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6. The Swimming lesson

D rËiïi:.ii tT'.?:t i,':,{t =J;:
family silver kept him tossing and turning for half

the night. The fact that he'd already sold all the

family silver helped him to sleep for the other

half, but the new day had barely broken before

Elliot was pulling on his clothes and heading

downstairs.

He expected to findVirgo snoring beneath the

patchwork quilt that hid the holes in the sofa. But

as he reached the bottom of the stairs, she

wide awake in front of the telly. The sofa didll
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shoulder. 'I didnt reafize mortals lived in packs,

like gorgons. Pleasure to meet you, adutrt female
mortai.'

'I'mJosie, Elliot's mum,'saidJosie with a warm
smile.'Elliot didnt say we were expecting company.'

'He couldn't have done,' saidVirgo.'f'm aftaid
I-'

'Arrived very late,'Elliot interrupted.'It was a
bit of a surprise. I'11 run you a bath, Mum - why
dont you go and relax?Virgo's just leaving.'

'Oh, that's a shame,' said Josie. ''W'e11, nice to
rìreet you. Hope to see you again.'

'That is highly unlikely, Josie-Mum,' saidVirgo.
f l will soon return to my realm of Elysium, where
t¡o mortal has ever set foot.'

'Oh, well. Safe journey, said Josie kindly, as

þllliot gently guided her towards the stairs.

llllf an hour later when Mum was safely out of
lrath, Elliot gaveVirgo her flask and apiece of

rtt, and bundled her out of the door in an old
ltl i c:.

tl won't be long, Mum,'he shouted.'Stay here

rkrr't let anyone in.'
fYts, boss,' laughed Josie, happily reading a

rirrc at the kitchen table. 'See you later,
r t rs.'
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advise her against running awây with this'man'

but would she listen? Now she's trapped in a

.rt **t, someone who killed his own mother

only nventy minutes ago' And he ran over the

,r.ighborrr's dog' And pretended to be his own

,irtJr. Now when do we leave to ûnd Prisoner

Forty-iwo?'
'When did the lights come back on?'he asked'

'Oh, I rerouted your electriciry through y:Yt

neighbour's system' I had to do some considerable

research on electrical circuitry in What'sWhat'but

it was 'worth it' This place was darker than a

cupboard in a labyrinth''

Elliot stared atVirgo through his prrffy red eyes'

The weirdo was also an electrician' Interesting'

And he only had one neighbour Patricia

Porstrley-Plum' So Virgo had'borrowed' electric-

iry from Mrs Horse's-Bum without paying for it'

Surely that wasn't right? Elliot knew what he hacl

to do.

'Show me how?'he askedVirgo'

'Elly?' His mum was standiîg tt the doorway'

rubbing her drowsy eyes''Who is this?'

Elliot's tired mind failed to construct a quick

lie.
'Virgo, Constellation

said Virgo, raising her

of the Zodiac Councl

right hand to her
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for your tiny mortal brain, but I really aÍn an

immortal Constellation, sent to administer this

ambrosia.'

'Actually, I don't caret'snapped Elliot, stopping

to face her.'I don't carc thàt you think you're an

immortal tea lady! I don't care that you think
you're a walking fireworks display! I dont care if
the Easter Bunny forgot your birthday and the

Tooth Fairy cancels your lunch plans! I have real

problems in the real world and this whole weird

fìurtasy ofyours is really getting up my nose!'

Virgo considered his outburst.

'W'e11, that's up to you; she said eventually.
rAlthough I'm sorry the Tooth Fairy bothered

tr with our social arrangements. She can be

¡4htless like. that.'

'()lr, for-'Elliot yelled as he stormed away.

Vir¡¡o ran to eatch up with him.'But I can

to you that I arrt an imrnortal,' she mused,

t¡¡ around. 'I'd transform, but it's in my

ct that Council members can't reveal their

lntions to mortals . ..'

r:onvenient.'

lJtrst have to find a-way not to die.'
tt try too hard.'
I tnitlVirgo, spotting the river.'If I were a

l, I could stay underwater at -* what -
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Forfy-ûve seconds. Fair play, the girl could hold
her breath. She d come bursting out of that river
with an' almighry gasp any second now. Âny
second at all.. Absolutely any second now. Elliot
took off his jacket to warm her when she d
finished her silly stunr.Virgo might be a pain in
the bum, but he didn't 'want her to catch
pneumonia.

