T h e i r car d i sappea red d o w n the 

r a m p . 

N o w t h e on ly p e o p l e left on t h e obse rva t ion deck were 

m e , a l i t t le boy w i t h his pa ren t s , t h e p a r k ranger, a n d t h e fat 

lady w i t h her C h i h u a h u a . 

I smi l ed uneasi ly at t h e fat lady. She smi led back, he r 

forked t o n g u e f l i cke r ing be tween he r tee th . 

W a i t a m i n u t e . 

F o r k e d tongue? 

Before I c o u l d dec ide if I 'd really seen tha t , he r 

C h i h u a h u a j u m p e d d o w n a n d s t a r t ed y a p p i n g a t m e . 
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" N o w , now, sonny," the lady said. " D o e s th is l o o k like a 

g o o d t ime? We have all these nice p e o p l e here." 

" D o g g i e ! " said the l i t t le boy. " L o o k , a doggie!" 

H i s pa ren t s p u l l e d h i m back. 

T h e C h i h u a h u a ba red his t ee th a t m e , f oam d r i p p i n g 

f r o m his b lack l ips . 

"Wel l , son," t h e fat lady s ighed. " I f y o u insist." 

Ice s t a r t e d f o r m i n g i n my s t o m a c h . " U m , d i d you jus t 

call t h a t C h i h u a h u a your son?" 

"Chimera, dear ," t h e fat l ady c o r r e c t e d . " N o t a 

C h i h u a h u a . It 's an easy mis t ake to make." 

She ro l led up her d e n i m sleeves, revealing t h a t t h e sk in 

of he r a r m s was scaly a n d green. W h e n she smiled, I saw 

t h a t her t ee th were fangs. T h e pup i l s o f he r eyes were s ide­

ways slits, like a repti le 's . 

T h e C h i h u a h u a ba rked louder , a n d w i t h each bark , i t 

grew. F i r s t to the size of a D o b e r m a n , t h e n to a l ion . T h e 

b a r k b e c a m e a roar. 

T h e l i t t le boy screamed. H i s pa ren t s p u l l e d h i m back 

toward t h e exit, s t r a igh t i n t o the p a r k ranger, w h o s t o o d , 

para lyzed, gap ing a t t h e m o n s t e r . 

T h e C h i m e r a was n o w so tall its back r u b b e d against 

t h e roof. I t h a d t h e h e a d of a l ion w i t h a b l o o d - c a k e d m a n e , 

the b o d y a n d hooves of a g ian t goat , a n d a s e rpen t for a 

tail, a t e n - f o o t - l o n g d i a m o n d b a c k g rowing r i gh t o u t of its 

shaggy b e h i n d . T h e r h i n e s t o n e d o g collar still h u n g a r o u n d 

its neck, a n d the p la te -s ized d o g tag was n o w easy to 

read: C H I M E R A — R A B I D , FIRE-BREATHING, P O I S O N O U S — I F 

F O U N D , PLEASE CALL TARTARUS EXT. 954 . 
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I real ized I hadn ' t even u n c a p p e d my sword. My h a n d s 

were n u m b . I was t en feet away f r o m t h e Chimera ' s b l o o d y 

maw, a n d I k n e w t h a t as s o o n as I moved , the creature 

w o u l d lunge . 

T h e snake lady m a d e a hiss ing no i se t ha t might 've been 

laughter . "Be h o n o r e d , Percy Jackson. L o r d Z e u s rarely 

allows me to test a he ro w i t h o n e of my b r o o d . F o r I am the 

M o t h e r o f M o n s t e r s , t he ter r ib le Ech idna ! " 

I s ta red at her. Al l I c o u l d t h i n k to say was: "Isn' t t h a t a 

k i n d o f an tea te r?" 

She howled , he r rept i l ian face t u r n i n g b r o w n a n d green 

w i t h rage. "I ha te i t w h e n p e o p l e say tha t ! I ha te Austral ia! 

N a m i n g t h a t r id icu lous an ima l after m e . F o r tha t , Percy 

Jackson, my s o n shall des t roy you!" 

T h e C h i m e r a charged, its l ion t ee th gnash ing . I m a n ­

aged to leap aside a n d d o d g e the b i te . 

I e n d e d up nex t to t h e family a n d t h e p a r k ranger, w h o 

were all sc reaming now, t r y ing to p r y o p e n t h e emergency 

exit d o o r s . 

I cou ldn ' t let t h e m get h u r t . I u n c a p p e d my sword, ran 

to the o t h e r side o f t h e deck, a n d yelled, " H e y , C h i h u a h u a ! " 

T h e C h i m e r a t u r n e d faster t h a n I would 've t h o u g h t 

poss ib le . 

Before I c o u l d swing my sword, i t o p e n e d its m o u t h , 

e m i t t i n g a s t ench like t h e world 's largest ba rbecue pi t , a n d 

s h o t a c o l u m n of f lame s t ra igh t a t m e . 

I dove t h r o u g h the explosion. T h e carpe t bu r s t i n to 

flames; the hea t was so intense, i t nearly seared of f my eye­

b rows . 
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W h e r e I h a d been s t a n d i n g a m o m e n t before was a 

ragged ho l e in the side o f t h e Arch , w i th m e l t e d m e t a l 

s t eaming a r o u n d t h e edges. 

Grea t , I t h o u g h t . We just b l o w t o r c h e d a na t i ona l m o n ­

u m e n t . 

R i p t i d e was n o w a sh in ing b r o n z e b lade in my h a n d s , 

a n d as t h e C h i m e r a t u r n e d , I s lashed at its neck . 

T h a t was m y fatal mis take . T h e b lade spa rked h a r m ­

lessly o f f t h e d o g collar. I t r i ed to regain my balance , b u t I 

was so w o r r i e d a b o u t de fend ing myse l f against the fiery 

lion's m o u t h , I comple te ly forgot a b o u t the s e r p e n t tail u n t i l 

i t w h i p p e d a r o u n d a n d sank its fangs i n t o my calf. 

My who le leg was on fire. I t r ied to jab R i p t i d e i n t o t h e 

Chimera ' s m o u t h , b u t t h e s e rpen t tail w r a p p e d a r o u n d m y 

ankles a n d pu l l ed m e o f f balance , a n d m y b lade flew o u t o f 

m y h a n d , sp inn ing o u t o f t h e ho l e i n t h e A r c h and d o w n 

toward t h e Miss i s s ipp i River. 

I m a n a g e d to get to my feet, b u t I k n e w I h a d lost . I was 

weaponless . I c o u l d feel dead ly p o i s o n rac ing up to my 

chest . I r e m e m b e r e d C h i r o n saying t ha t A n a k l u s m o s w o u l d 

always r e t u r n t o m e , b u t there was n o p e n i n m y pocke t . 

M a y b e i t h a d fallen t o o far away. M a y b e i t on ly r e t u r n e d 

w h e n i t was in p e n f o r m . I d idn ' t know, a n d I wasn't go ing 

to live l o n g e n o u g h to figure i t o u t . 

I backed i n t o t h e ho l e in the wall. T h e C h i m e r a 

advanced, growl ing , s m o k e cur l ing f r o m its l ips . T h e snake 

lady, E c h i d n a , cackled. " T h e y don ' t m a k e heroes like they 

used to , eh, son?" 

T h e m o n s t e r g rowled . I t s eemed i n n o h u r r y t o finish 

[ 2 0 9 ] 



me of f n o w t h a t I was bea ten . 

I g lanced a t t h e p a r k ranger a n d t h e family. T h e l i t t le 

boy was h i d i n g b e h i n d his father's legs. I h a d to p r o t e c t 

these p e o p l e . I cou ldn ' t jus t . . . die. I t r i ed to t h ink , b u t 

my w h o l e b o d y was on f i r e . My h e a d felt dizzy. I h a d no 

sword. I was facing a massive, fire-breathing m o n s t e r a n d its 

m o t h e r . A n d I was scared. 

T h e r e was no place else to go, so I s t e p p e d to t h e edge 

of t h e ho le . Far, far below, t h e river gl i t tered. 

I f I d ied , w o u l d the m o n s t e r s go away? W o u l d t hey leave 

the h u m a n s alone? 

" I f you are t h e s o n o f Pose idon ," E c h i d n a hissed, "you 

w o u l d n o t fear water. J u m p , Percy Jackson. S h o w me t h a t 

water will n o t h a r m you . J u m p a n d retrieve your sword. 

Prove your b loodl ine . " 

Yeah, r ight , I t h o u g h t . I'd read s o m e w h e r e t h a t j u m p i n g 

in to water f rom a coup le of s tories up was like j u m p i n g 

o n t o sol id asphal t . F r o m here, I'd sp la t te r on impac t . 

T h e Ch imera ' s m o u t h glowed red, hea t ing u p for an ­

o t h e r blast . 

"You have n o faith," E c h i d n a t o l d m e . "You d o n o t 

t r u s t the gods . I c a n n o t b l ame you, l i t t le coward. Bet ter you 

die now. T h e gods are faithless. T h e p o i s o n i s in your hear t ." 

She was r ight : I was dying. I c o u l d feel my b r e a t h s low­

ing d o w n . N o b o d y c o u l d save m e , n o t even the gods . 

I backed up a n d l o o k e d d o w n at the water. I r e m e m ­

be red t h e w a r m glow of my father's smile w h e n I was a baby. 

He m u s t have seen m e . He m u s t have vis i ted me w h e n I was 

in my cradle . 
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I r e m e m b e r e d t h e swirl ing green t r i d e n t t h a t h a d 

appea red above my h e a d the n i g h t o f cap tu re t h e flag, w h e n 

P o s e i d o n h a d c la imed me a s h i s son . 

Bu t th is wasn't t h e sea. T h i s was t h e Miss i s s ipp i , d e a d 

cen te r o f t h e U S A . T h e r e was n o Sea G o d here . 

" D i e , faithless one ," E c h i d n a rasped , a n d t h e C h i m e r a 

sen t a c o l u m n of f lame toward my face. 

"Fa ther , h e l p me , " I p rayed . 

I t u r n e d a n d j u m p e d . M y c lo thes o n fire, p o i s o n c o u r s ­

ing t h r o u g h my veins, I p l u m m e t e d t oward t h e river. 
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I'd love to tell you I h a d s o m e d e e p revelat ion on my way 

d o w n , t h a t I came to t e r m s w i t h my o w n mor ta l i ty , l aughed 

in t h e face of dea th , e t cetera. 

T h e t ru th? M y only t h o u g h t was: A a a a g g g h h h h h ! 

T h e river r aced toward m e a t t h e speed o f a t ruck . W i n d 

r i p p e d t h e b r e a t h f r o m my lungs . Steeples a n d skyscrapers 

a n d br idges t u m b l e d i n a n d o u t o f my vis ion. 

A n d then : Flaaa~boooom! 

A w h i t e o u t of bubbles . I sank t h r o u g h the m u r k , sure 

t ha t I was a b o u t to end up e m b e d d e d in a h u n d r e d feet of 

m u d a n d los t forever. 

But my i m p a c t w i th the water hadn ' t h u r t . I was falling 

slowly now, bubb les t r ickl ing up t h r o u g h my fingers. I set­

t l ed on t h e river b o t t o m soundlessly. A catfish the size of 

my s tepfa ther lu rched away i n t o t h e g l o o m . C l o u d s o f silt 

a n d d i sgus t ing g a r b a g e — b e e r bo t t l e s , o ld shoes, p las t ic 

b a g s — s w i r l e d up all a r o u n d me . 

At t h a t p o i n t , I real ized a few th ings : first, I h a d n o t 

b e e n flat tened i n t o a pancake . I h a d n o t been ba rbecued . I 

cou ldn ' t even feel t h e C h i m e r a p o i s o n bo i l ing in my veins 

anymore . I was alive, wh ich was g o o d . 

S e c o n d real iza t ion: I wasn' t wet. I m e a n , I c o u l d feel t h e 
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coolness o f t h e water. I c o u l d see where t h e fire o n m y 

c lo thes h a d been q u e n c h e d . But w h e n I t o u c h e d my o w n 

shi r t , i t felt perfectly dry. 

I l o o k e d a t the garbage f loat ing by a n d sna t ched an o l d 

cigarette l ighter . 

No way, I t h o u g h t . 

I flicked t h e l ighter. It spa rked . A t iny flame appeared , 

r igh t there a t t h e b o t t o m o f t h e Miss i s s ipp i . 

I g r a b b e d a soggy h a m b u r g e r w r a p p e r o u t of t h e cur ­

ren t a n d immed ia t e ly the p a p e r t u r n e d dry. I l i t i t w i t h no 

p r o b l e m . As s o o n as I let i t go, the f lames s p u t t e r e d o u t . 

T h e w r a p p e r t u r n e d back i n t o a sl imy rag. W e i r d . 

But t h e s t ranges t t h o u g h t o c c u r r e d to me only last: I 

was b rea th ing . I was underwate r , a n d I was b r e a t h i n g n o r ­

mally. 

I s t o o d up , t h i g h - d e e p i n m u d . My legs felt shaky. My 

h a n d s t r embled . I should 've been dead . T h e fact t h a t I 

wasn' t s eemed like . . . well, a mirac le . I imag ined a woman ' s 

voice, a voice t ha t s o u n d e d a b i t like my m o t h e r : Percy, what 

do you say? 

" U m . . . t hanks . " U n d e r w a t e r , I s o u n d e d like I d i d on 

record ings , like a m u c h o lde r k id . " T h a n k y o u . . . Father ." 

N o response . Jus t t h e d a r k drif t o f garbage downriver , 

t h e e n o r m o u s catfish gl iding by, the f l a sh o f sunse t on t h e 

water 's surface far above, t u r n i n g everything t h e co lo r of 

bu t t e r s co t ch . 

W h y h a d P o s e i d o n saved me? T h e m o r e I t h o u g h t 

a b o u t it, t h e m o r e a s h a m e d I felt. So I'd g o t t e n lucky a few 

t imes before. Aga ins t a t h i n g like t h e C h i m e r a , I h a d never 
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s t o o d a chance . T h o s e p o o r p e o p l e in t h e A r c h were p r o b ­

ably toas t . I cou ldn ' t p r o t e c t t h e m . I was no hero . M a y b e I 

s h o u l d just stay d o w n here w i t h t h e catfish, j o in t h e b o t t o m 

feeders. 

Fump-fump-fump. A r iverboat ' s p a d d l e w h e e l c h u r n e d 

above m e , swirl ing t h e silt a r o u n d . 

T h e r e , n o t f ive feet in f ront o f me , was my sword, its 

g leaming b r o n z e h i l t s t icking u p i n t h e m u d . 

I h e a r d t ha t woman 's voice again: Percy, take the sword. Your 

father believes in you. T h i s t ime , I k n e w t h e voice wasn't in my 

head . I wasn' t imag in ing it. H e r words seemed to c o m e f rom 

everywhere, r i pp l ing t h r o u g h t h e water like d o l p h i n sonar . 

" W h e r e are you?" I called a loud . 

T h e n , t h r o u g h the g l o o m , I saw h e r — a w o m a n the 

co lo r of t h e water, a g h o s t in t h e cur ren t , f loat ing just above 

t h e sword. She h a d long b i l lowing hair, a n d he r eyes, barely 

visible, were green like m i n e . 

A l u m p f o r m e d in my th roa t . I said, " M o m ? " 

No, child, only a messenger, though your mother's fate is not as hope­

less as you believe. Go to the beach in Santa Monica. 

" W h a t ? " 

It is your father's will. Before you descend into the Underworld, you 

must go to Santa Monica. Please, Percy, 1 cannot stay long. The river here 

is too foul for my presence. 

"Bu t . . . " I was sure th is w o m a n was my m o t h e r , or a 

v is ion o f her, anyway. " W h o — h o w d id y o u — " 

T h e r e was so m u c h I w a n t e d to ask, the words j a m m e d 

u p i n m y th roa t . 

1 cannot stay, brave one, t h e w o m a n said. She reached out , 
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a n d I felt t h e cu r r en t b r u s h my face like a caress. You must go 

to Santa Monica! And, Percy, do not trust the gifts. . . . 

H e r voice faded. 

"Gif t s?" I asked. " W h a t gifts? Wai t ! " 

She m a d e o n e m o r e a t t e m p t t o speak, b u t the s o u n d was 

gone . H e r image m e l t e d away. I f i t was my m o t h e r , I h a d 

los t he r again. 

I felt like d r o w n i n g myself. T h e on ly p r o b l e m : I was 

i m m u n e t o d r o w n i n g . 

Your father believes in you, she h a d said. 

S h e d also called me brave . . . unless she was t a lk ing to 

t h e catfish. 

I waded toward R i p t i d e a n d g r a b b e d i t by t h e hilt . T h e 

C h i m e r a m i g h t still be up there w i th its snaky, fat m o t h e r , 

wai t ing to finish me off. At the very least, the m o r t a l pol ice 

w o u l d be arriving, t ry ing to figure o u t w h o h a d b lown a hole 

in the Arch . I f they f o u n d me, they'd have s o m e ques t ions . 

I c a p p e d my sword, s tuck t h e b a l l p o i n t p e n in my 

pocke t . " T h a n k you, Father ," I said again to t h e d a r k water. 

T h e n I k icked up t h r o u g h the m u c k a n d swam for t h e 

surface. 

I came ashore next to a f loa t ing M c D o n a l d ' s . 

A b lock away, every emergency vehicle in St . L o u i s was 

s u r r o u n d i n g the Arch . Pol ice he l i cop te r s circled overhead. 

T h e c rowd o f o n l o o k e r s r e m i n d e d m e o f T i m e s Squa re o n 

N e w Year's Eve. 

A li t t le girl said, " M a m a ! T h a t boy walked o u t o f the 

river." 
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" T h a t ' s nice, dear," he r m o t h e r said, c ran ing her neck to 

watch the ambu lances . 

"Bu t he's dry!" 

" T h a t ' s nice, dear." 

A news lady was t a lk ing for the camera: " P r o b a b l y n o t 

a t e r ro r i s t a t tack, we're to ld , b u t it's still very early in the 

invest igat ion. T h e damage , as you can see, is very ser ious . 

We ' re t ry ing t o get t o s o m e o f t h e survivors, t o q u e s t i o n 

t h e m a b o u t eyewitness r e p o r t s o f s o m e o n e falling f r o m the 

Arch." 

Survivors. I felt a surge of relief. M a y b e t h e p a r k ranger 

a n d t h a t family m a d e i t o u t safely. I h o p e d A n n a b e t h a n d 

Grover were okay. 

I t r i ed to p u s h t h r o u g h the crowd to see w h a t was go ing 

on ins ide t h e pol ice l ine. 

". . . an ado lescen t boy," a n o t h e r r e p o r t e r was saying. 

" C h a n n e l Five has l e a rned t h a t surveil lance cameras s h o w 

an ado lescen t b o y go ing wi ld on the obse rva t ion deck, 

s o m e h o w se t t ing of f this freak explos ion . H a r d to believe, 

John , b u t that 's w h a t we're hear ing. Again, no c o n f i r m e d 

fatalities . . ." 

I backed away, t ry ing to keep my h e a d d o w n . I h a d to 

go a l o n g way a r o u n d the po l i ce per imeter . U n i f o r m e d offi­

cers a n d news r e p o r t e r s were everywhere. 

I'd a lmos t los t h o p e o f ever f ind ing A n n a b e t h a n d 

Grover w h e n a famil iar voice bleated, "Per r r -cy!" 

I t u r n e d a n d go t tackled by Grover 's bear h u g — o r goa t 

h u g . H e said, " W e t h o u g h t you'd g o n e t o H a d e s t h e h a r d 

way! 
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A n n a b e t h s t o o d b e h i n d h i m , t ry ing t o l o o k angry, b u t 

even she s e e m e d relieved to see m e . " W e can't leave you 

a lone for five m i n u t e s ! W h a t h a p p e n e d ? " 

" I s o r t o f fell." 

"Percy! Six h u n d r e d a n d t h i r t y feet?" 

Beh ind us , a c o p s h o u t e d , "Gangway!" T h e c rowd 

pa r t ed , and a coup le of pa r amed ic s hus t l ed ou t , ro l l ing a 

w o m a n on a s tretcher. I r e cogn ized her immed ia t e ly as t h e 

m o t h e r o f t h e l i t t le boy who 'd been o n t h e obse rva t ion 

deck. She was saying, "And t h e n th is huge d o g , th is huge 

f i re-brea th ing C h i h u a h u a — " 

"Okay , ma ' am, " t h e p a r a m e d i c said. "Just c a lm d o w n . 

Your family i s f ine . T h e m e d i c a t i o n i s s t a r t i ng to k ick in." 

" I ' m n o t crazy! T h i s boy j u m p e d o u t o f t h e h o l e a n d 

t h e m o n s t e r d isappeared." T h e n she saw m e . " T h e r e he is! 

T h a t ' s t h e boy!" 

I t u r n e d quickly a n d pu l l ed A n n a b e t h a n d Grover after 

m e . W e d i sappea red i n t o t h e crowd. 

" W h a t ' s go ing o n ? " A n n a b e t h d e m a n d e d . " W a s she 

t a lk ing a b o u t t h e C h i h u a h u a o n t h e elevator?" 

I t o l d t h e m the who le s t o ry o f the C h i m e r a , Ech idna , 

my h igh-d ive act, a n d t h e u n d e r w a t e r lady's message. 

" W h o a , " said Grover . "We 've go t t o get you to San ta 

M o n i c a ! Y o u can't ignore a s u m m o n s f r o m y o u r dad ." 

Before A n n a b e t h cou ld r e s p o n d , we passed a n o t h e r 

r e p o r t e r d o i n g a news break, a n d I a l m o s t froze in my t racks 

w h e n he said, "Percy Jackson. T h a t ' s r ight , D a n . C h a n n e l 

Twelve has l ea rned t h a t the boy w h o m a y have caused th is 

exp los ion f i t s t h e desc r ip t i on o f a y o u n g m a n w a n t e d by 
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au thor i t i e s for a ser ious N e w Jersey bus acc iden t th ree days 

ago. And t h e boy is believed to be traveling west. F o r ou r 

viewers at h o m e , here is a p h o t o of Percy Jackson." 

W e d u c k e d a r o u n d t h e news van a n d s l ipped i n t o a n 

alley. 

"F i r s t t h ings first," I t o l d Grover. "We've go t to get o u t 

o f t own!" 

S o m e h o w , we m a d e i t back t o t h e A m t r a k s t a t ion w i t h ­

o u t ge t t ing s p o t t e d . W e g o t o n b o a r d the t ra in jus t before i t 

pu l l ed o u t for Denver . T h e t ra in t r u n d l e d west a s da rkness 

fell, po l ice l ights still pu l s ing against t h e St . Lou i s skyl ine 

b e h i n d us . 
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The next a f t e rnoon , June 14 , seven days before t h e so l ­

stice, o u r t r a in ro l led i n t o Denver . We hadn ' t ea ten since t h e 

n i g h t before in the d in ing car, s o m e w h e r e in Kansas . We 

hadn ' t t aken a shower since H a l f - B l o o d H i l l , a n d I was sure 

t h a t was obv ious . 

"Let 's t ry t o con t ac t Ch i ron , " A n n a b e t h said. " I w a n t t o 

tell h i m a b o u t your ta lk wi th the river spiri t ." 

" W e can't use p h o n e s , r igh t?" 

" I ' m n o t t a lk ing a b o u t p h o n e s . " 

W e w a n d e r e d t h r o u g h d o w n t o w n for a b o u t h a l f a n 

hou r , t h o u g h I wasn't sure w h a t A n n a b e t h was l o o k i n g for. 

T h e air was d r y a n d ho t , wh ich felt weird after t h e h u m i d ­

i ty o f S t . L o u i s . Eve rywhe re w e t u r n e d , t h e R o c k y 

M o u n t a i n s seemed to be s tar ing a t m e , like a t ida l wave 

a b o u t to crash i n t o t h e city. 

Final ly we f o u n d an e m p t y do - i t -your se l f car wash. We 

veered toward the stall fa r thes t f rom t h e street, keep ing o u r 

eyes o p e n for p a t r o l cars. We were th ree adolescents h a n g ­

ing o u t at a car wash w i t h o u t a car; any c o p w o r t h his 

d o u g h n u t s w o u l d f i g u r e w e were u p t o n o g o o d . 

" W h a t exactly are we d o i n g ? " I asked, as Grover t o o k 

o u t t h e spray gun . 
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"I t ' s seventy-five cents," he g r u m b l e d . "I 've on ly g o t t w o 

q u a r t e r s left. A n n a b e t h ? " 

" D o n ' t l o o k a t m e , " s h e said. " T h e d i n i n g car w i p e d m e 

o u t . " 

I f i shed o u t my last b i t of change a n d p a s s e d G r o v e r a 

quar te r , w h i c h left m e t w o nickels a n d o n e d r a c h m a f r o m 

M e d u s a ' s p lace. 

"Excel lent ," Grover said. " W e c o u l d do i t w i t h a spray 

b o t t l e , o f course, b u t t h e c o n n e c t i o n isn't a s g o o d , a n d m y 

a r m gets t i red o f p u m p i n g . " 

" W h a t are y o u t a l k i n g a b o u t ? " 

H e fed i n t h e q u a r t e r s a n d set t h e k n o b t o FINE MIST. 

" I - M ' i n g . " 

" I n s t a n t messag ing?" 

"Iris-messaging," A n n a b e t h corrected. " T h e ra inbow god­

dess Iris carries messages for t h e gods. I f you k n o w h o w to 

ask, a n d she's n o t t o o busy, she'll do t h e same for half-bloods." 

" Y o u s u m m o n t h e g o d d e s s w i t h a spray g u n ? " 

Grover p o i n t e d t h e n o z z l e i n t h e air a n d water h i s sed 

o u t in a t h i c k w h i t e mis t . " U n l e s s y o u k n o w an easier way 

to m a k e a ra inbow." 

S u r e e n o u g h , late a f t e r n o o n l ight f i l t e r e d t h r o u g h t h e 

v a p o r a n d b r o k e i n t o colors . 

A n n a b e t h h e l d h e r p a l m o u t t o m e . " D r a c h m a , please." 

I h a n d e d it over. 

S h e ra i sed t h e c o i n over h e r h e a d . "Ό goddess , a c c e p t 

o u r offering." 

S h e t h r e w t h e d r a c h m a i n t o t h e ra inbow. I t d i s a p p e a r e d 

in a g o l d e n s h i m m e r . 
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" H a l f - B l o o d Hi l l , " A n n a b e t h reques ted . 

F o r a m o m e n t , n o t h i n g h a p p e n e d . 

T h e n I was l o o k i n g t h r o u g h the mi s t a t strawberry-

fields, a n d t h e L o n g I s l and S o u n d i n t h e d i s tance . W e 

seemed t o b e o n the p o r c h o f t h e Big H o u s e . S t a n d i n g w i t h 

his back to us a t t he ra i l ing was a sandy-ha i red guy in s h o r t s 

a n d an o range t a n k t o p . He was h o l d i n g a b r o n z e sword a n d 

seemed to be s ta r ing in ten t ly a t s o m e t h i n g d o w n in t h e 

meadow. 

" L u k e ! " I called. 

He t u r n e d , eyes wide . I c o u l d swear he was s t a n d i n g 

th ree feet in f ron t of me t h r o u g h a screen of mis t , except I 

c o u l d only see t h e p a r t o f h i m t h a t appea red in t h e ra inbow. 

"Percy!" H i s scar red face b r o k e i n t o a g r in . "Is t h a t 

A n n a b e t h , too? T h a n k t h e g o d s ! Are y o u guys okay?" 

" W e r e . . . uh . . . fine," A n n a b e t h s t a m m e r e d . She was 

m a d l y s t r a igh ten ing her d i r t y T-sh i r t , t ry ing t o c o m b t h e 

loose ha i r o u t o f he r face. " W e t h o u g h t — C h i r o n — I 

m e a n — " 

" H e ' s d o w n a t t h e cabins." Luke's smile faded. "We ' re 

hav ing s o m e issues w i t h the c a m p e r s . L is ten , i s every th ing 

coo l w i th you? Is Grover all r igh t?" 

" I ' m r igh t here," Grover called. H e h e l d the n o z z l e o u t 

t o o n e s ide a n d s t e p p e d i n t o Luke's l ine o f vis ion. " W h a t 

k i n d o f issues?" 

Jus t t h e n a big L i n c o l n C o n t i n e n t a l p u l l e d i n t o t h e car 

wash w i t h its s tereo t u r n e d t o m a x i m u m h i p - h o p . As t h e 

car s l id i n t o t h e next stall, t h e bass f r o m t h e subwoofers 

v ib ra t ed so m u c h , i t s h o o k t h e pavemen t . 
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" C h i r o n h a d t o — w h a t ' s t h a t no ise?" L u k e yelled. 

"I ' l l take care of it!" A n n a b e t h yelled back, l o o k i n g very 

relieved to have an excuse to get o u t o f s ight . "Grover , c o m e 

on! 

" W h a t ? " Grover said. " B u t — " 

"Give Percy t h e n o z z l e a n d c o m e on!" she ordered . 

Grover m u t t e r e d s o m e t h i n g a b o u t girls be ing ha rde r t o 

u n d e r s t a n d t h a n the O r a c l e a t D e l p h i , t h e n h e h a n d e d m e 

the spray g u n a n d fol lowed A n n a b e t h . 

I readjus ted t h e hose so I c o u l d keep the r a i n b o w go ing 

a n d still see Luke . 

" C h i r o n h a d to b reak up a fight," L u k e s h o u t e d to 

me over t h e mus ic . " T h i n g s are p r e t t y tense here, Percy. 

W o r d leaked o u t a b o u t t h e Zeus—Poseidon standoff. We ' re 

still n o t sure h o w — p r o b a b l y the same s c u m b a g w h o s u m ­

m o n e d the h e l l h o u n d . N o w t h e camper s are s t a r t i ng t o take 

sides. It 's shap ing up like the T ro j an W a r all over again. 

A p h r o d i t e , Ares, a n d A p o l l o are back ing P o s e i d o n , m o r e o r 

less. A t h e n a is back ing Zeus . " 

I s h u d d e r e d to t h i n k t h a t Clarisse's cab in w o u l d ever be 

on my dad 's s ide for any th ing . In the next stall, I hea rd 

A n n a b e t h a n d s o m e guy a rguing w i t h each o ther , t h e n the 

music 's v o l u m e decreased drastically. 

" S o what 's y o u r s ta tus?" L u k e asked m e . " C h i r o n wil l be 

s o r r y he missed you." 

I t o l d h i m p re t t y m u c h everything, i nc lud ing my 

d reams . I t felt so g o o d to see h im , to feel l ike I was back at 

c a m p even for a few m i n u t e s , t ha t I d idn ' t realize h o w l o n g 

I h a d ta lked un t i l t he beepe r wen t o f f on the spray mach ine , 
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a n d I real ized I only h a d one m o r e m i n u t e before t h e water 

s h u t off. 

" I wish I c o u l d be there," L u k e t o l d m e . " W e can't he lp 

m u c h f rom here , I ' m afraid, b u t l is ten . . . i t h a d t o b e H a d e s 

w h o t o o k t h e mas t e r bo l t . H e was there a t O l y m p u s a t t h e 

win te r solstice. I was chaperoning a field t r ip a n d we saw him." 

"Bu t C h i r o n said the gods can't take each o ther ' s mag ic 

i t ems directly." 

" T h a t ' s t rue ," L u k e said, l o o k i n g t r oub l ed . "Sti l l . . . 

H a d e s has t h e h e l m o f da rkness . H o w c o u l d a n y b o d y else 

sneak in to t h e t h r o n e r o o m a n d steal the mas t e r bol t? You'd 

have to be invisible." 

W e were b o t h si lent , u n t i l Luke seemed t o realize w h a t 

he 'd said. 

" O h , hey," h e p ro t e s t ed . " I d idn ' t m e a n A n n a b e t h . S h e 

a n d I have k n o w n each o t h e r forever. She w o u l d never . . . I 

m e a n , she's like a l i t t le sister to me." 

I w o n d e r e d i f A n n a b e t h w o u l d like t h a t de sc r ip t i on . In 

t h e stall next to us , t h e m u s i c s t o p p e d comple te ly . A m a n 

sc reamed in terror , car d o o r s s l ammed , and t h e L i n c o l n 

pee led o u t o f t h e car wash. 

"You 'd be t t e r go see w h a t t h a t was," L u k e said. "L i s ten , 

are you wear ing the flying shoes? I'll feel be t t e r if I k n o w 

they've d o n e y o u s o m e good." 

" O h . . . uh , yeah!" I t r ied n o t to s o u n d like a gui l ty liar. 

"Yeah, they've c o m e in handy." 

"Real ly?" H e g r inned . " T h e y f i t a n d everything?" 

T h e water s h u t off. T h e m i s t s t a r t e d t o evapora te . 

"Wel l , t ake care o f yourse l f o u t there in Denver," L u k e 
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called, h is voice ge t t ing fainter. " A n d tell Grover it 'll be b e t ­

ter this t ime! N o b o d y will get t u r n e d in to a p i n e tree i f he 

j u s t — 

But t h e mi s t was gone , a n d Luke's image faded to n o t h ­

ing. I was a lone in a wet, e m p t y car wash stall . 

A n n a b e t h a n d Grover came a r o u n d t h e corner , l augh­

ing, b u t s t o p p e d w h e n they saw my face. A n n a b e t h ' s smi le 

faded. " W h a t h a p p e n e d , Percy? W h a t d id L u k e say?" 

" N o t much ," I l ied, my s t o m a c h feeling as e m p t y as a 

Big T h r e e cabin . " C o m e on , let's f ind s o m e dinner ." 

A few m i n u t e s later, we were s i t t ing at a b o o t h in a g leam­

ing c h r o m e diner . All a r o u n d us , families were eat ing b u r g ­

ers a n d d r i n k i n g mal t s a n d sodas . 

Final ly t h e waitress came over. S h e raised her eyebrow 

skeptically. "Wel l ? " 

I said, " W e , um, w a n t to o rde r dinner ." 

"You k ids have m o n e y to pay for i t?" 

Grover 's lower l ip quivered. I was afraid he w o u l d s t a r t 

b lea t ing , o r worse , s t a r t ea t ing the l i no l eum. A n n a b e t h 

l o o k e d ready t o pass o u t f r o m hunger . 

I was t ry ing to t h i n k up a sob s to ry for t h e waitress 

w h e n a r u m b l e s h o o k the w h o l e bu i ld ing ; a mo to rcyc l e the 

size o f a b a b y e l e p h a n t h a d pu l l ed up to t h e curb . 

All conversa t ion i n the d ine r s t o p p e d . T h e motorcycle ' s 

head l igh t glared red. I ts gas t a n k h a d flames p a i n t e d on it, 

a n d a s h o t g u n ho l s t e r r iveted to e i ther side, c o m p l e t e w i t h 

s h o t g u n s . T h e seat was l e a t h e r — b u t lea ther t h a t l o o k e d like 

. . . well, Caucas ian h u m a n skin. 
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T h e guy o n the b ike would 've m a d e p r o wrest lers r u n 

for M a m a . He was dressed in a r ed musc le sh i r t a n d black 

jeans a n d a black lea ther duster , w i t h a h u n t i n g knife 

s t r a p p e d t o his th igh . H e wore red w r a p a r o u n d shades , 

a n d h e h a d t h e cruelest , m o s t b r u t a l face I d ever s e e n — 

h a n d s o m e , I guess, b u t w i c k e d — w i t h an oily black crew cu t 

a n d cheeks t h a t were scar red f r o m many, m a n y f i g h t s . T h e 

weird t h i n g was, I felt like Id seen his face s o m e w h e r e 

before. 

As he walked i n t o t h e diner , a h o t , d r y w i n d b lew 

t h r o u g h the p lace . All t h e p e o p l e rose, as i f t hey were h y p ­

n o t i z e d , b u t t h e b iker waved his h a n d dismissively a n d they 

all sat d o w n again. E v e r y b o d y w e n t back to the i r conversa­

t i ons . T h e waitress b l inked , a s i f s o m e b o d y h a d just p ressed 

t h e r ewind b u t t o n on her b ra in . She asked us again, " Y o u 

k ids have m o n e y to pay for i t?" 

T h e biker said, "It 's o n me." H e sl id i n t o o u r b o o t h , 

which was way t o o smal l for h i m , a n d c rowded A n n a b e t h 

against the w indow. 

H e l o o k e d u p a t t h e waitress, w h o was gap ing a t h i m , 

a n d said, "Are you still here?" 

He p o i n t e d a t her, a n d she stiffened. She t u r n e d a s i f 

she'd been s p u n a r o u n d , t h e n m a r c h e d back toward t h e 

k i t chen . 

T h e biker l o o k e d a t m e . I cou ldn ' t see his eyes b e h i n d 

t h e red shades , b u t b a d feelings s t a r t e d bo i l ing in my s t o m ­

ach. Anger , r e sen tmen t , b i t t e rness . I w a n t e d to h i t a wall. I 

w a n t e d t o p i ck a f i g h t w i t h somebody . W h o d i d th is guy 

t h i n k he was? 
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He gave me a wicked gr in . " S o you're o ld Seaweed's k id , 

h u h ? " 

I should 've been surpr i sed , or scared, b u t ins tead I felt 

like I was l o o k i n g at my s t epdad , G a b e . I w a n t e d to r ip this 

guy's h e a d off. " W h a t ' s i t to you?" 

Annabe th ' s eyes flashed me a warn ing . "Percy, this i s — " 

T h e biker ra ised his h a n d . 

"S 'okay," he said. "I don ' t m i n d a l i t t le a t t i t ude . L o n g as 

y o u r e m e m b e r who 's the b o s s . You k n o w w h o I am, l i t t le 

cous in?" 

T h e n i t s t ruck m e why th is guy l o o k e d familiar. H e h a d 

t h e same vic ious sneer as s o m e of t h e k ids a t C a m p Half-

Blood , t h e ones f r o m cabin five. 

"You're Clarisse's dad," I said. "Ares, g o d of war." 

Ares g r i n n e d a n d t o o k o f f his shades . W h e r e his eyes 

should 've been, there was on ly f i re , e m p t y sockets g lowing 

w i t h m i n i a t u r e nuclear explos ions . " T h a t ' s r ight , p u n k . I 

hea rd you b r o k e Clarisse's spear." 

"She was asking for it." 

"Probab ly . T h a t ' s cool . I don ' t f ight my k i d s ' f ights , you 

know? W h a t I ' m here f o r — I hea rd you were in t o w n . I go t 

a l i t t le p r o p o s i t i o n for you." 

T h e waitress came back w i t h h e a p i n g t rays o f f o o d — 

cheeseburgers , fries, o n i o n r ings , a n d choco la te shakes. 

Ares h a n d e d her a few go ld d rachmas . 

She l ooked nervously a t t h e coins . "But, these a r e n ' t . . . " 

Ares pu l l ed o u t h is huge knife a n d s t a r t e d cleaning his 

f i nge rna i l s . " P r o b l e m , sweethear t?" 

T h e waitress swallowed, t h e n left w i t h t h e gold . 
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"You can't do that ," I t o l d Ares . "You can't jus t 

t h r ea t en p e o p l e w i th a knife." 

Ares l aughed . "Are you k idd ing? I love th is coun t ry . Best 

place since Spa r t a . D o n ' t you car ry a weapon , p u n k ? Y o u 

s h o u l d . D a n g e r o u s wor ld o u t there . W h i c h br ings m e t o m y 

p r o p o s i t i o n . I need you to do me a favor." 

" W h a t favor c o u l d I do for a g o d ? " 

" S o m e t h i n g a g o d doesn ' t have t i m e to do himself. It 's 

n o t h i n g m u c h . I left my shie ld a t an a b a n d o n e d water p a r k 

here in t o w n . I was go ing on a l i t t le . . . da te w i t h my girl­

fr iend. We were i n t e r r u p t e d . I left my shie ld b e h i n d . I w a n t 

you to fetch i t for me ." 

" W h y d o n ' t you go back a n d get i t yourse l f?" 

T h e f i re in his eye sockets g lowed a l i t t le ho t t e r . 

" W h y don ' t I t u r n you i n t o pra i r ie d o g a n d r u n you 

over w i th my Har ley? Because I don ' t feel like it. A g o d is 

giving you an o p p o r t u n i t y to prove yourself, Percy Jackson. 

W i l l you prove yourse l f a coward?" He leaned forward. " O r 

m a y b e you only f ight w h e n there 's a river to dive in to , so 

your d a d d y can p r o t e c t you." 

I w a n t e d to p u n c h th is guy, b u t somehow, I k n e w he was 

wai t ing for t ha t . Ares's power was causing my anger. H e ' d 

love i t if I a t tacked. I d idn ' t w a n t to give h i m t h e satisfac­

t ion . 

"We ' re n o t interested," I said. "We've already g o t a 

quest ." 

Ares's f iery eyes m a d e me see th ings I d idn ' t w a n t to 

s e e — b l o o d a n d s m o k e a n d corpses o n the bat t lef ield. " I 

k n o w all a b o u t y o u r ques t , p u n k . W h e n t h a t item was 
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f i r s t s to len, Z e u s sen t his bes t o u t l o o k i n g for it: Apo l lo , 

A thena , Ar t emi s , a n d m e , natural ly. I f I cou ldn ' t sniff o u t a 

w e a p o n t h a t powerfu l . . ." He l icked his l ips, as if t h e very 

t h o u g h t o f t h e mas t e r b o l t m a d e h i m hungry . " W e l l . . . i f 

I cou ldn ' t f ind it, you g o t no h o p e . Neve r the l e s s , I ' m t ry ing 

to give you t h e benef i t o f t h e d o u b t . Your d a d a n d I go way 

back. After all, I ' m t h e o n e w h o t o l d h i m m y susp ic ions 

a b o u t o ld C o r p s e Breath." 

