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Atlas Merryweather felt his backpack grow heavier and heavier as he trudged through the drizzle. He sighed and his glasses fogged up. It had been another bad day at school. And didn’t it always seem that when you’d had a bad day at school the weather turned on you too, just to rub it in?


He stuck close to other people, hugging the shopfronts. Hiding. The last thing he wanted was for Eris Truckle, the class bully, to spot him and give him a second serving of the rough treatment she and her two friends had handed him at break. Eris lived near the shops on Thessaly Road. Atlas would have avoided the area altogether if it wasn’t for the fact that his dad’s fish and chip shop, THE CODFATHER, was there. Every Tuesday night he stopped by to pick up his tea. Even though Atlas loved fish and chips, he hated that it meant risking a run-in with Eris and her friends – who he secretly called the Furies after reading about these hideous creatures in one of his mum’s books on Greek myths.


Atlas thought about gods and goddesses a lot. His bedtime stories had always been about horned minotaurs and ice giants rather than fluffy bears and little pigs. Every night his mum would tell him a story, sometimes from a book, sometimes from her own memory. Sometimes the myths were Viking, sometimes Native American, sometimes from China or India. But the legends Atlas liked the best were the ones from Greece. Maybe it was because Mum’s side of the family was Greek and came from Athens. Atlas had always felt a personal connection to the Greek gods and goddesses on Mount Olympus.


Atlas stopped around the corner from THE CODFATHER, beside a low wall, and peeped to check the coast was clear. He could smell the delicious scent of hot chips and vinegar floating in the damp air. His tummy growled. But there was a good chance Eris and her chuckling Furies would be hanging around in front of the shop, insulting passers-by, squashing chips on the pavement and throwing mushy peas at cyclists.


Suddenly he was startled by something brushing against his ear. [image: AAAAGH!] he screeched, ruining the element of stealth. He spun to see a sleek black cat sitting on the wall, watching him. She had no collar, but that wasn’t what drew his attention. It was the cat’s eyes. They were a deep blue. Bright, clever and piercing.


“Hello, girl,” Atlas said as his heart slowed its thumping. He reached out a hand and the cat leaned forward to allow him to scratch her ears. Atlas LOVED animals. All animals, but especially cats with piercing blue eyes. “You look hungry,” he said, realising that the cat wasn’t just sleek, she was thin.


Lifting his shoulders, Atlas took a deep breath and forced himself to walk around the corner and into the shop.


“ATLAS,” his grinning dad roared from behind the counter. “I’ve kept you the BEST piece of fish.” Atlas’s dad was a large, jolly man with a big, booming voice and a big, bristling beard.


“You always say that,” Atlas replied, rolling his eyes but unable to avoid a grin. The smell and warmth of the shop was comforting, the damp customers gently steaming up the windows as they stood waiting for their orders of cod and chips, or pie and chips, or sausages and chips, or chips and chips.
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“But this time it’s true! I spoke to the boat captain who caught it,” his dad said, earnestly. “He told me it leapt out of the sea, right into his arms and said, ‘Take me to shore at once! And there, let me be eaten by no one but Atlas Merryweather of Midham!’” Atlas’s dad loved three things in life: stories, his family and food. He was a brilliant chef, his talent completely wasted in a fish and chip shop. He often told Atlas about the AMAZING restaurant he was going to open one day, and all the FABULOUS dishes he was going to cook.


“Why did the fish want me to eat it?” Atlas asked.


“Destiny!” Atlas’s dad liked to talk about destiny, fate and universal harmony. He genuinely believed in all that new-age stuff. Atlas’s dad handed him a warm paper-wrapped parcel. It smelled delicious. He also gave Atlas a milkshake.


“Is it . . .?”


“One of my famous honey banana milkshakes?” Dad said with a wink. “Of course! Now off you run, boy of destiny.”


Atlas smiled at him, then scuttled out the door. Still no sign of the bullies, thank goodness. He turned the corner and was surprised to see the cat was still there, as if waiting for him. He stroked her head again, but the cat seemed more interested in the contents of his parcel.
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“You are hungry,” Atlas said, tearing open the package and releasing a wonderful smell of fried fish.


He broke a chunk of soft white flesh off and held it out to the cat. “CAREFUL, IT’S HOT!” Atlas warned, but too late! The cat finished off the morsel in a few bites. Atlas gave her a little more as the rain got heavier. “Sorry,” he said. “I have to go. I’ll give you some more if you’re here next Tuesday.” The cat looked up at him with those piercing eyes again, as if judging him.


Atlas scuttled off down the street. He didn’t get very far before, through the gloom, he saw three figures blocking his path. He looked up, squinting through his rain-soaked glasses, and his heart sank.


“Hello, Atlas!” Eris said cheerily.