One minute and ûfteen seconds. Elliot's heart-
beat quickened. He d been so busy gerting cross

with Virgo, ir suddenly occurred ro him that
rrraybe she actually believed a1l this rubbish.What
if she really did think she was immortal and was

tìoating unconscious down the river while he
ttood there like a lemon? He could be responsible

ftrr the life of a seriously unwell young girl.'What
IVould he tell her parents?'W.hat would he tell the

it:c?

'llv<l minutes. Elliot was now in a full-blown
ie , He d stood by and let this poor sick girl

r lrerself just because he'd had a crurnmy
t'r slcep. FIe was going ro prison and rightþ
e was a horrible human being. There was

tl¡q clse for it. He had to go in after her.
ot kicked off his shoes, dropped his watch

¡qr;rss and ripped off his T-shirt. He was

frt losc his jeans, but looking at the mist
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T:shirt, which he put on in a stunned stupor. He
trembled in a confused, freezing puddle

'Hoid my hands,' the young Constellation
instructed, and Elliot obeyed her in a daze. 'I
shouldn't really, but needs must . . .'

'With Elliot's hands in hers, Virgo pulled her
palms gently apart. At her touch, a million tiny
stars crept from every millimetre of her body,

curling into the air in wisps oflight.These golden

strands reached around them both with a warm,
starry glow. Elliot felt the gentle heat seep into his

soaking clothes and beyond, penetrating his skin

luncl warming him from the core of his body. In
xcr:onds, he was dry.

' lJetter?' askedVirgo.
'lletter,'answered Elliot, staring at her as if for

iltc first time. He couldn't believe it. She was

inq the truth.Virgo reaþ was immortal.
'Now, can you please take me to the stone

' I c?' saidVirgo, looking over the countryside.
rlit onehenge?' asked Elliot.
rlr tlrnt a prison?'askedVirgo.

lliot thought of the countless tedious school

hcil endured at the ancient attraction.

lntìs the one,' he said.'It's about a mile this

't,llt'rrt,' saidVirgo.'This is going to get me a
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rising ftom the cold water' he quickly thought

betrer of it. wi;; deep breath for air - and

another ø, .ooå ; - å*:: Plunged into the

freezingriver'Theî"t' bit him with a thousand

ttt'ff::'' 
he yelled' thrashing around' 'virgo!

lWhere ar" yoolt t believe you! Come out!'

Once, twice' ti'* tt*"' ht dived beneath the

murky surface' U""f" couldn't see or feelVirgo

anywhere' H" ;;;J b""'t'ltss in the middle of

the river, at'p"ffi looki"g for any sign of the

girl he'd f"n '" 
ã'"*n' He threw his hands into

the water in despair' She had gone' And it was all
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'You can identi$r us by this,'saidVirgo, pulling
a necklace out from herT:shirt.

Elliot examined it closely. On a golden chain

hung a small pendant, about the size of a grape.

Exquisitely carved in crystal was a heart inside an

elaborate flame.

'This is my kardia,' Virgo explained. 'Al1

immortals wear them.'
'Let me see,' said Elliot, reaching out to get a

better look.Virgo snatched the necklace away in
horror.

'Dont touch it!' she gasped.'A kardia is the

cssence of imrnortal life! 'Without it, we .become

tnortal! Being stripped of your kardia is the most

lcvere punishment in the immortal world!'With-
gut a kardia, an immortal could die!An immortal

ld be killed! An immortal could be an

ntant!'

'OK, OK - chill out.Your kardia's a big deal.

it,' said Elliot, stuffing his hands into his

tttr pleased to hear it,'saidVirgo more calmly.

