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[image: CHAPTER ONE]


This is FABULOUS, Atlas thought to himself as he lay back on his sun lounger, looking out across the lush grounds of the Hotel of the Gods. I actually live here. In this grand hotel, amongst the most beautiful gardens you could ever imagine, full of animals, flowers and magic.


A little dog came trotting up and plopped a slobbery tennis ball between the two sun loungers occupied by Atlas and his companion.


This is AMAZING, Atlas thought to himself as he threw the ball across the neat, clipped lawn. Cerbie the dog raced after it, yapping like a maniac, then came back with the ball and dropped it once more, grinning up at Atlas. I finally have my own pet.


Cerbie’s real name was Cerberus, and until fairly recently he’d lived in the hotel basement with Hades, the Greek god of the dead. You’d never guess that he was really a three-headed hellhound.
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Atlas’s companion reached down for the ball and flexed his tattooed, muscled arm ready to throw it. This is INCREDIBLE, Atlas thought. Just me hanging out with my best friend Māui, who is probably the coolest and most fun person I’ve ever met, and who also just happens to be a demigod. Māui launched the ball high into the air with a sound like a cracking whip.


“Whoa,” Māui said with a chuckle. “That ball is really moving, dude.”


Atlas frowned. Māui was right. It was moving, still heading up. In fact, the ball was rocketing at such a speed that it caught fire and left a trail of black smoke across the sky. Eventually the trail curled downwards and the ball dropped at supersonic speed over the swimming pool, across the lawns and towards the stables.


Atlas winced and clenched his shoulders as he anticipated what was to come next. Sure enough, the ball punched through the roof of the stables and exploded with a loud BANG, great plumes of flame punching out the windows and door. Pegasus appeared at the door and stared at them accusingly, his wings singed.


“Sorry, bro!” Māui shouted.


Atlas shook his head. It was fun having the Polynesian hero as his best friend, but sometimes Māui’s trickster nature could be a bit difficult, to be honest. There was quite a lot of smothering fires with blankets, fulsome apologies and a fair few singed eyebrows – and wings – along the way.


Atlas had been living at the Hotel of the Gods for a few months now. He and his sister Ari (short for Ariadne), had escaped their humdrum lives in grey and grimy Midham when their mum and dad got themselves jobs as manager and chef here. Their new lives had seemed too good to be true. And truthfully, things hadn’t always run completely smoothly, especially when Atlas had accidentally opened the gates of hell and three horrifying creatures escaped from mythology and firmly into reality. It was only through a lot of luck and a few bruises that Atlas had managed to get them back under lock and key. Well, apart from Cerbie, who’d ended up becoming his pet.


“Should we go and check the stables?” Atlas asked.


“Nah, it’s too hot to get up,” Māui said, stretching out on the lounger, his long black locs spread out around his head.


“What if the building burns to the ground?” Atlas asked, biting his thumbnail.


“Then we’ll rebuild it,” Māui said, shrugging. “Further away this time. Pegasus poo stinks.”


The chattering of Ari and Venus distracted Atlas. He looked over to see them approaching the pool in swimwear. Venus’s long red hair was coiled around her head in a braid.


“Not like them to go for a swim,” Māui said. “Especially considering what’s in the pool.”


“They’re not here for a swim,” Atlas replied. He knew Ari, and he’d come to know Venus too. The girls were very similar in lots of ways: one of them was a FIERCE and POWERFUL woman and the other was a FIERCE and POWERFUL Roman goddess. Venus, the goddess of love and beauty, ran the hotel salon and had adopted Ari as her apprentice. But in fact they spent most of the time doing their nails and chatting. Ari loved to hear stories about what the gods got up to in ancient times. They didn’t have many customers, because most of the residents of the hotel took care of their own grooming. Bastet, the Egyptian cat goddess, spent most of her waking hours cleaning herself, like any good cat. Thor and Mars spent hours in front of the mirror every morning, first doing their hair, then lifting weights in the gym, bickering over which of them was the strongest, most powerful and most handsome.


The salon did occasionally get a visit from Hades when he came up from the basement to get his hair dyed jet black. But only when he was expecting a visit from his wife, Persephone.


No, Ari and Venus had a lot of free time. And today they seemed to want to spend it sunbathing.


“Atlas!” Ari shouted crossly from across the pool.


“What?” Atlas called back.


“Can you clean up your dog’s mess, please? I nearly stepped in it,” his sister said.


Atlas rolled his eyes and pulled a poo bag out of his pocket. He walked around the swimming pool to where the girls had positioned themselves.


“It’s everywhere!” Ari complained as he took care of the job.


“Well, it’s not just three heads he has …” Atlas pointed out.


