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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Real Talk?

          

        

      

    

    
      Gussie started her day in anger. It enveloped her like a poxy aura as she walked the shoreline of Lady Bird Lake. She was drawn here for some mysterious reason. Maybe it was to get out of her head. She knew enough to wear a pleasant seeming smile for the folks that passed by as she poked through the tiny pebbles of the shoal, looking for treasure. After all, it wasn’t their fault. However, no one who got near enough to her was fooled by the smile. What they felt when they saw her was a sense of unease like a dark thrum in the heart of an otherwise pleasant day. It broadcast a clear signal: stay away.

      Gussie had been sent home from school last Friday because of her involvement in a “sit-out” held at her middle school. The protest was to stand up for her best friend’s right to exist. Shandy came out as a trans girl earlier this year, a move that Gussie thought was incredibly brave given how shallow and short-sighted folks seemed to be. Powerful PTA parents had last week threatened the school administration with a lawsuit if they allowed Shandy to use the bathroom she identified with. Gods forbid they use her proper pronouns. It was ridiculous. Shandy just wanted to be known as the girl she knew she was.

      So, Gussie participated in the lunchtime sit-in to support her best friend. Actually, she organized the whole thing, but that didn’t seem to come up in the meeting with the principal and her mother. What did come up was that her mom completely supported Gussie’s actions. Her mom had called the PTA parents actions “monstrous,” something both Gussie and her mom knew a little bit about given that they were both demigods. Fighting monsters was sort of their thing.

      Gussie lifted her shoulder bag so that it was over her left hip as she bent down to examine something shiny she’d partially uprooted with her foot in the shallow water.

      “It’s probably just a bottle-top,” she muttered.

      All around her the sound of the city asserted itself—cars whizzing by, municipal buses too, people laughing or in conversation, and dogs barking. All of it mixed with the gentle lapping sounds of the river. The closer she brought her head to the water the more muted the other sounds became and, to her relief, the less anxious and agitated she felt.

      What was the shiny item actually? Could be a bottle top,but it could be something else. Something magical. Maybe a cursed item? Best to be careful.

      Gussie looked around the shoreline for a stick and spotted an old water worn branch of gnarled river cypress. It reminded her of the perfect looking wizard’s staff, even if it was a foot too short. It was a bit slimy from the algae growing at the edge of the water. At least, she hoped it was algae.

      She brought the stick up to her nose to give it a quick sniff as was her habit. Weird. It smelled faintly of coffee, which reminded her of camp. Coffee was like a sort of nectar there.

      She paused. Something wasn’t right and not in the socially unjust way she was working through. Her demigod senses flashed for a moment. She looked around her. A couple sat on a bench up by the footpath that circled Lady Bird Lake. Both of them were holding cups of coffee and smiling broadly. And over there, a bicycle cop had stopped to talk to a young jogger who had taken a break from their run with their dog. The cop, the jogger and the dog all held cups of coffee. The dog sat on its haunches and used both front paws to hold the paper cup because of the no thumbs thing.

      Gussie shook her head to clear it. She must be hallucinating. Then, the dog noticed her and walked over to her on its hind legs, like it was born to move that way. No big deal. It stopped once or twice to inhale the steam rising from the cup and then lap at the coffee before plunking down on a limestone outcropping at the shore’s edge.

      The dog regarded Gussie for what seemed like a painfully long series of seconds. Gussie couldn’t read the look on the dog’s face. No shock there.

      “Do you happen to have any cream? My coffee’s a bit too bitter for my liking. Maybe a sugar packet or two?” the dog asked in perfectly good English, with a hint of a Texan accent.

      There was shock now.

      “Um…” Gussie knew she didn’t have either of those things on her, but she made a show of rummaging through her shoulder bag anyway. “I don’t think so. Sorry.”

      It occurred to Gussie that she'd encountered all sorts of monsters during her summers at camp and even around town from time-to-time. That was the demigod life—totally normal. Many of them could talk. More often than not their English was pretty good. Why was she finding this particular thing so hard to swallow? A talking dog seemed … not quite right. Gussie shot a quick glance to the mortals doing mortal things along the walkway. No one else seemed to notice the circus-like dog that could talk and loved coffee.

      The dog held up a paw meant to silence Gussie’s next question.

      “Maybe it’s the mist or maybe it’s just you, dear girl. Who knows. You look like you’re really chewing on something today. Everything okay? I’m all ears.”

      No lie detected. The dog had really long ears.

      “How much do you know about middle school?” Gussie huffed, tapping her lip with her finger.

      “Bad coffee and worse behavior.” The dog picked up the coffee cup once again.

      Gussie laughed. “You’re not wrong. So, you’ve been to a middle school before?”

      “I think I pooped on the lawn of a Middle School once,” the dog replied smugly.

      “Mood.” Gussie nodded in approval. “Do you have a name?”

      “I go by GB.” The dog panted before taking another lap at his coffee.

      “GB, huh? Cool. What pronouns do you use?” Gussie shot back.

      While waiting, Gussie quickly went through a list of what GB might stand for. Golden Bone. Gregory Burrow. Gourmet Blimp. Suddenly it was obvious. “Good Boy?”

      GB laughed. “Not bad, my dear Gussie! My pronouns are he/him. Thanks for asking.” GB put down the cup and got on all fours in order to wag his tail happily. “GB is short for Good ol’ Blue.”

      “I wasn’t too far off then?” Gussie beamed.

      “Not too far off. Gourmet Blimp was kind of out there though.”

      “How could you know that? Can you hear what I’m thinking?” Gussie choked.

      “No. But I can see some of the images in your head as they whiz past. Piecing that one together took me a hot second.”

      “What are you, I mean, apart from a talking dog?” Gussie narrowed her eyes.

      GB paused and seemed to be lost in thought for a moment before starting up again with a smile in his voice and no answer to her question.

      “So, why don’t you share what’s been gnawing at you? Then I’d like you to focus on digging up that shiny object you uncovered before I arrived.”

      Gussie nodded quietly, lost in a feeling she couldn’t quite place. She felt a pleasant fuzziness come over her, like a warm and happy memory trying to assert itself. The scent of coffee was overwhelming once again. She felt at ease and told the dog in front of her all about the unjust treatment of her friend Shandy and the sit-in at school. She cried a little about how unfair it all felt and how fear made some people hate and forget their humanity and how it all made her so angry.

      When Gussie finished, she wiped her tear-stained cheek and runny nose on the sleeve of her shirt. The dog made gentle half whining noises and stood eagerly at the water’s edge, wagging its tail.

      Gussie suddenly remembered the shiny object at her feet and took to rooting it up with the branch she still held in her left hand.

      It turned out to be many shiny things. Smallish bits of flattened metal can with a single letter on each (ransom note style) were strung together with on a fine celestial bronze chain. The flattened metal bits seemed to be from commercial coffee tins. At first they seemed to be random, until Gussie realized that she had found the end of the line and that the message was meant to be found and read from right to left.

      “Gussie,” the message said, “Rictus somehow managed to control and shut down Grey’s owl avatar. Keep tugging on this garland to retrieve him and bring him to me at camp. We’ll have coffee and talk about important business.”

      Sure enough, at the end of the coffee tin garland lay Grey. He was motionless, but this wasn’t alarming as Gussie knew this was just a recent physical addition to the DDAM for the Belch network that Annabeth and Mr. D had established toward the end of Emperor Nero’s fall. The transportation system was a digital/magical hybrid that Annabeth created with the blessing of Dionysus. The Belch got its name from the fact that a loud belching sound, like the one Dionysus made after drinking Diet Coke, could be heard and felt when the rippling purple portal opened or closed.

      The dog, what was his name again? Good ol’ Blue? Maybe it was just Blue? Whatever it was, he was gone, along with the couple at the bench sharing coffee and the bicycle cop and young jogger who had been running with him. The coffee scent was gone too, except for what lingered around the coffee tin garland.

      “Grey? May I have a Belch to go to camp, please?” Gussie called out, piling the garland on top of the motionless form of the portal guardian she cradled in her arms. “Hmmmm. Portal guardian …” Gussie tried the shape of the words in her mouth. There was something nagging at her about it that felt both familiar and yet alien and indistinct. Oh well.

      A swirling vortex of purple energy crackled to life. Gussie, looking around to see who might be watching, felt secure that no one could see through the Mist and stepped through the portal.

      “Thanks for finding my avatar, Gussie. It’s very kind of you!” came Grey’s disembodied voice. “Topher is waiting for you on the other side.”
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      Topher sat in his usual spot outside the camp’s dining hall at the square green picnic table known as the coffee table. There were two steaming mugs of coffee waiting atop the green metal surface, one was in front of the God of Coffee and Summer Camps, and the other waited for Gussie. The leaves from the massive cedar elms that embraced the dining hall were turning gold and fluttering down from above, like a gentle snow.None of them managed to make it near the coffee. It was a perfect autumn day.

      “I think you overdid it with the coffee scented environment at Lady Bird Lake,” Gussie said, plunking down Grey’s celestial bronze avatar.

      “Says you!” Topher replied cheerfully. “I think it showed a bit of restraint.” Topher depressed a button under Grey’s left wing and the garland retracted into the avatar with a tiny ratcheting sound.

      “Caffeinating the environment is a problem,” Gussie shot back.

      “I caffeinated your environment … temporarily. I needed to get through to you in a Topher-ish way.” Topher patted the space across from him, meant to signal that Gussie should take a seat. “I know things are a little rough right now, but I’m proud of what you accomplished with that sit-in. That’s true hero stuff, right there.”

      “Thanks, Topher. That means a lot.” Gussie acknowledged.

      “Shandy is lucky to have you as a friend, and you’re lucky to have her too. Anything I can do to help?” Topher took a sip of his coffee.

      “I don’t know. I don’t think so. Oh, wait, could you make those awful PTA parents' coffee taste horrible for the rest of their lives?” Gussie took a sip out of her own mug. “Mmmm. Cafe mocha!” Topher had manifested her favorite.

      “I could.” Topher sighed wistfully. “Coffee is already pretty bitter. Doing that forever assumes they can’t change. You might have gotten through to one or two of those parents or their kids with your show of support for Shandy. Give room for the seeds you planted to grow.”

      Gussie blurted out with laughter at the thought of growth coming from that kind of hate.

      “Seriously though …” Topher added. “Space. Growth. Good!”

      “Sometimes I think you give the wrong people too many chances to make the right decisions,” Gussie huffed, rolling her eyes. Topher was known to be what some folks called over-forgiving.

      Topher smiled gently and nodded. “I’ve done that, sure. I try to meet people where they are and speak to the best in them.” Topher nudged his mug toward Gussie. “I think you did that too when you stood up for your friend the way you did.”

      Topher held out his hand and a tear-drop shaped seed surrounded by a tissue paper looking covering rose up and shot into his fingers from the edge of the dining hall grounds. He put the seed in Gussie's hand and folded her fingers around it. “It’s going to be okay. It may feel like a one way trip at first, but maybe a one way trip to start isn’t such a bad thing. You need to find commonalities. Build trust and plant seeds. Start now, and you’ll find your way to a solution.”

      Gussie pondered his words, sliding the seed into her front pocket.“Yeah. Fine. Space. Growth. Good!” Gussie repeated the words.

      “You remember the Halloween quest we just had?” Topher asked, quickly redirecting the conversation.

      “Yeah.” Gussie looked off toward the ruins of the Wandering Temple that stood like a worn-out sentry guard of the camp’s western flank. “The whole magical sextant thing that Hephaestus left for us at the Cathedral of Junk. Did you ever figure out what that was for?”

      “As a matter of fact we did. Isaiah and I have been pouring over some of the Poseidon cabin’s old counselor entries for magical sextants. We cross-referenced that with some of Long Island’s historical documents pertaining to old quests and …”

      “We found nothing helpful,” came Isaiah’s voice.

      The camp’s Director—and minor God of Sass and Paperwork—sat down at the coffee table between Topher and Gussie.

      Topher sighed. “Sure. What we found didn’t make sense at first.”

      “Why even include that first part? Research? It’s not relevant. Why does everything have to be a story with you?” Isaiah gesticulated wildly.

      “I dunno. I kind of like the build up?” Gussie said. “I can kind of see it in my head as a sort of movie montage. Jump cuts of the two of you hunched over old dusty scrolls at a dimly lit desk full of old magical contraptions.”

      Topher gave Isaiah a sort of see, she gets it look.

      “Do not encourage him,” Isaiah said, smirking.

      “Fine. It was when Mr. D called our sextent the third of Hephaestus’s pathfinder doohickies and then said,” Topher did his best Mr. D impression here, “‘If I knew that’s what he wanted you to find in the Cathedral of Junk, I would’a told you not to waste your time. It just means you twerps gotta go to the Sea of Monsters and find the thing the mortals call the Antikythera Device, because that’s what the last sextant was made for. And good luck surviving that. Peter Johnson could barely do it. You guys got no chance.”

      Isaiah nodded at Topher satisfactorily. “See, was that so hard?”

      “But I thought they already discovered that device in a shipwreck?” Gussie furrowed her brow.

      “They found a device based on the original,” Topher corrected. “The original device was created by the Titans as a sort of doomsday doorway to curse the gods and their followers. It uses a series of planetary and solar alignments to open a portal to eight curses so challenging the gods would be destroyed under the weight of their burden. We think Mr. Rictus is going to try and find the device and then use it. It’s a perfect endgame for the new leader of The League of Machines and Monsters.”

      “Why does this thing still exist? Why didn’t you gods destroy it?” Gussie knew the answer as soon as the question left her mouth. The gods cannot intervene directly. That’s what demigod heroes were for.

      Gussie could see the pain of this particular truth play out over Topher’s expression.

      “Since you now have a little time on your hands, Isaiah and I were kind of hoping you would do that,” Topher smiled and shrugged.

      “Me? I’m getting a quest?” Gussie sputtered. “I have to save the gods and all their followers? That’s huge. Yes. I mean, yes, please! Thank you very much.”

      “Not just you,” Isaiah added. “You can’t hope to accomplish this on your own.”

      “What Isaiah is saying is that you’ll need a team. We’ve put together …” Topher was cut off again.

      “I don’t work well in a team. I’m kind of a solo act. Thanks though.” Gussie waved off both gods.

      Isaiah laughed and then went serious. His eyes flashed a dangerous pink. “You will follow camp rules and quest as a team. Am I clear, Gussie Marion?”

      Gussie could feel the weight of Isaiah’s command press into her like a slow moving wave. She’d never felt anything so insistent and absolute. One of Isaiah’s parents was Aphrodite and therefore charmspeaking came naturally to the minor god.

      Gussie nodded silently but earnestly.

      Topher put a hand on Isaiah’s left shoulder while he spoke to Gussie, a smile in his voice. “You understand why we have to send you with a small team, right? It has nothing to do with your capabilities or resolve. There are things you’ll be great at and there will be times when you’ll need to rely on others' strengths to win the day. There is no shame in that.”

      Topher and Isaiah shared Aphrodite as a mother, but Gussie couldn’t tell if Topher used it to charmspeak the folks around him. It didn’t feel like it, but he made you feel things strongly, so maybe he did in a way. She’d heard him talk about books at her elementary school when she was younger. Even the kids who didn’t like reading were excited about books after he left. Maybe he did a low-key version then? Who knew.

      “I don’t think she’s ready to work like that, boss.” Isaiah looked concerned.

      Topher regarded Gussie for a moment and pursed his lips. “I think she can learn.”

      Isaiah raised his eyebrows at the comment, but said nothing.

      A large belching sound came from the side of the dining hall. Then came the disembodied voice of Grey. “The others are here, Topher.”

      “Thanks, Grey!” Topher called out and then fixed his gaze once more on Gussie. “Let’s go meet the rest of the team, and plant some seeds.”
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      “Gussie, since I’m not sure who you’ve met and who you haven’t, allow me to introduce you to the rest of the questing group.”

      Topher pointed to the two other demigods that stood by the camp store. First, he pointed to a short, ruddy faced, red-headed demigod in black combat boots, torn blue jeans and an orange Camp Half-Blood Austin shirt with the words “LOVE IS DED!!!” written across the camp’s logo. She wore heavy eyeliner and purple lipstick giving them a punk/goth vibe.

      “This is Cali, daughter of Ares. Cali, this is Gussie, daughter of Thanatos.”

      Gussie knew Cali. The red-headed girl was gruff and took every opportunity to annoy Gussie whenever she was around. Calli was a very capable fighter and often won the sword fighting championship that camp held at the end of every session. She was the kind of demigod that wore all her sword fighting medals around her neck on the first day of camp with that come and get it if you dare attitude.

      Gussie bristled a little at the introduction, expecting the worst from Cali. “Nice to see you again.”

      Cali snorted in laughter at Gussie’s greeting. “Wish I could say the same. Points for trying though.”

      “Listen here, you emo wretch.” Gussie lurched toward the girl.

      “Ah, the arch-ghoul of Austin awakes!” Cali leaned in to Gussie.

      Topher stepped between them. “Gussie! Cali! That's not okay! Same team!”

      Gussie clenched her jaw, nostrils flaring. She backed off and crossed her arms in protest, but Cali seemed unfazed.

      “This is going so well,” Isaiah added.

      “Fine. Fine. Emo wretch, huh? I haven’t heard that one. Pretty good,” Cali laughed appreciatively. She turned to the tall, lanky boy next to her. “This is Calum, son of the weaver goddess. He’s good at wearing scarves.”

      Calum adjusted his glasses and stepped forward to take Gussie’s hand in greeting. He seemed unbothered by Cali’s brusqueness. “Calum, son of Athena. It’s good to see you again, Gussie.”

      “Uh, hi, Calum. How are?” Gussie faltered. “You, uh, your scarf is … nice.”

      “Awkward.” Cali raised her eyebrows.

      Gussie did not like Cali and the reasons for not liking her were piling up.

      “Okay, Cali. Even if you don’t intend to antagonize, you’re doing it. Please stop. It’s not cool.” Topher’s gaze drilled into Cali.

      “Yes, sir. Sorry,” Cali replied.

      Was she though? Gussie didn’t think so. The thought of having to fend off constant jabs from a teammate and then actual attacks from the monsters they would be facing made her shoulders sag. She just didn’t have the bandwidth to deal with this kind of thing.

      “What about scarf-boy?” Cali said. “Is he too perfect for a critique?”

      Calum half turned to face Cali. “You should call me Calum from here on out,” Calum said seriously but without anger.

      That stood Cali up straight. “Okay,” was all Cali said.

      Topher looked at Calum, who was older by several years. “You up for this?”

      Calum thought about it for a few moments, then spoke. “We’re going to the Sea of Monsters, right?”

      Everyone nodded in agreement.

      “Are all of you good swimmers?” Calum asked. “We don’t have any children of Poseidon with us, so that’s important.”

      Gussie and Cali both nodded.

      “Then let’s find out what we’re up against and get the right tools for the job.” Calum shrugged at the girls, “I don’t really care what you all think of me, and I don’t get too emotional about things, so there’s that.”

      “I adore you, Calum.” Isaiah beamed.

      “I know,” Calum replied.
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      Bunker 9 was a hulking interior space cut into the rock of the western escarpment of the state park. It had many distinctions, but the one Topher was most proud of was that it was the only bunker that was uniquely camp’s and had never been used or even found by the League of Machine’s and Monsters. The entrance was disguised as a massive slab of rock that looked just like the weathered limestone around it. The camp used it to store dangerous magical items that didn’t need to be in Topher’s personal possession and to have meetings away from prying eyes.

      On the inside it looked a lot like Gussie, Cali, and Calum would have expected—a massive industrial warehouse with far more celestial bronze than steel, even using it for the space’s supports. The air had a cold, metallic, leather scent. Gussie could taste the dust in the air.

      On one side of the space was a long set of metal and wood work tables with an assortment of half finished projects gathering dust. Above that, shelves lined the wall,  again some shelves made of metal and others wood. They were filled with glass jars full of some very weird looking stuff. Faces, swirling multi-colored liquids, creature parts, weapons, and more than a few insect looking things Gussie didn’t even know how to describe. As they moved to a space that had a ping-pong table and a dry erase board, Hollower belts that the camp used to handle mummies and other undead monsters hung on pegs in an area marked “Dead Zone!”

      “Take a seat.” Topher gestured to four chairs around the ping-pong table that camp used for their war council. He lit some incense and placed the bronze censure in the center of the table.

      Isaiah had prepared a presentation for each of the questers and fixed them to clipboards. The lights were low, so Gussie and the rest had to squint at the paperwork. Isaiah said, “I forget how dimly lit this space is. Where are the controls for the lights, boss?”

      Topher clapped his hands together and the lights brightened.

      Isaiah shook his head, smiling. ‘If you’ll all look at page one,” he began.

      The presentation was a good touch. It didn’t run too long and was very much to the point. To everyone’s horror, whatever they wrote on their set of notes ended up at the end of Isaiah’s presentation.

      
        
        GUSSIE’S IMPORTANT NOTES!

        

      

      
        	Take Belch to an island in the Sea of Monsters we think has the place where Alexander the Great was buried. Figure out how the sextant works when we get there. Rictus wants to destroy us

        	Don’t die

        	Hydrate

        	Look for useful magical items along the way

        	Team building stuff/try not to kill each other before you find the tomb of Alexander the Great

        	Don’t die

      

      
        
        Cali’s To do list!

        

      

      
        	Stab stuff on the island, Not Gussie though (It’s gonna be hard)

        	Good idea to let Gussie and Calum use the sextant

        	Mr. Rictus is going to be in a stabity mood (hard same)

        	The sextant is important, protect it.

        	Protect the rest of the team (even Gussie)

        	Get comfortable improvising. Remember our camp training

      

      
        
        Calum’s List:

        

      

      
        	Isaiah and Topher believe we’ll be able to Belch into the SoM, but the energy needed to do it could shut down or damage the Belch network. Once inside the SoM we are on our own and may need to figure out how to get back home if we survive. The sextant’s capabilities, whatever they are, only work inside the SoM. Expect Rictus to not be too far behind us.

        	Mr. D told Topher that the Antikythera device is rumored to be at the burial temple of Alexander the Great. We have to get there before Rictus does.

        	According to Isaiah & Topher there is no additional source information about the curses that the device releases. The gods don’t even know, or if they do, they aren’t sharing. Could they actually be afraid?

        	The sextant has the ability to interfere with the normal functions of Mr. Rictus’s automotons. We discovered this at the Halloween quest. Does he know this? I hope not.

        	The opportunity to see the tomb of Alexander the Great is so exciting. The history! I’m geeking out in a very measured way.

      

      

      “Any questions?” Isaiah asked. He waited for a moment, surveying the group. Cali raised her hand. “Yes?”

      “Can we arm up here? I saw some choice weaponry and something that might have been a flame-thrower on the rack by the entrance on the way in.” Cali looked hopeful.

      Isaiah looked at Topher who gave a nod and shrug. “Let me see anything you’re interested in before you touch it,” Topher said. “Just to make sure you don’t pick up anything with unexpected surprises.”

      “You keep cursed items in here, Topher?” Gussie asked.

      “Excuse me, have you met Topher?” Isaiah blurted.

      “Some items’ curses are too powerful to neutralize or destroy, so the ones that aren’t an immediate threat to the world are kept here. We’ve done a pretty exhaustive search and inventory of what we have in here since our last audit, but that doesn’t mean that something might not have escaped our attention.” Topher explained.

      Gussie thought that keeping a stockpile of cursed items was kind of a horrible idea, but they seemed to have a handle on things and Isaiah didn’t look concerned. As she glanced about the place, looking for something interesting or useful, she noticed a large wooden crate with a hand painted wooden sign that read Temple of Dionysus Stuff in big orange and purple letters.

      Gussie made her way over to the open container. The wood looked like rough, repurposed pallet wood and was bristling with potential splinters just waiting to bite into someone’s skin. Appropriate for Mr. D, Gussie thought. As the others looked around for questing items, Gussie peered over the lip of the container. Inside were several grass skirts, some old silk lei, partially inflated beach balls, and four boxes of something marked WWII by Hermes Air. Only the world “Air” had been crossed out and the word “water” written in its place.

      “Um, question!” Gussie raised her hand feeling both confused and amused.

      “What’s up, Gussie? Find something you want to use?” Topher asked, looking up from his clipboard and walking her way.

      “No. Not really. Just curious about these boxes marked World War II in this crate.” Gussie thought maybe it was some sort of magical amphibious assault vehicle, like the kind she’d seen on the WWII videos of Operation Neptune on D-day. That could be useful.

      Topher looked confused as well until he looked into the crate and saw what Gussie was pointing to.