¡¡ tlso help immortals to identifir each other
q:lnre our category!

gory?'asked Elliot.
tltcre are five: Deities, Constellations, Elem-

Nrutrals and Daemons. Every category is
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for sure-I'll ProbablY
be asked to make

more of these trips.You might be seeing Plenry

\

\

*ïï:î; 
said Elliot'his mind yll reeling rrom

th. *o,titg's unexpected turn^of events'

Virgo strode ;;;t;ttt the field' forcing Elliot

to ruû to keeP uP with n:: üt tile.
,So are rhere *r" . . .like yool'he asked'

' Immort'L, y;;; ean?' askedvirgo'' of course'

Thousands'T;;;;; rt,e zodtac council exists

- we suPPort them alll 
--),

'So Yä''e like''' a goverrlmentr

'Not at all!' ìttf"aîirgo''A-øovernment! 
For

immortalsr Th;';; ideJ ... . ño. Nothing rikc

that-'We 3o" 'Jl 
tit* all what to do and punislr

,iä 'r'iteY 
don't do itl

She h'lttd "'- 
t;" stepped in a ginormottl

cowpât' ''What ; * "ofd 
It" tt'"'ywhere in thit

*1il 
rr,, ,*ortals live, here? 01 

farth?'

Elliot, looking around as if he might bump

one àt úly moment
nonchalant\'of coUTSC said Vugo

robablY ounter them all the üme.
p enc

of the
Elliot thought zbout some

inhabitants of

lot of sense'

village.his üny
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'No idea,' said Virgo breezl\y..And het under
ir.'

''What did he do?,
'I dont know. Something wrong, obviously.

When Zeus appointed the iod¡ac Counci I afterhis reriremenr, he left insrructio", ;;;^ il;imprisoned a dangerous immortal on Earth andwe were to deliver ambrosia to the stone circleevery fwo hundred_ and fifty years,, .*pfrirrêì
Virgo, pausing to sniffher dung_covered shoe and
y.iiHti* her nose.,This hr, 

" distinctive aroma.
Is this what mortals use for perfume?,

, 'No. But you can if yo., Lk.,,said Elliot.,Ffow
long has the prisoner been there?,

'Not sure exactþ It was before my dme. Zeus
retired fwo thousand years ago.I,m only . . .,'One thousand nine hun-dred and sixry_four.
You said.'

Ellior pulled up as a realization hit him.,So this
bloke has been imprisoned for fwo thousand years
and it's never occurred to you to ask why he,s
there?'he asked..Dont you think thatb *rorrg?,

'I have been told what I,m supposed to think.,
'Shouldnt you make r.rp yo,r. o*n mind?l'Dont worry about matters that your sub_

optimal mortal intellect cant understand,, she said
haughtily, her trainers squelching across ;;.1d"
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made up of different classes and each has a
different kardia. For instance, alr Deities' kardia
âre precious metals, but they are bronze for
Fleroes, silver for Gods and gold for Olympians.
Elementals'kardia belong to their element _ a
troll is an Earth Elemental, so their kardia are
stone. Constellations' kardia are crystal and
Neutrals'are glass.'

'So Deities and Constellations are better than
Elementals and Neutrals? '

''W'e wouldn't express it like that,, said Virgo
grandly.

'You would if you had a stone kardia,, Elliot
pointed out. ''What about the Daemons?,

'Oh, them - they dont exist any more,, she said
as she trod in more cow dung.,Is this substance
some kind of decoration ... ?'

'Dont exist? But you said Daemons .were

immortals?'
'Not without rheir kardia. Mighry Zeus

stripped the Daemons of their onyx kardia and
destroyed them'all before he retired. Horrible
creatures apparentþ - loved to torture mortals
with their powers - illness, death, old. age, that
kind of thirg...'

'So who is this prisoner Forty_fwo?And why is
he at Stonehenge?'asked Elliot.
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Otherwise we'd just get older and start falling to
bits without dying.That is every immortal's worst

fear. Not to mention a litter hazard.Ambrosia is a

basic right.'
'So is freedom,' said Elliot.'You're just going to

give this bloke a drink and then leave?'

'No,' replied Virgo. 'I'm going to throw the

flask into his prison and return to Elysium. The
rules strictþ forbid any contact whatsoever with
the prisoner.'

'That's cruel.'
'Those are the rules.And we're here.'

Elliot had been so caught up inVirgo's story he

hadn't noticed that they had already reached the

outer boundaries of Stonehenge. He had never

understood the excitement about sorne prehis-

toric lumps of rock, but now he knew they were

an immortal prison, they seemed a lot more

attractive.
'With the busy summer season over and the sun

only just peering through the stones, Stonehenge

was eerily quiet. The only people present were

Cyrii, a lone guide who was on hand to answer

any potential questions from any potential visitors,

and rwo security guards enthusiastically evalu-

ating a picture in the early pages of a tabloid
newspaper.

