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Water surrounds us. It pours down from chutes lining the walls, cascading over archways in heavy blankets a foot thick. We could probably walk through it, but it would be hard, all that water pushing us to the ground. That would be okay if the archways didn’t have spikes sticking out from the floor underneath them.

“What do you think?” Dad asks.

We’re on a small island, one forgotten ages ago. Our research had brought us here, and sure enough, after pushing some rocks aside, we’d found an entrance to a tomb, a simple carved door leading down into darkness. We’d followed it down, looking for the treasure, and then, when we reached the bottom and gone through another set of doors, suddenly lanterns had flared, their paper screens long deteriorated, just stone and flame now. And then the door had fallen shut behind us.

There are three archways in front of us—left, right, and center—all covered by thick waterfalls over spikes that cut the water the same way they’ll surely cut us. The water runs into the center of the room, where it flows down through a stone grate. The floor is wet but not flooding.

“Are you asking if I think we can walk over the spikes without getting hurt?” I call back. The water is loud, and we have to shout over it. “No! I think we’d be killed.”

“It’s just water, Tenny,” Dad says, filming the room with his little camera. “We can get through water.”

“It’s a waterfall,” I correct. “Strong enough to push us down. One slip and we’ll be split in two.”

“Well, let’s look for some way to turn off the waterfalls, then,” Dad says, taking out his flashlight. I do the same. The room is lit but not bright, so we don’t see things until our beam shines directly over them—the carvings of samurai in the walls, the stone dragons wrapped around the top of each lantern, and, most important, the rings in the closed door behind us.

The pair of tall wooden doors is old but in good condition, painted with black lacquer that’s kept the wood from rotting even with all this water. On each of the doors is a raised wooden circle. They’re painted with intricate images that look jumbled. Inside each circle are more rings, getting smaller and smaller, nestled inside each other. Each ring spins independently. Whatever image was originally created when the circles line up correctly is now too mixed up to make out.

“I’ll take the left, you take the right,” Dad says, and we go to work spinning the rings on the two doors, trying to solve the puzzles.

I take out my own camera, filming with one hand as we work. The ring puzzles are harder than I thought they’d be at first—the image is complicated, almost pixelated, covered in colored squares smaller than my pinkie nail. Each one is traced in gold and a different color, and that’s most of the inner rings, so I’m not even sure what I’m trying to arrange them into. I shake my head and look at the outermost ring instead. There’s no border, nothing I can line it up with on the outside, but at least here I spot some features I can identify: an eye, a pearl. I think it’s a dragon, the long snakelike type with a pearl under the chin that is traditional here in Japan. Knowing that makes it go a little easier. The next ring has the other eye, so I line them up. After that, it’s all scales; the dragon is spiraling in on itself. It takes me what feels like ten minutes before I get the rings lined up, and then I spin them all carefully in unison, trying to find the position of the image. After a quarter turn, it clicks into place, the rings sinking farther into the door and becoming immobile.

“Got mine,” I say, turning to Dad with a grin.

Then the ground starts to shake.

At first I think it’s an earthquake, but then I look at the grate on the floor. It’s closing—which means the gallons of water pouring in around us now have nowhere to go.

“Dad,” I say, “we’re going to drown.”

Dad turns away from his puzzle. “There must be a trick,” he says. “Maybe I need to finish mine or—Look!” He points at the archway on my side of the room. “The spikes are gone.” He’s right. The water is still crashing down, but the spikes are gone. We can safely pass through one of the archways.

Safe being relative. The water is already past my ankles.

Sometimes, when I get overwhelmed, it helps me to go through the options quickly:


	1. Stay and help Dad with his puzzle, and hope solving it stops the water.

	2. Go through the open archway alone, and hope something there stops the water.

	3. Pull Dad through the open archway, leaving his puzzle unfinished. Better to drown together than alone, right?



“You go,” Dad says, still shouting over the water. “I’ll keep working on this one. Look for something to open the grate.”

