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Chapter One: How’d I Get Here? 
 
Despite small slivers of wood digging  their  

way into my skin, I held on to my spear as tightly as 
possible. If it couldn’t guarantee keeping me alive, it 
could at least buy me some time. A lot can happen in 
three days, especially when you’ve somehow been 
transported to an alien planet. And it’s weird how that 
works—not the part about learning that aliens exist and 
magic is real—but the whole part about a short amount of 
time changing your entire outlook on life.  

With Heather by my side, I surveyed our bleak 
situation. The warriors had just yelled a battle cry and 
were running towards the animal army coming in droves 
from the opposite end of the beach. My new friends were 
right behind them, looking like amateurs at best, with 
their spears raised above their heads...Ben, Daniel, 
Justin, and Geoffrey. Heather and I were at the very back 
of our small army. For us to be successful in battle, we 
would need a miracle—plain and simple. 

“Alex, what if we lose?” Heather rasped, out of 
breath from running on the sand. 

“We can’t think like that, Heather,” I replied. “If we 
do, then we’ll lose our nerve and will give the power to the 
bad guys. Goden will do something to help us—you’ll see.” 
Though I didn’t fully believe my spoken words, I knew I 
had to take my own advice and have faith. Otherwise, I’d 
lose my nerve and would be of no help to anyone.  
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I almost considered grabbing Heather and turning 
tail to run back to the stone table. Maybe we’d be safer 
there. But I saw how the guys were charging ahead—
even Justin, looking like his weapon weighed more than 
he did—and kept pressing forward. I said another frantic 
prayer, right before our front lines made impact with the 
enemy’s, and half-laughed when I thought back to three 
days ago.  

The morning I’d been walking to school had been a 
beautiful one, but my attentions had been directed 
inward, consumed by remembering the strange dreams 
I’d been having. Dreams that I now recognized as 
warnings for what was to come...where I’d be taken, and 
whom I’d meet. Funny how when your life is on the line, 
you pay attention to red flags, only to discover that it’s too 
late. 
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Chapter Two: Group Project 
 

There was something different about this 

morning. Though it was the first day of fall—my favorite 
season—I had a feeling that the crisp air and changing 
leaves had nothing to do with the strange dream I had 
had the night before. It wasn’t the first one, either. But 
this one had seemed pivotal. I mean, I could actually 
remember more details this time and what I saw had 
looked familiar. Not like déjà vu, but something deeper—
like something that was a part of me.  

I walked slowly to the school bus stop, caught up in 
my daydreams, trying to remember what I had seen and 
heard. But a voice broke through the wave of my 
thoughts, bringing them to a sudden standstill. 

“Alexandra Hill! Why are you moving so slowly? 
We’re gonna be late, girl!” As usual, her voice was urgent, 
but not angry. My eyes darted to the right and landed on 
the approaching figure of Danielle, my best friend. 

I laughed softly at the olive-skinned girl who was 
sending a scornful look in my direction. “Danielle, stop 
freaking out! You know the bus never comes on time 
anyway. But if it makes you happy, I’ll pick up the pace.”  

Danielle had a hard time keeping the frown on her 
face and shook her head. She rolled her dark, almost-
black eyes at me, and adjusted her curly ponytail. “Girl, 
what am I going to do with you? You’re crazy, you know 
that?” The tone of her voice was light and teasing as she 
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fell into step with me while we finished our walk to the 
school bus stop. I couldn’t help but laugh again. 

I was so glad to have started high school with her, 
especially because we had been in school together since 
junior high. We shared many interests, but had a 
balanced friendship due to our differences—even our skin 
tones. She called me latte and I called her cocoa. Dutifully 
inseparable, we had managed to charm our counselor into 
giving us nearly identical class schedules. We may have 
overplayed Danielle’s anxiety issues, but hey, he bought 
it.  

After exiting the bus, we passed the ghetto, graffiti-
tagged “Pollock Pines High School” sign on the front lawn 
and made our way to first period. Like clockwork, my 
classes flowed pretty smoothly, and before I knew it, I 
was headed to my last class of the day.  

Don’t get me wrong; I liked not having drama or 
being harassed by upper classmen, but the routine was 
getting old. Would I ever experience adventure in this 
small town, or would my life really begin when I went 
away to college?  

As I left the outdoor eating area—the “quad” as we 
called it—I told Danielle that I’d meet her after school. I 
made my way to the only class I had without her: Honors 
English. I didn’t mind, though; this particular class was 
somewhat tolerable as compared to everything else.  

Mrs. Brown, our teacher, was known to be 
eccentric—according to the upper classmen—but 
thoroughly knowledgeable, which made the material 
interesting and the otherwise depressing atmosphere, 
pleasant. In fact, she was probably the only teacher I 
truly liked.  
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A sweet, jasmine scent filled my nose when I 
approached the gray concrete building—my favorite smell 
in the world, besides chocolate chip cookies and fresh 
laundry, of course. I inhaled deeply once more before 
twisting the knob on the classroom door, labeled D-2, 
pulling it open.  

The retro 1970’s room smelled of dry erase markers, 
shampooed carpet, and aged wood. Not even close to my 
favorite smells. I wrinkled my nose in repulsion.  

A large podium stood at the front of the classroom, 
and a tall, squared stool was placed right next to it. On 
the wall hung a whiteboard with notes and homework 
assignments from the previous class period. Mrs. Brown’s 
aid was busy cleaning the board to prepare for our class. 
With limited public school funding, the whiteboards were 
the only new addition to one of the most outdated 
classrooms on campus.  

Walking to my assigned seat, I glanced to the back 
corner of the room and caught Ben Thompson and Lydia 
Snippens making out. Ugh. Spare me. Don’t they have 
any respect for those of us who practice common 
courtesy? Everyone else tolerated them, but I was 
judging. It was hard not to, when they were so public. I 
guess there were just some things I was taught to keep 
private, and I didn’t care if it made me look like a prude.  

Trying my best to ignore them, I plopped down in 
my seat, and aimlessly doodled while waiting for the bell 
to ring. The door opened a few seconds later, and my eyes 
automatically traveled up to the front of the room to see 
who entered—Big Mistake.  

Although my gaze was friendly and innocent—well, 
hopefully it was friendly and innocent—the one returning 
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mine was the extreme opposite. A harsh scowl belonging 
to an angry pair of dark blue eyes startled me. Geoffrey, 
the so-called “black sheep” of the entire freshman class, 
entered the classroom and raised one eyebrow at me as if 
to emphasize his annoyance.  

“What’re you looking at?” he said through his teeth, 
in a threatening and hellish tone, while taking his seat. A 
seat that just happened to be right behind mine.  

I dropped my eyes quickly, feeling an uncomfortable 
burning sensation surfacing to my cheeks. My palms were 
sweaty as I made fists, and my heart rate became slightly 
elevated. These things might have signaled 
embarrassment or humiliation for most girls, but I’m not 
like most girls...I was mad.  