Sütr
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'I understand justice,' said Elliot a little too

loudly.
'Our systems are perfect.They have worked for

two thousand years.'

'Doing something wrong for a long time

doesn't make you perfect,' said Elliot.'It makes

you really wrong.'

.'I don't expect you to understand,'saidVirgo

airily.'But these are our rules.'

'Your rules suck,'said Elliot
'Suck what?' askedVirgo.
'Your rules are stupid,'Elliot spelt out-

'FIow dare you!' huffed Virgo' 'They are not

and I will follow them.'

'And do you always follow the rules?' asked

Elliot.
Virgo paused. 'Yes,' she answered eventually.

Elliot immediately recognized a fello¡¡¡ liar.

'Ah - perhaps they are some form of mortal

delicacy?' said Virgo, leaning down to the cow

poo.'Not to my taste, but I'm willing to try . . .'
'No!'shouted Elliot, holding Virgo back before

she tucked into the cowpat. Just leave that stuff

alone, all right? So why are you taking him that

flask?Why not just leave him there to rot?'

',\11 immortals are entitled to ambrosia, even

prisoners,' said Virgo. ''W'e need it to stay young.

62



He blew three sharp blasts, summoning the two
brth if portly,'securiry guards from the car park,

who ran straight at Elliot.
There was no way he could get in trouble with

the police. If they took him home to Mum, they
might report her to the authorities.'Wjth Cyril
approaching from the other direction, he had no
choice but to run towardsVirgo at the Heel Stone.

Oblivious to the fuss around her, Virgo was

yanking up tufts of grass at the stone's base, tearing
the soil around the sacred stone and throwing it
carêlessly over her shoulder before she finaþ
seemed to find what she was looking for.As Elliot
skidded to a halt, he could see a small golden

handle and an ancient-looking red keypad buried
beneath the overgrowth.

'Oh, bother!'snappedVirgo.'I don't have the

passcode.'

'Then make one up!'shouted Elliot. ''W.e need

to get out of here!'
'I bet it's the one Aries uses on the biscuit tin -

he uses the same four digits for everything, it's

very insecure . ..'
'W.ill you hurry up!'yelled Elliot, glancing over

his shoulder at the fast-approaching guards, as

Virgo pressed the keypad.

'I knew it!'she chirped as the keypad turned

+Ys
Usä.
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Virgo turned to Elliot and placed her left hand

on her right shoulder by way of farewell.
'-W'e11, thank you, Elliot the Mortal, for your

begrudging hospitaliry and cantankerous com-
pany. It has been curious knowing you and I wish

you well in your uneventful mortal life.'

And with that,Virgo hopped over the barrier
and strode towards a huge stone, set apart from the

stone circle, which Elliot recalled was called the

Heel Stone.
''Wait!'he hissed.'You can't do that . . .'

But it was too late. Elliot watched agog as

Virgo merrily walked across the hallowed ground

and stopped by the Heel Stone, as yet undetected

by Cyril, who was looking in the opposite direc-

tion and picking his nose.Virgo crawled around

the base of the stone, searching for something in
the grass.

'Elliot!' she hollered, causing Elliot to wince
and Cyril to spin around.'-W'ould you mind giving
me a hand?'

It took Cyril a moment to comprehend the full
horror of the scene before him, as a silver-haired

giri stood up and kicked the sacred Heel Stone of
Stonehenge.

'Oi!' he yelled, reaching for his whistle.'Stop
right there, you hooligant'
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green. 'It's always 2483: Capricorn's horns,

Gemini's aÍms, Scorpiot legs, Libra's IQ. That

golden ram is just asking to be fleeced.'

'-\I/-hat the-?'
Cyrit pulled up in shock.Virgo had turned the

handle and was lifting the enormous rock as if it
were made of papier mâché-

Eiliot saw he had no other escape-As she raised

it above her head, he launched himseif at Virgo

and bundled them both into the hole beneath the

stone.

It was a blind, frantic leap into the unknown -
and Elliot's flying feet only just made it through

the gap as the almighry Heel Stone came çrashing

down and locked them into the darkness below-
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