
Chapter 1

Sitting alone on a bench in the back of the classroom, I was longing for the sweet, sweet days of April and May. They were absolute paradise compared to the dull, dreary classrooms. Hang on, I don’t really mean it. It’s just that here at Dahlia High School, I happen to be a misfit. Not academically speaking though. Refer me to any of the teachers and they’ll be singing my praises. I mean that I’m a misfit in the fashion world of Dahlia High.


I knew I would never fit in the moment I stepped through the polished sunshiny doors. People stared at me like I was from another planet or simply snickered as I passed by. Why? My dress sense. I had a few stylish clothes but mostly I just went around in my favourite faded pair of blue jeans and a white T-shirt with bottlenose dolphins on it. But in Dahlia, my outfit screamed This kid has no dress sense! The worst moment was of my first day when I went to my locker. Three stylish, fashionable things from the ninth grade with hot pink highlights confronted me. The leader of that monstrous trio slammed me against the metal lockers lining the hallways and whispered in a poisonous hiss, “Hey new kid, in case you don’t know, you’re a freak.” Now, that alone would have been enough to make my day terrible no matter what happened and it probably occurred to her too. But she only left after making my day even worse. “You don’t belong here!” Then she sent me sprawling on the floor and left with her blonde haired goons.

In class, things didn’t improve either. I was treated like I had the plague. No one wanted to sit near me. I had to sit way at the back of the classroom, with a desk that seemed just like me, dull, dirt brown, standing out a mile from the other multicoloured desks that were occupied by future style queens and jocks. 


My teachers were nice enough, and I knew I had built a reputation in the teacher’s lounge at the end of the day. To put it simply? Let’s just say that most of the fashion kids at Dahlia were all style, no substance. So my academic performance was pretty much safe. 

But I still dreaded going to that place. Being the only misfit, the non-fashion girl, the freak. I didn’t have a single friend obviously. Until that fateful day, on December 1st, 2006…

*           *           *


I was stuck at that old brown desk of mine, waiting for the teacher to come in. It was only then that I noticed that my only companion at Dahlia had a twin, right next to it. That desk! It was an exact duplicate of mine. All brown and dull. It cheered me up though, because it seemed like I had gained a new friend. Or rather my desk had. But why hadn’t it been there yesterday? A new desk was put into a class only if…


Then the door creaked open and Ms. Quentin the math teacher walked in. Now teachers should be respected at all times (at least in front of them, people say all kinds of things behind their backs), but my classmates were utter failures when it came to greeting the staff. There was a chorus of things like, “Yo teach!” “Hey Ms. QT!” “Hey teacher of dweeb art.” (The last remark came from the Scanz twins, and it didn’t seem to be directed only at Ms. Quentin as they turned to look at me with sneers on their faces) I ignored them and said above the din, “Good morning, Ms. Quentin.” Ms. Quentin chirped above the din, “Yes everyone, good morning, good morning. Now before we begin class, I have something to say.”  


Everyone stiffened. What was the announcement? Was it a trip to the museum? A school prom? A shopping spree at the expense of the school? (Personally, I felt the last two guesses were pretty improbable. The school is kinda cheapskate. But I like going to the museum.) “What is it Ms. Q?” “Please tell us!” (A lot of fluttering eyelashes here) “I WANNA KNOW!” (My ears! Of the agony!) The whole class was either out of their seats or standing on their desks. I might have died of laughter at the way they anticipated the news. (I was really hoping that they’d be disappointed, their reaction would’ve been hilarious)

“Alright, alright, I’ll tell you,” Ms. Quentin trilled. She had a voice like the shrillest bird in the world, tripled. “You are going to have… a new classmate!” There was a moment of stunned silence. The same thought was running through everyone’s mind. Where is this mystery kid? (Along with the usual What is he or she wearing? Does he or she listen to my favourite band? Will I die of shame if the new kid is dressed better than I am?)


“Oh, yes, um…dear, you can come in now!” Ms. Quentin called out to someone in the hallway. A shy figure sidled in, more like a pale wisp of smoke rather than a person. Ms. Quentin pulled the figure to her side and chirped, “This is your new classmate Sally! Say hi everybody!” Nobody said a word. Ms. Quentin tried to make up for our silence by hugging Sally closer to her. “Now why don’t you go sit next to Rebecca, there at the back?” She pointed at the twin desk next to mine. Sally meekly obeyed.


   She seemed to float along the aisle in between the desks. Other kids blanched or pretended to vomit as she passed them. But I stared at her, enthralled by her smoke-like appearance. The gray hooded sweater and faded dirty-white jeans she wore contributed even more to her wispy figure. She finally reached the desk next to me and sat down. Now that the spotlight was off her, Ms. Quentin turned to the lesson. “Now, as a continuation from yesterday’s chapter, we shall be doing division of improper fractions…” But that day, I gave math only half of my attention. The other part of my mind was on that mysterious kid Sally. Then I shook myself I went back to my math problems. But I know one thing for sure. I had to talk to her in recess.