" Y o u t o l d h i m H a d e s s tole t h e b o l t ? " 

"Sure . F r a m i n g s o m e b o d y to s ta r t a war. O l d e s t t r ick in 

the b o o k . I r ecogn ized i t immedia te ly . In a way, you go t me 

to t h a n k for your l i t t le quest ." 

" T h a n k s , " I g r u m b l e d . 

" H e y , I ' m a generous guy. Jus t do my li t t le job, a n d I 'll 

h e lp you on your way. I'll a r range a r ide west for you a n d 

y o u r friends." 

"We ' re d o i n g f i n e o n o u r own." 

"Yeah, r ight . N o money . N o wheels . N o clue w h a t 

you're up against . H e l p me ou t , a n d maybe I'll tell you 

s o m e t h i n g you n e e d t o know. S o m e t h i n g a b o u t your m o m . " 

" M y m o m ? " 

H e g r i n n e d . " T h a t go t your a t t en t i on . T h e water p a r k 

is a mi le west on Delancy . Y o u can't miss it. L o o k for the 

T u n n e l o f Love r ide." 

" W h a t i n t e r r u p t e d your da te?" I asked. " S o m e t h i n g 

scare you o f f ?" 

Ares ba red his teeth , b u t I'd seen his t h rea t en ing l o o k 

before on Clarisse. T h e r e was s o m e t h i n g false a b o u t it, 

a l m o s t like he was ne rvous . 
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"You're lucky you m e t m e , p u n k , a n d n o t o n e o f t h e 

o t h e r O l y m p i a n s . T h e y ' r e n o t as forgiving of r u d e n e s s as I 

am. I'll m e e t you back here w h e n you're d o n e . D o n ' t d i s ap ­

p o i n t me." 

Af ter t h a t I m u s t have fainted, or fallen i n t o a t rance , 

because w h e n I o p e n e d my eyes again, Ares was gone . I 

might 've t h o u g h t the conversa t ion h a d b e e n a d ream, b u t 

A n n a b e t h a n d Grover 's express ions t o l d m e o the rwise . 

" N o t good ," Grover said. "Ares s o u g h t you ou t , Percy. 

T h i s i s n o t good ." 

I s ta red o u t t h e w indow. T h e mo to rcyc l e h a d d i s ap ­

peared . 

D i d Ares really k n o w s o m e t h i n g a b o u t m y m o m , o r 

was he jus t p lay ing w i th me? N o w t h a t he was gone , all t h e 

anger h a d d r a i n e d o u t o f m e . I real ized Ares m u s t love to 

mess w i t h people ' s e m o t i o n s . T h a t was his p o w e r — c r a n k ­

ing up t h e pass ions so badly, they c l o u d e d your abi l i ty to 

t h ink . 

"It 's p r o b a b l y s o m e k i n d of trick," I said. "Forge t Ares . 

Let 's jus t go." 

" W e can't," A n n a b e t h said. " L o o k , I ha te Ares as m u c h 

a s anybody, b u t y o u d o n ' t i gnore t h e g o d s unless y o u w a n t 

ser ious b a d fo r tune . H e wasn't k i d d i n g a b o u t t u r n i n g you 

in to a roden t . " 

I l o o k e d d o w n a t my cheeseburger, w h i c h sudden ly 

d idn ' t seem so appe t i z ing . " W h y does he need us?" 

" M a y b e it's a p r o b l e m tha t requires bra ins ," A n n a b e t h 

said. "Ares has s t reng th . T h a t ' s all he has . Even s t r eng th has 

t o b o w t o w i s d o m somet imes . " 
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"Bu t th is water p a r k . . . h e ac ted a l m o s t scared. W h a t 

w o u l d m a k e a war g o d r u n away like tha t?" 

A n n a b e t h a n d Grover g lanced nervous ly a t each o ther . 

A n n a b e t h said, " I ' m afraid we'l l have to f ind out ." 

T h e s u n was s ink ing b e h i n d t h e m o u n t a i n s b y t h e t i m e w e 

f o u n d t h e water pa rk . J u d g i n g f r o m t h e sign, i t o n c e h a d 

been cal led WATERLAND, b u t n o w s o m e o f the le t ters were 

s m a s h e d ou t , s o i t read WAT R A D . 

T h e m a i n gate was p a d l o c k e d a n d t o p p e d w i t h b a r b e d 

wire. Ins ide , huge d r y watersl ides a n d tubes a n d p ipes cur led 

everywhere, l ead ing t o e m p t y p o o l s . O l d t ickets a n d adver­

t i sement s f l u t t e r e d a r o u n d t h e asphal t . W i t h n igh t c o m i n g 

on , t h e place l o o k e d sad a n d creepy. 

" I f Ares brings his girlfriend here for a date," I said, star­

ing up at the ba rbed wire, "I'd hate to see w h a t she looks like." 

"Percy," A n n a b e t h w a r n e d . "Be m o r e respectful ." 

" W h y ? I t h o u g h t you h a t e d Ares." 

" H e ' s still a god . A n d his gir l fr iend is very t e m p e r a ­

menta l . " 

"You don ' t w a n t to insu l t he r looks , " Grover a d d e d . 

" W h o i s she? E c h i d n a ? " 

" N o , A p h r o d i t e , " G r o v e r sa id , a l i t t l e d reami ly . 

" G o d d e s s o f love." 

"I t h o u g h t she was m a r r i e d to somebody ," I said. 

" H e p h a e s t u s . " 

" W h a t ' s your p o i n t ? " he asked. 

" O h . " I sudden ly felt t h e n e e d to change t h e subject . 

" S o h o w d o we get in?" 
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"Μaia!" Grover 's shoes s p r o u t e d wings . 

H e f l e w over t h e fence, d i d a n u n i n t e n d e d s o m e r s a u l t i n 

m i d a i r , t h e n s t u m b l e d t o a l a n d i n g o n t h e o p p o s i t e s ide. H e 

d u s t e d o f f his jeans, as i f he 'd p l a n n e d t h e w h o l e t h i n g . 

" Y o u guys c o m i n g ? " 

A n n a b e t h a n d I h a d to c l imb t h e o l d - f a s h i o n e d way, 

h o l d i n g d o w n t h e b a r b e d wire for each o t h e r a s we c rawled 

over t h e t o p . 

T h e s h a d o w s grew l o n g a s w e walked t h r o u g h t h e park , 

checking o u t t h e a t t r a c t i o n s . T h e r e was A n k l e Biter I s land, 

H e a d O v e r W e d g i e , a n d D u d e , W h e r e ' s M y Swimsui t? 

N o m o n s t e r s c a m e t o get us . N o t h i n g m a d e t h e s l ight­

est noi se . 

W e f o u n d a souveni r s h o p t h a t h a d b e e n left o p e n . 

M e r c h a n d i s e still l ined t h e shelves: s n o w globes, penci l s , 

p o s t c a r d s , a n d racks o f — 

" C l o t h e s , " A n n a b e t h said. " F r e s h c lothes ." 

"Yeah," I said. " B u t y o u can't j u s t — " 

" W a t c h m e . " 

S h e s n a t c h e d a n ent ire r o w o f s tuf f o f t h e racks a n d 

d i s a p p e a r e d i n t o t h e c h a n g i n g r o o m . A few m i n u t e s later 

she c a m e o u t in W a t e r l a n d f lower-pr int s h o r t s , a b i g r e d 

W a t e r l a n d T-shir t , a n d c o m m e m o r a t i v e W a t e r l a n d s u r f 

shoes . A W a t e r l a n d b a c k p a c k was s lung over h e r shoulder , 

obvious ly stuffed w i t h m o r e goodies . 

" W h a t t h e heck." G r o v e r s h r u g g e d . S o o n , all three o f u s 

were d e c k e d o u t like walk ing a d v e r t i s e m e n t s for t h e d e f u n c t 

t h e m e p a r k . 

We c o n t i n u e d searching for t h e T u n n e l o f Love. I g o t 
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t h e feeling t h a t t h e who le p a r k was h o l d i n g its b rea th . "So 

Ares a n d A p h r o d i t e , " I said, to keep my m i n d o f f the g row­

ing dark , " t hey have a t h i n g going?" 

" T h a t ' s o ld gossip, Percy," A n n a b e t h t o l d m e . " T h r e e -

t h o u s a n d - y e a r - o l d gossip." 

" W h a t a b o u t Aphrod i t e ' s h u s b a n d ? " 

"Wel l , you know," she said. " H e p h a e s t u s . T h e black­

s m i t h . He was c r ipp led w h e n he was a baby, t h r o w n off 

M o u n t O l y m p u s b y Z e u s . S o h e isn't exactly h a n d s o m e . 

Clever w i t h his h a n d s , a n d all, b u t A p h r o d i t e isn't i n t o 

b ra ins a n d ta lent , y o u k n o w ? " 

" S h e likes bikers." 

"Wha teve r . " 

" H e p h a e s t u s knows?" 

" O h sure," A n n a b e t h said. " H e caugh t t h e m toge the r 

once . I m e a n , li terally caugh t t h e m , in a g o ld en net , a n d 

invi ted all t h e gods to c o m e a n d l augh a t t h e m . H e p h a e s t u s 

i s always t ry ing to embar ras s t h e m . T h a t ' s why they m e e t in 

ou t -o f - t he -way places , l ike . . ." 

S h e s t o p p e d , l o o k i n g s t ra igh t ahead . "L ike that ." 

In f ron t o f u s was an e m p t y p o o l t h a t would 've been 

awesome for ska teboard ing . I t was at least fifty yards across 

a n d s h a p e d like a bowl . 

A r o u n d the r im, a d o z e n b r o n z e s ta tues o f C u p i d s t o o d 

g u a r d w i t h wings sp read a n d b o w s ready t o fire. O n the 

o p p o s i t e s ide f r o m us , a t u n n e l o p e n e d up , p r o b a b l y where 

t h e water f l owed i n t o w h e n the p o o l was full. T h e s ign 

above i t read, T H R I L L RIDE O ' LOVE: T H I S IS N O T Y O U R 

PARENTS' T U N N E L OF LOVE! 
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Grover c rep t toward the edge. " G u y s , look." 

M a r o o n e d a t the b o t t o m of the p o o l was a p ink -

and-whi t e two-seater b o a t w i th a canopy over t h e t o p a n d 

little hear t s pa in t ed all over it. In the left seat, gl int ing in 

the fading light, was Ares's shield, a po l i shed circle of b ronze . 

" T h i s is t o o easy," I said. " S o we jus t walk d o w n there 

a n d get i t?" 

A n n a b e t h r an h e r fingers a l ong t h e base o f t h e neares t 

C u p i d s ta tue . 

"The re ' s a Greek let ter carved here," she said. " E t a . I 

w o n d e r . . ." 

"Grover ," I said, "you smel l any m o n s t e r s ? " 

H e sniffed the w ind . " N o t h i n g . " 

"Noth ing—l ike , in-me-Arch-and-you-didn't-smell-Echidna 

n o t h i n g , o r really n o t h i n g ? " 

Grover l o o k e d h u r t . " I t o l d you, t h a t was u n d e r g r o u n d . " 

" O k a y , I ' m sorry." I t o o k a d e e p brea th . " I ' m go ing 

d o w n there." 

"I ' l l go w i t h you." Grover d idn ' t s o u n d t o o en thus ias t ic , 

b u t I go t the feeling he was t ry ing to m a k e up for w h a t h a d 

h a p p e n e d in St . Lou i s . 

" N o , " I t o l d h i m . " I w a n t you t o stay u p t o p w i t h t h e 

f lying shoes . You're the R e d Baron, a f lying ace, r emember? 

I'll be c o u n t i n g on you for b a c k u p , in case s o m e t h i n g goes 

wrong." 

Grover puffed up his chest a l i t t le . "Sure . But w h a t 

c o u l d go wrong?" 

"I don ' t know. Jus t a feeling. A n n a b e t h , c o m e w i t h 

m e — " 

[ 2 3 3 ] 



"Are you k i d d i n g ? " S h e l o o k e d a t me as i f Id jus t 

d r o p p e d f r o m the m o o n . H e r cheeks were b r i g h t red. 

" W h a t ' s t h e p r o b l e m n o w ? " I d e m a n d e d . 

" M e , go w i th you to t h e . . . t he ' T h r i l l R i d e of Love'? 

H o w embar r a s s ing i s that? W h a t i f s o m e b o d y saw m e ? " 

" W h o ' s go ing to see you?" But my face was b u r n i n g 

now, t o o . Leave i t to a girl to m a k e everything compl i ca t ed . 

"Fine ," I t o l d her. "I ' l l do i t myself." But w h e n I s t a r t ed 

d o w n t h e s ide o f t h e p o o l , she fol lowed m e , m u t t e r i n g 

a b o u t h o w boys always messed th ings u p . 

W e reached t h e boa t . T h e shie ld was p r o p p e d o n o n e 

seat, a n d nex t to it was a lady's silk scarf. I t r i ed to imagine 

Ares a n d A p h r o d i t e here, a coup le of gods m e e t i n g in a 

j u n k e d - o u t a m u s e m e n t - p a r k r ide . W h y ? T h e n I n o t i c e d 

s o m e t h i n g I hadn ' t seen f r o m up t o p : m i r r o r s all t he way 

a r o u n d t h e r i m o f the p o o l , facing th is spo t . We c o u l d see 

ourselves n o m a t t e r wh ich d i rec t ion w e looked . T h a t m u s t 

be it. W h i l e Ares a n d A p h r o d i t e were s m o o c h i n g w i t h 

each o t h e r they c o u l d l o o k a t the i r favorite peop le : t h e m ­

selves. 

I p i cked up t h e scarf. I t s h i m m e r e d p ink , a n d t h e 

p e r f u m e was i n d e s c r i b a b l e — r o s e , o r m o u n t a i n laurel . 

S o m e t h i n g g o o d . I smiled, a l i t t le dreamy, a n d was a b o u t to 

r u b t h e scarf against my cheek w h e n A n n a b e t h r i p p e d i t o u t 

o f m y h a n d a n d s tuffed i t i n he r pocke t . " O h , n o you don ' t . 

S tay away f r o m t h a t love magic ." 

" W h a t ? " 

"Just get the shield, Seaweed Brain, a n d let's get o u t of 

here." 
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T h e m o m e n t I t o u c h e d t h e shield, I k n e w we were in 

t roub le . M y h a n d b r o k e t h r o u g h s o m e t h i n g t h a t h a d been 

c o n n e c t i n g i t to the d a s h b o a r d . A cobweb, I t h o u g h t , b u t 

t h e n I l o o k e d a t a s t r a n d of i t on my p a l m a n d saw i t was 

s o m e k i n d of me ta l f i lament , so fine i t was a lmos t invisible. 

A t r i p wire. 

"Wai t , " A n n a b e t h said. 

" T o o late." 

"The re ' s a n o t h e r Greek le t ter o n t h e s ide o f t h e boa t , 

a n o t h e r E ta . T h i s is a t rap." 

N o i s e e r u p t e d all a r o u n d us , of a mi l l ion gears g r ind ing , 

as i f t he who le p o o l were t u r n i n g in to o n e giant mach ine . 

Grover yelled, " G u y s ! " 

U p o n t h e r im, t h e C u p i d s ta tues were d r aw in g the i r 

bows i n t o firing p o s i t i o n . Before I c o u l d suggest t ak ing 

cover, they sho t , b u t n o t a t us . T h e y fired a t each o ther , 

across the r i m of t h e p o o l . Si lky cables t ra i led f rom 

t h e ar rows, arcing over the p o o l a n d a n c h o r i n g where they 

landed to fo rm a huge golden asterisk. T h e n smaller metallic 

t h r eads s t a r t ed weaving toge the r magical ly be tween t h e 

m a i n s t r ands , m a k i n g a ne t . 

" W e have to get out ," I said. 

" D u h ! " A n n a b e t h said. 

I g r a b b e d t h e shie ld a n d we ran , b u t go ing up the s lope 

of the p o o l was n o t as easy as go ing d o w n . 

" C o m e on!" Grover s h o u t e d . 

He was t ry ing to h o l d o p e n a sec t ion o f the n e t for us , 

b u t wherever he t o u c h e d it, t h e go lden th reads s t a r t e d to 

w r a p a r o u n d his h a n d s . 
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T h e C u p i d s ' h e a d s p o p p e d o p e n . O u t c a m e v ideo c a m ­

eras. S p o t l i g h t s rose u p all a r o u n d t h e p o o l , b l i n d i n g u s 

w i t h i l l u m i n a t i o n , a n d a l o u d s p e a k e r voice b o o m e d : "Live 

to O l y m p u s in o n e m i n u t e . . . F i f ty-nine s e c o n d s , fifty-

e ight . . ." 

" H e p h a e s t u s ! " A n n a b e t h screamed. " I ' m s o s t u p i d ! E t a 

i s ' Ή . ' H e m a d e th i s t r a p t o catch his wife w i t h Ares. N o w 

we're g o i n g t o b e b r o a d c a s t live t o O l y m p u s a n d l o o k like 

a b s o l u t e fools ! " 

W e ' d a l m o s t m a d e i t t o t h e r i m w h e n t h e row o f m i r ­

r o r s o p e n e d like h a t c h e s a n d t h o u s a n d s of t iny meta l l ic . . . 

t h i n g s p o u r e d o u t . 

A n n a b e t h screamed. 

I t was a n a r m y o f w i n d - u p creepy-crawlies: b r o n z e - g e a r 

b o d i e s , s p i n d l y legs, l i t t le p i n c e r m o u t h s , all scut t l ing 

t o w a r d us in a wave of clacking, w h i r r i n g m e t a l . 

" S p i d e r s ! " A n n a b e t h said. " S p — s p — a a a a h ! " 

I'd never seen h e r like this before. S h e fell b a c k w a r d in 

t e r r o r a n d a l m o s t g o t o v e r w h e l m e d b y t h e sp ider r o b o t s 

before I p u l l e d h e r u p a n d d r a g g e d h e r b a c k t o w a r d t h e 

b o a t . 

T h e t h i n g s were c o m i n g o u t f r o m all a r o u n d t h e r i m 

now, m i l l i o n s o f t h e m , f l o o d i n g t o w a r d t h e center o f t h e 

p o o l , c o m p l e t e l y s u r r o u n d i n g us . I t o l d myse l f t h e y p r o b a ­

bly weren't p r o g r a m m e d t o kill, jus t c o r r a l u s a n d b i t e u s 

a n d m a k e u s l o o k s t u p i d . T h e n again, this was a t r a p m e a n t 

for gods . A n d we weren't g o d s . 

A n n a b e t h a n d I c l i m b e d i n t o t h e b o a t . I s t a r t e d k ick ing 

away t h e sp iders as t h e y s w a r m e d a b o a r d . I yelled at 
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A n n a b e t h t o he lp m e , b u t she was t o o pa ra lyzed t o d o m u c h 

m o r e t h a n scream. 

" T h i r t y , twen ty-n ine , " cal led t h e loudspeaker . 

T h e sp iders s t a r t e d sp i t t i ng o u t s t r ands o f me t a l th read , 

t ry ing to t ie u s d o w n . T h e s t r ands were easy e n o u g h to 

b reak a t first, b u t there were so m a n y o f t h e m , a n d the sp i ­

ders jus t k e p t coming . I k icked o n e away f r o m A n n a b e t h ' s 

leg a n d its p incers t o o k a c h u n k o u t o f my new su r f 

shoe . 

Grover hovered above t h e p o o l in his flying sneakers , 

t ry ing to pu l l t h e n e t loose, b u t i t wou ldn ' t b u d g e . 

T h i n k , I t o l d myself. T h i n k . 

T h e T u n n e l o f Love en t rance was u n d e r t h e ne t . W e 

c o u l d use i t as an exit, except t h a t i t was b locked by a m i l ­

l ion r o b o t sp iders . 

"Fif teen, four teen," t h e l oudspeake r called. 

Wate r , I t h o u g h t . W h e r e does t h e ride's water c o m e 

from? 

T h e n I saw t h e m : huge water p ipes b e h i n d t h e m i r r o r s , 

where the sp iders h a d c o m e f rom. A n d u p above t h e net , 

next t o o n e o f the C u p i d s , a g lass -windowed b o o t h t h a t 

m u s t be t h e control ler ' s s t a t ion . 

"Grover!" I yelled. " G e t i n t o t h a t b o o t h ! F i n d t h e ' on ' 

switch!" 

" B u t — " 

" D o it!" I t was a crazy h o p e , b u t i t was o u r on ly chance . 

T h e spiders were all over t h e p r o w o f t h e b o a t now. 

A n n a b e t h was sc reaming her h e a d off. I h a d to get us o u t of 

there . 
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Grover was in t h e control ler ' s b o o t h now, s l a m m i n g 

away a t t h e b u t t o n s , 

" F i v e , f o u r — " 

Grover l o o k e d up a t me hopelessly, rais ing his h a n d s . 

H e was le t t ing m e k n o w t h a t he 'd p u s h e d every b u t t o n , b u t 

still n o t h i n g was h a p p e n i n g . 

I c losed my eyes a n d t h o u g h t a b o u t waves, r u s h i n g 

water, t he Mis s i s s ipp i River . I felt a familiar t u g in my gut . 

I t r i ed to imagine t ha t I was d ragg ing t h e ocean all t he way 

t o Denver . 

"Two , one , zero!" 

W a t e r exp loded o u t o f t h e p ipes . I t roared in to the poo l , 

sweeping away t h e sp iders . I pu l l ed A n n a b e t h in to t h e seat 

next to me a n d fas tened he r seat be l t jus t as t h e t ida l wave 

s l a m m e d i n t o o u r boa t , over t h e t o p , wh i sk ing the sp iders 

away a n d d o u s i n g u s completely, b u t n o t caps iz ing us. T h e 

b o a t t u r n e d , l if ted in the f lood , a n d s p u n in circles a r o u n d 

t h e wh i r l poo l . 

T h e water was full o f sho r t - c i r cu i t i ng spiders , s o m e o f 

t h e m smash ing against t h e pool ' s concre te wall w i t h such 

force they burs t . 

Spo t l i gh t s glared d o w n a t us . T h e C u p i d - c a m s were 

rol l ing, live to O l y m p u s . 

But I c o u l d on ly concen t r a t e on con t ro l l ing the b o a t . I 

wi l led i t to r ide t h e cur ren t , to keep away f r o m t h e wall. 

M a y b e i t was my imag ina t ion , b u t t h e b o a t s eemed t o 

r e s p o n d . At least, i t d idn ' t b reak i n t o a mi l l i on pieces . We 

s p u n a r o u n d o n e last t ime , t h e wate r level n o w a lmos t h igh 

e n o u g h t o sh red u s against t h e m e t a l ne t . T h e n t h e boat ' s 
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n o s e t u r n e d toward t h e t u n n e l a n d w e rocke t ed t h r o u g h i n t o 

t h e da rkness . 

A n n a b e t h a n d I h e l d t ight , b o t h of us sc reaming as t h e 

b o a t s h o t curls a n d h u g g e d co rne r s a n d t o o k forty-five-

degree p lunges pa s t p ic tures o f R o m e o a n d Jul iet a n d a 

b u n c h of o t h e r Valen t ine s D a y stuff. 

T h e n w e were o u t o f the t unne l , t h e n i g h t air whis t l ing 

t h r o u g h o u r ha i r a s t h e b o a t ba r r e l ed s t ra igh t t o w a r d t h e 

exit. 

I f t he r ide h a d been in w o r k i n g order , we would 've 

sai led o f f a r a m p be tween t h e g o l d e n Ga te s o f Love a n d 

sp lashed d o w n safely in t h e exit p o o l . B u t there was a p r o b ­

lem. T h e Ga te s o f Love were chained . T w o b o a t s t h a t h a d 

been washed o u t o f the t u n n e l before us were n o w p i l ed 

against t h e b a r r i c a d e — o n e submerged , t h e o t h e r cracked i n 

half. 

" U n f a s t e n your seat belt," I yelled to A n n a b e t h . 

"Are you crazy?" 

" U n l e s s y o u w a n t to get s m a s h e d to death ." I s t r a p p e d 

Ares's shie ld to my a r m . "We ' re go ing to have to j u m p for 

it." My idea was s imple a n d insane . As the b o a t s t ruck , we 

w o u l d use its force like a s p r i n g b o a r d to j u m p t h e gate . I'd 

h e a r d of p e o p l e surviving car crashes t h a t way, ge t t ing 

t h r o w n t h i r t y o r for ty feet away f r o m an acc ident . W i t h 

luck, we w o u l d l a n d in the p o o l . 

A n n a b e t h s e e m e d t o u n d e r s t a n d . S h e g r i p p e d m y h a n d 

as the gates go t closer. 

" O n my mark ," I said. 

" N o ! O n m y m a r k ! " 
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" W h a t ? " 

"S imp le physics!" she yelled. "Force t imes t h e t ra jectory 

a n g l e — 

"F ine !" I s h o u t e d . " O n your mark ! " 

She hes i t a t ed . . . hes i t a t ed . . . t h e n yelled, " N o w ! " 

Crack! 

A n n a b e t h was r igh t . I f w e d j u m p e d w h e n I t h o u g h t we 

should 've , we would 've c rashed i n t o t h e gates. She go t us 

m a x i m u m lift. 

Unfo r tuna t e ly , t h a t was a l i t t le m o r e t h a n we n e e d e d . 

O u r b o a t s m a s h e d i n t o the p i l e u p a n d w e were t h r o w n i n t o 

t h e air, s t ra igh t over t h e gates, over t h e p o o l , a n d d o w n 

toward sol id asphal t . 

S o m e t h i n g g r a b b e d m e f r o m b e h i n d . 

A n n a b e t h yelled, " O u c h ! " 

Grover! 

I n mida i r , h e h a d g r a b b e d m e b y the shir t , a n d 

A n n a b e t h by t h e a rm , a n d was t ry ing to pu l l us o u t o f a 

crash l and ing , b u t A n n a b e t h a n d I h a d all t h e m o m e n t u m . 

"You're t o o heavy!" Grover said. "We ' r e go ing d o w n ! " 

W e sp i ra led t oward the g r o u n d , Grover d o i n g his bes t 

to s low t h e fall. 

We s m a s h e d i n t o a p h o t o - b o a r d , Grover 's h e a d go ing 

s t ra igh t i n t o t h e ho l e where tour i s t s w o u l d p u t the i r faces, 

p r e t e n d i n g t o b e N o o - N o o the Fr i end ly W h a l e . A n n a b e t h 

a n d I t u m b l e d to the g r o u n d , b a n g e d up b u t alive. Ares's 

sh ie ld was still on my a r m . 

O n c e we caugh t o u r b rea th , A n n a b e t h a n d I go t Grover 

o u t o f t h e p h o t o - b o a r d a n d t h a n k e d h i m for saving o u r 
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lives. I l o o k e d back a t the T h r i l l R i d e o f Love. T h e water 

was subs id ing . O u r b o a t h a d been s m a s h e d t o pieces against 

t h e gates . 

A h u n d r e d yards away, a t t h e en t rance p o o l , t he C u p i d s 

were still f i lming. T h e s ta tues h a d swiveled so t h a t the i r 

cameras were t r a ined s t ra igh t on us , t he spo t l igh t s in o u r 

faces. 

"Show's over!" I yelled. " T h a n k you! G o o d n igh t !" 

T h e C u p i d s t u r n e d back t o the i r or ig ina l p o s i t i o n s . T h e 

l ights s h u t off. T h e p a r k wen t qu ie t a n d d a r k again, except 

for t h e gent le t r ickle o f water i n t o t h e T h r i l l R i d e o f Love's 

exit p o o l . I w o n d e r e d i f O l y m p u s h a d g o n e to a c o m m e r ­

cial break, o r i f o u r ra t ings h a d been any g o o d . 

I h a t e d be ing teased. I h a t e d be ing t r icked. A n d I h a d 

p l e n t y o f experience h a n d l i n g bul l ies w h o l iked t o d o t h a t 

s tu f f t o me . I hef ted t h e shie ld on my a r m a n d t u r n e d to 

my fr iends. " W e need to have a l i t t le talk wi th Ares." 
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The war g o d was wai t ing for us in t h e d ine r p a r k i n g lo t . 

"Wel l , well," he said. " Y o u d idn ' t get yourse l f killed." 

" Y o u k n e w it was a t rap," I said. 

Ares gave me a wicked gr in . "Bet t h a t c r ipp led black­

s m i t h was su rp r i sed w h e n he n e t t e d a coup le o f s t up id k ids . 

Y o u l o o k e d g o o d o n T V " 

I shoved his sh ie ld at h i m . "You're a jerk." 

A n n a b e t h a n d Grover caugh t the i r b rea th . 

Ares g r a b b e d t h e shie ld a n d s p u n i t in the air like p i zza 

d o u g h . I t changed fo rm, m e l t i n g in to a b u l l e t p r o o f vest. He 

s lung i t across his back. 

"See t h a t t r u c k over there?" He p o i n t e d t o an e igh teen-

wheeler p a r k e d across the s t reet f r o m t h e diner . " T h a t ' s 

y o u r r ide . Take you s t ra igh t to L.A., w i th one s t o p in 

Vegas." 

T h e e ighteen-wheeler h a d a sign on t h e back, w h i c h I 

c o u l d read only because i t was reverse-pr in ted whi te on 

black, a g o o d c o m b i n a t i o n for dyslexia: KINDNESS I N T E R ­

NATIONAL: H U M A N E Z O O TRANSPORT. WARNING: LIVE W I L D 

ANIMALS. 

I said, "You're k idd ing ." 

Ares s n a p p e d his fingers. T h e back d o o r o f t h e t r u c k 
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un la t ched . "Free r ide west, p u n k . S t o p c o m p l a i n i n g . A n d 

here's a l i t t le s o m e t h i n g for d o i n g the job." 

He s lung a b lue ny lon backpack o f f h is hand leba r s a n d 

tossed i t to m e . 

Ins ide were fresh c lo thes for all of us , twen ty b u c k s in 

cash, a p o u c h full of go lden d rachmas , a n d a bag of D o u b l e 

S t u f O r e o s . 

I said, " I don ' t w a n t your l o u s y — " 

" T h a n k you, L o r d Ares," Grover i n t e r r u p t e d , giving m e 

his bes t red-a le r t w a r n i n g look . " T h a n k s a lot." 

I g r i t t e d my tee th . I t was p r o b a b l y a dead ly insu l t to 

refuse s o m e t h i n g f rom a god, b u t I d idn ' t w a n t any th ing 

t h a t Ares h a d t o u c h e d . Reluctant ly , I s lung t h e backpack 

over my shoulder . I k n e w my anger was be ing caused by t h e 

war god 's presence, b u t I was sti l l i t ch ing to p u n c h h i m in 

the nose . He r e m i n d e d me of every bully I'd ever faced: 

N a n c y Bobofi t , Clarisse, Smel ly G a b e , sarcast ic t e a c h e r s — 

every jerk who 'd called me s t u p i d in schoo l o r l a u g h e d a t me 

w h e n I'd g o t t e n expelled. 

I l o o k e d back at t h e diner, which h a d only a coup le of 

c u s t o m e r s now. T h e waitress w h o ' d served us d i n n e r was 

wa tch ing nervous ly o u t t h e window, like she was afraid Ares 

m i g h t h u r t us . She d ragged t h e fry c o o k o u t f r o m t h e 

k i t chen t o see. She said s o m e t h i n g t o h i m . H e n o d d e d , he ld 

up a l i t t le d i sposab le camera a n d s n a p p e d a p ic tu re of us . 

Grea t , I t h o u g h t . We ' l l m a k e t h e pape r s again t o m o r r o w . 

I i m a g i n e d t h e head l ine : TWELVE-YEAR-OLD OUTLAW 

BEATS UP DEFENSELESS BIKER. 

"You owe me one m o r e th ing ," I t o l d Ares, t ry ing to 
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keep m y voice level. " Y o u p r o m i s e d m e i n f o r m a t i o n a b o u t 

m y mothe r . " 

"You sure you can h a n d l e the news?" H e k i ck - s t a r t ed 

his mo to rcyc l e . "She's n o t dead." 

T h e g r o u n d seemed t o sp in b e n e a t h m e . " W h a t d o you 

mean? 

" I m e a n she was t aken away f r o m the M i n o t a u r before 

she c o u l d die. She was t u r n e d i n t o a shower of gold , r ight? 

T h a t ' s m e t a m o r p h o s i s . N o t dea th . She's be ing kept ." 

"Kep t . W h y ? " 

" Y o u need to s tudy war, p u n k . H o s t a g e s . Y o u take 

s o m e b o d y to c o n t r o l s o m e b o d y else." 

" N o b o d y ' s con t ro l l ing me." 

H e laughed . " O h yeah? See you a r o u n d , kid." 

I ba l led up my f i s t s . "You're p r e t t y smug , L o r d Ares , for 

a guy w h o r u n s f r o m C u p i d statues." 

B e h i n d his sunglasses, fire glowed. I felt a h o t w i n d in 

my hair. " W e ' l l m e e t again, Percy Jackson. N e x t t ime you're 

in a fight, wa tch y o u r back." 

H e revved his Har ley , t h e n roa r ed o f f d o w n D e l a n c y 

Street . 

A n n a b e t h said, " T h a t was n o t smar t , Percy." 

" I don ' t care." 

"You don ' t w a n t a g o d as y o u r enemy. Especial ly n o t 

t ha t god." 

" H e y , guys," Grover said. "I ha t e to i n t e r r u p t , b u t . . ." 

H e p o i n t e d toward t h e diner . A t t h e register, t h e last 

t w o c u s t o m e r s were pay ing the i r check, t w o m e n in iden t i ­

cal b lack coveralls, w i th a whi te l ogo on the i r backs t h a t 
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m a t c h e d t h e o n e o n t h e K I N D N E S S I N T E R N A T I O N A L t ruck . 

" I f we're t ak ing t h e z o o express," Grover said, "we n e e d 

t o hurry." 

I d idn ' t l ike it, b u t we h a d no b e t t e r o p t i o n . Besides, I 'd 

seen e n o u g h o f Denver . 

We ran across t h e s treet a n d c l imbed i n the back o f t h e 

b ig rig, c los ing the d o o r s b e h i n d us . 

T h e first t h i n g t h a t h i t me was t h e smell . I t was like t h e 

world 's b igges t p a n of k i t ty l i t ter. 

T h e t r a i l e r was d a r k i n s i d e u n t i l I u n c a p p e d 

A n a k l u s m o s . T h e b l ade cast a faint b r o n z e l ight over a very 

sad scene. S i t t ing in a row of filthy m e t a l cages were th ree 

of t h e m o s t pa the t i c z o o animals I'd ever behe ld : a zebra , a 

male a lb ino l ion, a n d s o m e weird an t e lope t h i n g I d idn ' t 

k n o w the n a m e for. 

S o m e o n e h a d t h r o w n the l ion a sack of t u r n i p s , wh ich 

h e obvious ly d idn ' t w a n t t o eat . T h e zebra a n d t h e an t e lope 

h a d each g o t t e n a S t y r o f o a m tray o f h a m b u r g e r mea t . T h e 

zebra 's m a n e was m a t t e d w i th chewing g u m , like s o m e b o d y 

h a d been sp i t t i ng o n i t i n the i r spare t ime . T h e an t e lope h a d 

a s t u p i d silver b i r t h d a y b a l l o o n t ied to o n e o f his h o r n s t h a t 

r ead O V E R T H E HILL! 

Apparen t ly , n o b o d y h a d w a n t e d t o get close e n o u g h t o 

t h e l ion t o mess w i t h h im , b u t t h e p o o r t h i n g was p a c i n g 

a r o u n d on so i led b lankets , in a space way t o o smal l for h i m , 

p a n t i n g f r o m the stuffy hea t o f the trailer. He h a d flies 

b u z z i n g a r o u n d his p i n k eyes a n d his r ibs s h o w e d t h r o u g h 

his whi te fur. 
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" T h i s i s k indnes s?" Grover yelled. " H u m a n e z o o t r an s ­

p o r t ? " 

H e p r o b a b l y would 've g o n e r igh t back ou t s i de t o b e a t 

up the t ruckers w i t h his reed p ipes , a n d I would 've h e l p e d 

h i m , b u t jus t t h e n t h e t ruck 's engine roa red to life, t h e 

t rai ler s t a r t e d shak ing , a n d we were forced to sit d o w n or 

fall d o w n . 

W e h u d d l e d i n t h e co rne r o n s o m e m i l d e w e d feed sacks, 

t ry ing t o ignore t h e smell a n d t h e hea t a n d the f l i e s . Grover 

t a lked to the an imals in a series of goa t bleats , b u t they jus t 

s ta red a t h i m sadly. A n n a b e t h was in favor of b reak ing t h e 

cages a n d freeing t h e m on t h e spo t , b u t I p o i n t e d o u t i t 

wou ldn ' t d o m u c h g o o d u n t i l t h e t r u c k s t o p p e d moving . 

Besides, I h a d a feeling we m i g h t l o o k a lo t b e t t e r to t h e l i on 

t h a n those t u r n i p s . 

I f o u n d a water jug a n d refilled the i r bowls , t h e n u s e d 

A n a k l u s m o s t o d rag the m i s m a t c h e d food o u t o f the i r 

cages. I gave the m e a t to t h e l ion a n d the t u r n i p s to the 

zebra a n d t h e an te lope . 

Grover ca lmed t h e an t e lope d o w n , while A n n a b e t h u s e d 

he r knife t o cu t t h e b a l l o o n off his h o r n . She w a n t e d to cut 

t h e g u m o u t o f t h e zebra's m a n e , t o o , b u t w e dec ided t h a t 

w o u l d b e t o o r isky w i t h t h e t r u c k b u m p i n g a r o u n d . W e t o l d 

Grover t o p r o m i s e t h e an imals we'd he lp t h e m m o r e in the 

m o r n i n g , t h e n we set t led in for n igh t . 

Grover cur led up on a t u r n i p sack; A n n a b e t h o p e n e d 

o u r bag o f D o u b l e S t u f O r e o s a n d n ibb led o n one half­

hear ted ly ; I t r i ed to cheer myse l f up by concen t r a t i ng on t h e 

fact t h a t we were halfway to L o s Angeles . Ha l fway to o u r 
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des t ina t ion . I t was only June fou r t een th . T h e sols t ice wasn't 

un t i l t h e twenty-f i rs t . We c o u l d m a k e i t i n p len ty o f t ime . 

O n the o t h e r h a n d , I h a d n o idea w h a t t o expect next . 

T h e gods k e p t toy ing w i t h m e . A t least H e p h a e s t u s h a d t h e 

decency t o b e h o n e s t a b o u t i t — h e ' d p u t u p cameras a n d 

adver t i sed me as e n t e r t a i n m e n t . But even w h e n t h e cameras 

weren't rol l ing, I h a d a feeling my ques t was be ing watched . 

I was a source of a m u s e m e n t for the gods . 

"Hey ," A n n a b e t h said, " I ' m so r ry for freaking o u t back 

at t h e water pa rk , Percy." 

" T h a t ' s okay." 

"It 's just . . ." She s h u d d e r e d . "Spiders . " 

"Because of the A r a c h n e story," I guessed. "She go t 

t u r n e d i n t o a sp ide r for chal lenging y o u r m o m to a weaving 

contes t , r igh t?" 

A n n a b e t h n o d d e d . "Arachne's ch i ldren have b e e n t ak ing 

revenge on t h e chi ldren of A t h e n a ever s ince. I f there's a 

sp ide r w i t h i n a mi le of m e , i t ' l l f ind m e . I ha te t h e creepy 

l i t t le th ings . Anyway, I owe you." 

"We ' re a t eam, r e m e m b e r ? " I said. "Besides, Grover d i d 

t h e fancy f ly ing ." 

I t h o u g h t he was asleep, b u t he m u m b l e d f r o m the co r ­

ner, "I was p r e t t y amaz ing , wasn' t I?" 

A n n a b e t h a n d I l aughed . 

She p u l l e d a p a r t a n O r e o , h a n d e d m e half. " I n t h e Ir is 

message . . . d i d Luke really say n o t h i n g ? " 

I m u n c h e d my cook ie a n d t h o u g h t a b o u t h o w to answer. 

T h e conversa t ion via r a i n b o w h a d b o t h e r e d me all evening. 

" L u k e said y o u a n d he go way back. He also sa id Grover 
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wouldn ' t fail th is t ime . N o b o d y w o u l d t u r n i n t o a p ine 
» 

t ree . 

In t h e d i m b r o n z e l ight o f the sword blade , i t was ha rd 

to read the i r express ions . 

Grover let o u t a m o u r n f u l bray. 

" I should 've t o l d you t h e t r u t h f r o m t h e beg inn ing ." H i s 

voice t r embled . "I t h o u g h t if you k n e w w h a t a failure I was, 

you wou ldn ' t w a n t me along." 

" Y o u were t h e satyr w h o t r i ed to rescue T h a l i a , t he 

d a u g h t e r o f Zeus . " 

H e n o d d e d glumly. 

" A n d t h e o t h e r two ha l f -b loods T h a l i a bef r iended , the 

ones w h o go t safely t o c a m p . . . " I l o o k e d a t A n n a b e t h . 

" T h a t was you a n d Luke , wasn' t i t?" 

She p u t d o w n he r O r e o , unea t en . "Like you said, Percy, 

a seven-year-old h a l f - b l o o d wou ldn ' t have m a d e it very far 

a lone . A t h e n a g u i d e d me toward he lp . T h a l i a was twelve. 

L u k e was four teen . T h e y ' d b o t h r u n away f r o m h o m e , like 

m e . T h e y were h a p p y to take me w i t h t h e m . T h e y were . . . 

a m a z i n g mons te r - f igh te r s , even w i t h o u t t ra in ing . We trav­

eled n o r t h f r o m Virg in ia w i t h o u t any real p lans , fend ing off 

m o n s t e r s for a b o u t t w o weeks before Grover f o u n d us ." 

