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Atlas drummed along to a pounding heavy metal rock song with his pencil as he gazed out of the window. There was a dragon doing backflips in the swimming pool and a Pegasus flying loop-the-loops in the sky. Out on the lawn, a large burly man threw a huge hammer in the air – narrowly missing the winged horse.


“Atlas!” Mum shouted, interrupting his daydreaming. “You’re supposed to be doing your maths.”


Atlas sighed and set down his pencil. It was hard to concentrate on maths – or any other subject – when you lived at Hotel of the Gods. Although Atlas had stopped drumming, the song itself didn’t stop. That was because it was being played by HADES, THE ANCIENT GREEK GOD OF THE DEAD, down in his HELLISH basement under the hotel, with his band of DEMONS. Atlas wished he could be down there with them, bashing the drums, thumping the bass or playing licks on the lead guitar and literally raising the dead.


But no, he was stuck here, in the hotel lobby, doing his stupid schoolwork, trying to work out the square on the hypotenuse.


“So where would you find the hypotenuse?” Mum asked.


“Africa,” Atlas said.


“What?”


“They live in Africa,” Atlas said. “In rivers, mostly.”


“HYPOTENUSE, not hippopotamus!” Mum said, exasperated. Ari laughed. Atlas’s older sister was sitting behind the reception desk, using the computer there, which was the only computer at the hotel and was a bit old-fashioned. It was steam-powered and had valves that whined and hissed and occasionally gave off blue smoke. In terms of home schooling, the hotel wasn’t exactly well equipped.


“What are you laughing at?” Atlas said, glaring at his sister.


“Why would a maths book be asking about hippopotamuses?” Ari said. “It doesn’t make any sense.”


“Nothing in this book makes any sense,” Atlas said. He didn’t really see why he needed to be studying at all. His mum and dad had the best jobs ever, as manager and cook for a hotel built specially for all the old forgotten gods from around the world. When Atlas grew up, he wanted to work at the hotel too. And you certainly didn’t need maths to do that!


But Mum and Dad had insisted the children keep up with their schoolwork. Once a week Hermes, the erratic messenger of the gods, would fly off back to Atlas’s old school in Midham, where he’d pick up a mountain of schoolwork and haul it back, complaining like anything.


Atlas’s dad wasn’t the best at teaching. He was even worse at maths than Atlas, so most of the home schooling was done by Mum. She was usually quite patient, but sometimes …


“Mum?” Ari called out from the reception desk. “This keyboard is really hard to use.”


“In what way?” Mum asked.


“Well, for example, instead of letters on the keys, it has Norse runes.”


“Hold on – I’ll be there in a sec.” Mum sighed. Then she pointed to a page in Atlas’s maths book.


“Look, just read through the explanation in the book again,” Mum said, “and really try to concentrate this time, OK?”
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Atlas took a deep breath and stared at the book. He tried to concentrate, but then he heard a twang and something hit his head.


“OW!” he said, looking up. He saw his friend Māui, the Polynesian hero, hiding behind a pot plant. Māui grinned and fired another rubber band at Atlas. It pinged off his forehead.
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“What?” he hissed, shooting a glance over at Mum, who was busy helping Ari with the computer. “Why are you firing rubber bands at me?”


“To get your attention,” Māui said, firing a third rubber band, which with unerring accuracy hit Atlas on the nose.


“OW, AGAIN,” Atlas said. “You’ve got my attention so why are you still firing rubber bands?”


“I’m bored,” Māui said. “Come hang out with me.”


“I’m at school!” Atlas replied.


“School is stupid,” Māui said.


Atlas thought about that. Then he nodded. “I can’t argue with that,” he said. “But Mum won’t let me leave until I’ve worked out how to turn a hippopotamus square.”


“Whoa,” Māui said. “School is even harder than I thought. But don’t worry, cos your mum has gone.”


Atlas looked around and saw that Māui was right. Mum had left the room. In addition to teaching two children, she was also doing the laundry for dozens of extremely messy gods and goddesses. Atlas stood up. This was his chance!


“SIT DOWN, ATLAS!” Ari said.


“YOU’RE NOT THE BOSS OF ME,” Atlas said.


“Yeah, you’re not the boss of him,” Māui added.


Ari raised an eyebrow. “If you leave before you’ve finished your schoolwork,” she said, “I’ll tell Mum.”


Atlas sighed and sat back down, picking up his pencil again.


“Actually, I take that back,” Māui said. “Looks like she is the boss of you, little bro. Catch you later.” And with that, he was gone. Hades and the band were playing “Underground For Ever” now, and Atlas found himself humming along to the tune as he tried to read.