I stare at him a moment longer, not wanting to leave him as the room floods, but he’s right, we need to split up. I tear off. Luckily my camera is waterproof, so as I push through the water falling from the arch, I don’t need to worry about anything but dropping it. I was right about the water—it’s heavy, hard to move through, pushing me down so I’m practically crawling through it. If the spikes had still been here, I’d be dead.

On the other side is a set of stairs up to a small platform. I climb the stairs, soaking wet now but glad to be slightly above the water, which is growing ever higher. I glance back through the arch, but I can’t see Dad from here, just the water, churning, rising.

The platform is built into the wall, like a shelf with steps leading to it, but I don’t find anything else once I’m up there. The walls are rough stone, and I don’t see carvings or anything to indicate what to do next. Only the platform’s floor looks at all interesting. It’s wooden, decorated with a pattern like the ring puzzles but cut in half, the circle sliced down the middle. There’s no way to turn the pieces into a different position.

“Got it!” I hear Dad shout over the water. But the water doesn’t begin to drain like I’d hoped it would. “The other archway is safe now, Tenny!” Dad calls. “I’m going to go through it. Get out the walkies!”

I take my walkie-talkie out of my backpack. It’s not one of those cheap plastic things; this is more like a short-range phone, waterproof, shockproof.

“Okay, there’s some stairs to a platform,” Dad says through the walkie-talkie. “But… nothing up here.”

“Same here,” I say. “The floor has a pattern, though.” I glance behind me and see the water still rushing up toward my feet. It’s high enough now that it’s only a few steps down. If I went back into it, I’d have to swim.

“Yeah, there’s a pattern on my floor, too. A half circle made of four half rings, like one of the door puzzles. What do you think yours shows?”

I look down at the pieces. I recognize some of the scale pattern. “Maybe a dragon? That’s what my door puzzle was.”

“Mine was a bunch of katanas,” Dad says. “All in sheaths, one sort of in front of the rest, which were making a circle.”

“The Misumune katana?” I ask. That’s the treasure we’re after.

“Probably. And the dragon is probably the one who gave it to Misumune, according to the legend.”

“So, what is…?” I look down at the half circle again. Some pieces are scaled, but others have longer lines, overlapping—like swords. “I think… some of these pieces don’t belong.”

“I was thinking the same thing. You think we need to switch them?”

“Yeah,” I say, already stripping off my backpack. “You wait there. I’ll swim over with mine.”

“Be careful,” Dad says.

“Just get the camera out,” I say, kicking off my shoes and rolling off my socks. I’m sure the water is filled with bugs and maybe leeches, and it’s not like I haven’t already been drenched, but I also hate waterlogged shoes. We once got caught in a water trap in a Mayan temple, and afterward my shoes were soggy for what seemed like forever. It was gross. The less water in them, the better.

I pick out the two half rings that look like swords, not scales, and jump into the water, leaving my backpack, jacket, shoes and socks behind. The water isn’t just pouring down at a high speed; it’s rushing everywhere. I’m immediately pushed away from the archway and then into a corner, where the water ricochets me against one wall, then the other, until I drift back out toward where I jumped in. It’s like a whirlpool. I kick hard and try pushing myself off a wall with my foot to get out of it, and I manage to get a little farther toward the archway. The pieces of the puzzle are light and wooden, and they float, which makes it easier to keep my head above the water but harder to actually swim, since they start to drift away and I have to grab them in both hands. I have to rely just on my legs.

I kick forward as hard as I can, my head bobbing above the water, but with all the splashing and churning, it’s easy to lose sight of where I’m going. The water almost half fills the chamber, and at this rate, it’ll be past the platform edge by the time I make it back. Will I be able to slot in the puzzle pieces if they’re underwater?

I reach the arch into the main chamber, and grab the wall again, pulling myself through it, both pieces in one hand now. The force of the water pushes me under for a moment, but I hold my breath and keep using the wall to pull myself along until I can feel the pressure lighten. Then I pop up. I’m back in the central chamber, but one of the puzzle pieces I was carrying is now floating a foot away.