" I was s u p p o s e d to e scor t T h a l i a to camp," he said, snif­

f l ing . " O n l y T h a l i a . I h a d s t r ic t o rders f rom C h i r o n : don ' t 

d o any th ing t h a t w o u l d slow d o w n t h e rescue. W e k n e w 

H a d e s was after her, see, b u t I cou ldn ' t jus t leave L u k e a n d 

A n n a b e t h by themselves . I t h o u g h t . . . I t h o u g h t I c o u l d 

lead all th ree of t h e m to safety. I t was my fault t h e Kind ly 

O n e s caugh t up w i t h us . I froze. I go t scared on t h e way 
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back t o c a m p a n d t o o k s o m e w r o n g t u r n s . I f I d jus t been a 

l i t t le quicker . . ." 

" S t o p it," A n n a b e t h said. " N o o n e b lames you. T h a l i a 

d idn ' t b l a m e you either." 

"She sacrificed herself to save us," he said miserably. " H e r 

dea th was my fault. T h e Counc i l o f Cloven Elders said so." 

"Because you wou ldn ' t leave two o t h e r ha l f -b loods 

b e h i n d ? " I said. " T h a t ' s n o t fair." 

"Percy's r ight ," A n n a b e t h said. " I wou ldn ' t be here t o d a y 

i f i t weren't for you, Grover . N e i t h e r w o u l d Luke . We don ' t 

care w h a t t h e counc i l says." 

Grover k e p t sniffl ing in the dark . "It 's just my luck. I ' m 

t h e lames t satyr ever, a n d I f ind t h e t w o m o s t powerful half-

b l o o d s o f t h e century, T h a l i a a n d Percy." 

"You're n o t lame," A n n a b e t h insis ted. "You've g o t m o r e 

courage t h a n any satyr I've ever m e t . N a m e o n e o t h e r w h o 

w o u l d dare go to the U n d e r w o r l d . I be t Percy is really glad 

you're here r igh t now." 

She k icked me in the shin. 

"Yeah," I said, which I would 've d o n e even w i t h o u t t h e 

kick. "It 's n o t luck t h a t you f o u n d T h a l i a a n d m e , Grover. 

You've go t t h e b igges t h e a r t of any satyr ever. You're a n a t ­

u ra l searcher. T h a t ' s why you ' l l be t h e o n e w h o f inds Pan." 

I hea rd a deep , satisfied sigh. I wa i ted for Grover to say 

s o m e t h i n g , b u t his b r ea th ing only go t heavier. W h e n t h e 

s o u n d t u r n e d to snor ing , I real ized he 'd fallen sleep. 

" H o w does he do t ha t ? " I marve led . 

"I don ' t know," A n n a b e t h said. " B u t t h a t was really a 

n ice t h i n g you t o l d h im." 
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"I m e a n t it." 

We r o d e in silence for a few miles , b u m p i n g a r o u n d on 

t h e feed sacks. T h e zebra m u n c h e d a t u r n i p . T h e l ion l icked 

t h e last o f t h e h a m b u r g e r m e a t o f f his l ips a n d l o o k e d a t 

m e hopefully. 

A n n a b e t h r u b b e d her necklace like she was t h i n k i n g 

deep , s t ra tegic t h o u g h t s . 

" T h a t p ine - t ree bead," I said. "Is t h a t f rom y o u r first 

year? 

She looked . She hadn ' t real ized w h a t she was do ing . 

"Yeah," she said. "Every Augus t , t h e counse lo rs p i ck the 

m o s t i m p o r t a n t event o f t h e s u m m e r , a n d they p a i n t i t o n 

t ha t year's beads . I've got Tha l i a ' s p i n e tree, a Greek t r i reme 

on fire, a cen tau r in a p r o m d r e s s — n o w that was a weird 

s u m m e r . . . ." 

" A n d t h e college r ing is your father 's?" 

" T h a t ' s n o n e o f y o u r — " She s t o p p e d herself. "Yeah. 

Yeah, it is." 

"You don ' t have to tell me." 

" N o . . . it's okay." She t o o k a shaky brea th . " M y d a d 

sen t i t to me fo lded up in a letter, two s u m m e r s ago. T h e 

r ing was, like, h is m a i n keepsake f r o m A t h e n a . He wouldn ' t 

have g o t t e n t h r o u g h his d o c t o r a l p r o g r a m a t H a r v a r d w i t h ­

o u t her. . . . T h a t ' s a l o n g s tory. Anyway, he said he w a n t e d 

me to have it. He a p o l o g i z e d for be ing a jerk, said he loved 

m e a n d missed m e . H e w a n t e d m e t o c o m e h o m e a n d live 

w i t h h im." 

" T h a t doesn ' t s o u n d s o bad." 

"Yeah, well . . . t h e p r o b l e m was, I believed h i m . I t r ied 
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t o go h o m e for t ha t s choo l year, b u t my s t e p m o m was the 

same as ever. She d idn ' t w a n t he r k ids p u t in danger by liv­

ing w i th a freak. M o n s t e r s a t tacked. We argued. M o n s t e r s 

a t tacked. We argued. I d idn ' t even m a k e i t t h r o u g h win te r 

break. I cal led C h i r o n a n d came r igh t b a c k to C a m p Half -

Blood." 

"You t h i n k you' l l ever t ry living w i t h your d a d again?" 

She wou ldn ' t m e e t my eyes. "Please . I ' m n o t i n t o self-

inf l ic ted pain." 

"You shou ldn ' t give up," I t o l d her. "You s h o u l d wr i te 

h i m a le t ter or someth ing . " 

" T h a n k s for t h e advice," she sa id coldly, " b u t my 

father's m a d e his choice a b o u t w h o he wan t s to live 

with." 

We passed a n o t h e r few mi les o f silence. 

" S o i f t h e gods fight," I said, "wil l th ings l ine up t h e 

way they d i d w i th t h e T ro j an War? W i l l i t be A t h e n a versus 

P o s e i d o n ? " 

She p u t he r h e a d against t h e backpack Ares h a d given 

us , a n d c losed her eyes. " I don ' t k n o w w h a t m y m o m will 

d o . I jus t k n o w I'll f ight next to you." 

" W h y ? " 

"Because you're my friend, Seaweed Brain. A n y m o r e 

s t u p i d ques t ions?" 

I cou ldn ' t t h i n k of an answer for tha t . F o r t u n a t e l y I 

d idn ' t have to . A n n a b e t h was asleep. 

I h a d t roub le fol lowing her example , w i t h Grover 

s n o r i n g a n d an a lb ino l ion s ta r ing hung r i l y a t m e , b u t even­

tually I c losed my eyes. 
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* * * 

M y n i g h t m a r e s t a r t e d o u t a s s o m e t h i n g I d d r e a m e d a m i l ­

l ion t imes before: I was be ing forced to take a s t a n d a r d i z e d 

tes t while wear ing a strait jacket. Al l t h e o t h e r k ids were 

go ing o u t to recess, a n d t h e teacher k e p t saying, Come on, 

Percy. You're not stupid, are you? Pick up your pencil. 

T h e n t h e d r e a m strayed f rom t h e usual . 

I l o o k e d over at the next desk a n d saw a girl s i t t ing 

there , also wear ing a strait jacket. She was my age, w i t h 

u n r u l y black, punk - s ty l e hair, d a r k eyeliner a r o u n d her 

s t o r m y green eyes, a n d freckles across he r nose . S o m e h o w , I 

k n e w w h o she was. She was T h a l i a , d a u g h t e r o f Z e u s . 

She s t rugg led against t h e strait jacket, glared a t me in 

f rus t ra t ion , a n d snapped , Well, Seaweed Brain? One of us has to 

get out of here. 

She's r ight , my d ream-se l f t h o u g h t . I ' m go ing back 

to t h a t cavern. I ' m go ing to give H a d e s a piece of my 

m i n d . 

T h e strai t jacket m e l t e d o f f me . I fell t h r o u g h the class­

r o o m f loor . T h e teacher 's voice changed u n t i l i t was co ld 

a n d evil, echo ing f rom t h e d e p t h s of a great chasm. 

Percy Jackson, it said. Yes, the exchange went well, I see. 

I was back in t h e da rk cavern, spir i ts of t h e dead drif t ­

ing a r o u n d m e . U n s e e n in the pi t , t h e m o n s t r o u s t h i n g was 

speak ing , b u t th is t i m e i t wasn' t address ing m e . T h e n u m b ­

ing power of its voice s eemed d i rec ted s o m e w h e r e else. 

And he suspects nothing? it asked. 

A n o t h e r voice, o n e I a l m o s t recognized , answered a t my 

shou lder . Nothing, my lord. He is as ignorant as the rest. 
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I l o o k e d over, b u t no o n e was there . T h e speaker was 

invisible. 

Deception upon deception, t he t h i n g in t h e p i t m u s e d a loud . 

Excellent. 

Truly, my lord, said t h e voice nex t to m e , you are well-named 

the Crooked One. But was it really necessary? I could have brought you 

what I stole directly — 

You? the m o n s t e r sa id in s co rn . You have already shown your 

limits. You would have jailed me completely had I not intervened. 

But, my lord— 

Peace, little servant. Our six months have bought us much. Zeus's 

anger has grown. Poseidon has played his most desperate card. Now we 

shall use it against him. Shortly you shall have the reward you wish, and 

your revenge. As soon as both items are delivered into my hands . . . but 

wait. He is here. 

What? T h e invisible servant sudden ly s o u n d e d tense . You 

summoned him, my lord? 

No. T h e full force of t h e mons te r ' s a t t e n t i o n was 

n o w p o u r i n g over m e , freezing me in p lace . Blast his father's 

blood—he is too changeable, too unpredictable. The boy brought himself 

hither. 

Impossible! t h e servant cr ied. 

For a weakling such as you, perhaps, t he voice snar led. T h e n 

its co ld power t u r n e d back on m e . So . . . you wish to dream of 

your quest, young half-blood? Then I will oblige. 

T h e scene changed . 

I was s t a n d i n g in a vast t h r o n e r o o m wi th black marb le 

walls a n d b r o n z e f loors . T h e empty , h o r r i d t h r o n e was 

m a d e f rom h u m a n b o n e s fused toge ther . S t a n d i n g a t t h e 
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foo t o f t h e dais was my m o t h e r , f rozen in s h i m m e r i n g 

go lde n l ight , he r a r m s ou t s t r e t ched . 

I t r i ed to s t ep toward her, b u t my legs wou ldn ' t move . I 

reached for her, on ly to realize t h a t my h a n d s were w i the r ­

ing t o b o n e s . G r i n n i n g ske le tons i n Greek a r m o r c rowded 

a r o u n d m e , d r a p i n g m e w i t h silk robes , wrea th ing m y h e a d 

w i t h laurels t h a t s m o k e d w i t h C h i m e r a p o i s o n , b u r n i n g 

i n t o my scalp. 

T h e evil voice began to laugh. Hail, the conquering hero! 

I woke w i t h a s ta r t . 

Grover was shak ing my shou lder . " T h e t ruck 's s topped , " 

he said. " W e t h i n k they're c o m i n g t o check on the animals ." 

" H i d e ! " A n n a b e t h hissed. 

She h a d i t easy. She just p u t on her mag ic cap a n d d is ­

appeared . Grover a n d I h a d to dive b e h i n d feed sacks a n d 

h o p e we l o o k e d like t u r n i p s . 

T h e trai ler d o o r s creaked o p e n . Sun l igh t a n d hea t 

p o u r e d in. 

" M a n ! " o n e o f the t ruckers said, waving his h a n d in 

f ron t o f h is ugly nose . " I wish I hau led appl iances ." He 

c l imbed ins ide a n d p o u r e d s o m e water f r o m a jug i n t o the 

an imals ' d ishes . 

" Y o u ho t , b ig boy?" he asked the l ion, t h e n sp lashed 

t h e rest of the bucke t r igh t in the lion's face. 

T h e l ion roa red i n i n d i g n a t i o n . 

"Yeah, yeah, yeah," t h e m a n said. 

N e x t t o m e , u n d e r t h e t u r n i p sacks, Grover t ensed . F o r 

a peace- loving herbivore , he l o o k e d d o w n r i g h t m u r d e r o u s . 
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T h e t rucke r t h r ew the an t e lope a s q u a s h e d - l o o k i n g 

H a p p y M e a l bag. H e s m i r k e d a t t h e zebra . " H o w y a doin ' , 

Str ipes? Leas t we'll be ge t t ing r id of you th is s top . You like 

m a g i c shows? You're g o n n a love th is one . They ' r e g o n n a saw 

you in half!" 

T h e zebra , wi ld-eyed w i th fear, l o o k e d s t ra igh t a t m e . 

T h e r e was no s o u n d , b u t as clear as day, I hea rd i t say: 

Free me, lord. Please. 

I was t o o s t u n n e d to react. 

T h e r e was a l o u d knock, knock, knock on the s ide of t h e 

trailer. 

T h e t rucker ins ide w i th u s yelled, " W h a t d o you want , 

E d d i e ? " 

A voice o u t s i d e — i t must 've been E d d i e ' s — s h o u t e d 

back, "Maur i ce? W h a t ' d ya say?" 

" W h a t are you b a n g i n g for?" 

Knock, knock, knock. 

O u t s i d e , E d d i e yelled, " W h a t bang ing?" 

O u r guy M a u r i c e ro l led his eyes a n d went back ou t s ide , 

curs ing a t E d d i e for be ing an id io t . 

A second later, A n n a b e t h appea red nex t to m e . She 

must 've d o n e t h e b a n g i n g t o get M a u r i c e o u t o f t h e trailer. 

She said, " T h i s t r a n s p o r t business can't be legal." 

" N o k idd ing , " Grover said. He paused , a s i f l i s tening. 

" T h e l ion says these guys are an ima l smugglers !" 

That's right, t h e zebra 's voice said in my m i n d . 

"We 've g o t t o free t h e m ! " G r o v e r sa id . H e a n d 

A n n a b e t h b o t h l o o k e d a t m e , wai t ing for my lead. 

I'd hea rd the zebra talk, b u t n o t t h e l ion. W h y ? M a y b e 

[ 2 5 5 ] 



i t was a n o t h e r l ea rn ing disabi l i ty . . . I c o u l d only u n d e r ­

s t a n d zebras? T h e n I t h o u g h t : horses . W h a t h a d A n n a b e t h 

sa id a b o u t P o s e i d o n creat ing horses? W a s a zebra close 

e n o u g h to a horse? W a s t h a t why I c o u l d u n d e r s t a n d it? 

T h e zebra said, Open my cage, lord. Phase. I'll be fine after that. 

O u t s i d e , E d d i e a n d M a u r i c e were still yell ing a t each 

o ther , b u t I k n e w they'd be c o m i n g ins ide to t o r m e n t the 

an imals again any m i n u t e . I g r a b b e d R i p t i d e a n d s lashed the 

lock o f f t h e zebra's cage. 

T h e zebra b u r s t ou t . I t t u r n e d t o m e a n d bowed . Thank 

you, lord. 

Grover he ld up his h a n d s a n d said s o m e t h i n g t o the 

zebra in goa t talk, like a blessing. 

Just as M a u r i c e was p o k i n g his h e a d back inside to check 

o u t the noise , t he zebra leaped over h i m and in to the street. 

T h e r e was yelling a n d screaming and cars honk ing . We 

r u s h e d to t h e d o o r s o f the trailer in t i m e to see the zebra gal­

l op ing d o w n a w ide boulevard l ined w i th hote l s a n d casinos 

a n d n e o n signs. W e ' d just released a zebra in Las Vegas. 

M a u r i c e a n d E d d i e r an after it, w i th a few p o l i c e m e n 

r u n n i n g after t h e m , s h o u t i n g , " H e y ! You n e e d a p e r m i t for 

tha t !" 

" N o w w o u l d be a g o o d t i m e to leave," A n n a b e t h said. 

" T h e o t h e r an imals first," Grover said. 

I cu t t h e locks w i t h my sword. Grover ra ised his h a n d s 

a n d s p o k e t h e same goat -b less ing he 'd u s e d for the zebra . 

" G o o d luck," I t o l d t h e an imals . T h e an te lope a n d the 

l ion b u r s t o u t o f the i r cages a n d w e n t of f t oge the r i n t o the 

s treets . 

[ 2 5 6 ] 



S o m e tour i s t s sc reamed. M o s t jus t backed o f f a n d t o o k 

p ic tures , p r o b a b l y t h i n k i n g i t was s o m e k i n d o f s t u n t by 

o n e o f the casinos . 

" W i l l t h e an imals be okay?" I asked Grover. " I m e a n , 

t h e dese r t a n d a l l — " 

" D o n ' t worry," he said. " I p l aced a satyr's sanc tua ry on 

them." 

" M e a n i n g ? " 

" M e a n i n g they ' l l reach the wi ld safely," he said. " T h e y ' l l 

f ind water, food, shade, whatever they n e e d u n t i l they f ind 

a safe place to live." 

" W h y can't you p lace a blessing like t ha t on us?" I asked. 

" I t on ly works on wi ld animals ." 

" S o i t w o u l d on ly affect Percy," A n n a b e t h reasoned . 

" H e y ! " I p ro t e s t ed . 

"Kidd ing , " she said. " C o m e o n . Let 's get o u t o f th is 

filthy t ruck." 

We s t u m b l e d o u t i n t o t h e deser t a f t e rnoon . I t was a 

h u n d r e d a n d t en degrees , easy, a n d we must 've l o o k e d like 

deep-f r ied vagrants , b u t everybody was t o o in te res ted in t h e 

wi ld an imals t o pay u s m u c h a t t en t i on . 

W e passed the M o n t e Ca r lo a n d t h e M G M . W e passed 

py ramids , a p i ra te sh ip , and t h e S t a tue of Liber ty , wh ich 

was a p r e t t y smal l replica, b u t still m a d e me homes ick . 

I wasn' t sure w h a t we were l o o k i n g for. M a y b e jus t a 

p lace to get o u t of t h e hea t for a few m i n u t e s , f ind a s a n d ­

wich a n d a glass of l e m o n a d e , m a k e a n e w p l a n for ge t t ing 

west . 

We m u s t have t aken a w r o n g t u r n , because we f o u n d 
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ourselves a t a d e a d end, s t a n d i n g in f ron t of the L o t u s 

H o t e l a n d Cas ino . T h e en t rance was a huge n e o n flower, t h e 

peta ls l igh t ing u p a n d b l ink ing . N o o n e was go ing i n o r ou t , 

b u t the g l i t ter ing c h r o m e d o o r s were o p e n , spi l l ing o u t air-

c o n d i t i o n i n g t h a t smel led like f lowers—lo tus b l o s s o m , 

maybe . Id never smel led one , so I wasn' t sure. 

T h e d o o r m a n smi led a t us . " H e y , k ids . You l o o k t i red . 

Y o u w a n t t o c o m e in a n d sit d o w n ? " 

I'd l e a rned to be suspic ious , t h e last week or so. I f igured 

a n y b o d y m i g h t be a m o n s t e r or a god . You just cou ldn ' t tell . 

But this guy was n o r m a l . O n e l o o k a t h im , a n d I c o u l d see. 

Besides, I was so relieved to hear s o m e b o d y w h o s o u n d e d 

s y m p a t h e t i c t ha t I n o d d e d a n d sa id we'd love to c o m e 

in. Ins ide , we t o o k o n e l o o k a round , a n d Grover said, 

" W h o a . " 

T h e who le l obby was a g ian t game r o o m . A n d I ' m n o t 

t a lk ing a b o u t cheesy o l d P a c - M a n games o r s lo t mach ines . 

T h e r e was an i n d o o r waters l ide snak ing a r o u n d the glass 

elevator, wh ich w e n t s t ra igh t up a t least for ty f loors . T h e r e 

was a c l imbing wall on t h e s ide of one bu i ld ing , a n d an 

i n d o o r b u n g e e - j u m p i n g br idge . T h e r e were vi r tual - real i ty 

sui ts w i t h w o r k i n g laser guns . A n d h u n d r e d s o f v ideo 

games , each o n e t h e size o f a widescreen TV Basically, you 

n a m e it, th is place h a d it. T h e r e were a few o t h e r k ids p lay­

ing, b u t n o t t ha t many. N o wai t ing for any o f t h e games . 

T h e r e were waitresses a n d snack ba r s all a r o u n d , serving 

every k i n d o f f ood you can imagine . 

" H e y ! " a b e l l h o p said. At least I guessed he was a be l l ­

h o p . He wore a whi t e -and-ye l low H a w a i i a n sh i r t w i th lo tus 
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designs , s ho r t s , a n d f l i p - f l o p s . " W e l c o m e t o t h e L o t u s 

Cas ino . Here ' s your r o o m key." 

I s t ammered , " U m , b u t . . ." 

" N o , no ," he said, l aughing . " T h e bill's t aken care of. 

N o extra charges, n o t ips . Just g o o n u p t o t h e t o p f l o o r , 

r o o m 4 0 0 1 . I f you n e e d anyth ing , like extra bubb les for 

t h e h o t tub , o r skeet targets for t h e s h o o t i n g range, o r w h a t ­

ever, jus t call t h e f ron t desk. H e r e are y o u r L o t u s C a s h cards. 

T h e y w o r k i n t h e res tauran ts a n d on all t he games a n d 

rides." 

He h a n d e d us each a green plas t ic credi t card. 

I k n e w there m u s t be s o m e mis take . Obv ious ly he 

t h o u g h t we were s o m e mil l ionaire 's k ids . But I t o o k the card 

a n d said, " H o w m u c h i s on here?" 

H i s eyebrows k n i t toge ther . " W h a t d o you m e a n ? " 

" I m e a n , w h e n does i t r u n o u t o f cash?" 

He laughed . " O h , you're m a k i n g a joke . Hey , that ' s cool . 

Enjoy your stay." 

W e t o o k t h e elevator ups ta i r s a n d checked o u t o u r 

r o o m . I t was a sui te w i t h th ree separa te b e d r o o m s a n d a ba r 

s tocked w i t h candy, sodas , a n d chips . A h o t l i n e to r o o m 

service. Fluffy towels a n d water beds w i t h feather p i l lows. A 

big-screen television w i t h satell i te a n d h i g h - s p e e d I n t e r n e t . 

T h e ba lcony h a d its o w n h o t t ub , a n d sure e n o u g h , there 

was a skee t - shoo t ing m a c h i n e a n d a s h o t g u n , so y o u c o u l d 

l a u n c h clay p igeons r igh t o u t over t h e Las Vegas skyl ine a n d 

p l u g t h e m w i t h your gun . I d idn ' t see h o w t h a t c o u l d be 

legal, b u t I t h o u g h t i t was p r e t t y cool . T h e view over t h e 

S t r i p a n d t h e deser t was amaz ing , t h o u g h I d o u b t e d 

[ 2 5 9 ] 



we'd ever f ind t ime to l o o k at the view wi th a r o o m like 

th is . 

" O h , goodness , " A n n a b e t h said. " T h i s p lace is . . ." 

"Sweet," Grover said. "Absolute ly sweet." 

T h e r e were c lo thes in t h e closet, a n d they f i t m e . I 

f rowned, t h i n k i n g t h a t this was a l i t t le s t range. 

I t h r e w Ares's backpack in t h e t r a sh can. W o u l d n ' t n e e d 

t h a t anymore . W h e n we left, I c o u l d jus t charge a n e w o n e 

a t t h e h o t e l s tore . 

I t o o k a shower, wh ich felt awesome after a week of 

g r imy travel. I changed c lothes , ate a bag of chips, d r a n k 

th ree Cokes , a n d came o u t feeling be t t e r t h a n I h a d in a 

l o n g t ime . I n the back o f m y m i n d , s o m e smal l p r o b l e m 

k e p t nagg ing me . I'd h a d a d r e a m o r s o m e t h i n g . . . I 

n e e d e d to ta lk to my fr iends. But I was sure i t c o u l d wait . 

I came o u t o f t h e b e d r o o m a n d f o u n d t h a t A n n a b e t h 

a n d Grover h a d also showered a n d changed c lo thes . Grover 

was eat ing p o t a t o chips to his hear t ' s con ten t , whi le 

A n n a b e t h c ranked u p t h e N a t i o n a l G e o g r a p h i c C h a n n e l . 

"All t h o s e s ta t ions ," I t o l d her, " a n d y o u t u r n on 

N a t i o n a l G e o g r a p h i c . Are you insane?" 

"It 's interest ing." 

"I feel good," Grover said. "I love th is place." 

W i t h o u t his even real iz ing it, t he wings s p r o u t e d o u t o f 

his shoes a n d l if ted h i m a foo t o f f t h e g r o u n d , t h e n back 

d o w n again. 

" S o w h a t n o w ? " A n n a b e t h asked. "Sleep?" 

Grover a n d I l o o k e d a t each o t h e r a n d g r inned . We b o t h 

h e l d up o u r green plas t ic L o t u s C a s h cards. 
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"Play t ime," I said. 

I cou ldn ' t r e m e m b e r t h e last t ime I h a d so m u c h fun. I 

came f rom a relatively p o o r family. O u r idea of a splurge 

was ea t ing o u t at Burger King a n d r en t ing a v ideo. A five-

star Vegas hotel? Forge t it. 

I b u n g e e - j u m p e d t h e l o b b y f ive or six t imes , d i d the 

waters l ide, s n o w b o a r d e d t h e artificial ski s lope , a n d played 

vir tual - real i ty laser tag a n d FBI sha rpshoo te r . I saw Grover 

a few t imes , go ing f r o m game to game. He really l iked t h e 

reverse h u n t e r t h i n g — w h e r e t h e deer g o o u t a n d s h o o t t h e 

rednecks . I saw A n n a b e t h p lay ing trivia games a n d o t h e r 

b ra in iac stuff. T h e y h a d this huge 3 - D s im g a m e where 

you bu i ld y o u r o w n city, a n d you c o u l d actually see t h e 

h o l o g r a p h i c bu i ld ings rise on t h e d isplay boa rd . I d idn ' t 

t h i n k m u c h o f it, b u t A n n a b e t h loved it. 

I ' m n o t sure w h e n I f i r s t real ized s o m e t h i n g was wrong . 

Probably , i t was w h e n I n o t i c e d t h e guy s t a n d i n g next to 

m e a t V R s h a r p s h o o t e r s . H e was a b o u t th i r t een , I guess, b u t 

his c lo thes were weird. I t h o u g h t he was s o m e Elvis i m p e r ­

sona tor ' s son . He wore b e l l - b o t t o m jeans and a red T - sh i r t 

w i t h black p ip ing , a n d his hai r was p e r m e d a n d gelled like 

a N e w Jersey girl's on h o m e c o m i n g n igh t . 

We played a game of s h a r p s h o o t e r s t oge the r a n d he 

said, "Groovy, m a n . Been here t w o weeks, a n d t h e games 

keep ge t t ing be t t e r a n d better." 

Groovy? 

Later , whi le we were ta lk ing , I said s o m e t h i n g was 

"s ick ,"and he l o o k e d a t me k i n d of s ta r t led , as i f he 'd never 

heard t h e w o r d used t h a t way before . 
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He said his n a m e was D a r r i n , b u t as s o o n as I s t a r t e d 

asking h i m ques t ions h e go t b o r e d w i t h m e a n d s t a r t e d t o 

go back t o t h e c o m p u t e r screen. 

I said, "Hey , D a r r i n ? " 

" W h a t ? " 

" W h a t year i s i t?" 

H e f rowned a t m e . " I n t h e game?" 

" N o . In real life." 

H e h a d t o t h i n k a b o u t it. " 1 9 7 7 . " 

" N o , " I said, ge t t ing a l i t t le scared. "Really." 

" H e y , m a n . Bad vibes. I go t a g a m e happen ing . " 

After t h a t he to ta l ly i g n o r e d m e . 

I s t a r t e d ta lk ing to p e o p l e , a n d I f o u n d it wasn' t easy. 

T h e y were g lued t o the T V screen, o r the v ideo game, o r 

the i r food , or whatever . I f o u n d a guy w h o t o l d me i t was 

1 9 8 5 . A n o t h e r guy t o ld m e i t was 1 9 9 3 . T h e y all c la imed 

they hadn ' t been in here very long , a few days, a few weeks 

a t m o s t . T h e y d idn ' t really k n o w a n d they d idn ' t care. 

T h e n i t o c c u r r e d to m e : h o w l o n g h a d I been here? I t 

s eemed like only a coup le of h o u r s , b u t was it? 

I t r i ed to r e m e m b e r why we were here . We were go ing to 

L os Angeles . We were s u p p o s e d t o f ind the en t rance t o the 

U n d e r w o r l d . My m o t h e r . . . for a scary second , I h a d t r o u ­

ble r e m e m b e r i n g her n a m e . Sally. Sally Jackson. I h a d to f ind 

her. I h a d to s t o p H a d e s f r o m causing W o r l d W a r I I I . 

I f o u n d A n n a b e t h still bu i ld ing her city. 

" C o m e on," I t o l d her. "We've go t to get o u t of here." 

N o response . 

I s h o o k her. " A n n a b e t h ? " 
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She l o o k e d up , annoyed . " W h a t ? " 

" W e n e e d t o leave." 

"Leave? W h a t are you ta lk ing about? I've jus t go t t h e 

t o w e r s — " 

" T h i s p lace is a t rap." 

She d idn ' t r e s p o n d un t i l I s h o o k her again. " W h a t ? " 

"Lis ten . T h e U n d e r w o r l d . O u r ques t !" 

" O h , c o m e on , Percy. Jus t a few m o r e minu tes . " 

"Annabe th , there are p e o p l e here f rom 1 9 7 7 . Kids w h o 

have never aged. You check in, a n d you stay forever." 

" S o ? " she asked. " C a n you imagine a be t te r place?" 

I g r a b b e d he r wr is t a n d yanked her away f r o m the g a m e . 

" H e y ! " She sc reamed a n d h i t m e , b u t n o b o d y else even 

b o t h e r e d l o o k i n g a t us . T h e y were t o o busy. 

I m a d e he r l o o k direct ly in my eyes. I said, "Sp ide r s . 

Large, ha i ry spiders ." 

T h a t ja r red her. H e r vis ion cleared. " O h m y gods ," she 

said. " H o w l o n g have w e — " 

"I don ' t know, b u t we've g o t to f ind Grover." 

W e wen t searching, a n d f o u n d h i m still p lay ing V i r t u a l 

D e e r H u n t e r . 

"Grover!" we b o t h s h o u t e d . 

H e said, " D i e , h u m a n ! D i e , silly p o l l u t i n g nas ty 

pe r son!" 

"Grover!" 

H e t u r n e d t h e plas t ic gun o n m e a n d s t a r t ed clicking, a s 

if I were jus t a n o t h e r image f r o m the screen. 

I l o o k e d a t A n n a b e t h , a n d toge the r we t o o k Grover by 

t h e a r m s a n d d ragged h i m away. H i s flying shoes sp rang to 
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life a n d s t a r t e d t ugg ing his legs in the o t h e r d i r ec t ion as he 

s h o u t e d , " N o ! I jus t go t to a n e w level! N o ! " 

T h e L o t u s b e l l h o p h u r r i e d u p t o us . "Wel l , now, are 

you ready for your p l a t i n u m cards?" 

"We ' re leaving," I t o l d h i m . 

" S u c h a shame," he said, a n d I go t the feeling t h a t 

he really m e a n t it, t h a t we'd be b reak ing his h e a r t i f we 

went . " W e jus t a d d e d an ent i re n e w f loor full o f games for 

p l a t i n u m - c a r d member s . " 

He he ld o u t t h e cards, a n d I w a n t e d one . I k n e w t h a t i f 

I t o o k one , I'd never leave. I'd stay here, h a p p y forever, p lay­

ing games forever, a n d s o o n I'd forget my m o m , a n d my 

quest , a n d m a y b e even my o w n n a m e . I'd be p laying v i r tua l 

r i f l eman wi th groovy D i s c o D a r r i n forever. 

Grover reached for t h e card, b u t A n n a b e t h yanked back 

his a r m a n d said, " N o , thanks . " 

We walked toward the doo r , a n d as we did , the smell o f 

t h e food a n d the s o u n d s o f the games seemed to get m o r e 

a n d m o r e invit ing. I t h o u g h t a b o u t o u r r o o m ups ta i r s . W e 

c o u l d just stay the n igh t , s leep in a real b e d for once . . . . 

T h e n w e b u r s t t h r o u g h t h e d o o r s o f the L o t u s C a s i n o 

a n d ran d o w n the s idewalk. I t felt like a f t e rnoon , a b o u t t h e 

same t i m e o f day we'd gone i n t o the casino, b u t s o m e t h i n g 

was wrong . T h e wea ther h a d comple te ly changed . I t was 

s tormy, w i th hea t l igh tn ing f l a sh ing o u t i n t h e deser t . 

Ares's b a c k p a c k was s lung over my shoulder , which was 

o d d , because I was sure I h a d t h r o w n i t in the t rash can in 

r o o m 4 0 0 1 , b u t a t t h e m o m e n t I h a d o t h e r p r o b l e m s t o 

w o r r y a b o u t . 
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I r an to t h e neares t n e w s p a p e r s t and a n d read the year 

first. T h a n k t h e gods , i t was t h e s a m e year i t h a d b e e n w h e n 

we wen t in. T h e n I n o t i c e d the da te : June twen t i e th . 

We h a d been in t h e L o t u s C a s i n o for five days. 

W e h a d on ly o n e d a y left u n t i l t h e s u m m e r sols t ice. O n e 

day t o c o m p l e t e o u r ques t . 
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It was A n n a b e t h ' s idea. 

She l o a d e d us i n t o t h e back of a Vegas taxi as i f we 

actually h a d money , a n d t o l d t h e driver, " L o s Angeles , 

please." 

T h e cabbie chewed his cigar a n d s ized u s u p . " T h a t ' s 

th ree h u n d r e d mi les . F o r tha t , you g o t t a pay up front." 

"You accep t cas ino deb i t cards?" A n n a b e t h asked. 

He sh rugged . " S o m e of ' em. S a m e as credi t cards . I 

go t t a swipe ' em t h r o u g h f i r s t . " 

A n n a b e t h h a n d e d h i m her green L o t u s C a s h card. 

He l o o k e d a t i t skeptically. 

"Swipe it," A n n a b e t h invi ted. 

H e d id . 

H i s m e t e r m a c h i n e s t a r t e d ra t t l ing . T h e l ights f l a s h e d . 

Final ly an infinity s y m b o l came up next t o t h e do l la r 

sign. 

T h e cigar fell o u t o f t h e driver's m o u t h . H e l o o k e d back 

at us , h is eyes wide . " W h e r e to in L o s Angeles . . . uh , Your 

H i g h n e s s ? " 

" T h e San ta M o n i c a Pier." A n n a b e t h sat up a l i t t le 

s t ra ighter . I c o u l d tel l she l iked the "Your H i g h n e s s " th ing . 

" G e t us there fast, a n d you can keep the change." 
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M a y b e she shou ldn ' t have t o l d h i m tha t . 

T h e cab's s p e e d o m e t e r never d i p p e d be low ninety-five 

the who le way t h r o u g h the Mojave D e s e r t . 

On t h e road , we h a d p len ty o f t ime to ta lk . I t o l d A n n a b e t h 

a n d Grover a b o u t my latest d ream, b u t t h e detai ls go t sketch­

ier t h e m o r e I t r ied to r e m e m b e r t h e m . T h e L o t u s Cas ino 

seemed to have shor t -c i rcu i t ed my m e m o r y . I couldn ' t recall 

w h a t the invisible servant 's voice h a d s o u n d e d like, t h o u g h I 

was sure i t was s o m e b o d y I knew. T h e servant h a d called t h e 

m o n s t e r i n the p i t s o m e t h i n g o t h e r t h a n "my l o r d " . . . s o m e 

special n a m e or t i t le . . . . 

" T h e Si len t O n e ? " A n n a b e t h suggested. " T h e R i c h 

O n e ? B o t h o f t hose are n i cknames for H a d e s . " 

" M a y b e . . . " I said, t h o u g h ne i the r s o u n d e d qu i t e r ight . 

" T h a t t h r o n e r o o m s o u n d s like Hades ' s , " Grover said. 

" T h a t ' s t h e way it's usual ly descr ibed." 

I s h o o k m y head . "Some th ing ' s w r o n g . T h e t h r o n e 

r o o m wasn' t t h e m a i n p a r t o f t h e d ream. A n d t ha t voice 

f rom the p i t . . . I d o n ' t know. I t just d idn ' t feel like a god 's 

voice." 

A n n a b e t h ' s eyes widened . 

" W h a t ? " I asked. 

" O h . . . n o t h i n g . I was j u s t — N o , it has to be H a d e s . 

M a y b e he sen t th is thief, th is invisible pe r son , to get t h e 

mas t e r bo l t , a n d s o m e t h i n g w e n t w r o n g — " 

"Like wha t?" 

" I — I don ' t know," she said. "Bu t i f he s tole Zeus ' s s y m ­

b o l o f power f rom O l y m p u s , a n d the gods were h u n t i n g 
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h i m , I m e a n , a lo t of th ings cou ld go wrong . So this t h i e f 

h a d to h ide the bo l t , o r he los t i t somehow. Anyway, he 

failed to b r i n g i t to H a d e s . T h a t ' s w h a t the voice said in 

y o u r d ream, right? T h e guy failed. T h a t w o u l d explain w h a t 

the Fur ies were searching for w h e n they came after us on t h e 

b u s . M a y b e they t h o u g h t we h a d retr ieved t h e bol t ." 

I wasn' t sure w h a t was w r o n g w i th her. She l o o k e d pale . 

"But if I'd already retr ieved t h e bol t ," I said, "why w o u l d 

I be traveling to the U n d e r w o r l d ? " 

" T o th rea t en H a d e s , " Grover suggested. " T o b r ibe o r 

b lackmai l h i m i n t o ge t t ing y o u r m o m back." 

I whis t led . "You have evil t h o u g h t s for a goat ." 

" W h y , t h a n k you." 

"But t h e t h i n g in t h e p i t sa id i t was wai t ing for two 

i tems," I said. " I f t h e mas t e r b o l t is one , what 's t he o t h e r ? " 

Grover s h o o k his head , clearly mystif ied. 

A n n a b e t h was l o o k i n g a t me as i f she k n e w my nex t 

ques t i on , a n d was silently wi l l ing me n o t t o ask it. 

" Y o u have an idea w h a t m i g h t be in t h a t pi t , don ' t you?" 

I asked her. "I m e a n , if i t isn't H a d e s ? " 

"Percy . . . let's n o t ta lk a b o u t it . Because if it isn't 

H a d e s . . . N o . I t has to be H a d e s . " 

W a s t e l a n d ro l led by. We passed a sign t h a t said CALI­

FORNIA STATE LINE, 12 MILES. 

I go t the feeling I was miss ing o n e s imple , cri t ical p iece 

of i n f o r m a t i o n . I t was like w h e n I s tared at a c o m m o n w o r d 

I s h o u l d know, b u t I cou ldn ' t m a k e sense of i t because o n e 

o r two le t ters were f loa t ing a r o u n d . T h e m o r e I t h o u g h t 

a b o u t my quest , t h e m o r e I was sure t h a t con f ron t ing H a d e s 
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wasn't t h e real answer. T h e r e was s o m e t h i n g else go ing on , 

s o m e t h i n g even m o r e dange rous . 

T h e p r o b l e m was : w e were h u r t l i n g t o w a r d t h e 

U n d e r w o r l d a t ninety-five miles an hour , b e t t i n g t h a t H a d e s 

h a d the m a s t e r bo l t . I f we go t the re a n d f o u n d o u t we were 

wrong , we wou ldn ' t have t i m e to cor rec t ourselves. T h e so l ­

stice dead l ine w o u l d pass a n d war w o u l d beg in . 

" T h e answer i s in t h e U n d e r w o r l d , " A n n a b e t h assured 

m e . " Y o u saw spir i ts o f t h e dead , Percy. The re ' s on ly o n e 

p lace t h a t c o u l d be . We ' re d o i n g t h e r igh t thing." 

She t r i ed to b o o s t o u r m o r a l e by sugges t ing clever 

s t ra tegies for ge t t ing i n t o the L a n d o f t h e D e a d , b u t m y 

h e a r t wasn' t in it. T h e r e were jus t t o o m a n y u n k n o w n fac­

to r s . I t was like c r a m m i n g for a tes t w i t h o u t k n o w i n g t h e 

subject . A n d believe m e , I'd d o n e that e n o u g h t imes . 

T h e cab s p e d west . Every gus t o f w i n d t h r o u g h D e a t h 

Valley s o u n d e d like a sp i r i t of the dead . Every t ime t h e 

brakes h i ssed on an e ighteen-wheeler , i t r e m i n d e d me o f 

Ech idna ' s rep t i l i an voice. 

A t sunset , t h e taxi d r o p p e d us a t t he beach in S a n t a M o n i c a . 

I t l o o k e d exactly the way L.A. beaches do in the movies , 

on ly i t smel led worse . T h e r e were carnival r ides l in ing t h e 

Pier, p a l m trees l in ing t h e s idewalks, home le s s guys s leeping 

in t h e sand dunes , a n d surfer d u d e s wai t ing for t h e perfect 

wave. 

Grover, A n n a b e t h , a n d I walked d o w n to t h e edge of t h e 

surf. 

" W h a t n o w ? " A n n a b e t h asked. 
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T h e Pacific was t u r n i n g go ld in t h e se t t ing sun . I 

t h o u g h t a b o u t h o w l o n g i t h a d been since I d s t o o d o n the 

beach a t M o n t a u k , on the o p p o s i t e side o f the count ry , 

l o o k i n g o u t at a different sea. 

H o w c o u l d there be a g o d w h o c o u l d c o n t r o l all that? 

W h a t d id m y science teacher u sed t o s a y — t w o - t h i r d s o f 

t h e earth 's surface was covered in water? H o w c o u l d I be the 

s o n o f s o m e o n e t h a t powerful? 

I s t e p p e d i n t o the s u r f 

"Percy?" A n n a b e t h said. " W h a t are you d o i n g ? " 

I k e p t walk ing , up to my waist, t h e n my chest . 