      “Ah! The WWII refers to water wings 2nd edition, not World War II.” Topher explained. “It was a gag item from the old Stoll Bros. Camp Store. The idea being when the wearer put them on, they transformed into a sort of demigod flying fish hybrid that never actually touched the water. The boys thought it was funny. So did Mr. D, by the way. He said it was close enough to turning demigods into dolphins to make him smile. I had to confiscate those. It was very confusing for the naiads AND they only worked randomly.”

      “So, they’re off limits?” Gussie asked. “They sound cursed.”

      “You can take them, but I wouldn't rely on them.” Topher shrugged.

      Gussie’s pack didn’t have anything beyond the basics for survival in it. There was plenty of room. She took all four of the slim boxes, wrote ‘water wings’ in thick Sharpie, and tucked them into her backpack.

      Something hit Gussie in the neck. Ouch. She looked around, positive that Cali had just flicked something at her, but Cali was on the other side of the room staring at a shield. Gussie rubbed at the spot, but there was no cut, not even a bump.  Then a thought occurred to her. “Do you have anything else from the Stolls around here?”

      Topher checked his clipboard. “I think so?” Topher hummed. “They made their gear from the cheapest stuff, so it wasn’t made to last long. I think that was the idea though. Cheap. Random. Dangerous. Entertaining.” Topher ran a finger down page after page of inventory. “I remember some disguises they sent us a few year’s back. Really bargain bin looking stuff. Hats, wigs, Groucho nose and glasses, that kind of thing. When you put any of it on, it made a convincing disguise back then.”

      “If there’s anything left, I’ll take it.” Gussie shrugged.

      Topher disappeared for a minute and a few seconds later returned with a plastic tub of dusty and mangy looking wigs, moth eaten hats, trick card decks, and Groucho glasses.

      “Use at your own peril.” Topher warned, holding up a long black wig that must have been home to a small colony of gnats. They swarmed the wig before Topher waved them off with his other hand.

      Gussie made a disgusted look and then shrugged. “Give me the wigs, cards, and Groucho glasses. They’ll take up less room. This is gonna be a weird trip.”

      The group gathered back at the ping pong table of war to look at supplies. Everyone had provisions and first aid, leather armor, some sort of edged weapon, and a bedroll. Cali was excited that she had found an old Roman shield that formed a magical “testudo” around anyone in proper formation around the shield bearer.

      “This is great, but its hearing is a little dodgy,” Cali said. “It activates when you shout ‘testudo!’”. Cali barked the command, but nothing happened.

      “It looks really old and beat-up,” Gussie said. “Not hearing things could be just one of the many problems it has.”

      “Yeah.” Cali scowled and shook the curved rectangular shield. “Testudo! Testudo! Test…”

      Gussie gasped as the spectral purple form of a tortoise encased the daughter of Ares in a magical shield. The tortoise looked ancient and wise as it surveyed the room slowly, bowing its head almost imperceptibly at Isaiah and Topher.

      Calum threw a pencil at Cali, and it bounced harmlessly off the purple shell.

      “Well, that’s cool,” Calum said.

      “Right?” Cali beamed. “But look.” She took her own pencil and threw it at Calum. It bounced off the pegasus on his shirt. “Nothing can come in, but stuff can still go out.” She smirked at Calum for a second before turning back to Isaiah. “Okay, what was the word for ‘stand down’ in Latin again, Mr. Isaiah?”

      Isaiah smiled, and slowly said, “Desiste!”.

      Cali barked the word over and over. The protective grandma tortoise continued to look around the room oblivious to the command, and the barrier remained in place as she stared into the middle distance. It took about five minutes for the tortoise to hear the command and “stand down.”

      “That’s gonna be problematic,” Calum said, rubbing his chin. He handed Cali a marker.

      “Eh, maybe. It’s better than nothing,” Cali shrugged. “What’s the pen for? Does it turn into a sword or something?”

      “You should write the phonetic spelling of the commands on the inside of the shield, so you don’t forget them in battle,” Calum offered.

      “That’s genius!” Cali uncapped the pen and wrote the words on the inside upper edge of the lacquered shield. “I also nabbed an expando-version set of boar hunting spears. You know, the kind with the cross guard so your enemy can’t charge down the spear after you’ve run them through? For some reason they transform into a pair of scissors.” She wagged the scissors in the air dramatically. “What did you find, Calum?”

      “A falcata and a buckler. Pretty nice.”.

      “What do they do?” Gussie asked eagerly.

      “Slash and block, respectively,” Calum smiled. “That’s it. I brought everything else I thought I’d need.”

      “How about you, Gussie?” Calum asked.

      Gussie turned bright red at the thought of revealing that her bag was full of water-wings, wigs, and Groucho glasses.

      “Um, stuuuuuuf?” Gussie drew the word out.

      “That’ll be super helpful in a pinch,” Cali retorted.

      Topher got the group’s attention. “Okay demigods, it’s time. Grey will open the portal to the tomb of Alexander, but we aren't sure how it will behave in the Sea of Monsters or how long it will remain open, so move through quickly. It’s a one-way trip. We won’t be able to reach you while you’re there as communications in and out of the SoM have never worked. Stay safe, protect AND show one another some grace. You can do this.” Topher smiled at them kindly then called out over his shoulder. “Grey, please open a belch to the tomb of Alexander the Great.”

      “C-coming rrrrr-riiiight uuuuuu-p!” Grey’s voice glitched.

      “Uh oh.” Topher winced.

      The belch flashed open and a swirl of crackling purple energy that struggled to maintain cohesion flickered in and out. It was immediately clear to everyone that this wasn’t right.

      “Is it safe to use?” Gussie cried out, cutting her eyes between Topher and the group. Her anxiety flared, and she desperately wanted to hide under a warm pile of blankets in a soft quiet bed, far away from here.

      “W-whyyyyyyyyyyyyyy w-w-wouuuld-danttit beeeeee-eeeee?” came Grey’s voice, now shrill and straining.

      Bolts of wild electricity arced dangerously through the air between the group and the magical portal. From somewhere far within, perhaps on the other side, came a chorus of deep baritone voices, chanting in ancient Greek. Gussie's demigod brain took a moment to translate.

      “If we don’t go now, the belch could close. Go! Go!” came Calum’s urgent warning.

      As Gussie stepped through the yawning maw of purple energy the chant started anew. So did her anxiety.

      “Here, death is born.”
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      There are days when the universe has sharp teeth. Everyone feels this from time-to-time. Gussie felt this way most days, and it was a struggle to maintain a sense of calm. She felt like she was always in fight or flight mode and the work of constantly assessing whether or not she was in any danger or whether the dread she felt was as big and awful as the situation called for was exhausting. The aftermath usually left her feeling sleepy and shut down and oftentimes it sapped her of wanting to do things that she would otherwise enjoy. It made her feel like something was really wrong with who she was.

      She was lucky to have a few folks in her life that assured her this wasn’t the case. Gussie  usually believed them too—until the feelings turned into overwhelm. At that point, she had learned a few exercises and coping tools that took the edge off and allowed her some space to cope. She couldn’t use any of those tools in the belch, and she doubted there would be time once they got to the tomb of Alexander.

      Within moments of entering the belch, the group was unceremoniously spat out on dark red earth. It was a very fine topsoil layer, almost powdery. Some of it got into Gussie’s mouth, and it was then that she realized she’d been screeching as they exited the portal.

      The entire group coughed and sputtered in the golden light, which made Gussie feel a bit better, seeing as she wasn’t the only one with dirt in her mouth. It looked like the sun was setting.

      “The earth here has a lot of iron in it.” Calum coughed and little puffs of red dust shot out of his mouth. It looked ridiculous.

      Gussie and Cali managed to laugh a little.

      What Calum said tracked. At first Gussie thought she must have bitten her tongue or lost a tooth in the tumble out of the belch because she could taste blood. Once Calum made the comment about the iron in the soil she knew that was what she was tasting. Her mom had told her about how your blood could taste metallic. She ran her tongue across her teeth, just to be sure. All good.

      “Grey? Can you hear me?” Gussie called out.

      Nothing.

      “Grey!”

      “They told us the belch wouldn’t work after it got us here, weirdo!” Cali smirked.

      “I know, Cali. But it doesn’t hurt to try, right? This is a first for all of us.” Gussie shot back, squashing her annoyance.

      “Fair point,” Calum said. “Let’s keep it down from here on out though. We don’t want to alert anyone to our presence here.”

      The group dusted off the red silt as best they could, but it clung to their skin like it had grown there.

      “Anything broken?” Calum asked.

      Gussie and Cali both said no, then it occurred to Gussie that she should check for the box containing the sextant. The box appeared to be undamaged, which relieved Gussie. She shoved it back into her pack. “The sextant is fine too.”

      “You sure you didn’t break a nail?” Cali smiled at Gussie.

      Just count to ten and get control of your temper, Gussie. This was going to turn into a mantra, she could just feel it.

      “Cause I definitely did,” Cali said looking at her middle finger. “Look!”

      Cali had torn a nail and her finger had been bleeding, but the blood was soaked up by the dust on her hand. She showed everyone her finger in a way that left Gussie wondering if she was taking a moment to insult everyone or announcing the need to get a little first aid. The answer was probably yes.

      Calum inspected the wound. He shrugged. “Get it cleaned up, disinfected and bandaged before it turns into an actual problem.”

      Cali muttered something under her breath that sounded like, “Well, I thought it was funny,” but she  cleaned the wound and wrapped the finger. She seemed to respond well to Calum, and Gussie made a mental note. “It’s getting dark. Should we take a quick look around and then make camp?” Gussie asked.

      “Yeah. That sounds like a good idea.” Calum agreed.

      They were in a clearing. It was warm and tropical, and there was a slight breeze. To the west was a dark stone cliff, rising up above the forest canopy like a menacing wave. The sun had nearly set behind it. At least seven different types of trees lined the periphery of the space they were in. Beneath the trees were a riot of understory plants and vines. Some leaves were a dark glossy green and looked like the hands of some monstrous creature. Others were a soft mossy green the shape of a spade on a playing card. The tree Gussie noticed first was some type of squat looking pine.

      “What’s that one?” Gussie pointed to the pine closest to them. Calum looked in the direction Gussie was pointing.

      “Pinus caribaea or Caribbean pine. They regenerate quickly, need lots of sun to grow, and are fairly fire resistant when mature,” Calum recited.

      Gussie and Cali just stared at him.

      “What? I read up on basic ecology and flora after Topher first contacted me.”

      “Of course you did.” Cali shook her head appreciatively.

      “Was there a Sea of Monsters Native Trees’ book lying around at your place?” Gussie asked, incredulously.

      “That’s silly,” Calum said but looked as though he thought it might be a good idea for his Demeter cabin friends to write one. He offered no additional commentary about the matter. He just started pointing at trees and naming them. “Black mangrove, Bay Rum, Autograph Tree…”

      “Okay, Calum. We get it, you’re super sm… Wait, Autograph Tree? Now I have a million questions,” Gussie said.

      Then, a couple of things happened simultaneously in the golden light of sundown. The high pitched strumming sound of a cistrum snaked through the trees, followed by the deep chanting sound Gussie had heard earlier. Every so often the chant was punctuated by an oddly strained trumpeting. It was high pitched and nasally but always kept time with the chant and cistrum. It sounded like it could have been an overly dramatic ancient Greek military dirge, but on a very small scale.

      A second later the trees began to shift as if being pushed out of the way. The forest canopy swayed violently and the sounds of snapping tree branches and tree trunks alarmed the group.

      “Shields and swords up!” Cali barked.

      The three of them snapped to attention, drawing weapons and shields, a testament to their years of camp training.

      “Hellas!” all three intoned, tensed and ready for action.

      Gussie was the only camper without some form of shield, but she had her celestial bronze kopis at the ready. Cali had summoned both spears, one planted in the ground next to her, the other snapped down neatly over the top of her Roman shield. Calum had his falcata drawn and at the ready with his buckler up against his chest, over his heart. Their sword instructor, Master Da’Mon, The Lion of Storms, would be proud.

      Gussie’s stomach tightened and she felt like she wanted to vomit. What was coming? It had to be big to push trees aside and snap them like matchsticks.

      The trumpeting sound got a bit louder, then stopped. All the sounds stopped. No cistrum. No chanting. Two massive hands slid quitely from the darkness of the forest and pushed the mangrove trees aside, creating an open space nearly twenty feet wide. Then a single flame erupted, followed by another and then another. It went on until there were more than two dozen flickering torchlights.

      What in the Hades was going on?

      As if in answer, an eerie Mediterranean carnival music started. A few heartbeats into the music, two columns of miniature elephants charged into the space, encircling the demigods from both sides, trumpeting wildly. Well, the question of what kind of thing made that kind of sound had been answered. Floating above the elephants, struggling to keep pace, were a symphonic horde of musical instruments Gussie couldn't name and dancing torches.

      “I mean. It’s certainly a choice,” Cali side-mouthed the comment to the others.

      Then, the master plodded into the clearing, holding his massive hands above his head. His arms were unbelievably long and looked like corded cable. Adding to his strange appearance was the fact that he was squat, only four feet high, if that. He wore an ornate dark purple chiton, trimmed in silver. The most alarming feature was his face, or what covered it.  Resting at a jaunty and obscene angle was a Smiley mask.

      “In the blood of the earth, you dirty pig! Dead again, dead again, jiggity jig!” came the deep thrum of the creature’s voice.

      “You have got to be kidding me!” Gussie said with a low growl.
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      The implications were dire. Gussie ran through several scenarios where this person could have been attacked by a Smiley mask. All options she came up with were horrifying. The stampede of miniature elephants, the music, and the chanting all made for the most surreal moment of Gussie’s short life. Throwing a Smiley mask on top of it moved things into the realm of nightmares. Especially a talking Smiley.

      “The greatest thrill of your life now stands before you!” came the creature's voice. It was a deep and oddly pleasing baritone.

      “I’m sorry. What?” Gussie replied flatly.

      “I apologize. Let me take this thing off so you can hear me,” the stranger said, removing the mask, where it floated next to him.

      “No way,” Calum gasped. “That’s not possible.”

      “Yeah…” Cali agreed, in that this really sucks sort of way.

      “I beg your pardon? Not possible? Don’t you know who I am?” he said, sounding troubled.

      The three of them shook their heads.

      There was a comically sad whu, whu, whaaa sound from the floating symphony.

      The man paced back and forth, obviously aggravated. He held his massive hands up to the sky and began addressing someone none of them could see.

      “I told you when you made me keeper of your final resting place, to invest in some decent marketing on my behalf—to spread my name and deeds far and wide. Was that too much to ask? I’ve long since lost track of how long I’ve been here, great lord. I have had few visitors in that time and none have known my name or great deeds. And because none may leave knowing this place, no one will ever know my story. Traaaaaaaaaagic.” The stranger wailed out the word tragic like a bad stage performer, hands shaking skyward.

      “None may leave knowing this place? What does that mean?” Cali asked.

      The stranger sighed dramatically and pretended not to hear the question. As he wept, something close to a violin solo played a mournful melody. Except there were no violins, just long narrow string instruments that looked to be made of some sort of gourd or shell with a skin stretched over the top and a long fretless neck with horse hair for strings. At least it looked like horse hair. A bamboo bow with catgut strings cut across the instrument slowly.

      “Is that some kind of threat Mr. McHanderson?” Cali growled

      “Not helping!” Calum said.

      It occurred to Gussie that the odd person just wanted to be heard and recognized. Everyone wanted that.

      Gussie positioned herself between the stranger and her team and posed dramatically.

      “Oh great friend and servant of Alexander the Great!” Gussie began.

      “The greatest, really.” The stranger waved a massive hand dismissively.

      “Truly,” Gussie solemnly agreed, though she wasn’t quite sure if he was talking about himself or his master, Alexander.

      She continued on. “You are the greatest singular marvel of our short miserable lives. Had we known you were here we would have brought you gifts befitting your…” Gussie was laying it on thick and she hoped the stranger would notice. “… grandeur.”

      He spun himself around to face Gussie. “Do go on.”

      “Since we may not leave, please regale us with your astonishing name and deeds so that we may carry them in our hearts for the time we have left.” Gussie felt like she almost ran out of words with that last sentence. She wished her seventh grade English teacher Mrs. Landy could hear her now.

      “Finally, someone gets it!” the stranger said. “I, Hephaestieus the Greater…” He began, but Gussie quickly interjected.

      “But first, oh great Hephaestieus the Greeter, tell us the story of your wondrous mask!” Gussie hoped he would allow her to direct the conversation so long as she fed his ego and desire for recognition.

      “It’s Greater not Greeter,” he corrected Gussie.

      “Isn’t that what I said?” Gussie asked.

      “You definitely said Greeter,” Hephaestieus said.

      “Oh, sorry. It’s just that you greeted us so well back there. We felt very welcomed, didn’t we team?”

      Calum saw what Gussie was doing and approved. He gave her the thumbs up, which Hephaestieus took as approval of his greeting skills. Cali just nodded along.

      “Well… thank you. No one has ever said that to me before. That’s very kind. I usually get overwrought or overly dramatic. Being a good host is so important. Is that still a thing out in the world these days?”

      “Oh, for sure.” Gussie nodded vehemently. “About the mask. How did you get it?”

      “Booooooooriiing. Are you sure you don’t want to hear about the time I hexed Alexander’s crystal sarcophagus into being? That’s a real jaw dropper.”

      “Know yourself and adorn yourself accordingly, I always say. It lets the world know you know how to finish things off.” Gussie leaned into the stranger and winked. “That’s, uh, where all good stories begin, right? With the gloriousness that is you.” She was really reaching here.

      Hephaestieus touched his cheek with one hand, as if remembering the Smiley mask when he last wore it, then shook his head as if coming out of a memory. “It was just there, on the ground, outside the tomb entrance.”

      “Um, cool!” Gussie forced it out. “Did it jump onto your face when you got close? Wrestle you to the ground and drive you insane?”

      Hephaestieus laughed dismissively. “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s just a silly, yet obscenely interesting, theater mask.”

      “But it floats like it’s alive,” Gussie pushed.

      “Many things float here, in case you haven't noticed.” On cue the floating symphony began a rousing ditty meant to say, “Hey, we’re right here.”

      “Fair enough. Just trying to add a little flair to the narrative.” Gussie shrugged, but was having a hard time figuring out why the Smiley mask didn’t seem to affect Hephaestieus the way it was supposed to. He should have been an empty shell of a man filled with the maniac urge to murder.

      “I appreciate the effort, really I do. It’s just when you’ve been dead for as long as I have with no visitors in recent memory, things can get a little … dull.” Hephaestieus sighed.

      And there it was. The missing piece. He was dead, some sort of revenant or spirit. That’s why the mask must not be able to do its madness thing. Gussie had never heard of a Smiley mask on a mummy or draugr out at camp. It still didn’t explain how it got here. She decided it was time to move on to the real reason they were here.

      “How about this? Tell me the story of the Antikythera device Alexander has in his tomb. I hear that’s got a wonderful story behind it. Did you create it, oh great and powerful Hephaestieus?”

      “What device?” Hephaestieus looked interested, or bothered, or on guard. It was so hard to tell.

      Gussie had to make some quick mental calculations here. He wouldn’t know it as the Antikythera device. It most definitely would have been called something else back in the day. Should she reveal what she knew about the device? If it was as important as everyone said, he may become hostile and try to destroy them. Gussie cut her eyes between Hephaestieus and her questmates. Cali seemed to catch on.

      “It’s like a celestial clock that dispenses curses rather than tells time,” Cali explained.

      Hephaestieus perked up. “That sounds like a bit of fun! And it’s here you say?”

      Calum leaned into Cali. “That’s technically not what it does.”

      “Close enough,” Cali hissed.

      Gussie laughed nervously and then immediately tried to cover it up. “Rumors mostly. But I’m sure you know every little thing that resides here.”

      “Or big thing,” Calum added.

      That’s right. They didn’t know what the device looked like.

      Hephaestieus shuffled his feet uncertainly. Then his expression shifted, and he straightened. “Of course I know everything—all the treasures of my great master. Kings and Emperors came from far and wide to leave him fun and dangerous things all the time before we moved here.” He waved at everything.

      Okay, this guy had no idea if the device was here or not.

      “May we see it. It would be such a great honor … to … to behold such a royal gift.” Gussie bowed low.

      “No one gets into the tomb these days. Even if you did, there is no be-holding or be-touching anything! It’s against the rules.” Hephaestieus glared at them all. “And don’t think you can pull a fast one on me. I can sense anything living on this island. That's how I knew you were all here. This is where the dead are born. It is no place for the living.” Hephaestieus drew himself up to his full height of nearly four feet. It was meant to look ominous. The symphony played a dark thrumming tone that reminded Gussie of a horror movie soundtrack right before something attacks the main character.

      “I’ve been dead inside for a long time,” Cali called out. “At least it feels that way. Does that count?”

      “No, not really. I feel you though.” Hephaestieus tapped his massive hand on his chest in solidarity. “I can help with that, however. I think it’s time for you to join me in death. Then I can tell you all my stories! Sound good?” The horror soundtrack music began again.

      “Ummm…” Cali began.

      “Or,” Gussie started.

      “There is no death ‘or’ in this place, children.” He smiled ominously. The music swelled dangerously.

      “But is there Slap Jack?” Gussie flashed a weathered deck of cards she fished out of her pack.

      Oh gods, whatever this was, please let it work. Gussie prayed. She hoped the Stolls’ products lived up to their reputation for causing mayhem.

      “I like the sound of the slap part. Who’s Jack?” Hephaestieus narrowed his eyes suspiciously.

      “It’s not a person.”

      “Shame.”

      “It’s one of the card types in the game. Jack, Queen, King, and so on. Everyone takes a turn and flips a single card up and places it in the center of the table. When the Jack card is played the first person to slap themselves as hard as they can, gets all the cards in the pile. The object of the game is to get all 52 cards.”

      Cali gave Calum a what did she just say kind of look.

      “Sounds dreary to be honest.”

      “Let’s spice it up then. You and I play a friendly game. If I win, you let us go into the temple to look for … at the device. When we come back out, then you can kill us.” Gussie offered.

      “And if I win?”

      “You get to kill us.”

      The music suddenly became cheery and light.

      “Ah, storytime all the time. Deal me in.” Hephaestieus grinned wolfishly, calling up a slab of stone from the ground below to serve as a table.

      This was really going to happen.

      The game was brutal and decisive. Hephaestieus had slapped himself into an unconscious tangled mess that twitched and let out tiny little moans every few seconds. He didn’t even come close to getting all 52 cards. The change to the rules Gussie slipped into the game’s explanation and the joke deck the Stolls had made saw to that.

      “He was just too fast for me, I guess.” Gussie grinned, picking up the cards and placing them in her pack.

      “What are the chances that the first five card drops would all be jacks?” Cali smiled.

      “Especially since there should only be four jacks in any standard deck of cards,” Calum agreed with a slight chuckle. “Where did you get those cards?”

      “Who cares?” Cali added. “Remind me never to play cards with you.”

      “A girl has to have some secrets, buddy.” Gussie smirked at Calum. “Let’s get to the tomb before he wakes up.”
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      They left the unconscious Hephaestieus draped over his slab table along with the sad looking circle of mini elephants that doubled as his brass section. Calum mentioned that they all probably came from the direction of Alexander’s Tomb since protecting it was his primary job on the island.

      Agreeing, they followed the swath of destruction and trampled undergrowth that was the path Hephaestieus and party took to find them. It was dark now, but the moon overhead was full and bright, making the way navigable by moonlight.

      The path led to the wave of dark rock that now reared up in front of them. The cliff face was a beautifully carved swirl of curvilinear shapes. Even in the moonlight, or maybe because of it, the artistry was breathtaking. Whomever or whatever created the spiraling and undulating shapes had done so with exacting grace. The shapes reminded Gussie of both the wind through a field of grass and the whorl of water currents made visible by an untamed imagination. The shapes stretched and flowed across the stone and every sinew-y finger of the design terminated toward or into the opening of Alexander’s tomb. The whole thing was decidedly un-Greek looking.

      Two massive torches sputtered in bright purple flames on either side of the 50 foot tall archway entrance. The carved black stone slabs that once acted as a door had been ripped from their pivot-point hinges and cracked open like an egg. They lay on the ground in front of the entrance as once grand and formidable guardians against the world outside. Calum and Cali gazed at the stone slabs in slack-jawed amazement.

      “What could have done this?” Calum wondered aloud.

      Gussie just made an I don’t know face and shrugged silently. Whatever it was, it was powerful.