*           *           *

The recess bell sounded and Ms. Sandra left the class. All the jocks and self-appointed fashion queens left the class, slouching, starting their endless fashion talks with a “Wassup dude!” or “I think that dress that that new kid is wearing is sooooo not…” All drivel, I thought. But then again, that’s what they are. All useless, dirt spouting drivel. I was almost in my thoughts of cursing those senseless jerks when I noticed Sally walking out of the school’s back doors. I quickly followed her.

  
As I pushed the gold double doors open, I almost fainted at what I saw. The other stupid kids of Dahlia would never have seen this. I was ready to bet that they hadn’t. It was an autumn wonderland here. Pine, maple and oak trees shed their bright leaves on the ground, forming a carpet of red, orange, yellow and green. I was so overwhelmed with what I saw that I almost had a heart attack when someone said, “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

I whirled round and saw Sally standing behind me, her hood still over her head. That was the first time I saw her face clearly. She had startling gray eyes, a sharp nose and deathly white skin. There was an everlasting smile on her lips. Now those lips moved. “Shall we look around a bit?” I nodded, still in a daze and followed her as she drifted through the maze of colour.


Sally stopped abruptly at a huge pine. I nearly bumped into her but stopped myself just in time. “What’s wrong?” I asked her. “Nothing,” she replied. “But look there!” She pointed at the base of the tree. Then I saw it.


Shielded by ferns, there was a fairly large hollow at the base of the pine. As we moved closer, we realized that it was not caused by human hands, but a completely natural formation. Sally looked at me sideways, with a twinkle in her eyes. “Want to go in?” she asked. I had expected her to ask. “Okay,” I said. “Right, then. I’ll go in first” Sally got down on her hands and knees and crawled inside the tree cave. 


“Found anything?” I called into pitch darkness. “Yeah, I think so,” came the answer. “Have you got matches or something?” “Why would I have matches?” “I…oh never mind, I found my flashlight!” There was a click, and I saw Sally, illuminated in the light of a small flashlight. She gestured excitedly. “Come on! I think there are steps here!” “Steps?” “Just come on!” “Okay, okay.” 

I stooped down and crawled into the hollow. A yellow light was flashing ahead. When I reached it, I saw Sally at the foot of these huge stairs. Her eyes were dancing with excitement and she let the yellow beam of light stretch down the stairs. They looked old and creaky and I wasn’t sure I wanted to go down there without mountain climbing equipment. “Well, do you want to go down?” Sally asked me. I wanted to say that we should be more prepared when the end-of-recess bell spared me the trouble of saying anything. Sally shrugged and sighed. “Well, tomorrow get some rope and stuff. I don’t really trust those stairs that much.” I sighed with relief and replied, “Yeah, you’re right.” And the two of us slowly trudged back to the stupid, unreal world where we were both completely ignored.

Chapter 2

“Well, what’d you get?” Sally asked me after she glided into class the next morning. “Nylon rope, fishing hooks, my camera, a portable radio, my notebook, pens and plenty of snacks, mostly all nicked from my dad’s workshop and the refrigerator.” Sally raised an eyebrow. “You’re acting like those steps are going to send us into oblivion.” She remarked. I shot her a look and said sarcastically, “Well, it’s not like we’re going for a waltz in the park.” “True.” she nodded. “I got a my flashlight, some extra batteries and my painting kit. Oh, and I also got my…” “Hey stupid! Catch this!” Just then a peanut butter sandwich went flying through the air and hit me right in the face. I pulled it off my face and blinking peanut butter out of eyes, searched for the culprit. It wasn’t hard. 

Rod Waters of the other class stood with his lunchbox open and a leer on his face. “You should be thanking me you know!” he taunted. “Think of it as a free lunch!” Free lunch? My foot. I was about to go start telling him what I thought of him when Sally put her arm in front of me and muttered, “I’ll take care of him.” She shouted back at Rod. “Hey you dumb dodo brain, here’s her way of saying thanks!” And then she pulled out a catapult along with some mud balls. Before Rod had time to react, Sally sent three mud balls straight into his face. They were beautiful shots, and couldn’t have been anything but bull’s-eyes. Rod came off looking worse than a pig. I covered my hand with my mouth to stifle my laughter. “Why you little twerp!” Rod yelled at Sally. “Get her!” he yelled to his two ugly dude goons, the twins Sidney and Sydney Derber.  

Both guys lunged at Sally. She nailed Sidney in the face but Sydney was still charging towards her. There was no way she could aim fast enough to shoot him. Before he could get her, I stuck out a leg and tripped him up. Sally and I gave each other a high five. Score!

Now Rod was really mad. “You idiots! I’ll get you once and for all!” But before he could do anything to us, Ms. Quentin hopped into class and chirped, “Now, now, what have we here? You know the rule of not allowing children from other classes into our class! Please leave, Mr. Waters and take Mr. and Mr. Derber with you.” She waved her arm like a wing towards the door like a wing. Rod dragged Sidney and Sydney out with him and shook a fist at us. The other kids had the sense not to complain for two reasons. One, they believed we were angels, and two, if they did tell, Sally would probably smash them in the face with mud balls and they did not want that getting on their outfits. We sat down and shared a secret grin. 

Recess finally came and Sally and I snuck down to the pine hollow. “What’s with the catapult?” I asked her as I switched on my flashlight. “There might be some unpleasant wildlife down there.” she shrugged, throwing her backpack on the ground. I did the same. “Anyways, I can threaten anyone with it.” she smiled too. 