Actually, “mad” didn’t capture my feelings. Quite 
frankly, I was thoroughly agitated, livid, and pissed-off. 
Seriously, what’s his problem? What’s so appealing about 
being a jerk when you’re gorgeous and fawned over? I 
couldn’t understand why I let him get to me so much. He 
was never kind or in a good mood, for that matter. I bit 
my tongue to keep from asking him my internal questions 
out loud. He had problems being humane, and I had my 
own problems staying tactful. 

I thought, along with many others, that Geoffrey 
Mitchell was certainly the biggest jerk at school. And 
despite being horrible, he was also the most attractive 
guy—even hotter than any of my senior crushes. All that 
I heard about him were rumors that he had served time 
in Juvenile Hall and that his mom was in the state 
penitentiary for some undisclosed crime. Like mother, 
like son, I guess. But he didn’t really look like someone 
who had spent time in Juvie.   
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At fifteen, he was older than all the other 
freshmen—“held back in the fifth grade,” I had heard 
someone say before. His jet-black hair had that “messy-
meets-sexy” look. Deep, ocean-colored eyes, flawless bone 
structure, and full lips graced his face. And I was so 
jealous of his zit-free skin. He was in great shape, too. If 
he had even one ounce of benevolence in him, he would 
have been the perfect guy.  

In the few months of my high school experience, I 
had noticed he always kept to himself and became 
aggressive if anyone made him uncomfortable. (And it 
sure seemed like everyone made him uncomfortable.) 
During the first week of school, the students at Pollock 
Pines High quickly learned to steer clear of him.  

Still, many girls couldn’t help but wish his more-
than-unfriendly manner was all a facade that would 
magically melt away to reveal a soft spot so they could 
stand in line as girlfriend candidates. Once, I caught a 
sophomore girl writing “Mrs. Mitchell” on her arm, in 
sharpie. Good luck with that.  

Though I was still fuming from his response, I felt 
silly and stupid at the same time. Because: I actually 
dared to think the same thing as the other girls. Even if 
he wasn’t rude and anti-social, I was sure he’d never go 
for an average-looking girl like me. There was nothing 
even remotely perfect about my features. I was a five-foot-
three, braced-faced, frizzy-haired nerd. The only thing 
going for me was my intelligence. But I didn’t think 
nuclear-level hot, fifteen-year-old delinquents were 
attracted to that. Maybe on television and in movies, but 
not in real life. 

In fact, I knew they weren’t attracted to that, and 
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the words of my mother seemed to echo through my mind: 
Alexandra, make sure you find a nice guy who puts you 
first and treats you right. As cliché as her advice was, I 
mentally agreed. Sighing quietly, I continued doodling in 
my notebook, trying to release my anger. While I finished 
over-analyzing his reaction, the rest of the students made 
their way in before the late bell rang.  

Mrs. Brown was already seated at the front of the 
room on her stool. I think she was between thirty-five and 
forty years old, but she seemed ageless and oddly out of 
place in the dreary classroom—almost as if she belonged 
somewhere else. With her honey-blonde hair coiled on top 
of her head, and her smart, pink tweed suit, she didn’t 
look like she fit in our small town of Pollock Pines at all. 
Her unusual eyes were considered exotic in a place like 
ours. They were the brightest shade of turquoise I had 
ever seen for someone’s eye color. And their shape was 
almost...cat-like. 

“Okay, settle down, Class,” said Mrs. Brown in a 
calm and cool voice, which immediately quieted the entire 
room. “As I promised earlier this week, your group 
projects will be assigned today. The research and 
conclusions your groups arrive at should be in essay 
format, and your in-class presentations should be a five to 
seven minute video clip. You have two weeks to put this 
project together, meaning: I expect to be thrilled when 
grading your productions.” Her last phrase was almost 
sung, and there was a strong emphasis on the word 
thrilled.  

Muffled groans could be heard while she was 
announcing the details. The noise, however, escaped her 
notice as she continued, “Okay, I will read off your group 
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placements. Please gather together once your name has 
been called.”  

She read off the first three groups and their 
members. I was in the last group. “And finally, Group 
Four: Ben, Alex, Daniel, Justin, Heather, Geoffrey, and 
Keira.” 

Great, I whined internally. How lucky am I to be in 
a group with freaking Geoffrey? I hope I don’t lose my 
temper and snap at him.  He better keep his mouth shut. 

A deep voice interrupted my angry thoughts: “Hey, 
Alex, we’re going over to the corner by the door.”  

It was Ben speaking; he must have noticed the 
stunned look on my face. As he passed by my desk, he 
ruffled his light brown hair. Though slightly out of place, 
every strand on his head had a designated spot, making it 
look like he had just walked out of a JC Penney catalog.  

“Are you okay?” he asked, his brown eyes filled with 
concern.  

“Uh…yeah…” I said, my voice unsteady. I cleared 
my throat before continuing. “I’m fine. Just have a lot on 
my mind, you know?” I attempted a smile after 
responding, but could only raise one side of my mouth. 
I’m sure it looked more like a smirk than a smile, and he 
probably thought I was mental. Why does he make me so 
nervous? He flashed me an understanding smile. I opened 
my mouth to say more, but Lydia approached just then. 

“Benny-boo, don’t you think Mrs. Brown would let 
me switch with one of the others in your group? Or maybe 
she’d let you join mine?” Her voice was sickeningly 
syrupy, her big eyes pleading. The tone she used made me 
want to vomit. Her fingers impatiently twisted the 
strands of her long, highlighted hair, while a hand was 
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resting on her fat-free hip. I rolled my eyes, not even 
trying to hide it. 

“Babe, I don’t think Mrs. Brown would let us do 
that. I mean: she specifically assigned us to these groups, 
so she probably wants us to stay where we’ve been put. 
Don’t you think?” He gave her a quick peck on the cheek 
and squeezed her hand.  

“I guess so…” was her reluctant reply as she pushed 
out her pink, lip-glossed lips in a pout. She still seemed 
anxious but turned around, unwillingly, to trudge back to 
her own group. Before she had completely turned around, 
however, Lydia narrowed her eyes and shot me a hateful 
glance, almost as a look of warning, like I was some sort 
of threat to her. Really? How could I possibly be a threat 
to her? It wasn’t like I had a Barbie body, too. 

Instead of retaliating and speaking my mind—I was 
really trying to mend my obnoxious ways—I attempted to 
relax and force my features into a more cheerful 
appearance. I thought it was good enough. Unfortunately, 
my brain forgot to tell my mouth to keep from blurting, 
“Obsessed much?” I’m sure the look in my eyes became 
one of horror as I registered that I had actually said that 
out loud.  

I quickly clamped my hands over my mouth and 
looked up at Ben. At least it wasn’t as bad as it could 
have been. Instead of becoming defensive or irritated, Ben 
just shrugged. “Come on. Let’s go to our group. They’re 
waiting for us.” This time, I got out of my seat and 
followed him. 

The others in our group had gathered desks and 
arranged them in a lumpy circle in the corner by the front 
door. Most were already chatting between themselves. Of 
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course, Geoffrey still maintained a dark countenance and 
kept to himself by sitting slightly outside the circle. He 
looked about as happy to be with us, as he would have 
been scrubbing gum off the cement in the quad—which he 
probably did at least weekly, since that’s how often he 
landed in detention.  