Atlas said nothing. There was nothing to say. You could ask politely, plead, shout angrily or cry. None of these ever had any effect on the Furies.
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“Atlas,” Eris said with a fake-friendly voice. “Where is Portugal?”


“What?” Atlas asked, confused.


“Oh, never mind. But perhaps you could tell me where Peru is, you know, on the map? Or Paraguay?”


Atlas puzzled over this for a moment, then sighed. “Oh,” he said. “I get it. Because my name is Atlas, right? Good joke.”


Eris grinned and the other Furies shrieked with laughter.


“Look,” Atlas said. “It’s raining. Can you let me pass, please?”


“Is that a present for me?” Eris asked, ignoring his plea and pointing to his dinner. “How kind! It’s not even my birthday.”


“This is my dinner,” Atlas replied.


Eris shook her head firmly and stepped forward, followed by her friends. “NO,” she said. “It’s mine.”


Atlas thought for a moment. The sensible thing to do would be to hand over the fish and chips. But he was wet, cold and hungry. He was also tired of being pushed around.


As the three big girls towered over him, Atlas squeezed the milkshake cup hard with his left hand. Thick, gloopy liquid [image: squirted] out of the straw, splattering Eris right in the face. She shrieked and fell back, wiping her eyes.


“I’M GOING TO GET YOU, ATLAS!” she screamed. But it was too late. Atlas was already halfway down the street, clutching his fish and chips triumphantly.
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When Atlas got back home to the flat on the 12th floor of Tower Block 7, Midham Estate, it was still raining and he wasn’t grinning any more. He’d eaten his fish and chips on the way, as usual. His belly was full, but he was absolutely drenched and worried sick about what the Furies would do to him tomorrow. As he rummaged in his damp pockets for his keys, he felt something brush against his leg. He looked down through his foggy glasses to see the blue-eyed cat looking up at him and purring.
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“You followed me?” Atlas asked. “In the rain? You silly cat. I’ve eaten the fish and chips now!”


Atlas got the door open and saw the cat rush in. “NO,” he cried. “YOU CAN’T COME IN!” Pets were strictly forbidden in his flat. He hurried after her and found his sister, Ari, sprawled on the sofa. As usual at this time, she was watching MEGA MASSIVE MANSIONS, one of her favourite shows along with PROPERLY PALATIAL PADS and HORRIFICALLY HUGE HOUSES. The cat wandered around the little flat, exploring what it seemed to think would be its new home.


Ari watched the cat with a raised eyebrow.


“Bad move, Attie,” she said. “Mrs McGrudy said she’d kick us out if you brought any more animals into the flat.” Mrs McGrudy was their landlady. They were all terrified of her. She had bad teeth, bad hair and a bad attitude. She owned lots of flats in Midham and seemed to spend most of her time trying to evict people from them.


“She followed me home,” Atlas said as he stood miserably, dripping rainwater on to the carpet. Thunder grumbled outside, like it was warning Atlas about something.


“Remember the mice you brought in last year?” Ari said. “And they escaped everywhere? Then there was the hamster you traded your console for. That had to go back the next day.”


“I remember,” Atlas said, glumly. The cat had sprung up on to the kitchen counter now and was sniffing at some dried-up Coco Pops from breakfast. The cat’s tummy growled, nearly as loud as the thunder.


Ari was short for Ariadne, the name of a princess from Greek mythology who helped Theseus out of the labyrinth. Atlas didn’t think Ari had ever done anything like that. She’d once got lost in IKEA for three hours so mazes probably weren’t her thing.


“Then you found that weasel and smuggled it into your room,” Ari carried on, unhelpfully. “Though at least that took care of the mouse problem.”


“Look, it’s just until the rain stops, OK?” Atlas said, taking off his coat. “Mum and Dad won’t be back for hours. I’ll take her outside before they get home from work.”


Ten minutes later, the cat was sitting on the desk in his room, watching him with her unnerving blue eyes as he played his guitar. Atlas was getting quite good. It was a shame about his singing voice, though. He sounded like a half-strangled pig being dragged across a cattle grid. He imagined himself in his fantasy rock band, AFTERLIFE, playing his favourite song, Rock God, on the Glastonbury Pyramid Stage. Maybe that was his destiny! He hammered the strings – [image: SCH WAAAA NNNNGGGG!!!] – and wailed as the imaginary audience roared and crowd-surfed and chanted his name. He was really getting into this! Time for his signature guitar move. Atlas stood, ran forward and dropped to his knees, sliding across the threadbare rug and playing his favourite power chord to finish the song.
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The crowd roared out his name. “AT-LAS! AT-LAS! AT-L—”


“ATLAS!” shouted Ari, banging on his bedroom door. “Keep it down or the neighbours will complain to Mrs McGrudy!”
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