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Atlas looked out of the window and saw water streaming down the panes. It didn’t often rain at the Hotel of the Gods. But when it rained, it really [image: ]. It rained buckets. It rained cats and dogs. It rained stair rods. The only one who enjoyed weather like this was Sìǎhai Lóngwáng, the Chinese water dragon in the hotel swimming pool.


The rest of the gods, goddesses and humans who lived at the hotel spent rainy days in the games room. And today was just such a day. Everyone was engaged in their favourite pastime.


Mum had taken out her paintbox and was sitting by the window painting landscape scenes. She kept running out of grey paint because that was all she could see – grey! Venus, the Roman goddess of love and beauty, was practising her make-up technique on Dad, the only person who had been willing to sit still.


Atlas’s sister, Ari, was sitting at the same table mixing essential oils, which she’d recently become interested in. She was intending to release her own line of essential oils and sell them on social media. The line was called Essential Elements and she was trying to persuade Venus to be the face of the range.


Mars and Thor were playing pool, bickering as usual. From time to time, the bickering boiled over and the Roman god of war and Norse thunder god would start cracking each other around the head with cues and trying to stuff pool balls down each other’s throat. Mars currently had the triangle around his neck and Thor had three pieces of chalk jammed into each ear.


Hades, the Greek god of the dead, was in the corner with a microphone and wearing a zany suit. He had recently decided to try his hand at stand-up comedy and had taken it upon himself to “entertain” the gods and goddesses while they were stuck indoors.


“WENT FOR A WALK EARLIER,” Hades said. “IT WAS RAINING CATS AND DOGS. STEPPED IN A POODLE.”


“Shut up, Hades,” Mars yelled from where he was trying to jam Thor’s blond head into a corner pocket. “I can’t concentrate on this battle.”


“Yeah, shut up, Hades,” Thor’s voice said, sounding muffled. “Or I’ll hurl a lightning bolt at you.”


“That would be SHOCKING,” Hades replied with a wink. “WEATHER HAS NEVER REALLY BOTHERED ME, THOUGH. I WENT FOR A DRIVE IN A TORNADO ONCE. I JUST FANCIED A SPIN.”
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“We should hand you over to the Ice Giants,” Thor growled, throwing Mars off him and turning to aim a well-directed kick into the god of war’s fleshy parts. “They’d know how to make you stop telling jokes.”


“Did I ever tell you about the time I visited the Ice Giant Hotel?” Hades said. “Very FROSTY reception.”


Mars tackled Thor, knocking him off the pool table.


“DO YOU KNOW WHAT THOR WEARS UNDER HIS TROUSERS?” Hades asked. “THUNDERWEAR.”


Bastet sat as far from the window as she could, occasionally looking over at the raindrops splattering against the glass and hissing. The Egyptian cat goddess was playing an interesting-looking game consisting of a wooden box with a grid pattern on top and some curiously shaped pieces. Atlas had been watching her for a while. She was playing the game, but against herself. Every time she’d make a move, she’d change form from human to cat and move around to the other side of the board to make a counter-move.
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Atlas walked over. Bastet ignored him with the sort of insolence only a cat can muster.


“What are you playing?” Atlas asked her.


“It’s called senet,” she replied coldly. “Too complicated for mortals to understand.”


“Why are you playing against yourself?”


“Because otherwise the game would be too easy,” she said. “No one can play as well as me.”


Atlas’s dog Cerbie trotted over, and Bastet hissed at him. Cerbie was actually Cerberus, the three-headed hellhound who guarded the gates of hell. He was a lot less threatening these days, since Hades had cast a spell on him to shrink him and reduce the number of his heads to a more manageable one.


Even so, Bastet did not like Cerbie, having been chased one too many times by him in his larger form.


Atlas led Cerbie away before things heated up. Tempers were frayed enough. The rain continued lashing down, hammering against the window.


“Come and join us, Atlas,” Māui called from the next table. Atlas looked over to see his best friend, Māui, Ari and Quetzalcoatl setting up a [image: ] board. Māui ducked as a hard red ball hurtled across the room from the BATTLE OF THE POOL TABLE and smashed through the wall.


“Can I play?” Hades asked hopefully from the stage. He seemed to have run out of jokes.