Heather Riley, a tall and slender girl with short, 
strawberry blonde hair and pale blue eyes, initiated the 
group discussion. “I wonder what Mrs. Brown is assigning 
us? I personally would like to investigate the mysteries of 
the ghost world or zombies. What do you guys think?”  

Okay, that was a little weird… Before any of us 
could answer, Mrs. Brown was standing next to Keira, 
seeming to appear out of thin air.  

“For your group’s assignment, you will be 
researching and reenacting the legend of our very own 
lake—Jenkinson Lake, or as locals call it: Spirit Lake. 
Please examine all the angles of the legend, relate its 
importance to the Modoc superstitions, and develop a 
contrasting story of your own, using elements of the 
original story.  

“Be creative and work as a team—especially when 
you film. Most importantly, have fun! This is one of my 
favorite legends.” She smiled briefly, with a far-off look—
or was it a twinkle—in her eyes, then turned and walked 
over to another group.  

“Are you kidding me?” Keira complained as soon as 
Mrs. Brown was out of earshot. Her pouty lips were 
pursed together while she ran her fingers, in a frustrated 
fashion, through her long, silky, jet-black hair. Her 
amber, almond-shaped eyes swept over everyone’s faces. 
She was close to looking otherworldly, like Mrs. Brown, 
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with her striking Portuguese and Japanese features.  
“This is the crappiest project ever! Everyone already 
knows about that stupid old legend. It’s not even 
interesting.” Her voice was just as irritating as Lydia’s.  

Even in frustration, Keira Casanoda was as 
beautiful as Geoffrey. However, she was one of those girls 
who knew it, too. And it was already easy enough to hate 
her for being rich. Her parents were like the “power 
couple” of Pollock Pines, and her dad owned Casanoda 
Imports: the largest car dealership in El Dorado County. 

“Who cares if it’s not interesting? This is an easy A 
for sure. Don’t know about everyone else, but I’m up for 
breezing through these next two weeks.” The husky voice 
that answered Keira’s outburst belonged to Daniel Kerry.  

He was a not-so-typical jock who happened to be 
gifted in academics. His hair was dirty blonde, his eyes 
were hazel, and he was the tallest guy in our class—even 
taller than Geoffrey. He flashed a bright smile and 
winked in her direction, but she only sulked more. Gosh, 
he was such a flirt. Daniel’s awkward and completely 
opposite, fraternal twin Justin, couldn’t agree more with 
him.  

“I’m with you, D-Dan.” He stuttered in a nervous 
tone, as if the rest of the group might object, throw rotten 
cabbage at him, and side with Keira. The poor guy didn’t 
just stutter out of nervousness, though I had observed 
him to be very withdrawn. He actually had some kind of 
speech impediment, and it got worse when he had to 
speak in front of people—especially if Mrs. Brown called 
on him in class.  

When I found out that he and Daniel were twins, I 
had been shocked. Justin’s hair color was similar to 
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Daniel’s, but his contained more red. His eyes were a 
murky kind of hazel—more brown than anything—and he 
was about six inches shorter than his very athletic 
brother. Justin’s sport of choice? Anything and everything 
computers. Having a scrawny figure didn’t even land him 
a position as a benchwarmer for the football team, where 
he could have watched his brother—one of our star 
players—at a closer distance than the bleachers. 

“This is g-going to be a p-piece of cake,” Justin 
continued. “In fact, we could f-film it all this afternoon, c-
combine our research and n-notes into an essay, and g-get 
it d-done and over with. I-I can shoot a-and edit the v-
video for us,” he suggested. He adjusted his glasses and 
looked hopeful. Then he wiped his clammy hands on his 
jeans as his eyes searched the rest of the group, waiting 
to hear a response to his offer.  

Ben countered it. “I don’t think we can get it all 
done today…” he began. Justin’s bright face suddenly 
dimmed. “Maybe we should divide the sections into tasks 
for each of us to do…I dunno—make some kind of list, to 
make it fair.” He was moving his hands as he spoke. 

“Well, we should write an outline first,” I reasoned. 
“Then we can plan more from that point and get a better 
idea of what needs to be done.” Duh. Shooting a glance at 
Justin, I added, “I do think we should begin some of the 
filming today, too.” What I really wanted to say was, 
“Let’s get it done and over with, as soon as possible.” I 
liked group projects about as much as cleaning the toilet. 
The faster we could get the assignment done, the less 
painful.  

After a few seconds of murmurs, the whole group 
agreed with my logic. Before class was over, we decided 
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that filming would begin in the afternoon at the lake. 
Justin would bring his video camera, and Daniel would 
direct the filming. Ben’s grandfather owned a small 
motorboat that we could use to get several angles of the 
shore from the lake itself. Plus, it would be fun to spend 
an hour or so on the water. When the dismissal bell rang, 
we confirmed that we would meet around four at the 
southeast shore by the dam. 
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Chapter Three: The Lake  

 
“Alrighty, it’s settled then. See you all 

soon.” I started to pack my bag, but Mrs. Brown caught 
my attention and motioned for me to come over to the 
vintage desk in the corner of the room. The others didn’t 
stay to hang out and quickly exited the classroom. Lucky 
jerks. “Yes, Mrs. Brown?” 

“Alexandra, do you know what today is?” 
“Um, the first day of fall?” I guessed, wondering 

why she asked.  
“Well, yes. But that’s not really what I meant. It’s 

the anniversary of the legend I assigned to your group. 
You know, they say that on this day, the two fated lovers 
in the story can be seen walking around the lake at 
dusk—it’s the only time the warrior can see his true love. 
During the rest of the time, he is guarding the secret of 
the lake.” 

Geez, I heard Mrs. Brown was kinda weird, but 
seriously?! That superstitious? I tried to look politely 
interested. Besides, I knew the legend anyway and didn’t 
see the point she was trying to make. Much to my dismay, 
she seemed to read my thoughts and answered them. 

“Now, I’m not a superstitious person, Alex. I just 
wanted to give you a little more background to consider 
for your research. I find it interesting that you are going 
to film at the lake today, of all the days to do it. Who 
knows?” she chimed. “You might even see the ghosts 
themselves.” She laughed lightly, and then gave me a 
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wink and a reassuring smile. “I’ll be anticipating a very 
intriguing, updated legend from your group. Please let me 
know if there’s anything you need help with on this 
project. You have such potential with creative 
assignments, and I just know you’ll shine in this one.” 
She winked at me again. 

“Uh…thanks, Mrs. Brown.” I looked down slightly 
and fiddled with my bag strap. 

“Now, off you go. Remember to work together.” 
I was only too glad to be released, my blood 

throbbing through the veins in my cheeks from the 
embarrassment of Mrs. Brown’s compliment. She 
probably had said everything as a way to apologize for 
putting me in a group with Keira the Pouty Princess, and 
Geoffrey the Devil’s Apprentice.  

“Oh, and Alex?” 
“Yeah?” I half-turned, one leg practically out the 

door, and my hand secured tightly on the knob. 
“Be careful if you go out on the lake. The wind can 

sometimes pick up without warning, and the sun is 
supposed to set earlier today.”  