We reached the stairs and I pulled out my rope. “Where can we tie this?” I wondered aloud. “We can’t go down otherwise.” “I dunno.” Sally sighed.

We sat down, leaning our heads on the rough insides of the tree. I felt like kicking myself. Why hadn’t I brought nails to tie the rope to? The nails had been right there when I had taken the rope. Why hadn’t I thought of bringing them? Why?

“Ouch!” Sally yelled. I saw her jump up and rub her back. “What happened?” I asked, presuming that a she had leaned on a sharp piece of bark. She turned and started feeling the bark behind her. “Something poked me!” she said angrily. She slowly moved her finger across the wood behind her, and then yelped as her finger passed over a shining object in the bark. “What is that?” I said, getting up. The thing started to grow till it started looking like a gold ninja knife. Then it narrowed into a slim golden rod. Sally’s eyes widened. “It’s a spear!”

So it was. But really, how does a spear grow on the insides of a tree? There was no way someone could have poked it through the pine because the bark was too thick. Then I had an idea. 

“Come on Sally!” I said, knotting the rope around the spear. “It’s help. We can go down now.” “Okay, but I’m going first.” Sally said firmly. I rolled my eyes. Sally was like that. Always doing the test run. “Whatever. Let’s go.”

I made doubly sure that the knot was secure and gave Sally the green signal. She gripped the rope and slowly made her way down the steps backwards. They creaked under her feet and made really weird sounds, like screams. I saw her near the foot of the stairs and was about to ask her whether I could come down when the unthinkable happened. SNAP!

The rope broke and before I could react, Sally fell into the darkness beyond.

Chapter 3

There was no time to think. I knotted the rope as fast as I could and quickly backed down the stairs. I was near the same spot where Sally disappeared when I heard a hissing sound. I looked up and to my horror, the knot was unraveling. Then I was stumbling back into a mirror I hadn’t seen earlier. Wait a minute. Hadn’t Sally disappeared in a splash of silver? There was no time to think. I braced myself to be cut to pieces by glass and fell into the mirror. 

Cool liquid momentarily enveloped me. Then I fell out onto a floor of pine needles. “Ooh, my back.” I groaned, rubbing it. “Nice to see you again too.” said a familiar voice. I craned my neck and saw Sally sprawled on the floor behind me. I moved to reach her and my hand felt the ground change from coarse pine needles to cool marble. I blinked and looked around to see where we were and gasped. 

We were in a huge, high-ceilinged room with a glass dome. The whole place was lit up by a blazing sun. Long gray satin banners hung down from the ceiling. Row upon row of white marble shelves spread out before us and were stacked with innumerable scrolls. A long black granite path cut through the shelves and ended at the base of a large statue. “Where are we?” I asked Sally.

“You think I’d know?” she snapped. “I’ve barely been in here.” She got up and brushed herself off. “Let’s check out those scrolls. Maybe we can find something that could turn Rod Waters and the Derber twins into our personal slaves.” “Ha ha. Maybe.” I pulled myself up and followed her. “This one looks interesting.” Sally said. She pointed to a vellum roll bound with gold ribbon. No sooner had she touched it, than there was a piercing screech. Bang! Bang! Bang! Iron sheets slammed down on the glass dome, leaving us in the dark. And just as fast, torches on the walls flickered to life, blazing with icy blue flames. A screechy voice filled the air. Rather, it was more of a scream. “WHO DARES TO VIOLATE THE SACRED CHAMBER OF THE GREAT ATHENA!” Sally tried to reply. “We didn’t mean to, we just found these steps and fell through…” “SILENCE!” the voice boomed. “YOUR PUNISHMENT SHALL BE DECIDED! NOW, DID YOU GET IN BY BREAKING THE WALLS?” Now I had a go, “No, it’s like we…” “QUIET! THEN DID YOU SLIDE DOWN FROM THE ROOF?” “No, we just…” “THEN DID YOU COME IN THROUGH THE FLOOR?” Sally had had enough. She screamed back at the voice, “NO, WE DID NOT! WE’RE TRYING TO SAY THAT WE CAME IN THROUGH A MIRROR!” She clenched her fists, breathing heavily. Surprisingly, the voice still had a reply. “A MIRROR, EH? EVEN WORSE! NOW YOU WILL BE SEVERELY PUNISHED BY… hang on, did you say a mirror?” I rolled my eyes. “Yes, we did.” Suddenly the voice changed. It seemed choked up as it gasped, “I never thought the day would come. My goodness, my mistress will be so happy…” “Um, why are you so happy?” Sally asked. The voice was still lost in happy rapture. “Oh my, what a great day this is! Let me lighten up the place again, one moment…” The iron sheets slid back and the sun shone down once more. “Who are you? Firstly where are you?” I questioned. “I’m right here,” the voice said. “Next to you.” 