      Cali knelt down at the entrance with one hand on the ground. “There are boot marks here, lots of them. Modern too. These aren’t sandaled feet or monster claws. It’s hard to tell how many exactly. More than a dozen for sure. And look here!”

      Gussie followed the trail of boots into the archway.

      “They start walking in a single column, stepping in one another’s prints.”

      “To hide their numbers?” Gussie asked.

      “No,” Calum said thoughtfully. “I was thinking in case one of them steps on a trap. The individuals behind know where not to step if a trap is triggered. Conversely, if the first makes it through just fine, then the others will too. They didn’t bother hiding their numbers out here. It shows they aren't worried about who knows how many of them there are.”

      “I can appreciate that devil may care attitude to efficiency.” Gussie raised her eyebrows.

      “This team knows it’s worth and knows how to work together,” Calum remarked. “Let’s follow in their footsteps, come on.”

      Gussie watched Calum and Cali step into the steps made by the previous team.

      “Oh, you meant literally. I thought it was another team building thing. Right!” Gussie grabbed a broken piece of tree limb and placed the tip of it in the purple flame where it sprang to life on the newly formed torch.

      The others turned around and motioned to Gussie that she should get in line between them with Cali at the front. It made sense. Cali had more training in tracking and moving into dangerous situations than she and Calum. Calum could watch their six and help keep Gussie and the sextant safe. Standard questing party etiquette. In theory.

      It turns out they didn’t need the torch for light after all. The interior of the entranceway was lit about one hundred feet in. Gussie noted that whoever had made these tracks had a far longer stride than she did. They were taller. Only Calum seemed to be able to walk normally. Both Gussie and Cali had to stretch a little in order to stay within the stride of the footprints they were following.

      No traps.

      Yet.

      Another step.

      The tension of expecting her world to explode or get shot in the eye with a poison dart at any moment was making it hard to move forward toward the light. So, between steps she focused on the mosaic tile depictions of massive elephants and warhorses that appeared on the walls in the growing light.

      Another series of tentative steps.

      More images appeared in the tiles. So many scenes played out across the surface of the chiseled cavern entryway. Battles. Treaties, or more likely terms of surrender. Gods praising Alexander’s “greatness.” Finally a depiction of his death, or rather burial.

      Another step.

      Still no traps.

      And another.

      Lines of emperors, kings, and gods from cultures subjugated by Alexander, all shown kneeling at his sarcophagus. It was more than a bit ostentatious and screamed colonizer. Gussie wondered who they expected would see this here?

      Then the steps stopped.

      A few steps ahead the floor became, well, an actual tiled black marble floor. The footprints continued on but now as ghosts of their former imprints in the earth. They appeared as red dust boot prints headed into the heart of the tomb. They wound through what looked like blackened bones—a skull here, a femur there.

      Cali held up one hand and closed her fist, a silent sign used at camp while on patrol that signaled “stop.”

      “What is it?” Gussie whispered.

      Cali half turned her head back to address them as she whispered back. “There is a slight shimmer, like a wall, covering the way ahead. It seems to go from floor to ceiling and wall to wall. Do you see it?”

      At first Gussie couldn’t tell what she was talking about, then she saw it. It was like a ripple in the air, so faint as to be almost undetectable.

      “What do you two think it does?” Gussie asked.

      “I think it’s our first trap.” Calum nodded grimly.

      “We get that, genius. What is the trap? What does it do if we trip it?” Cali shook her head.

      “No idea. Yet. Let’s look around and see if there is anything that tells us what is happening here,” Calum said.

      “We could ask them.” Gussie pointed at one of the skulls. “Or what’s left of them.”

      To their left along the wall, set into the mosaic depiction of mourners beating their chests and gnashing their teeth was a massive black hand with an eye set in the palm. In the palm, encircling the eye was a phrase in ancient Greek. Gussie could read it clearly.

      “The blood of the earth flows into the heart of the tomb.”

      Gussie read it out loud.

      Calum looked lost in thought, and Cali huffed disappointedly. “I hate riddles. This isn’t even a proper one.”

      “It’s more like a mysterious statement, right?” Gussie mused aloud.

      “I don’t see any footprints that lead to either of the walls. Just straight ahead.” Cali remarked.

      “That is interesting,” Calum mused. “This is clearly a boundary of some sort. We can assume those poor souls on the other side didn’t get it right. Whatever we are supposed to do here, let's not screw it up.”

      “What if those things are in there now getting the device! We have a chance to stop them.” Cali moaned, frustrated. “We’re so close!”

      “We can’t do anything if we’re dead,” Gussie replied.

      “Well, I didn’t say I was going first,” Cali shot back.

      “So, let’s look at what the phrase is asking us to notice.” Calum ticked them off with his fingers. “One, blood of the earth. Any ideas what that references?”

      “Water?” Cali replied.

      “Maybe,” Calum answered.

      “Lava?” Gussie said.

      “So, both are liquid in nature. Okay. That would fit the flowing into the heart of the tomb part of the phrase for sure. The only thing is, I don’t think either of those are nearby.”

      “So what is the heart of the tomb?” Gussie asked.

      “Wherever Alexander’s sarcophagus is, right?” Cali shrugged.

      “I mean, that makes sense to me,” Calum answered.

      Something was nagging at Gussie’s attention. She let her gaze fall to the floor and to the boot marks. They didn’t seem to change their pace as they approached the shimmering wall. There were no side-by-side foot prints, which would have indicated that they’d stopped and stood in order to consider if the barrier was even a threat. Based on what she was seeing, they didn’t even slow down. The distance between footprints remained unchanged.

      Then the crashing sounds came from somewhere further down the entryway. It sounded like rock sliding over rock. Rock splitting and cracking. It was the thunderous rumble of destruction.

      “We’ve got to hurry!” Cali tensed. She brought her speartip to the barrier and slowly pushed it through without resistance. “See! It’s just a delaying tactic.”

      Boom. More stone cracking.

      “Wait!” Gussie yelled, but it was too late.

      Cali began to lean into the barrier. As she turned her head back toward the barrier, her long red hair swung around and glanced into the shimmering wall. Gussie saw it then. When the tip of Cali’s hair made contact with the wall it immediately blackened and turned to ash. Gussie’s hand shot out and pulled Cali back into her.

      “Hey!” Cali yelled. “Let go!”

      “Stop! The barrier’s real. Look at your hair,” Gussie said with alarm.

      Boom.

      It took a moment, but Cali spotted the charred ends of her hair. “Uh. I guess I owe you an apology.” Cali shifted uncomfortably.

      “I’m just glad you’re okay,” Gussie patted Cali on the shoulder.

      “Okay, so the barrier is an actual thing. That’s settled.” Calum began. “How do we get through?”

      Crash.

      They were missing something, and it was driving Gussie batty. Their rivals, for she now thought of them as rivals for the device, got through without even slowing down. But, how?

      Gussie could hear Calum and Cali discussing the possibility of using the Testudo shield, but it faded to background chatter.

      Gussie looked back to the mosaic image. People grieving in the most over the top looking ways. Some, on their knees or standing, held their hands up as if pleading with the heavens to diminish their anguish at the loss of the great Alexander.

      The blood of the earth flows into the heart of the tomb.

      Gussie kept scanning the image and then she saw it. One funeral mourner in particular caught her attention. Hephaestieus. He was surrounded by pigs and goats. In the mosaic he was depicted as being slightly larger than the rest, only his hands were not as vast as she remembered them being. Still big but not overly so. His long arms were tucked against his body as he ripped his chiton down the center to expose his glowing golden heart. A heart that beat only for his long lost Alexander. Hephaestieus had made himself the most important of Alexander’s mourners.

      Boom. Crash. There was a vast fluid-like whooshing sound and then silence.

      Gussie broke line formation and rushed over to the wall to examine it more closely.

      “I think I may have found something.”

      “What?” Calum called out.

      “Hephaestieus may have made himself the ‘heart of the tomb.’ Look.” Gussie pointed to the mosaic image of the tomb’s keeper.

      As she got close to the wall she noticed something in the image shift, right where Hephaestieus’s glowing golden heart was. No, it didn’t shift. It was just a clever optical illusion. There was a recess hidden behind the bulging mosaic heart. You couldn’t see it at a distance. It only became apparent once you got close. Gussie carefully dropped a finger down into the hole.

      “Bingo!” Gussie smiled.

      “Excellent! Way to go Gussie!” Calum cheered. Both of her teammates rushed to the wall.

      “So we need to put water or lava in the hole where his heart is?” Cali asked.

      “I’m not so sure that's the answer.” Calum scanned the mosaic. “Do you see the reddish tint spilling down the sides of the mosaic heart? It's really faint, but it’s there. That’s got to be the blood.”

      Gussie and Cali scanned the area, but there was nothing like blood anywhere they could see.

      “We should hurry. I don’t like the silence,” Cali said.

      “Look! The pigs at his feet are the same color as the stains around his heart.” Gussie pointed out. “Do we need something gross like pigs’ blood? They used them as sacrifices all the time back in the day, right?”

      “You are brilliant! That's it!” Calum smiled broadly.

      “In case you haven’t noticed, we are fresh out of pigs.” Cali shrugged.

      “Ouch!” Calum slapped at his neck. “Stupid mosquito!”

      “I hate those things,” Gussie called back.

      “Do you remember what Hephaestieus said to us when we first saw him?” Calum asked, rubbing his neck.

      Cali shook her head. Gussie half remembered something about dirty pigs dancing.

      Calum recited it for them. “In the blood of the earth, you dirty pig! Dead again, dead again, jiggity jig! He called us dirty pigs because we were covered in red dirt when we fell out of the belch, remember?”

      Calum sheathed his sword and knelt down to scoop up the fine red dirt on the floor with both hands. He then dropped both handfuls into the hole behind the tomb guardian’s heart.

      A few seconds later Gussie could hear massive clicking and grinding noises. Then the eye in the palm of the big black hand blinked shut, and the shimmering barrier was gone. At least they hoped. Gussie cut off a lock of her hair with the edge of her kopis. She threw it at the barrier and watched it fall onto the black marble tile beyond.

      “Take it with you,” came a whisper.

      “Take what with me,” Gussie called back to the team.

      “We didn’t say anything,” Calum replied.

      “Quit joking around. I heard one of you…” Gussie thought better of it. Something inside her felt as if this was something she should keep to herself. Hearing voices was never a good thing.

      “You okay, Gussie?” Calum asked, concern edging his features.

      “The blood of the earth. Take it with you, child.” The whisper was more insistent.

      Gussie removed a ziplock baggie from her pack and emptied the bits of beef jerky it held into her mouth. She quickly scooped two handfuls of the fine red earth into the bag and sealed it tight.

      “We should get going,” Calum insisted.

      “Back in line, troops!” Cali called out.
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      The black marble entryway opened into a vast chamber, squared out of the midnight colored rock. Now this was a mix of ancient Greek and Egyptian design, except in pitch black stone. Columns and obelisks, everywhere. Small, individual temples to Hades and Gussie’s father, Thanatos. Staircases and ritual fires connected everything together. It was wild. Like a mini city. Could it be that this was all built for Alexander, to wander through? What a waste, she thought. He wasn’t going to ever see it.

      “Ah! Good, you must be here to clean the place up.” A nasally voice from somewhere above them burst out into the quiet. “Can you believe the gall of those Olympians? Letting an unmitigated disaster like this happen? Thankfully, whoever did this didn’t track georgici pixie dust through my home. Nearly impossible to remove.”

      Once again the team responded in unison, turning toward the voice, swords, shields, and a torch at the ready.

      “We are not a maid service, buddy,” Cali growled.

      “Why are you here then? Haven’t your people caused enough damage? Look at the place. My home is in shambles.”

      “We didn’t do this. Wait, you’re Alexander?” Calum asked.

      “The Great,” he corrected Calum. “I’m Alexander the Great. The rogues that did this had their faces covered, so I couldn't tell if you were with them or not. Would you care to join me for some refreshment before you get to cleaning?”

      Gussie looked to her companions. “Just go with it.”

      Cali’s stomach gurgled loudly at the mention of refreshment. “I’ll take a hot dog and fries if you're asking.”

      Alexander looked puzzled, but he smiled anyway. “Right this way.” He motioned to an open air pavilion shaped building off to his left. “I believe you’ll find everything to your liking, my honored guests.”

      Calum motioned for everyone to lean in while they made their way up a grand stairway to the pavilion. “Do not eat anything offered to you from the dead,” he whispered.

      “But I’m dying of hunger, dude!” Cali said.

      “Calum’s right. You’ll die if you eat anything he gives you. Just find a polite way to refuse, or you”ll end up a part of his permanent collection of dead things,” Gussie explained. “Trust me, dad told me all about this kind of thing.”

      “Right. Hot dogs baaaaad,” Cali whispered back, kicking a small rock with her boot.

      The stone slab table was set extravagantly by attendant spirits. They drifted above and through the table leaving tray after tray of pizza, hot dogs, and tacos—the three basic food groups. As the spirits released the serving trays, the platter and the food went from insubstantial and ghost-like to solid and delicious looking. Gussie was more hungry than she realized. Her stomach growled in protest.

      “Please be seated everyone.” Alexander gestured to the seats around the table. The group sat, eyeing the food in front of them uneasily.

      Introductions were made, but godly parents were left out of the conversation. In fact Alexander asked specifically that the gods be left out as he didn’t much care for them. Fine by Gussie. No need for too much information.

      “So, what brings you to me, children? Guests are rare in this place until recently,” Alexander asked, leaning into the group.

      Calum, Gussie and Cali exchanged looks.

      “We have heard you have a device in your vast collection of earthly treasures, great king. A device that can curse the gods themselves.” Gussie spoke formally, adopting a similar tone to the one she used with Hephaestieus.

      Alexander smiled, one eyebrow raised. Gussie was unsure how to take this.

      “Could this be the same ‘device’ the tomb robbers were here looking for earlier?” Alexander asked pointedly.

      “I wish we knew,” Calum replied. “What they did here is inexcusable.”

      “Yes, on that we agree.” Alexander seemed lost in thought. “The damage is extensive.” He scanned the group for a moment and settled his gaze on Cali. “Tell me, child, if this device were here—and I’m not saying that it is—what would you do with it?”

      Uh oh.

      Gussie shot Calum a worried look but said nothing. Calum held her gaze and gave her a what do you want me to do about it lip twinge in response.

      Please don’t say anything stupid. Gussie thought the words into Cali’s skull.

      Cali was doing her best not to wither under the gaze of the once great Alexander. But she fell back on her Tank Girl attitude, raised her chin, and said, “That thing is bad news with only one choice.” She held up her bandaged middle finger and wagged it at Alexander for emphasis. “I prefer to have 5 to 10 choices at all times.” Cali flexed the fingers on one hand and balled it into a fist and then did the same with the other.

      Alexander tilted his head to watch her intently then smiled wolfishly. “You are the point of the spear in the group.”

      “I'm not just the point, your worshipfulness. I’m the whole da…”

      “Yes! She is the point. And that is the point!” Gussie replied, cutting Cali off.

      Cali sat back in her chair, cracked her knuckles, and relaxed with her hands behind her head.

      “And you?” Alexander turned his head to Calum. “Why is this device so important to you?”

      “Well, the gods and humanity are tied together. Ultimately, what happens to one happens to the other. I don’t like the idea of being cursed into oblivion, do you?” Calum added, “Great Alexander?”

      Alexander’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “It probably hadn’t occurred to you that I might know something about being, how did you put it, ‘cursed into oblivion?’” His voice trembled with anger. “I was so close to Elysium before the betrayal. Now I am this!” He rose up in spectral rage, his features a twisted mass of emotions, bone, and decayed flesh.

      “Please sit, Great Alexander,” Gussie said desperately, hands outstretched.

      Alexander regained his composure and settled back into his seat. “Yes, well, some people should be more careful how they wield their words, don’t you think so, demigod? Perhaps you too are the tip of the spear.”

      “I didn’t mean any disrespect,” Calum replied earnestly. “Did the vandals take anything from your tomb?”

      Ah, the most important question had been asked. Gussie watched Alexander closely.

      “No. They just trashed the place. Enough about them. You should all nourish yourselves before you begin with the restoration of my tomb. It is our custom. Please eat!” he encouraged them, suddenly all warmth.

      Cali, Gussie, and Calum all exchanged glances. Gussie was trying to hide her relief that nothing had been taken from Alexander’s tomb.

      “Thank you for your hospitality, Great Alexander. We would like to get to work fixing the damage your enemies caused earlier, don’t we … team?” Gussie shot her companions a look that meant play along please.

      Alexander’s face was a maelstrom of emotion once again. An attendant spirit floated nearby and leaned in to Alexander to have a brief exchange. In response, Alexander waved his arms toward Gussie and the rest. It looked to Gussie as if he were having a bit of a temper tantrum and was saying, but they won’t do what I say. It was then that another attendant spirit floated down to Alexander’s opposite side. Maybe these things were his advisors in his old life. They behaved that way.

      Alexander seemed soothed after his consultation with his ghost companions.

      “I appreciate your industriousness, demigods. Will you allow me to give you a gift for the work you are about to do on my behalf?” Alexander asked smugly.

      What was he up to?. Gussie ran through the various social scenarios the dead could impose on the living. Nothing was pinging her sense of caution beyond what the team had already discussed and the simple fact that she didn’t trust Alexander at all. Best to be cautious.

      “That won’t be necessary, great Alexander. It is our honor to serve you,” Gussie began.

      Alexander began to grow angry once more.

      “Don’t give it another thought, great king,” Gussie finished.

      Then the look of fury was gone and Alexander’s face went cool and calculating once again. “As you say, child. In that case, please be careful with the mosaics and columns as you tidy up.”

      “Oh, and the device?” Gussie asked.

      “What about it?” Alexander tilted his head.

      “May we see it?” Gussie raised her eyebrows expectantly.

      “Well, of course.” Alexander harrumphed in response. Though it had a sort of don't be silly, of course you can see it sound, it was also tinged with a slight nervousness. Alexander motioned to one of the attending spirits.

      Cali leaned into Gussie to whisper, “Yeah, he doesn’t have it, does he?”

      “Nope.” Gussie was certain.

      Alexander had tried pumping them for information, and it hadn’t worked. The offer of food hadn’t worked either. No wonder he was seesawing between rage-beast and gracious host. Gussie thought their only hope of finding it, if it was still here, was to pretend to restore some of the damage done to his tomb. It was the perfect cover.

      “We’ll just get to work, then.” Gussie motioned for the rest to follow.

      “Most of the damage is this way.” Alexander gestured in the opposite direction, “Just above the grotto of Persephone.”

      “Not like this place comes with a map for tourists,” Cali grumbled.

      “Oooh, that’s an excellent idea. Take note of that one, Archaeon.” Alexander responded excitedly before turning back to the group. “Take this staircase down, turn left, after that it’s the third right. You’ll know you’re in the right spot because there is a statue of me celebrating the three great virtues I had perfected in my mortal life. What are they? So glad you asked. Conquest, subjugation, and the big ‘c’ colonialism! Lucky for the vandals they didn’t harm that one.”

      You have got to be kidding me, Gussie thought. “What a privilege for you.”

      “I know,” Alexander responded, proudly. “I’d steer clear of the grotto if I were you. They have the worst kind of statue down there. There’s no excuse for bad art.”

      Interesting. Gussie made note, placing it at the top of their places to-see list.

      Gussie, Calum, and Cali bid the ghoulish Alexander and his advisors farewell and made for the staircase. When they had made it about half-way down the grand black marble stairway, Calum stopped.

      “I don’t know how we got out of that one, folks.” Calum shook his head in disbelief.

      “You blew so much sunshine up the great king’s butt, he’s going to be coughing up sunsets for the rest of his undead life.” Cali nodded, impressed.

      Calum agreed, grinning. “It’s more than that though. Every time he flew off the handle about us not eating his death-dogs, you were able to calm him down.”

      “Yeah. It was pretty … weird.” Cali conceded. “I still want a hot dog though.”

      “Let’s find Alexander’s statue of colonialism and start our search for the device,” Calum said.

      “The grotto sounds like a fun place. Also, let’s rip down the statue of Alexander if we can.” Gussie smirked.

      Cali cracked her knuckles. “Now you’re speaking my language.”
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      The destruction seemed random. If whoever had done this had been looking for anything, it was hard to tell. Maybe that was the point—cause enough random looking destruction to disguise the fact that you were searching for the Antikythera device.

      Gussie thought it was a simple and clever tactic. In fact they were doing the opposite. Pretending to clean up, while looking for the device. Her concern was that the rival team had already found the device unbeknownst to Alexander. It was clear he had no clue whether the device was actually in his tomb despite him saying otherwise. If that was the case then it wasn’t hard to believe they could have found it here without him noticing.

      Gussie and the rest made sure to pick up random bits of debris and then drop them while saying stuff like.“Make a pile here!” And, “Make sure to save anything with the great king’s face on it.” And, “Careful! Safety third!” And, “Who would do such a thing?” For good measure, Cali would add an occasional, “Death is like a box of chocolates…” for no apparent reason.

      The statue was not hard to find, and it wasn’t subtle, so that was a plus. Unfortunately the black marble was a bit too resilient to anything Gussie, Calum, or Cali could physically do to the statue. Gussie wondered what kind of tools the group before them used to wreck the place. In fact she took to calling them the wrecking crew, and the name quickly stuck.

      “I scouted the way down to the grotto,” Calum reported, an odd smile playing at the edge of his mouth. “It’s clear of danger the whole way except for some broken up mosaics and chunks of marble. The wrecking crew definitely went that way.” He thumbed over his shoulder.

      “What’s it like?” Gussie asked.

      “Wait until you see it down there. The grotto is, well. You’ll just have to see it for yourselves.” Calum chuckled.

      The stairway down was strewn with debris. As they got closer to the bottom of the stairs the marble became damp and slick. Sections of the mosaics on the side of the walls had been gouged out. The destruction reminded Gussie of an angry toddler, running down the cereal aisle of a supermarket with one arm out, knocking down boxes as they ran. The mosaic most damaged seemed to depict the gods paying tribute to Alexander. All of them were kneeling except one. It was the god of the forge. Hephaestus was easiest to identify because of his famous leg. It kept him from kneeling like the rest. In the surviving image Hephaestus seemed to be pointing at something, but the damage to the mosaic prevented Gussie and the rest from telling what it was.

      The grotto itself was both stunning and bleak. It was clear that it was meant to be a celebration of Alexander’s power, or gloriousness, or whatever.

      There was a large pool of dark, ominous looking water that dominated the space, disappearing  at the far end of the cavern beneath an outcropping of rock, carved to look like the gaping maw of a monster, complete with stalagmite teeth. One wall of rough craggy black stone wept into the pool below. Arms had been carved out of that same rock. They reached up along the wall in supplication to Alexander’s giant stoic face, which had been painstakingly carved into the dome of the rock above and supported by a ring of fallen angel looking figures with wings outstretched forming a feathery wreath. It all seemed so ridiculous.

      “I hope he didn’t pay anyone to do this. Yuck.” Cali spat the words.

      One thing stuck out to Gussie immediately. There were black marble statues of the gods, all of which knelt at the edge of the water, save one. Lord Hephaestus. Only he stood unbroken and unbowed. The irony wasn’t lost on Gussie.

      On closer inspection of the statues, Gussie wasn’t sure if they were bowing in supplication to the giant face of Alexander above them or … something else.

      As Gussie circled the statues, the others noticed.

      “What are you looking at?” Cali asked pointedly. “If you’ve seen one statue of the gods, you’ve seen them all. Oooh, look at me. I have muscles, and I’m so beautiful wearing the same friggin’ dress as everyone else.”

      She wasn’t wrong.

      “Except that one.” Cali pointed to the statue of Hephaestus. “He took a dunk in the ugly pond. Is that Hephaestus? Dang.”

      “Be nice,” Calum cautioned.

      “I’m being honest,” Cali shot back.

      “You’re being arrogant, honestly,” Calum replied.

      “Did you two notice the mosaic on the stairway wall on the way down here?” Gussie didn’t wait for a response. “The one that had what looked like big claw-marked gouges on a scene that looked a lot like the statues and the water here.”

      Cali shrugged and Calum nodded.

      “In the mosaic, it showed Hephaestus here pointing at something. Only I couldn’t tell what it was because it had been gouged out. The statue seems to be pointing to an area on the far wall, just below the highest set of arms. Can either of you make out anything worth getting up there?” Gussie asked.

      “A selfie?” Cali replied. “Killer angle looking down from up there.”

      “That gives me an idea” Calum slipped off his backpack and made to climb the base of the statue of Hephaestus when something caught his eye.