I nodded, and then finished my escape out of the 
classroom, anticipating the fresh, sweet air that waited 
for me. I gulped in the clean oxygen and exhaled through 
my mouth in relief. Danielle stood right outside the 
building, fidgeting with her shoulder bag.  

“What took you so long?” she asked impatiently. 
“Oh, uh…Mrs. Brown just wanted to give me more 

information about our group project.” I didn’t want to 
explain how weird I thought the conversation was. 

“You have to do a group project? Ew.” She made an 
expression that crinkled her mouth and nose. 
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“I know. But it could kinda be cool—the project 
itself, that is. We have to examine the Legend of Spirit 
Lake. My group begins filming today at four, so we had 
better start moving. Oh, and guess who’s in my group?!” 

 
 
 
 
We gossiped about our day on the ride home from 

school. Danielle couldn’t believe the tools who populated 
my group. I told her about Geoffrey being the biggest 
shocker. When I reenacted the staring incident, she 
raised her eyebrows so high, I thought they were going to 
fly off her face.  

“He said that? Why is he so rude? I’m surprised you 
didn’t say anything back.” She gave me a knowing look 
while rearranging her curly ponytail.  

“I know. I had to bite my tongue, and—believe me—
it wasn’t easy. I felt so flustered from his reaction, 
combined with his gorgeousness, that I experienced 
temporary confusion.” Danielle also belonged to the group 
of “closet let’s-drool-over-Geoffrey-even-though-he’s-a-jerk 
girls,” so she could empathize.  

“Ha, ha…well, you can stare at him all afternoon. 
Just make sure he isn’t looking.” Danielle snickered as I 
rolled my eyes.  

After being dropped off, we walked the usual few 
blocks before parting ways and gave the routine hug to 
say goodbye. What started out as a gentle breeze from the 
morning slowly and steadily became heavier. A gust of 
wind blasted through the trees, sending chills through my 
body. I walked quickly to warm up, while pulling my 



Tamar Hela 

 26 

sweater tighter around my body. It helped some, until I 
recalled the conversation I had had with Mrs. Brown 
before leaving campus. There was this feeling I couldn’t 
shake—the feeling that something about our chat had 
been off….Nah, I thought, deciding to dismiss the whole 
incident.  

Without formulating other ideas to contribute to my 
already wild imagination, I trudged up the road that led 
to my house. Though I had a house key, I didn’t need one. 
The front door was unlocked, as usual, and I waltzed 
right in to our short hall. Believe it or not, there were still 
some places left in the world where you don’t need to lock 
your doors and windows every night.  

We lived toward the end of a tucked away 
neighborhood in Sly Park Hills. The house belonged to my 
grandma. When my grandfather had passed away three 
years ago, my family and I moved in with her to help take 
care of the house and really, just to keep her company.  

Sometimes, it was hard to see the pictures of my 
grandfather still displayed. We had been very close, and I 
missed him very much.  

Dad lived there with us too, but not full-time. He 
usually stayed at our house in San Bruno because his job 
kept him there most days out of the month. He was a 
firefighter, and since it helped to pay the bills, he stayed 
put. Plus, his transfer request to Pollock Pines came back 
denied. So, we all made do, though it was difficult at 
times.  

Mom kept busy as the manager of the only grocery 
store in town—Safeway—and my sister, Lauren, worked 
part-time at the Starbucks inside the store. This was her 
senior year in high school, and she couldn’t wait to leave 
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our town to go far away to a confectionary school she had 
found, where they trained people to become chocolatiers 
and pastry chefs.  

Pollock—which was a shortened name we used—
was growing on me, and I liked the more quiet and laid-
back life of the mountain and forest area. I liked hearing 
nothing but cricket chirps and the wind at night. There 
were wind chimes that made sleepy, familiar sounds right 
outside my bedroom window, reminding me of my 
childhood home. And every now and then, I liked going 
for hikes with Danielle around the lake or even just in my 
backyard.  

When it snowed, it was fun to go sledding down the 
steep hills around the neighborhood—when we had 
enough snow, of course. I had been a skier since the age of 
four and loved going to the winter resorts off Highway 50 
with my family during the winter.  

When I entered the kitchen, I threw my school bag 
on the table and turned around to face the counter. 
Lauren was probably out with her boyfriend, and my 
brother, Sean, was in the RV that functioned as his 
bedroom. Talk about one spoiled sixteen-year-old. At least 
he had to stay out of my and Lauren’s bathroom. Mom 
and Grandma weren’t home yet either, so I scribbled a 
quick note to Mom since she didn’t text a lot:  

Went to the lake for a group project. Should be home by 
dinner. Have my cell if you need to call. Love ya, Alex 

I stuck the note to the fridge with one of my 
grandma’s Shi Tzu magnets and opened the door to grab 
some string cheese. While I chewed on my snack, I 
thought about the project soon to commence at the lake. If 
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we were all going to be in the video, I needed to at least 
put some gel in my out-of-control hair that had turned 
into a frizzy nest, thanks to the wind.  

I walked to the bathroom and looked in the mirror. 
Hopeless. My reddish-brown mop was a mess. I still had 
no idea how to control the curls that tried so hard to 
surface. And there was this one side that would curl more 
than the other, looking great, and the reject side was just 
plain sad. Maybe I didn’t have the right products; maybe 
I lacked talent; maybe the fates destined me to have 
frizzy hair forever—just like that Magic School Bus 
teacher, Ms. Frizzle. At least I didn’t have crazy shoes 
like her, too.  

My face was round and sort of pudgy—does that 
count as baby fat if you’re still fourteen? The freckles on 
my cheeks and nose matched the red in my hair, and 
what little tan I had managed to get this summer was 
already fading fast, making them brighter than I wanted.  

I guess I could have put on some make-up, but I 
didn’t really know where to begin. I usually just stuck 
with mascara and lip-gloss. The mascara did help my 
jade-green eyes to pop, but even my eyes were unreliable. 
Some days they were muddied like Justin’s eyes, and 
some days, they were clear and bright. One would think 
eyes would just stay the color they’re supposed to, rather 
than have a mind of their own.  

Unless I turned into some kind of a supermodel 
overnight, I didn’t think that the remainder of puberty 
would do much else for me other than add a few inches of 
height, hopefully, and grant me some visible cheekbones. 
I sighed again, and attempted to smooth the flyaways 
with some gel. Well, I thought, this is as good as it is 
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gonna get.  
I left the bathroom and headed back to the hallway. 

It would be cold on the lake, so bundling up was the best 
option. Mom had taken our winter gear out of storage 
already, so I grabbed a scarf and beanie from the coat 
rack in the hall. Taking a deep breath, I opened the front 
door and stepped out, mounted my bike, and started my 
journey to Spirit Lake. 

 
 

 
 
While taking the neighborhood streets down to the 

main road, Sly Park Road, I appreciated the view of the 
surrounding fields. The horses were out, eating grass to 
their hearts’ content.  

After passing the last field, Mormon Immigrant 
Trail Road was to my right, and I took the turn. When I 
spotted the entrance to the trail, I dismounted and 
chained my bike to a tree and made my way down to the 
meeting point.  