She called after m e , "You k n o w h o w p o l l u t e d t ha t water 

is? The re ' r e all k i n d s of t o x i c — " 

T h a t ' s w h e n m y h e a d w e n t unde r . 

I he ld my b r e a t h at f i rs t . It 's diff icult to in ten t iona l ly 

inhale water. Final ly I cou ldn ' t s t a n d it anymore . I gasped. 

Sure e n o u g h , I c o u l d b rea the normal ly . 

I walked d o w n i n t o t h e shoals . I shou ldn ' t have been 

able to see t h r o u g h the m u r k , b u t s o m e h o w I c o u l d tell 

where everyth ing was. I c o u l d sense the ro l l ing texture of 

t h e b o t t o m . I c o u l d m a k e o u t s and -do l l a r co lonies d o t t i n g 

t h e sandba r s . I c o u l d even see t h e cu r ren t s , w a r m a n d co ld 

s t reams swirl ing toge ther . 

I felt s o m e t h i n g r u b against my leg. I l o o k e d d o w n a n d 

a lmos t s h o t o u t of t h e water like a bal l is t ic missi le . S l id ing 

a long bes ide me was a f ive-foot- long m a k o shark . 

But t h e t h i n g wasn't a t tacking . I t was n u z z l i n g m e . 

H e e l i n g like a dog . Tentatively, I t o u c h e d its dorsa l fin. It 

b u c k e d a l i t t le , as if invi t ing me to h o l d t ighter . I g r a b b e d 
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t h e f i n w i th b o t h h a n d s . I t t o o k off, pu l l ing m e a long. T h e 

sha rk car r ied m e d o w n i n t o t h e da rkness . I t d e p o s i t e d m e a t 

t h e edge o f the ocean p roper , where the sand b a n k d r o p p e d 

o f f i n t o a huge chasm. I t was like s t a n d i n g on the r i m of the 

G r a n d C a n y o n a t m i d n i g h t , n o t be ing able t o see m u c h , b u t 

k n o w i n g t h e void was r igh t there . 

T h e surface s h i m m e r e d m a y b e a h u n d r e d a n d f i f ty feet 

above. I k n e w I should 've been c r u s h e d by t h e pressure . 

T h e n again, I shou ldn ' t have been able to b rea the . I w o n ­

d e r e d if the re was a l imi t to h o w deep I c o u l d go, i f I c o u l d 

s ink s t ra igh t t o the b o t t o m o f the Pacific. 

T h e n I saw s o m e t h i n g g l immer ing in the darkness 

below, g rowing bigger a n d b r igh te r as i t rose toward m e . A 

woman ' s voice, like my mothe r ' s , called: "Percy Jackson." 

As she go t closer, he r shape b e c a m e clearer. She h a d 

f lowing black hair, a dress m a d e of green silk. L i g h t f l ick­

ered a r o u n d her, a n d he r eyes were so d is t rac t ingly beaut i fu l 

I hard ly n o t i c e d the s ta l l ion-s ized sea ho r se she was r id ing . 

She d i s m o u n t e d . T h e sea horse a n d t h e m a k o shark 

whisked o f f a n d s t a r t ed p lay ing s o m e t h i n g t ha t l o o k e d like 

tag. T h e u n d e r w a t e r lady smi led a t m e . "You've c o m e far, 

Percy Jackson. W e l l done . " 

I wasn't qu i t e sure w h a t to do , so I bowed . "You're the 

w o m a n w h o spoke t o me i n t h e Miss i s s ipp i River." 

"Yes, child. I am a N e r e i d , a spir i t of the sea. I t was n o t 

easy to appea r so far upriver, b u t t h e na iads , my freshwater 

cous ins , h e l p e d sus ta in m y life force. T h e y h o n o r L o r d 

P o s e i d o n , t h o u g h they do n o t serve in his cour t . " 

"And . . . you serve in Poseidon 's cou r t ? " 
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She n o d d e d . " I t has been m a n y years since a chi ld of t h e 

Sea G o d has been b o r n . W e have w a t c h e d y o u w i t h g rea t 

interest ." 

S u d d e n l y I r e m e m b e r e d faces in t h e waves o f f M o n t a u k 

Beach w h e n I was a l i t t le boy, ref lect ions of smi l ing w o m e n . 

Like so m a n y of t h e weird th ings in my life, Id never given 

i t m u c h t h o u g h t before . 

" I f my father is so in te res ted in me ," I said, "why isn't 

h e here? W h y doesn ' t h e speak t o m e ? " 

A co ld cu r r en t rose o u t o f t h e d e p t h s . 

" D o n o t judge the L o r d o f the Sea t o o harshly," t h e 

N e r e i d t o l d m e . " H e s t ands a t t he b r i n k o f a n u n w a n t e d 

war. He has m u c h to occupy his t ime . Besides, he i s fo rb id ­

den t o he lp you directly. T h e gods may n o t show such 

favorit ism." 

" E v e n to the i r o w n chi ldren?" 

"Especia l ly t o t h e m . T h e gods can work by indi rec t 

inf luence only. T h a t is why I give y o u a w a r n i n g , a n d a 

gift." 

She he ld o u t he r h a n d . T h r e e whi te pearls f l a shed in he r 

p a l m . 

" I k n o w you j o u r n e y to Hades ' s realm," she said. " F e w 

m o r t a l s have ever d o n e this a n d survived: O r p h e u s , w h o h a d 

g rea t m u s i c skil l ; H e r c u l e s , w h o h a d g rea t s t r e n g t h ; 

H o u d i n i , w h o c o u l d escape even the d e p t h s o f T a r t a r u s . D o 

you have these ta lents?" 

" U m . . . no , ma ' am." 

"Ah, b u t you have s o m e t h i n g else, Percy. You have gifts 

you have on ly b e g u n to know. T h e oracles have fore to ld a 
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great a n d ter r ib le future for you, s h o u l d you survive to m a n ­

h o o d . P o s e i d o n w o u l d n o t have you die before your t ime . 

T h e r e f o r e take these, a n d w h e n you are in need , s m a s h a 

pear l at your feet." 

" W h a t will h a p p e n ? " 

" T h a t , " she said, " d e p e n d s on t h e need . But r e m e m b e r : 

w h a t be longs to the sea will always r e t u r n to t h e sea." 

" W h a t a b o u t the warn ing?" 

H e r eyes f l i c k e r e d wi th green l ight . " G o w i t h w h a t your 

h e a r t tells you, o r you will lose all. H a d e s feeds on d o u b t 

a n d hope lessness . He will t r ick you i f he can, m a k e you m i s ­

t r u s t y o u r o w n j u d g m e n t . O n c e you are in his rea lm, he will 

never will ingly let you leave. Keep faith. G o o d luck, Percy 

Jackson." 

She s u m m o n e d he r sea ho r se a n d r o d e toward t h e void . 

"Wai t ! " I called. "At t h e river, you sa id n o t to t r u s t t h e 

gifts. W h a t gifts?" 

" G o o d - b y e , y o u n g hero," she called back, he r voice fad­

ing i n t o the d e p t h s . "You m u s t l is ten to your hear t ." She 

b e c a m e a speck of g lowing green, a n d t h e n she was gone . 

I w a n t e d to follow her d o w n i n t o the da rkness . I 

w a n t e d to see t h e c o u r t o f P o s e i d o n . But I l o o k e d up a t the 

sunse t da rken ing on t h e surface. My fr iends were wai t ing. 

We h a d so l i t t le t ime . . . . 

I k icked u p w a r d t oward the shore . 

W h e n I reached t h e beach, my c lo thes d r i ed instant ly. I 

t o l d Grover a n d A n n a b e t h w h a t h a d h a p p e n e d , a n d showed 

t h e m t h e pearls . 

A n n a b e t h g r imaced . " N o gift comes w i t h o u t a price." 
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" T h e y were free." 

" N o . " She s h o o k her head . " ' T h e r e is no such t h i n g as 

a free lunch. ' T h a t ' s an anc ien t G r e e k saying t h a t t r ans la t ed 

p re t t y well i n t o Amer i can . T h e r e will be a pr ice . You wait." 

O n t ha t h a p p y t h o u g h t , w e t u r n e d o u r backs o n t h e sea. 

W i t h s o m e spare change f r o m Ares's backpack , w e t o o k 

t h e bus i n t o W e s t H o l l y w o o d . I showed t h e driver the 

U n d e r w o r l d address slip I'd t aken f rom A u n t y Em' s G a r d e n 

G n o m e E m p o r i u m , b u t he 'd never h e a r d o f D O A 

R e c o r d i n g S t u d i o s . 

"You r e m i n d me o f s o m e b o d y I saw on T V , " he t o ld m e . 

"You a chi ld ac to r or s o m e t h i n g ? " 

" U h . . . I ' m a s t u n t d o u b l e . . . for a lo t o f chi ld actors ." 

" O h ! T h a t explains it." 

W e t h a n k e d h i m a n d g o t o f f quickly a t t h e next s top . 

W e wande red for miles o n foot , l o o k i n g for D O A . 

N o b o d y seemed to k n o w where i t was. I t d idn ' t appea r i n 

t h e p h o n e b o o k . 

Twice, we d u c k e d in to alleys to avoid c o p cars. 

I froze in f ront of an app l iance-s to re w i n d o w because a 

television was p lay ing an in terview wi th s o m e b o d y w h o 

l o o k e d very f a m i l i a r — m y s t epdad , Smel ly G a b e . H e was 

ta lk ing to Barbara W a l t e r s — I m e a n , as i f he were s o m e 

k i n d o f huge celebrity. She was in te rv iewing h i m in o u r 

a p a r t m e n t , in t h e m i d d l e of a poke r game, a n d there was a 

y o u n g b l o n d lady s i t t ing nex t t o h i m , p a t t i n g h i s h a n d . 

A fake tear g l i s tened on his cheek. He was saying, 

" H o n e s t , M s . Wal te r s , i f i t wasn't for Sugar here, my gr ie f 
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counselor , I'd be a wreck. My s t e p s o n t o o k everything I 

cared a b o u t . My wife . . . my C a m a r o . . . I — I ' m sorry. 

I have t roub le ta lk ing a b o u t it." 

" T h e r e you have it, America ." Barbara Wal te r s t u r n e d to 

the camera . "A m a n t o r n apar t . An ado lescen t boy w i t h seri­

o u s issues. L e t m e s h o w you, again, t h e last k n o w n p h o t o o f 

this t r o u b l e d y o u n g fugitive, t aken a week ago in Denver." 

T h e screen cu t t o a grainy s h o t o f m e , A n n a b e t h , a n d 

Grover s t a n d i n g ou t s i de the C o l o r a d o diner , t a lk ing to 

Ares . 

" W h o are the o t h e r ch i ldren i n th is p h o t o ? " Barbara 

Wal te r s asked dramatical ly . " W h o i s the m a n w i t h them? I s 

Percy Jackson a de l inquen t , a te r ror i s t , or p e r h a p s t h e 

b ra inwashed v ic t im of a f r ightening new cult? W h e n we 

c o m e back, we cha t w i t h a leading chi ld psychologis t . S tay 

t uned , America ." 

" C ' m o n , " Grover t o l d m e . He hau l ed me away before I 

cou ld p u n c h a ho le in t h e app l iance-s to re window. 

I t go t dark , a n d h u n g r y - l o o k i n g characters s t a r t ed 

c o m i n g o u t o n t h e streets t o play. N o w , don ' t ge t m e wrong . 

I ' m a N e w Yorker. I don ' t scare easy. But L.A. h a d a total ly 

different feel f rom N e w York. Back h o m e , everything 

seemed close. I t d idn ' t m a t t e r h o w big t h e city was, you 

c o u l d get anywhere w i t h o u t ge t t ing lost . T h e s t reet p a t t e r n 

and the subway m a d e sense. T h e r e was a sys tem to h o w 

th ings worked . A k id c o u l d be safe as l ong as he wasn't 

s tup id . 

L.A. wasn't like tha t . I t was sp read ou t , chaot ic , ha rd to 

move a r o u n d . I t r e m i n d e d me of Ares . I t wasn't e n o u g h for 
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L.A. to be big; i t h a d to prove i t was b ig by be ing l o u d a n d 

s t range a n d difficult to navigate, t o o . I d idn ' t k n o w h o w we 

were ever go ing to f ind t h e en t rance to t h e U n d e r w o r l d by 

t o m o r r o w , t h e s u m m e r solst ice. 

We walked pas t gangbangers , b u m s , a n d street hawkers , 

w h o l o o k e d a t us like they were t ry ing to f igure i f we were 

w o r t h t h e t r oub l e o f m u g g i n g . 

As we h u r r i e d passed t h e en t rance of an alley, a voice 

f r o m the da rkness said, " H e y , you." 

Like an id io t , I s t o p p e d . 

Before I k n e w it, we were s u r r o u n d e d . A gang of k ids 

h a d circled us . Six o f t h e m in a l l — w h i t e k ids w i th expen­

sive c lo thes a n d m e a n faces. Like the k ids a t Yancy 

Academy: r ich b ra t s p lay ing a t be ing b a d boys . 

Instinctively, I u n c a p p e d R i p t i d e . 

W h e n t h e sword appea red o u t o f nowhere , the k ids 

backed off, b u t the i r leader was ei ther really s t up id or really 

brave, because he k e p t c o m i n g a t me w i t h a swi tchblade . 

I m a d e the mis t ake of swinging. 

T h e k i d yelped. But h e must 've been one h u n d r e d pe r ­

cen t m o r t a l , because the b lade passed harmless ly r igh t 

t h r o u g h his chest. He l o o k e d d o w n . " W h a t t h e . . . " 

I f igured I h a d a b o u t th ree seconds before his shock 

t u r n e d to anger. " R u n ! " I s c reamed a t A n n a b e t h and 

Grover . 

W e p u s h e d t w o k ids o u t o f the way a n d raced d o w n the 

street, n o t k n o w i n g where we were going. We t u r n e d a s h a r p 

corner . 

" T h e r e ! " A n n a b e t h s h o u t e d . 
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O n l y o n e s tore on t h e b lock l o o k e d o p e n , its w i n d o w s 

glar ing w i t h n e o n . T h e sign above the d o o r said s o m e t h i n g 

like CRSTUY'S WATRE BDE ALPACE. 

"Crus ty ' s W a t e r Bed Palace?" Grover t rans la ted . 

I t d idn ' t s o u n d like a place I'd ever go except in an emer ­

gency, b u t th i s definitely qualif ied. 

We bu r s t t h r o u g h the doo r s , ran b e h i n d a water bed , a n d 

ducked . A spl i t s e c o n d later, t h e gang k ids r an pa s t ou t s ide . 

" I t h i n k we los t them," Grover p a n t e d . 

A voice b e h i n d us b o o m e d , " L o s t w h o ? " 

W e all j u m p e d . 

S t a n d i n g b e h i n d us was a guy w h o l o o k e d like a r a p t o r 

in a leisure suit . He was at least seven feet tall , w i t h 

absolute ly no hair. He h a d gray, lea thery skin, t h i ck - l i dded 

eyes, a n d a cold, rept i l ian smile. He m o v e d toward us slowly, 

b u t I go t the feeling he cou ld move fast i f he n e e d e d to . 

H i s sui t might 've c o m e f rom the L o t u s Cas ino . I t 

b e l o n g e d back in the seventies, b ig - t ime . T h e sh i r t was silk 

paisley, u n b u t t o n e d halfway d o w n his hairless chest . T h e 

lapels on his velvet jacket were as wide as l and ing s t r ips . T h e 

silver chains a r o u n d his n e c k — I couldn ' t even c o u n t t h e m . 

" I ' m Crusty ," he said, w i t h a ta r tar -yel low smile . 

I res is ted the urge to say, Yes, you are. 

" S o r r y to barge in," I t o l d h i m . " W e were just , um, 

browsing." 

"You m e a n h i d i n g f r o m t h o s e n o - g o o d kids ," h e g r u m ­

bled. " T h e y h a n g a r o u n d every n igh t . I get a lo t of p eo p l e 

in here, t h a n k s to t h e m . Say, y o u w a n t to l o o k a t a wa te r 

bed?" 
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I was a b o u t to say No, thanks, w h e n he p u t a huge p a w on 

m y s h o u l d e r a n d s teered m e deepe r i n t o t h e s h o w r o o m . 

T h e r e was every k i n d o f water b e d you c o u l d imagine : 

different k i n d s o f w o o d , different p a t t e r n s o f sheets ; 

queen-s ize , k ing-s ize , emperor -of - the -un iverse -s ize . 

" T h i s i s my m o s t p o p u l a r mode l . " C r u s t y spread his 

h a n d s p r o u d l y over a b e d covered w i t h black sat in sheets , 

w i t h bu i l t - in Lava L a m p s o n t h e h e a d b o a r d . T h e ma t t r e s s 

v ibra ted , so i t l o o k e d like oi l -f lavored Jel l -O. 

" M i l l i o n - h a n d massage," C r u s t y t o l d us . " G o on , t ry i t 

ou t . S h o o t , take a n a p . I don ' t care. No business today, any­

way." 

" U m , " I said, "I don ' t t h i n k . . ." 

" M i l l i o n - h a n d massage!" Grover cried, a n d dove in. 

" O h , you guys! T h i s i s cool." 

" H m m , " C r u s t y said , s t r o k i n g h i s l e a t h e r y ch in . 

"Almos t , a lmost ." 

"A lmos t wha t ? " I asked. 

He l o o k e d a t A n n a b e t h . " D o me a favor a n d t ry this 

o n e over here , honey . M i g h t fit." 

A n n a b e t h said, "But w h a t — " 

H e p a t t e d her reassuringly o n t h e s h o u l d e r and led her 

over to the Safari De luxe m o d e l w i th t e a k w o o d l ions carved 

i n t o the f rame a n d a l e o p a r d - p a t t e r n e d comfor te r . W h e n 

A n n a b e t h d idn ' t w a n t t o lie down , C r u s t y p u s h e d her. 

" H e y ! " she p ro t e s t ed . 

C r u s t y s n a p p e d his f ingers. "Ergo!" 

R o p e s sp rang f r o m the sides o f t h e bed , lashing a r o u n d 

A n n a b e t h , h o l d i n g he r t o t h e mat t ress . 
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Grover t r i ed to get u p , b u t ropes s p r a n g f r o m his b lack-

sat in bed , t o o , and lashed h i m d o w n . 

" N - n o t c-c-cool!" he yelled, h is voice v ibra t ing f rom t h e 

m i l l i o n - h a n d massage. " N - n o t c -cool a-at all!" 

T h e g ian t l o o k e d a t A n n a b e t h , t h e n t u r n e d toward m e 

a n d g r inned . "Almost , d a r n it." 

I t r i ed to s tep away, b u t his h a n d s h o t o u t a n d c l a m p e d 

a r o u n d the back o f m y neck. " W h o a , k id . D o n ' t worry . 

W e ' l l f ind y o u o n e in a sec." 

" L e t my fr iends go." 

" O h , sure I will . Bu t I g o t to m a k e t h e m f i t , f i rs t ." 

" W h a t d o y o u m e a n ? " 

"All the beds are exactly six feet, see? Your fr iends are 

t o o s h o r t . G o t t o m a k e t h e m f i t . " 

A n n a b e t h a n d Grover k e p t s t ruggl ing . 

"Can ' t s t a n d imperfec t measu remen t s , " C r u s t y m u t ­

tered. "Ergo!" 

A n e w set o f r opes l eaped o u t f r o m t h e t o p a n d b o t t o m 

o f the beds , w r a p p i n g a r o u n d Grover a n d A n n a b e t h ' s 

ankles , t h e n a r o u n d the i r a r m p i t s . T h e ropes s t a r t e d t i gh t ­

ening, pu l l ing my fr iends f rom b o t h ends . 

" D o n ' t worry," C r u s t y t o l d m e . " T h e s e are s t re tch ing 

jobs . M a y b e th ree extra inches o n the i r sp ines . T h e y m i g h t 

even live. N o w why d o n ' t we f ind a b e d y o u like, h u h ? " 

"Percy!" Grover yelled. 

My m i n d was racing. I k n e w I cou ldn ' t take on th is g ian t 

wa te r -bed sa lesman a lone . He w o u l d s n a p my neck before I 

ever go t my sword ou t . 

"Your real name 's n o t Crus ty , is i t?" I asked. 
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"Legally, it's P roc rus tes , " he a d m i t t e d . 

" T h e Stretcher ," I said. I r e m e m b e r e d t h e s tory: t h e 

g ian t who 'd t r ied to kil l T h e s e u s w i t h excess hosp i t a l i ty on 

his way to A t h e n s . 

"Yeah," t h e sa lesman said. "But w h o can p r o n o u n c e 

Procrustes? Bad for bus iness . N o w 'Crusty, ' a n y b o d y can say 

that ." 

"You're r ight . It 's go t a g o o d r ing to it." 

H i s eyes l i t u p . "You t h i n k so?" 

" O h , absolutely," I said. "And t h e w o r k m a n s h i p on 

these beds? F a b u l o u s ! " 

H e g r i n n e d hugely, b u t his f i n g e r s d idn ' t l oosen o n 

m y neck. " I tell m y c u s t o m e r s tha t . Every t i m e . N o b o d y 

b o t h e r s t o l o o k a t t h e w o r k m a n s h i p . H o w m a n y bu i l t - in 

Lava L a m p h e a d b o a r d s have you seen?" 

" N o t t o o many." 

" T h a t ' s r ight!" 

"Percy!" A n n a b e t h yelled. " W h a t are you do ing?" 

" D o n ' t m i n d her," I t o l d P r o c r u s t e s . "She's impossible ." 

T h e g ian t l aughed . "All my c u s t o m e r s are. N e v e r six feet 

exactly. S o incons ide ra te . A n d t h e n t hey c o m p l a i n a b o u t t h e 

fitting." 

" W h a t do y o u do i f they're longer t h a n six feet?" 

" O h , t h a t h a p p e n s all t h e t ime . It 's a s imple f ix ." 

He let go o f my neck, b u t before I c o u l d react , he 

reached b e h i n d a nearby sales desk a n d b r o u g h t o u t a huge 

d o u b l e - b l a d e d brass axe. He said, " I jus t center t h e s u b ­

ject as bes t I can a n d l o p o f f whatever hangs over on e i ther 

end." 
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"Ah," I said, swal lowing hard . "Sensible." 

" I ' m so glad to c o m e across an intel l igent cus tomer ! " 

T h e r o p e s were really s t r e t ch ing m y f r iends now. 

A n n a b e t h was t u r n i n g pale . Grover m a d e gurgl ing s o u n d s , 

like a s t rangled goose . 

"So, C r u s t y . . . " I said, t ry ing to keep my voice l ight . I 

g l a n c e d a t t h e sales t ag o n t h e v a l e n t i n e - s h a p e d 

H o n e y m o o n Special . " D o e s th is o n e really have d y n a m i c 

s tabi l izers t o s t o p wave m o t i o n ? " 

"Absolutely. T r y i t out ." 

"Yeah, m a y b e I will . But w o u l d it w o r k even for a b ig 

guy like you? No waves a t all?" 

"Guaran teed . " 

" N o way." 

"Way." 

" S h o w me." 

H e sat d o w n eagerly o n t h e bed , p a t t e d t h e ma t t r e s s . 

" N o waves. See?" 

I s n a p p e d my fingers. "Ergo." 

R o p e s lashed a r o u n d C r u s t y a n d f la t tened h i m against 

t h e mat t ress . 

" H e y ! " he yelled. 

" C e n t e r h i m just r ight ," I said. 

T h e ropes readjus ted themselves a t m y c o m m a n d . 

C r u s t y s who le head s tuck o u t t h e t o p . H i s feet s tuck o u t 

the b o t t o m . 

" N o ! " he said. "Wai t ! T h i s i s just a d e m o . " 

I u n c a p p e d R i p t i d e . "A few s imple ad jus tmen t s . . ." 

I h a d no qua lms a b o u t w h a t I was a b o u t to d o . I f 
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C r u s t y were h u m a n , I cou ldn ' t h u r t h i m anyway. I f he was 

a mons t e r , he deserved to t u r n i n t o d u s t for a while . 

" Y o u drive a h a r d bargain," he t o l d me . "I ' l l give you 

t h i r t y p e r c e n t o f f o n selected f l o o r m o d e l s ! " 

" I t h i n k I'll s t a r t w i t h t h e top ." I ra ised my sword. 

" N o m o n e y d o w n ! N o interes t for six m o n t h s ! " 

I s w u n g the sword . C r u s t y s t o p p e d m a k i n g offers. 

I c u t t h e ropes on the o t h e r beds . A n n a b e t h a n d Grover 

g o t to the i r feet, g r o a n i n g a n d w i n c i n g a n d curs ing me a lo t . 

"You l o o k taller," I said. 

"Very funny," A n n a b e t h said. "Be faster nex t t ime." 

I l o o k e d at t h e bu l le t in b o a r d b e h i n d Crus ty ' s sales 

desk. T h e r e was an adver t i semen t for H e r m e s Del ivery 

Service, a n d a n o t h e r for t h e A l l - N e w C o m p e n d i u m o f L.A. 

Area M o n s t e r s — " T h e on ly M o n s t r o u s Yellow Pages you ' l l 

ever need!" U n d e r tha t , a b r i g h t o range f l i e r for D O A 

R e c o r d i n g S t u d i o s , offering c o m m i s s i o n s for heroes ' souls . 

" W e are always l o o k i n g for n e w ta lent!" D O A s address was 

r igh t u n d e r n e a t h w i t h a m a p . 

" C o m e on," I t o l d my fr iends. 

"Give us a minu te , " Grover c o m p l a i n e d . " W e were 

a lmos t s t re tched to dea th !" 

" T h e n you're ready for the U n d e r w o r l d , " I said. "It 's 

on ly a b lock f r o m here." 
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We s t o o d in t h e s h a d o w s of Valencia Boulevard, l o o k i n g 

up at go ld let ters e t ched in b lack marb le : DOA RECORDING 

STUDIOS. 

U n d e r n e a t h , s tenc i led on t h e glass d o o r s : NO SOLICI­

TORS. NO LOITERING. NO LIVING. 

I t was a l m o s t m i d n i g h t , b u t the l obby was br ight ly li t 

a n d full of p e o p l e . Beh ind t h e securi ty desk sat a t o u g h -

l o o k i n g gua rd w i th sunglasses a n d an earpiece. 

I t u r n e d to my fr iends. " O k a y . You r e m e m b e r t h e plan." 

" T h e plan," Grover gu lped . "Yeah. I love the plan." 

A n n a b e t h said, " W h a t h a p p e n s i f t h e p l a n doesn ' t 

work?" 

" D o n ' t t h i n k negative." 

"R igh t , " she said. "We' re en te r ing the L a n d o f t h e 

D e a d , a n d I shou ldn ' t t h i n k negative." 

I t o o k t h e pear ls o u t o f m y pocke t , t h e t h r ee m i l k y 

spheres the N e r e i d h a d given m e i n S a n t a M o n i c a . T h e y 

d idn ' t seem like m u c h of a b a c k u p in case s o m e t h i n g wen t 

wrong . 

A n n a b e t h p u t he r h a n d o n m y shou lder . " I ' m sorry, 

Percy. You're r ight , we' l l m a k e it. I t ' l l be fine." 

She gave Grover a n u d g e . 
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" O h , right. '" he c h i m e d in. " W e go t this far. We ' l l f ind 

t h e mas t e r b o l t a n d save y o u r m o m . N o p rob lem." 

I l o o k e d at t h e m b o t h , a n d felt really grateful . O n l y a 

few m i n u t e s before, I'd a l m o s t g o t t e n t h e m s t re tched to 

d e a t h on deluxe water beds , a n d n o w they were t ry ing to be 

brave for my sake, t ry ing to m a k e me feel be t te r . 

I s l i pped the pearls b a c k in my pocke t . "Let 's w h u p 

s o m e U n d e r w o r l d but t . " 

W e walked ins ide t h e D O A lobby. 

M u z a k p layed softly o n h i d d e n speakers . T h e ca rpe t 

a n d walls were steel gray. Penci l cactuses g rew in the co rne r s 

like ske le ton h a n d s . T h e fu rn i tu re was black leather, a n d 

every seat was taken . T h e r e were p e o p l e s i t t ing on couches , 

pe op l e s t a n d i n g u p , peop l e s ta r ing o u t t h e w i n d o w s o r wai t ­

ing for the elevator. N o b o d y moved , o r ta lked, o r d i d m u c h 

o f any th ing . O u t o f t h e c o r n e r o f my eye, I c o u l d see t h e m 

all just f ine , b u t i f I focused on any o n e of t h e m in p a r t i c ­

ular, t hey s t a r t e d l o o k i n g . . . t r anspa ren t . I c o u l d see r igh t 

t h r o u g h the i r bod ie s . 

T h e securi ty guard's desk was a ra ised p o d i u m , so we 

h a d t o l o o k u p a t h i m . 

He was tall a n d elegant, w i th choco la t e - co lo red sk in 

a n d b l e a c h e d - b l o n d hair shaved mi l i t a ry style. H e wore 

to r to i seshe l l shades a n d a silk I ta l ian sui t t h a t m a t c h e d his 

hair . A black rose was p i n n e d to h i s lapel u n d e r a silver 

n a m e tag. 

I read t h e n a m e tag, t h e n l o o k e d a t h i m in bewi lde r ­

m e n t . "Your n a m e i s C h i r o n ? " 

He leaned across the desk . I cou ldn ' t see any th ing in his 
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glasses except my o w n ref lect ion, b u t his smile was sweet 

a n d cold, like a python 's , r igh t before i t eats you. 

" W h a t a p rec ious y o u n g lad." He h a d a s t range 

accen t—Br i t i sh , maybe , b u t a lso as i f he h a d l ea rned 

Eng l i sh as a s e c o n d language . "Tel l m e , m a t e , do I l o o k like 

a cen taur?" 

" N - n o . " 

"Sir," he a d d e d smoo th ly . 

"Sir," I said. 

H e p i n c h e d t h e n a m e tag a n d r a n his finger u n d e r t h e 

le t ters . " C a n you read this , mate? I t says C - H - A - R - 0 - N . 

Say i t w i t h m e : C A R E - O N . " 

" C h a r o n . " 

"Amaz ing! N o w : Mr. Cha ron . " 

" M r . Cha ron , " I said. 

" W e l l done . " He sa t back. " I hate b e ing confused w i t h 

t h a t o ld h o r s e - m a n . A n d now, h o w m a y I he lp y o u l i t t le 

d e a d ones?" 

H i s q u e s t i o n caugh t in my s t o m a c h like a fastball . I 

l o o k e d a t A n n a b e t h for s u p p o r t . 

" W e w a n t t o go t h e U n d e r w o r l d , " she said. 

Charon ' s m o u t h twi t ched . "Wel l , that ' s refreshing." 

" I t is?" she asked. 

"S t ra igh t fo rward a n d hones t . N o screaming. N o ' T h e r e 

m u s t be a mis take , M r . Charon . ' " He l o o k e d us over. " H o w 

d i d you die, t h e n ? " 

I n u d g e d Grover. 

" O h , " he said. " U m . . . d r o w n e d . . . in t h e ba th tub . " 

"All th ree o f you?" C h a r o n asked. 
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W e n o d d e d . 

"Big ba th tub . " C h a r o n l o o k e d mi ld ly impressed . " I 

don ' t s u p p o s e you have coins for passage. N o r m a l l y , w i th 

adu l t s , you see, I c o u l d charge your A m e r i c a n Express , or 

a d d the ferry pr ice to your last cable bill . But w i th ch i ldren 

. . . alas, y o u never die p repa red . S u p p o s e you ' l l have to take 

a seat for a few centuries ." 

" O h , b u t we have coins." I set three golden drachmas on 

the counter, p a r t of the stash I'd found in Crusty's office desk. 

"Wel l , n o w . . ." C h a r o n m o i s t e n e d his l ips. "Rea l d rach­

mas . Rea l go lden d rachmas . I haven't seen these in . . ." 

H i s fingers hovered greedi ly over the co ins . 

We were so close. 

T h e n C h a r o n l o o k e d a t m e . T h a t co ld s tare b e h i n d his 

glasses seemed to bo re a ho l e t h r o u g h my chest. " H e r e 

now," he said. " Y o u couldn ' t read my n a m e correctly. Are 

you dyslexic, lad?" 

" N o , " I said. " I ' m dead." 

C h a r o n leaned forward a n d t o o k a sniff. "You're n o t 

dead . I should 've k n o w n . You're a godl ing." 

" W e have to get to t h e U n d e r w o r l d , " I insis ted. 

C h a r o n m a d e a g rowl ing s o u n d d e e p in his t h roa t . 

Immedia te ly , all t h e p e o p l e i n t h e wai t ing r o o m g o t up 

a n d s t a r t e d pac ing , agi ta ted, l igh t ing cigarettes, r u n n i n g 

h a n d s t h r o u g h the i r hair, o r checking the i r wr i s twatches . 

"Leave whi le you can," C h a r o n t o l d us . "I ' l l jus t take 

these a n d forget I saw you." 

He s t a r t ed to go for t h e coins , b u t I sna t ched t h e m 

back. 
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" N o service, no t ip ." I t r ied to s o u n d braver t h a n I felt. 

C h a r o n g rowled a g a i n — a deep , b lood -ch i l l i ng s o u n d . 

T h e spir i ts o f t h e d e a d s t a r t ed p o u n d i n g o n t h e elevator 

d o o r s . 

"It 's a shame , too ," I s ighed. " W e h a d m o r e to offer." 

I he ld up the ent i re bag f r o m Crusty ' s s tash. I t o o k o u t 

a fistful of d r a c h m a s a n d let t h e coins spil l t h r o u g h my 

fingers. 

Charon ' s g rowl changed i n t o s o m e t h i n g m o r e like a 

lion's pu r r . " D o you t h i n k I can be b o u g h t , godling? Eh . . . 

jus t o u t o f curiosi ty, h o w m u c h have y o u go t the re?" 

"A lot," I said. "I b e t H a d e s doesn ' t p a y you well e n o u g h 

for such h a r d work." 

" O h , you don ' t k n o w t h e ha l f o f it. H o w w o u l d you like 

to babys i t these spir i ts all day? Always 'Please d o n ' t let me 

be dead ' or 'Please let me across for free.' I haven't h a d a pay 

raise in th ree t h o u s a n d years. Do you imagine sui ts like th is 

c o m e cheap?" 

" Y o u deserve bet ter ," I agreed. "A li t t le apprec ia t ion . 

Respec t . G o o d pay." 

W i t h each word , I s tacked a n o t h e r go ld co in on the 

coun te r . 

C h a r o n g lanced d o w n at h is si lk I ta l ian jacket, as i f 

imag in ing h imse l f in s o m e t h i n g even bet ter . " I m u s t say, 

lad, you're m a k i n g s o m e sense now. Jus t a little." 

I s tacked a n o t h e r few co ins . "I c o u l d m e n t i o n a pay 

raise whi le I ' m ta lk ing to H a d e s . " 

He s ighed. " T h e boat ' s a l m o s t full, anyway. I m i g h t as 

well a d d you th ree a n d be off." 
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H e s t o o d , s c o o p e d u p o u r money , a n d said, " C o m e 

a long. 

W e p u s h e d t h r o u g h t h e crowd o f wai t ing spir i ts , w h o 

s t a r t e d g r a b b i n g a t o u r c lo thes like the wind , the i r voices 

whispe r ing th ings I cou ldn ' t m a k e o u t . C h a r o n shoved t h e m 

o u t o f t h e way, g r u m b l i n g , "Freeloaders ." 

He e sco r t ed us i n t o t h e elevator, wh ich was already 

c rowded w i t h souls o f t h e dead , each o n e h o l d i n g a 

green b o a r d i n g pass . C h a r o n g r a b b e d t w o spir i ts w h o were 

t ry ing t o get on w i t h u s a n d p u s h e d t h e m back i n t o the 

lobby. 

" R i g h t . N o w , no one get any ideas while I ' m gone," he 

a n n o u n c e d to the wai t ing r o o m . " A n d i f anyone moves the 

dial o f f my easy-l is tening s t a t i on again, I 'll m a k e sure you're 

here for a n o t h e r t h o u s a n d years. U n d e r s t a n d ? " 

He s h u t the d o o r s . He p u t a key card i n t o a s lo t in the 

elevator pane l a n d we s t a r t e d to descend . 

" W h a t h a p p e n s t o t h e spir i ts wai t ing i n the lobby?" 

A n n a b e t h asked. 

" N o t h i n g , " C h a r o n said. 

" F o r h o w long?" 

"Forever, or u n t i l I ' m feeling generous ." 

" O h , " she said. " T h a t ' s . . . fair." 

C h a r o n ra ised an eyebrow. " W h o e v e r sa id d e a t h was 

fair, y o u n g miss? W a i t u n t i l it's your t u r n . You ' l l d ie s o o n 

enough , where you're going." 

"We ' l l get o u t alive," I said. 

" H a . " 

I go t a s u d d e n d izzy feeling. We weren't go ing d o w n 
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anymore , b u t forward. T h e air t u r n e d mis ty . Spir i t s a r o u n d 

m e s t a r t ed chang ing shape . T h e i r m o d e r n c lothes flickered, 

t u r n i n g i n t o gray h o o d e d robes . T h e f loor o f t h e elevator 

began swaying. 

I b l inked hard . W h e n I o p e n e d my eyes, Charon ' s 

creamy I ta l ian sui t h a d been rep laced by a l o n g black robe . 

H i s t o r t o i s e s h e l l glasses were g o n e . W h e r e h i s eyes 

should 've been were e m p t y socke t s—l ike Ares's eyes, except 

Charon ' s were to ta l ly dark , full o f n i g h t and d e a t h a n d 

despair . 

H e saw m e l o o k i n g , a n d said, "Wel l?" 

" N o t h i n g , " I m a n a g e d . 

I t h o u g h t he was g r inn ing , b u t t h a t wasn' t it. T h e flesh 

of his face was b e c o m i n g t r ansparen t , l e t t ing me see s t ra igh t 

t h r o u g h to his skull . 

T h e f loor k e p t swaying. 

Grover said, " I t h i n k I ' m ge t t ing seasick." 

W h e n I b l inked again, the elevator wasn' t an elevator 

anymore . We were s t a n d i n g in a w o o d e n barge . C h a r o n was 

p o l i n g us across a dark , oily river, swirl ing w i th bones , d e a d 

fish, a n d o ther , s t ranger t h i n g s — p l a s t i c dol ls , c r u s h e d car­

na t i ons , soggy d i p l o m a s w i t h gil t edges. 

" T h e River Styx," A n n a b e t h m u r m u r e d . "It 's so . . ." 

"Pol lu ted ," C h a r o n said. " F o r t h o u s a n d s o f years, you 

h u m a n s have been t h r o w i n g in everyth ing as y o u c o m e 

a c r o s s — h o p e s , d r e a m s , wishes t h a t never c a m e t r u e . 

I r respons ib le waste m a n a g e m e n t , i f you ask me." 

M i s t cur led o f f t h e f i l thy water. Above us , a lmos t 

los t in t h e g l o o m , was a ceiling of s talact i tes . Ahead , t h e 

[ 2 8 9 ] 



far shore g l i m m e r e d w i t h g reen ish l ight, t h e co lo r o f 

p o i s o n . 

Panic c losed up my t h r o a t . W h a t was I d o i n g here? 

T h e s e p e o p l e a r o u n d me . . . t hey were dead . 

A n n a b e t h g r a b b e d h o l d o f m y h a n d . U n d e r n o r m a l cir­

cums tances , th is would 've emba r r a s sed me , b u t I u n d e r ­

s t o o d h o w she felt. She w a n t e d reassurance t h a t s o m e b o d y 

else was alive on th is b o a t . 

I f o u n d myse l f m u t t e r i n g a prayer, t h o u g h I wasn' t qu i t e 

sure w h o I was p ray ing to . D o w n here , on ly o n e g o d m a t ­

tered, a n d he was the one I h a d c o m e to conf ron t . 

T h e shore l ine o f t h e U n d e r w o r l d came i n t o view. 

C r a g g y rocks a n d black volcanic s a n d s t re tched in l and 

a b o u t a h u n d r e d yards to t h e base of a h igh s t o n e wall, 

wh ich m a r c h e d o f f in e i ther d i rec t ion as far as we c o u l d see. 

A s o u n d came f r o m s o m e w h e r e nearby in the green g l o o m , 

echo ing o f f the s t o n e s — t h e howl of a large an imal . 

" O l d T h r e e - F a c e i s hungry ," C h a r o n said. H i s smi le 

t u r n e d skeletal in t h e g reen ish l ight . "Bad luck for you, 

godl ings ." 

T h e b o t t o m o f o u r b o a t sl id o n t o the black sand. T h e 

d e a d began to d i s emba rk . A w o m a n h o l d i n g a l i t t le girl's 

h a n d . A n o l d m a n a n d a n o ld w o m a n h o b b l i n g a long a r m 

in a r m . A b o y no o lde r t h a n I was, shuff l ing silently a long 

in his gray robe . 

C h a r o n said, "I 'd wish you luck, ma te , b u t there isn't any 

d o w n here. M i n d you, d o n ' t forget t o m e n t i o n m y pay 

raise." 

H e c o u n t e d o u r g o l d e n coins i n t o his p o u c h , t h e n t o o k 
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up his po le . He warbled s o m e t h i n g t h a t s o u n d e d like a 

Bar ry M a n i l o w s o n g a s he ferr ied t h e e m p t y barge back 

across t h e river. 

We fol lowed the spi r i t s up a we l l -worn p a t h . 

I ' m n o t sure w h a t I was e x p e c t i n g — P e a r l y Ga tes , or a b ig 

b lack po r t cu l l i s , o r s o m e t h i n g . But t h e en t rance to t h e 

U n d e r w o r l d l o o k e d like a cross be tween a i r p o r t securi ty 

a n d t h e Jersey T u r n p i k e . 