      “See here?” He pointed to a large cog shaped depression in the marble. “It looks like something cog-like was chipped out of here recently. There are sharp bits of marble on the ground beneath it. And, right here you can see where they jammed something between the marble and the cog thing.”

      Cali shrugged. “So someone took a souvenir, so what?”

      “Since the only other folks in here recently were the wrecking crew, my money is on them,” Calum said. “It may not be anything. I just wanted to point it out.”

      Calum began climbing the statue of Hephaestus.

      “What are you doing?” Gussie asked.

      “Oh, that’s not disrespectful?” Cali smirked. “Lord Hephaestus is not a jungle gym.”

      At first Calum didn’t respond. He climbed up and positioned his head next to the statue’s head and then squinted one eye. “I’m trying to line up what he’s pointing to, based on his line-of-sight. It looks like it is the highest set of arms. You were right, Gussie.”

      “Can you see anything in the outstretched hands?” Cali asked.

      “No, not from here,” Calum answered. “The wall looks climbable though.”

      “What do you think? We swim over and climb up there?” Cali pointed to the lowest set of arms, just above the waterline.

      “That seems to be the only way.” Gussie made her way to the water line. She knelt down to get a closer look at the slope of the shoreline and depth of the water. There was no shoreline, and the water looked deep and dark.

      “You look like one of the kneeling statues, just without the good fashion sense.” Cali chuckled.

      “If I wanted your opinion on how I look, I’ll ask the gaping maw with the crappy dental work on the far side of the pond over there.” Gussie pointed toward the giant craggy mouth.

      “Huh, nice one.” Cali huffed.

      “Thanks.” Gussie shook her head and caught her reflection in the dark water. It reminded her of some of the obsidian mirrors the campers in the Hecate cabin used for scrying. She leaned in. Maybe it was her mind playing tricks on her, but it looked like there was something in the depths - a darker current of shadow moving amongst the inkpot blackness of the water. It was hard to be sure, but it looked big and sinewy. It occurred to Gussie then that the statues weren’t kneeling for Alexander. They were keeping watch.

      “Guys, I think there is something in the water.” Gussie kept watch, looking for any sign of what it could be.

      “What is it?” Calum called from the top of the statue. “I don’t see anything up here.”

      “It’s hard to see because the water’s so dark. It’s like a stretched out current of shadow moving through the water. Kinda spooky,” Gussie called out.

      Cali approached and peered over Gussie’s shoulder. “That’s just your reflection.”

      Gussie caught Cali’s wolfish grin in the water. She could feel her anger swell. This girl had no off button, ever. As Cali’s image gently rose and fell in the tiny ripples spreading out from the trickling water at the far side of the grotto’s water, Gussie lashed out. Anything to wipe the smirk off her face. She brought her fist down hard on the reflection of Cali’s head. The water was numbingly cold. The splashing plunk of the water was loud and caught everyone off guard. Gussie hadn’t meant it to be so obvious. She just couldn’t help herself. But, that was nothing compared to what happened next.

      As if in response to Gussie’s touch the water erupted upward, blossoming into a purplish spray that revealed a multitude of midnight colored limbs that moved with fluid menace. The flesh stretched and pulled apart, only to rejoin in fits of impatient, liquid muscle. At the ends of each nightmare limb grew a series of long ebony talons, wet and glistening. Below that, erupted smaller spikes of charred looking bone. The limbs lashed out toward Gussie so fast that all she could do was flinch. Gussie instinctively fell backward, but there was no battle reflex fast enough to prevent what would happen next. All Gussie sensed in those fleeting moments was a flash of warmth and blinding white light. She imagined death as being very different. For one, she thought it would hurt.

      There was no pain.

      When Gussie opened her eyes, a shimmering barrier encased the grotto’s water line. The thing in the water lashed out at the barrier, but was prevented from causing any harm. Gussie surveyed the grotto and discovered that all the statues now looked battle-scarred, like their counterparts in the mosaic. Only Lord Hephaestus stood confidently before the liquid menace of the lurker in the water. His outstretched hand now held out in defiance, fingers splayed. The hand glowed electric white in defiance of the creature’s needful violence.

      Cali stood at the ready under the protective shell of her shield’s tortuga formation while Calum scrambled awkwardly off the statue, trying to shield his eyes from the blaze of light that was Lord Hephaestus’s hand. He fell off more than climbed, actually. Gussie realized he’d probably been completely blinded and as she rushed to his side she found herself hoping that whatever had affected him was temporary.

      “You okay?” Gussie asked as she went to his side.

      “I think so. Just blinded by the sudden flash of light.” Calum waved Gussie off. “What happened?”

      Gussie explained what she thought had taken place.

      “I’m fine. All good here,” Cali said, clearing her throat.

      The thing in the water had vanished as quickly as it had appeared. A few minutes later, the magical barrier disappeared as well.

      “This place needs a ‘No Swimming’ sign.” Cali laughed nervously.

      Calum laughed. “Right?”

      Gussie could tell he was searching the space for a no swimming sign just in case.

      “What was that thing?” Cali waved her hands in the air.

      “No idea.” Gussie replied. “Whatever it is, it doesn’t want us in the water.”

      “Looks like we owe Hephaestus our lives, again,” Calum added. “Can we talk about that for a minute?”

      “Who cares. Since when does ‘Lord H’ care that much about anything we do? None of us are from his line.” Cali huffed.

      “Lord H?” Gussie smirked at that.

      “Why not? Mr. D has a nickname.” Cali shrugged.

      “He chose that nickname. That’s kind of important,” Calum added. “Anyway, I think we should acknowledge that we kind of have his blessing in all this. He led us to the sextant in the Cathedral of Junk, and now it seems as though he put up a barrier between us and that thing in the water.”

      Gussie and Cali looked at one another then at Calum, nodded silently and kept it quietly awkward for a moment.

      “Well, that was fun. Thanks dude.” Cali gave Lord H a hearty thumbs up and then raised her eyebrows in a what’s next sort of way.

      “Check your packs for anything useful.” Gussie offered. “There’s got to be something we can use to get up there.”
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            Left to Our Own Devices

          

        

      

    

    
      “Anyone have a hotdog in their pack? I’d murder for a good hot dog.” Cali nodded dreamily.

      “Not useful,” Calum said.

      “Heck, any hotdog really. I fight better when my stomach isn’t growling. Anyone have any jerky? That’s close enough,” Cali said eagerly.

      Gussie’s hand brushed up against the box containing the sextant. She had wondered how it was supposed to work. She took the box out and ran her hand over the worn wood, polished smooth by touch. She flicked the bronze latch up and cracked the box open. The sextant was nestled in a form fitting velvet depression. Next to it there was a narrow long curved space that had nothing in it. Whatever was supposed to be there was missing. Gussie hoped it wasn’t important.

      The sextant itself had one main eyepiece, a sort of spy-glass section with a telescoping function. Sitting in front of that were a series of three lenses that could be flipped down to cover the end of the eyepiece, presumably to enlarge or reduce what the viewer was seeing. The base of the sextant had something that looked like it could determine angles and help aid in determining distance? Gussie wasn’t sure. The eyepiece pivoted, floating smoothly over the top of that part and clicked gently over the notchmarks in the measuring section of the metal. What were they supposed to do with it?

      Sextants were used to determine direction based on the position of the stars and direction of the ship back in the old days. Did this one still do that? Navigation of some sort?

      Gussie held the eyepiece up to her eye and looked through it, trying to locate the topmost set of hands on the far wall of the grotto. Once she found the right spot she fiddled with the telescoping part of the eyepiece. It did what she expected, acting as a magnification device. No surprises there. It was when she dropped one of the three lenses into place over the eyepiece that her perspective changed. Looking through the eyepiece now, Gussie could see an “X” appear over the topmost set of hands, like an overlay of some sort. She took her eye from the eyepiece to glance at the hands in question. No X. She brought the eyepiece back up to her eye, excitement building at the discovery. She focused her attention on the hands and the “X” reappeared. She popped the first lens up and the “X” vanished once more. Rinse and repeat.

      She shared her discovery with the group.

      “X marks the spot? Really? Ha! That's some high seas pirate ridiculousness there.” Cali laughed.

      “That’s pretty cool. What do the other lenses do?” Calum asked.

      “Let’s find out!” Gussie said excitedly.

      “While you’re playing with the Amber Spyglass, I’m gonna watch our six,” Cali said, stiffening up.

      Gussie kept the first lens over the eyepiece and dropped the second down while looking at the hands. The color of the space shifted and took on a bluish tint. The red “X” still remained, but nothing else seemed to change. Gussie felt let down and was going to try shifting the third lens down when something odd happened. Suddenly there appeared a person, at least, Gussie thought it was a person. The image was ghost-like and indistinct. She watched it scale into frame, up the side of the wall. Whomever it was leapt the small gap of space from the wall to grab on to a section of the arm and pull themselves up.

      Gussie gasped. “There’s already someone up there!”

      She lowered the sextant, pointing up to the arms in alarm. But when she looked, there was no one there.

      “What?” Calum asked. “Where? My eyes are still adjusting.”

      “I swear. They crawled up the side of the wall and onto the left part of that arm! I watched them swing themselves up and on to that spot.” Gussie pointed again, for emphasis.

      “I know better than to ask if you’re okay.” Cali shook her head. “I think we’ve long since established an answer to that question. There’s no one there.”

      “I dunno. Maybe they’re invisible? Maybe it’s one of the wrecking crew that came in here before us,” Gussie offered.

      Gussie held the sextant up to her eye and searched for the figure she saw just moments before. There was nothing there. Then, crawling back up into frame was another person. This time she kept the sextant on the wraith-like intruder.

      “There is another one climbing up. I think a group of them are still here!” Gussie hissed.

      “Well, we aren't seeing what you’re seeing, Gussie.” Calum added quickly, “What is this one doing?”

      “Um…” Gussie began as she watched the person do the exact same move to haul themselves up onto the left arm. “The same thing as the first one.”

      “So we’ve already established that the wrecking crew moved in one another’s footprints for safety. Stands to reason they’d do something like that for a climb like this. It’s weird that we aren’t hearing anything,” Calum said thoughtfully.

      “Yeah, I… wait! They just vanished. Gone!” Gasping, Gussie turned to look at Cali.

      “Maybe that’s how you get out of here? Like on the lava wall back at camp? Get to the top and ring the bell. Except here, you get to the top and maybe you get zapped out of here.” Cali scratched her head.

      “Did you see them grab anything out of the stone hands? Did they take anything?” Calum asked, blinking his eyes to help clear them.

      “I didn’t see them go to the hands. They just stood up and looked like they were straightening their clothes and then poof, gone!”

      “Weird.” Calum mused.

      “Right?”

      “See anyone else climbing?” Calum asked.

      Gussie looked again. This time searching the rest of the wall.

      Nothing.

      “I’m going to try and find some of the others. If there are any more, maybe I can catch them making their way up to the top.”

      It wasn’t until she rested her gaze back on the arms at the top of the wall that she spotted another ghostly figure, doing the same thing as the previous two. This reinforced the idea that the previous team were following one anothers’ climbs for safety.

      ‘It’s strange. They only appear in that one spot.” Gussie said, flicking the blue tinted lens up and then dropping the third lens down and into place over the eyepiece. The world, as seen through the sextant, was now awash in red. The top most set of arms was still. No ghostly images climbing up and adjusting their clothing. Only the “X” remained.

      She waited just in case.

      Nothing.

      “This lens has a red tint to it. No sign of the wrecking crew…” Gussie began,

      “Children? The Great Alexander would like an update on your progress. Children?” a thin sounding voice from up above the grotto called out. It was barely audible over the trickle of water.

      Gussie reflexively spun to face the voice, with the eyepiece still in place.

      “Whoa!”

      She nearly fell over in surprise at what flashed into view. A ghostly red image of Alexander being violently thrown back from the water’s edge by the same protective barrier that Lord Hephaestus put in place to save them just minutes before. Only now, all the Olympian statues stood with their hands outstretched toward the once king. Then the image vanished. That’s when understanding struck her. It was an image from the past. Alexander clearly wasn’t here now. The red lens let you see something from the past. That must mean that the blue lens…

      “Children?” the voice came again.

      “It must be one of Alexander’s advisors,” Calum hissed.

      “What do we do? I can’t kill him again, can I? He’s already dead. How does that even work?” Cali whispered back, pulling out her scissors.

      “Well, I’m not really sure it’ll come to that, but it's a good question.”

      “Guys, I think I know what the lenses do,” Gussie added.

      “Great. Can it hide us? If that dead dude comes down here and sees us, he’ll report back to Alexander,” Cali whispered urgently.

      Gussie’s mind raced. The red lens saw the past. Maybe the blue lens saw a glimpse of the future. That’s why the climbing image on the outstretched arms was on loop. It was showing Gussie the same point in time. What if it wasn’t one of the wrecking crew she kept seeing? Instead, what if it was one of her teammates? That had to be it. The “X” marked the desired location. Blue lens showed you a ghost of the future, and the red lens showed you a ghost of the past. Problem was, it was just a theory, but it was all they had. Now all they had to do was figure out how to get up to the top-most set of arms without waking up the shadow in the water.

      Gussie began fishing through her backpack once more. “We’ve gotta get up there, quick.”

      “What about the monster in the water?” Cali motioned to the inky pool.

      “Yeah. That’s a problem for sure. But here’s the thing,” Gussie began, laying hands on the Stoll Brothers Water Wings Second Edition and producing them from inside her backpack. “I think we wake it up if we touch the water. These bad boys should make it so that we don’t.”

      “You think?” Cali looked horrified. “Does that box say water wings?” Cali looked even more horrified.

      Gussie didn’t feel like now was the time to discuss how she tried to smash the reflection of Cali, which then seemed to wake the thing in the water. Gussie realized that was a huge mistake that could have cost all their lives. She had to get her anger under control. It felt impossible at times. Like the anger shoved out all the other more sensible possibilities for a response in any situation involving Cali. Gussie also would have bet her life that Cali knew this and was taking advantage of the situation. Instead she opted for the short response, which as it happened was also true.

      “When I touched the water the thing attacked us. That’s on me, and I’m sorry. Pretty cause and effect, right?” Gussie said.

      “That would stand to reason,” Calum replied evenly.

      “Great, so we’re just going to be floating snacks on top of the water, then?” Cali quipped.

      “Over the water. Sort of,” Gussie said sheepishly.

      “We need something more concrete than sort of, Gussie,” Calum said.

      “Children! Answer me this instant!” The hollow sounding voice became more insistent, the volume and bass increasing menacingly.

      The group looked at one another in alarm.

      “It’s another Stoll brothers product. Just put them on and follow me.” Gussie tossed them each a ratty looking box.

      “This is the part in the movie where the audience is screaming, ‘What are you thinking? Don’t do that!’” Cali groaned.

      Gussie shrugged and tried to reassure her. “I promise the words ‘let’s split up’ won’t ever come out of my mouth. You’ll just have to trust me!”

      Calum and Cali exchanged dubious looks then shrugged as they opened their respective boxes.

      As Gussie slid the cheap plastic water wings over her arms and into position over her biceps, they automatically inflated with a comical balloon being inflated sound. Please work. Please work, she repeated to herself. She immediately felt her head go fuzzy. Her vision blurred. Her mouth became painfully dry. She knew she had to make it to the water’s edge, pointing herself toward the spot they’d identified earlier as the start of their climb. Gussie lurched toward the water almost having to throw one leg past the other. Why was it so hard to move all of sudden?

      “Whoa!” Calum gasped.

      “Yeah, you should see a doctor about that, Gussie.” Cali sounded genuinely concerned.

      Gussie didn’t have time to wonder what they were going on about.

      “Wake the dead! Find them and bring them to The Great Alexander!” came the dreaded sound of Alexander’s counselor.

      The grotto filled with whispers, dreadful cold gibbering voices and moans that seeped in from the black marble surrounding the staircase. It inspired an icy fear that formed a knotted ball in Gussie’s stomach.

      Gussie risked a look back, pausing at the water’s edge. Even through her blurred vision, Gussie could see the stone of the grotto shimmer as ghostly forms emerged from the rock like a sick sweat, some holding spears, others swords.

      Then she turned, closed her eyes and leapt toward the dark waters below her.
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            Like a Fish Needs a Bicycle

          

        

      

    

    
      She was going to die. That’s all Gussie could think. Well, that and she was leading her friends to their deaths as well. Oddly, she found that beneath that was a glimmer of hope. Hope that whatever the Water Wings were supposed to do, they’d do it. It felt strange to put so much faith in two boys who took great delight in subverting people’s expectations. Practical jokers to the last. That’s what Gussie was hinging their futures on. Ugh.

      Gussie waited for the icy embrace of the water, but it never came. Instead she found herself gliding, mere inches above the water. She opened her eyes just enough to be sure she could trust her senses. Yup. No touchy the water. This was cool. Even cooler was the fact that her skin had changed color. It was now a sort of opalescent greenish blue and she could even make out fish scales! She hoped the others weren't going to freak out.

      “What the friggin’ HADES!” Cali's voice screeched.

      Yeah, that might have been a little too much to ask for.

      Gussie took a glimpse over her shoulder to catch Mer-Cali flailing wildly above the water. That girl had no chill, but also Gussie realized she’d given them absolutely no warning. So a little flailing could be forgiven. It did look pretty hilarious though. Calum seemed unbothered, but he was smiling at this turn of events.

      After a few moments Gussie realized their momentum was slowing. At this rate they’d stall out over the middle of the water. Great.

      “Houston, we have a problem,” Calum called out.

      “I know. I’m working on it,” Gussie replied sharply.

      She ran through every scenario for regaining forward momentum, but they all involved placing some part of her body in the water, and she wasn’t even sure the enchantment or curse the Stolls placed on the water wings would even allow her to touch the water. Not that that was actually an option. What were they supposed to do?

      That’s when Cali sailed past her all knees and elbows.

      Gussie understood then. It was simple, even if Cali was making it look harder and a bit more ungraceful than it needed to be. They were able to swim through the air. All they needed to do was make the proper motions.

      “Regular swimming motions should carry us forward. You can relax a little, Cali,” Gussie said.

      Gussie settled into a sort of breast stroke series of motions. Calum did the same. Cali, on the other hand, relaxed into something that reminded Gussie of her pet corgi being held above a bathtub, with its paws automatically making small swiping motions in anticipation of being placed in the water. It was kind of adorable.

      They began to move forward together once more. But, the adorable feeling didn’t last long once Gussie looked back to see what was taking place on the shoreline behind them.

      An army of armed apparitions had assembled on the black marble decking, splashing up against the same barrier that had kept the monster below them from reaching her team just minutes earlier. Only this time the magical wall kept the spirits from moving out onto the water. Could the dead cross water? The gods were once again watching out for them or thumbing their noses at Alexander. Gussie didn’t really care which. She was just grateful for the assist.

      When they reached the wall and began climbing, they decided it was best to keep the water wings on for the journey up in case they slipped off the rock and fell toward the water below. It did complicate the climb in unexpected ways. Half way up, the plastic on one of Gussie’s wings caught a snag of rock and it tore open, removing the magical benefits they gave to their wearers. Sort of.

      Only one half of Gussie’s body remained mer-like, while the other half reverted to her human shape. So, for the sake of symmetry and the physical ease of movement it provided, Gussie removed them both and finished the climb in her human form. When she reached the top she found herself adjusting her clothes, just like the image in the sextant did, which made her wonder. Did she do it because of what she saw in the sextant or did the sextant simply show an inevitable future? She'd have to discuss it with the others once they got out of there.

      “Did we climb all the way up here for that little thing?” Cali rolled her eyes.

      “Since we’re certain the device isn’t here and the Sextant is screaming ‘X marks the spot,’ I’d say yes!” Gussie replied.

      Calum nodded in approval.

      The slim curved bit of bronze on a delicate chain looked incredibly tiny in the massive stone hand. As Gussie examined the arm for tripping hazards, she noticed there was a bit of graffiti etched into the stone in various places along the wrist. She knelt down to read some of them. Surprisingly, most were in English while others were in alphabets Gussie didn’t recognize.

      
        
        Short-sighted and sociable? Utterly deplorable! - J.C.

        The ghoul has no fashion sense - S.P.

        LOL. I can see why my dad dislikes him. - N.D.

        Colonialism must perish. - C.N.

        

      

      As Gussie read them out loud, the others just shrugged.

      “Just inane chatter about Alexander I’d guess. We know we aren't the first to visit,” Calum said coolly.

      “I’m going to walk out and get whatever that little tube on the chain is. Those ghost things down there are going to figure out a way to get up here eventually, and I don’t want to be here when they do,” Gussie said.

      The others agreed.

      The palm of the hand holding the item was about 7 feet in diameter. As Gussie got closer, she could make out more identifying features.

      “It looks like some kind of whistle?” Gussie called back over her shoulder.

      “We climbed all the way up here for a friggin’ whistle? You gotta be kidding me.” Cali almost spat the words.

      “Remember that time Mattie almost died on a quest to get Topher a cup of coffee?” Gussie replied with a smile in her voice.

      “Yeah, that was stupid too. What’s your point?” Cali shrugged, taking out a knife and scratching something into the stone of the wrist.

      “I think the point here is that you never know what will end up being important. A lot of times it’s the weird little stuff that matters most.” Calum smirked.

      It was definitely a whistle. Gussie passed it around the group.

      “Oh! It’s a bosun's whistle,” Calum said. “You know, like the kind you hear in the old war movies when they announce that the captain is on deck. They use it for all kinds of stuff in the navy like funerals and ‘all hands on deck’ type commands.” Calum explained how to change the pitch with correct hand placement in order to get the signature sound.

      “You’re really spooky, dude,” Cali said, finishing with a whistle for emphasis, trying to approximate the bosun’s whistle sound.

      “Should we blow it and see what it does?” Gussie asked eagerly.

      “That’s what whistles are for, right?” Cali raised an eyebrow.

      Gussie looped the chain around her neck and then took out a clean brown camp bandanna that the Hephaestus cabin counselor, Paul, had given her last summer. She poured some water from her water bottle onto the fabric and then used it to wipe the whistle down. After all she didn’t want to catch someone else’s cooties while saving the gods. Lines have to be drawn.

      Gussie caught a glimpse of some movement across from her. She could see a small section of the top of the staircase from her vantage point. Sure enough Alexander floated at the top of the stairs, raging and pointing in her direction. He was loud and belligerent but not leader enough to risk a physical rebuke from the Olympian statues in the grotto.

      “What?” he yelled. “Are you afraid of a few statues? I am Alexander the Great, the Fabulous, the Astounding! I am the Alpha and Omega! Kill them dead. Dead! I don’t even want them here!” The wraith-like king shook his fists at his attendant spirits.

      “He hasn’t aged well,” Cali said.

      “He’s aged vengefully,” Calum added.

      Both girls exchanged shocked looks.

      “That was a good one, dude!” Cali slapped Calum on the back.

      “Okay, just blow the damn whistle!” Calum insisted, a smile forming at the edge of his lips.

      The seething mass of angry murder ghosts began to rise up along the magical barrier toward the group.

      “Uh, guys? Do you think that barrier goes from floor to ceiling?” Gussie asked, a chill running up her spine.

      “Gods, I hope so,” Calum answered.

      Gussie brought the whistle up to her lips and blew.
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      This was not the first time something undead had loomed up to face Gussie with murder in its eye sockets. It was, however, the first time many scores of undead somethings loomed up with murder in their eye sockets while she blew a bosun’s whistle. She quickly decided it was not an experience she cared to repeat.

      As the whistle’s note changed pitch, several things happened at once. The massive stone hands on which they now stood suddenly shuddered to life, parting and tilting downward before anyone had time to react. Gussie did manage to grab the edge of the thumb nail of the hand she had just been standing on. Below her the others fell, but as they were still in their transmuted forms they were prevented from falling into a watery grave. They stopped short of touching the surface of the lake.

      Gussie didn’t have that luxury.

      Above her in the shadows of the king-faced ceiling, the fallen angel-looking creatures ripped themselves free from their stony wreath. Shards of stone buffeted Gussie as they tumbled downward, opening up wounds on Gussie’s face and hands. One piece hit her squarely on the top of her head causing her to scream out in pain. She nearly let go of the thumbnail she clung to but managed to hold on through her agony.

      The winged monsters hissed with pleasure as they descended upon her. It was a cold, raspy sound of stone grinding on stone. Their faces remained stony and unmoving, frozen in whatever form their unknown sculptor had created for them. Some looked sweet and angelic; others were laughing, and some were even weeping. It was very disconcerting to Gussie to have something so sweet looking trying to eat her face. Then she noticed their legs weren’t human but instead a mass of tangled snakes. Big ones. Great. What was it with the ancient Greeks and snakes for body parts?