The twins were already on the muddy beach. I 
waved when they noticed me approaching; Daniel smiled 
in response and Justin nodded. They were busy looking 
through all the camera equipment, probably deciding 
what to use, given the already fading sunlight. I assumed 
Ben was getting the boat ready with his grandfather. 
Hopefully, everyone else would be on time.  

I turned to face the glistening green-blue water. It 
was extremely beautiful in the afternoon light. Not a 
cloud was in the sky. I could see some snow on the very 
tops of the Sierra Mountains from an early snowfall, and 
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the wind blew a sweet, pine scent through the air.  
As I took in the scene before me, I realized there 

weren’t a whole lot of people around. In fact, most visitors 
were beginning to bring their boats in from spending the 
day on the lake. The dock was growing more and more 
crowded.  

Just then, I spotted Heather walking toward me. 
The poor girl was tripping on the roots along the trail as 
if she didn’t notice they were present. Never before had I 
observed someone who lacked so much grace in her stride. 
It was almost painful to watch. Maybe her long limbs 
were too much for her, and she didn’t know what to do 
with them. It was hard to fathom how she had managed 
to stay on her feet. I ran up the trail to help her come 
down the somewhat steep incline.  

“Thanks, Alex,” she said gratefully.  
“Sure, Heather. Tricky roots, huh?” I tried to sound 

lighthearted.  
“Oh, yeah…I’m pretty clumsy. Ha, ha,” she 

sarcastically replied. “My mom joked that even if I lived 
in an unbreakable bubble, I’d find some way to destroy 
it.” With that explanation, I knew she wouldn’t mind my 
teasing. 

“Ouch…Well, I hope you don’t tip the boat over 
today.” I winked to make sure she knew I was joking. She 
smiled at me. “We’d better catch up to Daniel and Justin 
and get the 4-1-1.” I gestured to the twins.  

“Right. Let’s go,” she agreed.   
We walked up to the boys, Daniel again greeting us 

with a smile. “Hi, ladies! You ready for some fun?” He 
said “fun” like it was the word of the day. “Ben’s at the 
dock. He and his grandpa are getting the boat ready for 
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us take out. We just need Geoff and Keira.” Gosh, he sure 
is chipper. Where can I get the happy pills he takes? 

We saw someone coming shortly after he had 
spoken; it was Geoffrey. He didn’t look as angry as usual, 
but he still looked like he could be easily irritated. I 
decided to avoid eye contact with him completely—just in 
case. He nodded at Daniel, then said in a mocking voice, 
“I just saw ‘Her Highness’”—he made quotations with his 
fingers when saying that—“being dropped off in a Land 
Rover. I’m surprised her zillionaire daddy didn’t pay the 
fee and drop her off at the dock parking lot.”  

Daniel snorted and shook his head, then said, “As 
soon as Keira gets here, let’s head over to Ben. We should 
get shots of the water and shore first before we lose too 
much light.”  

Heather and I sat and made small talk while we 
waited, me asking her about her home in Los Angeles and 
what she thought about moving north to our small town. 
Geoffrey sat with us—next to Heather, actually—but 
didn’t say a word and appeared to be disinterested.  

“Heather, I just remembered that you live behind 
me, right? I should have waited to ride here with you. 
Sorry, I didn’t think about that,” I apologized. 

“It’s okay,” she replied warmly. “I kinda forgot, too. 
We can bike back together, though. I saw your bike 
chained up off the road.” She smiled at me, and we 
continued to chat.  

Finally, about ten minutes after Geoffrey’s arrival, 
Keira made it to our site. She didn’t hide the pouty, sour 
look on her face. No one bothered to greet her as she took 
her sweet time joining the group. I think she was mad 
that she had to take the trail down. Or maybe she was 
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just upset that she had had to trade her stiletto boots for 
practical tennis shoes.  

“Well,” said Daniel. “We have everyone here, so let’s 
go find Ben.” 

Ben and his grandfather were just settling 
everything in the boat when they saw us. “Hey guys! 
Ready for the boat?” he grinned. “Do we have everything 
we need? Alex, you brought the outline, right?” 

“Yeah.” I tried to keep the annoyance in my voice to 
a minimum. Hello, I am responsible, thanks.  

“Good. Oh, and by the way everyone, this is my 
grandpa. Grandpa, this is my group.”  

We all took turns shaking Ben’s grandfather’s hand. 
He was a big man with rough-but-warm hands—hands 
that clearly knew what hard labor was. He was quiet, 
though he still smiled and made eye contact with each of 
us. I could see where Ben had gotten his eye color. The 
same brown eyes that had looked at me with concern 
earlier, now looked at me again, but were set in a 
different face. His mannerisms reminded me of my own 
grandfather—except for the quiet part. It made me miss 
him. After the brief introduction, Ben’s grandfather 
motioned for us to start climbing aboard.  

Ben instructed, “Okay, guys, watch your step as you 
get in. Maybe Justin should go first since he has all the 
expensive stuff.” 

Once we were all cozy in the boat, Ben’s grandfather 
told us he’d be back in an hour to meet us at the dock 
when we had finished. We waved goodbye, Ben started 
the motor, and we began our trip around the edge of the 
lake. The wind began to pick up again, and I noticed 
everyone was clinging to his or her jacket.  
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When the boat accelerated to full speed, I knew it 
would get really chilly. I put my hood on, not caring how 
ridiculous I looked with the fringes of my scarf sticking 
out of my jacket like brown-red French fries, and my 
knitted beanie making my head look twice as large as it 
really was. 

Though it was windy, the lake remained relatively 
calm. Thanks to the day boaters heading to the dock, we 
had Spirit Lake almost to ourselves. I reviewed the 
outline, asking the group what shots we needed first. I 
had to practically yell over the sound of the motor.  

We started talking about the legend itself, then 
Daniel interrupted the brainstorming session with a 
question: “So, everyone knows about the legend of the 
lake, right?”  

Heather looked intrigued and asked if he would tell 
it, since she was only vaguely familiar with the story. Ben 
slowed down the boat so Justin could begin to take some 
shots of the shore from the water.  

Having less noise was the perfect opportunity for 
Daniel to begin the tale the legend. I remembered my 
grandfather reciting it to me a few years ago, but couldn’t 
recall all the details. It would be cool to hear it again, 
especially to help us all out with the project.  

Daniel’s expression changed as he furrowed his 
brow and lowered his voice. His hazel eyes nearly glowed 
with excitement. I suspected that he enjoyed storytelling 
immensely, and that this wasn’t his first time narrating 
the account of the Indian, Star of Day, and his beautiful 
lover, Pale-faced Dove. 
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Chapter Four: The Legend 

 
“Many moons ago,” Daniel began. I tried 

my best to hold in my laughter and keep a serious face. 
“There was a great Modoc warrior-chief in these parts. 
His tribe revered their god of war and would make 
human sacrifices to appease his changing moods, hoping 
he would find favor with them.  

“The chief and his warriors ransacked the villages 
of the pale faces and ambushed any travelers unlucky 
enough to cross their path. Warriors never intentionally 
left survivors, except for the one unfortunate soul to be 
sacrificed on the beach: the sacrifice for the god of war.  