Sally and I whirled round to our left and saw a delicate looking table and chair. And the speaker was sitting on, um, not the chair but the table. And its legs did not touch the ground like we had expected. We found ourselves looking into the white, heart-shaped face of a…

“Permit me to introduce myself. I am the Barn Owl.” it seemed to smile, if that was possible. At least I thought it did. The Barn Owl hopped down to the floor and bowed low in front of us. Sally and I looked at each other quizzically. “Why are you bowing to us?” I asked. “We’re not anything special.” The Barn Owl flapped its wings as if to brush aside our questions. “Of course you are special! You two are to deliver this wretched place from what it is to what it was meant to be!” “Um, I just don’t get it. Didn’t you just say that this was the chamber of the great Athena?” The bird seemed to get agitated. “Not this place! I meant the most terrible place of the obnoxious and distasteful glitter and open sandal straps above us!” I tried to stomach my laughter. “You mean Dahlia High School, right?” Sally grinned. “Yes, I meant the most terrible place of obnoxious and distasteful glitter and open sandal straps!” the Barn Owl cried, jumping up and down. “Okay, firstly why does Dahlia High need deliverance?” I asked. “I’ll explain everything later. First we must inform my mistress. Come with me.” The Barn Owl turned and walked down the black granite path. We followed it.

There was not a sound in the chamber except the tap tap tap of the Barn Owl’s claws on the stone. It stopped at the foot of the statue and whispered to us, “This is the statue of the Great Athena, goddess of wisdom and battle. I advise you to kneel.” We did and after we straightened up, I got my first close look at the statue. 

It was of a beautiful lady holding a golden spear and spear. There was a turquoise pine tree chiseled out behind her, and a barn owl perched on her shoulder. Her eyes were made of gray agate and seemed bottomless. If she were a real person, she would probably be a strict teacher, the kind who teach you really well, won’t stand for nonsense and are really nice to you if you’re smart. So this was the Greek goddess Athena. My favourite Olympian from the Greek legends.

Chapter 4

“Hang on, didn’t the Greek gods disappear?” Sally cocked an eyebrow suspiciously. The Barn Owl eyes seemed to flame up. “Why would they disappear? They’re immortal! Just because nobody believes in them anymore doesn’t mean they’re gone!” it screamed. 

. I shot Sally a look that said Apologize right now! But the Barn Owl was still ranting. “What do they teach kids nowadays? ‘The tales of Olympus are just myths and the Olympians don’t exist’! Hah! Then why do Christ and all the other gods of other religions exist! Why?” It buried its face in its wings and began to sob. I knelt down and tried to comfort it. “It’s okay Barn Owl. We just never knew that they were all right here waiting for us.” Sally bent down too. “We kind of find it hard to believe that those awesome stories we heard before are real. I love the stories of Olympus.” “Y-you do?” the Barn Owl stuttered. Sally smiled. “Yes, we do.” 

Then the Barn Owl hopped off to a shelf and began to poke around the scrolls for something. “Hang on! I’ve almost got it!” A lot of rustling later, the Barn Owl poked out its white face (now splotched with black ink) with quills in its beak and parchment in its talons. “Right, now kindly permit me to write a letter to my mistress. You can look around and browse through the scrolls.” Then it hopped off (it rarely seemed to walk) to a place behind the statue. 

Sally turned to me and said, “Wherever you go, just don’t follow me. I prefer to read alone, without being disturbed.” I nodded. “Same here. I won’t tail you.” We walked off in separate directions. 

I marveled at the whole place was built. Everything was so practical yet attractive at the same time. There wasn’t a thing out of place. As I strolled through the shelves I spotted familiar names. The Story of Troy, The Age of the Titans and (huh?) Japanese Manga. I pulled out a scroll from the Manga section and unrolled it. 

The scrolls of Athena’s Chamber are amazing. They seem short but can contain a five hundred-page book. The scroll senses when you’ve finished the page displayed and shows the page after that. The scroll I had taken out was Naruto: Volume 1. I read it for a while and after I put it back, my head was buzzing with ninja weapons and strategies that only Athena could have figured out. 

I decided to check out something more serious and pulled out a scroll from the Troy section. This one was The Judgment of Paris. I remembered the story of the golden apple and how Paris, a prince of Troy, had to choose between Hera, Athena and Aphrodite to give the apple to. I always thought that the guy was an idiot because, would anybody in their right mind want Athena as their enemy?

But the stupid fool goes and gives it to Aphrodite, the goddess of love, just because she promised him Helen, Queen of Sparta and the most beautiful lady in the world. So Paris goes to Sparta and kidnaps Helen and makes her his own wife. And guess what? She’s already married! I put back the scroll, disgusted and weak-kneed. 

“Chosen Ones? You can come now!” the Barn Owl called out. I gritted my teeth and made a mental note to tell the Barn Owl my name as soon as I could. I joined Sally at the end of the granite path and we walked down it together. A large fire was burning in front of Athena’s statue and the Barn Owl was standing in front of it with a tightly bound parchment in talon. 