      The ghostly army outside the barrier had maneuvered themselves overhead. That meant that the barrier was sort of dome shaped, the top-most section stopping just short of Alexander's massive stone face. Gussie knew it was just a matter of time before they found a way in. Unfortunately the winged demons had no barrier to contend with.

      One of the childlike, smiling monsters' claws slashed the air next to her ear. Gussie kicked out, landing a solid blow on the monster’s shoulder, sending it spinning into the wall of black stone below. This had the effect of poking a hornet's nest. The stone creatures swarmed downward. Gussie had to time this next bit just right. As they were nearly on her, she heaved herself up and over the thumb of the massive stone hand. Her momentum brought her back down onto the back of one of the creatures. It was a messy and ungraceful move, but it seemed to work. Gussie had to fight to get herself positioned on her knees between its wings and out of reach of hands or snakes. Gussie looped one hand under a ribbon of stoney hair and with the other drew her short sword.

      Her heart pounded in her throat. She was terrified, but focused. Thank the god’s for those demigod battle reflexes.

      The other monsters swooped down, taking massive swipes at her head and neck. Gussie managed to shift her weight, pivoting on one knee and the next to avoid their blows. She sliced off sections of approaching wing, snake or claw as they presented themselves. The blade cut through their stone like butter. Her arms were starting to shake from the strain. Now she understood why all those pushups and repetitive sword strikes at camp were so necessary.

      The monster she was on pitched and dove violently in an attempt to throw her off. Whenever it brought a hand back to try and dislodge her, Gussie, with great difficulty, swung out with her sword. She lopped off one hand and then the other as the creature hissed in anger. Once she’d declawed the beast, she sat on its back, wrapping her legs around the creature's torso for more stability.

      “May nothingnesssss take you and your Olympian parentssss!” The monster hissed and dove straight down toward the water below.

      This was where Gussie started to rethink the wisdom of hanging on for dear life. Her shock took the form of a long, forlorn wailing.

      “Oh, tuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuurds!”

      Gussie threw up in the back of her mouth. It was part nerves, part motion sickness and one hundred percent, I don’t want to die type flavors. Zero-out-of-four. Would not recommend. The plummet was terrifying and with no functioning water wings to help her situation, it meant certain death. The world spun out of control as the monster did a tight spiral of death toward the water.

      “Gussie, let go!” Someone below her shouted. She wasn’t sure if it was Cali or Calum. She didn’t have any other alternative, and she trusted them, pretty much. So, she let go into a slower spinning freefall. The world continued to tumble. A moment later, there was a searing pain across her cheek and her fall came to a painful and jerky halt as her backpack straps bit into her underarms. Her shoulder erupted in pain. She passed out momentarily, and when she regained consciousness, she found herself suspended against the black marble wall with a spear jutting through the top half of her backpack and into the stone. It was one of Cali’s spears.

      Then she passed out again.

      When she awoke she was dimly aware that she was in some sort of boat.

      “Drink this,” Calum’s voice sounded so far away.

      Gussie took a sip from a small glass vial. It tasted like mom’s fresh strawberry crepes. Mmmmmmm. Crepes. She managed a smile and then did the slow blink into unconsciousness as Calum and Cali’s faces hovered above her reassuringly.

      The last thing she heard was Cali’s voice. “If she dies, we’re done…”
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      You never want to wake up to the words, “Sure, we’re about to die, but can we talk about that one-in-a-million spear throw?”

      Gussie bolted upright. “We’re about to die?”

      “Captain Sleeping Beauty awakes!” came a deep voice Gussie didn’t recognize.

      Calum laughed awkwardly and rubbed the back of his neck. “I think we should get used to the ‘we’re about to die’ idea from here on out. It was a brilliant throw, Cali. You should get another camp medal for that.”

      “Yeah,” Cali said dreamily. “A dumb mosquito almost ruined my throw. Tell me one of you packed some bug spray.”

      “Um, thanks Cali. I owe you one,” Gussie said.

      “Nah. We’re even now. Not that I’m keeping score.” Cali smirked.

      Gussie took a moment and allowed her surroundings to come into focus. She was in a boat of some sort. She cast her gaze around the space they were in. They were tethered to a dock. A small footpath led from the dock and zigzagged along a rock wall and then into a fissure in the rock itself. Gussie realized either Calum or Cali must have carried her to where they were now. The underground harbor they were in had another monstrous stone mouth with jagged teeth. Somewhere down the throat of the stone beast was a dim light that looked suspiciously close to daylight. The boat they were in was beautiful. It looked like a smaller version of a trireme. Where Cali and Calum got it was an absolute mystery.

      “You really should be thanking Calum. He hauled your limp carcass all the way from the Grotto to here, with the entire undead goon squad on our heels.” Cali explained. “Once you blew the whistle a stone pathway erupted from the water in the grotto. It led into a seam in the rock wall. I told him we should just drag you along by your backpack, but no, he said it would be better to carry you. Weirdo.”

      “Leg day.” Calum groaned, removing his glasses to rub his eyes. “I’m just happy you’re okay.”

      “Thank you, Calum. Really.” Gussie smiled. He had really nice tiny smile lines around his eyes. She hadn’t noticed before because his glasses sort of hid them from view.

      Cali noticed Gussie noticing and rolled her eyes but said nothing.

      “When did you have time to go boat shopping?” Gussie asked.

      “Excuse me? Boat? You can’t buy this kind of gorgeousness.” The deep voice rose a few octaves into the indignant scale. “We have a spill of fabulousness on aisle three, Captain!”

      Gussie looked around in confusion.

      Calum cleared his throat. “Gussie, meet Drifter. Drifter, this is Gussie.” Calum gestured around him to the ship.

      Gussie’s eyebrows shot up. “A talking boat?”

      Drifter huffed.

      Calum winced. “Drifter doesn’t like the “b” word. They prefer trireme.”

      “Sorry, Drifter.” Gussie said to the trireme then turned to her mates. “Where did Drifter come from?”

      “You summoned me to the dock, Captain. When you blew the whistle. I am at your service until we find the Antikythera device.” Drifter said it as though they could salute with their voice alone.

      “So it is called the Antikythera device!” Cali blurted in surprise.

      “It’s what the Captain called it, so I assume that’s correct. The Captain is… frequently correct, usually. Right, Captain? Don’t answer. It’s right.”

      Drifter had a wry sense of humor that wasn’t lost on Gussie.

      “It’s just a placeholder name, Drifter. We don’t know what the device is actually called,” Gussie explained.

      “Ah. Right. Well, if you’ll be so kind as to set the sextant in the pedestal of the bow, Captain? Then blow the whistle twice. Do it with a flourish. Be fabulous. I shall handle the rest.” Drifter instructed before continuing. “I recommend some haste. Your team is behind the other.”

      This renewed Gussie's sense of urgency.

      She placed the sextant on the pedestal, in a depression that was made just to hold it. A series of small bronze clamps shot up from the pedestal to hold the device firmly in place.

      “All the lenses snapped down, if you’d be so kind, Captain?” Drifter instructed.

      Gussie did as instructed and then grabbed the whistle around her neck. She brought the whistle to her lips and paused to look at the tiny footpath they had to take to get here. That must have been awful to negotiate.

      “Shake your groove thing, Captain!” Drifter called out. “As you blow the whistle, think of what you’re trying to find.”

      Gussie took a deep breath and thought of the original Antikythera device and blew into the whistle twice. In that moment a sort of spectral tether extended from the sextant and led into the grinning maw of stone in the far wall.

      Drifter immediately began to move toward the monstrous mouth. Gussie looked over the starboard side of the trireme and saw three small rows of oars churning the water. The boat was too small to hold the banks of oars people needed to row the tiny trireme. There must be a sort of enchantment at work. Thank the gods.

      “Are we going to fit? The mouth isn’t big enough,” Calum said nervously.

      “Here’s to hoping!” Drifter hummed.

      Gussie imagined dying while being dashed against the rocks, drowned, and then consumed by some unseen monster in the water. If there was one, there could be more. It was called the Sea of Monsters after all. It wasn’t a Hallmark moment, and it fed her anxiety. She could feel her heart start to race. She could feel her heartbeat thumping away in the back of her throat.

      Okay. Calm down. It’s okay. It’s going to be… fine?

      As they got right in front of the mouth, it opened, gaping dramatically like a living giant. The sound of a thousand stoney teeth scraping against one another echoed loudly through the grotto. Drifter went onward and into the mouth, bound to its tether, where it was swallowed whole.
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      The tunnel was disappointingly unremarkable. Just black rock and low light. No mosaics. No poison darts. No sudden waterfalls. Go figure.

      The gentle lapping sounds of the water against Drifter’s hull was oddly soothing.

      “So, can we talk about how the Antikythera device wasn’t where we thought it would be?” Cali called out after an unusually long five minutes of silence.

      “How did the wrecking crew make it into and out of Alexander’s tomb?” Calum added.

      “Where are we going?” Gussie asked.

      Drifter added its two cents. “Do you notice how it sounds like none of you are actually comfortable with the unknown? Tragic.”

      “Is anyone?” Cali asked.

      “Maybe not. But it is where the real adventure begins, right? The true glittery stuff that the epic stories of heroes are made of. Be a page-turner not a worrier, I always say.” Drifter offered its sage advice.

      Cali shifted uncomfortably. “That sounds nice and all, but we demigods rarely come out on top. We have to rely on knowing as much as we can just to survive. That’s why we train so hard.”

      Gussie watched Cali’s silhouette turn to look at the approaching light at the far end of the tunnel.

      “It’s never been glittery, except when Topher sprays us with glitter on Fridays before we go home for break. After that you have to deal with not knowing if you’ll have food on the table at home or if you have to choose between school or taking care of your stepfather, who seems to like to drink more than he likes you or, you know, living life. Some of us don’t get to be glittery heroes. Heck, some of us don’t get to be children.” Cali’s shoulders slumped and her head dropped into both hands, elbows on her knees. “Knowing is important for some of us, Drifter.”

      “I didn’t realize. I’m so sorry, Cali.” Drifter replied.

      No wonder Cali was so aggressive. Her life felt out of control most of the time. She was just trying to connect and maybe even diffuse situations that felt unpredictable with her crass sense of humor. When she won the sword tournaments, she probably felt like her life was her own to control. She was really good at it and wearing her championship medals was a way to announce to the universe that those victories belonged to her and no one else. Maybe Gussie’d been a bit harsh. She moved over to sit next to Cali and placed a hand on her back. Cali shrugged it off.

      “I don’t need any sympathy from any of you. Just some of us don’t have it so glittery or fabulous or whatever.”

      “Well, I’m sorry about your step dad. That sounds really hard,” Calum offered.

      “Thanks.” Cali sighed, shaking her head. “He wasn't always like this. But he won’t get help and I can’t do it. I’m only 13. Aren’t I worth it?”

      “Of course you are,” Gussie said. She couldn’t imagine her mom not having her back, and the realization that not everyone had that in their lives was sobering.

      “I’d be dead without you and your killer spear-throwing arm.” Gussie wiggled her finger through the hole in her backpack from Cali’s spear. “ I need you.” Gussie nodded toward Calum. “We need you. You are infuriatingly good at fighting.”

      “If it helps, I know where we’re going,” Drifter offered.

      “There’s some good news! Where?” Calum sighed.

      “To wherever the sextant is taking us. Obvs!” Drifter sang out.

      The response was a collective groan that made everyone laugh then groan again.

      They emerged from the mouth of the sea cave which immediately ground shut behind them. A massive slab of black stone plunged into the coastal waters, causing a substantial swell to carry them out into an empty expanse of open sea so vast looking that Gussie immediately felt small in comparison to the immensity of the water.

      “While we row to find the breeze, allow me to regale you, which here means ‘perform,’ with my top 10 Cocteau Twins songs. The lyrics are stunningly incomprehensible, hauntingly beautiful and very 80’s ethereal shoegaze sounding. I’ve just decided they are all about drowning in the icy waters off of Northern Scotland. No way to tell for sure though. All the sirens up north sing their songs, so I figured they must be about drowning.”

      The boat gained speed as Drifter belted out a confusing mass of vocal sounds that could have been a mix of latin, french, maybe gaelic and utter nonsense, yet managed to be gracefully melodic. After ten uninterrupted minutes of this, the three demigods began to shift uneasily.

      “Um….” Gussie hesitated.

      This interruption only caused Drifter to sing more loudly. Occasionally one of his oars would splash water up and onto the deck, splashing everyone in what Gussie could only imagine was a part of the song that Drifter thought focused on drowning. After thirty more minutes and a third splash, Gussie cleared her throat.

      “Drifter! Wow, that’s enough!” Gussie yelled.

      “I can just change the lyrics to whatever you want if that’s the problem. It could be about getting scurvy and sea-sickness and then drowning if you’d like. More depth in that I think. Easy peasy. Just say the word, Captain.” Drifter said.

      “That’s very kind of you Drifter, but we need to focus on our next move. I’m afraid your singing is a distraction,” Gussie explained.

      “Ah, yes. I can see how the leagues-bending brilliance of my voice could be blinding to those unaccustomed to such beauty. Steady on you fabulous heroes. For we appear to be headed to the Island of the Forgotten Titan,” Drifter announced as the tiny trireme slowed.

      “That doesn’t sound fun at all,” Cali said with alarm.

      “Oh, it’s not, I can assure you,” Drifter confirmed.

      “Why didn’t you just tell us we were going to Titan Island?” Cali asked, rolling her eyes.

      “I didn’t know until the island came into view. Look!” Drifter managed to point to the island with his voice. Drifter’s voice leaned into them. “It’s pronounced Island of the Forgotten Titan. I can say it more slowly, if you prefer.”

      Cali ignored the jibe. “But that’s not possible. We’ve only been at sea for like 40 minutes. Where the heck did that island come from?” Cali gasped in wonder.

      “Anything is possible with a voice like mine and a good sturdy set of oars. Don’t be jealous.” Drifter did a verbal shrug.

      “Wait, you somehow shortened the time it takes to move between islands?” Calum asked in astonished awe.

      “Well, of course! I’m not one of those ridiculous nautical vessels with an amusement park pace. No disrespect to my fellow floaters. It’s so hard to be humble in the reality of my fabulousness, you see. I do have my limits. For instance, I only operate like this in the Sea of Monsters.”

      “Well, amusement park boats only operate within their parks.” Cali shrugged. “Just saying.”

      “Don’t ‘at me,’ child!” Drifter responded.

      “Hey, you chose the analogy,” Cali shot back.

      Gussie smiled at the exchange which continued on and was one she might have joined were it not for the unexpected plea for help that drifted into her ears on the soft, salty breeze. She interrupted the onboard chatter.

      “Did you hear that?”

      “What?” Calum looked alarmed and immediately cast about for trouble.

      “Someone called for help,” Gussie replied, standing up.

      “I didn’t hear anything,” Calum said, giving her a worried look.

      Gussie thought the look was an unspoken version of, you’ve been hearing voices lately. Are you sure you’re alright?

      Gussie, I need you. I can’t swim. Help me!

      It was coming from the direction of the island in front of them. There was something familiar about the voice that Gussie couldn’t quite place.

      It was clear to Gussie that no one else could hear the voice since no one seemed to respond to the plea. They just sat there looking up at Gussie. She realized it was never a good sign—hearing voices no one else could hear—but she had to trust her team.

      “I’ve heard a familiar voice call out for help twice now. I can’t quite tell who it is, and I know you two can’t hear it. But I can’t keep stuff from you, especially if I expect you both to be honest with me. So there it is.” Gussie shrugged.

      “I don’t think you’re bonkers if that’s what you mean.” Calum smiled pleasantly. “Besides, lots of people hear voices they can’t explain. It’s not their fault. You’re a demigod, and we’re on a quest in the Sea of Monsters. This stuff happens and… thanks for telling us. That wasn’t easy to do.”

      “Yeah. What he said.” Calli jabbed a thumb in Calum’s direction.

      Gussie felt a shudder of relief pass through her, until the voice came again.

      Hurry, Gussie! Help.

      Cali and Calum watched Gussie closely.

      “You just heard it again, didn’t you?” Cali asked.

      Gussie nodded. “It’s just that I can’t figure out who I’d know that would be out here in the Sea of Monsters,” Gussie finally said.

      “It doesn’t help that we are exhausted. We should get some sleep as soon as we can do it safely,” Calum advised.

      The island loomed up before them. Drifter had picked up speed and was closing the distance more quickly now. As they got closer it became clear that the Island was actually a series of five islands connected by bridges. Each Island was hundreds of vertical feet of massive columnar rock, topped by a large, imposing temple structure. One of the islands was taller than the rest. Its top was obscured from view by a roiling mist.

      The voice came again in ragged sounding wet gasps and spitting sounds. I can’t … stay afloat much … longer.

      “They’re going to drown. We’ve got to hurry.” Gussie could feel her anxiety rise. There was something about the voice she couldn’t quite place, but she was having a profound physiological response to it that told every part of her that this was urgent and important.

      “The sextant tether leads to that small dock at the base of the first island just ahead. See it?” Drifter called out. “Also, my taste in music has nothing to do with this. I just want to put that out there.”
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      Gussie collected the sextant and placed it back in the box. The rest gathered their belongings and sprang out of Drifter once it had moored to the tatty looking dock.

      The only way up to the top of the island outcropping was a metal ladder made of some really old looking pipe. The rungs had a patina of rust where the salty sea air had bitten into the metal. Gussie hoped it was just on the surface; otherwise, they all might find themselves back on the dock and as a puddle of flesh and broken bone.

      “Maybe there is a hidden stairway in the rock or something?” Cali scratched her head while looking up.

      “The ladder is the only way unless you can fly, which I wouldn’t recommend by the way. The stymphalian birds hate other fliers. They’re very territorial. Naptime for me. Good luck heroes! I won’t be seeing you again. It’s been a privilege, Captain.” Drifter called out from its mooring.

      “Drifter seems to know a lot about this place. Don’t you guys find that weird?” Cali leaned into her teammates.

      As if on cue, Drifter began to snore.

      “I mean, is it really any weirder than a snoring boat?” Calum replied with a verbal shrug. “Drifter appears to have been made for this one purpose. From the way the sextant fits perfectly beneath the mainmast to how it’s summoned by the bosun's whistle, Drifter has only one purpose in the Sea of Monsters. To serve you, Gussie. That’s my guess anyway.”

      Gussie nodded in silent confirmation. That sounded about right. Gussie cast her gaze upward, following the line of the ladder. It was going to be a long climb. Gussie’s thoughts then drifted to the stymphalian birds Drifter had mentioned. She remembered them from the labors of Herakles. Nasty bits of work. Giant people eating birds with bronze beaks and feathers and poisonous poop. They could launch their feathers as projectile weapons. What’s not to like?

      “Well, that ladder isn’t going to climb itself. Let’s get going,” Cali muttered, readjusting her shield across her back.

      “Keep your water wings handy, just in case you two lose your grip,” Gussie offered.

      “What will you do?” Calum asked, sliding the cheap plastic things up over his biceps.

      “I dunno. Not fall?” Gussie answered.

      The first fifty feet up were no problem. It was after that the voices begging for help began to assail them. This time they could all hear it.

      “Um, can we climb a little faster?” Gussie asked. Her arms and legs were already beginning to tire.

      “Yeah, a little. We gotta pace ourselves though, or we won’t make it to the top in any kind of shape to fight. Also, I think I just heard what you’ve been hearing.” Cali admitted.

      “Me too,” Calum added. “Let’s keep moving.”

      It was torture, hearing the calls for help and knowing they could only move so fast. The added adrenaline gave a jolt of strength that helped with the ascent. The higher they climbed, the greater Gussie’s resolve to finish this mess became. That was until she paused to look at the view and the vertigo hit. Gods, they were up at a dizzying height.

      “I don’t recommend looking around, you two. I really wish I hadn’t. I want to puke,” Gussie managed in a queasy voice.

      “Don’t you dare!” Calum said from below her. “Just stay focused on the next rung in the ladder.”

      Cali managed a sort of half-laugh from above them. “You two ever wonder if Drifter is working for Rictus and just lulling us into a sense of false security?”

      “That’s awful! And no, I haven’t.” While it wasn’t a possibility for Gussie, the notion did send a chill through her.

      “Drifter is tied to the sextant and bosun’s whistle which we have. I think we’re fine on that account,” Calum replied.

      “I know it’s a weird thing,” Cali said between breaths. “It’s my job to prepare for the worst case scenario, right? At least Drifter didn’t ask if any of us knew any good climbing songs before we started our climb.”

      Both Gussie and Calum laughed at the comment.

      Then Cali said something that blew Gussie’s mind and utterly shattered her concentration.

      “What I’m trying to figure out is how you two know what my stepdad’s voice sounds like and how in the Hades he got himself all the way out here?”

      “I have no idea what your stepdad’s voice sounds like. Are you sure that’s the voice you heard?” Calum asked.

      “Yeah. His voice is hard to mistake,” Cali said with an audible shudder. “Wait, what did you hear, Calum?”

      Both Cali and Gussie stopped climbing for a moment to look down at Calum. He seemed to look bewildered before his face went expressionless.

      “Not your stepfather. Keep climbing.” Calum urged them on with a little wave of his fingers.

      Gussie pondered this. It was alarming news. It appeared as though they all heard something different. Which meant there were three people at risk, not just one. What were they climbing into? None of this made sense. Gussie’s brain was trying to place the voice she had heard. Why did it sound familiar and why couldn’t she place it?

      They had been climbing for what felt like forever. They were forced to stop from time to time to catch their breath. Thank the gods for the cardio that their fight instructors out at camp had them perform as a part of their training. Gussie managed a quick look down. Drifter was just a fist-sized speck from this height. They weren’t far from the top now, and the voices hadn’t started again. The rungs on the ladder were less corroded at this height too. The sharp metallic tang of the metal no longer filled her nose. Gussie supposed it was because they were further away from the salt water below.

      A few rungs from the top, there was a low rumbling vibration Gussie felt through the metal of the ladder.

      “You feel that?” Cali called down.

      “Yeah,” Gussie and Calum replied in unison.

      “Since we don’t know what’s waiting for us up there, I’m gonna pull myself up over the edge and roll into a defensive position with the testudo shield. I’ll activate it once you’re all in position behind me. Got it?” Cali instructed. “Don’t take too much time. Move like you got a fire beneath you.”

      Gussie’s anxiety reared its ugly head again which activated her fight or flight response. What if she took too long and her teammates get hurt? What if she got them killed? Hearing Cali speak with such confidence helped to quash those intrusive thoughts. Having an immediate goal, getting into position, really helped focus her.

      “Got it!” Gussie said, nodding in the affirmative.

      Cali waited at the top rung, looked down, and gave the team a nod, as if to say, “You got this, peeps!”

      They gave her a nod in response. She silently mouthed the word “Hellas” and heaved herself up and over the edge. A moment later came the words.

      “Clear!”
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      It wasn’t a mad scramble over the edge. In fact the moment Gussie heard the word clear, she could feel the anxiousness melt away, giving her a fresh burst of energy. As she slid into position behind Cali, she was a little surprised to see Calum had not only caught up to her but nearly passed her, arriving in position at nearly the same time. She was about to comment on it when she caught sight of the scene before her.

      “What the Hades?” Gussie muttered.

      No one else said a thing. They all just stood slack-jawed and unbelieving.

      A massive Greek temple stood in defiance of the natural windswept beauty of the island. Amidst the gnarled olive trees and meadow grasses stood six enormous columns supporting a gabled roof top of patinated green. The pock-marked marble looked yellowed and sickly with age. Between the columns, in uncharacteristic fashion, stood a hodgepodge of stone and brickwork. Each brick and stone looked pulled from different points in time and appeared to be mortared together with a moldering brownish black substance that spouted fungal blooms and mushrooms of lurid purples and blues. Gross. There were three open doorways between the columns. Gussie could hear the voice coming from the middle doorway, pleading for help once again. It was clear and more distinct, and in that moment she recognized who the voice belonged to. It was her best friend Shandy.

      Gussie looked at Calum and Cali.

      “My stepdad is in the left doorway.” Cali scrunched up her face in displeasure.

      “My … voice is coming through the middle doorway,” Calum added haltingly.

      “Surprise, surprise! I’m going through the middle doorway.” Gussie held both Cali and Calum’s gaze. Her anger rose. “They have Shandy in there.”