“One day, on a typical raid, a beautiful woman was 
chosen to be the offering. In their haste, the warriors did 
not notice the bundle she had huddled to her chest. When 
she was brought to the chief, he grabbed it from her, 
finding a small, beautiful baby boy under the pieces of 
cloth.  

“He was about to instruct his warriors to sacrifice 
the infant with its mother, when his wife begged him to 
let her keep it since she was unable to have children of 
her own. He relented, but only under one condition: that 
he would be able to train the child to be the fiercest 
warrior the tribe had ever seen. His wife quickly agreed, 
then took the sleeping baby away from its tearful, 
screaming mother.” 

“Okay…wait a minute,” interrupted Heather. “Why 
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would the chief’s wife take some baby that wasn’t of the 
Modoc tribe? Weren’t they killing all the white people? 
Didn’t they hate them?” 

“Well, yeah…” responded Daniel patiently. “But the 
baby was so beautiful that the chief’s wife wanted him as 
her own. Think: the Story of Baby Moses meets American 
Indian Legend.” 

“Ah, I see. Thanks. Sorry for interrupting.” Heather 
urged him to continue.  

“As the pale-faced child grew, he was trained to 
become the most feared warrior in the land. He was 
strong, fierce, and ruthless, bringing bloodied glory to his 
name and to his tribe. The chief named him, Star of Day, 
because he had become the beacon of the tribe, his light 
skin seeming to shine bright while he conquered their 
enemies.  

“When Star of Day had become a man, he had just 
finished ransacking a group of travelers, waiting for one 
of the warriors to bring the chosen sacrifice over to the 
chief. But when he looked into the light eyes of the 
prisoner, the pale-faced warrior was caught by surprise. 
He found himself gazing upon the most beautiful, fair-
skinned woman he had ever seen.  

“He felt a surge of emotions coming from within—
emotions he had never before experienced, emotions he 
could not describe or label with words. He suddenly had 
fear that this woman—this Pale-faced Dove, as he 
described her in his mind—would be dead by dawn’s 
light, and he would never see her again.  

“The chief appointed him as her guard to make sure 
she didn’t escape. He gratefully attended to his task, 
planning to release her and take the blame when she was 
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found missing the next morning.  
“In the prison hut, the warrior offered her food, and 

she accepted his small offering with a gentle smile and an 
innocent look in her eyes. He wanted to tell her how 
beautiful she was and that everything was going to be 
okay. While they ate their meal in silence, he thought 
about the many lives he had destroyed and found himself 
wishing that he had the power to erase the past. Did he 
yet have time to reclaim his soul?”  

“Hold up!” Keira was the next to disrupt the story. 
“How the heck did the warrior—er, Star of Day, or 
whatever—fall for her so quickly? He had been raised as 
a complete beast!”  

Daniel seemed less patient with Keira’s question. 
“Well, love is a magical and powerful thing,” he said 
sarcastically. “Besides, this is a legend, and it’s not 
supposed to take forever to develop the love connection 
like fictional romances from the 1800’s. Just accept it, 
and let me finish, ‘kay?” 

“Fine. Whatever. Go ahead.” Then Keira folded her 
arms and looked away, appearing to be uninterested. I 
guess there really were some people in this world who 
didn’t appreciate good stories.  

“Anyway,” Daniel began again, “as the evening wore 
on, they started to feel the tension of their attraction to 
one another. He resolved quickly that he would help this 
young woman escape by way of the lake. Maybe the 
Spirits guarding the lake would grant them safe passage.  

“The full moon shone bright through the window of 
the little hut on the beach, illuminating her graceful 
features. Star of Day was afraid that if he moved closer to 
her, she would lose trust in him and shrink away or 
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scream. But he couldn’t help himself and decided it was 
worth the risk, suddenly inching nearer.  

“In response, she leaned toward him—as if in 
encouragement. He could barely breathe and thought he 
heard her heart beating rapidly, just like his own. When 
their lips touched, he felt a surge of desire stronger than 
anything he had ever experienced, except the desire to 
keep her safe.  

“When the night was its blackest, the softened 
warrior urged the young woman to rest. He lay awake as 
he watched her sleep in his arms.” 

“See?” Ben was interjecting this time, with a look of 
mischief in his eyes. “Love is maa-giic.” He said the word 
“magic” in a drawn out, teasing tone.  

“Ben! Shut up and let me finish the freaking story, 
already!” 

“Sorry, dude; couldn’t help myself. Hurry up, 
though; we’re almost to the center of the lake.”  Ben had 
restarted the motor, but drove the boat at a slower pace 
than our initial launch.  

Thoroughly agitated at this point, Daniel continued, 
“As soon as he could see a hint of light, Star of Day woke 
his Pale-faced Dove, and they quietly left the hut. At the 
water’s edge, there were several canoes belonging to the 
tribe. They climbed into one, rowing out in the water as 
soundlessly as they could.  

When they were halfway across the lake, they heard 
a low, rumbling noise like thunder. The calm water 
developed waves, which rose higher and higher with 
every passing minute. A howling wind rattled their 
eardrums, and suddenly, the boat started to spin 
uncontrollably. The two of them clung to the canoe for 
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dear life as they spiraled, down a whirlpool, in the middle 
of the lake, to their death. Upon reaching the bottom, 
darkness overtook them.  

“Moments later, the warrior heard a voice calling, 
‘Star of Day! Wake up!’ He obeyed and opened his eyes to 
lights that glistened and glittered all around him. He saw 
the beautiful woman a few feet beyond him, lying on her 
side, eyes closed.  

“He rushed over to her, gently shaking her 
shoulders. To his relief, her eyes fluttered open. She 
threw her arms around his neck and pressed her body to 
his.  

“‘Where are we?’ she whispered, even though she 
knew he would not be able to understand her. However, a 
puzzled look consumed his face as he answered, ‘I’m not 
sure.’ Somehow they could speak the same language!  

“She opened her mouth to say more, to really make 
sure that she wasn’t dreaming, but a glowing light caught 
her attention. He saw it too, immediately bringing her to 
her feet while simultaneously placing his body 
protectively in front of her.  

“Glowing, ghost-like figures approached the wary 
couple. Their features were undecipherable, and they 
appeared to float rather than walk. The tallest one spoke: 
‘Fear not, Star of Day. We mean you no harm, although 
no harm can befall you now.’ As the ghost-creature came 
closer to the couple, it allowed them to see its face. It 
looked like a man, or maybe even an angel—for the Spirit 
was one of the most beautiful being either of them had 
ever laid their eyes upon.  

“It continued to speak: ‘I am the Spirit of the Lake, 
and I guard it with these other Spirits.’ He gestured to 
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the ghosts standing around in eerie silence. ‘We saved 
your spirits before the god of war could claim them.’  

“Star of Day placed his hands on his forehead in 
frustration and looked down at the ground, creasing his 
eyebrows together. He realized that he and his newfound 
love had actually drowned in the whirlpool created by the 
angry god.  

“The Spirit seemed to read his thoughts. ‘Yes, you 
are dead…but not at rest...yet. I saved your spirit to save 
you from a worse fate than you realize. Because of your 
dark deeds as a brutal warrior, you have a steep price to 
pay for retribution.  