It smiled as we approached. “Why did you call us?” Sally asked. “You must be present for Athena’s reply, Chosen One.” the Barn Owl bowed. I lost my patience. “Look, you don’t have to keep bowing to us like we’re Olympians! We’re your equals and are also servants of Athena! We’re going to treat you like a friend and you are going to treat us like a friend too. Okay?” The Barn Owl clasped its wings together and joyfully sang out, “Then I implore you to wait for Athena’s reply, chose…I mean, friends.” Sally and I smiled. “That’s a lot better. But you can also call us by our names. I’m Sally.” “And I’m Rebecca. But how are you going to send the message and get a reply so fast? That doesn’t look like it has Internet access.” I said, pointing at the fire. “You are right about that Rebecca.” the Barn Owl replied. ‘That’s why I have this.” It held up a talon-full of dried herbs. “Um, what are those?” Sally asked. “These? They’re herbs from the island of Aeaea. The home of the sorceress Circe. Here, observe how they’re used.” 

It tossed the herbs into the fire. The flames flared up for a moment, then shimmered into a cool, watery blue. “To Goddess Athena, Mount Olympus, from the Barn Owl, the Chamber of Athena.” the Barn Owl screeched and tossed the scroll into the fire. The scroll didn’t burn, it started to spin rapidly in the fire and became like a paper vortex. Then it became a blue wisp of smoke, rose up and vanished. 

“That’s it,” the Barn Owl said. “Now we have to sit down and wait.” “Barn Owl, don’t you have a name?” Sally asked. The Barn Owl shook its head. “Nah, I don’t. I’m just Barn Owl, that’s all. And I quite like it. I have no need for a name.” “Oh.” Sally said.  There was crackle from the fire like a wrapped scroll being unrolled. “Ah, she’ll have opened it now.” The Barn Owl jumped up. The crackle became a scratching sound. “She’s writing a reply now. Good thing I made it top priority. Last time I sent my mistress a herb message it was nightmare.” “What happened?” I asked. “She replied after three hundred years.” Sally and I looked at each other incredulously. I mean, really, who was going to sit in front of a fire for three centuries? 

The fire leaped again and turned blue. “So we’re on the receiving end now, huh?” Sally asked. “Yes,” the Barn Owl replied. I think she’s sending a talk scroll.”

The fire rose higher and higher. It was so hot that I felt like I was in the heart of a volcano. And it wasn’t just the heat that was increasing. The flames were burning with such intensity as if they were brighter than a thousand suns. 

“Hmmm, up, it’s definitely a talk scroll.” the Barn Owl observed. “Be honoured receive one of the very few mortals to receive a talk scroll from Athena herself.” I felt like a question mark was hovering above my head. 

“What’s a talk scroll?” I asked. “You’ll see.” the Barn Owl said mysteriously. Man, is suspense irritating or what?

Suddenly the fire seemed to run out of fuel and sank to the ground faster than I could run. When it had become a few flickering flames, a shining orb rose out of it. 

“Brace yourselves.” whispered the Barn Owl. The orb was dazzling us to the point of blindness and I was about to ask what it meant, but then the voice began to speak and I forgot everything else.

“Welcome to my chamber, Chosen Ones.” The voice was sharp and crisp but sounded like it had come from a flute. “I trust the Barn Owl has given you a full introduction. Your quest shall be assigned to you tomorrow. Come again, same time, same place.” Then the orb shuddered and broke into a thousand pieces.
“Go. Quick.” the Barn Owl said. “I hear your recess bell ringing.” “But how do we get back?” Sally asked. “Oh, right.” the Barn Owl muttered. “One moment.” It twisted its head and plucked a feather from its left wing. 

“Here.” It said, handing Sally the feather. “Just wish yourselves to either the chamber or the hollow and you will be taken there. Now go!” 

“Take us to the hollow!” Sally yelled. The white and gray of the chamber started to spin and blurred. When everything came into focus, we were back in the pine hollow.

“Come on,” I said to Sally. “We’ll be late.” We both dashed out of the woods and into the school’s golden doors. Thankfully, we weren’t late.

Chapter 5
First thing next morning, we were all called into the school hall. It was mid-October and I knew what that meant. Next Saturday, it would be Dahlia Bonfire Night for grades 8 and up. Sally and I were in 8B, and this was our first Bonfire Night. But we were the only newbies. Why? Because, all the other kids had been sneaking down to the Bonfire even before they had become 6th graders.

As we walked into the big hall, I saw our principal on the stage. He’s hilarious to look at. The guy has a balding pate and is short. Don’t misunderstand me here. When I say short, I don’t mean four-five or anything. I mean, like, that guy is three five! I can’t put any more emphasis on the short, so leave it at that. 

The mike can’t be lowered enough to reach him, so he just holds it in his hands, like a second-grader. “All right kids, settle down now! I have to make an important announcement!” His voice is thin and trebly. “Right! 8th grade over here! 9th grade, you go there!” Sally and I sat down in the last row of 8th. “What is this?” Sally looked at me quizzically. “It’s preparation for Bonfire Night. They have it every year on October 21st, to commemorate the founding of the school.” “Oh. How do you know?” I gave her a sheepish grin. “Eavesdropping.”

“Right kids, now I have called this assembly for the preparation of Bonfire Night.” the principal tweeted. I’ve always felt that Mrs. Quentin is related to him, their voices are almost the same. “This year, we’re going to let the 8th graders take charge of the bonfire, okay?” There was a lot of murmuring from the 9th and 10th graders but their teachers shut them up. 