T h e r e were three separa te en t rances u n d e r o n e huge 

black archway t h a t said YOU ARE N O W E N T E R I N G EREBUS. 

Each en t rance h a d a p a s s - t h r o u g h me ta l d e t e c t o r w i t h secu­

r i ty cameras m o u n t e d on t o p . Beyond th i s were t o l l b o o t h s 

m a n n e d by b l a c k - r o b e d ghou l s like C h a r o n . 

T h e howl ing o f t h e h u n g r y an ima l was really l o u d now, 

b u t I cou ldn ' t see where i t was c o m i n g f rom. T h e t h r ee -

h e a d e d dog , Ce rbe rus , w h o was s u p p o s e d t o gua rd Hades ' s 

doo r , was n o w h e r e to be seen. 

T h e d e a d q u e u e d u p i n t h e three lines, t w o m a r k e d 

A T T E N D A N T O N D U T Y , a n d o n e m a r k e d E Z DEATH. T h e E Z 

DEATH l ine was m o v i n g r igh t a long. T h e o t h e r t w o were 

crawling. 

" W h a t do y o u figure?" I asked A n n a b e t h . 

" T h e fast l ine m u s t go s t ra igh t t o the A s p h o d e l Fields," 

she said. " N o contes t . T h e y d o n ' t w a n t t o r isk j u d g m e n t 

f r o m t h e cou r t , because i t m i g h t go against them." 

"The re ' s a c o u r t for dead peop le?" 

"Yeah. T h r e e judges . T h e y swi tch a r o u n d w h o sits o n 

t h e bench . K ing M i n o s , T h o m a s Jefferson, S h a k e s p e a r e — 

[ 2 9 1 ] 



p e o p l e like tha t . S o m e t i m e s they l o o k a t a life a n d dec ide 

t h a t p e r s o n needs a special r e w a r d — t h e Fie lds of E lys ium. 

S o m e t i m e s they dec ide o n p u n i s h m e n t . But m o s t peop le , 

well, t hey jus t lived. N o t h i n g special, g o o d o r bad . So they 

go t o t h e A s p h o d e l Fields." 

" A n d d o wha t? " 

Grover said, " I m a g i n e s t a n d i n g in a whea t field in 

Kansas . Forever." 

" H a r s h , " I said. 

" N o t as ha r sh as that ," Grover m u t t e r e d . " L o o k . " 

A coup l e of b l ack - robbed g h o u l s h a d pu l l ed aside o n e 

spir i t a n d were fr isking h i m a t the secur i ty desk . T h e face o f 

the d e a d m a n l o o k e d vaguely familiar. 

" H e ' s t h a t p reacher w h o m a d e the news , r e m e m b e r ? " 

Grover asked. 

" O h , yeah." I d i d r e m e m b e r now. We 'd seen h i m o n T V 

a coup l e o f t imes a t t h e Yancy A c a d e m y d o r m . He was this 

annoy ing televangelist f r o m ups t a t e N e w York who 'd raised 

mi l l ions o f dol la rs for o r p h a n a g e s a n d t h e n go t caugh t 

s p e n d i n g t h e m o n e y on s tu f f for h is m a n s i o n , like go ld -

p l a t e d to i le t seats, a n d an i n d o o r p u t t - p u t t go l f course . 

H e ' d d i ed in a po l ice chase w h e n his " L a m b o r g h i n i for t h e 

L o r d " w e n t o f f a cliff. 

I said, " W h a t ' r e they d o i n g to h i m ? " 

"Specia l p u n i s h m e n t f r o m H a d e s , " Grover guessed. 

" T h e really b a d p e o p l e get his pe r sona l a t t e n t i o n as s o o n as 

t hey arrive. T h e F u r — t h e K ind ly O n e s will set u p a n eter­

na l t o r t u r e for h im." 

T h e t h o u g h t o f the Fur ies m a d e m e shudde r . I real ized 
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I was i n the i r h o m e t e r r i t o r y now. O l d M r s . D o d d s w o u l d 

be l icking her l ips w i t h an t i c ipa t ion . 

"Bu t if he's a preacher ," I said, " a n d he believes in a dif­

ferent hell . . . ." 

Grover sh rugged . " W h o says he's seeing th is place t h e 

way we're seeing it? H u m a n s see w h a t they w a n t to see. 

You're very s t u b b o r n — e r , pers i s ten t , t h a t way." 

We go t closer t o t h e gates. T h e howl ing was so l o u d 

n o w i t s h o o k the g r o u n d at my feet, b u t I still cou ldn ' t fig­

ure o u t where i t was c o m i n g f rom. 

T h e n , a b o u t fifty feet in f ron t o f us , t h e g reen m i s t 

s h i m m e r e d . S t a n d i n g just where the p a t h spl i t i n t o three 

lanes was an e n o r m o u s shadowy mons t e r . 

I hadn ' t seen i t before because i t was ha l f t r ansparen t , 

like the dead . U n t i l i t moved , i t b l e n d e d w i t h whatever was 

b e h i n d it. O n l y its eyes a n d t ee th l o o k e d sol id. A n d i t was 

s ta r ing s t ra igh t a t me . 

My jaw h u n g o p e n . Al l I c o u l d t h i n k to say was, " H e ' s 

a Rot twei ler ." 

I'd always imag ined Ce rbe rus as a b ig black mastiff. But 

he was obviously a p u r e b r e d Rot twei le r , except of course 

t h a t he was twice t h e size o f a wool ly m a m m o t h , m o s t l y 

invisible, a n d h a d th ree heads . 

T h e dead walked r ight u p t o h i m — n o fear a t all. T h e 

ATTENDANT ON DUTY lines p a r t e d on either side of h im . T h e 

EZ DEATH spirits walked r ight be tween his f ront paws a n d 

u n d e r his belly, which they cou ld do w i t h o u t even crouching. 

" I ' m s t a r t i ng to see h i m better ," I m u t t e r e d . " W h y i s 

tha t?" 

[ 2 9 3 ] 



"I t h i n k . . ." A n n a b e t h m o i s t e n e d her l ips . " I ' m afraid 

it's because we're ge t t ing closer to be ing dead." 

T h e dog's m i d d l e h e a d c raned t oward us . I t sniffed the 

air a n d growled . 

" I t can smel l t h e living," I said. 

"But that 's okay," Grover said, t r emb l ing next to me . 

"Because we have a plan." 

"R igh t , " A n n a b e t h said. I'd never hea rd he r voice s o u n d 

qu i t e so small . "A plan." 

W e m o v e d toward the m o n s t e r . 

T h e m i d d l e h e a d snar led a t us , t h e n b a r k e d s o l o u d m y 

eyeballs ra t t l ed . 

" C a n y o u u n d e r s t a n d i t?" I asked Grover. 

" O h yeah," he said. " I can u n d e r s t a n d it." 

" W h a t ' s i t saying?" 

" I don ' t t h i n k h u m a n s have a four- le t ter w o r d t ha t 

t ransla tes , exactly." 

I t o o k t h e b ig st ick o u t o f my b a c k p a c k — a b e d p o s t 

I'd b r o k e n off Crus ty ' s Safari De luxe f loor m o d e l . I 

he ld i t up , a n d t r i ed t o channe l h a p p y d o g t h o u g h t s 

t o w a r d C e r b e r u s — A l p o c o m m e r c i a l s , cu te l i t t le p u p ­

pies , fire hydran t s . I t r i ed to smile, like I wasn't a b o u t 

t o die. 

"Hey , Big Fella," I called u p . "I b e t they d o n ' t p lay w i th 

you much . " 

"GROWWWLLLL!" 

" G o o d boy," I said weakly. 

I waved the stick. T h e dog's m i d d l e h e a d fol lowed 

t h e m o v e m e n t . T h e o t h e r two heads t r a ined the i r eyes o n 
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m e , comple te ly ignor ing t h e spir i ts . I h a d C e r b e r u s s u n d i ­

v ided a t t en t i on . I wasn't sure t h a t was a g o o d th ing . 

"Fetch!" I t h r ew t h e st ick i n t o the g l o o m , a g o o d so l id 

throw. I hea rd it go ker~sploosh in the River Styx. 

C e r b e r u s glared a t m e , un impres sed . H i s eyes were ba le ­

ful a n d co ld . 

So m u c h for the p l an . 

C e r b e r u s was n o w m a k i n g a n e w k i n d of growl , deepe r 

d o w n in his th ree t h roa t s . 

" U m , " Grover said. "Percy?" 

"Yeah?" 

" I just t h o u g h t you 'd wan t to know." 

"Yeah?" 

"Cerberus? H e ' s saying we've go t ten seconds to pray to 

t h e g o d of o u r choice . Af ter t h a t . . . well . . . he's hungry ." 

"Wai t ! " A n n a b e t h said. She s t a r t ed rifl ing t h r o u g h her 

pack. 

U h - o h , I t h o u g h t . 

"Five seconds ," Grover said. " D o we r u n n o w ? " 

A n n a b e t h p r o d u c e d a red r u b b e r bal l t h e size of a 

grapef ru i t . It was labeled WATERLAND, DENVER, CO. Before 

I c o u l d s t o p her, she ra ised the bal l a n d m a r c h e d s t ra ight up 

t o C e r b e r u s . 

She shou ted , "See the ball? You w a n t t h e ball, Cerberus? 

Sit!" 

C e r b e r u s l o o k e d as s t u n n e d as we were. 

All th ree of his heads cocked sideways. Six nos t r i l s 

d i la ted . 

"Sit!" A n n a b e t h cal led again. 
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I was sure t h a t any m o m e n t she w o u l d b e c o m e t h e 

world 's largest M i l k b o n e d o g biscui t . 

But instead, Ce rbe rus l icked his three sets of l ips , 

shif ted on his haunches , a n d sat, immed ia t e ly c rush ing a 

d o z e n spir i ts who 'd been pass ing u n d e r n e a t h h i m in t h e EZ 

DEATH line. T h e spi r i t s m a d e muf f l ed hisses as they diss i ­

pa t ed , like t h e air le t o u t o f t ires. 

A n n a b e t h said, " G o o d boy!" 

She t h r e w C e r b e r u s the bal l . 

He caugh t i t i n his m i d d l e m o u t h . I t was barely b ig 

e n o u g h for h i m to chew, a n d t h e o t h e r heads s t a r t e d s n a p ­

p i n g a t t h e m i d d l e , t ry ing to get the n e w toy. 

" D r o p it!" A n n a b e t h o rde red . 

Cerberus ' s heads s t o p p e d f ighting a n d l ooked a t her. T h e 

bal l was wedged be tween t w o of his t ee th like a t iny piece 

o f g u m . H e m a d e a loud , scary wh imper , t h e n d r o p p e d the 

ball , n o w sl imy a n d b i t t en near ly in half, a t A n n a b e t h ' s feet. 

" G o o d boy." She p i cked u p the ball , i gno r ing t h e m o n ­

ster spi t all over it . 

She t u r n e d toward us . " G o now. EZ DEATH l i n e — i t ' s 

faster." 

I said, " B u t — " 

" N o w ! " She ordered , i n t h e same t o n e she was us ing on 

t h e dog . 

Grover a n d I i nched forward warily. 

Ce rbe rus s t a r t ed t o growl . 

"Stay!" A n n a b e t h o rde red t h e m o n s t e r . " I f you w a n t t h e 

ball , stay!" 

C e r b e r u s w h i m p e r e d , b u t he s tayed where he was. 
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" W h a t a b o u t you?" I asked A n n a b e t h as we passed her . 

" I k n o w w h a t I ' m d o i n g , Percy," she m u t t e r e d . "At least, 

I ' m p re t ty sure. . . ." 

Grover a n d I wa lked b e t w e e n t h e mons t e r ' s legs. 

Please, A n n a b e t h , I prayed. D o n ' t tell h i m to si t again. 

We m a d e i t t h r o u g h . C e r b e r u s wasn't any less scary-

l o o k i n g f r o m t h e back. 

A n n a b e t h said, " G o o d dog!" 

She he ld up the t a t t e red red ball , a n d p r o b a b l y came to 

t h e same conc lus ion I d i d — i f she r ewarded C e r b e r u s , 

there 'd be n o t h i n g left for a n o t h e r tr ick. 

She th r ew t h e bal l anyway. T h e mons te r ' s left m o u t h 

immedia te ly sna tched i t up , on ly to be a t t acked by t h e m i d ­

dle head , whi le t h e r igh t head m o a n e d in p ro t e s t . 

W h i l e t h e m o n s t e r was d is t rac ted , A n n a b e t h walked 

br iskly u n d e r its belly a n d jo ined us a t t h e me ta l de tec tor . 

" H o w d i d y o u do t h a t ? " I asked her, amazed . 

" O b e d i e n c e school ," she sa id breathlessly, a n d I was sur ­

pr i sed to see there were tears in he r eyes. " W h e n I was 

l i t t le, at my dad 's house , we h a d a D o b e r m a n . . . ." 

" N e v e r m i n d that ," Grover said, t ugg ing a t my sh i r t . 

" C o m e on!" 

We were a b o u t to b o l t t h r o u g h the EZ DEATH l ine w h e n 

C e r b e r u s m o a n e d pit ifully f rom all three m o u t h s . A n n a b e t h 

s t o p p e d . 

She t u r n e d to face t h e d o g , w h i c h h a d d o n e a o n e -

eighty to l o o k a t us . 

C e r b e r u s p a n t e d expectantly, t he t iny red bal l in pieces 

in a p u d d l e of d r o o l at its feet. 
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" G o o d boy," A n n a b e t h said, b u t he r voice s o u n d e d 

me lancho ly a n d unce r t a in . 

T h e mons te r ' s heads t u r n e d sideways, a s i f w o r r i e d 

a b o u t her. 

"I ' l l b r i n g you a n o t h e r bal l soon," A n n a b e t h p r o m i s e d 

faintly. " W o u l d you like t ha t ? " 

T h e m o n s t e r w h i m p e r e d . I d idn ' t need t o speak d o g t o 

k n o w C e r b e r u s was sti l l wai t ing for t h e ball . 

" G o o d dog . I'll c o m e visit you soon . I — I p romise . " 

A n n a b e t h t u r n e d t o u s . "Let ' s go." 

Grover a n d I p u s h e d t h r o u g h t h e me ta l de tec tor , wh ich 

immedia t e ly sc reamed a n d set o f f f l ash ing red l ights . 

" U n a u t h o r i z e d possess ions! M a g i c de tec ted!" 

C e r b e r u s s t a r t ed t o bark . 

We b u r s t t h r o u g h t h e EZ DEATH gate, which s t a r t ed even 

m o r e a l a rms blar ing, a n d raced in to t h e U n d e r w o r l d . 

A few m i n u t e s later, we were h id ing , o u t of b rea th , in 

t h e r o t t e n t r u n k o f an i m m e n s e black tree a s secur i ty g h o u l s 

scu t t l ed pas t , yell ing for b a c k u p f rom the Fur ies . 

Grover m u r m u r e d , "Wel l , Percy, w h a t have we l ea rned 

today?" 

" T h a t t h r e e - h e a d e d d o g s prefer r ed r u b b e r balls over 

s t icks?" 

" N o , " Grover t o l d me . "We've l e a rned t h a t y o u r p lans 

really, really b i te !" 

I wasn't sure a b o u t tha t . I t h o u g h t maybe A n n a b e t h a n d 

I h a d b o t h h a d t h e r igh t idea. Even he re in t h e U n d e r w o r l d , 

e v e r y b o d y — e v e n m o n s t e r s — n e e d e d a l i t t le a t t e n t i o n once 

in a whi le . 
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I t h o u g h t a b o u t t h a t as we wai ted for the g h o u l s to pass . 

I p r e t e n d e d n o t to see A n n a b e t h wipe a tear f r o m her cheek 

a s she l i s tened to the m o u r n f u l keen ing o f C e r b e r u s in t h e 

d is tance , l o n g i n g for his n e w fr iend. 
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Imag ine t h e largest c o n c e r t c rowd you've ever seen, a foo t ­

bal l f ield packed w i t h a mi l l ion fans. 

N o w imagine a f ie ld a mi l l ion t imes t ha t big, packed 

w i t h peop le , a n d imag ine t h e electr ici ty has g o n e ou t , a n d 

the re i s no noise , no light, no beach bal l b o u n c i n g a r o u n d 

over the crowd. S o m e t h i n g t ragic has h a p p e n e d backs tage . 

W h i s p e r i n g masses o f p e o p l e are jus t mi l l ing a r o u n d in t h e 

shadows , wai t ing for a conce r t t ha t wil l never s ta r t . 

I f you can p ic tu re tha t , you have a p re t ty g o o d idea w h a t 

the Fie lds o f A s p h o d e l l o o k e d like. T h e black grass h a d 

b e e n t r a m p l e d by eons of d e a d feet. A w a r m , m o i s t w i n d 

b lew like the b r e a t h of a swamp . Black t r e e s — G r o v e r t o l d 

me they were p o p l a r s — g r e w in c l u m p s here a n d there . 

T h e cavern ceiling was so h igh above us i t might 've been 

a b a n k of s t o r m c louds , except for t h e s talact i tes , wh ich 

glowed faint gray a n d l o o k e d wickedly p o i n t e d . I t r i ed n o t 

to imagine they 'd fall on us a t any m o m e n t , b u t d o t t e d 

a r o u n d the f i e lds were several t ha t h a d fallen a n d i m p a l e d 

themselves in the black grass . I guess t h e dead d idn ' t have to 

w o r r y a b o u t l i t t le hazards like be ing speared by stalact i tes 

t h e size o f b o o s t e r rockets . 

A n n a b e t h , Grover, a n d I t r i ed to b l e n d i n t o the crowd, 
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keep ing an eye o u t for securi ty ghou l s . I cou ldn ' t he lp l o o k ­

ing for famil iar faces a m o n g t h e spir i ts o f A s p h o d e l , b u t t h e 

d e a d are h a r d to l o o k at . T h e i r faces sh immer . T h e y all l o o k 

slightly ang ry o r confused. T h e y will c o m e u p t o you a n d 

speak, b u t the i r voices s o u n d like chat ter , like ba t s twi t t e r ­

ing. O n c e they realize you can't u n d e r s t a n d t h e m , they 

frown a n d m o v e away. 

T h e d e a d aren't scary. T h e y ' r e just sad. 

We c rep t a long, fol lowing t h e l ine o f n e w arrivals t h a t 

snaked f rom t h e m a i n gates toward a b l ack - t en t ed pavi l ion 

w i t h a b a n n e r t ha t read: 

JUDGMENTS FOR ELYSIUM AND ETERNAL DAMNATION 

W e l c o m e , N e w l y Deceased! 

O u t t h e back o f t h e t e n t c a m e t w o m u c h smal ler l ines. 

To the left, spir i ts f lanked by securi ty ghou l s were 

m a r c h e d d o w n a rocky p a t h toward the Fie lds o f P u n i s h ­

m e n t , which glowed a n d s m o k e d in t h e d is tance , a vast, 

c racked was te land w i t h rivers o f lava a n d minef ie lds a n d 

miles o f b a r b e d wire separa t ing the different t o r t u r e areas. 

Even f rom far away, I c o u l d see p e o p l e be ing chased by 

h e l l h o u n d s , b u r n e d a t t h e stake, forced t o r u n naked 

t h r o u g h cactus pa tches or l is ten to o p e r a mus ic . I c o u l d jus t 

m a k e o u t a t iny hill, w i t h t h e ant -s ize figure of S i syphus 

s t ruggl ing to move his b o u l d e r to t h e t o p . A n d I saw worse 

t o r t u r e s , t o o — t h i n g s I don ' t w a n t to descr ibe . 

T h e l ine c o m i n g f r o m the r igh t s ide o f the j u d g m e n t 

pavi l ion was m u c h bet ter . T h i s o n e led d o w n toward a smal l 

valley s u r r o u n d e d by w a l l s — a ga ted c o m m u n i t y , wh ich 
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seemed t o b e the only h a p p y p a r t o f t h e U n d e r w o r l d . 

Beyond t h e secur i ty gate were n e i g h b o r h o o d s o f beaut i fu l 

houses f r o m every t ime p e r i o d in his tory, R o m a n villas a n d 

medieval castles a n d V i c t o r i a n m a n s i o n s . Silver a n d go ld 

flowers b l o o m e d on the lawns. T h e grass r i p p l e d i n r a i n b o w 

colors . I c o u l d hear l aughte r a n d smell ba rbecue cook ing . 

E lys ium. 

In t h e m i d d l e of t h a t valley was a g l i t ter ing b lue lake, 

w i t h th ree smal l is lands like a vaca t ion r e so r t in t h e 

Bahamas . T h e Isles o f the Blest, for p e o p l e w h o h a d chosen 

to be r e b o r n three t imes , a n d th ree t imes achieved E lys ium. 

I m m e d i a t e l y I k n e w that 's where I w a n t e d to go w h e n I d ied . 

" T h a t ' s w h a t it's all about ," A n n a b e t h said, like she was 

read ing my t h o u g h t s . " T h a t ' s t h e p lace for heroes." 

But I t h o u g h t of h o w few peop le there were in E lys ium, 

h o w t iny i t was c o m p a r e d to the F ie lds o f A s p h o d e l o r even 

the Fie lds o f P u n i s h m e n t . So few p e o p l e d id g o o d in the i r 

lives. I t was depress ing . 

W e left t h e j u d g m e n t pavi l ion a n d moved deeper i n t o 

t h e A s p h o d e l F ie lds . I t go t darker . T h e co lors faded f r o m 

o u r c lo thes . T h e c rowds o f cha t t e r ing spir i ts began t o t h in . 

After a few miles of walk ing , we b e g a n to hear a famil­

iar screech in the d is tance . L o o m i n g on the h o r i z o n was a 

palace o f g l i t ter ing black obs id ian . Above the pa r ape t s 

swirled three d a r k bat l ike creatures: the Fur ies . I go t the 

feeling they were wai t ing for us . 

" I s u p p o s e it's t o o late to t u r n back," Grover said wis t ­

fully. 

"We ' l l be okay." I t r ied to s o u n d conf ident . 
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" M a y b e w e s h o u l d search s o m e o f t h e o t h e r places 

first," G r o v e r suggested. "L ike , Elys ium, for i n s t a n c e . . ." 

" C o m e o n , g o a t boy." A n n a b e t h g r a b b e d his a r m . 

Grover yelped. H i s sneakers s p r o u t e d wings a n d his legs 

s h o t forward, p u l l i n g h i m away f r o m A n n a b e t h . H e l a n d e d 

f l a t o n his b a c k i n t h e grass. 

"Grover," A n n a b e t h c h i d e d . " S t o p m e s s i n g a r o u n d . " 

" B u t I d i d n ' t — " 

H e ye lped again. H i s shoes were f l a p p i n g like crazy now. 

T h e y levi tated of f t h e g r o u n d a n d s t a r t e d d r a g g i n g h i m 

away f r o m us . 

"Matal" h e yelled, b u t t h e m a g i c w o r d s e e m e d t o have n o 

effect. "Μaia, a lready! N i n e - o n e - o n e ! H e l p ! " 

I g o t over be ing s t u n n e d a n d m a d e a g r a b for Grover 's 

h a n d , b u t t o o late. H e was p i c k i n g u p speed, s k i d d i n g 

d o w n h i l l like a b o b s l e d . 

W e r a n after h i m . 

A n n a b e t h s h o u t e d , " U n t i e t h e s h o e s ! " 

It was a s m a r t idea, b u t I guess it's n o t so easy 

w h e n y o u r shoes are pu l l ing y o u a l o n g feetfirst at full 

speed. G r o v e r t r i e d t o sit u p , b u t h e c o u l d n ' t get close t o t h e 

laces. 

W e k e p t after h i m , t ry ing t o keep h i m i n s ight a s h e 

z i p p e d b e t w e e n t h e legs o f sp i r i t s w h o c h a t t e r e d a t h i m i n 

a n n o y a n c e . 

I was sure Grover was g o i n g to b a r r e l s t ra ight t h r o u g h 

t h e gates o f H a d e s ' s palace, b u t h i s shoes veered sharp ly t o 

t h e r ight a n d d r a g g e d h i m i n t h e o p p o s i t e d i r e c t i o n . 

T h e s lope got steeper. Grover picked u p speed. A n n a b e t h 
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a n d I h a d to spr in t to keep u p . T h e cavern walls na r rowed on 

ei ther side, a n d I realized w e d entered s o m e k i n d of side t u n ­

nel. No black grass or trees now, just rock under foo t , and the 

d i m l ight of the stalactites above. 

"Grover!" I yelled, my voice echoing . " H o l d on to 

s o m e t h i n g ! " 

" W h a t ? " he yelled back. 

He was g r a b b i n g a t gravel, b u t there was n o t h i n g b ig 

e n o u g h t o s low h i m d o w n . 

T h e t u n n e l go t darker a n d colder . T h e hairs o n m y a r m s 

br i s t led . I t smel led evil d o w n here . I t m a d e me t h i n k o f 

th ings I shou ldn ' t even k n o w a b o u t — b l o o d spi l led on an 

anc ien t s t o n e altar, t h e foul b r e a t h of a murdere r . 

T h e n I saw w h a t was ahead of us , a n d I s t o p p e d d e a d 

in my t racks . 

T h e t u n n e l w i d e n e d i n t o a huge d a r k cavern, a n d in t h e 

m i d d l e was a cha sm t h e size of a city b lock. 

Grover was s l iding s t ra ight t oward the edge. 

" C o m e on , Percy!" A n n a b e t h yelled, tugg ing a t my wrist . 

"But t h a t ' s — " 

" I k n o w ! " she shou t ed . " T h e p lace you desc r ibed in 

y o u r d ream! But Grover 's go ing to fall i f we don ' t catch 

h im." She was r ight , o f course . Grover 's p r e d i c a m e n t go t me 

m o v i n g again. 

He was yelling, c lawing a t t h e g r o u n d , b u t the w inged 

shoes k e p t d ragg ing h i m toward the p i t , a n d i t d idn ' t l o o k 

like we c o u l d poss ib ly get to h i m in t ime . 

W h a t saved h i m were his hooves . 

T h e flying sneakers h a d always been a loose fit on h i m , 
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a n d f ina l ly Grover h i t a b ig rock a n d t h e left shoe came 

flying off. I t s p e d i n t o t h e darkness , d o w n i n t o t h e chasm. 

T h e r igh t shoe kep t tugg ing h i m a long , b u t n o t a s fast. 

Grover was able t o s low h imse l f d o w n b y g r a b b i n g o n t o t h e 

b ig rock a n d us ing i t like an anchor . 

He was t en feet f r o m t h e edge o f the p i t w h e n we 

caugh t h i m a n d hau l ed h i m back u p t h e s lope . T h e o t h e r 

w i n g e d shoe t ugged i tself off, circled a r o u n d us angr i ly a n d 

k icked o u r heads in p r o t e s t before f ly ing of f i n t o t h e chasm 

to jo in its tw in . 

W e all col lapsed, exhaus ted , o n the obs id i an gravel. M y 

l imbs felt like lead. Even my backpack seemed heavier, as i f 

s o m e b o d y h a d f i l l e d i t w i t h rocks . 

Grover was sc ra tched up p r e t t y b a d . H i s h a n d s were 

b leeding. H i s eyes h a d g o n e s l i t -pupi led , goa t style, t h e way 

they d i d whenever he was terr if ied. 

"I don ' t k n o w h o w . . ." he p a n t e d . "I d idn ' t . . ." 

"Wai t , " I said. "Lis ten ." 

I hea rd s o m e t h i n g — a d e e p whisper in the da rkness . 

A n o t h e r few seconds , a n d A n n a b e t h said, "Percy, th is 

p l a c e — " 

"Shh." I s t o o d . 

T h e s o u n d was ge t t ing louder , a m u t t e r i n g , evil voice 

f rom far, far be low us . C o m i n g f r o m the pi t . 

Grover sat u p . " W h — w h a t ' s t h a t noise?" 

A n n a b e t h hea rd i t t oo , now. I c o u l d see i t in he r eyes. 

" T a r t a r u s . T h e en t rance t o Tar ta rus . " 

I u n c a p p e d A n a k l u s m o s . 

T h e b r o n z e sword expanded , g leaming i n the da rkness , 
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a n d the evil voice s eemed to falter, jus t for a m o m e n t , before 

r e suming its chant . 

I c o u l d a l m o s t m a k e o u t words now, ancient , anc ien t 

words , o lde r even t h a n Greek . As if . . . 

"Mag ic , " I said. 

" W e have to get o u t o f here," A n n a b e t h said. 

Toge ther , we d ragged Grover to his hooves and s t a r t ed 

back u p t h e t u n n e l . M y legs wouldn ' t move fast enough . M y 

b a c k p a c k weighed m e d o w n . T h e voice go t l oude r a n d 

angr ier b e h i n d us , a n d we b r o k e i n t o a r u n . 

N o t a m o m e n t t o o s o o n . 

A co ld blas t of w i n d pu l l ed a t o u r backs , as i f t h e ent i re 

p i t were inhal ing. F o r a terr i fying m o m e n t , I los t g r o u n d , 

my feet s l ipp ing in t h e gravel. I f we'd been any closer to t h e 

edge, we would 've been sucked in. 

We k e p t s t ruggl ing forward, a n d finally reached t h e t o p 

o f the t unne l , where t h e cavern w i d e n e d o u t i n t o t h e F ie lds 

o f A s p h o d e l . T h e w i n d d ied . A wail o f ou t rage echoed 

f r o m d e e p in t h e tunne l . S o m e t h i n g was n o t h a p p y we'd 

g o t t e n away. 

" W h a t was t ha t?" Grover p a n t e d , w h e n we'd co l lapsed in 

t h e relative safety of a b lack p o p l a r grove. " O n e of Hades ' s 

pe t s?" 

A n n a b e t h a n d I l o o k e d at each o ther . I c o u l d tell she 

was nu r s ing an idea, p r o b a b l y the same o n e she'd g o t t e n 

d u r i n g the taxi r ide to L.A., b u t she was t o o scared to share 

it . T h a t was e n o u g h to terr ify m e . 

I c a p p e d my sword, p u t t h e p e n back in my pocke t . 

"Let ' s keep going." I l o o k e d a t Grover . " C a n y o u walk?" 
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He swallowed. "Yeah, sure. I never l iked t h o s e shoes , 

anyway." 

H e t r i ed t o s o u n d brave a b o u t it, b u t h e was t r emb l ing 

as bad ly as A n n a b e t h a n d I were. W h a t e v e r was in t h a t p i t 

was nobody ' s pe t . I t was unspeakab ly o l d a n d powerful . 

Even E c h i d n a hadn ' t given me t ha t feeling. I was a lmos t 

relieved t o t u r n m y b a c k o n t h a t t u n n e l a n d h e a d t oward the 

pa lace o f H a d e s . 

A l m o s t . 

T h e Fur ies circled t h e pa rape t s , h i g h i n the g l o o m . T h e 

o u t e r walls o f the fortress g l i t te red black, a n d t h e t w o -

s tory- ta l l b r o n z e gates s t o o d wide o p e n . 

Up close, I saw t h a t the engravings on the gates were 

scenes o f dea th . S o m e were f rom m o d e r n t i m e s — a n a to mic 

b o m b exploding over a city, a trench filled wi th gas m a s k -

wear ing soldiers , a l ine of Afr ican famine v ic t ims wai t ing 

w i t h e m p t y b o w l s — b u t all o f t h e m l o o k e d as i f they 'd been 

e t ched i n t o t h e b r o n z e t h o u s a n d s of years ago. I w o n d e r e d 

i f I was l o o k i n g a t p rophec i e s t h a t h a d c o m e t ru e . 

Ins ide the c ou r tya rd was t h e s t ranges t garden I'd ever 

seen. M u l t i c o l o r e d m u s h r o o m s , p o i s o n o u s s h r u b s , a n d 

weird l u m i n o u s p l an t s g rew w i t h o u t sun l igh t . P rec ious j ew­

els m a d e up for t h e lack of f lowers , piles of rub ies as b ig as 

my fist, c l umps o f r aw d i a m o n d s . S t a n d i n g here a n d there 

like f rozen p a r t y gues ts were M e d u s a ' s garden s t a t u e s — 

petr i f ied chi ldren, satyrs, a n d c e n t a u r s — a l l smi l ing g r o ­

tesquely. 

I n t h e c e n t e r o f t h e g a r d e n was a n o r c h a r d o f 
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p o m e g r a n a t e trees, the i r o range b l o o m s n e o n b r i g h t i n the 

da rk . " T h e garden o f Pe r sephone , " A n n a b e t h said. " K e e p 

walking." 

I u n d e r s t o o d why she w a n t e d to m o v e o n . T h e t a r t smel l 

of t h o s e p o m e g r a n a t e s was a lmos t overwhelming . I h a d a 

s u d d e n desire to eat t h e m , b u t t h e n I r e m e m b e r e d t h e s to ry 

o f P e r s e p h o n e . O n e bi te o f U n d e r w o r l d food, a n d w e 

w o u l d never be able to leave. I p u l l e d Grover away to keep 

h i m f r o m p ick ing a b ig juicy one . 

W e walked u p t h e s teps o f t h e palace, be tween black 

c o l u m n s , t h r o u g h a black marb l e p o r t i c o , a n d i n t o the 

h o u s e o f H a d e s . T h e en t ry hal l h a d a po l i shed b r o n z e floor, 

wh ich seemed to bo i l i n t h e ref lected to rch l igh t . T h e r e was 

no ceiling, just t h e cavern roof, far above. I guess they never 

h a d t o w o r r y a b o u t ra in d o w n here . 

Every s ide d o o r w a y was g u a r d e d by a ske le ton in mi l i ­

t a ry gear. S o m e wore Greek a r m o r , s o m e Bri t ish r edcoa t 

u n i f o r m s , s o m e camouf lage w i t h t a t t e red A m e r i c a n f l a g s o n 

t h e shou lde r s . T h e y car r ied spears o r m u s k e t s o r M - 1 6 s . 

N o n e o f t h e m b o t h e r e d us , b u t the i r ho l l o w eye sockets fol­

lowed us as we walked d o w n t h e hal l , t oward the b ig set o f 

d o o r s a t t h e o p p o s i t e end. 

T w o U . S . M a r i n e ske le tons g u a r d e d the d o o r s . T h e y 

g r i n n e d d o w n a t us , r ocke t -p rope l l ed g r enade launchers 

h e l d across the i r chests . 

" Y o u know," Grover m u m b l e d , " I b e t H a d e s doesn ' t 

have t r oub l e w i th d o o r - t o - d o o r salesmen." 

My b a c k p a c k we ighed a t o n now. I cou ldn ' t f igure 

o u t why. I w a n t e d to o p e n it, check to see if I h a d 
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s o m e h o w p i cked up a s t ray bowl ing ball , b u t th i s wasn' t t he 

t ime . 

"Wel l , guys," I said. "I s u p p o s e we s h o u l d . . . 

k n o c k ? " 

A h o t w i n d b lew d o w n t h e co r r ido r , a n d t h e d o o r s 

s w u n g o p e n . T h e guards s t e p p e d aside. 

"I guess t h a t m e a n s entrez-vous," A n n a b e t h said. 

T h e r o o m ins ide l o o k e d jus t like i n my d r eam, except 

th is t ime t h e t h r o n e o f H a d e s was occup ied . 

He was t h e t h i rd g o d I'd me t , b u t t h e f i r s t w h o really 

s t ruck me as godl ike . 

He was a t least t e n feet tall , for o n e th ing , a n d dressed 

in b lack silk robes a n d a c rown of b r a i d e d go ld . H i s sk in 

was a lb ino whi te , his ha i r s h o u l d e r - l e n g t h and jet black. He 

wasn't bu lked u p like Ares, b u t h e r ad i a t ed power . H e 

l o u n g e d o n his t h r o n e o f fused h u m a n b o n e s , l o o k i n g l i the, 

graceful , a n d dange rous as a p a n t h e r . 

I immed ia t e ly felt like he s h o u l d be giving t h e orders . 

H e k n e w m o r e t h a n I d id . H e s h o u l d b e m y mas ter . T h e n I 

t o l d myse l f t o s n a p o u t o f it. 

Hades ' s aura was affecting m e , just as Ares's had . T h e 

L o r d o f t h e D e a d resembled p ic tures I'd seen o f A d o l p h 

H i t l e r , o r N a p o l e o n , o r t h e t e r ro r i s t leaders w h o d i rec t su i ­

cide b o m b e r s . H a d e s h a d the same in tense eyes, t h e same 

k i n d of mesmer i z ing , evil char isma. 

"You are brave t o c o m e here , S o n o f Pose idon , " he sa id 

in an oily voice. "After w h a t you have d o n e to m e , very 

brave indeed . Or p e r h a p s you are s imply very foolish." 

N u m b n e s s c rep t i n t o m y jo in ts , t e m p t i n g m e t o lie 
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d o w n a n d jus t take a l i t t le n a p a t Hades ' s feet. C u r l up here 

a n d sleep forever. 

I f ough t t h e feeling a n d s t e p p e d forward. I k n e w w h a t I 

h a d to say. " L o r d a n d U n c l e , I c o m e w i t h t w o requests ." 

H a d e s ra ised an eyebrow. W h e n he sat forward in his 

t h r o n e , s h a d o w y faces appea red in t h e folds of his b lack 

robes , faces of t o r m e n t , as i f t he g a r m e n t were s t i t ched of 

t r a p p e d souls f r o m t h e F ie lds o f P u n i s h m e n t , t ry ing t o get 

ou t . T h e A D H D p a r t o f m e w o n d e r e d , off- task, w h e t h e r 

t h e rest o f h is c lo thes were m a d e t h e same way. W h a t h o r ­

rible th ings w o u l d you have to do in y o u r life to get woven 

i n t o H a d e s ' s underwear? 

" O n l y t w o reques ts?" H a d e s said. "Ar rogan t child. As i f 

you have n o t already t aken enough . Speak , t hen . I t amuses 

me n o t t o s tr ike you d e a d yet." 

I swallowed. T h i s was go ing a b o u t as well as I'd feared. 

I g lanced a t t h e empty , smal ler t h r o n e next to H a d e s ' s . 

I t was s h a p e d like a black flower, g i lded w i th gold . I w i shed 

Q u e e n P e r s e p h o n e were here . I recalled s o m e t h i n g in 

t h e m y t h s a b o u t h o w she c o u l d ca lm her husband ' s m o o d s . 

Bu t i t was s u m m e r . Of course , P e r s e p h o n e w o u l d be above 

in t h e wor ld o f l ight w i th he r m o t h e r , t h e goddess o f agr i ­

cul ture , D e m e t e r . H e r visits, n o t the t i l t o f the planet , create 

t h e seasons. 

A n n a b e t h cleared her t h r o a t . H e r f i n g e r p r o d d e d m e i n 

t h e back. 

" L o r d H a d e s , " I said. " L o o k , sir, the re can't be a war 

a m o n g t h e gods . It w o u l d be . . . bad." 

"Real ly bad," Grover a d d e d helpfully. 
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" R e t u r n Zeus ' s m a s t e r b o l t to me," I said. "Please , sir. 

Le t me car ry i t t o O l y m p u s . " 

H a d e s ' s eyes g rew dangerous ly b r igh t . "You da re keep 

up this p re tense , after w h a t you have d o n e ? " 

I g lanced back a t my fr iends. T h e y l o o k e d as confused 

as I was. 

" U m . . . Uncle ," I said. " Y o u keep saying 'after w h a t 

you've done. ' W h a t exactly have I d o n e ? " 

T h e t h r o n e r o o m s h o o k w i t h a t r e m o r s o s t rong , they 

p r o b a b l y felt i t ups ta i r s in Los Angeles . D e b r i s fell f rom t h e 

cavern ceiling. D o o r s b u r s t o p e n all a l ong t h e walls, a n d 

skeletal war r iors m a r c h e d in, h u n d r e d s o f t h e m , f r o m every 

t i m e p e r i o d a n d n a t i o n i n W e s t e r n civi l izat ion. T h e y l ined 

t h e p e r i m e t e r o f the r o o m , b lock ing t h e exits. 

H a d e s bel lowed, " D o you t h i n k I want war, god l ing?" 

I w a n t e d to say, Well, these guys don't look like peace activists. 

But I t h o u g h t t ha t m i g h t be a dange rous answer. 

"You are the L o r d of the Dead , " I said carefully. "A war 

w o u l d e x p a n d y o u r k i n g d o m , r igh t?" 

"A typical t h i n g for my b r o t h e r s to say! Do you t h i n k I 

n e e d m o r e subjects? D i d you n o t see t h e sprawl o f t h e 

A s p h o d e l Fie lds?" 

"Well . . ." 

" H a v e you any idea h o w m u c h my k i n g d o m has swollen 

in th is pa s t cen tu ry a lone , h o w m a n y subdiv is ions I've h a d 

t o o p e n ? " 

I o p e n e d my m o u t h to r e s p o n d , b u t H a d e s was on a ro l l 

now. 

" M o r e secur i ty ghouls , " he m o a n e d . "Traff ic p r o b l e m s 
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at the j u d g m e n t pavi l ion. D o u b l e over t ime for t h e staff. I 

u s e d to be a r ich god , Percy Jackson. I c o n t r o l all t he p r e ­

c ious me ta l s u n d e r t h e ea r th . But my expenses!" 

" C h a r o n wan ts a pay raise," I b lu r t ed , just r e m e m b e r i n g 

t h e fact. As s o o n as I said it, I w i shed I c o u l d sew up my 

m o u t h . 

" D o n ' t get m e s t a r t ed o n C h a r o n ! " H a d e s yelled. " H e ' s 

been imposs ib le ever since he discovered I ta l ian suits! 

P r o b l e m s everywhere, a n d I've go t to h a n d l e all o f t h e m 

personal ly . T h e c o m m u t e t i m e a lone f rom t h e palace t o the 

gates i s e n o u g h to drive me insane! A n d the d e a d just keep 

arr iving. No, god l ing . I n e e d no he lp ge t t ing subjects! I d i d 

n o t ask for this war." 