“‘If you want your spirit to be put to rest, you must 
join us in guarding the lake—granting safe passage to 
those in need and protecting this sacred holding place 
from evil. When your time is up, you will be in paradise 
forever with the one you love. But if you choose not to 
accept my offer and conditions, or should you fail in your 
tasks, you will be damned and forever separated from 
her.’ 

“While the young warrior heavily contemplated all 
that had been revealed to him, the woman broke the 
silence. ‘And what of me? What is my fate?’ She stood 
motionless while awaiting an answer.  

“‘You, my child, already have a pure soul. Your love 
has redeemed this heartless man, saving him from 
eternal darkness. You may choose to enter your rest now 
or wait here with us while Star of Day completes his 
duties.’ 

“Without hesitation, the young woman answered 
the Spirit. ‘I choose to stay here.’  

“Star of Day took her hand and responded to the 
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Spirit’s offer: ‘Great Spirit, I fully accept your terms and 
will protect this place, and the lake, to the best of my 
abilities. I will serve you in the hope that the redemption 
of my soul will make me even remotely worthy of this 
goddess who stands by my side.’ 

“And so, it was decided that day: the warrior would 
protect the holding place of the Spirits and guard the 
lake. And because of her love, the woman would be 
allowed to visit her reformed warrior on every equinox at 
sundown, for one hour, until his time had been served in 
entirety.  

“It is said that to this day, Star of Day still serves 
the Spirits of the lake. And every now and then, the 
warrior and his love’s ghosts can be seen roaming one of 
the beaches at dusk when they are allowed to temporarily 
reunite.”  

As he finished the story, Daniel relaxed his features 
and chuckled slightly. “Pretty crazy story, huh?” 

“What’s so special about the holding place of the 
Spirits? Why must it be guarded?” Heather wondered.  

“Well, that’s the mystery of the story, I guess,” 
replied Daniel. “No one really knows. Some people have 
guessed that there’s a cave filled with treasure down 
there or that the ‘holding place’ holds the secret to eternal 
life…you know, like the recipe for immortality or 
something.” 

“You’re a really good story-teller, Daniel,” I 
suddenly declared. “I’ve never quite heard it like that 
before.”  

I admired his passion, wishing that I could be half 
that articulate when giving speeches in class. I was also 
reminded of what Mrs. Brown had said after class about 
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the ghost lovers strolling around the lake at the end of 
the day. It made me shiver, even though I knew it was an 
old wives’ tale.  

“Thanks,” he said modestly. “I guess I got it from 
my dad. He would always tell me and Justin bedtime 
stories when we were little.” 

“C-Camera’s ready for s-some n-new sh-shots,” 
announced Justin. He sure looked anxious to film more 
scenes. At least someone was excited about the project. 

“Okay. Let’s get a wide shot of the shore and the 
beaches. It looks like most people have cleared off now,” 
Daniel said as he directed the shots.  

Everyone glanced toward the beach on the south 
shore, shielding their eyes with their hands to avoid 
squinting at the setting sun. Keira quickly equipped her 
face with Dolce & Gabbana shades.  

The wind began to make a low howling sound, 
almost too soft for anyone to notice. Justin pointed the 
camera in the direction of the beach and gave us warning 
that he would hit the record button in “three, two, one…” 

He panned slowly, from the lake to the shore, and 
we quietly watched through the large viewfinder that had 
been flipped open. Not a person was in sight, and the 
sand and rocks sparkled in the sunset. He then panned 
over to the small island about two hundred feet away 
from the boat and lingered the shot on the beach there. 
Just when he started to move it back to the water, two 
specks of something materialized—almost out of thin air.  

“Whoa, wha-what’s th-that?” Justin exclaimed, 
zooming in.  

“Ah, probably just some squirrels or something,” 
said Geoffrey.  
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“They’re growing bigger, though. Maybe they’re 
bear cubs?” suggested Heather.  

“There aren’t any bears around here, Heather,” 
chuckled Ben.  

“H-Hold on, l-let me z-zoom in s-some m-more,” 
Justin said, his tone becoming more serious. “Wha-what 
in th-the…”  

The specks were two blobs now and were gray and 
black in color, though still lacking definite shape.  

We all rubbed our eyes in disbelief. The shapes that 
emerged—yes, emerged—were beginning to look, well, 
human, but they weren’t like that two seconds before. Or 
were they?  

We watched closely for a while longer, and the 
shapes developed into the figures of a man and woman. 
They were in full color now, yet were still eerily 
transparent, like ghosts. Not that I’d ever seen an actual 
ghost, but this seemed like the real deal. I wondered if 
Criss Angel was around, filming some new “Now You See 
It, Now You Don’t” kind of show, but that was highly 
doubtful.  

The sunlight appeared to be fading fast—faster 
than it normally did—and the wind started to increase its 
speed. I didn’t know about the others, but my body was 
paralyzed in shock and fright. Shock more so than fright, 
I think. Then the ghost-things floated forward and turned 
toward us. That’s when my fear completely took over, and 
I thought I might just pee my pants.  

“I-is everyone s-seeing wha-what I’m s-seeing?” 
Justin asked. He still held the camera, and the red 
recording light continued to flash.  

But no one could respond. We were all so 
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dumbfounded. Are those two ghosts waving at us?   
The sound of thunder snapped us out of our 

temporary comas. Ben reacted by shaking his head and 
opening his eyes wide. “We need to get out of here, guys. 
Sounds like a bad storm is coming.” I don’t remember any 
storm warnings for the day.  

He yanked the pulley to start the motor, yet nothing 
happened. He tried again, but to no avail. The boat 
rapidly became unstable and eventually, rocked from side 
to side. And that’s when it happened.  

A big wave crashed over the side of the boat, 
soaking Keira, Daniel, and Heather. Then I looked behind 
me and saw a wave coming towards my side. We all 
started screaming and yelling. Justin clung to his camera 
like it was the last piece of food in a starving nation. To 
my horror, more waves were coming at us from all sides. I 
gripped the edge of the boat with all my might, wondering 
where the life jackets were in this sardine can. This was 
not the Spirit Lake I knew. 

We were all drenched within seconds, and the boat 
started to rock violently up and down. “Make it stop!” I 
yelled helplessly, knowing it would do no good. I felt 
nauseous, and everything around me had started 
spinning. I then realized that the entire boat was 
spinning. What the crap was going on?  

Against my will and control, I started sliding back 
into Ben. Justin was on a downhill trip towards me, and 
just like dominoes, Geoffrey slipped towards us, too. This 
was NOT the kind of manwich I liked. The other side 
mirrored ours, with everyone smooshing into one another.  

The nose of the boat tipped up and began to point 
toward the now-darkened sky. I saw my young life flash 
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before my eyes, just like they say happens when you face 
death, and I held on tightly to Geoffrey’s arm while 
screaming. 

The boat was still rotating on its weird angle, and it 
felt like we were being flushed down a toilet. Squeezing 
my eyes shut, I mentally said a quick and frantic prayer. 
I could tell exactly when the water finally engulfed us 
because the screams became muffled.  

Holding my breath, I opened my eyes for a brief 
second. I tried desperately to swim to the surface, but 
some kind of gravitational pull was in force, and my legs 
stopped working. My throat burned, then everything 
went black. 
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Chapter Five: Wait...Where Are We? 