I kick off the wall and grab it. The water here is swirling, too, but it’s more open and less forceful. The lanterns that hang from the ceiling cast a weird flickering light on the surface. I swim forward, my legs already burning, and reach the next archway, the one on Dad’s side. Again, I grab the wall and pull myself through it while underwater. My lungs ache from how much air I’ve been pumping in and out just swimming over here. Holding my breath for so long makes me feel like I’m going to burst, but when I can’t stand it anymore and pop up through the surface, I’m through. Dad is waiting on his platform, filming me, but he stretches out a hand. I tread water, throwing him the two pieces one by one.

“Give me the dragon pieces!” I shout.

“Do you want me to swim back? You look tired.”

“No, just put these in. There’s no time.” The water is just inches away from covering the platform. I don’t think I’ll make it back in time to assemble my puzzle on dry land.

Dad tosses two pieces into the water, and I grab them and immediately swim back. I need to go faster this time. I don’t know if whatever mechanism this is will work when it’s underwater.

The first waterfall pushes me under again, and this time I shove the puzzle pieces under my arms, going as low as I can, farther from the pressure of the falling water. Toward the bottom I can still feel it, but not as strongly. Even the currents pushing me around are weaker down here. I open my eyes. It’s dark, but I can tell where to go. I swim underwater, and it’s easier, faster. I pop up once for breath in the middle of the chamber, and then again right before the next archway. I take as big a breath as my ragged lungs will allow, then dive under again, pulling myself along the wall.

I’m definitely faster this time. Maybe I’ll make it.

When I break the surface of the water on the other side of the waterfall, I’m greeted by one of my shoes floating on the surface. My heart, already racing, seems to stop. I look over at the platform—the water is about an inch over it. I’m too late.

“Tenny?” Dad calls through the walkie-talkie. “Tenny, are you okay?”

I kick myself over to the platform and use the stairs, now underwater, to pull myself up. The pieces I left are still in their slots, even under the water. I just need to force these two new pieces into their places. I hope this works.

I take the first piece and push it through the rising water, into the empty half ring space. And I feel it click. It will work! I take the other piece and do the same. I feel it click, too.

For a moment, nothing happens.

And then the room goes dead silent. It almost hurts, the sudden quiet. The water has stopped rushing in.

“Tenny!” Dad calls out, his voice clear now without the walkie-talkie.

“Yeah, Dad!” I call back, standing over the half circle. “We did it!”

There’s a thunk and suddenly the water starts to drain away, quickly falling down from the platform and the stairs. I grab my floating shoe before it sinks with the water. It’s not totally soaked, at least. My socks are, though. The water continues to drain as I put my shoes back on. When the ground is, well, not dry, but just regular wet stone, I climb down the steps and walk back into the main chamber. The spikes in front of the third central archway have lowered.

“Nice work,” Dad says. He’s filming the last of the water rushing down the reopened central drain but pans up to film me, grinning. “How was it compared to the Mayan temple?”

I tilt my head, thinking. “I didn’t have to swim as far, but the currents were a lot stronger,” I say, “and I took my shoes off this time.”

“We gotta check for leeches,” Dad says. “But first…” He points to the new archway. We go through it carefully and find a set of wet stone stairs leading up to a large wooden door. It pushes open easily. “It probably unlocked when the water shut off.”

Inside is a large circular chamber that’s shockingly warm. Lanterns hang from the ceiling at different heights, all of them flaring to life as we enter, thanks to some ancient mechanism. Small white ribbons, or maybe slips of paper, are tied around them in various places, drifting in the breeze that opening the door has created.

In the center of the room is a black stone cube with benches on each side of it. It’s radiating heat. You can see heat coming off the cube, warping the air.

“You think…?” Dad says.

“It’s to dry off?” I finish.

“Yeah.”

“Well.” I shrug. “Let’s take advantage then.” I take my balled-up socks out of my pocket and lay them on one of the benches, and then do the same with my shoes, backpack, and jacket. Dad strips off everything, down to his boxers.