"But you t o o k Zeus ' s mas t e r bol t ." 

"Lies!" M o r e r u m b l i n g . H a d e s rose f r o m his t h r o n e , 

tower ing to the h e i g h t of a foo tba l l goa lpos t . "Your father 

m a y fool Z e u s , boy, b u t I am n o t so s tup id . I see his plan." 

" H i s p lan?" 

"You were t h e th ie f on t h e win te r solstice," he said. 

"Your father t h o u g h t t o keep you his l i t t le secret. He 

d i rec ted you i n t o t h e t h r o n e r o o m o n O l y m p u s . You t o o k 

t h e mas t e r b o l t and my h e l m . H a d I n o t sen t my F u r y to 

discover y o u a t Yancy Academy, P o s e i d o n m i g h t have suc­

ceeded in h i d i n g his scheme to s ta r t a war. But n o w you have 

b e e n forced in to t h e o p e n . Y o u will be exposed as Poseidon 's 

thief, a n d I will have my h e l m back!" 

"Bu t . . ." A n n a b e t h spoke . I c o u l d tell he r m i n d was 

go ing a mi l l i on mi les an hou r . " L o r d H a d e s , your h e l m of 

da rkness is miss ing , t o o ? " 

[ 3 1 2 ] 



" D o n o t play innocent wi th me, girl. You and the satyr 

have been helping this h e r o — c o m i n g here to threaten me in 

Poseidon's name , n o d o u b t — t o br ing m e a n u l t ima tum. D o e s 

Pose idon th ink I can be blackmailed in to s u p p o r t i n g h im?" 

" N o ! " I said. " P o s e i d o n d i d n ' t — I d i d n ' t — " 

" I have sa id n o t h i n g o f t h e he lm's d i sappearance ," 

H a d e s snarled, "because I h a d no i l lus ions t h a t anyone on 

O l y m p u s w o u l d offer me the s l ightest just ice, t h e s l ightest 

he lp . I can ¿11 afford for w o r d to get o u t t h a t my m o s t p o w ­

erful w e a p o n of fear is miss ing . So I searched for you 

myself, a n d w h e n i t was clear you were c o m i n g to me to 

deliver y o u r threa t , I d i d n o t t r y to s t o p you." 

"You d idn ' t t ry t o s t o p us? B u t — " 

" R e t u r n my h e l m now, or I will s t o p death ," H a d e s 

th rea tened . " T h a t i s my c o u n t e r p r o p o s a l . I will o p e n t h e 

ea r t h a n d have t h e d e a d p o u r back i n t o the wor ld . I will 

m a k e your l ands a n igh tmare . A n d you, Percy Jackson—your 

ske le ton will lead m y a r m y o u t o f H a d e s . " 

T h e skeletal soldiers all t o o k one s t ep forward, m a k i n g 

the i r w e a p o n s ready. 

A t t h a t p o i n t , I p r o b a b l y s h o u l d have been terr if ied. T h e 

s t range t h i n g was, I felt o f fended . N o t h i n g gets me angr ie r 

t h a n be ing accused of s o m e t h i n g I d idn ' t d o . I've h a d a lo t 

o f exper ience w i t h tha t . 

"You're as b a d as Zeus , " I said. "You t h i n k I s to le f r o m 

you? T h a t ' s why you sen t the Fur ies after m e ? " 

" O f course," H a d e s said. 

"And t h e o t h e r m o n s t e r s ? " 

H a d e s cur led his l ip . " I h a d n o t h i n g to do w i t h t h e m . I 
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w a n t e d n o qu ick d e a t h for y o u — I w a n t e d you b r o u g h t 

before me alive so you m i g h t face every t o r t u r e in t h e Fie lds 

o f P u n i s h m e n t . W h y d o y o u t h i n k I let you en te r m y k i n g ­

d o m so easily?" 

"Easily?" 

" R e t u r n m y p r o p e r t y ! " 

"But I don ' t have your h e l m . I came for t h e mas t e r bol t ." 

" W h i c h you already possess!" H a d e s s h o u t e d . " Y o u 

came here w i t h it, l i t t le fool, t h i n k i n g you cou ld you 

th rea t en m e ! " 

"Bu t I d idn ' t !" 

" O p e n your pack , then." 

A ho r r i b l e feeling s t ruck m e . T h e weight in my back­

pack , l ike a bowl ing bal l . It cou ldn ' t be . . . . 

I s lung i t of f my s h o u l d e r a n d u n z i p p e d it . Ins ide was a 

t w o - f o o t - l o n g me ta l cyl inder, sp iked o n b o t h ends , h u m ­

m i n g w i t h energy. 

"Percy," A n n a b e t h said. " H o w — " 

" I — I don ' t know. I d o n ' t unde r s t and . " 

"You heroes are always the same," H a d e s said. "Your pr ide 

makes you foolish, th ink ing you could br ing such a weapon 

before me . I d id n o t ask for Zeus's mas te r bolt , bu t since it is 

here, you will yield it to me . I am sure it will make an excellent 

bargaining tool . A n d now . . . my helm. W h e r e is it?" 

I was speechless . I h a d no h e l m . I h a d no idea h o w the 

mas t e r b o l t h a d g o t t e n in to my backpack . I w a n t e d to t h i n k 

H a d e s was pu l l ing s o m e k i n d o f t r ick. H a d e s was t h e b a d 

guy. But sudden ly t h e wor ld t u r n e d sideways. I rea l ized I'd 

been p layed wi th . Z e u s , P o s e i d o n , a n d H a d e s h a d b e e n set 
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a t each o t h e r s t h roa t s by s o m e o n e else. T h e mas t e r b o l t h a d 

been in the backpack , a n d Id g o t t e n the backpack f rom . . . 

" L o r d H a d e s , wait," I said. " T h i s is all a mis take ." 

"A mis take?" H a d e s roared . 

T h e skele tons a i m e d the i r w e a p o n s . F r o m h i g h above, 

there was a f lu t te r ing of lea thery wings , a n d t h e th ree Fur ies 

s w o o p e d d o w n t o pe rch o n t h e back o f the i r master ' s 

t h r o n e . T h e o n e w i t h M r s . D o d d s ' s face g r i n n e d a t m e 

eagerly a n d flicked her wh ip . 

" T h e r e i s no mis take ," H a d e s said. " I k n o w why you 

have c o m e — I k n o w t h e real r eason you b r o u g h t the bo l t . 

Y o u came to bargain for her" 

H a d e s l oosed a bal l of g o l d fire f r o m his p a l m . I t 

exp loded on the s teps in f ront o f m e , a n d there was my 

m o t h e r , f rozen in a shower of gold , jus t as she was a t t h e 

m o m e n t w h e n the M i n o t a u r began t o squeeze her t o dea th . 

I cou ldn ' t speak. I reached o u t to t o u c h her, b u t t h e l ight 

was as h o t as a bonf i re . 

"Yes," H a d e s said w i t h sat isfact ion. "I t o o k her. I knew, 

Percy Jackson, t h a t y o u w o u l d c o m e t o barga in w i t h m e 

eventually. R e t u r n my he lm, a n d p e r h a p s I will let her go. 

She i s n o t dead , you know. N o t yet. But i f you displease m e , 

t h a t will change." 

I t h o u g h t a b o u t t h e pear ls in my pocke t . M a y b e 

t hey c o u l d get m e o u t o f th is . I f I c o u l d jus t ge t m y m o m 

free . . . 

"Ah, the pearls ," H a d e s said, a n d my b l o o d froze. "Yes, 

my b r o t h e r a n d his l i t t le t r icks . Bring t h e m fo r th , Percy 

Jackson." 
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M y h a n d m o v e d against m y will a n d b r o u g h t o u t t h e 

pear ls . 

" O n l y three," H a d e s said. " W h a t a shame . You do 

realize each only p r o t e c t s a single pe r son . T r y to take y o u r 

m o t h e r , t hen , l i t t le godl ing . A n d wh ich o f your fr iends will 

you leave b e h i n d t o s p e n d e t e rn i ty w i t h me? G o o n . C h o o s e . 

O r give m e t h e b a c k p a c k a n d accept m y te rms . " 

I l o o k e d a t A n n a b e t h a n d Grover . T h e i r faces were g r i m . 

" W e were tr icked," I t o l d t h e m . "Se t up ." 

"Yes, b u t why?" A n n a b e t h asked. " A n d the voice in t h e 

p i t - " 
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"I don ' t k n o w yet," I said. "But I i n t e n d to ask." 

" D e c i d e , boy!" H a d e s yelled. 

"Percy." Grover p u t his h a n d on my shoulder . "You can't 

give h i m the bol t ." 

" I k n o w that ." 

"Leave me here," he said. " U s e t h e th i rd pear l on your 

m o m . " 

" N o ! " 

" I ' m a satyr," Grover said. " W e don ' t have souls like 

h u m a n s d o . He can t o r t u r e me un t i l I die, b u t he won ' t get 

me forever. I ' ll jus t be r e inca rna t ed as a f lower or s o m e t h i n g . 

It 's t he bes t way." 

" N o . " A n n a b e t h d rew her b r o n z e knife. " Y o u t w o g o 

o n . Grover, you have to p r o t e c t Percy. You have to get y o u r 

searcher's l icense a n d s ta r t your ques t for Pan . G e t his m o m 

o u t of here . I 'll cover you. I p l a n to go d o w n fighting." 

" N o way," Grover said. " I ' m s taying beh ind ." 

" T h i n k again, goa t boy," A n n a b e t h said. 



" S t o p it, b o t h of you!" I felt like my h e a r t was be ing 

r i p p e d i n two . T h e y h a d b o t h been w i t h m e t h r o u g h s o 

m u c h . I r e m e m b e r e d Grover d i v e - b o m b i n g M e d u s a in t h e 

s ta tue garden, a n d A n n a b e t h saving us f r o m Cerbe rus ; w e d 

survived H e p h a e s t u s ' s W a t e r l a n d r ide, t h e St . L o u i s Arch, 

t h e L o t u s Ca s ino . I h a d s p e n t t h o u s a n d s o f mi les w o r r i e d 

t h a t Id be be t rayed by a friend, b u t these fr iends w o u l d 

never d o tha t . T h e y h a d d o n e n o t h i n g b u t save m e , over a n d 

over, a n d n o w they w a n t e d to sacrifice the i r lives for my 

m o m . 

"I k n o w w h a t to do ," I said. "Take these." 

I h a n d e d t h e m each a pearl . 

A n n a b e t h said, "But , Percy . . ." 

I t u r n e d a n d faced my m o t h e r . I despera te ly w a n t e d to 

sacrifice myse l f a n d use the last pear l on her, b u t I k n e w 

w h a t she w o u l d say. She w o u l d never al low it. I h a d to ge t 

the b o l t back to O l y m p u s a n d tell Z e u s t h e t r u t h . I h a d to 

s t o p t h e war. She w o u l d never forgive me i f I saved her 

ins tead. I t h o u g h t a b o u t the p r o p h e c y m a d e a t H a l f - B l o o d 

Hi l l , w h a t seemed like a mi l l ion years ago. You will fail to save 

what matters most in the end. 

" I ' m sorry," I t o l d her. "I ' l l be back. I ' ll find a way." 

T h e s m u g l o o k o n H a d e s ' s face faded. H e said, 

" G o d l i n g . . . ? " 

"I ' l l f ind y o u r he lm, Uncle ," I t o l d h i m . "I ' l l r e t u r n it . 

R e m e m b e r a b o u t Charon ' s pay raise." 

" D o n o t defy m e — " 

"And i t wou ldn ' t h u r t to p lay w i th C e r b e r u s o n c e in a 

while . He likes red r u b b e r balls." 

[ 3 1 7 ] 



"Percy Jackson, you wil l n o t — " 

I s h o u t e d , " N o w , guys!" 

We s m a s h e d t h e pear ls a t o u r feet. F o r a scary m o m e n t , 

n o t h i n g h a p p e n e d . 

H a d e s yelled, " D e s t r o y t hem!" 

T h e a r m y o f ske le tons r u s h e d forward, swords out , 

guns cl icking to full a u t o m a t i c . T h e Fur ies lunged , the i r 

wh ips b u r s t i n g i n t o f lame. 

Jus t as t h e ske le tons o p e n e d f i re , t he pear l f ragments a t 

my feet exp loded w i t h a b u r s t of g reen l ight a n d a gus t of 

fresh sea w ind . I was encased in a mi lky whi te sphere , wh ich 

was s t a r t i ng to f loa t o f f t h e g r o u n d . 

A n n a b e t h a n d Grover were r igh t b e h i n d m e . Spears a n d 

bullets sparked harmlessly off the pearl bubbles as we floated 

u p . H a d e s yelled w i t h such rage, t h e ent ire for tress s h o o k 

a n d I k n e w i t was n o t go ing to be a peaceful n igh t in L.A. 

" L o o k u p ! " Grover yelled. "We ' re going to crash!" 

Sure enough , we were rac ing r i gh t toward the stalact i tes, 

wh ich I f igured w o u l d p o p o u r bubb les a n d skewer us . 

" H o w d o you c o n t r o l these th ings?" A n n a b e t h shou t ed . 

" I don ' t t h i n k you d o ! " I s h o u t e d back. 

We sc reamed a s the bubbles s l a m m e d i n t o t h e ceil ing 

a n d . . . D a r k n e s s . 

W e r e we dead? 

N o , I c o u l d still feel t h e racing sensa t ion . We were go ing 

u p , r igh t t h r o u g h sol id rock as easily as an air b u b b l e in 

water. T h a t was t h e power of t h e pearls , I r ea l ized—What 

belongs to the sea will always return to the sea. 

F o r a few m o m e n t s , I cou ldn ' t see any th ing ou t s i de the 
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s m o o t h walls o f m y sphere , t h e n m y pear l b r o k e t h r o u g h o n 

t h e ocean f l o o r . T h e t w o o t h e r m i l k y spheres , A n n a b e t h a n d 

Grover , k e p t pace w i t h me as we soared u p w a r d t h r o u g h the 

water. And—ker-blam! 

W e exp loded o n t h e surface, i n t h e m i d d l e o f t h e S a n t a 

M o n i c a Bay, k n o c k i n g a surfer o f f his b o a r d w i t h an ind ig ­

n a n t , " D u d e ! " 

I g r a b b e d Grover a n d h a u l e d h i m over to a life buoy. I 

caugh t A n n a b e t h a n d d ragged he r over t o o . A cur ious shark 

was circling us , a grea t whi te a b o u t eleven feet long . 

I said, "Beat it." 

T h e sha rk t u r n e d a n d raced away. 

T h e surfer sc reamed s o m e t h i n g a b o u t b a d m u s h r o o m s 

a n d p a d d l e d away f r o m us as fast as he cou ld . 

S o m e h o w , I k n e w w h a t t ime i t was: early m o r n i n g , June 

2 1 , t h e day o f t h e s u m m e r solst ice. 

In the d is tance , Los Angeles was on fire, p l u m e s of 

s m o k e r is ing f rom n e i g h b o r h o o d s all over t h e city. T h e r e 

h a d b e e n an ea r thquake , all r ight , a n d i t was H a d e s ' s fault. 

H e was p r o b a b l y s end ing a n a r m y o f the d e a d after m e r igh t 

now. 

But a t t h e m o m e n t , t he U n d e r w o r l d wasn't my biggest 

p r o b l e m . 

I h a d to get to shore . I h a d to get Zeus ' s t h u n d e r b o l t 

back to O l y m p u s . M o s t of all, I h a d to have a ser ious c o n ­

versa t ion w i t h t h e g o d who 'd t r i cked m e . 
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A C o a s t G u a r d b o a t p icked us up , b u t they were t o o busy to 

keep us for long, or to w o n d e r h o w three k ids in street clothes 

h a d go t t en o u t i n t o the m i d d l e of the bay. T h e r e was a disas­

ter to m o p u p . T h e i r radios were j a m m e d wi th distress calls. 

T h e y d r o p p e d u s of f a t t h e San ta M o n i c a P ier w i t h 

towels a r o u n d o u r shou lde r s a n d water bo t t l e s t ha t sa id I 'M 

A J U N I O R C O A S T G U A R D ! a n d s p e d o f f t o save m o r e p e o p l e . 

O u r c lothes were s o p p i n g wet, even m i n e . W h e n t h e 

C o a s t G u a r d b o a t h a d appeared , I d silently p rayed they 

wou ldn ' t p ick me o u t o f the water a n d find me perfectly dry, 

which might 've ra ised s o m e eyebrows. So I'd wi l led myse l f 

t o get soaked . Sure enough , my usua l w a t e r p r o o f magic h a d 

a b a n d o n e d m e . I was also barefoot , because I'd given my 

shoes t o Grover. Bet ter the C o a s t G u a r d w o n d e r why o n e o f 

u s was ba re foo t t h a n w o n d e r why o n e o f u s h a d hooves . 

After reaching d r y land, we s t u m b l e d d o w n the beach, 

wa tch ing the city b u r n against a beaut i ful sunr ise . I felt as if 

I'd just c o m e back f rom t h e d e a d — w h i c h I h a d . My back­

pack was heavy w i th Zeus ' s mas t e r b o l t . My h e a r t was even 

heavier f r o m seeing my m o t h e r . 

" I don ' t believe it," A n n a b e t h said. " W e wen t all t h a t 

w a y — " 
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" I t was a trick," I said. "A s t r a t egy w o r t h y of Athena . " 

"Hey," she warned . 

" Y o u get it, don ' t you?" 

She d r o p p e d her eyes, he r anger fading. "Yeah. I get it." 

"Wel l , I don ' t !" Grover c o m p l a i n e d . " W o u l d s o m e ­

b o d y — " 

"Percy . . ." A n n a b e t h said. " I ' m so r ry a b o u t your 

m o t h e r . I ' m so sorry. . . ." 

I p r e t e n d e d n o t to hear her. I f I ta lked a b o u t my 

m o t h e r , I was go ing to s t a r t c ry ing like a l i t t le k id . 

" T h e p r o p h e c y was right," I said. " Y o u shall go west 

a n d face t h e g o d w h o has tu rned . ' But i t wasn' t H a d e s . 

H a d e s d idn ' t w a n t war a m o n g t h e Big T h r e e . S o m e o n e else 

p u l l e d o f f t h e theft . S o m e o n e s to le Zeus ' s mas t e r bo l t , a n d 

Hades ' s he lm, a n d f ramed me because I ' m Poseidon 's k id . 

P o s e i d o n will get b l a m e d by b o t h sides. By s u n d o w n today, 

there will be a th ree-way war. A n d I'll have caused it." 

Grover s h o o k his head , mystif ied. "Bu t w h o w o u l d be 

t h a t sneaky? W h o w o u l d wan t war t h a t b a d ? " 

I s t o p p e d in my t racks , l o o k i n g d o w n the beach . " G e e , 

let me th ink ." 

T h e r e he was, wai t ing for us , in his b lack lea ther dus t e r 

a n d his sunglasses, a n a l u m i n u m basebal l b a t p r o p p e d o n 

his shou lder . H i s mo to rcyc l e r u m b l e d bes ide h im , i ts h e a d ­

l ight t u r n i n g t h e sand red. 

" H e y , kid," Ares said, seeming genuinely p leased to see 

m e . "You were s u p p o s e d to die." 

"You t r icked me," I said. "You s to le t h e h e l m a n d t h e 

mas te r bol t ." 
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Ares g r i n n e d . "Wel l , now, I d idn ' t steal t h e m p e r s o n ­

ally. G o d s t ak ing each other ' s symbo l s of p o w e r — t h a t ' s a 

b ig n o - n o . Bu t you're n o t t h e only h e r o i n t h e wor ld w h o 

can r u n e r rands ." 

" W h o d i d you use? Clarisse? She was there a t t h e w i n ­

te r solstice." 

T h e idea seemed t o amuse h i m . " D o e s n ' t ma t t e r . T h e 

p o i n t is, k id , you're i m p e d i n g t h e war effort . See, you've go t 

t o die i n t h e U n d e r w o r l d . T h e n O l d Seaweed will b e m a d 

a t H a d e s for ki l l ing you. C o r p s e Brea th will have Zeus ' s 

mas t e r bo l t , so Z e u s ' l l be m a d a t him. A n d H a d e s i s still 

l o o k i n g for th is . . ." 

F r o m his p o c k e t h e t o o k o u t a ski c a p — t h e k i n d b a n k 

robbers w e a r — a n d p laced i t be tween the hand leba r s o f his 

b ike . Immedia te ly , t h e cap t r a n s f o r m e d in to an e labora te 

b r o n z e war he lme t . 

" T h e h e l m o f darkness ," Grover gasped. 

"Exactly," Ares said. " N o w where was I? Oh yeah, 

H a d e s will b e m a d a t b o t h Z e u s a n d P o s e i d o n , because h e 

doesn ' t k n o w w h o t o o k th i s . P re t t y s o o n , we g o t a nice l i t­

tle three-way slugfest going." 

"Bu t they're y o u r family!" A n n a b e t h p ro t e s t ed . 

Ares sh rugged . "Best k i n d o f war. Always the b l o o d ­

iest. N o t h i n g like wa tch ing your relatives fight, I always 

say. 
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" Y o u gave me the backpack in Denver," I said. " T h e 

mas t e r b o l t was in there t h e who le t ime." 

"Yes a n d no," Ares said. "It 's p r o b a b l y t o o c o m p l i c a t e d 

for your l i t t le m o r t a l b r a in to follow, b u t t h e backpack 



i s t h e m a s t e r bol t ' s shea th , jus t m o r p h e d a b i t . T h e b o l t i s 

c o n n e c t e d to it, s o r t o f like t h a t sword you got , k id . I t 

always r e t u r n s to your pocke t , r igh t?" 

I wasn't sure h o w Ares k n e w a b o u t tha t , b u t I guess a 

g o d o f war h a d to m a k e i t h is bus iness t o k n o w a b o u t 

w e a p o n s . 

"Anyway," Ares c o n t i n u e d , "I t inkered w i th t h e magic a 

b i t , s o t h e b o l t w o u l d on ly r e t u r n t o t h e shea th o n c e y o u 

reached the U n d e r w o r l d . You get close to H a d e s . . . . Bingo, 

you go t mai l . I f you d i ed a long t h e w a y — n o loss. I still h a d 

t h e weapon." 

"Bu t why n o t just keep the m a s t e r b o l t for yourse l f ?" I 

said. " W h y s e n d i t t o H a d e s ? " 

Ares got a twi t ch in his jaw. F o r a m o m e n t , i t was a lmos t 

a s i f he were l i s ten ing to a n o t h e r voice, d e e p ins ide h i s 

head . " W h y d idn ' t I . . . yeah . . . w i th t ha t k i n d of fire­

power . . ." 

He he ld t h e t rance for one s e c o n d . . . two seconds . . . . 

I exchanged ne rvous l ooks w i t h A n n a b e t h . 

Ares's face cleared. " I d idn ' t w a n t t h e t roub le . Bet ter to 

have y o u caugh t r e d h a n d e d , h o l d i n g the thing." 

"You ' re ly ing," I said. " S e n d i n g t h e b o l t to t h e 

U n d e r w o r l d wasn't your idea, was i t?" 

" O f course i t was!" S m o k e dr i f ted u p f r o m his s u n ­

glasses, as i f they were a b o u t to catch f i re . 

" Y o u d idn ' t o rder t h e theft," I guessed. " S o m e o n e else 

sen t a he ro to steal the t w o i t ems . T h e n , w h e n Z e u s sen t you 

t o h u n t h i m d o w n , you caugh t t h e thief. But you d idn ' t t u r n 

h i m over t o Z e u s . S o m e t h i n g conv inced you t o let h i m go. 
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Y o u k e p t t h e i tems un t i l a n o t h e r he ro c o u l d c o m e a long 

a n d c o m p l e t e the delivery. T h a t t h i n g in t h e p i t i s o rde r ing 

you a round . " 

" I am t h e g o d of war! I take o rders f rom no one! I don ' t 

have d reams!" 

I hes i ta ted . " W h o said any th ing a b o u t d reams?" 

Ares l o o k e d agi ta ted, b u t he t r i ed to cover i t w i t h a 

smi rk . 

"Let 's get back to t h e p r o b l e m a t h a n d , k id . You're alive. 

I can't have you t ak ing t h a t b o l t to O l y m p u s . Y o u jus t m i g h t 

get t h o s e h a r d h e a d e d id io t s to l i s ten to you. So I've g o t to 

ki l l you. N o t h i n g personal . " 

He s n a p p e d his fingers. T h e s a n d exp loded a t his feet 

a n d o u t charged a wi ld boar , even larger a n d uglier t h a n the 

o n e whose h e a d h u n g above t h e d o o r o f cab in seven a t 

C a m p H a l f - B l o o d . T h e beas t p a w e d t h e sand, glar ing a t m e 

w i t h beady eyes as i t lowered its r a z o r - s h a r p tusks a n d 

wai ted for t h e c o m m a n d to kill . 

I s t e p p e d i n t o t h e surf. " F i g h t me yourself, Ares." 

He laughed , b u t I hea rd a l i t t le edge to his l aughte r . . . 

an uneas iness . "You've only go t o n e ta lent , k id , r u n n i n g 

away. You ran f rom t h e C h i m e r a . Y o u ran f r o m t h e U n d e r ­

wor ld . You don ' t have w h a t i t takes." 

"Scared?" 

" I n y o u r ado lescen t d reams." Bu t his sunglasses were 

s t a r t i ng t o m e l t f r o m t h e hea t o f his eyes. " N o di rec t 

involvement . Sorry , k id . You're n o t a t my level." 

A n n a b e t h said, "Percy, r u n ! " 

T h e g ian t b o a r charged. 
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But I was d o n e r u n n i n g f r o m m o n s t e r s . O r H a d e s , o r 

Ares , o r anybody. 

As the b o a r r u s h e d m e , I u n c a p p e d my p e n a n d s ide­

s t e p p e d . R i p t i d e appea red in my h a n d s . I s lashed upward . 

T h e boar ' s severed r i gh t t u s k fell a t my feet, whi le t h e 

d i so r i en t ed a n i m a l charged i n t o t h e sea. 

I s h o u t e d , "Wave!" 

Immedia te ly , a wave surged up f rom nowhere a n d 

engul fed the boar , w r a p p i n g a r o u n d i t like a b lanket . T h e 

beas t squea led o n c e in ter ror . T h e n i t was gone , swal lowed 

by the sea. 

I t u r n e d back to Ares . "Are you go ing to fight me n o w ? " 

I asked. " O r are you go ing to h ide b e h i n d a n o t h e r p e t 

Ares's face was p u r p l e w i t h rage. " W a t c h it, k id . I c o u l d 

t u r n y o u i n t o — " 

"A cockroach," I said. " O r a t a p e w o r m . Yeah, I ' m sure. 

T h a t ' d save you f rom get t ing your godly h ide w h i p p e d , 

wou ldn ' t i t?" 

F l ames d a n c e d a long t h e t o p o f his glasses. " O h , m a n , 

y o u are really asking to be s m a s h e d i n t o a grease spot ." 

" I f I lose, t u r n me i n t o any th ing you want . Take t h e 

bo l t . I f I win, t h e h e l m a n d the b o l t are m i n e a n d you have 

to go away." 

Ares sneered. 

H e swung the basebal l b a t of f his shoulder . " H o w 

w o u l d you like to get smashed : classic o r m o d e r n ? " 

I s h o w e d h i m my sword. 

" T h a t ' s cool , d e a d boy," he said. "Class ic i t is." T h e 
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basebal l b a t changed i n t o a huge , t w o - h a n d e d sword. T h e 

h i l t was a large silver skul l w i t h a r u b y in its m o u t h . 

"Percy," A n n a b e t h said. " D o n ' t do th is . H e ' s a god." 

" H e ' s a coward," I t o l d her. 

She swallowed. " W e a r th is , a t least. F o r luck." 

She t o o k o f f he r necklace, w i t h he r five years ' w o r t h o f 

c a m p beads a n d t h e r ing f r o m he r father, a n d t i ed i t a r o u n d 

my neck. 

" R e c o n c i l i a t i o n , " she sa id . " A t h e n a a n d P o s e i d o n 

together ." 

My face felt a l i t t le w a r m , b u t I m a n a g e d a smile . 

" T h a n k s . " 

" A n d take this ," Grover said. He h a n d e d me a f l a t t ened 

t i n can t ha t he 'd p r o b a b l y been saving in his p o c k e t for a 

t h o u s a n d mi les . " T h e satyrs s t a n d b e h i n d you." 

"Grover . . . I don ' t k n o w w h a t t o say." 

He p a t t e d me on the shou lder . I s tuffed t h e t in can in 

my back pocke t . 

" Y o u all d o n e saying good-bye?" Ares came toward m e , 

his b lack lea ther dus t e r t ra i l ing b e h i n d h i m , his sword gl int ­

ing like fire in t h e sunr ise . "I've been f ight ing for eterni ty, 

k id . My s t r eng th i s u n l i m i t e d a n d I c a n n o t die . W h a t have 

you got?" 

A smal ler ego, I t h o u g h t , b u t I sa id n o t h i n g . I k e p t my 

feet in t h e surf, back ing i n t o t h e water up to my ankles . I 

t h o u g h t back t o w h a t A n n a b e t h h a d said a t t h e D e n v e r 

diner , so l o n g ago: Ares has strength. That's all he has. Even strength 

has to bow to wisdom sometimes. 

He cleaved d o w n w a r d a t my head , b u t I wasn't there . 
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M y b o d y t h o u g h t for m e . T h e water s eemed t o p u s h m e 

i n t o t h e air a n d I ca t apu l t ed over h im , s lashing as I came 

d o w n . Bu t Ares was jus t a s quick. He twis ted , a n d t h e s t r ike 

t h a t should 've caught h i m directly in the spine was deflected 

o f f the e n d o f his sword hi l t . 

H e g r i n n e d . " N o t bad , n o t bad." 

He s lashed again a n d I was forced to j u m p o n t o d r y 

l and . I t r i ed to s ides tep , to get back to t h e water, b u t Ares 

seemed to k n o w w h a t I wan ted . He o u t m a n e u v e r e d m e , 

press ing so h a r d I h a d to p u t all my c o n c e n t r a t i o n on n o t 

ge t t ing sl iced i n t o pieces. I k e p t back ing away f rom the surf. 

I cou ldn ' t f ind any o p e n i n g s to a t tack. H i s sword h a d a 

reach several feet longer t h a n A n a k l u s m o s . 

Get in close, L u k e h a d t o l d me once , back in o u r sword 

class. When you've got the shorter blade, get in close. 

I s t e p p e d inside w i t h a t h rus t , b u t Ares was wai t ing for 

tha t . H e k n o c k e d m y b lade o u t o f m y h a n d s a n d k icked m e 

in t h e chest. I went a i r b o r n e — t w e n t y , m a y b e t h i r t y feet. I 

would 've b r o k e n my back i f I hadn ' t c rashed i n t o t h e soft 

s a n d of a d u n e . 

"Percy!" A n n a b e t h yelled. " C o p s ! " 

I was seeing d o u b l e . My chest felt like i t h a d jus t b e e n 

h i t w i th a ba t t e r ing ram, b u t I m a n a g e d to get to my feet. 

I cou ldn ' t l o o k away f rom Ares for fear he'd slice me in 

half, b u t o u t o f t h e c o r n e r o f my eye I saw red l igh ts f lash­

ing on t h e shore l ine boulevard . C a r d o o r s were s l amming . 

" T h e r e , officer!" s o m e b o d y yelled. "See?" 

A g r u f f c o p voice: " L o o k s like t ha t k i d o n T V . . . w h a t 

the heck . . ." 
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" T h a t guy's a rmed , " a n o t h e r c o p said. " C a l l for 

backup ." 

I ro l led to o n e s ide as Ares's b lade s lashed t h e sand. 

I r an for my sword, s c o o p e d i t up , a n d l au n ch ed a swipe 

a t Ares's face, only to f ind my b lade def lec ted again. 

Ares seemed to k n o w exactly w h a t I was go ing to do t h e 

m o m e n t before I d i d it. 

I s t e p p e d back toward t h e surf, forcing h i m to follow. 

" A d m i t it, kid," Ares said. "You go t no h o p e . I ' m just 

toy ing w i t h you." 

My senses were w o r k i n g over t ime. I n o w u n d e r s t o o d 

w h a t A n n a b e t h h a d said a b o u t A D H D keep ing you alive i n 

ba t t l e . I was wide awake, n o t i c i n g every l i t t le detai l . 

I cou ld see where Ares was tensing. I c o u l d tell which 

way he w o u l d strike. At t h e same t ime, I was aware of 

A n n a b e t h a n d Grover, t h i r ty feet to my left. I saw a second 

c o p car pu l l ing up , siren wailing. Spec ta tors , p eo p l e w h o h a d 

been wander ing t h e streets because o f the ea r thquake , were 

s ta r t ing to gather. A m o n g the crowd, I t h o u g h t I saw a few 

w h o were walking w i th the s t range, t r o t t i ng gait o f d isguised 

satyrs. T h e r e were s h i m m e r i n g fo rms of spiri ts , t oo , as i f the 

dead h a d risen f rom H a d e s to watch the ba t t le . I hea rd the 

f lap of leathery wings circling somewhere above. 

M o r e sirens. 

I s t e p p e d far ther i n t o t h e water, b u t Ares was fast. T h e 

t i p o f h is b lade r i p p e d my sleeve a n d g razed my forearm. 

A po l ice voice on a m e g a p h o n e said, " D r o p t h e guns ! 

Se t t h e m o n the g r o u n d . N o w ! " 

Guns? 
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I l o o k e d at Ares's weapon , a n d i t s eemed to be f l icker­

ing; s o m e t i m e s i t l o o k e d like a s h o t g u n , s o m e t i m e s a t w o -

h a n d e d sword. I d idn ' t k n o w w h a t t h e h u m a n s were seeing 

in my h a n d s , b u t I was p r e t t y sure i t wou ldn ' t m a k e t h e m 

like m e . 

Ares t u r n e d to glare at o u r specta tors , which gave me a 

m o m e n t to brea the . T h e r e were f ive po l ice cars now, a n d a 

l ine o f officers c rouch ing b e h i n d them, pis to ls t ra ined on us . 

" T h i s is a pr ivate mat te r ! " Ares bel lowed. "Be gone!" 

He swept his h a n d , a n d a wall o f r ed f l ame ro l led across 

t h e p a t r o l cars. T h e po l i ce barely h a d t i m e to dive for cover 

before the i r vehicles exp loded . T h e c rowd b e h i n d t h e m scat ­

tered, screaming. 

Ares roa red w i th laughter . " N o w , l i t t le he ro . Let 's a d d 

you to the barbecue ." 

He slashed. I def lec ted his b lade . I go t close e n o u g h to 

s t r ike, t r i ed to fake h i m o u t w i t h a feint, b u t my b low was 

k n o c k e d aside. T h e waves were h i t t i ng me in t h e back now. 

Ares was up to his th ighs , wad ing in after me . 

I felt t h e r h y t h m of t h e sea, t h e waves g rowing larger as 

t h e t i de ro l led in, a n d sudden ly I h a d an idea. Little waves, I 

t h o u g h t . A n d t h e water b e h i n d me seemed to recede. I was 

h o l d i n g b a c k t h e t ide by force o f will, b u t t ens ion was 

bu i ld ing , like c a r b o n a t i o n b e h i n d a cork . 

Ares came toward , g r i n n i n g confidently. I lowered my 

b lade , as if I were t o o exhaus ted to go o n . Wait for it, I t o l d 

t h e sea. T h e pressure n o w was a l m o s t l i f t ing me o f f my feet. 

Ares raised his sword. I released the t ide a n d j u m p e d , rock­

e t ing s t ra ight over Ares on a wave. 
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A six-foot wall of water s m a s h e d h i m full in t h e face, 

leaving h i m curs ing a n d spu t t e r ing w i t h a m o u t h full o f sea­

weed. I l a n d e d b e h i n d h i m w i t h a sp lash a n d feinted toward 

his head , a s I d d o n e before . He t u r n e d i n t i m e t o raise his 

sword, b u t th is t i m e he was d i so r i en ted , he d idn ' t an t ic ipa te 

t h e tr ick. I changed d i rec t ion , l unged to t h e side, a n d 

s t a b b e d R i p t i d e s t ra igh t d o w n in to t h e water, send ing the 

p o i n t t h r o u g h the god 's heel . 

T h e roa r t ha t fol lowed m a d e Hades ' s e a r t h q u a k e l o o k 

like a m i n o r event. T h e very sea was b las ted back f rom Ares , 

leaving a wet circle of s and fifty feet wide . 

Ichor , t h e go lden b l o o d of t h e gods , f lowed f r o m a gash 

in the war god 's b o o t . T h e express ion on his face was 

b e y o n d ha t r ed . I t was pa in , shock , c o m p l e t e d isbel ief t h a t 

he 'd been w o u n d e d . 

H e l i m p e d toward me , m u t t e r i n g anc ien t G r e e k curses. 

S o m e t h i n g s t o p p e d h i m . 

I t was as i f a c loud covered the sun, b u t worse . L i g h t 

faded. S o u n d a n d co lo r d r a i n e d away. A cold, heavy p res ­

ence passed over t h e beach, s lowing t ime , d r o p p i n g t h e 

t e m p e r a t u r e to freezing, a n d m a k i n g me feel like life was 

hopeless , f ight ing was useless. 

T h e da rkness l if ted. 

Ares l o o k e d s t u n n e d . 

Pol ice cars were b u r n i n g b e h i n d u s . T h e c rowd o f spec­

t a to r s h a d f l e d . A n n a b e t h a n d Grover s t o o d o n t h e beach, 

in shock , wa tch ing t h e water f lood back a r o u n d Ares's feet, 

h is g lowing go lden ichor d i ss ipa t ing in the t ide . 

Ares lowered his sword. 
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" Y o u have m a d e an enemy, godl ing," he t o l d m e . " Y o u 

have sealed your fate. Every t i m e you raise your b lade in b a t ­

tle, every t i m e you h o p e for success, you will feel my curse. 

Beware, Perseus Jackson. Beware." 

H i s b o d y began t o glow. 

"Percy!" A n n a b e t h s h o u t e d . " D o n ' t watch!" 

I t u r n e d away as t h e g o d Ares revealed his t r u e i m m o r ­

tal f o rm . I s o m e h o w k n e w t h a t if I l ooked , I w o u l d d i s in ­

tegra te i n t o ashes. 

T h e l ight d ied . 

I l o o k e d back. Ares was gone . T h e t ide ro l led o u t to 

reveal H a d e s ' s b r o n z e h e l m of da rkness . I p icked i t up a n d 

walked toward my fr iends. 

But before I go t there , I hea rd the f lapping of l ea thery 

wings . T h r e e evi l - looking g r a n d m o t h e r s w i t h lace ha t s a n d 

fiery wh ips dr i f ted d o w n f rom t h e sky a n d l a n d e d in f ron t 

o f m e . 

T h e m i d d l e Fury , the one w h o h a d been M r s . D o d d s , 

s t e p p e d forward. H e r fangs were bared , b u t for once she 

d idn ' t l o o k th rea ten ing . She l o o k e d m o r e d i s a p p o i n t e d , a s i f 

she'd been p l a n n i n g to have me for supper , b u t h a d dec ided 

I m i g h t give her ind iges t ion . 

" W e saw the who le th ing," she hissed. " S o . . . i t t ru ly 

was n o t you?" 

I t o s sed her t h e he lme t , wh ich she caugh t in surpr i se . 

" R e t u r n t h a t t o L o r d H a d e s , " I said. "Tel l h i m t h e 

t r u t h . Tell h i m to call of f t h e war." 

She hes i ta ted , t h e n r an a forked t o n g u e over he r green, 

l ea thery l ips . "Live well, Percy Jackson. B e c o m e a t r u e he ro . 
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Because i f you do no t , i f you ever c o m e i n t o my clutches 

again . . ." 

She cackled, savoring t h e idea. T h e n she a n d her sisters 

rose on the i r b a t s ' wings , f lu t t e red i n t o t h e smoke-f i l led sky, 

a n d d i sappeared . 

I jo ined Grover a n d A n n a b e t h , w h o were s ta r ing a t me 

in a m a z e m e n t . 

"Percy . . ." Grover said. " T h a t was so incredibly . . ." 

"Terr ifying," sa id A n n a b e t h . 

" C o o l ! " Grover cor rec ted . 

I d idn ' t feel terr if ied. I cer ta inly d idn ' t feel cool . I was 

t i red a n d sore a n d comple te ly d r a i n e d o f energy. 

" D i d you guys feel tha t . . . whatever it was?" I asked. 

T h e y b o t h n o d d e d uneasily. 

" M u s t ' v e been t h e Fur ies overhead," Grover said. 

But I wasn' t so sure. S o m e t h i n g h a d s t o p p e d Ares f r o m 

ki l l ing m e , a n d whatever c o u l d do t h a t was a lo t s t ronger 

t h a n the Fur ies . 

I l o o k e d a t A n n a b e t h , a n d an u n d e r s t a n d i n g passed 

be tween us . I k n e w n o w w h a t was in t h a t pi t , w h a t h a d s p o ­

ken f r o m t h e en t r ance o f T a r t a r u s . 

I rec la imed my backpack f rom Grover a n d l o o k e d 

ins ide . T h e mas t e r b o l t was still there . S u c h a smal l t h i n g to 

a l m o s t cause W o r l d W a r I I I . 

" W e have to get back to N e w York," I said. "By 

ton igh t . " 

" T h a t ' s imposs ib le ," A n n a b e t h said, "unless w e — " 

"Fly," I agreed. 

She s ta red a t m e . "Fly, like, in an a i rp lane , wh ich y o u 

[ 3 3 2 ] 



were w a r n e d never t o do lest Z e u s s tr ike y o u o u t o f the sky, 

and ca r ry ing a w e a p o n t h a t has m o r e des t ruc t ive power t h a n 

a nuc lear b o m b ? " 

"Yeah," I said. " P r e t t y m u c h exactly like tha t . C o m e on." 
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I t ' s funny h o w h u m a n s can w r a p the i r m i n d a r o u n d th ings 

a n d f i t t h e m i n t o the i r vers ion o f reality. C h i r o n h a d t o l d 

me t h a t l o n g ago. As usual , I d idn ' t apprec ia te his w i s d o m 

u n t i l m u c h later. 