      Why in Nyx’s name would anyone involve Shandy in this? It was ridiculous. Gussie began to pace, muttering to herself. Her rage drowned out everything but the stupid unfairness of the universe. The idea that Shandy could die simply because of who Gussie was and not be able to experience her genuine self made Gussie dizzy and sapped the strength from her legs. The weariness of the quest attacked at that moment in the form of an adrenaline dump. Gussie’s knees buckled.

      Calum caught her.

      Gussie struggled against the son of Athena. Shandy’s voice was now an incoherent gurgle. Gussie’s imagination could see Shandy gasping for breath, fighting not to sink below the water she was trapped in. Then Gussie felt as though she became Shandy, half drowned and desperate. It became as real as Calum or the ground they were on.

      “Gussie! Focus on my voice,” Calum called out “You’re hallucinating. Take a breath!”

      It took a few minutes, but Gussie settled back into herself, and her breathing became less erratic. Calum simply supported Gussie.

      “I think we need to recharge a little before anything else.” Calum advised.

      “What? Calum, our people are dying in there!” Cali growled. “We can rest when we’re dead.”

      “How about a small bit of ambrosia instead?” Calum held up a small leather tube the thickness of a broom handle. “Just a crumb to restore energy, nothing more.”

      “You've been holding out on us?” Cali joked. “I better not find out you had a hotdog in there.”

      Everyone agreed it was a good idea and each of them took a tiny morsel of ambrosia. The stuff could literally burn you up from the inside. Proper dosage was critical. Gussie felt strength flow through her as the bone weary feeling left her body. That strength tasted like her grandmother’s cheese pupusa. The best food in the world.

      “Cali, did yours taste like a hotdog?” Gussie chuckled.

      “You’d think, right? But, no. Mine was rocky road ice cream.” Cali smiled at the memory of the flavor.

      “How about you Calum?” Cali asked.

      “Mine tasted like success. The best flavor in the world.” Calum smiled broadly.

      There were blank looks exchanged.

      “It’s sort of a fruit and custard tart from Scotland. It’s our family's pet name for it,” Calum clarified.

      The girls nodded in understanding.

      “Yeah, next time don’t feel pressured to explain it. Success just sounds better,” Cali added.

      The call for help came again. Everyone stiffened.

      Help … me …

      “Anyone else worried about splitting up?” Cali shifted uneasily.

      “Oh, for sure,” Calum agreed uneasily.

      “Everyone also feels like this is the way to go, right? Our people are there,” Gussie said, pointing toward the doors

      Everyone nodded gravely.

      “Good luck, everyone. Don’t die, because if you do, I’ll be forced to kill you.” Gussie smirked, pulling a flashlight from her pack.

      “Hellas!” All three intoned and then sprinted off into their respective doorways.

      Sure, Gussie joked and tried to keep it light, but inside she was terrified and wanted to curl up into a ball of quivering Jell-O. A ball of Jell-O under nice warm blankets. Perfect. At this point, if it weren’t for the rising anger about her best friend Shandy being held captive and possibly drowning, she might have stayed rooted to the spot. But on she went.

      She paused briefly, at the doorway opening. The mushrooms and other fungal blooms pulsed as she approached, and then some of the more sickly looking mushrooms tinged in purple, erupted in a mist. Gussie held her breath and charged through the haze, flicking on her flashlight. She wondered if the others were going through something similar.

      Oddly, the light from the outside didn’t seem to penetrate the darkness here. That was odd for an open doorway. If the laws of physics weren't working, then magic was usually the answer. No big. Happened a lot, right?

      Only the narrow shaft of light from her flashlight provided any clues as to the interior of the space. The walls on the inside didn’t resemble the patchwork of brick and stone she saw on the outside because there didn’t seem to be any interior walls.

      Eventually the light faded into the empty dark. It gave the appearance and feeling of being bigger on the inside. Great. Some sort of Dr. Who hellscape.

      Suddenly, from somewhere behind her came a soft splash and gurgle of water. Then came a wave of disorientation. It was like she could feel the dimensions of the room shifting even if she couldn’t see it happening. Her legs went to jelly, and she stumbled sideways, falling over.

      For a moment her vision seemed to blur, but it was difficult to tell for sure since the narrow beam of light from her flashlight was her only source of reference. All of the sudden shifting in the space was making her nauseated. Then, suddenly the relative quiet was broken by a familiar voice.

      “Oh, she’s not going to make it. Too bad. I wish I knew what to do.” It was her. It was Gussie’s voice. In fact, it was another Gussie leaning over her shaking her head in disapproval. Then, the other Gussie looked across the darkened space at something. Gussie managed a quick look to see Shandy, head barely above water. She was in some sort of hole filled with water in the center of the temple. Shandy struggled to stay afloat. Gussie could hear her rugged gasps and wet sputtering.

      “Thank God … you’re … here.” Shandy managed to croak.

      This galvanized Gussie to stand up through the disorientation and nausea.

      “Hang on, Shan. I’m coming.” Gussie lurched forward, but to her dismay she got no closer to her best friend.

      “What in the?” Gussie muttered.

      She tried again, moving as fast as she could this time. For every step she took toward Shandy there was a corresponding lack of progress in covering the distance between her and her friend. It was like she was on a treadmill. It filled her with dread, anger, and confusion. She knew these things to get in the way of making smart choices. They clouded her judgment. If she didn’t master these feelings now, Shandy could die, and it would be her fault.

      Get it together. Come on, Gussie, she thought to herself.

      “They … told me how … to save …” Shandy began but was cut off by a second Gussie that appeared alongside the first.

      “Save your breath! Gussie here is a slave to her feelings. She’d rather watch you die than deal with her anger. She’ll just blame it on whoever built this place and then try to bury her guilt and shame with a ‘helpless little ol’ me story’ when she gets back to camp, a total failure.” The second Gussie sneered.

      But it’s partly a chemical thing, it’s not really my fault is it? Gussie thought to herself.

      “Make smart choices, fool,” the second Gussie sang.

      Then a third Gussie appeared.

      “She needs time to think this through. Make the wrong choice and that’s it. Just because she has the power to do something doesn't mean she should do it!” The third Gussie nearly wailed her words.

      “Chicken.” The second Gussie shook her head disdainfully. “Filling her head with what if’s and doubts. Fastest way to get someone killed in a situation like this. Pathetic.”

      “I don’t want to kill anyone. That’s not pathetic, is it? Just charging into a situation gets folks hurt.” The third Gussie pleaded with the others.

      Gussie found all of this baffling. She must be hallucinating. Including herself, there were now four of her.

      “Okay, stop! That’s enough. I can’t hear Shandy.” Gussie made sure they could hear her over their bickering. The chorus of Gussies fell silent for a moment.

      Then there was a cruel sounding chuckle that emerged from the chorus. “Be careful what you wish for,” they said in unison.
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      Shandy’s limp form rose out of the water until Gussie could see her entire head. It slumped forward.

      “Shandy!” Gussie cried out. Her anger rose. “Whoever you are, if you hurt her anymore, I will find you and destroy you!”

      The second Gussie grinned maliciously.

      Shandy convulsed, vomiting up water. The coughing and sputtering subsided after a minute or two with Gussie calling out to reassure her that everything would be okay.

      Shandy lifted her head. Her eye sockets looked hollow and dark from the trauma of nearly drowning. She looks so tired and empty. Gussie knew she’d need to figure this out quickly. There had to be a way to get Shandy out of there.

      There was a sudden intake of breath from Shandy. Her hair was wet and matted to her face.“It hurts to talk, Gussie. Sorry, I got you in this mess.”

      “No, I’m sorry. It’s my fault, not yours. I’ll figure this out,” Gussie said.

      There was a low laughter from the chorus.

      “The only way to free me is …” Shandy began to sob.

      “What?” Gussie asked.

      “You need to sacrifice some of your animus, your spirit, to free me. I don’t expect you to. That’s awful, and it’s not fair.” Shandy cried softly for a minute. “Get out of here while you can. I’m not worth it.”

      Gussie’s heart broke hearing her best friend sound so helpless. It sparked a new anger in her. Some of her animus? Not all of it? That might actually be possible.

      “You don’t have the guts to do what it takes, kid.” The second Gussie smirked.

      “Maybe she does. There’s too much that could go wrong though. What if she gets it wrong and they both die?” the fourth Gussie added, anxiously.

      Gussie looked at the chorus and then went back to Shandy. “You are soooo worth it, Shandy. It’s just a part of my animus.”

      “Really?” the second Gussie said, doubt in her voice.

      “Who hurt you?” Gussie spat at the second Gussie. “Why are you so angry?”

      The second Gussie brought her hands together slowly in an almost clap then touched the tip of her nose.

      Gussie stood up as the realization hit her. The second Gussie represented her anger. That must mean that the third Gussie was dread or fear and the fourth must be confusion. She didn’t like any of them.

      “She got there faster than I expected. Not bad. You’re still too fearful to go through with it, though,” Anger taunted her.

      “She should be afraid. This is a big decision. Lives are on the line,” Fear added.

      Confusion spoke last. “This is too much. Leave her alone you two. She can’t make the right decision with you two needling her.”

      Shandy slowly began to sink into the water again, sobbing softly. “Good bye, Gussie. I love you.”

      Anger grabbed Gussie by the shoulder and shook her. “You selfish little girl. You can save her.” Anger motioned toward Shandy.

      “I’ll even help you since you won’t make a choice that’s so completely obvious. Gods, how did you get to be a quest leader? We are the answer.” Anger pointed to herself and the rest of the chorus. “Choose one of us to sacrifice you idiot!”

      Gussie’s eyes widened in understanding. Anger, fear and indecision. Did she really need all of them? Each held her back in some way. Would getting rid of one of them be so bad if that was all it took to free her best friend?

      Her first thought was to get rid of the one that had been insulting her. Anger seemed like such a waste of time. Her thoughts drifted to Cali. She always seemed to respond out of meanness or anger, and it really sparked Gussie’s own feelings of rage. Cali’s anger was her way of dealing with a crappy home life and regaining a sense of control. So, in some ways the anger was a useful tool for her to push past the disappointment of her stepfather’s drinking. Gussie was amazed at that moment to understand anger could be a tool for growth.

      “Pick one of us. Hurry. She’ll be gone if you don’t decide!” Anger locked eyes with Gussie as if studying her intently. Disappointment crept into Anger’s features as Gussie worked through Anger’s place as a vital part of her animus.

      Maybe Fear would be worth sacrificing. Gussie might be a better warrior and person if she wasn’t so fearful and anxious, right? People would admire her for her bravery. She’d be a proper hero. Shandy seemed to be the bravest person Gussie knew. She showed up to school everyday knowing people didn’t like her trying to be her authentic self. They used her deadname to diminish her and make her feel less than. Some parents saw her existence as a threat to their children’s safety and wellbeing. It was so stupid. Shandy just wanted to exist as the person she knew she was. Despite this. Despite their judgment and fear, Shandy showed up every day, kind and loving and real. That was bravery.

      But then Gussie thought back to some of their late night discussions. Shandy did fear for her life. She admitted that she was terrified most days because who wouldn’t be with all of that going on? She had told Gussie that some days, when it was really bad, she thanked the universe for Gussie and for the fear. Shandy was grateful because it made all the amazing things in her life feel even better. That didn’t mean that being fearful was acceptable. She wished she didn’t have to go through it because ultimately it wore her down and made her tired and depressed most days. But she got to live her life as the person she knew she really was. She said some folks don’t know who they were their whole lives.

      So, for her the fear was useful. It kept her from making bad decisions about who to trust and where the safe spaces for her were. Then Gussie’s sword instructor’s voice leapt to mind. Master Da’Mon has said many times that bravery wasn’t the absence of fear. Your fear informs your bravery and keeps you smart in battle. Use your fear, recognize it and push through it. Some fear is necessary for intelligent growth.

      Fear looked disappointed and turned away from Gussie.

      Anger began to pace rapidly only to stop and regard Gussie with disdain before resuming her track around them. “Why does Shandy …” Anger cast her gaze toward Shandy ”… have you helping fight her battles? No wonder it isn’t going well for her.”

      Well, that did it. Gussie was pissed. “You know what?”

      “What?” Anger said, almost daring Gussie to speak.

      “You aren’t angry. You’re just mean spirited.” Gussie rose, aware that she was clenching her fists in rage. She locked eyes with Anger. “I get angry over injustice, bigotry and hate. It … it …” Gussie sputtered trying to feel her way to the edges of her anger. She was trying to describe it the way she reasoned through her fear. If felt and acted upon to solve problems, resolved anger could be an incredibly useful tool.

      “It what? Spit it out, idiot,” Anger snarled.

      “I may not always use my anger the right way. I may even hurt folks’ feelings from time-to-time. I see that now and I plan to work on that.” Gussie began. Anger held up a hand, shook violently, and turned away from Gussie.

      That left Confusion. Gussie now felt like this was the one. Confusion clouded the mind and made it hard to make decisions. Yes, this was it. There was no upside to confusion, right? You needed to be able to find your way through things and navigate difficult decisions. Confusion made this next to impossible. She considered the last Gussie, the one still staring back at her. Could confusion be a tool? No.Not in the way the others could be.

      Then something occurred to Gussie. Maybe confusion wasn’t a tool to be used for growth. But, she did have in her possession a tool used for navigating. The sextant. Could it be useful like it had been back in the grotto?

      Gussie rummaged through her pack and placed her hand on the box containing the sextant.

      “What are you doing?” Confusion asked suspiciously.

      Fear narrowed her eyes. “Don’t do anything stupid, Gussie.”

      Gussie ignored them and opened the box. She grabbed the sextant and went through the process of examining the pool that held her slowly sinking best friend. First, she tried the eyepiece alone. Sure enough a red “X” appeared over Shandy. Then in rapid succession, she brought the lenses down over the end of the eyepiece. First blue, then red. Nothing. No past or future indications of anything in that space. Weird. Then, for the first time she brought the third clear glass lens down while the other two remained in place. That’s when things got strange.
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            This Will Go On Your Permanent Record

          

        

      

    

    
      First off, there was no pool of water. Fear, Confusion, and Anger faded into dust. A sickly dry laughter erupted from Shandy or, at least, what used to be Shandy. In her place was an emaciated and heavily bearded corpse of a man wearing a stone circlet on his brow. He sat with his legs folded beneath him.

      He began to shake a boney finger at Gussie. “Nothing grows here, demigod. And yet …” The old man narrowed his eyes at Gussie. “Come and sit.” He patted the ground in front of him.

      Gussie hesitated.

      “It wasn't a request, child.”

      “What did you do with my friend?” Gussie asked before going criss-cross applesauce.

      “Oh, I imagine she’s where she should be.” The old man said absently. An old, dusty phonograph shimmered into being on the ground to his left. “Before you get any more indignant, you should know that I didn’t bring her here. You did.”

      “Me? What are you talking about?” Gussie was getting agitated. But, then she caught herself. She told herself to be calm and curious about her feelings. Ask him some more questions.

      He simply watched her with a look of amused curiosity. This too bothered Gussie. It made her feel like he thought she was something to be toyed with. She looked around the space. The darkness pressed in everywhere except for where he sat.

      “It must be lonely here,” Gussie offered with a sigh. She meant it though.

      The old man cocked his head slightly as if seeing her in a new light.

      “I suppose I’ve grown accustomed to this place.” The old man brought his hand up as if performing a magic trick and pulled a record out of thin air. “By the way, the ‘ta-da!’ is implied.”

      “Are we going to listen to music?” Gussie was curious.

      “Your brain would turn to mush if we listened to the music of the Titans.”

      “It can’t be that bad.” Gussie shook her head and winced.

      “No. This is your record. Shall we take a listen?” The old man smiled.

      “What? My record?” Gussie sputtered.

      “Ah. I can see you’re confused.” The old man tapped the record with his gnarled index finger. “It’s a record of your life up to this point.”

      “My whole life? On that thing?” Gussie said incredulously.

      “Afraid so,” the old man said smugly.

      “Assuming I believe you, what gives you the right?” Gussie demanded.

      “Again. Not my monkeys, not my circus, kid. It’s your record.” The old man seemed to dodder for a moment, looking into the gloom at something Gussie couldn’t see and began mumbling something that Gussie imagined sounded close to get off my lawn.

      Then, he looked at the record closely, running his fingers over the micro-grooved surface as if he could hear the sounds and information the vinyl disc contained. It was more than a little creepy.

      Gussie snatched the record out of his hand and broke it in half and then in half again.

      “As long as it’s my record,” Gussie said smugly.

      The old man laughed dryly, as the record pieces evaporated into shimmering golden dust. He simply raised his hand again and with a tiny flourish produced a second album. “Does the phrase, ‘I hope you know this will go on your permanent record’ mean anything to you?”

      “I think we’re done here. I beat your illusion. How do I get out of here?” Gussie looked around her for some sign of a way out.

      The old man seemed to ignore the comment. “You know what’s not on this record of yours?”

      Gussie sighed. “I give up. What?”

      Before he could answer, everything around them shook suddenly and violently. Gussie could hear small bits of heavy dust and stone falling somewhere in the dark. The old man seemed surprised too as a look of annoyance flashed across his features.

      “What’s not on this record of yours are the answers you seek. Where is the device? How do I keep my enemies from getting to it before I do?” The old man wiggled his eyebrows.

      Gussie narrowed her eyes. “Okay. You’ve got my attention.”

      The old man made a grand gesture of looking around the place. “Was there something else more pressing than me to focus on?”

      “Okay. How do we find the device?” Gussie shrugged.

      “You're in the right place if that helps. There are two more temples on the island after this one. Each on its own finger of land. You must find your way to each and endure the challenges they contain to find pieces of the device you seek. Get them all, assemble them, and voila! It won’t be easy. Not the way this one was. If you survive, you’ll make it to the resting place of the device and end the world as you know it. Make sense?”

      “Um.” Gussie managed.

      “They already have the piece from my temple. It’s too late for that. The bridge outside will lead you across to the next temple.” The old man finished by putting the record on the phonograph. The hand crank on the side of the player wound itself in a jarring ratcheting sound. The needle dropped down into place on the record and began to play. It was a narration in her own voice. Great.

      See, the thing about me you have to understand is…

      That was the information she needed. Gussie rose to her feet and started to walk away. She didn’t much care whether, or if, she was headed in the right direction. She just wanted to be away from the old Titan and his record of her. Had he wanted her dead, he would have killed her by now. It was time to find a bridge.

      “Where are you going, child? Don’t you want to listen?” the old man asked.

      “I don’t think I’m ready for that.” She raised a hand to wave him off.

      His dry voice cracked. “No one ever is.”
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            A Bridge Too Far

          

        

      

    

    
      The forgotten Titan was nothing more than a crafty illusionist. A liar and a manipulator. The more Gussie let her thoughts dwell on him, the angrier she got. She charged off into the gloom with her flashlight on. Something in her gut told her to keep going even if she was going in the wrong direction.

      How dare he pretend to take Shandy and use her against me, Gussie snarled inwardly. No wonder he was “forgotten.” He probably did that to everyone. It’s awfully hard to make friends that way. Maybe the rest of the Titans banished him to this island, because no one could put up with his mind tricks. I mean, what was the point of all that?

      Gussie kicked a small stone that her foot shuffled into. The stone echoed off the walls of the space, mingling with the fading sound of Gussie narrating her own life’s story. It was barely distinguishable at this point although she could clearly tell it was her own voice. He did that—used your own voice to make you feel bad about yourself. He divided her up into her fear, anger and confusion as if that was all that defined her. So stupid.

      And yet.

      That confrontation did yield some understanding about those feelings as valuable parts of growth. Still, there were better ways to help people grow. It lacked respect and consent. Then again, when did the gods or Titan’s involve themselves with that kind of thing?

      Gussie had to admit she’d learned something valuable about herself—even if she was tricked into doing it.

      Gussie spotted the soft glow of daylight ahead. She moved toward it, but not too quickly. In the event he was still watching her, she didn’t want the Titan to think he scared her.

      She could smell leaf-mold and deep earthy smells as she got closer to the light. Large mushroom shapes emerged from the gloom. The fungus seemed to grow out of the dry stone floor. Some of the fungal blooms were taller than she was and of every shape imaginable. For a moment she could have sworn one of the mushrooms, and a very human-looking one at that, moved from one massive fungus to another. Was it hiding from her? No. It was just a trick of the light.

      Gussie’s hand fell to her sword just in case.

      Okay, just keep moving toward the light. Her fear and anxiety swelled in her chest. She swallowed hard. Head on a swivel and one step after the other. You can do this, she told herself.

      The light was so close now. It was a tall rectangular patch of light so bright it hurt her eyes. The  mushrooms and fungal blooms diminished in size the closer she got to the doorway. Mingled with the leaf mold, Gussie could now smell the scent of sea air, salty and bright. It lightened her spirit and put a sense of happy urgency in her steps.

      In the final few feet to the door Gussie, sword still in hand, sprinted and burst out of the temple and into daylight. It was glorious. She quickly scanned her surroundings. Nothing too weird except for the tornado of bone and skulls that swirled around the entrance to the bridge about fifty feet from where she stood.

      The deathnado didn’t seem to care that she was there watching it. Occasionally one of the skulls would hover in place as if regarding her for a moment before being sucked back into the vortex.

      What’s with all the dead things? Can’t a girl catch a break? A plush unicorn would be a nice battle. Could we fight one of those for once?

      Gussie looked for Cali and Calum but didn’t find them. When she looked back at the temple, the outside looked the same. Six columns, three doorways, dodgy masonry, and lots of smallish fungal blooms and mushrooms. She knew this wasn’t the entrance because of the bridge and deathnado. That would have been hard to miss on the way in.

      Gussie decided to sit and wait for her companions to exit the temple—if they made it through the test alive. She shivered at the thought of them facing anything like what she’d just been through.

      Fortunately, she didn’t have to wait long. There was another low rumbling sound followed by the sound of massive fluttering wings. Calum came wordlessly sailing out of his door, head first, a full eight feet in the air. Gussie watched him adjust his position relative to the ground and tuck into a perfect shoulder roll. He immediately popped up and onto his feet. Top marks for the maneuver. However, his momentum carried him forward and into a sort of full run that his legs couldn’t keep up with, and he ended up in a series of rolls that steadily decreased in grace. It was sort of a marvel to watch, if Gussie was being honest. By the end Calum was a tangled looking mass of knees and elbows. Gussie ran to his side.

      “Calum, are you okay?”

      The only response she got was a sort of throaty whimper.

      “Anything broken? One groan for yes, two groans for no.” Gussie looked him over.

      Calum had cuts on his face, arms, and hands. None of them looked severe. There were deep gouges taken out of his leather armor near the middle of his chest. What had he faced inside the temple?

      Gussie fished a vial of nectar from his pack and was about to uncork it when the third doorway exploded in flame and thick black smoke. It was what Gussie imagined a volcanic eruption looked like if volcanoes only erupted sideways.

      Out of the explosion emerged Cali wrapped in the protection of her tortuga shield. She slammed the tip of her spear into the ground to slow her momentum, creating a deep furrow in the earth. Once stopped, she barked the command to stand down, and the magical tortoise shimmered out of existence leaving the daughter of Ares standing proudly smiling for a moment before proclaiming, “Oh, that’s a nice bridge.” Whereupon her knees buckled, and she fell over onto her face.

      First aid in this setting was special, and Gussie knew better than to ask the universe if things could get any stranger. In her experience the universe usually replied with some form of, I’m so glad you asked. Yes, it can in fact get stranger. Hold my coffee and let me show you.

      Gussie had given the nectar to her questmates. They were beginning to stir, rather than burst into flame, which was a sure sign it was doing its job. But, the nectar was almost gone, and they still had more challenges ahead. Not particularly inspiring.

      After what felt like hours, but was in fact only minutes, of Gussie cutting her eyes between her injured friends, the deathnado, and the evil fungus temple, Calum was the first to speak.

      “That was the worst thing I’ve ever personally experienced.”

      “Right? Did he tell you that was the easy part?” Gussie managed to roll her eyes.

      “No. Can I just go back to being unconscious?” Calum sighed heavily.

      “No sleeping on the job, dude!” came Cali’s voice. “My mouth tastes like sulfur and regret.” Cali laughed-winced and then coughed painfully. “Gods, why do I hurt like this?”

      “That Titan, whoever he is, is why bad companies have good HR departments. Did he show you a record of your life and reduce your personality to just the annoying bits?” Gussie asked, trying to keep it light.

      Cali and Calum exchanged blank stares.

      “What are you talking about?” Cali gave Gussie an incredulous look.

      Gussie realized that whatever they faced there with the Forgotten Titan, it was probably intensely personal and unique to each of them.