“Let’s only film from the waist up, eh?” he says, sitting on one of the benches.

I don’t love being in only my underwear with my dad, but my shirt and pants are already cold and clingy, so I take them off, too, and lay them on the benches before sitting down next to Dad.

“Just don’t film me at all,” I say.

He laughs. “Come on, I’m sure some guys out there would love to see you shirtless.”

“Dad, ew.”

He laughs again, then rifles through his backpack and takes out a granola bar. He motions me to film him. “Waist up,” he says again. I make sure to not even show his nipples.

“While we’re drying is a great time to replenish our energy,” he says to the camera in that cringe advertising voice. “And QuickFix Granola Bars are what we use to keep our brains and muscles working while exploring ancient ruins like these.”

He unwraps the granola bar and takes a bite, chewing thoughtfully. I film for a few seconds before lowering the camera.

“Really?” I ask.

“It’s a good moment for it. We gotta wait to dry off. May as well use the time to get the plug in.”

“I guess,” I say, holding the camera up to him again as he eats.

“You want one?” he asks.

“Only if you promise not to film me eating it until my shirt is back on.”

He chuckles and hands me one. “They’re not bad, but they’d be better with chocolate chips instead of raisins.”

I take it from him and try a bite. He’s right; it would be better with chocolate. “Why is QuickFix our sponsor now?” I ask. “The Grizzled Foods ones were better.”

Dad shrugs, but I see him look away, too, his face strange for a moment before it’s shadowed. “Just didn’t want them as our sponsor anymore,” he says.

“After five years?” I ask.

“QuickFix made me a better deal.”

“Better enough that we can buy our own chocolate chips and just add them?” I ask.

He snorts. “No.” He gets quiet in a way he almost never does. In a way that means something is bothering him.

“What is it?” I ask.

He sighs. “Fifteen is hard,” he says suddenly. “I want to keep protecting you, but you’re also almost an adult now, and I want you to know what the world is like.”

“Dad, we’re literally eating granola bars in an ancient tomb after escaping a flood trap that almost drowned us. What does ‘protect’ even mean in this situation?”

He laughs, then frowns. “Yeah… okay. So… I asked QuickFix to sponsor us after Grizzled dropped us.”

“They dropped us?” I ask, surprised. Dad had been eating their stuff on the show for years.

“After last season. They… weren’t interested in being affiliated with us anymore.”

“Okay…,” I say, confused, until it hits me a moment later. “Because I came out.”

Dad flinches but nods. “They said it doesn’t mesh with their brand.”

The granola bar is tasteless in my mouth, but I chew and swallow it anyway. “Okay.”

“I’m sorry.” He scoots closer. “I don’t know if I should have told you. But…”

“No,” I say. “I’m glad you did. I want to understand this stuff.” I look up at the large heating cube. The air around it is wavering. “But I’m sorry if—”

“No,” Dad interrupts. “You don’t apologize. They’re a homophobic company, and I’m glad we’re not shilling for them anymore. If I could, I’d go back and cut them from all the other seasons. They don’t want my son? I don’t want them. But I’m sorry that the world… is like that.”

I smile and lean my head on his shoulder. “That’s okay, Dad. You’re not responsible for the whole world. Just for me. And for keeping me from drowning.”

He grabs me around the shoulders, giving me a squeeze. “Okay, I feel pretty dry now. You?”

“Yeah,” I say. I stand and check my clothes. They’re mostly dry. Except my shoes, of course. We get dressed again. My shirt smells like hot stone and moss. My clothes are toasty warm, like a hug. So what if some trail mix company doesn’t want me selling their stuff because I’m queer, right? I’m still going on adventures they wish they could have.

“This is quite a setup,” Dad says, buttoning his shirt. “I guess next is…” He points at a door at the far end of the room. I pick up the camera. We cross the room and open the door. Beyond is a long hallway lined with…

“Skeletons,” Dad says. “Creepy. Hope they don’t come to life.”
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