A c c o r d i n g to t h e L.A. news , the exp los ion a t the S a n t a 

M o n i c a beach h a d been caused w h e n a crazy k i d n a p p e r 

fired a s h o t g u n at a po l ice car. He accidental ly h i t a gas 

m a i n t ha t h a d r u p t u r e d d u r i n g t h e ea r t hquake . 

T h i s crazy k i d n a p p e r (a.k.a. Ares ) was t h e same m a n 

w h o h a d a b d u c t e d m e a n d t w o o t h e r adolescents i n N e w 

York a n d b r o u g h t us across c o u n t r y on a t en -day odyssey o f 

t e r ror . 

P o o r l i t t le Percy Jackson wasn't an i n t e rna t i ona l c r imi ­

nal after all. H e ' d caused a c o m m o t i o n on t ha t G r e y h o u n d 

bus in N e w Jersey t ry ing to get away f rom his c a p t o r ( a n d 

afterward, wi tnesses w o u l d even swear they h a d seen t h e 

lea ther -c lad m a n o n the b u s — " W h y didn't I r e m e m b e r h i m 

before?") . T h e crazy m a n h a d caused the exp los ion i n t h e 

St . Lou i s Arch . After all, no k i d could 've d o n e tha t . A c o n ­

ce rned waitress in Denve r h a d seen t h e m a n th rea t en ing his 

abduc tees ou t s ide her diner, g o t t e n a f r iend to take a p h o t o , 

a n d not i f ied t h e po l ice . Finally, brave Percy Jackson ( I was 
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b e g i n n i n g to like this k i d ) h a d s to len a g u n f rom his c a p t o r 

i n L os Angeles a n d ba t t l ed h i m sho tgun- to - r i f l e on t h e 

beach. Pol ice h a d arr ived just in t ime . But in the spec tacu­

lar explos ion , f ive po l ice cars h a d been des t royed a n d t h e 

c a p t o r h a d f l e d . N o fatalities h a d occu r red . Percy Jackson 

and his t w o fr iends were safely in pol ice cus tody. 

T h e r epo r t e r s fed u s th is w h o l e s tory. W e jus t n o d d e d 

a n d ac ted tearful a n d exhaus ted (wh ich wasn' t ha rd ) , a n d 

p layed v ic t imized k ids for the cameras . 

"All I want ," I said, c h o k i n g back my tears , "is to see my 

loving s tepfa ther again. Every t i m e I saw h i m on T V , call ing 

me a d e l i n q u e n t p u n k , I k n e w . . . s o m e h o w . . . we w o u l d 

be okay. A n d I k n o w he ' l l w a n t to reward each a n d every 

p e r s o n in th is beaut i fu l city of Los Angeles w i t h a free 

ma jo r app l i ance f rom his s tore . Here ' s t h e p h o n e number . " 

T h e po l ice a n d r e p o r t e r s were s o m o v e d t h a t t hey passed 

a r o u n d the h a t a n d ra ised m o n e y for th ree t ickets on the 

next p lane t o N e w York. 

I k n e w there was no choice b u t to f ly . I h o p e d Z e u s 

w o u l d cu t me s o m e slack, cons ide r ing t h e c i rcumstances . 

But i t was still h a r d to force myse l f on b o a r d t h e f l igh t . 

Takeof f was a n i g h t m a r e . Every s p o t of t u rbu l ence was 

scarier t h a n a Greek m o n s t e r . I d idn ' t unc l ench my h a n d s 

f r o m t h e a rmres t s un t i l we t o u c h e d d o w n safely a t La 

Guard i a . T h e local press was wai t ing for us ou t s ide security, 

b u t w e m a n a g e d t o evade t h e m t h a n k s t o A n n a b e t h , w h o 

lured t h e m away in he r invisible Yankees cap, s h o u t i n g , 

" T h e y ' r e over by the f rozen yogur t ! C o m e on!," t h e n re ­

jo ined us a t baggage claim. 
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We spl i t up a t t h e taxi s t and . I t o l d A n n a b e t h a n d 

Grover t o get back t o H a l f - B l o o d H i l l a n d let C h i r o n k n o w 

w h a t h a d h a p p e n e d . T h e y p ro te s t ed , a n d i t was ha rd t o let 

t h e m go after all w e d been t h r o u g h , b u t I k n e w I h a d to do 

th is last p a r t o f t h e ques t by myself. I f t h ings wen t w r o n g , 

i f t h e g o d s d idn ' t believe m e . . . I w a n t e d A n n a b e t h a n d 

Grover t o survive t o tell C h i r o n t h e t r u t h . 

I h o p p e d in a taxi a n d h e a d e d i n t o M a n h a t t a n . 

T h i r t y m i n u t e s later, I walked i n t o t h e lobby o f the E m p i r e 

S ta te Bui lding. 

I m u s t have l o o k e d like a homeless k id , w i t h my t a t t e red 

c lo thes a n d my s c r a p e d - u p face. I hadn ' t s lept in at least 

twen ty - four h o u r s . 

I wen t up to t h e guard a t t h e f ron t desk a n d said, "Six 

h u n d r e d t h f l o o r . " 

He was read ing a huge b o o k w i t h a p ic tu re of a wiza rd 

on the f ront . I wasn' t m u c h in to fantasy, b u t t h e b o o k 

must 've been good , because t h e guard t o o k a whi le to l o o k 

u p . " N o such f l o o r , k iddo . " 

" I n e e d an aud ience w i t h Zeus . " 

He gave me a vacant smile . " S o r r y ? " 

"You hea rd me." 

I was a b o u t to dec ide th is guy was just a regular m o r t a l , 

a n d I'd be t t e r r u n for i t before he called t h e strai t jacket 

pa t ro l , w h e n h e said, " N o a p p o i n t m e n t , n o audience , 

k i d d o . L o r d Z e u s doesn ' t see anyone u n a n n o u n c e d . " 

" O h , I t h i n k he ' l l m a k e an exception." I s l ipped o f f my 

backpack a n d u n z i p p e d t h e t o p . 
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T h e gua rd l o o k e d inside a t t h e me ta l cyl inder, n o t get­

t ing w h a t i t was for a few seconds . T h e n his face wen t pale . 

" T h a t isn't . . ." 

"Yes, i t is," I p romised . "You want me take i t o u t a n d — " 

" N o ! N o ! " H e sc rambled o u t o f his seat, fumbled 

a r o u n d his desk for a key card, t h e n h a n d e d i t to m e . " Inse r t 

th is in t h e secur i ty s lot . M a k e sure n o b o d y else is in the ele­

va tor w i t h you." 

I d i d as he t o l d m e . As s o o n as the elevator d o o r s closed, 

I s l i pped t h e key in to the slot . T h e card d i sappea red a n d a 

n e w b u t t o n appea red on t h e console , a red o n e t h a t sa id 

6 0 0 . 

I p ressed i t a n d wai ted , a n d wai ted. 

M u z a k played. " R a i n d r o p s keep falling on my head. . . ." 

Finally, ding. T h e d o o r s s l id o p e n . I s t e p p e d o u t a n d 

a lmos t h a d a h e a r t a t tack. 

I was s t a n d i n g on a n a r r o w s tone walkway in the m i d ­

dle o f the air. Below me was M a n h a t t a n , f rom the h e i g h t o f 

a n a i rp lane . I n f ront o f m e , wh i t e m a r b l e s teps w o u n d u p 

t h e sp ine of a c loud , i n t o the sky. My eyes fol lowed t h e 

s tairway to its end , where my b ra in jus t c o u l d n o t accept 

w h a t I saw. 

L o o k again, my b ra in said. 

We ' re l o o k i n g , my eyes ins is ted. It 's really the re . 

F r o m t h e t o p o f t h e c louds rose the d e c a p i t a t e d peak o f 

a m o u n t a i n , its s u m m i t covered w i t h snow. C l ing ing to t h e 

m o u n t a i n s i d e were d o z e n s o f mul t i leveled p a l a c e s — a city 

o f m a n s i o n s — a l l w i t h w h i t e - c o l u m n e d p o r t i c o s , g i lded 

terraces , a n d b r o n z e braz iers g lowing w i t h a t h o u s a n d fires. 
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R o a d s w o u n d crazily up t o t h e peak , where the largest 

palace g leamed agains t t h e snow. Precar ious ly pe rched gar­

dens b l o o m e d w i t h olive trees a n d rosebushes . I c o u l d m a k e 

o u t an open -a i r m a r k e t f i l led w i th colorful t en t s , a s t one 

a m p h i t h e a t e r bu i l t on o n e s ide o f t h e m o u n t a i n , a h i p p o ­

d r o m e a n d a co l i seum on t h e o ther . I t was an A n c i e n t Greek 

city, except i t wasn't in ru ins . I t was new, a n d clean, a n d col­

orful, t h e way A t h e n s must 've l o o k e d twenty-five h u n d r e d 

years ago. 

T h i s p lace can't be here , I t o l d myself. T h e t ip of a 

m o u n t a i n h a n g i n g over N e w York C i ty like a b i l l i o n - t o n 

asteroid? H o w c o u l d s o m e t h i n g like t h a t b e a n c h o r e d above 

t h e E m p i r e S ta te Bui ld ing , i n p la in s ight o f mi l l ions o f 

peop le , a n d n o t ge t no t iced? 

But here i t was. A n d here I was. 

My t r i p t h r o u g h O l y m p u s was a daze . I passed s o m e 

giggl ing w o o d n y m p h s w h o th rew olives a t me f rom thei r 

garden . H a w k e r s in t h e m a r k e t offered to sell me ambros i a -

on-a-s t ick , a n d a n e w shield, a n d a genu ine glit ter-weave 

repl ica o f t h e G o l d e n Fleece, a s seen on H e p h a e s t u s - T V 

T h e n ine muses were t u n i n g the i r i n s t r u m e n t s for a conce r t 

in the p a r k whi le a smal l c rowd g a t h e r e d — s a t y r s a n d na iads 

a n d a b u n c h of g o o d - l o o k i n g teenagers w h o might 've been 

m i n o r gods a n d goddesses . N o b o d y seemed w o r r i e d a b o u t 

an i m p e n d i n g civil war. In fact, everybody seemed in a fes­

tive m o o d . Several o f t h e m t u r n e d t o wa tch m e pass , a n d 

wh i spe red t o themselves . 

I c l imbed t h e m a i n road , t oward the b ig palace a t t he 

peak . I t was a reverse copy of t h e pa lace in t h e U n d e r w o r l d . 
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T h e r e , everyth ing h a d been black a n d b r o n z e . H e r e , every­

t h i n g gl i t tered whi te a n d silver. 

I rea l ized H a d e s must 've bu i l t his palace to resemble th is 

o n e . H e wasn't w e l c o m e d i n O l y m p u s except o n t h e win te r 

solst ice, so he'd bu i l t his o w n O l y m p u s u n d e r g r o u n d . 

D e s p i t e my b a d experience w i t h h im , I felt a l i t t le s o r r y for 

t h e guy. To be b a n i s h e d f r o m th i s p lace s eemed really unfair . 

I t w o u l d m a k e a n y b o d y bi t ter . 

S teps led up to a cent ra l cour tya rd . Pas t tha t , t h e t h r o n e 

r o o m . 

Room really isn't t h e r igh t word . T h e place m a d e G r a n d 

C e n t r a l S t a t i o n l o o k like a b r o o m closet. Mass ive c o l u m n s 

rose to a d o m e d ceiling, w h i c h was g i lded w i t h m o v i n g c o n ­

s te l la t ions . 

Twelve t h rones , bu i l t for be ings the size of H a d e s , were 

a r r a n g e d in an inver ted U, jus t like t h e cabins a t C a m p 

H a l f - B l o o d . An e n o r m o u s fire crackled in the centra l 

h e a r t h pi t . T h e t h r o n e s were e m p t y except for t w o a t the 

end : t h e h e a d t h r o n e o n t h e r ight , a n d t h e o n e t o its i m m e ­

dia te left. I d idn ' t have to be t o l d w h o the t w o g o d s were 

t h a t were s i t t ing there , wai t ing for me to app roach . I came 

toward t h e m , my legs t r embl ing . 

T h e g o d s were i n g ian t h u m a n fo rm, a s H a d e s h a d 

been, b u t I c o u l d barely l o o k at t h e m w i t h o u t feeling a 

t ingle, a s i f my b o d y were s t a r t ing to b u r n . Z e u s , t h e L o r d 

o f t h e G o d s , wore a d a r k b lue p i n s t r i p e d sui t . H e sat o n 

a s imple t h r o n e of so l id p l a t i n u m . He h a d a w e l l - t r i m m e d 

beard, m a r b l e d gray a n d black like a s t o r m c loud . H i s 

face was p r o u d a n d h a n d s o m e a n d g r im, his eyes ra iny gray. 

[ 3 3 9 ] 



As I g o t nearer to h i m , t h e air crackled a n d smel led of 

o z o n e . 

T h e g o d s i t t ing next to h i m was his b ro the r , w i t h o u t a 

d o u b t , b u t h e was dressed very differently. H e r e m i n d e d m e 

o f a b e a c h c o m b e r f r o m Key W e s t . He wore lea ther sandals , 

k h a k i B e r m u d a sho r t s , a n d a T o m m y B a h a m a sh i r t w i t h 

c o c o n u t s a n d p a r r o t s all over it. H i s sk in was deep ly t anned , 

his h a n d s scar red like an o l d - t i m e f i sherman ' s . H i s hai r was 

black, like m i n e . H i s face h a d t h a t s ame b r o o d i n g l o o k t h a t 

h a d always g o t t e n me b r a n d e d a rebel . But h i s eyes, sea-

green like m i n e , were s u r r o u n d e d by sun-c r ink les t h a t t o l d 

me he smi l ed a lot , t o o . 

H i s t h r o n e was a deep-sea f isherman's chair. I t was the 

s imple swiveling k i n d , w i t h a black lea ther seat a n d a bu i l t -

in ho l s t e r for a f ishing po l e . In s t ead of a po le , the ho l s t e r 

he ld a b r o n z e t r iden t , f l ickering w i th green l ight a r o u n d the 

t ip s . 

T h e gods weren't m o v i n g o r speaking , b u t there was t en ­

s ion in the air, as if they 'd jus t f inished an a rgumen t . 

I a p p r o a c h e d t h e f isherman 's t h r o n e a n d kne l t a t his 

feet. "Father ." I d a r e d n o t l o o k u p . My hea r t was rac ing. I 

c o u l d feel t h e energy e m a n a t i n g f rom the two gods . I f I said 

t h e w r o n g th ing , I h a d no d o u b t t hey cou ld blas t me i n t o 

dus t . 

T o m y left, Z e u s spoke . " S h o u l d you n o t address t h e 

mas t e r o f th i s h o u s e f i r s t , boy?" 

I k e p t my h e a d down , a n d wai ted . 

"Peace, b ro ther , " P o s e i d o n f ina l ly said. H i s voice s t i r red 

my o ldes t m e m o r i e s : t ha t w a r m glow I r e m e m b e r e d as a 
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baby, t h e sensa t ion o f th is god 's h a n d on my forehead. 

" T h e b o y defers to his father. T h i s i s on ly right." 

" Y o u still c la im h i m t h e n ? " Z e u s asked, menacingly . 

" Y o u claim th is chi ld w h o m y o u sired against o u r sacred 

o a t h ? " 

" I have a d m i t t e d my w r o n g d o i n g , " P o s e i d o n said. 

" N o w I w o u l d hear h i m speak." 

W r o n g d o i n g . 

A l u m p wel led up in my th roa t . W a s t h a t all I was? A 

w r o n g d o i n g ? T h e resul t o f a god 's mis take? 

" I have spared h i m once already," Z e u s g r u m b l e d . 

" D a r i n g to fly t h r o u g h my d o m a i n . . . pah ! I s h o u l d have 

b las ted h i m o u t o f the sky for his impudence . " 

" A n d r isk des t roy ing your o w n m a s t e r bo l t ? " P o s e i d o n 

asked calmly. " L e t u s hear h i m ou t , b ro ther . " 

Z e u s g r u m b l e d s o m e m o r e . " I shall l isten," he dec ided . 

" T h e n I shall m a k e up my m i n d whe the r o r n o t t o cast th is 

boy d o w n f r o m O l y m p u s . " 

"Perseus," P o s e i d o n said. " L o o k a t me." 

I d id , a n d I wasn't sure w h a t I saw in his face. T h e r e was 

no clear sign o f love o r approval . N o t h i n g to encourage m e . 

I t was like l o o k i n g a t the ocean: s o m e days, you c o u l d tell 

w h a t m o o d i t was in. M o s t days, t h o u g h , i t was un readab le , 

mys te r ious . 

I go t the feeling P o s e i d o n really d idn ' t k n o w w h a t to 

t h i n k o f me . H e d idn ' t k n o w w h e t h e r h e was h a p p y t o have 

me as a s o n or n o t . In a s t range way, I was glad t h a t 

P o s e i d o n was so d i s tan t . I f he'd t r ied to apo log ize , o r t o l d 

me he loved m e , or even smiled, i t would 've felt fake. Like a 
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h u m a n dad , m a k i n g s o m e l ame excuse for n o t be ing a r o u n d . 

I c o u l d live w i th tha t . After all, I wasn' t sure a b o u t h i m yet, 

ei ther. 

' A d d r e s s L o r d Z e u s , boy," P o s e i d o n t o l d m e . "Tel l h i m 

y o u r story." 

So I t o l d Z e u s everything, just as i t h a d h a p p e n e d . I 

t o o k o u t t h e me ta l cyl inder , wh ich began spa rk ing i n the 

Sky God ' s presence , a n d la id i t a t his feet. 

T h e r e was a l o n g silence, b r o k e n only by t h e crackle of 

t h e h e a r t h fire. 

Z e u s o p e n e d his p a l m . T h e l igh tn ing b o l t flew i n t o it. 

As he c losed his fist, t he meta l l ic p o i n t s flared w i t h elec­

tricity, un t i l he was h o l d i n g w h a t l o o k e d m o r e like t h e clas­

sic t h u n d e r b o l t , a twen ty - foo t javelin of arcing, h iss ing 

energy t h a t m a d e the hairs on my scalp rise. 

" I sense the b o y tells t h e t ru th , " Z e u s m u t t e r e d . "But 

t h a t Ares w o u l d do such a t h i n g . . . i t i s m o s t unl ike h im." 

" H e i s p r o u d a n d impulsive," P o s e i d o n said. " I t r u n s i n 

t h e family." 

" L o r d ? " I asked. 

T h e y b o t h said, "Yes?" 

"Ares d idn ' t act a lone . S o m e o n e e l s e — s o m e t h i n g e l s e — 

came up w i t h t h e idea." 

I desc r ibed my d reams , a n d t h e feeling I'd h a d on 

t h e beach , t h a t m o m e n t a r y b rea th o f evil t h a t h a d seemed 

to s t o p t h e wor ld , a n d m a d e Ares back o f f f rom kil l ­

ing m e . 

" I n the dreams," I said, " t h e voice t o l d me to b r i n g the 

b o l t t o the U n d e r w o r l d . Ares h i n t e d t h a t he 'd been having 
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dreams , t o o . I t h i n k he was be ing used, jus t as I was, to s ta r t 

a war." 

" Y o u are accusing H a d e s , after all?" Z e u s asked. 

" N o , " I said. " I m e a n , L o r d Z e u s , I've been in t h e p r e s ­

ence o f H a d e s . T h i s feeling on the beach was different. I t 

was t h e same t h i n g I felt w h e n I go t close to t ha t p i t . 

T h a t was t h e en t rance to T a r t a r u s , wasn' t it? S o m e t h i n g 

powerfu l a n d evil is s t i r r ing d o w n the re . . . s o m e t h i n g even 

o lde r t h a n t h e gods." 

P o s e i d o n a n d Z e u s l o o k e d a t each o ther . T h e y h a d a 

quick, in tense d i scuss ion in A n c i e n t Greek . I on ly caugh t 

o n e word . Father. 

P o s e i d o n m a d e s o m e k i n d o f sugges t ion , b u t Z e u s 

cu t h i m off. P o s e i d o n t r ied to argue. Z e u s he ld up his 

h a n d angrily. " W e will speak o f th is n o more , " Z e u s said. 

" I m u s t go persona l ly to pur i fy this t h u n d e r b o l t in the 

waters o f L e m n o s , t o remove t h e h u m a n t a in t f rom its 

meta l ." 

H e rose a n d l o o k e d a t me . H i s express ion sof tened jus t 

a f rac t ion of a degree . "You have d o n e me a service, boy. 

Few heroes c o u l d have a c c o m p l i s h e d as much . " 

" I h a d he lp , sir," I said. "Grover U n d e r w o o d a n d 

A n n a b e t h C h a s e — " 

" T o s h o w you my t h a n k s , I shall spare your life. I do n o t 

t r u s t you, Perseus Jackson. I do n o t like w h a t y o u r arrival 

m e a n s for t h e fu ture o f O l y m p u s . But for the sake o f peace 

in t h e family, I shall let you live." 

" U m . . . t h a n k you, sir." 

" D o n o t p r e s u m e t o fly again. D o n o t let m e find you 
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here w h e n I r e t u r n . O t h e r w i s e you shall taste th is bo l t . A n d 

i t shall be your last sensat ion." 

T h u n d e r s h o o k the pa lace . W i t h a b l i nd ing f l a s h o f 

l igh tn ing , Z e u s was gone . 

I was a lone in the t h r o n e r o o m w i t h my father. 

"Your uncle," P o s e i d o n sighed, "has always h a d a f lair 

for d r a m a t i c exits. I t h i n k he would 've d o n e well as t h e g o d 

of theater." 

A n u n c o m f o r t a b l e silence. 

"Sir," I said, " w h a t was in t h a t p i t ? " 

P o s e i d o n regarded me . " H a v e y o u n o t guessed?" 

" K r o n o s , " I said. " T h e k ing of t h e T i t ans . " 

Even in the t h r o n e r o o m o f O l y m p u s , far away f r o m 

T a r t a r u s , t h e n a m e Kronos d a r k e n e d the r o o m , m a d e the 

h e a r t h f i r e seem n o t qu i t e s o w a r m o n m y back. 

P o s e i d o n g r i p p e d his t r i den t . " I n t h e F i r s t War , Percy, 

Z e u s c u t o u r father K r o n o s i n t o a t h o u s a n d pieces, jus t as 

K r o n o s h a d d o n e t o his o w n father, O u r a n o s . Z e u s cast 

Kronos ' s r emains i n t o the darkes t p i t o f T a r t a r u s . T h e T i t a n 

a r m y was sca t te red , the i r m o u n t a i n for t ress o n E t n a 

des t royed, the i r m o n s t r o u s allies dr iven to the far thes t cor ­

ners o f t h e ea r th . A n d yet T i t a n s c a n n o t die, any m o r e t h a n 

we gods can. W h a t e v e r is left of K r o n o s is still alive in s o m e 

h i d e o u s way, still consc ious in his e te rna l pa in , still hunge r ­

ing for power." 

" H e ' s heal ing," I said. " H e ' s c o m i n g back." 

P o s e i d o n s h o o k his head . " F r o m t ime to t ime , over the 

eons , K r o n o s has s t i r red . H e enters men's n igh tmare s a n d 

b rea thes evil t h o u g h t s . He wakens restless m o n s t e r s f r o m 
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t h e d e p t h s . Bu t to suggest he c o u l d rise f rom t h e p i t i s 

a n o t h e r thing." 

" T h a t ' s w h a t he in t ends , Fa ther . T h a t ' s w h a t he said." 

P o s e i d o n was si lent for a l o n g t ime . 

" L o r d Z e u s has c losed d i scuss ion o n this ma t t e r . H e 

will n o t allow ta lk o f K r o n o s . You have c o m p l e t e d y o u r 

quest , child. T h a t i s all you n e e d to do." 

" B u t — " I s t o p p e d myself. A r g u i n g w o u l d d o n o g o o d . 

I t w o u l d very poss ibly anger the on ly g o d w h o I h a d on my 

side. "As . . . a s you wish, Father ." 

A faint smi le p layed on his l ips . " O b e d i e n c e does n o t 

c o m e na tura l ly to you, does i t?" 

" N o . . . sir." 

"I m u s t take s o m e b lame for that , I suppose . T h e sea does 

n o t like to be restrained." He rose to his full he ight a n d t o o k 

up his t r ident . T h e n he s h i m m e r e d and became the size of a 

regular m a n , s tanding directly in f ront of m e . "You m u s t go, 

child. But first, k n o w tha t your m o t h e r has re turned." 

I s ta red a t h im , comple te ly s t u n n e d . " M y m o t h e r ? " 

" Y o u will f ind her a t h o m e . H a d e s sen t he r w h e n you 

recovered his h e l m . Even the L o r d o f D e a t h pays his debts ." 

My h e a r t was p o u n d i n g . I cou ldn ' t believe it. " D o you 

. . . w o u l d y o u . . ." 

I w a n t e d to ask i f P o s e i d o n w o u l d c o m e w i t h me to see 

her, b u t t h e n I real ized t h a t was r id icu lous . I imag ined load­

ing the G o d o f t h e Sea i n t o a taxi a n d t ak ing h i m to t h e 

U p p e r Eas t S ide . I f he 'd w a n t e d t o see my m o m all these 

years, he w o u l d have. A n d there was Smel ly G a b e to t h i n k 

a b o u t . 
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Poseidon 's eyes t o o k on a l i t t le sadness . " W h e n y o u 

r e t u r n h o m e , Percy, you m u s t m a k e an i m p o r t a n t choice . 

Y o u will f ind a package wai t ing in your room." 

"A package?" 

"You will u n d e r s t a n d w h e n y o u see it. No o n e can 

choose your pa th , Percy. Y o u m u s t decide." 

I n o d d e d , t h o u g h I d idn ' t k n o w w h a t he m e a n t . 

"Your m o t h e r i s a q u e e n a m o n g women , " P o s e i d o n said 

wistfully. " I h a d n o t m e t such a m o r t a l w o m a n in a t h o u ­

sand years. Sti l l . . . I am s o r r y you were b o r n , child. I have 

b r o u g h t you a hero 's fate, a n d a hero 's fate is never happy . It 

is never any th ing b u t tragic." 

I t r i ed n o t to feel h u r t . H e r e was my o w n dad , te l l ing 

me he was so r ry I'd been b o r n . " I don ' t m i n d , Father." 

" N o t yet, pe rhaps , " he said. " N o t yet. But i t was an 

unforgivable mis take on my par t ." 

"I ' l l leave you then." I b o w e d awkwardly. " I — I won' t 

b o t h e r you again." 

I was five s teps away w h e n he called, "Perseus." 

I t u r n e d . 

T h e r e was a different l ight in his eyes, a f iery k i n d of 

p r ide . " Y o u d id well, Perseus . D o n o t m i s u n d e r s t a n d me . 

W h a t e v e r else you do , k n o w t h a t you are m i n e . You are a 

t r u e s o n o f the Sea God . " 

As I walked back t h r o u g h t h e ci ty of t h e gods , conver­

sa t ions s t o p p e d . T h e muses p a u s e d the i r conce r t . Peop l e 

a n d satyrs a n d na iads all t u r n e d toward me , the i r faces f i l l ed 

w i t h respec t a n d g ra t i tude , a n d as I passed, they knel t , as if 

I were s o m e k i n d of he ro . 
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Fif teen m i n u t e s later, still in a t rance , I was back on t h e 

streets o f M a n h a t t a n . 

I caugh t a taxi to my m o m ' s a p a r t m e n t , r ang t h e d o o r ­

bell , a n d there she w a s — m y beaut i fu l m o t h e r , smel l ing o f 

p e p p e r m i n t a n d l icorice, t h e weariness a n d w o r r y evapora t ­

ing f rom her face as s o o n as she saw m e . 

"Percy! O h , t h a n k g o o d n e s s . O h , m y baby." 

She c rushed the air r igh t o u t o f m e . We s t o o d i n the 

hallway as she cr ied a n d ran he r h a n d s t h r o u g h my hair. 

I 'll a d m i t i t — m y eyes were a l i t t le misty, t o o . I was 

shak ing , I was so relieved to see her. 

She t o l d me she'd just appea red a t t h e a p a r t m e n t t h a t 

m o r n i n g , scar ing G a b e ha l f o u t o f h is wi ts . S h e d idn ' t 

r e m e m b e r any th ing since the M i n o t a u r , a n d cou ldn ' t believe 

i t w h e n G a b e t o l d he r I was a w a n t e d cr iminal , t raveling 

across t h e coun t ry , b lowing up na t i ona l m o n u m e n t s . She 'd 

b e e n go ing o u t o f he r m i n d w i t h w o r r y all day because she 

hadn ' t hea rd the news . G a b e h a d forced he r t o go i n t o work , 

saying she h a d a m o n t h ' s salary to m a k e up a n d she'd be t t e r 

get s t a r ted . 

I swallowed back my anger a n d t o l d he r my o w n story. I 

t r ied to m a k e i t s o u n d less scary t h a n i t h a d been, b u t t h a t 

wasn't easy. I was jus t ge t t ing to the f ight wi th Ares w h e n 

Gabe 's voice i n t e r r u p t e d f rom t h e living r o o m . " H e y , Sally! 

T h a t m e a t l o a f d o n e yet o r wha t ? " 

She c losed he r eyes. " H e isn't go ing to be h a p p y to see 

you, Percy. T h e s tore go t ha l f a mi l l ion p h o n e calls t o d a y 

f rom L os Angeles . . . s o m e t h i n g a b o u t free appl iances ." 
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" O h , yeah. A b o u t t h a t . . ." 

She m a n a g e d a weak smile . "Just don ' t m a k e h i m 

angrier , all r ight? C o m e on." 

I n t h e m o n t h I'd been gone , the a p a r t m e n t h a d t u r n e d 

i n t o G a b e l a n d . G a r b a g e was ankle d e e p o n t h e carpet . T h e 

sofa h a d been r eupho l s t e r ed in beer cans. D i r t y socks a n d 

u n d e r w e a r h u n g o f f the l a m p s h a d e s . 

G a b e a n d th ree o f his b ig g o o n y friends were p laying 

p o k e r a t t h e table . 

W h e n G a b e saw me , his cigar d r o p p e d o u t o f h is 

m o u t h . H i s face go t r edde r t h a n lava. " Y o u g o t nerve c o m ­

ing here, you l i t t le p u n k . I t h o u g h t t h e p o l i c e — " 

" H e ' s n o t a fugitive after all," my m o m inter jected. "Isn ' t 

t h a t wonder fu l , G a b e ? " 

G a b e l o o k e d back a n d f o r t h be tween us . H e d idn ' t seem 

to t h i n k my h o m e c o m i n g was so wonder fu l . 

"Bad e n o u g h I h a d to give b a c k your life insurance 

money , Sally," he growled. " G e t me t h e p h o n e . I'll call t h e 

cops." 

" G a b e , n o ! " 

He ra ised his eyebrows. " D i d you just say 'no ' ? Y o u 

t h i n k I ' m g o n n a p u t up w i t h this p u n k again? I can still 

press charges against h i m for r u i n i n g my Camaro . " 

" B u t — " 

H e raised his h a n d , a n d m y m o t h e r f l i n c h e d . 

F o r the first t ime , I real ized s o m e t h i n g . G a b e h a d h i t my 

m o t h e r . I d idn ' t k n o w when , or h o w m u c h . Bu t I was sure 

he 'd d o n e it. M a y b e i t h a d been go ing on for years, w h e n I 

wasn't a r o u n d . 
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A b a l l o o n of anger s t a r t ed expand ing in my chest. I 

came toward G a b e , instinctively t ak ing m y p e n o u t o f m y 

pocke t . 

H e just l aughed . " W h a t , p u n k ? You g o n n a wr i te o n me? 

You t o u c h m e , a n d you are go ing to jail forever, y o u u n d e r ­

s t and?" 

" H e y , Gabe ," his f r iend E d d i e i n t e r r u p t e d . " H e ' s jus t 

a kid." 

G a b e l o o k e d a t h i m resentfully a n d m i m i c k e d in a 

falset to voice: "Just a kid." 

H i s o t h e r fr iends l aughed like id io ts . 

"I ' ll be nice to you, punk." G a b e showed me his t o b a c c o -

s ta ined tee th . "I ' l l give you five m i n u t e s to get y o u r s tu f f 

a n d clear o u t . After tha t , I call t h e pol ice." 

" G a b e ! " m y m o t h e r p l eaded . 

" H e ran away," G a b e t o l d her. " L e t h i m stay gone." 

I was i tch ing to u n c a p R i p t i d e , b u t even if I d id , t h e 

b lade wou ldn ' t h u r t h u m a n s . A n d G a b e , by the looses t def­

in i t ion , was h u m a n . 

M y m o t h e r t o o k m y a r m . "Please, Percy. C o m e o n . 

We ' l l go to your room." 

I let he r pu l l me away, my h a n d s still t r emb l ing w i th 

rage. 

M y r o o m h a d been comple te ly filled w i th Gabe ' s junk . 

T h e r e were s tacks of u s e d car bat ter ies , a r o t t i n g b o u q u e t 

of s y m p a t h y flowers w i t h a card f r o m s o m e b o d y who 'd seen 

his Barbara Wa l t e r s interview. 

" G a b e i s jus t upse t , honey," my m o t h e r t o l d m e . "I ' l l 

ta lk to h i m later. I ' m sure i t will work out ." 
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" M o m , it ' l l never w o r k ou t . N o t a s l o n g as Gabe 's here." 

She w r u n g her h a n d s nervously. "I can . . . I ' l l take you 

to w o r k w i t h me for the rest o f the s u m m e r . In the fall, 

m a y b e there 's a n o t h e r b o a r d i n g s c h o o l — " 

" M o m . " 

She lowered he r eyes. " I ' m t ry ing , Percy. I j u s t . . . I n e e d 

s o m e t ime." 

A package appea red on my bed . At least, I could 've 

s w o r n i t hadn ' t b e e n there a m o m e n t before . 

I t was a ba t t e r ed ca rdboa rd box a b o u t the r igh t size to 

fit a basketbal l . T h e address on the ma i l ing sl ip was in my 

o w n h a n d w r i t i n g : 
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O v e r t h e t o p in black marker , in a man's clear, b o l d 

p r in t , was t h e address o f o u r a p a r t m e n t , a n d the words : 

R E T U R N T O SENDER. 

S u d d e n l y I u n d e r s t o o d w h a t P o s e i d o n h a d t o l d me on 

O l y m p u s . 

A package . A decis ion. 

Whatever else you do, know that you are mine. You are a true son of 

the Sea God. 



I l o o k e d a t my m o t h e r . " M o m , do you w a n t G a b e 

gone?" 

"Percy, i t isn't t h a t s imple . I — " 

" M o m , jus t tell m e . T h a t jerk has been h i t t i ng you. D o 

you w a n t h i m g o n e o r n o t ? " 

She hes i ta ted , t h e n n o d d e d a l m o s t impercept ib ly . "Yes, 

Percy. I d o . A n d I ' m t ry ing to get up my courage to tel l h i m . 

But you can't do th is for m e . You can't solve my p rob lems . " 

I l o o k e d at t h e box. 

I could solve he r p r o b l e m . I w a n t e d to slice t h a t package 

o p e n , p l o p i t on the p o k e r table, a n d take o u t w h a t was 

inside. I c o u l d s t a r t my very o w n s ta tue garden, r igh t there 

in t h e living r o o m . 

T h a t ' s w h a t a G r e e k he ro w o u l d do in t h e s tor ies , I 

t h o u g h t . T h a t ' s w h a t G a b e deserves. 

But a hero 's s to ry always e n d e d in tragedy. P o s e i d o n h a d 

t o l d m e tha t . 

I r e m e m b e r e d the U n d e r w o r l d . I t h o u g h t a b o u t Gabe 's 

sp i r i t dr i f t ing forever in t h e F ie lds o f A s p h o d e l , o r c o n ­

d e m n e d t o s o m e h i d e o u s t o r t u r e b e h i n d t h e b a r b e d wire o f 

the F ie lds o f P u n i s h m e n t — a n e te rna l p o k e r game, s i t t ing 

up to his waist i n bo i l ing oil l i s ten ing to o p e r a mus ic . D i d 

I have t h e r igh t to s end s o m e o n e there? E v e n Gabe? 

A m o n t h ago, I wou ldn ' t have hes i ta ted . N o w . . . 

" I can do it," I t o l d my m o m . " O n e l o o k inside th is box, 

a n d he ' l l never b o t h e r you again." 

She g lanced a t the package , a n d s e e m e d to u n d e r s t a n d 

immedia te ly . " N o , Percy," she said, s t e p p i n g away. " Y o u 

can't. 
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" P o s e i d o n called you a queen," I t o l d her. " H e said he 

hadn ' t m e t a w o m a n like you in a t h o u s a n d years." 

H e r cheeks f l u s h e d . " P e r c y — " 

"You deserve b e t t e r t h a n this , M o m . You s h o u l d g o t o 

college, get your degree . You can wr i te your novel, m e e t a 

n ice guy maybe , live in a n ice h o u s e . Y o u don ' t n e e d to p r o ­

tec t me a n y m o r e by s taying w i t h G a b e . Le t me get r id o f 

h im." 

She w i p e d a tear o f f he r cheek. "You s o u n d so m u c h 

like your father," she said. " H e offered to s t o p the t ide for 

m e once . H e offered t o bu i ld m e a palace a t t h e b o t t o m o f 

t h e sea. He t h o u g h t he c o u l d solve all my p r o b l e m s w i t h a 

wave of his hand ." 

" W h a t ' s w r o n g w i t h t ha t ? " 

H e r m u l t i c o l o r e d eyes seemed to search ins ide m e . " I 

t h i n k you know, Percy. I t h i n k you're e n o u g h like me to 

u n d e r s t a n d . I f my life i s go ing to m e a n any th ing , I have to 

live i t myself. I can't let a g o d take care of me . . . or my son . 

I have to . . . find the courage on my own . Your ques t has 

r e m i n d e d m e o f that ." 

W e l i s tened t o t h e s o u n d o f p o k e r chips a n d swearing, 

E S P N f r o m t h e living r o o m television. 

"I ' l l leave the box," I said. " I f he th rea tens you . . ." 

She l o o k e d pale , b u t she n o d d e d . " W h e r e will you go, 

Percy?" 

" H a l f - B l o o d Hi l l . " 

" F o r t h e s u m m e r . . . o r forever?" 

" I guess t h a t depends . " 

We locked eyes, a n d I sensed t h a t we h a d an ag reement . 
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W e w o u l d see h o w th ings s t o o d a t the e n d o f t h e s u m m e r . 

She k issed my forehead. "You ' l l be a hero , Percy. You ' l l 

be t h e grea tes t of all." 

I t o o k o n e last l o o k a r o u n d my b e d r o o m . I h a d a feel­

ing I 'd never see i t again. T h e n I walked w i t h my m o t h e r to 

the f ront door . 

"Leaving so soon , p u n k ? " G a b e called after m e . " G o o d 

r iddance ." 

I h a d one last twinge o f d o u b t . H o w c o u l d I t u r n d o w n 

the perfect chance to take revenge on him? I was leaving here 

w i t h o u t saving my m o t h e r . 

" H e y , Sally," he yelled. " W h a t a b o u t t ha t m e a t loaf, 

h u h ? " 

A steely l o o k of anger flared in my mothe r ' s eyes, a n d I 

t h o u g h t , just maybe , I was leaving her in g o o d h a n d s after 

all. H e r own . 

" T h e m e a t loa f i s c o m i n g r igh t up , dear," she t o l d G a b e . 

" M e a t loaf surprise." 

She l o o k e d a t me , a n d winked . 

T h e last t h i n g I saw as the d o o r s w u n g closed was my 

m o t h e r s ta r ing a t G a b e , as i f she were c o n t e m p l a t i n g h o w 

he w o u l d l o o k as a garden s ta tue . 
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We were t h e f i r s t heroes to r e t u r n alive to H a l f - B l o o d H i l l 
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since Luke , so o f course everybody t r ea ted us as i f w e d w o n 

s o m e r e a l i t y - T V contes t . A c c o r d i n g t o c a m p t r ad i t ion , w e 

wore laurel wrea ths to a b ig feast p r e p a r e d in o u r h o n o r , 

t h e n led a p roces s ion d o w n to t h e bonf i re , where we g o t to 

b u r n t h e bur ia l s h r o u d s o u r cabins h a d m a d e for u s i n o u r 

absence . 

A n n a b e t h ' s s h r o u d was so b e a u t i f u l — g r a y silk w i t h 

e m b r o i d e r e d o w l s — I t o l d her i t s eemed a s h a m e n o t to 

b u r y he r i n it. She p u n c h e d m e a n d t o l d m e t o shu t u p . 

Being t h e s o n of P o s e i d o n , I d idn ' t have any cab in 

ma tes , so t h e Ares cab in h a d vo lun teered t o m a k e my 

s h r o u d . T h e y ' d t aken an o l d bedshee t a n d p a i n t e d smiley 

faces w i t h X ' e d - o u t eyes a r o u n d t h e border , a n d t h e w o r d 

LOSER p a i n t e d really b ig in the m i d d l e . 

I t was fun to b u r n . 

As Apol lo ' s cab in led t h e s ing-a long a n d passed o u t 

s 'mores , I was s u r r o u n d e d by my o l d H e r m e s cab inmates , 

A n n a b e t h ' s f r iends f rom A t h e n a , a n d Grover 's satyr budd ie s , 

w h o were a d m i r i n g t h e b r a n d - n e w searcher's l icense he 'd 

received f r o m the C o u n c i l o f Cloven E lders . T h e counc i l 

h a d called Grover 's p e r f o r m a n c e on t h e ques t "Brave to t h e 



p o i n t o f ind iges t ion . H o r n s - a n d - w h i s k e r s above any th ing 

we have seen in t h e past ." 