      “Uh, nevermind. If either of you ever wants to talk about any of it, I’ll just listen, I promise,” Gussie offered them.

      Both Cali and Calum gave silent, thankful nods.

      “Well, we survived and I know what the next bit involves. That doesn’t happen too often, right?” Gussie forced a smile.

      “Does it have anything to do with boney break-wind over there?” Cali raised her eyebrows and nodded in the direction of the deathnado guarding the bridge.

      All three of them laughed.

      “Okay, but seriously. Any ideas on how to handle that thing? The clock is ticking. By the way, Mr. Titan confirmed the other team is looking for the same device as us,” Gussie said. “He said that finding it could end the world as I knew it.”

      “Did he say who they are or who they are working for?” Calum asked.

      Gussie and Cali gave him a is who they are working for seriously a question at this point?

      “Just in case it’s someone we hadn’t considered yet? Someone needs to ask these questions as dumb as they may sound.” Calum was sitting up now.

      “That’s fair.” Gussie nodded. “No, he didn’t say.”

      The group pondered this in silence for a few moments before Gussie took the sextant out of her pack and looked at the bridge with the eye piece only. To her astonishment she discovered that there was no red X or line going to the bridge like she would have expected to see. She scanned the immediate areas on either side of the bridge. Nothing.

      “What is it, Gussie?” Calum could sense something was off.

      Gussie waved him off as she continued to search the edge of the finger of land they were on. Finding nothing, she decided to walk to one side of the bridge, careful to keep clear of the deathnado. She looked over the edge and down and found her red X. It was about seven or eight feet down from the edge and revealed a smaller, more narrow footbridge across to the next finger of land and the temple that sat atop it. There was even a set of stairs leading down to the path across. The smaller bridge ended in a cleft in the rock, below the surface of the island. It looked like there was an opening in the stone, just big enough for a tallish human. Sure enough the red X appeared over the opening.

      Gussie quickly explained what she saw through the sextant.

      “That turd wanted to send us to fight boney break-wind while knowing we could take this bridge instead? If he shows his face again, I’m gonna drop him like a toilet seat!” Cali cracked her knuckles.

      Calum smiled at the comment. “It’s probably just another test. I don’t know what he told y’all back there, but he technically didn’t lie. He just said there’d be a bridge we should take, not that there were multiple bridges.” Calum shrugged. “He’s still a jerk.”

      “Let’s get going. Are you two steady enough to walk across a chasm on a narrow footbridge?”

      Both of her questmates nodded.

      Gussie pulled her pack back onto her back and headed toward the stairs with Cali and Calum.

      Once they all stood at the top of the stairs, Cali took the lead once more. Gussie looked across at the temple. It was surrounded by marsh-like looking land. It looked wet and full of tall reeds and a thin mist clung close to the surface.

      “Okay, usual formation. Give warning if you see something off, but don’t push or grab. You could knock one of us off the bridge. This thing is only two feet wide, if that, and we are a long way up.” Cali pointed to the footbridge. “Hopefully it's not slippery. Watch your footing. Got it?”

      “Yes, ma’am!” Gussie smiled.

      Once again, Cali’s command of the situation filled Gussie with hope and a measure of confidence. That was until they were about fifteen feet out from the staircase. Gussie could hear birds making a ruckus of alarmed bird calls above them. There was an odd metallic sound mixed with a sort of whooshing flutter that set her teeth on edge.

      “Oh. That’s a bad sound, right?” Gussie drew her sword. “My body is responding like it’s a very bad sound.”

      A moment later a swarm of large birds circled overhead in a slow moving spiral of menace. One after another they plummeted downward toward the three demigods on the narrow bridge. Light glinted off the edge of their metallic looking wings.

      “Crap! Stymphalian birds!” Cali called out. “Form up for testudo. Get close, it’s our only shot at surviving. One hand on the person in front of you, now!”

      “You said not to grab!” Gussie hated the feeling of panic that smothered her at that moment.

      Three metallic feathers jammed into the bridge just inches from Cali.

      “I know what I said. Just do it!”

      Five more feathers hit the food bridge in a staccato rhythm.

      Gussie could feel Calum grab a handful of her backpack just as she clutched Cali’s shoulder. She was careful not to unbalance the daughter of Ares. Cali snapped her shield and spear down into place and uttered the command that activated the mother tortoise’s protective barrier.

      “Testudo!”

      A low thrum of energy crackled around them as the ghostly form of mother tortoise formed a welcome barrier between the danger and them. A volley of metal pinion feathers glanced off of mother tortoise and fell harmlessly into the water far below.

      “Keep moving forward, Cali. Like we learned in phalanx training. We’ve gotta make the opening on the rock ahead.” Calum called out.

      “Great idea. On it!” Cali called back. “Alright, demigods! Left foot forward to advance, bring that right foot along in time to ‘Helas!’”

      It was that sort of familiar shuffling advance they were taught at Camp Half-Blood Austin. The slow steady movement forward as their shield wall pressed into the enemy line was very satisfying. Gussie knew she could perform these movements in her sleep. She loved routines, especially in times like these.

      The birds continued their feathery assault, only stopping when they realized it was having no effect. So they adjusted their tactics and began attacking the bridge instead.

      “They’re hacking away at the bridge! We won’t make it at the rate we’re moving. Since when were stymphalian birds this smart?” Cali complained. “We’ll have to triple time it and try to bulldoze them off the bridge!”

      “On your mark, Cali!” Calum called out.

      Gussie could see one of the murder birds harass the head of mother tortoise only to find itself snapped up and swallowed by the ghostly shield. The bird splintered and turned to dust in the tortoise’s throat. Neat trick, Gussie thought.

      “Pivot, triple time! Mark!” Cali called out.

      The three of them were in complete sync as they charged down the footpath. Any birds unlucky enough to be focused on the work of destroying the bridge were either ground into the bridge or harmlessly pushed aside as the group pushed quickly forward. They were so close.

      Gussie could hear metal shear and wood splinter from somewhere behind them. Of course the murder birds were working on destroying both sides of the path. Why wouldn’t they? The footbridge fell a few inches in a sudden heartrending drop that sent the three of them sprawling. Gussie slid off the edge sideways, but Calum managed to keep hold of her backpack. Thank the gods for Calum. When Gussie looked across to the other side of the bridge, she found Cali dangling off the edge with Calum’s other hand looped through Cali’s leather breastplate buckle.

      “Please start climbing. I can’t do this much longer.” Calum’s voice was strained with the effort of holding them. “Plus it’s kinda hard to breathe.”

      The bridge began to sway dangerously. Gussie and Cali locked eyes and began to heave themselves upward and onto the footbridge. Gussie realized that Calum’s quick thinking had also managed to maintain the magical circuit that held the testudo around them all. Brilliant! Once they were all on the bridge and no longer in contact with one another, mother tortoise shrank to cover Cali. Fortunately for them, Cali had hauled herself onto the bridge at the rear of their column. She could cover their flank as they picked themselves up into the sort of standing crouch being on a swaying bridge forced you into.

      Out of breath and muscles on fire, the three scrambled forward and into the fissure in the rock.

      “Tiny bridges are garbage!” Cali winced through a groan.
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            Time for a Tailgate Party

          

        

      

    

    
      The rock here had a different scent. Gussie was trying desperately to catch her breath in a pile of tangled limbs. They’d all crashed into each other in their mad dash to get off the bridge.

      “Deep stomach breathing, everyone! It’ll help your muscles recover faster.” Gussie wanted to feel like she was helping in situations like this. Popping off with a recommendation for deep stomach breathing felt kinda dumb in retrospect. Oh well…

      Cali dusted herself off, adjusted her armor, and then flipped on a flashlight to inspect the darkness ahead.

      “Nothing in the immediate vicinity, in case anyone was wondering. We won’t be able to slip through the narrow passage ahead with our armor and gear on. We’ll need to take it off to squeeze through. We can suit up on the other side. I’m thinking that the boney break-wind may not have been the worst option. Also, does it smell like hotdogs here or is that just me?” Cali’s stomach growled.

      “Yeah, it does actually,” Calum confirmed.

      That was it. The smell Gussie attributed to their surroundings. It was hotdogs. The full-on summertime grilling hotdog scents. Weird.

      “Anything broken? Great double save back there, dude!” Cali elbowed Calum.

      “Yeah. Thank you Calum! Clutch save.” Gussie threw up her hand for a high five, but Calum didn’t see it. Awkward.

      The group collected themselves in silence, removed and examined their gear, and adjusted packs, belts, loops, and straps before looking at one another in that, what’s next? way.

      “Let’s make our way to the Temple of the Hotdog because that’s all I can seem to think about at the moment.” Gussie shrugged.

      “If this ruins my love of hotdogs, I’m gonna drop a toilet seat on someone. Just saying.” Cali arched a defiant eyebrow.
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            In the Wurst Way Possible

          

        

      

    

    
      The group squeezed and clawed their way through the fissure in the rock. The path twisted back and forth and gently sloped upward. The native scent of the rock mingled with the growing scent of grilled hotdogs in a way that was oddly comforting. The serpentine pathway finally opened into a modest sized cavern with a jagged cleft in the wall that let sunlight into the space.

      Now although hotdog vendors are a dime a dozen in the big cities in America, that probably wasn’t the case in the Sea of Monsters.

      There was a small but blazingly bright and inviting fire framed in the beam of sunlight streaming in from the cavern wall. Sitting in front of that fire was a woman in a very worn looking tan and green shift. She wore a brown and tan headscarf and gazed intently at the many hotdogs sizzling away on the grill.

      The scene reminded Gussie of a Renaissance religious painting—if they made those about folks grilling hotdogs. Gussie was pretty sure there weren't any of those in the finer museum establishments.

      The woman looked up and noticed the trio. “Oh. I wasn’t expecting anyone just yet. The wieners aren’t quite done.” She smiled kindly. “You can take a load off if you’d like.” She looked around the cavern. “This place can take it out of you if you aren’t careful.”

      “Lady Hestia?” Calum called out. “Is it really you?”

      “Oh, no. I am but a humble hotdog vendor AND a servant of Hestia. It’s good to meet you.” The hotdog vendor smiled warmly.

      Now this was interesting. At first the woman did remind Gussie of Hestia, but on closer inspection it was clear it was not the goddess of the hearth. Hestia used to cook for the Austin branch—snacks for the campers and lunch for the staff. She’d gone away for some reason, and her disappearance left a huge gap in the warmth of the dining hall. Gussie hadn’t realized it until how much she’d missed the kind but firm goddess of the hearth out at camp. It was as though a bit of the fire had gone out when she’d left. Seeing her servant now? That fire sprang to life in Gussie’s chest once again, and it felt so unbelievably good.

      The hotdog vendor pulled a refrigerated basket of condiments and napkins from thin air along with three family-sized bags of potato chips and a bag of extra soft hotdog buns.

      “You are the best, whoever you are!” Cali grinned so broadly that Gussie was sure her face would crack. “I’m Cali. The rest of these fools are competing with me for scarce hotdog resources.”

      Gussie and Calum rolled their eyes and then introduced themselves.

      By the time they were all sitting down, Cali had managed to already inhale a whole hotdog with mayo, barbecue sauce, and sriracha. A second was on its way down the hatch.

      “Easy there, champ.” Gussie laughed. “There’s no medal for being the first to puke.”

      A few minutes passed as the rest of them gathered a paper plate of dogs. Right as Gussie was about to take her first bite the hotdog vendor spoke up.

      “You’re not far behind them,” she said.

      All three demigods looked at one another in silence. The lower half of Cali’s face was a smear of mayo and barbecue sauce. Gussie had a million questions swimming through her head.

      “How far ahead are they?” Calum asked casually.

      “About an hour.”

      “Do you know who they are?” Gussie asked.

      “Yes.” The hotdog vendor nodded while poking the fire with a stick.

      The three of them waited for a few heartbeats.

      “Not to be rude, but could you tell us who they are?” Gussie smiled sweetly.

      “Oh, yeah. They’re servants of Rictus.” The hotdog vendor raised her eyebrows.

      From somewhere above them the earth shook with a dull groan. Bits of dust and stone fell from the cavern’s ceiling.

      Well, that settles that, Gussie thought.

      “They have one big advantage that you do not have,” The hotdog vendor added.

      The three of them leaned into the hotdog vendor, waiting.

      Nothing.

      Gussie spoke again. “And that is?”

      “Sorry, lost in thought there. My mind tends to wander.” The hotdog vendor shook her head as if to clear cobwebs.

      “Still waiting,” Cali said with a full mouth.

      “They are not alive.”

      Calum immediately snapped his fingers. “They’re automatons! That makes so much sense. That’s how they escaped the notice of Hephaestieus and waltzed right through the barrier between life and death into Alexander’s tomb. It also explains the amount of destruction they caused in such a short amount of time. I bet they were the ones who pried the cog out of Hephaestus’s statue in the grotto.”

      “There is another bit of machinery in the temple above if you hurry,” the hotdog vendor advised them.

      Gussie shoved a hotdog into her mouth and chewed rapidly.

      “No wonder Lord H is helping us so much. I’d be embarrassed if one of my kids was trying to destroy me and the rest of the Olympian counsel. Huge bummer.” Cali finished by wiping her face with the back of her hand.

      “It also means they won’t slow down because they don’t get tired. We gotta get going. Thanks for the dogs and the info. What did you say your name was?”

      “The other priests always call me, ‘hey you!’”

      Gussie’s expression soured. “Is that what you call yourself?”

      “Huh. I never really gave it much thought. I’ll have to get back to you on that, assuming you survive what’s to come.”

      “Yeah. Okay give it some thought and come find one of us at the Austin branch. You’ll always be welcome there,” Gussie said.

      “I appreciate that very much, demigod.” The hotdog vendor shifted and winced in discomfort. “This thing makes for one uncomfortable wretch of a seat!”

      Gussie shifted to get a better look at what the hotdog vendor was sitting on. It was a long, relatively narrow mirror in a heavily gilt frame. The ridges of the frame had been poking at her.

      “That’s because you’re sitting on a mirror, hotdog lady.” Cali shrugged.

      “Well, I didn’t say the automatons had all the advantages. Hee hee!” The hotdog vendor squealed in delight. “There is only one way into the temple above, and it ain’t up there anywhere. AND it’s no use trying to blast your way inside either.” She pointed to the ceiling of the cavern.

      Gussie knew that the mirror must somehow be the way into the temple. But she was going to let the hotdog vendor finish telling the tale her way.

      “Because it’s right here!” The hotdog vendor pointed to her buttocks with a flourish.

      “The entrance to the temple … is your butt?” Cali joked.

      The hotdog vendor realized what she had done and, mortified, began twirling her finger around the mirror instead while wiggling her eyebrows mysteriously. “It’s the mirror!” she cried out. I was looking for something reflective so I could pluck these unruly eyebrows in private and happened across this thing. When I realized what it was for, I just took it with me. Neat huh?”

      She propped the mirror against the far wall and stood in front of it, admiring herself for a moment. Then when the three demigods were all standing behind her, she straightened her shift and spoke the magic words, “Who the heck are you?”

      Really? The magic words to activate the mirror were, “who the heck are you?” Oh well. It wasn’t not the lamest thing to happen in the last 24 hours.

      The mirror’s surface went dark and non-reflective.

      “Here take a few small bags of chips with you for a snack,” the hotdog vendor said.

      “Thanks!” Cali took them all and shoved them into her pack. She then turned to address Calum and Gussie. “I am the executor of this chip bounty, not just the beneficiary.”

      “Good luck, heroes. Once you go through, the mirror will reappear somewhere Rictus’s team can find it so don’t linger. I’m sure they’ll be able to hack the magical incantation before too long.”

      Calum chuckled, in what Gussie assumed was and this shocks us how? kind of way.

      “Any idea of what we are headed into here?” Gussie asked as the hotdog vendor ushered them into the mirror-frame doorway.

      “Not really. Nothing pleasant, I’m sure.”

      First Cali stepped through, then Calum. Gussie caught the hotdog vendor making the three fingered claw hand sign meant to ward off evil. Should Gussie be grateful? Terrified? That sounded like the lady didn’t think they’d survive. Did they just have a last meal? Then the darkness swallowed the lady away.
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      Gussie stepped through the darkness, past it, and on to the marble entrance of a temple at the base of an erupting volcano. Delightful. What happened to the temple surrounded by the swamp she’d seen earlier?

      It was blazingly hot here, it smelled of sulfur, and the ground shook steadily. The sky was a mix of dark grays, mostly roiling clouds of ash punctuated by lightning with the deep reds and oranges of the angry volcano above them. White ash fell like lazy tufts of snow.

      “I wasn’t expecting this!” Calum looked at the latest hellscape. He wet down his yellow cabin bandanna with some water from his water bottle and tied it over his nose and mouth.

      Cali and Gussie did the same.

      “Yeah, this sucks,” Cali grumbled, fumbling with the lid of her water bottle. “Where is the cute temple in the swamp? I want the temple with the biting insects and murder birds! This whole place smells like a giant fart. Zero out of five stars!”

      Gussie eyed the broad entranceway of the temple. No weird stonework, no mushrooms or fungus. However, the large rectangular entrance held a massive mirrored surface that reflected the three demigods. Only the mirror showed them standing in a clear night with the milky way and a sky full of stars, no volcanic chaos in sight. It would have been a serene and endless feeling space were it not all framed by what felt like the end of the world. Gussie checked the path with the sextant. X marks the spot. She quickly repacked the thing and readjusted herself.

      “Let’s not get separated this time. Stay together.” Gussie shifted her belongings and straightened her armor.

      The group walked up to the giant mirror entranceway, stood in front of it with hands linked, and gave one another a long, reassuring look.

      “Together on three?” Gussie asked.

      Calum smiled and nodded in response. “Swords up!”

      “Hellas, baby!” Cali howled.

      Calum and Gussie laughed.

      They all stepped through together and drifted into the cosmos of the mirror.

      The sensation was like that of floating even though Gussie knew she was standing on solid ground. When there was any sound, it was dampened. It was like there was no echo or fullness, just flat sound with nothing to bounce off of. It reminded Gussie of wearing an expensive set of headphones for normal conversation.

      The constellations surrounding them were unrecognizable. While Gussie had limited knowledge of the nighttime sky from her training at camp, she knew with absolute certainty this was not her sky.

      Gussie could tell Calum had picked up on this too. His head darted from one direction to another, taking in the immensity of the universe around them. Gussie felt a profound wave of philosophical joy wash through her for a moment.

      “I like this place better. It doesn't smell like farts,” Cali said appreciatively.

      Gussie sighed.

      “What is this place? It’s not the stars and planets I’m used to seeing.” Gussie looked at her companions.

      “No kidding!” Cali replied. “Hey, that constellation looks like a person punching a werewolf in the face.”

      Gussie looked to where Cali was pointing and tilted her head from side to side. “I don’t see it.” Gussie shook her head. “How did you even come up with that?”

      “Because I’ve punched a werewolf in the face.” Cali shrugged. “I’d do it again too.”

      “I’m seeing a series of huge battles.” Calum pointed to what looked to Gussie like a random cluster of stars.

      “Why am I not seeing any of that? We’re looking at the same stars and planets, right?” Gussie put her hands on her hips.

      “Maybe not,” Calum said.

      It was then that something caught Gussie’s eye. Her imagination sparked and it seemed as though there was the ghostly outline of a great serpent, maybe a dragon? Who knew? The Greeks didn’t like their dragons with wings, so she just thought of it as a dragon. It was impossibly long and, because it was transparent, looked to contain in its body any stars and planets it passed in front of. The great celestial serpent coiled in on itself then back out again. It did this in what looked like an endless loop. Wow. Just wow.

      Then for a fraction of a moment, as the image of the dragon faded, it appeared to Gussie as if there were gossamer threads pulsing faintly across the brilliantly lit sky in all directions. The threads were connected in a weave that felt tight, even if it didn’t look like it. Woven into that were the stars and planets. Comets streaked through the pulsing threads, trailing more threads like needles piercing the fabric of space. It was the most amazing thing she’d ever seen. Gussie felt comforted and supported by the sight. It felt like a weighted blanket that was plugged in to all the best sensations and feelings.

      “Are you seeing this?” Gussie was on the verge of tears.

      Before anyone could answer a voice boomed out of nowhere and the pulsing threads vibrated violently and then vanished. Gussie felt the loss of that vision keenly, and her hand went out to try and capture it all and put it in her chest where it could continue to pulse, perfectly and mysteriously, alongside her own heart. What was this feeling?

      “Who are you in the vastness of all this, demigod?”

      The voice felt like it came from the dragon she’d imagined seeing earlier. Something in her was sure of it even though she could no longer see it.

      All Gussie could think of in response was, No! Bring it back! I want to see and feel that again!

      She felt small, vulnerable, and empty now, and she couldn’t stand it. Her anxiety spiked and so did her fear.

      “You must answer my question with absolute honesty, or your journey will end here. I will know if you are lying.”

      All Gussie could feel in that moment was that something had been stolen from her. Why let her feel so connected to potential, to herself and everything around her, and then take it all away? It was cruel.

      In that moment Gussie wanted to yell at the voice, but a tiny jolt of electricity struck her shoulder, shocking her, until a splash of golden calm enveloped her. It helped her to hold her tongue and let the feelings bad and good, outrageous and mundane, wash through her.

      “Your guardians and guides cannot protect you from your truth, child.”

      Gussie was dimly aware of her companions standing next to her, unmoving. What was her truth? Who was she?

      What came to mind first were her failures and limitations. Every time she’d thought she’d let someone down, all the awkward social moments where she didn’t seem to fit in, her roiling anger, her fear and anxiety, times when she hadn’t kept her word, times when she felt unlovable and unworthy. The memories these feelings conjured seemed to go on and on, flooding her sense of self.

      Gussie felt drained and oh so tired. The phrase “I think it’s going to rain today” kept playing on a loop in her mind. The image of Shandy drowning changed to an image of Gussie drowning.

      I’m small, lost and unworthy. I could disappear now and no one would miss me or even know I was gone. I’m invisible and a burden on those around me. That’s who I am. The best I can do is drift into this place and fade out, hoping I’ll get a chance to see and feel what I felt earlier, before I do. It’s the only way to escape who I really am. That’s my truth.

      Then she felt Cali’s hand slip into her own. Gussie slowly turned to regard this new point of connection. Her gaze traveled up to Cali’s face—Cali’s reassuring, you got this face. The touch broke the darkness. Other, more positive, images began to fill her mind now.

      Gussie inhaled deeply. More images spilled out of her like the moments of side-splitting laughter shared with Shandy or her mother over the most ridiculous things. The faces of her friends at Camp Half-Blood Austin, learning a new sword strike from her Sword Master Da’Mon, and even the adventures and near-death moments from this quest.

      She had new friends now. How odd. This was the first time she’d given any thought to Cali and Calum as trusted “friends.” They’d been campmates and questmates before. Now that she’d placed her life in their hands and theirs in hers, things felt tighter between them. She’d trust them with just about anything now—yes, even Cali.

      Gussie considered how having Cali and her fighting skills with them had the effect of soothing her anxiety. Their relationship had definitely changed for the better on this adventure.

      This led Gussie to think about the things she was grateful for. All of the things that came to mind that she’d learned from her mother, Shandy, at camp, or on this quest. Especially on this quest. She’d learned more about herself and who she really was through the trials and tribulations of finding this blasted device than at any other time of her life. That’s when it clicked. With absolute certainty she opened her mouth and spoke.

      “I am learning. That is who I am in the vastness of all things.” Gussie thought it was as simple and as true of a response as she could imagine.

      “Hmmmm,” The celestial voice said ponderously. “No lie detected.”

      The cosmos shifted then. A comet, vaguely dragon shaped, streaked from somewhere above Gussie’s head and down into view where it splashed into the empty space in front of her creating a rectangle of light. It was a doorway. Gussie, still holding Cali’s hand, moved the three of them toward the doorway.

      When they emerged on the other side, Gussie was shocked to find she had a beautifully crafted piece of celestial bronze machinery in her open hand. A massive temple, shrouded in mist, stood behind them. It looked to be made of bronze. That must be the goal. Rictus and his team had a headstart and most of the pieces of the machine in their possession. Nothing a bit of grab and dash couldn't fix though. They just had to ambush them.

      “Guys, look!” Gussie turned back and held it up for Calum and Cali to see.

      “I still think Legos are cooler.” Cali smiled. “Good job. Look at how far away the rest of the temples are from here. It’s all out of perspective. Everything looks so tiny from up here.”

      Gussie walked to the edge of the land and looked down, clutching the machine part tightly. “Yeah, that is weird, “ she agreed. “It didn’t look this far away when we first got here. This place warps things like distance and time, so I’m not too surprised.”