“Right.” the principal seemed satisfied. Every sentence of his just had to begin with right. “Now, I’m going to choose the leaders for the bonfire. Let’s see…” His eyes scanned the mass of 8th graders. “Ah! Just the fellow! Rod Waters, please come here.”  Oh my gosh!  “The guy is so thick that he actually chose Rod Waters to be leader of something. I knew that he never knew us!” Sally hissed frantically in my ear.

“Now, choose your two assistants.” The stupid guy was giving him the choice to choose his assistants! It was obvious who they would be. Rod put on his best good-boy face and said, “I’d like Sidney and Sydney Derber to help me sir.” I swear, he put on puppy dog eyes.

“Right Rod.” the principal smiled. “You have full permission to take whatever you need from the wood shed and I’m sure that Ms. Claner will give you notebooks that have been misprinted for paper.” Like there would be any extra notebooks. Ms. Claner was the cleanest person I’d ever seen and she always sent back misprinted notebooks. 

“Right everybody, school dismissed!” the principal chirped. We all walked back to our classes in a crowd. I whispered to Sally, “How about some eavesdropping?” She gave me an evil smile and nodded. “Yeah. Let’s be bad.”

Chapter 6

We had the mid-morning break and Sally and I immediately slipped into the corridor, tailing Rod and his cronies. “What do we do if they go into the bathroom?” Sally said between her teeth. “Don’t worry, they won’t,” I assured her. “Rod never uses the school bathroom and the Derber twins always obey him. He doesn’t let them use the bathroom.”

Rod, Sidney and Sydney slipped into an empty classroom and we slipped in after them. But we were careless and knocked over the dustbin. The twins and Rod should have turned around and they did! Sally and I grabbed each other and hugged tight. “Wha’ was tha’?” one of the twins drawled. “Just the wind,” Rod said angrily. “Now listen…” 

I was like huh? , and turned to Sally to ask her what was going on. My mouth dropped open. There was nothing beside me but I could fell her. “Rebecca?” Her voice came out of nothingness. “Where are you?” “Where are you?” I asked. “I’m right here.” she insisted. Then I realized what had happened.

“We’re invisible!” I nearly yelled. “Come on!” Sally muttered excitedly. “Let’s move closer and hear what they’re saying.”

We crept closer to where the morons were sitting and listened carefully. Rod’s voice was low but Athena’s blessings were with us, so our hearing was super magnified. His voice reached us loud and clear.

“That Claner doesn’t have anything for us.” came the poisonous hiss. “We need paper for the fire.” “Why don’t we jus’ nick a couple of no’buks from those two gurls?” said a twin. “That’s a good idea but I’ve got a better one.” Rod evilly clasped his hands. We strained to listen harder.

“We’re going to steal every book in the library and use that for paper. They’ll burn better than notebooks.” “Wha’ if the teacher sees uz?” a twin (Sidney, I guess) broke in. “No problem. I practically mangled a book in front of her the other day and she didn’t say a word.” Sally and I shook with rage. Who did the guy think he was?

“So here’s the plan. We sneak into the library tomorrow in the recess and nick all the books. Then hide them in the woodshed till Bonfire Night and then…” He twisted his hands in glee. “We have the biggest Bonfire Night ever!” The bell rang in the hall and the trio walked out, smiling like the Devil.

The moment the door closed behind them, the invisibility spell faded and I could see Sally again. “What will we do?” she nearly shrieked, her eyes wild with horror. I understood how she felt. The library had been my only refuge before Sally had come. Dahlia made up for lousy classmates with the best library in the world. I loved it in there. 

“We’ve got to tell the Barn Owl in the recess.” I said. “Now let’s go or Mrs. Quentin will lecture us till the world ends.” We ran out into the hallway and before entering our class, I paused and said a silent prayer thanking Athena.

Chapter 7

We hurried down to the pine tree and dashed into the hollow. “Take us to the chamber!” I asked the feather. The hollow started spinning and when it stopped we found ourselves in front of Athena’s statue with the Barn Owl standing at her feet.

“I’ve been expecting you,” the Barn Owl said. It was holding a scroll. “What news do you bring?” “Someone’s going to steal all the books in the library and use them for the bonfire!” Sally burst out. “Coincidence. Just this morning, I found myself drawn to this particular scroll.” It held it up. 

I took the scroll and unrolled it. “ ‘Fahrenheit 451 by Ray Bradbury’,” I read. “Isn’t this the book where people burned books?” “Yes, it is.” the Barn Owl nodded solemnly. 

“We can’t let this happen!” Sally punched her palm. She usually does that when she’s frustrated. “What can we do?” 

“Try take all the books before they can?” I suggested. Sally shook her head. “That won’t work. We’ll never be able to smuggle all the books out fast enough.” The Barn Owl scratched its head, trying to think. 

“Isn’t there anything Athena can do?” Sally asked. The Barn Owl jerked its head up. “You cannot just ask Athena to do something! She is a busy goddess! We will have to figure this out using our own wisdom.”

“But what can we do?” I asked. My patience was running out. “If there was a way to prevent them from reaching the books till Bonfire night…” Sally frowned, and rested her chin in her hands. “Maybe…” Her eyes lit up and she sat erect.