T h e only ones n o t i n a p a r t y m o o d were Clarisse a n d 

her cab inmates , whose p o i s o n o u s l o o k s t o l d me they 'd never 

forgive me for d i sgrac ing the i r d a d . 

T h a t was okay w i t h m e . 

Even Dionysus ' s w e l c o m e - h o m e speech wasn' t e n o u g h 

to d a m p e n my spir i ts . "Yes, yes, so t h e l i t t le b r a t d idn ' t get 

h imse l f k i l led a n d n o w he ' l l have an even bigger head . Wel l , 

h u z z a h for t ha t . In o t h e r a n n o u n c e m e n t s , the re will be no 

canoe races th i s Saturday. . . ." 

I m o v e d back i n t o cab in three , b u t i t d idn ' t feel so 

lonely a n y m o r e . I h a d my fr iends to t r a in w i t h d u r i n g the 

day. At n igh t , I lay awake a n d l i s tened to the sea, k n o w i n g 

my father was o u t there . M a y b e he wasn' t qu i t e sure a b o u t 

me yet, m a y b e he hadn ' t even w a n t e d me b o r n , b u t he was 

watching . A n d so far, he was p r o u d o f w h a t I'd d o n e . 

As for my m o t h e r , she h a d a chance at a n e w life. 

H e r le t ter arr ived a week after I go t back to c a m p . She 

t o l d m e G a b e h a d left m y s t e r i o u s l y — d i s a p p e a r e d of f t h e 

face of the p lane t , in fact. She 'd r e p o r t e d h i m miss ing to 

t h e pol ice , b u t she h a d a funny feeling they w o u l d never 

f ind h i m . 

On a comple te ly un re l a t ed subject , she 'd so ld he r first 

life-size concre te scu lp ture , en t i t l ed The Poker Player, to a 

col lector , t h r o u g h an a r t gallery in S o h o . She'd g o t t e n so 

m u c h m o n e y for it, s h e d p u t a d e p o s i t d o w n on a n e w 

a p a r t m e n t a n d m a d e a p a y m e n t on he r first semester 's 

t u i t i o n a t N Y U . T h e S o h o gallery was c l amor ing for m o r e 
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of he r work , wh ich they called "a huge s t ep forward in 

super-ugly neoreal ism." 

But don't worry, my m o m wro te . I'm done with sculpture. 

I've disposed of that box of tools you left me. It's time for me to turn to 

writing. 

At the b o t t o m , she w r o t e a P.S.: Percy, I've found a good pri­

vate school here in the city. I've put a deposit down to hold you a spot, in 

case you want to enroll for seventh grade. You could live at home. But if 

you want to go year-round at Half-Blood Hill, I'll understand. 

I fo lded the n o t e carefully and set i t on my beds ide 

table . Every n i g h t before I w e n t to sleep, I read i t again, a n d 

I t r i ed to dec ide h o w to answer her. 

O n t h e F o u r t h o f July, t h e who le c a m p ga the red a t the 

b e a c h for a f i reworks d i s p l a y by c a b i n n i n e . Be ing 

H e p h a e s t u s ' s k ids , t hey weren' t go ing to set t le for a few 

l ame r e d - w h i t e - a n d - b l u e exp los ions . T h e y ' d a n c h o r e d a 

barge of fshore a n d l oaded i t w i th rockets the size o f Pa t r io t 

missi les . A c c o r d i n g to A n n a b e t h , who 'd seen the show 

before, t he blasts w o u l d be s equenced so t ight ly they'd l o o k 

like frames o f a n i m a t i o n across the sky. T h e f ina le was s u p ­

p o s e d to be a coup le o f h u n d r e d - f o o t - t a l l S p a r t a n war r io r s 

w h o w o u l d crackle to life above t h e ocean, f ight a ba t t le , 

t h e n exp lode i n t o a mi l l i on colors . 

As A n n a b e t h a n d I were sp read ing a p icn ic b lanket , 

Grover showed up to tell u s g o o d - b y e . He was dressed in his 

usua l jeans a n d T- sh i r t a n d sneakers , b u t in the last few 

weeks he 'd s t a r t ed to l o o k older , a l m o s t h i g h - s c h o o l age. 

H i s goatee h a d g o t t e n thicker . H e ' d p u t o n weight . H i s 
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h o r n s h a d g r o w n a t least a n inch, s o h e n o w h a d t o wear his 

ras ta cap all t h e t ime to pass as h u m a n . 

" I ' m off," he said. "I jus t c a m e to say . . . well, y o u 

know." 

I t r i ed to feel h a p p y for h i m . After all, i t wasn' t every day 

a satyr go t p e r m i s s i o n to go l o o k for the grea t g o d Pan. But 

i t was h a r d saying good-bye . I'd only k n o w n Grover a year, 

yet he was my o ldes t fr iend. 

A n n a b e t h gave h i m a hug . She t o l d h i m to keep his fake 

feet o n . 

I asked h i m where he was go ing to search first. 

" K i n d of a secret," he said, l o o k i n g embar rassed . " I 

wish you c o u l d c o m e wi th m e , guys, b u t h u m a n s a n d 

P a n . . ." 

" W e unde r s t and , " A n n a b e t h said. " Y o u g o t e n o u g h t i n 

cans for t h e t r i p?" 

"Yeah." 

" A n d you r e m e m b e r e d y o u r reed p ipes?" 

"Jeez, A n n a b e t h , " he g r u m b l e d . "You're like an o l d 

m a m a goat." 

But he d idn ' t really s o u n d annoyed . 

He g r i p p e d his walk ing st ick a n d s lung a backpack over 

his shou lder . He l o o k e d like any h i t chh ike r y o u m i g h t see 

on an A m e r i c a n h i g h w a y — n o t h i n g like t h e l i t t le r u n t y boy 

I u s e d to de fend f r o m bull ies a t Yancy Academy. 

"Well ," he said, " w i s h me luck." 

H e gave A n n a b e t h a n o t h e r hug . H e c l apped m e o n t h e 

shou lder , t h e n h e a d e d back t h r o u g h the d u n e s . 

F i r eworks exp loded to life overhead: H e r c u l e s ki l l ing 
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t h e N e m e a n l ion , A r t e m i s chas ing t h e boar , G e o r g e 

W a s h i n g t o n ( w h o , by the way, was a s o n of A t h e n a ) cross­

ing the Delaware . 

"Hey , Grover," I called. 

H e t u r n e d a t t h e edge o f t h e w o o d s . 

" W h e r e v e r you're g o i n g — I h o p e they m a k e g o o d enchi ­

ladas." 

Grover g r inned , a n d t h e n he was gone , t h e trees c losing 

a r o u n d h i m . 

"We ' l l see h i m again," A n n a b e t h said. 

I t r i ed to believe it . T h e fact t h a t no searcher h a d ever 

c o m e back in t w o t h o u s a n d years . . . well, I d e c i d e d n o t to 

t h i n k a b o u t tha t . Grover w o u l d b e t h e first. H e h a d t o be . 

July passed . 

I s p e n t my days devis ing n e w strategies for c ap tu r e - t he -

flag a n d m a k i n g alliances w i t h the o t h e r cabins to keep the 

b a n n e r o u t o f Ares's h a n d s . I go t t o the t o p o f t h e c l imb­

ing wall for t h e first t ime w i t h o u t ge t t ing scorched by lava. 

F r o m t i m e to t ime , I'd walk pas t t h e Big H o u s e , glance 

up a t t h e a t t ic w i n d o w s , a n d t h i n k a b o u t the O r a c l e . I t r i ed 

t o convince myse l f t h a t its p r o p h e c y h a d c o m e t o c o m p l e ­

t i on . 

You shall go west, and face the god who has turned. 

Been there , d o n e t h a t — e v e n t h o u g h t h e t r a i to r g o d h a d 

t u r n e d o u t t o b e Ares r a the r t h a n H a d e s . 

You shall find what was stolen, and see it safe returned. 

Check . O n e m a s t e r b o l t delivered. O n e h e l m o f d a r k ­

ness back on Hades ' s oily head . 
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You shall he betrayed by one who calls you a friend. 

T h i s l ine still b o t h e r e d m e . Ares h a d p r e t e n d e d t o b e 

m y friend, t h e n be t rayed m e . T h a t m u s t b e w h a t t h e O r a c l e 

m e a n t . . . . 

And you shall fail to save what matters most, in the end. 

I had failed to save my m o m , b u t on ly because Id let he r 

save herself, a n d I k n e w t h a t was t h e r igh t th ing . 

So why was I still uneasy? 

T h e last n i g h t o f t h e s u m m e r session came all t o o quickly. 

T h e camper s h a d o n e last mea l toge ther . W e b u r n e d 

p a r t o f o u r d i n n e r for the gods . A t the bonf i re , t h e senior 

counse lo r s awarded t h e e n d - o f - s u m m e r beads . 

I go t my o w n lea ther necklace, a n d w h e n I saw the b e a d 

for my f i rs t s u m m e r , I was glad the f i rel ight covered my 

b lush ing . T h e design was p i t ch black, w i th a sea-green t r i ­

d e n t s h i m m e r i n g in t h e center . 

" T h e choice was u n a n i m o u s , " L u k e a n n o u n c e d . " T h i s 

b e a d c o m m e m o r a t e s t h e f i r s t S o n o f t h e Sea G o d a t th is 

c a m p , a n d t h e ques t h e u n d e r t o o k i n t o t h e da rkes t p a r t o f 

the U n d e r w o r l d to s t o p a war!" 

T h e ent i re c a m p go t t o the i r feet a n d cheered. Even 

Ares's cabin felt obl iged to s t and . Athena ' s cab in s teered 

A n n a b e t h to the f ront so she c o u l d share in t h e app lause . 

I ' m n o t sure I'd ever felt as h a p p y or sad as I d i d at t h a t 

m o m e n t . I'd f inal ly f o u n d a family, p e o p l e w h o cared a b o u t 

m e a n d t h o u g h t I'd d o n e s o m e t h i n g r ight . A n d i n t h e m o r n ­

ing, m o s t o f t h e m w o u l d be leaving for the year. 

* * * 
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T h e nex t m o r n i n g , I f o u n d a f o r m le t ter on my beds ide 

table . 

I k n e w D i o n y s u s must 've filled i t ou t , because he s t u b ­

b o r n l y ins is ted o n ge t t ing m y n a m e w r o n g : 

Dear Peter Johnson , 

If you intend to stay at C a m p Half-Blood year-

round, you must inform the Big House by noon 

today. If you do not announce your intentions, 

we will assume you have vacated your cabin or 

died a horrible death. Cleaning harpies will begin 

work at sundown. They will be authorized to eat 

any unregistered campers . All personal articles 

left behind will be incinerated in the lava pit. 

Have a nice day! 

Mr. D (Dionysus) 

C a m p Director, Olympian Counci l #12 

T h a t ' s a n o t h e r t h i n g a b o u t A D H D . D e a d l i n e s jus t 

aren't real to me un t i l I ' m s ta r ing o n e in the face. S u m m e r 

was over, a n d I still hadn ' t answered my m o t h e r , or t h e 

camp , a b o u t w h e t h e r I'd be staying. N o w I h a d only a few 

h o u r s t o dec ide . 

T h e dec i s ion s h o u l d have been easy. I mean , n i n e 

m o n t h s o f h e r o t r a in ing o r n i n e m o n t h s o f s i t t ing i n a 

c l a s s r o o m — d u h . 

But there was my m o m to cons ider . F o r the f i r s t t ime , I 

h a d the chance to live w i th her for a who le year, w i t h o u t 

G a b e . I h a d a chance be a t h o m e a n d k n o c k a r o u n d the ci ty 
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in my free t i m e . I r e m e m b e r e d w h a t A n n a b e t h h a d sa id so 

l o n g ago on o u r quest : The real world is where the monsters are. 

That's where you learn whether you're any good or not. 

I t h o u g h t a b o u t the fate of T h a l i a , d a u g h t e r of Z e u s . I 

w o n d e r e d h o w m a n y m o n s t e r s w o u l d a t tack me i f I left 

H a l f - B l o o d H i l l . If I s tayed in o n e p lace for a w h o le schoo l 

year, w i t h o u t C h i r o n o r my fr iends a r o u n d to he lp m e , 

w o u l d my m o t h e r a n d I even survive u n t i l t he next summer? 

T h a t was a s suming t h e spel l ing tests a n d f i v e - p a r a g r a p h 

essays d idn ' t kill m e . I dec ided I'd go d o w n to the arena 

a n d d o s o m e sword prac t ice . M a y b e t h a t w o u l d clear m y 

head . 

T h e c a m p g r o u n d s were m o s t l y deser ted , s h i m m e r i n g i n 

t h e A u g u s t heat . All t he camper s were in the i r cabins p a c k ­

ing u p , o r r u n n i n g a r o u n d w i t h b r o o m s a n d m o p s , ge t t ing 

ready for f ina l inspec t ion . Argus was he lp ing s o m e of the 

A p h r o d i t e k ids hau l the i r G u c c i suitcases a n d m a k e u p k i t s 

over t h e hill , where t h e camp's shu t t l e bus w o u l d be wai t ing 

t o take t h e m t o the a i r p o r t . 

D o n ' t t h i n k a b o u t leaving yet, I t o l d myself. Jus t t ra in . 

I g o t to the sword-f ighters arena a n d f o u n d t h a t L u k e 

h a d h a d t h e same idea. H i s g y m bag was p l o p p e d a t t h e 

edge o f the stage. He was w o r k i n g solo, wha l ing on ba t t l e 

d u m m i e s w i t h a sword I'd never seen before . I t must 've been 

a regular steel b lade , because he was s lashing t h e d u m m i e s ' 

h e a d s r igh t off, s t abb ing t h r o u g h the i r s t raw-s tuf fed gu t s . 

H i s orange counselor ' s sh i r t was d r i p p i n g w i th sweat. H i s 

express ion was so in tense , his life might 've really been in 

danger . I watched , fascinated, as he d i s embowe led the w h o le 
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row o f d u m m i e s , hack ing o f f l imbs a n d basically r educ ing 

t h e m to a pi le o f s t raw a n d a r m o r . 

T h e y were only d u m m i e s , b u t I still cou ldn ' t he lp be ing 

awed by Luke's skill . T h e guy was an incredible fighter. I t 

m a d e me wonder , again, h o w he poss ib ly could 've failed a t 

his ques t . 

Finally, he saw m e , a n d s t o p p e d m i d - s w i n g . "Percy." 

" U m , sorry," I said, embar ras sed . " I j u s t — " 

"It 's okay," he said, lower ing his sword. "Just d o i n g s o m e 

l a s t -minu t e pract ice." 

" T h o s e d u m m i e s won ' t b e b o t h e r i n g a n y b o d y any­

more . " 

L u k e sh rugged . " W e b u i l d new ones every summer . " 

N o w t h a t his sword wasn' t swir l ing a r o u n d , I c o u l d see 

s o m e t h i n g o d d a b o u t it. T h e b lade was t w o different types 

o f m e t a l — o n e edge b r o n z e , t h e o t h e r steel. 

Luke n o t i c e d m e l o o k i n g a t it. " O h , this? N e w toy. T h i s 

is Backbiter." 

"Backbi ter?" 

Luke t u r n e d t h e blade in the l ight so i t g l inted wickedly. 

" O n e s ide i s celestial b r o n z e . T h e o t h e r i s t e m p e r e d steel. 

W o r k s o n m o r t a l s a n d i m m o r t a l s b o t h . " 

I t h o u g h t a b o u t w h a t C h i r o n h a d t o l d me w h e n I 

s t a r t ed my q u e s t — t h a t a he ro s h o u l d never h a r m m o r t a l s 

unless absolute ly necessary. 

" I d idn ' t k n o w they c o u l d m a k e w e a p o n s like that ." 

" They p r o b a b l y can't," L u k e agreed. "It 's o n e of a k ind." 

He gave me a t iny smile , t hen sl id the sword i n t o its 

scabbard . "L i s ten , I was go ing to c o m e l o o k i n g for you. 
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W h a t d o you say w e g o d o w n t o t h e w o o d s o n e last t ime , 

l o o k for s o m e t h i n g to fight?" 

I don ' t k n o w why I hes i ta ted . I should 've felt relieved 

t h a t L u k e was be ing so friendly. Ever s ince I'd g o t t e n back 

f r o m t h e ques t , he'd b e e n ac t ing a l i t t le d i s tan t . I was afraid 

he m i g h t resent me for all t h e a t t e n t i o n I'd go t t en . 

" Y o u t h i n k it's a g o o d idea?" I asked. "I m e a n — " 

"Aw, c o m e on." H e r u m m a g e d i n his g y m bag a n d 

pu l l ed o u t a s ix-pack of C o k e s . " D r i n k s are on me." 

I s ta red a t t h e Cokes , w o n d e r i n g where t h e heck he 'd 

g o t t e n t h e m . T h e r e were n o regular m o r t a l sodas a t t h e 

c a m p s tore . N o way t o smuggle t h e m i n unless y o u ta lked 

to a satyr, m a y b e . 

Of course , t he mag ic d i n n e r goblets w o u l d fill w i t h any­

t h i n g you want , b u t i t jus t d idn ' t tas te t h e same as a real 

C o k e , s t ra igh t o u t o f the can. 

Sugar a n d caffeine. M y wi l lpower c r u m b l e d . 

"Sure," I dec ided . " W h y n o t ? " 

W e walked d o w n t o the w o o d s a n d k icked a r o u n d for 

s o m e k i n d o f m o n s t e r t o fight, b u t i t was t o o h o t . All t h e 

m o n s t e r s w i t h any sense must 've been t ak ing siestas in the i r 

n ice coo l caves. 

We f o u n d a shady s p o t by the creek where I'd b r o k e n 

Clarisse's spear d u r i n g my first cap tu re t h e flag game . We sat 

on a b ig rock, d r a n k o u r Cokes , a n d wa tched t h e sun l igh t in 

t h e w o o d s . 

After a whi le L u k e said, " Y o u miss be ing on a ques t?" 

" W i t h m o n s t e r s a t t ack ing me every three feet? Are you 

k i d d i n g ? " 
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Luke raised an eyebrow. 

"Yeah, I miss it," I a d m i t t e d . "You?" 

A s h a d o w passed over his face. 

I was used to hear ing f rom the girls h o w g o o d - l o o k i n g 

L u k e was, b u t a t t he m o m e n t , he l o o k e d weary, a n d angry, 

a n d n o t a t all h a n d s o m e . H i s b l o n d hair was gray in the 

sun l igh t . T h e scar on his face l o o k e d deepe r t h a n usua l . I 

c o u l d imagine h i m as an o l d m a n . 

"I 've lived at H a l f - B l o o d H i l l yea r - round since I was 

four teen," he t o l d m e . "Ever s ince T h a l i a . . . well, you know. 

I t r a ined , a n d t ra ined , a n d t ra ined . I never go t to be a n o r ­

m a l teenager, o u t there in t h e real wor ld . T h e n they t h r e w 

me o n e quest , a n d w h e n I came back, i t was like, O k a y , 

ride's over. H a v e a nice life.'" 

H e c r u m p l e d his C o k e can a n d th rew i n t o t h e creek, 

wh ich really shocked m e . O n e o f t h e first t h ings you lea rn 

a t C a m p H a l f - B l o o d is: D o n ' t l i t ter. You' l l hear f rom the 

n y m p h s a n d the na iads . T h e y ' l l get even. You ' l l crawl i n t o 

b e d o n e n i g h t a n d find your sheets filled w i t h cen t ipedes 

a n d m u d . 

" T h e heck w i t h laurel wreaths ," L u k e said. " I ' m n o t 

go ing to e n d up like t hose d u s t y t roph ie s i n t h e Big H o u s e 

att ic." 

"You m a k e i t s o u n d like you're leaving." 

L u k e gave me a twis ted smile . " O h , I ' m leaving, all 

r ight , Percy. I b r o u g h t you d o w n here to say good-bye ." 

He s n a p p e d his fingers. A smal l fire b u r n e d a ho l e in the 

g r o u n d a t my feet. O u t c rawled s o m e t h i n g gl is tening black, 

a b o u t the size of my h a n d . A s co rp ion . 
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I s t a r t ed to go for my pen . 

" I wouldn ' t , " L u k e cau t ioned . " P i t s c o r p i o n s can j u m p 

up to f i f t een feet. I ts s t inger can pierce r igh t t h r o u g h your 

c lo thes . You ' l l be d e a d in sixty seconds ." 

"Luke , w h a t — " 

T h e n i t h i t m e . 

You will be betrayed by one who calls you a friend. 

"You," I said. 

H e s t o o d calmly a n d b r u s h e d o f f h is jeans. 

T h e s c o r p i o n p a i d h i m n o a t t en t i on . I t k e p t i ts beady 

black eyes on m e , c l amping its p ince r s as i t c rawled o n t o my 

shoe . 

"I saw a lo t o u t there in t h e wor ld , Percy," L u k e said. 

" D i d n ' t you feel i t — t h e da rkness ga ther ing , t h e m o n s t e r s 

g rowing s t ronger? D i d n ' t you realize h o w useless i t all is? Al l 

t h e h e r o i c s — b e i n g p a w n s o f t h e gods . T h e y should 've been 

ove r th rown t h o u s a n d s o f years ago, b u t they've h u n g o n , 

t h a n k s t o u s ha l f -b loods ." 

I cou ldn ' t believe th is was h a p p e n i n g . 

" L u k e . . . you're t a lk ing a b o u t o u r paren ts , " I said. 

H e l aughed . " T h a t ' s s u p p o s e d t o m a k e m e love them? 

T h e i r p rec ious ' W e s t e r n civi l izat ion is a disease, Percy. It 's 

k i l l ing t h e wor ld . T h e only way to s t o p i t i s t o b u r n i t t o the 

g r o u n d , s t a r t over w i t h s o m e t h i n g m o r e hones t . " 

"You're as crazy as Ares." 

H i s eyes f lared. "Ares is a fool . He never real ized t h e 

t r u e mas t e r he was serving. If I h a d t ime , Percy, I c o u l d 

explain. But I ' m afraid you won ' t live t h a t long." 

T h e s c o r p i o n crawled o n t o m y p a n t s leg. 
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T h e r e h a d to be a way o u t of th i s . I n e e d e d t i m e to 

t h ink . 

" K r o n o s , " I said. " T h a t ' s w h o you serve." 

T h e air go t colder . 

"You s h o u l d be careful w i t h names ," L u k e wa rned . 

" K r o n o s go t you t o steal t h e mas t e r b o l t a n d t h e he lm. 

H e s p o k e t o you i n your dreams." 

Luke 's eye twi t ched . " H e spoke to you, t o o , Percy. Y o u 

should 've l is tened." 

" H e ' s b r a inwash ing you, Luke." 

"You're w r o n g . H e showed m e t h a t m y ta lents are be ing 

wasted . Y o u k n o w w h a t my ques t was t w o years ago, Percy? 

My father, H e r m e s , w a n t e d me to steal a g o ld en app le f r o m 

t h e G a r d e n o f the H e s p e r i d e s and r e t u r n i t t o O l y m p u s . 

Af ter all t h e t r a in ing I'd d o n e , that was the bes t he c o u l d 

t h i n k up." 

" T h a t ' s n o t an easy quest ," I said. " H e r c u l e s d i d it." 

"Exactly," L u k e said. " W h e r e ' s t h e g lory in repea t ing 

w h a t o the r s have done? Al l the gods k n o w h o w to do i s 

replay the i r pas t . My h e a r t wasn't i n it. T h e d r a g o n in t h e 

garden gave me t h i s " — h e p o i n t e d angri ly a t his s c a r — " a n d 

w h e n I came back, all I go t was pity. I w a n t e d to pu l l 

O l y m p u s d o w n s t o n e by s t o n e r igh t then , b u t I b i d e d my 

t ime . I began t o d r e a m o f K r o n o s . He convinced me t o steal 

s o m e t h i n g w o r t h w h i l e , s o m e t h i n g n o he ro h a d ever h a d t h e 

courage t o take. W h e n w e w e n t o n t h a t winter -so ls t ice field 

t r ip , whi le t h e o t h e r camper s were asleep, I snuck i n t o the 

t h r o n e r o o m a n d t o o k Zeus ' s mas t e r b o l t r igh t f r o m his 

chair. H a d e s ' s h e l m o f darkness , t o o . You wou ldn ' t believe 
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h o w easy i t was. T h e O l y m p i a n s are so a r rogan t ; t hey never 

d r e a m e d s o m e o n e w o u l d dare steal f r o m t h e m . T h e i r secu­

r i ty is ho r r ib l e . I was halfway across N e w Jersey before I 

hea rd t h e s t o r m s r u m b l i n g , a n d I k n e w they 'd discovered my 

theft." 

T h e s c o r p i o n was s i t t ing o n m y knee now, s ta r ing a t m e 

w i t h i ts g l i t ter ing eyes. I t r i ed to keep my voice level. " S o 

why d idn ' t y o u b r i n g t h e i t ems t o K r o n o s ? " 

Luke's smi le wavered. " I . . . I go t overconf ident . Z e u s 

sen t o u t his sons a n d daugh te r s t o f ind t h e s to len b o l t — 

A r t e m i s , A p o l l o , my father, H e r m e s . Bu t i t was Ares w h o 

caugh t me . I cou ld have bea t en h i m , b u t I wasn' t careful 

e n o u g h . H e d i s a r m e d m e , t o o k the i t ems o f power , t h rea t ­

e n e d t o r e t u r n t h e m t o O l y m p u s a n d b u r n m e alive. T h e n 

Kronos ' s voice came to me a n d t o l d me w h a t to say. I p u t 

t h e idea in Ares's h e a d a b o u t a grea t war be tween t h e gods . 

I said all he h a d to do was h ide the i t ems away for a whi le 

a n d watch t h e o the r s fight. Ares go t a wicked g leam in his 

eyes. I k n e w he was h o o k e d . He let me go, a n d I r e t u r n e d to 

O l y m p u s before anyone n o t i c e d my absence." L u k e d rew his 

n e w sword. H e ran his t h u m b d o w n the flat o f t h e b lade , a s 

i f he were h y p n o t i z e d by its beauty. "Afterward, t h e L o r d of 

t h e T i t a n s . . . h - h e p u n i s h e d me w i t h n i g h t m a r e s . I swore 

n o t to fail again. Back a t C a m p H a l f - B l o o d , in my d reams , 

I was t o l d t h a t a s e c o n d he ro w o u l d arrive, o n e w h o c o u l d 

be t r icked i n t o t ak ing the b o l t a n d the h e l m t h e rest o f t h e 

w a y — f r o m Ares d o w n t o Ta r t a rus . " 

" You s u m m o n e d t h e h e l l h o u n d , t h a t n i g h t in t h e forest." 

" W e h a d t o m a k e C h i r o n t h i n k the c a m p wasn' t safe for 
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you, s o h e w o u l d s t a r t you o n your ques t . W e h a d t o c o n ­

f i rm his fears t ha t H a d e s was after you . A n d i t worked." 

" T h e flying shoes were cursed," I said. " T h e y were s u p ­

p o s e d t o d rag m e a n d t h e b a c k p a c k i n t o Ta r t a rus . " 

" A n d they w o u l d have, i f you 'd b e e n wear ing t h e m . But 

you gave t h e m to t h e satyr, wh ich wasn' t p a r t o f the p lan . 

Grover messes u p everyth ing h e t ouches . H e even confused 

t h e curse." 

L u k e l o o k e d d o w n a t t h e s c o r p i o n , which was n o w sit­

t ing on my th igh . " Y o u s h o u l d have d i ed in T a r t a r u s , Percy. 

But don ' t worry , I ' ll leave y o u w i t h my l i t t le f r iend to set 

t h ings r ight ." 

" T h a l i a gave her life to save you," I said, g r i t t i ng my 

tee th . " A n d th is i s h o w you repay he r?" 

" D o n ' t speak o f T h a l i a ! " he shou t ed . " T h e gods h t he r 

die! T h a t ' s o n e o f the m a n y th ings t hey will pay for." 

"You're be ing used , Luke . Y o u a n d Ares b o t h . D o n ' t l is­

t e n t o Kronos . " 

"I've b e e n used?" Luke 's voice t u r n e d shril l . " L o o k at 

yourself. W h a t has your d a d ever d o n e for you? K r o n o s will 

r ise. You've only delayed his p l ans . He will cast t h e 

O l y m p i a n s i n t o T a r t a r u s a n d drive h u m a n i t y back t o the i r 

caves. Al l except t h e s t r o n g e s t — t h e ones w h o serve h im." 

"Ca l l o f f the bug," I said. " I f you're so s t rong , f ight me 

yourself." 

L u k e smi led . " N i c e try, Percy. Bu t I ' m n o t Ares . Y o u 

can't ba i t m e . My lo rd i s wai t ing, a n d he's g o t p l e n t y o f 

ques ts for me to unde r t ake . " 

" L u k e — " 
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" G o o d - b y e , Percy. T h e r e i s a n e w G o l d e n Age coming . 

Y o u won ' t be p a r t o f it." 

He s lashed his sword in an arc a n d d i s a p p e a r e d in a r i p ­

p le o f da rkness . 

T h e s c o r p i o n lunged . 

I swat ted i t away w i t h my h a n d a n d u n c a p p e d my sword. 

T h e t h i n g j u m p e d a t me a n d I cu t i t in ha l f in mida i r . 

I was a b o u t to c o n g r a t u l a t e myse l f u n t i l I l o o k e d d o w n 

a t my h a n d . My p a l m h a d a huge red welt, o o z i n g a n d 

s m o k i n g w i t h yellow guck. T h e t h i n g h a d g o t t e n m e after 

all. 

M y ears p o u n d e d . M y vis ion wen t foggy. T h e water, I 

t h o u g h t . I t hea led m e before. 

I s t u m b l e d to t h e creek a n d s u b m e r g e d my h a n d , b u t 

n o t h i n g s e e m e d t o happen . T h e p o i s o n was t o o s t rong . M y 

vision was gett ing dark. I c o u l d barely s t a n d up . 

Sixty seconds, Luke had to ld me . 

I h a d to get back to c a m p . If I co l lapsed o u t here, my 

b o d y w o u l d be d inne r for a m o n s t e r . N o b o d y w o u l d ever 

k n o w w h a t h a d h a p p e n e d . 

My legs felt like lead. My forehead was b u r n i n g . I s t u m ­

b led t oward t h e camp , a n d t h e n y m p h s s t i r red f r o m the i r 

t rees. 

" H e l p , " I c roaked . "Please . . ." 

T w o o f t h e m t o o k my a rms , pu l l ing me a long. I 

r e m e m b e r m a k i n g i t to the clearing, a counse lo r s h o u t i n g 

for help , a cen tau r b lowing a c o n c h h o r n . 

T h e n everyth ing wen t black. 
* * * 
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I woke w i t h a d r i n k i n g s t raw in my m o u t h . I was s i p p i n g 

s o m e t h i n g t ha t t a s t ed like l i qu id choco la t e -ch ip cookies . 

N e c t a r . 

I o p e n e d my eyes. 

I was p r o p p e d up in b e d in the s i c k r o o m of t h e Big 

H o u s e , my r igh t h a n d b a n d a g e d like a club. Argus s t o o d 

g u a r d i n t h e corner . A n n a b e t h sat nex t t o m e , h o l d i n g m y 

nec ta r glass a n d d a b b i n g a washc lo th on my forehead. 

" H e r e we are again," I said. 

"You idiot ," A n n a b e t h said, wh ich is h o w I k n e w she 

was overjoyed to see me consc ious . "You were green a n d 

t u r n i n g gray w h e n we f o u n d you. I f i t weren't for Chi ron ' s 

hea l ing . . ." 

" N o w , now," Chi ron ' s voice said. "Percy's c o n s t i t u t i o n 

deserves s o m e of t h e credit ." 

H e was s i t t ing near t h e foo t o f m y b e d i n h u m a n fo rm , 

wh ich was why I hadn ' t n o t i c e d h i m yet. H i s lower ha l f was 

magical ly c o m p a c t e d in to t h e wheelchair , h is u p p e r h a l f 

dressed in a coa t a n d t ie. He smiled, b u t his face l o o k e d 

weary a n d pale , t h e way i t d i d w h e n he 'd been up all n i g h t 

g r a d i n g La t in pape r s . 

" H o w are you feeling?" he asked. 

"L ike my insides have b e e n frozen, t h e n microwaved." 

"Apt, cons ide r ing t ha t was p i t s c o r p i o n v e n o m . N o w 

y o u m u s t tell me , i f you can, exactly w h a t happened . " 

Between sips of nectar , I t o l d t h e m t h e story. 

T h e r o o m was qu ie t for a l o n g t i m e . 

"I can't believe t h a t L u k e . . ." A n n a b e t h ' s voice faltered. 

H e r express ion t u r n e d ang ry a n d sad. "Yes. Yes, I can believe 
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it. M a y the g o d s curse h i m . . . . He was never t h e s a m e after 

h is quest ." 

" T h i s m u s t b e r e p o r t e d t o O l y m p u s , " C h i r o n m u r ­

m u r e d . " I will go a t once ." 

" L u k e is o u t there r igh t now," I said. "I have to go after 

h im." 

C h i r o n s h o o k his head . " N o , Percy. T h e g o d s — " 

" W o n ' t even talk a b o u t Kronos , " I s n a p p e d . " Z e u s 

declared the m a t t e r c losed!" 

"Percy, I k n o w th is i s ha rd . But you m u s t n o t r u s h o u t 

for vengeance. Y o u aren't ready." 

I d idn ' t l ike it, b u t p a r t o f me suspec ted C h i r o n was 

r ight . O n e l o o k a t my h a n d , a n d I k n e w I wasn't go ing to be 

sword f ight ing any t i m e soon . " C h i r o n . . . your p r o p h e c y 

f r o m t h e O r a c l e . . . i t was a b o u t K r o n o s , wasn' t it? W a s I in 

it? A n d A n n a b e t h ? " 

C h i r o n g lanced nervous ly at t he ceiling. "Percy, i t isn't 

m y p l a c e — " 

"You've been o rde red n o t to ta lk to me a b o u t it, haven't 

you? 

H i s eyes were sympa the t i c , b u t sad. " Y o u wil l be a g rea t 

hero , chi ld. I will do my bes t to p r epa re you. But i f I ' m r igh t 

a b o u t the p a t h ahead of you . . ." 

T h u n d e r b o o m e d overhead, r a t t l ing t h e w i n d o w s . 

"All r ight!" C h i r o n s h o u t e d . "F ine!" 

H e s ighed i n f rus t ra t ion . " T h e gods have the i r reasons , 

Percy. K n o w i n g t o o m u c h of y o u r fu ture i s never a g o o d 

thing." 

" W e can't jus t sit b a c k a n d do n o t h i n g , " I said. 

[ 3 7 1 ] 



"We will n o t sit back," C h i r o n p r o m i s e d . "Bu t you m u s t 

b e careful. K r o n o s wan t s you t o c o m e unraveled. H e wan ts 

y o u r life d i s r u p t e d , y o u r t h o u g h t s c l o u d e d w i t h fear a n d 

anger. D o n o t give h i m w h a t h e wants . T r a i n pat ient ly . Your 

t i m e will come." 

"Assuming I live t h a t long." 

C h i r o n p u t his h a n d o n m y ankle . "You ' l l have t o t r u s t 

m e , Percy. Y o u will live. But first you m u s t dec ide your p a t h 

for t h e c o m i n g year. I c a n n o t tell you the r igh t choice . . . ." 

I g o t t h e feeling t h a t he h a d a very def ini te o p i n i o n , a n d 

i t was t ak ing all h is wi l lpower n o t to advise m e . "But you 

m u s t dec ide w h e t h e r t o stay a t C a m p H a l f - B l o o d year-

r o u n d , o r r e t u r n t o the m o r t a l wor ld for seventh g rade a n d 

be a s u m m e r camper . T h i n k on tha t . W h e n I get back f r o m 

O l y m p u s , y o u m u s t tel l m e y o u r decision." 

I w a n t e d to p ro t e s t . I w a n t e d to ask h i m m o r e q u e s ­

t i ons . But his expression t o l d me there c o u l d b e n o m o r e 

d iscuss ion; he h a d said as m u c h as he cou ld . 

"I ' l l be back as s o o n as I can," C h i r o n p r o m i s e d . "Argus 

wil l wa tch over you." 

He g lanced at A n n a b e t h . " O h , and , my dear . . . w h e n ­

ever you're ready, they're here." 

" W h o ' s here?" I asked. 

N o b o d y answered. 

C h i r o n ro l led h imse l f o u t o f t h e r o o m . I hea rd t h e 

wheels o f his chair c lunk carefully d o w n the f ront s teps , t w o 

at a t ime . 

A n n a b e t h s tud ied the ice in my d r ink . 

" W h a t ' s wrong?" I asked her. 
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" N o t h i n g . " She set the glass on the table. "I . . . jus t 

t o o k your advice a b o u t s o m e t h i n g . You . . . u m . . . n e e d any­

th ing?" 

"Yeah. H e l p me u p . I w a n t to go outs ide ." 

"Percy, t h a t isn't a g o o d idea." 

I sl id my legs o u t of bed . A n n a b e t h caugh t me before I 

cou ld c r u m p l e to the f loor . A wave of nausea rol led over me . 

A n n a b e t h said, "I t o l d you . . ." 

" I ' m fine," I insis ted. I d idn ' t wan t to lie in b e d like an 

invalid whi le L u k e was o u t there p l a n n i n g to des t roy the 

W e s t e r n wor ld . 

I m a n a g e d a s tep forward. T h e n ano ther , still leaning 

heavily on A n n a b e t h . Argus fol lowed us ou t s ide , b u t he k e p t 

h is d is tance . 

By t h e t i m e we reached the porch , my face was b e a d e d 

w i t h sweat. M y s t o m a c h h a d tw i s t ed i n t o k n o t s . Bu t I h a d 

m a n a g e d to m a k e i t all t h e way to the rail ing. 

I t was dusk . T h e c a m p l o o k e d comple t e ly dese r t ed . T h e 

cabins were d a r k a n d t h e volleyball p i t si lent . N o canoes cu t 

t h e surface o f t h e lake. Beyond t h e w o o d s a n d t h e s t r aw­

b e r r y f i e lds , t h e L o n g I s l and S o u n d gl i t tered in the last l ight 

o f the sun. 

" W h a t are you go ing t o d o ? " A n n a b e t h asked m e . 

" I don ' t know." 

I t o l d he r I go t t h e feeling C h i r o n w a n t e d me to stay 

yea r - round , to p u t in m o r e indiv idual t r a in ing t ime , b u t I 

wasn't sure that ' s w h a t I wan ted . I a d m i t t e d I'd feel b a d 

a b o u t leaving her a lone , t h o u g h , w i th only Clarisse for c o m ­

pany. . . . 
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A n n a b e t h p u r s e d h e r l ips , t h e n sa id quietly, " I ' m g o i n g 

h o m e for t h e year, Percy." 

I s ta red at her. " Y o u mean , to your dad's?" 

She p o i n t e d toward the crest o f H a l f - B l o o d H i l l . N e x t 

to Tha l i a ' s p i n e tree, a t t he very edge of the camp's magica l 

b o u n d a r i e s , a family s t o o d s i l h o u e t t e d — t w o l i t t le chi ldren , 

a w o m a n , a n d a tal l m a n w i t h b l o n d hair. T h e y seemed to 

be wai t ing. T h e m a n was h o l d i n g a b a c k p a c k t h a t l o o k e d 

like the o n e A n n a b e t h h a d g o t t e n f r o m W a t e r l a n d i n 

Denver . 

" I w r o t e h i m a le t ter w h e n we go t back," A n n a b e t h said. 

"Jus t l ike you suggested. I t o l d h i m . . . I was sor ry . I 'd c o m e 

h o m e for the schoo l year i f h e still w a n t e d m e . H e w r o t e 

back immedia te ly . We d e c i d e d . . . we'd give it a n o t h e r try." 

" T h a t t o o k guts ." 

She p u r s e d her l ips. " Y o u won ' t t r y any th ing s t u p i d 

d u r i n g t h e s choo l year, wil l you? At least . . . n o t w i t h o u t 

s end ing me an I r is -message?" 

I m a n a g e d a smile . "I won ' t go l o o k i n g for t roub le . I 

usual ly don ' t have to." 

" W h e n I get back next summer , " she said, "we' l l h u n t 

d o w n Luke . W e ' l l ask for a ques t , b u t i f we d o n ' t get 

approval , we'l l sneak o f f a n d do i t anyway. Agreed?" 

" S o u n d s like a p l an w o r t h y of Athena . " 

She h e l d o u t he r h a n d . I s h o o k it. 

"Take care, Seaweed Brain," A n n a b e t h t o l d m e . " K e e p 

y o u r eyes open ." 
" Y o u t o o , W i s e Girl ." 
I wa tched h e r walk up t h e hil l a n d jo in he r family. She 
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gave he r father an awkward h u g a n d l o o k e d back a t the 

valley o n e last t ime . S h e t o u c h e d Tha l i a ' s p ine tree, t h e n 

al lowed herse l f to be lead over the crest a n d i n t o t h e 

m o r t a l wor ld . 

F o r the first t i m e at c amp , I felt t ru ly a lone . I l o o k e d o u t 

a t L o n g I s l and S o u n d a n d I r e m e m b e r e d my father saying, 

The sea does not like to be restrained. 

I m a d e my dec is ion . 

I wonde red , i f P o s e i d o n were watch ing , w o u l d he 

approve o f my choice? 

"I ' l l be back next summer , " I p r o m i s e d h i m . "I ' l l survive 

un t i l t hen . After all, I am your son." I asked Argus to take 

me d o w n to cab in three , so I c o u l d pack my bags for h o m e . 
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