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For Ward Williams, best son ever —S. W.


For Paul, best brother ever —J. H.





[image: Images]





[image: Images]


Greetings, Mortal Readers,


I am Pythia, the Oracle of Delphi, in Greece. I have the power to see the future. Hear my prophecy:


Ahead I see dancers lurking. Wait—make that danger lurking. (The future can be blurry, especially when my eyeglasses are foggy.)


Anyhoo, beware! Titan giants now rule all of Earth’s domains—oceans, mountains, forests, and the depths of the Underwear. Oops—make that Underworld. Led by King Cronus, they are out to destroy us all!


Yet I foresee hope. A band of rightful rulers called Olympians will arise. Though their size and youth are no match for the Titans, they will be giant in heart, mind, and spirit. They await their leader—a very special yet clueless boy. One who is destined to become king of the gods and ruler of the heavens.


If he is brave enough.


And if he can get his friends to work together. And if they can learn to use their new amazing flowers—um, amazing powers—in time to save the world!
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CHAPTER ONE



Stinky River Styx


Zeus, Poseidon, and Hades stood on a hill, gazing downward. A river wound like a snake through the gloomy valley below. It was all that stood between them and their goal—the Underworld.


Zeus sniffed the air, then wrinkled his nose. “P.U.! What is that stinky smell?”


Poseidon pointed toward the valley with the three-pronged end of his trident. “I think it’s that river.”


The river looked brown and sludgy. There was a giant sign by it that read: RIVER STYX.


Maybe the sign was written wrong, thought Zeus. Maybe it should really say: RIVER STINKS!


Hades gazed happily at the river. “What are you guys talking about? I think it’s awesome!”


“You would, weirdo,” said Poseidon. “Well, you know what I think? I think there’s no way I’m going near that river. I think that oracle is crazy.”


Zeus knew he meant Pythia, the Oracle of Delphi. She’d sent them here to the Underworld on a quest. They were supposed to find the Helm of Darkness. Whatever that was. As usual, she hadn’t fully explained. She always seemed to expect them to figure these things out on their own.
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“But you like water, remember?” Zeus told Poseidon. He tried to sound more cheerful and encouraging than he felt. “I mean, you’re an Olympian—the god of the sea!”


They’d discovered this on their last quest to the Aegean Sea. There they’d found Poseidon’s trident in the possession of a Titan named Oceanus. The trident was like a pitchfork, only cooler. They’d found Hades in the sea too.


However, they’d also lost Hera. She’d gone looking for the trident on her own. Who knew where she was now? Zeus hoped she was somewhere safe.


“I like clean, blue rivers,” Poseidon informed him. “Not stinky gloppy skunk water. Besides, it’s not just the river that creeps me out. It’s that whole place down there. It’s so—”


Honk!


The boys looked around in alarm. Where was that loud, deep honking sound coming from? Right then a sudden spurt of hot steam sprayed up out of the ground under Poseidon. He jumped a foot high.


“Steamin’ undershorts!” he yelled, grabbing his behind with his free hand.


Honk! Psst! Another squirt of hot steam burst unexpectedly from the ground. This one struck Hades. “Yeowch!” He grabbed his behind and hopped around too.


Honk! Psst! Honk! Psst! More spurts gushed out of the ground.


Then one struck Zeus. He jumped in surprise and pain. “Thunderation, that’s hot!”


“Let’s get out of here!” Poseidon called. The boys ran toward the river.


Anytime they slowed, a honk sounded and another spurt of steam attacked. Honk! Psst! “Ow!” Honk! Psst! “Ow!”
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“Last ferryboat to the Underworld!” shouted a voice up ahead. Zeus squinted his eyes at the boat. It was sailing toward them from the opposite side of the river. Since it was the same brownish color as the water, it blended in. That’s why they hadn’t noticed it before.


“A boat to the Underworld?” called Hades. “Perfect! Let’s get on it.”


“Like we have any choice?” Poseidon yelled back.


“Yeah,” Zeus agreed breathlessly. “It’s like we’re being herded down to the boat.” The spurts were chasing them, so they could only move forward.


And it wasn’t just the three boys who were being rounded up. Dozens of other people began to appear. They streamed down the hill running for the boat too. Most of them were really old. But they were moving pretty fast.


As the boys got closer to the boat, they saw a man on board. He reached up to pull a string attached to a horn. Another loud honk sounded. More hot spurts shot out of the ground around them.


“Hey! I think that ferryboat horn is what’s causing the steam to honk out,” Zeus told his friends.


The three boys dashed the rest of the way to the ferry. Just as they were about to leap onto it, a hand blocked their way.


“Halt!” It was the man who had sounded the horn. He was pale, with long white hair and wrinkled skin. And he was wearing a hat with his name: Captain Charon.


He peered at them closely. “Are you dead?” he asked them.


Zeus nodded, breathing hard. “That’s for sure. Dead tired. We could use a ride.”


“No, I think he means—” Hades started to tell Zeus.


“All righty, then. Pay your fare,” the captain interrupted. “Passage across the River Styx costs one obol. Each.” He held out his hand, palm upward, waiting.


“Better pay the fee,” a woman behind them advised. “It’s either that or wander these shores for one hundred years.”


“We don’t have any money,” Zeus admitted.


“Next!” said Charon, pushing the three boys aside. He let a man come forward. The man opened his mouth and stuck out his tongue. There was a silver coin on the tip of it!


Charon took the coin and flipped it high with his thumb. It arced through the air. Plunk! It landed in a coin bag tied at his waist.


“Get lost,” Charon barked at the boys when they didn’t leave. “You’re blocking others who can cough up the fare. They’re dying to get in.”


Zeus and Poseidon just stared at him.


The ferryboat captain grinned. “That was a joke. Get it?”


“No,” Zeus and Poseidon said at the same time.


But Hades burst out laughing.


Zeus and Poseidon looked at each other, not getting what was so funny.


“Finally,” Charon said to Hades, sounding flattered. “Someone who appreciates a good joke. Are you with them?” he asked Hades, hooking his thumb toward Zeus and Poseidon.


Hades nodded.


“Okay, then. Just this once I’ll overlook the fare. Welcome aboard!” Captain Charon stepped aside and waved the three boys onto his boat.




[image: Images]


[image: images]



CHAPTER TWO



Wild Ride


Charon used a long pole to push the ferryboat off the riverbank once everyone was aboard. As they began the trip back across the river, he smiled big.


“All righty, shades, you paid your obol. Now it’s showtime!” he announced. “Let’s see if I can bring a little life to this party!”


“Why is he calling everybody shades?” Zeus mumbled.
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“Because that’s what we are. Shadows of our former selves,” explained the man standing next to him.


The boys stared at him, unsure what he meant. The others on board did look kind of pale, thought Zeus. But they were people, not shadows.


Just then Charon’s voice boomed out, making everyone jump. “First a little humor. Who can tell me what the favorite game in the Underworld is?”
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