“ …We could replace the books with something else, that would do something else to the bonfire and humiliate them!” I felt like jumping up and screaming my head off. Sally had the answer to our problem!

“But what can we replace the books with and how?” I asked. Sally’s head slumped forward again and we were plunged into a pensive mood again. The Barn Owl had been watching us all the time. Suddenly it jumped five feet in the air with a screech.

“I’ve got it! I’ve got it!” it screamed. “What is it?” Sally and I eagerly sat forward. “We need to order a few things from Medea’s Herbal Store. It should have everything.” the Barn Owl hopped to a shelf and pulled out an order form for ‘Medea’s Herbal Store: What you won’t find anywhere else!’ The owl pulled out a quill and ink from nowhere and started filling out the form.

“You two go look for Circe’s Book of Practical Jokes. It should have the recipe we need.” 

Sally and I went into the walls of shelves and began to pull out scrolls from various shelves. I had the pleasure of seeing Guardians of Ga’Hoole: Exile (I love that book), The Achilles Heel (I’ve always felt sorry for the guy), Calvin and Hobbes (Ha ha ha!) and How to raise a Manticore before I finally saw the bold words Circe’s Book of Practical Jokes when I unrolled a scroll from the shelf labeled Unpleasant Ideas.

“Hey!” I yelled, my voice carrying across the rows of shelves. “I found it!” “Then get over here now!” came the Barn Owl’s screech. “And hurry up!” Sally called.

I ran to them and thrust the scroll into the Barn Owl’s talons. “Good job.” it nodded. A fire was blazing again in front of the statue. “I just sent the order. It should be here soon. Now let’s see how to make the powder needed for the trick.” 

It opened the scroll and murmuring to itself, went through the pages the scroll displayed. “No…nah…no…” it muttered as page after page flashed out of the scroll. “Aha, here it is!” the Barn Owl gestured to us excitedly. We looked at the page the it was pointing to and grinned. Rod and his buddies would be in for a big surprise. 

Chapter 8

“Quit shoving!” I hissed. “I can’t get the key to turn!” “Like that’s my fault!” Sally glared back. “Look, was this my idea?” “You wanted to put the stuff on before the books were stolen!” 

Okay, here’s the situation. We have to put this special stuff that the Barn Owl made on the books before they’re stolen. But when can we do that? I felt that we should do it in the break before recess but nooooooo Little Miss Sally decides that we break into Dahlia in the middle of the night and prepare the books. So here we are, in front of the library door, trying to get in with the keys we stole from the janitor’s closet. 

Click. “That’s it!” I whispered ecstatically. We eased the door and slunk in. “You have the stuff?” I asked Sally when we were in. “Yeah, I do.” she said, holding up two string-drawn leather bags. “Then let’s go.”

The library looked a lot like Athena’s chamber, minus the high roof and he statue. Not to mention that the library had a reading rug.

“Here,” said Sally, handing me a bag. “You take rows 1 to 10, and I’ll take rows 11 to 20.

“Right.” We walked off in opposite directions. I turned in to ‘Row 1: Science’.

I donned a pair of black gloves and put my hand into the bag. The stuff inside slipped from my fingers as soon as I grabbed it. “ Oh no you don’t!” I swore. I gripped it more firmly and this time the stuff did not slip away. I clenched my fist and drew it out of the bag. 

“Quit squirming!” I muttered to the thing inside my fist. I looked at the dimensions of the row. The Barn Owl had given us precise instructions on how to tell the measures of the rows. Ok. The science row was twelve down and three up. Right. “Metiplas concuro.” I whispered and loosened my fingers. The thing wriggled out and started bounding across the shelves. I smirked and left the stuff to do its job.

When I strolled out of Row 10, I found Sally waiting for me. “Finished?” she asked. “Duh.” I rolled my eyes. “I can’t wait to see the looks on their faces!” she burst. “Yeah, just wait till they…” I broke off mid-sentence. “What was that?”

 “What was what?” Sally’s brow wrinkled. Rattle. Rattle. “Is that the door knob?” she whispered. Then we heard voices outside the door and things went from cool spy style to complete panic.

“Damn this thing! Won’t it open?” Sally and I froze. Rod Waters was outside!

Chapter 9

“They weren’t supposed to come till tomorrow!” Sally squeaked. I shook my head grimly. “Must’ve had a change of plan. But come on. We’ve got to lock the door.”  

Sally ran for the door and braced herself against it. I slid the key in the lock as fast as I could and turned it. The lock slid smoothly and was almost shut when WHAM! The door shook and the lock almost slipped out.

“They’re trying to break their way in!” I whispered, half-scared, half-terrified. “They can’t do this and we won’t let them!” Sally gritted her teeth fiercely. I felt my courage seeping back to me and helped her hold the door shut. WHAM! The guys gave he door another blow. We heard Rod yell, “Come on! It’s almost broken! And when it does, helloooooo Mega Bonfire!”

There was another WHAM! I felt like my back was under a million loaded dump trucks. I couldn’t bear it anymore and called to the heavens “ATHENA! Help us!” 

I didn’t remember what happened. But the next thing I knew was that I was dressed from head to toe in full Greek armour, holding a spear and a shield with this horrifying face. 