There was a crack of thunder outside, which at this hotel could have been caused by a number of different gods. In this case Atlas knew it must have been Thor, the Norse god, because his hammer, Mjöllnir, came hurtling past the window, crackling with electricity. The thunder was followed by a great flash of lightning, which hit the hotel somewhere with a massive [image: BANG].


The lights went out. The computer valves hissed sadly.


“NO!” Ari cried. “THE COMPUTER’S DIED. I’LL LOSE ALL MY WORK! MUM!”


Mum came hurrying back in, a basket full of linen sheets in her hands.


“Mum, we HAVE to do something about Thor,” Ari said. “He KEEPS messing with the electrics, which aren’t that great at the best of times.”


“He’s the thunder god,” Atlas pointed out. “Thunder god’s gonna thunder.”


“I’ll get it sorted,” Mum said.


“Can you help with this hypnotise thing?” Atlas asked. “And when you’ve told me the answer can I go and hang with Māui?”


Mum sighed. She was about to say something else when Mars came stomping into the room, holding his great spear.


“What’s all the noise?” he cried. “The thunder roused me from my sleep. A warrior needs rest.”


Mum opened her mouth to reply but was interrupted by Venus, who came sweeping into the room, her beautiful face clouded with fury. Half the hair on her head was dead straight, the other half was curly.
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“Why has the electricity gone off AGAIN?!” asked the Roman goddess of love. “I was straightening my hair and my tongs have gone cold.”


“The tongs will heat up again when the power comes back on,” Mum explained.


“But until then, I have to walk around looking ridiculous!” Venus complained. “I can’t live like this!” She burst into tears.


“MUM!” Ari moaned. “THE WI-FI!”


“I’ll get it sorted,” Mum said.


“The noise!” Mars roared.


“I’ll get it sorted,” Mum said.


“My tongs!” Venus wailed.


“I’ll get it SORTED,” Mum said


“The hippopotamus,” Atlas said.


“RIGHT! That’s enough,” Mum screeched. “All of you, just stop. I can only do one thing at a time.”


Just then, Dad arrived, presumably having heard the commotion.


“Maybe a cup of tea and some chocolate cake would be a good idea,” he said. “Come through to the dining room.”


Atlas grinned. Dad’s cake was the BEST.


“Not you,” Mum said. “Finish that exercise first.”


Just then, the front doors slammed open, and an exhausted-looking Hermes plodded in. He was dripping with water.


“Why are you not flying?” Mars demanded.


“I didn’t even know you could walk,” Venus added.


“Sandals broke,” Hermes grunted.


“What?” Mum asked.
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“My winged sandals broke,” he said. “Worn out from all the flights you’ve been making me do. I was on my way to the school to drop off the latest schoolwork and [image: BLAM], my sandals literally exploded. Dropped out of the sky and landed in the sea, didn’t I?”


“And you walked all the way back?”


“No, no, not all the way,” he said. “I swam the first hundred miles or so.”


“I think you need a cup of tea,” Dad said. “I think we all do. And some chocolate cake.”


“And then a foot massage at the salon,” Venus said kindly.


“Thanks,” Hermes said. He headed towards the dining room. Then he stopped and turned back to face Mum. “By the way – you’ll need to find someone else to get your stuff from now on. I’m never going back to Midham.”


“What do you mean?” Mum said. “You’re our courier!”


“Not any more,” Hermes said. “I quit!”









[image: CHAPTER TWO]


“Right!” Mum said. “This family meeting is officially underway.” She banged her hand on the table in front of her. It was four o’clock and they were in the kitchen. Great pots of bubbling soup steamed on the massive stove. This was a fairly quiet time at the hotel. Many of the older gods liked to have a snooze in the afternoon – those who were over three thousand years old. They’d be down for their dinner soon, but right now, the hotel was quiet. Cerbie, Atlas’s dog, snoozed under the table, dribbling slightly. Cerbie was actually Cerberus, the three-headed hellhound who guarded the gates of hell. But Hades didn’t have much use for him these days and so had transformed him into a small, slobbery, one-headed pet for Atlas.


“Things just aren’t working,” Mum said. “It’s too much. I can’t home-school two children when I’m also managing a hotel full-time. Especially when the guests are so demanding.”


“Maybe Dad can help more with the lessons,” Ari suggested.


“The cooking is a full-time job as well,” Mum said. “And besides, your father doesn’t know about maths. Or English. Or science.”


“It’s true,” Dad said, nodding. “I am very ignorant of those things. But I make a wonderful cup of tea and am full of interesting stories. Did I ever tell you about the time I was hiking in Iceland and was attacked by a giant chicken …”
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