“No,” Māui and Quetzalcoatl chorused.


“That’s mean,” Atlas said. “I know Hades tells terrible jokes, has awful taste in music and carries the very stench of death about him, but he’s only human.”


“No, I’m not,” Hades corrected. “I’M IMMORTAL.”


“The loser has to forfeit something,” Quetzalcoatl growled as Atlas sat down.


“Like what?” Ari asked.


Quetzalcoatl shrugged. “A hand, a foot, a major organ?” He licked his lips. Quetzalcoatl had never quite got over his intention to eat the Merryweather children as human sacrifices. Atlas was fairly sure the other gods would stop it happening. But it was best to be on one’s guard nonetheless.


The game started off calmly enough, with Māui racing ahead, Ari and Atlas battling for second place and Quetzalcoatl struggling at the rear. The Aztec god missed every ladder, hitting all the snakes and growing increasingly furious. After ten minutes or so, he suddenly grabbed Māui by the wrist, just as the Polynesian trickster was preparing to roll the die. Quetzalcoatl twisted Māui’s wrist and Māui cried out in pain, dropping the die on the table. The serpent god picked it up and held it out for the others to see. Every side showed a six.
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“YOU’RE CHEATING!” Quetzalcoatl said angrily.


“Māui!” Ari said, shaking her head. Atlas grinned.


“Sorry,” Māui said, rubbing his wrist. “But this game is just so BORING.”


“You want excitement?” Quetzalcoatl asked. He snapped his fingers and suddenly all the snakes on the board came to life. They raised their heads, hissing and showing sharp, curved teeth. Atlas launched himself backwards, falling off his chair. He looked up to see one of the snakes slithering towards him, its mouth open, beady eyes looking at him, ready to strike!


There was a flash of motion and Bastet, in cat form, leapt on the snake and dispatched it with a quick bite and a flick of her head.


HISS!


“Th-thanks,” Atlas said.


“I hate snakes,” Bastet said, glaring at Quetzalcoatl. “Remember what happened to Apep,” she hissed, then slunk off.


Māui chased after the snakes, shooting [image: ] at them. He wasn’t a very good shot, though, and just ended up setting the Snakes and Ladders board on fire, along with the table and chairs.


Ari rounded on Quetzalcoatl angrily. “That was extremely stupid,” she snapped, jabbing a finger in his massive chest. “You could have killed us. And all because you were losing. You’re a big baby!”


Atlas got to his feet and surveyed the chaos. Thor had Mars flat out on the pool table, the cue jammed down on his chest. Venus, trying to save her beloved, was smacking Thor on the back of the head with a massive, ornate chessboard. Māui was trying to put out the fire he’d started and Bastet was rounding up the last remaining snakes, knocking over tables as she went.


“Who was Apep?” Atlas asked Quetzalcoatl while they waited for the fuss to die down.


“A distant cousin of mine,” the Aztec god replied. “Bit of a liability, if I’m honest. That side of the family is rather … DIFFICULT. He was causing a bit of trouble in Egypt. He kept eating the sun, that sort of thing. No one could defeat him until Bastet went after him in his underground lair and bit his head clean off. Good night vision, cats. She was the only one who could see in the dark.”


The fire alarm went off and the sprinkler system Ari had designed activated. Bastet howled in anguish as water poured down. The flames went out and Ari turned off the sprinklers, but not before they’d all been utterly drenched. At least the shouting and the fighting had stopped, though now everyone was as wet as if they’d been outside this whole time.


“WHAT DO YOU CALL A MAN WEARING TWO RAINCOATS?” Hades asked, water dripping off his nose. “MAX!”


Hermes, the Greek messenger to the gods, walked in, took one look at the chaotic scene and shook his head. “I’ve got to get myself a new job,” he said, then handed a roll of papyrus to a dripping Bastet.
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Turning into her human form, she unrolled it and read the scroll quickly. Atlas saw that it was covered with hieroglyphs, the ancient Egyptian pictograms. Bastet finished reading, hissed and dropped the scroll on to the sodden carpet. There was silence as everyone stared at her.


“What’s wrong?” Atlas asked.


“I have to go home,” she said quietly. “Back to Egypt.”
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