      “Gussie!” Calum’s voice was alarmed.

      “What, dude? Look at the view!” Cali replied.

      “Uh, I think you better put that away unless you plan on fighting with it.” Calum drew his sword.
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      Gussie turned back toward the temple to see twelve automatons advancing slowly but steadily toward them. She quickly shoved their piece of the device into her pack, fastened the straps, and drew her sword.

      Cali was already in position at the head of their triangle formation with her spear snapped neatly over the top of her shield.

      In response, the automatons shifted to a half-moon formation as they advanced, effectively closing on them with a flanking maneuver on both sides.

      “Don’t let them surround us,” Cali called out. “Twelve to three. Not impossible.”

      Gussie spotted a hillock with a 10 ft rock face they could tactically retreat to and set their backs against.

      “Behind your left shoulder there’s a rock wall. We can make our stand there!” Gussie yelled.

      Cali nodded silently.

      The automatons heard as well and began shifting toward the wall as they continued to close the circle, keeping themselves between the demigods and the temple.

      “Fall back, but stay in formation. Pivot on Calum. Go!” Cali commanded.

      “Hellas!” came the response from Gussie and Calum.

      The group turned on Calum and slid backward toward the rocky outcropping. As soon as Gussie could feel her heel slide into the wall she extended her shield toward Cali. Calum did the same. As soon as Cali felt their shields in her back, she’d know to stop and still be at optimal distance for attack and defense.

      The automatons stopped then and seemed to be silently communicating with one another. The automatons wore what looked like welder’s overalls and long dark work shirts over their mechanical bodies. The metallic faceplates all had a jagged line of a mouth, giving them a sort of menacing snarl. She could make out the machinery of an arm or leg beneath the torn and tattered sections of their clothing. Some had robotic-looking hands where their gloves had worn away. At a distance they could probably pass as a group of workers, something Gussie was certain Rictus had done by design.

      The lead automaton regarded something on the ground at its feet, a section of exposed rock maybe, and then plunged its hands into the stone. It then plucked the boulder out of the ground as if it were nothing more than a large beach ball. As it heaved the thing over its head, spraying the area with dirt clods and bits of rock, Cali shifted her spear up and back smoothly. Before the machine knew what had happened, it had a spear jutting out of one of its mechanical eye sockets, causing its faceplate to spark wildly. The boulder slid from its hands and crushed the automaton into the ground.

      “Eleven to three. I like where this is headed. Go for the eyes!” Cali held out her hand as if waiting for the spear to return. When it didn’t, she cursed. “The boulder must have cracked my spear apart. You jerks owe me a spear!” She shook an accusatory finger toward their enemies.

      One of the automatons strode forward with long mechanical strides, covering the distance between them with great speed. Another, close to its recently flattened team member, bent down to pick up the same boulder, hefting it above its head. Several things happened at once. Cali flashed a hand signal and slid to her right, second spear already in hand. An advancing automaton lunged for her, but she wasn’t there. Calum was waiting for it. In one smooth jab, he pierced the automaton’s eye and dropped the machine in a spray of sparks.

      In that same moment Cali threw her second spear. The automaton holding the boulder must have anticipated this move and dropped one hand down to catch the spear, before it could pierce the automaton’s optic center. An argument between the boulder and gravity ensued. Gravity had something to say about the automaton’s one handed arrangement with the boulder and asserted itself on the situation. The automaton holding the giant stone had learned from its teammate’s mistakes and stepped out from under the quickly tipping boulder. Unfortunately the mechanical teammate next to him didn’t notice and was immediately crushed beneath the boulder when it fell with a satisfying thud.

      Then came the game of tug-of-war. Cali called her spear back to her, but rather than disappear and reappear in her hand, the automaton held on. Well, it struggled to hold on, first with the hand that caught the spear then with both hands. Both the spear and the automaton were infused with old magic. For the moment things were at a stalemate. Cogs and gears shifted and strained as the automaton struggled to keep hold of the spear. Cali kept holding her left hand out in a summoning pose, looking like a wizard who’d been frozen in time, mid-spell cast.

      That’s when the struggling automaton noticed the first spear, lying broken on the ground. It began trying to break the spear and end the stalemate. Cali reached out with an insistent right handed summoning pose. There was a hint of exasperation in that stance. The spear responded to the renewed summons immediately. The automaton’s head cocked sideways. Metal sheared and popped as the spear winked out, taking both of the automaton’s hands with it.

      “I’m not left-handed, idiot.” Cali smirked wickedly. as the spear returned to her hand. She shook off the automaton’s hands from the shaft and kicked them aside.

      The opposing team stopped then, and both sides regarded one another silently. Gussie knew the automatons were once again formulating a plan of attack.

      “Okay, these things can move fast, like you just saw. They are super strong but not very sneaky. Plus they got that hive-mind thing going for them. They must be carrying the other pieces of the curse machine, right, Gussie?” Cali called back.

      “Yeah. Unless they were crushed by the boulder,” Gussie said. Then she realized that would work too. If Rictus couldn’t use the magic and release the curses on the gods, it didn’t matter if they got the pieces or not.

      “Okay, so we steal them back or destroy them. How are we going to do that?” Calum asked. “These things can tear us limb from limb. There’s still ten of them.”

      “I’m still working on that.” Cali shrugged.

      Gussie smiled and pulled a page out of Cali’s book. “There’s only ten of them.”

      “Atta girl!” Cali laughed, a deep belly laugh.

      All the automatons, save the handless one, surged forward together.

      “Testudo!” Cali snapped the shield back into place just as Rictus’s foot soldiers hit the shimmering barrier with such force all three campers stumbled slightly from the wave of concussive energy. The automatons bashed and struck the barrier in rapid fire style. Gussie could see the shield barrier flicker from time to time as they pummeled the group’s defenses.

      “I think we may be approaching the limits of what the shield can handle. What’s our plan?” Calum called out, his voice barely discernible over the noise.

      Everything was shaking and vibrating. Bits of rock began to cleave from the wall and fall on top of the shield. The automatons continued their assault with no sign of slowing down. How much more could the shield wall take? Then just as suddenly as it started, it stopped, with each automaton taking a full step backward, arms at their sides.

      Gussie took a breath and glanced down to find , scrambling like spiders, the automaton’s hands. The sight sent a chill down her spine. One hand held their piece of the machine.

      The little thieves had been on the ground, at their feet. They now scuttled through the barrier and toward the handless automaton. He’d been controlling his hands the entire time. When Cali discarded them, they had remained inside the testudo’s barrier. The direct assault on the shield had just been a diversion. The shield kept things out, but not in. The little buggers had riffled through her back during all the shaking and confusion then made their way back to their owner. As they reattached themselves to the automaton, it now had their only piece of the machine. Done in by the ol’ five-finger discount. Crap.
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      “No! No! No!” Gussie screamed. “The stupid robot’s hands stole the device. Look!”

      “I wondered what the heck that was,” Cali said. “They looked like mechanical spiders.”

      The lead automaton cocked his head to the side as if to say, “What are you going to do now, punks?” Then, it turned and strode off toward the celestial bronze temple. One by one, the others followed, quickly falling in line to march with matched footsteps.

      “We can’t let them get inside!” Calum looked desperate.

      “Rictus is in that bronze curse factory for sure,” Cali agreed.

      Gussie heard a low rumbling then a loud stoney crack from behind them. She spun around to see the stone wall fall away along with the ground beneath. Gussie’s eyes widened in horror as she began to understand the other reason for the barrage of pounding attacks on the shield. The area they were standing on must be an overhang of stone, with nothing solid beneath the ground they stood on. The repeated impact of the blows must have cracked the stone, and it was starting to shear off and fall. There was no way to be sure how large the overhang was. It was a death sentence if they didn’t move now. They had to make for the temple.

      “Run! To the temple!” Gussie shrieked.

      None of them asked why. They bolted toward the temple and the automatons, who had already reached the first steps. Gussie could feel the ground rumble beneath her pounding feet. She could sense it falling away. Death’s hand was so close. She could see her father’s face pained, but welcoming. The great Thanatos, guardian of the doors of death, had arrived to welcome his daughter.

      Gussie ran faster. Her heart felt like it would explode. Her lungs burned as her breathing turned the oxygen to fire in her lungs. She was no longer sure if she was running to survive or running to her father. Calum stumbled in front of her, but in one smooth motion, she caught him by his armor’s shoulder strap and pulled him up to his feet.

      They were in the shadow of the temple now, still running, mere feet away from the steps. The automatons were nearing the top. Gussie saw her father’s face, proud and strong. He shook his head slowly and mouthed the words, “Not. Yet. Daughter.”

      As the ground gave way beneath Gussie, Calum, and Cali, something strange happened. Her father’s face vanished, and Gussie felt her mind squeeze inward and the world erupt into the darkest black Gussie had ever experienced. One moment they were falling, just out of reach of the bottom step of the temple, and the next they were at the top of the stairs between the inky black entrance and the approaching automatons.

      Gussie was exhausted. The world spun for a moment as she vomited on the bronze floor, but she knew immediately what had happened. She had just shadow traveled. It was a rare ability even for those native to the underworld. In fact Nico DiAngelo was the only other demigod she knew of that could do it with any measure of control, and he was a child of one of the big three. It exacted a heavy toll on the user’s body and mind, however. She had moved them maybe 40 feet, and she felt like she wanted to die.

      “Did you do that, Gussie?” Cali asked in bewilderment.

      Gussie nodded silently, desperate to recover before the coming showdown with the approaching automatons.

      “We shadow traveled!” Calum sputtered.

      “My … my father helped.” Gussie spat, trying to clear her throat of bile.

      “Still. That’s brilliant,” Calum said excitedly. “I’ve always wondered what it would be like. Thanks!”

      “Yeah, yeah. Shadows are fun. Form up! One line across the door!” Cali called out.

      “Hellas!” Gussie and Calum snapped into position, swords, shields, and spears at the ready.

      The automatons gathered at the top of the stairs and moved into a triangle formation as they stood opposite the three demigods. The lead automaton, with the trick hands, was in the middle of the formation, surrounded by the others.

      It appeared for a moment as if it was a sort of stand-off. Then Cali addressed their enemies.

      “It’s been fun playing with you walking can-openers, but we are not letting you through this doorway with our piece of the machine. Facts! If you want the details, we got em’ right here!” She rattled her shield with her spear.

      Calum and Gussie nodded, pointing at the assembled automatons.

      “She,” Cali nodded toward Gussie, “can just shadow walk you goobers and the machine part to the underworld if she wants to! You saw what she just did. Give up now!”

      “They also just watched me puke and nearly fall over,” Gussie said under her breath.

      “But you could totally do it, right?” Cali mumbled back.

      “Negative, ghostrider,” Gussie replied.

      “Well, they don’t …” Cali began, but never finished as a set of automaton arms loomed out of the gloom behind each of them and pulled them into the dark of the temple.
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      Gussie woke to a throbbing headache and a new wave of nausea. She wasn’t sure if it was from her shadow travel or a head wound. Either way it sucked. On the floor next to her were the unconscious forms of Cali and Calum, their hands tied behind their backs. She could see their chests rise and fall, steadily. A wave of relief washed over her, but it was short lived. Then she turned her attention to the space she was in.

      The floor was unfinished here, mostly earth with sections of bronze metal plating closer to the walls. Across the room on the far wall was a massive relief-like structure, all bronze. It looked like a complex series of cogs, gears, and machinery that led up to a massive serpent with eight bulges or stomachs. Beneath the serpent were seven concentric rings of bronze with what looked like stars or planet shaped cut-outs on them. It looked like the dragon was supposed to float over the rings. Different stars or planets would appear in each of the eight hollows of the dragon. It was a sort of puzzle.

      It reminded Gussie of the great cosmic dragon she’d seen earlier. This had to be the curse making engine. Their intel had been wrong. It wasn’t an Antikythera like device at all. This was something completely different. The pieces of machinery that make this thing work were what they and Rictus’s team had been trying to find. Gussie never would have guessed at the size of this thing based on the piece they had recovered. They’d been one step behind Rictus and the automatons the whole time, playing a losing game all the while.

      Gussie’s gaze fell to the bottom of the wall. Dwarfed by the enormity of the dragon wall were the automatons and the unmistakable black and white pinstriped suit of Mr. Rictus. He towered above them as he directed the automatons in the installation of the assembled bits of machinery they’d either collected or stolen. He wore a special type of respirator to aid in his breathing. No one knew why. He was nearly seven feet tall and incredibly thin and a complete mystery. He hated the gods like all Masters of the League of Machines and Monsters had before him. And this was to be his final judgment on the necessity of their value to the world.

      The wrecking crew constructed and moved at a steady pace and in absolute silence, save for the occasional murmur of Rictus’s voice. Gussie watched in horror as they took the final piece, their piece, and put it in place under a giant looking piston connected by a series of cogs to the outermost ring of concentric circles. Rictus took to making the final adjustments himself.

      This was it. They had failed. Gussie looked at her friends on the ground next to her. They began to stir. Part of her wished they could just stay asleep and peaceful for whatever was going to happen next. It was there in that moment that Gussie realized she wasn’t anxious. Scared sure. But, not anxious. She had her friends with her to face whatever happened next. They had had her back the whole time, and she’d had theirs. What a journey it had been. Cali and Gussie had wanted to kill one another back at camp when this whole thing had started. It had felt like a one way journey at first, just like when Topher had talked about the parents at her school. But, finding common ground did happen. Building trust had happened. New friendships had blossomed.

      Cali and Calum sat up, shook the cobwebs from their heads, and smiled reassuringly at one another just as Rictus stepped back and clasped his hands. The piston rose and fell slowly and the great bronze rings shuddered to life and spun on their tracks, first the outermost ring turned until the appropriate star-shaped hollow appeared in the bulge of the dragon and locked into place. A shiny cog snapped up beneath the star shape, expanded, and settled back down in place completely covering the star-shaped opening. This process repeated itself.

      Planet. Cog.

      Star. Cog.

      Star. Cog.

      Star. Cog.

      Planet. Cog.

      As the sixth cog appeared, Gussie felt a knick at the base of her skull. In that moment another golden wave of calm thought rose up like a wave inside of her. The sextant! It could interfere with the normal functioning of the automatons. She’d completely forgotten about the quest to find it last Halloween when that bit of information came to light. Rictus’s crew had bound their hands when they’d knocked them out but not their legs. Big mistake. Gussie spotted their pile of belongings at the far side of the room on a makeshift table by the entrance.

      Gussie made eye contact with her team and nodded toward the table. Both of her friends understood. Fortunately for them, everyone else’s eyes were on the spectacle of the curse engine. Gussie dashed toward the table, trying to run as quietly as she could across the bronze plate floor. They reached their possessions just as the seventh cog appeared inside the dragon. They cut themselves free.

      “Buy me some time?” Gussie asked hopefully.

      Cali hefted her spear. “I got you! Whatever you have planned, make it quick.” Cali turned toward the curse engine and kissed the spearhead of her favorite weapon and said softly, “One more time.”

      Gussie riffled through her pack and found the box containing the sextant, while Cali timed the spinning ring, seeming to follow the track of the smallest planet-shaped cutouts, waiting for it to appear in the eighth bulge of the dragon. Cali’s arm reared back and then shot forward, sending the spear on an impossibly long arc. Gussie held her breath for a moment, pulled the sextant out of the box, and dashed off toward Rictus and the wrecking crew. Right then Cali’s spear found its home inside the planet-shaped depression inside the eighth bulge. Cali and Calum were right on her heels. For a moment the ring could no longer continue sliding into position and was stuck. The whole thing ground to a halt.

      Rictus, enraged, turned to face Gussie and her team. “Take care of them once and for all!”

      The automatons surged forward as Gussie heaved the sextant toward them and yelled, “Catch!”

      Sure enough, Rictus had made them just human enough to respond the way most humans do when thrown something. They caught it. The effect was instantaneous and varied in what it did to each of them. Some automatons lurched around in small circles. Others looked like they couldn’t control their own limbs and began thrashing about wildly. Every once in a while the mechanical spasms would take out one. Still others shut down completely.

      The piston and cogs groaned for what seemed like an eternity as the innermost ring strained against the spear gumming up the works.

      “Hold on for a bit longer, sweetness!” Cali prayed aloud.

      In the end the spear was no match for the massive celestial machine. The spear snapped and the ring began to slide once again. Rictus laughed beneath his respirator.

      “What did you children think was going to happen?” Rictus shrugged as he backed away from the rapidly approaching trio.

      The eighth cog snapped into place and the entire room vibrated with some sort of mounting energy. It carried the same sort of momentum the air has just before a tornado hit. It felt like that tragically destructive scene in the movie you know is going to happen and can do nothing about. It was an ancient, horrific imagination made palpable, and it felt tragically human in a way that Gussie couldn’t quite wrap her mind around.

      “Take care of him!” Gussie called out, repeating a version of Rictus’s command earlier.

      There was a massive release of energy. While Gussie couldn’t see it, she could feel the energy erupting upward into the sky outside where it spread outward. At the same moment a glowing portal opened up in the wall beneath the curse engine.

      “Ah, that would be my door,” Rictus began to gloat as Calum slid beneath the arms of a glitching automaton and onto his feet. He brought his buckler up to shield bash Rictus in the side of his head, knocking the respirator from his face. Rictus spun through the doorway, appearing to lose consciousness as the portal slammed shut behind him.

      “Don’t stay on our account,” Calum snarled.

      “Dude! Vicious hit!” Cali congratulated the son of Athena.

      The temple continued to hum and vibrate menacingly, and it seemed to get louder and more intense as the seconds passed.

      “Okay, how do we get out of here? It looks like the curse engine gives a one way trip out for the person or team that activates it.” Calum paced back and forth “We’re stuck unless we can figure something out. Is it just me or does it feel like this place is going to blow?”

      “If I gotta die, I can’t think of anyone else I’d rather die with.” Cali shrugged with a half smile.

      “There’s got to be something we can do.” Gussie called out over the loud hum. That’s when her hands checked her pockets. It was just instinct. There was something there. It was so small she almost didn't feel it at all. The seed that Topher had given her. What had he said? Something about one way trips, planting seeds, and finding a solution?

      “No way,” Gussie muttered to herself. She took the seed out of her pocket and ran back toward the part of the temple floor that was all exposed earth. “Someone give me your water bottle.”

      The hum had grown into a high pitched vibration now.

      Gussie scraped away some of the hardpack with her sword and crushed it up to soften the soil. She placed the seed in the earth and covered it up.

      “Maybe we should think about growing crops later?” Cali suggested. “Maybe that’s just a me thing though?”

      Calum handed Gussie his water bottle and yelled, “Hydrate, don’t dydrate!”

      “Calum, I hope that has never been more true than it is right now!” Gussie was nodding slowly, knowing Calum couldn’t hear her.

      She watered the little seed and then leaned back.

      Nothing happened.
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      The vibration from the machine was so high, it was hard to concentrate. There was no other sound right then save the excruciatingly painful sound of the curse engine on self destruct.

      She watered the seed again.

      Again, nothing.

      Calum and Cali were doubled over with their hands against their ears.

      Please grow. Please grow! Gussie thought.

      Then as if on a time lapse video playing at double or triple speed, the seed sprouted and grew. A full sized tree began to emerge as sinewy roots snaked into the soil and a trunk grew and split into tri-dominant trunks. The crown of the tree was nearly thirty feet high in a matter of moments. It was a beautiful cedar elm, like the trees that grew immediately around the dining hall at the Austin branch.

      The tree reached full height and maturity and a cleft in the trunk opened up, glowing with what looked like daylight. The opening was large enough to fit through, but just barely. Gussie helped her friends claw their way to the tree. The sound was painful and the tree continued to age rapidly. They had to move or the tree would be dead and their chance to get out of here gone. Her head was throbbing, and she was nearly blind with pain by the time she’d made sure Calum and Cali were inside. Gussie patted the tree and thanked it as she fumbled her way in and then up the trunk where welcome sets of hands lifted her up and out. She felt her t–shirt snag on the wood as she was pulled free.

      It took some time to come back to her senses. She remembered hearing Topher’s voice before losing consciousness again. When she finally did wake up all the way, she did a mental checklist for pain and injuries. Everything checked out. She could sense warm humid air, almost summer? How long had they been gone? She could smell grass, bee-balm, cedar, leather, and dirt. Above that she could smell incense. That meant she was at Camp Half-Blood Austin. She opened her eyes. She was in some sort of tent-like structure on a cot. Three figures sat close by, watching over her. Topher, Isaiah, and Mneme. Two minor gods and a muse?

      “What’s going on?” Gussie asked while stretching.

      “The gods are cursed, and they’re kind of blaming us?” Isaiah shrugged and looked at his empty wrist. “Oh, it must be Friday!”

      “No one blames you, Gussie. You did your best under some really awful circumstances. I’m proud of you all. We are proud of you, aren’t we, team?” Topher nodded toward Mneme and Isaiah.

      Mneme smiled broadly and held up a small hand-held crossbow. “I tried to keep a watchful eye on you all and give you a nudge when you needed it. I’m the only one among us here who can do that kind of thing.” She made a shooting gesture with the crossbow.

      “She means she shot us with her bolts of inspiration from time to time.” Calum poked his head into the tent.

      Gussie beamed at the sight of him. Cali was right behind Calum. Gussie thought her face would crack from smiling. “Is that what that swell of golden feelings was all about? I thought it was a mosquito that had it out for me.”

      Mneme looked thoughtful and sighed. “I may need to change bolts. Perhaps something that makes you think of hummingbirds or butterflies?”

      “I don’t want to be attacked by any of those things either.” Cali shivered visibly at the thought.

      Everyone laughed.

      “Thank you, Mneme. We wouldn’t have made it without you,” Gussie said.

      “Of course! Happy to help.” Mneme smiled.

      Cali, Calum, and Gussie shared hugs and stories while Topher and the rest left them alone to catch up for a bit.

      “Hey, it feels like it's almost summer. How long were we gone?” Gussie asked.

      “A few months,” Cali replied, matter of fact. “Don’t worry. Isaiah and Topher talked to our parents.”

      “What? That’s not possible.” Gussie sank back down into her cot in stunned silence.

      “I know. I struggled wrapping my head around it too.” Calum smiled warmly. “You’ve been out for almost three days. You really had us worried.”

      “The good news is the world hasn’t ended yet. The gods are cursed, but we aren’t sure how those curses are gonna show up and who will be affected. It’s only been three days anyway. Did you know we came out of the Tree of Nerese? You opened an escape route through camp’s magical tree! That’s insane!” Cali was vibrating.

      “Camp summer sessions start in a week, so there’s that!” Calum added, looking genuinely pleased.

      Gussie wondered if they could have done better. Could they have prevented the curses from being released? She wasn’t sure considering how little intel they had going in.

      Cali looked Gussie over. “I know that look. That’s your we failed look. While that’s true, we came back friends, my dudes! That’s a huge check in the ‘w’ column for me. I’ve never really had friends before.”

      Topher came back into the tent. “Can I have a moment?”

      All three demigods nodded, then Calum and Cali left after exchanging more hugs and fist bumps.

      Topher sat down next to Gussie’s cot.

      “I’m so sorry, Topher.” Gussie could feel tears welling up.

      “No need for apologies. We aren’t going to win them all, Gussie.” Topher smiled, looking thoughtful. “ May I make some observations?” Topher manifested two cups of coffee and offered one to Gussie.

      She took it graciously, nodding at Topher. “But the curse engine! Rictus escaped. Alexander’s Tomb!”

      Topher held up a hand. “I would love to hear all about that from you. Later. The three of you left here an absolute hot mess. Then the three of you returned here, nearly dead, and in touch with who each of you really are. Think about it. Most folks go through their whole lives without knowing what you’ve learned about yourself and your friends, Gussie. I’d take three campers that know who they are and what they are capable of over any three heroes of old.” Topher raised his eyebrows for emphasis. “Oh, and no one who knows what you went through would ever call you failures, so get that word out of the way you think about yourself, okay? More than ever I have confidence in sending you three out on a quest to save the world . Whatever happens next we’ll figure it out together.”

      Gussie nodded and actually felt a bit better.

      Topher got up to leave and then lingered at the tent flap. “There was a talking dog named Blue asking after you. Just thought you might want to know. He seemed like he wanted to offer you a job. Could lead to some interesting outcomes.” Topher took a sip of coffee, smiled, and vanished.

      “A job? I’m twelve! Wait, Topher come back here! Topher!” Gussie yelled, after him. Her mind was racing. “Ugh! No fair!”
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