“It’s a replica of Aegis!” Sally yelled. She was dressed just like me with an identical spear and shield. Then I remembered how Athena had made the head of the Gorgon Medusa part of her armour after Perseus had killed the latter.

WHAM! The door collapsed and Rod and the Derber twins rushed in. Sally and I exchanged looks and charged at them yelling. “YAAAAHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!” 

Man, those idiots were taken completely by surprise. “AAARGH!” Rod yelled and hid behind the twins. They were terrified at the sight of us. Sally nailed the twins with her shield and knocked them out. I pushed Rod to the ground and held my spear point at his throat. “Only cowards attack people weaker than them. So that’s what you are. A coward.” 

“Wh-wha-what are you?” Rod squealed in fright. I smiled evilly. “Me? I am your worst nightmare.” And then I drew back my fist and socked him in the face.

“Good job.” I told Sally after we dragged Rod and the twins outside. Our armour had faded after I punched Rod. “You too.” she grinned. “Shall we dump them outside?” “Sure. After all, they still have some books to steal.” We both laughed and walked back home in semi-darkness, because the sun was just about to rise.

Chapter 10

Rod and his buddies did steal the books. After all that’s what we wanted. So on October 21st, I had the pleasure of enjoying my first Bonfire Night. I peeked into the library before we went outside. The books were still there like they were supposed to. Which was good.

“So, got the right clothes on?” Sally asked me. “Yup. I’m all ready.” We went out to the sports field where a huge pile of wood and paper was already arranged. “I can’t wait” Sally whispered to me as we took our seats in the crowd. “Yeah. But I wonder how Rod, Sidney and Sydney are doing?”

There they were. Rod had a good-sized lump on his head and a black eye, while the twins were covered with bruises. “Wonder if they’ll ever know it was us who thrashed them so badly?” I told Sally. She shook her head. “I don’t think they will ever find out.”

The principal walked up to the bonfire holding the mike as usual. He tapped it and the speakers emitted a sound like someone was scraping their nails on a blackboard. “Right kids, it’s Bonfire Night at last! Let’s give a hand to Mr. Waters and Mr. and Mr. Derber for putting together this magnificent bonfire!”

There was half-hearted applause. No one really liked Rod, except for the Scanz twins, who had a major crush on him.

Rod and the twins stood up and waved. I was surprised that they could even get to school, considering the beating we gave them. Rod was missing a couple of teeth. I had never gotten over the peanut butter bombshell.

The principal was holding a flaming torch. “Right, now let’s give them the honour of lighting the fire!” Rod, Sidney and Sydney staggered to the middle of the field and held the torch the stolen books that were now mutilated beyond repair. At least, that’s what they thought.

The first flames began to run along the bonfire. Any minute now…Orange waves danced up to the very top of the woodpile. Five…four…three…two…one…BWACK! Sally and I ducked before the slimy, messy goo shot out from the bonfire and showered the crowd. 

Everyone was screaming. “AARRGH!!!!!” “My outfit!” “Pile Rod!” As Sally and I rushed back into the school building, I turned around and caught a glimpse of Rod being blasted by the principal. I also caught phrases like “Complete irresponsibility! …Deserved to be expelled! …After school and summer school math for the rest of your time here!”

We dashed out to the pine tree and found someone waiting for us. It was the Barn Owl!

It smiled. “Good job. I decided to fly out and see how things went. And of course, all the books are safe according to plan.” “Um, one question,” I asked. “I only knew that everyone would get a slime bath if the books were infused with Circe Jumping Blobs were burnt, but how can the real books still be there?” 

The Barn Owl closed its dark shining eyes and said softly, “That’s the magic of it. The blobs replicate the things that were meant to be burnt and take on their appearance. Then the real things are hidden. It’s an old trick. Many times, some of the more playful Olympians have used it on the hearth.

“Now I have to tell you something. Athena’s chamber shall be leaving the pine hollow here and going elsewhere where learning might be in danger. It is a custom. You two are the 999th people to have found Athena’s chamber and used it.” 

“You just can’t leave!” Sally protested. The Barn Owl shook its tawny head. “It is the way of the world. But before I leave, here is something for you.” It held out two scrolls and was about to go inside the hollow of the pine tree when it twisted its head about slowly. I could have sworn there were tears in its eyes. It opened its beak and said in a dry voice, “I’ll try see you again. Maybe someday we will meet, in this world or the next. I hope to see you in Elysium.”

Then it disappeared into the hollow. Blazing light blinded us for a moment, and then all was calm. We didn’t bother to look into the pine hollow. We knew the steps were gone.

Sally and I trudged back sadly to the school. “Well, it was good while it lasted.” I said, in a lame attempt to cheer Sally up. “Yeah, I guess.” she shrugged. “Let’s open our scrolls.” 

I’d forgotten the scrolls! “Yeah, let’s.” We untied the smooth gold thread that bound them shut and unrolled them. There was a flash of gold (magic had to always be bright, didn’t it?) and there was a voice, just like the one we had heard when we received our first voice mail.

“May I do you the honour of having tea with me at Olympus, on Saturday afternoon? You will be picked up at 3 pm by pegasi. There will be music from Apollo, dancing from Aphrodite and…”
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