Ari glared at him. He stuck out his tongue and pulled another ball from his pocket.


“Come on, Cerbie!” he called.


The girls settled down to sunbathe. Māui and Atlas began throwing the new ball back and forth while Cerbie bounded around yelping and slobbering like mad.


“Do you have to do that here?” Ari snapped, wiping a drop of dog drool off her arm. “It’s a big garden.”


“Do you have to sunbathe here?” Atlas responded. “It’s a big sun.”


“At least go back over to the other side of the pool,” Ari said coldly. “We want to talk without ANNOYING LITTLE BOYS overhearing.”


Atlas was about to protest and was surprised when Māui pulled him away. It wasn’t like Māui to walk away from an opportunity to cause trouble. But once over the other side of the pool, Māui winked at Atlas and pulled a hook-shaped object out of his colourful board shorts. It looked like it was made from bone or smooth coral.


“This is my magic fish-hook,” Māui whispered.


“How is it magic?” Atlas asked.


“I’ll show you.” Māui attached a length of fishing line to the hook, spun it around his head a few times then tossed it high into the air, towards one of the scattered clouds. Atlas blinked in surprise to see the hook catch hold of the cloud. Māui began hauling the fishing line, dragging the cloud across the sky and lower down until it ended up right over the girls’ sun loungers.
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Venus sat up, looking at the cloud crossly, then she saw the fishing line and whipped her head around to glare at Māui.


“Māui!” she snapped. Then, with a wave of her hand, she broke the line and the cloud floated away. Māui giggled.


“Sunbathing,” he huffed. “What a waste of time.” He lay back down on the lounger and sighed happily.


“But we’re sunbathing too,” Atlas said.


“Wrong, little dude,” Māui replied. “We’re waiting.”


“What for?”


“The right moment to play our next trick.” Māui held out a fist and opened it, showing Atlas what he had inside.


“A spider?” Atlas asked. “Ari and Venus aren’t going to be scared of a little spider.”


“Maybe not a little spider,” Māui said with a sly grin.


He stood and, ducking down, circled around the pool, hiding from view, though Atlas could see the girls were completely ignoring them in any case as they lay flat out, sunglasses on, soaking up some rays. Atlas followed Māui. Part of him felt a bit bad playing tricks like this. But it was only a small part. Māui’s tricks were hilarious, and Ari deserved it, especially after the “little boys” comment.


Māui hunkered down and dropped the tiny spider on to the grass, where it stopped for a moment, feelers twitching. Atlas watched Māui wave a hand over the small arachnid then step back hurriedly as it began to grow.


[image: FAST!]


[image: image]


“Whoa!” Atlas said, backing away. The spider grew, and grew, and grew, until it was twice the height of Atlas.


Its huge hairy legs drummed on the ground, then Māui slapped it on the bottom and it shot off towards the pool, in the direction of the girls.


“Oh, Venus!” Māui called. “Your boyfriend’s here!”


Venus sat up and turned her head. [image: “AAAAAAGGGH!”] she shrieked. Ari’s head popped up too and she joined in the shrieking, in perfect harmony. Then the girls were up and scrambling, upturning sun loungers in their wake. Into the pool they went. [image: SPLASH!]


The two girls popped up, spluttering and splashing in the murky water, covered in green algae.


“My hair!” Ari shouted.


“My nails!” Venus screamed. She saw Māui falling about laughing. “YOU!” she shouted.


The spider shrank as the spell wore off. But then Atlas saw something rising out of the water behind the girls. He knew just what it was: the great scaly head of a water dragon. The dragon’s name was Sìǎhai Lóngwáng, the Dragon King, but Atlas secretly called him Old Grumpy. He was the reason no one ever swam in the pool. Atlas had had a narrow run-in with him before, and there wasn’t anything that could entice him to get back into that pool, thinking about those teeth and that enormous tail.
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“Ari,” he cried out. “Behind you!”


“I’m not falling for that,” Ari snapped crossly.


“No, really,” Atlas said, pointing at the great water beast who was heading towards the girls menacingly, a plume of water rising in his wake.


“I expect tricks from Māui,” Ari said, “but my own brother?”


“IT’S NOT A TRICK!” Atlas yelled.


“Uh oh,” Māui muttered.


But then it was too late. Atlas’s eyes widened as the dragon’s tail rose high out of the pool before crashing down. A huge wave lifted the girls out of the water and cast them sprawling on to the poolside, where they lay coughing.


“Māui!” Venus screamed in fury.


“ATLAS!” Ari shouted, incensed.


“Let’s go!” Māui spluttered.


The boys went running across the lawn in fits of giggles. This is BRILLIANT! thought Atlas. Life was never dull around Māui.
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