 
 I was having the most vivid dream: 

Eleven figures surrounded a long, rectangular table in a 
small cottage, hidden in a forest—six males and five 
females. Some wore heavy, hooded cloaks splattered with 
mud, as if they had just arrived from a long journey.  

All the window coverings were drawn tight. Two 
guards stood watch out front to prevent anyone from 
disturbing the meeting inside.  

Others were in the room: short, stubby-looking 
creatures with flat foreheads, displaced patches of hair, 
and dark, amber-colored eyes. They were busy serving 
their guests.  

One of the female creatures asked the eldest 
gentleman, “More beer, Dural?” 

“No, thank you, Vanchma. You’ve done enough for 
us for now; I think we have been well taken care of. 
Please, rest with your family. We have work to discuss.”  

Vanchma gave him a slight bow, and he nodded his 
head in return. She and her family exited the small room, 
giving Dural and the others privacy.  

Once the room was quiet, one of the older females 
started the meeting. “I now call this meeting of The 
Brotherhood to order,” she said with authority.  

She had long, white hair that was braided and 
pinned close to her head and looked younger than she 
was. Her face barely held a wrinkle; her dark, green eyes 
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were clear and sparkling, and her voice was strong and 
vibrant. All eyes were on her and her alone.  

“Thank you for traveling such a great distance. I 
know many of you are very tired, and we will retire soon. 
However, you have all received the message, and there 
are things to which we must attend. He has returned. 
Goden shall be here soon and has news for all of us. The 
stars have told of his coming, and now the signs are no 
longer a foreshadow, but a reality.”  

Dural spoke next. “Yes, Ingla is right. The 
prophecies have come to pass.” He towered over Ingla’s 
small frame, and though his hair was not quite yet gray, 
it was hard to tell the original color.  

He continued with his speech: “The evil days will 
cease. Hope has returned. There is only one prophecy yet 
to be fulfilled.” He paused, stroking his salt-and-pepper 
goatee. “Some of you may still have doubts, especially 
since you have not yet met him. However, you have come 
this far and have been loyal, so I encourage you to pay 
close attention to every word that Goden has for us. Yes, 
we are keepers of The Prophecy, but we are also in 
Goden’s service—you will all do well to never forget that.”  

He lingered his attention on two of the younger 
members. They noticed and quickly exchanged a glance.  

“We expect him any moment…” Dural’s words 
trailed off when one of the men standing guard popped 
his head through the front door. “Yes? Trouble?” he 
asked. 

“No, sir. He is here.” 
“Please, show him in.”  
Everyone at the table remained silent. The doorway 

framed the newcomer, and all stood when he entered.  
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“Hello, faithful friends,” he greeted warmly. “I do 
not have much time, so this will be brief. Please, have a 
seat.” He waited for them to be seated, then walked to the 
head of the table where he could face the entire group 
while he addressed them.  

“As you know, the times of late have become even 
more dismal under the reign of the Diegen. But, as you 
also know, The Prophecy stands, and there is nothing he 
can do about it. Yes, he can and will try to fight it, but the 
order of things will inevitably fall in place. The planet can 
only withstand this imbalance for so long. And now, the 
time is closer than ever—The Redeemers will soon be 
here. But you must understand: they cannot deliver this 
planet without our help.  

“Therefore, I need a few of you to prepare for their 
arrival. Are you all familiar with Sikuku Island?” Every 
head nodded. “Good. Those who volunteer to go must first 
help the tribes, who have much discord among them. 
However, they have begun to slowly make amends and 
need our guidance. They must learn the ancient, alien 
language, which will be the only language The Redeemers 
speak. You have all been trained for this. Do your best as 
we all prepare for peace to reign over Cantelia once 
more.”  

When he finished further, detailed instructions, he 
looked at each person in the eye, giving them all a warm 
smile. “I am sorry we cannot have more time together, 
but that must wait until a point in the future. I need to 
take my leave.” As he started to move, everyone stood and 
waited their turn to say goodbye. 

“Goden?” asked one of the young women.  
“Yes?” he answered.  
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“Is it truly time? How can we know for sure?”  
Some of her companions, shocked by her forthright 

question, mumbled to one another in disbelief.  
“How can she have asked such a thing?” demanded 

one. 
“Will Goden deem her question disrespectful?” 

questioned another. 
But Goden only smiled at her, his oddly-colored eyes 

gleaming in the candlelight of the room. “Why, look at the 
stars, child. They clearly show that it is time. Stars never 
lie—you know that.”  

She seemed to understand what he meant and 
showed her satisfaction of his answer by nodding her 
head.  

“Before I go, there is one more matter I must take 
care of: Alexandra! Wake up!”  
 
 

 
 
A murky light appeared in the darkness, and my 

chest felt tight. I gulped for air, but instead salty wetness 
hit my tongue, causing me to choke back any attempt to 
inhale some much-needed oxygen.  

I started moving in a swim-like motion, and 
intuitively kicked my legs, heading straight for the 
illuminated area. The blackness slowly changed to a 
bluish color, with the dim light becoming more yellow and 
scattered. My limbs became heavier with each kick—like 
something was tugging at me. I watched the sleeves on 
my arms in front of me swish up and down, dragging with 
movement. And that’s when it hit me: I was in water, 
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drowning! 
Swim, swim, SWIM! was all I could tell myself. My 

vision spun, and my lungs were close to exploding, but I 
had to keep going in the direction of the light. I made one 
last herculean push toward it to pop my head out of the 
water.  

When my head exploded from the surface, I gasped 
in air as fast as I could, sputtering and half-choking on 
the liquid that had seared the lining of my lungs. I 
needed to get to the shore before my legs gave out. 
Fortunately, the beach was only about fifty feet away and 
directly in front of me. So I swam freestyle as best I could 
at that point to the shore, completely fatigued by the time 
I hit land. Practically crawling up the sandy slope was 
the only movement I could muster, then I plopped myself 
stomach down, breathing hard and fast.  

It took me a while to remember everything before 
that moment. As I replayed the whole ghost-sighting and 
boat incident in my head, I panicked. Where are all the 
others? Did they make it, too?  

I wearily sat up and turned my body to face the 
water. Everything was blurry, but after blinking away 
the water droplets in my eyes, I was able to see some 
figures swimming to the beach.  

“Alex! Is that you?” Ben yelled. He was the closest 
to the shore out of the others and stood up in the water 
when he got to the sand.  

I tried to yell back, but I started coughing, tasting 
the saltiness again. Salt? Since when does the lake have 
salt in it?  

He ran to me and kneeled down. “You okay?” He 
started to pat my back lightly.  
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I nodded my head while coughing—so attractive. 
Finally, I was able to respond. “Yeah, I’m okay. Just 
trying to get all the water out of my lungs, I guess,” I 
joked weakly. I couldn’t believe how he had managed to 
still look cute after escaping a possible drowning. His hair 
even stayed in place while it dried. I knew my appearance 
probably mimicked that of a wet rat.  

He looked relieved and put his hand above his eyes 
for shade as he turned away from me and examined the 
water. When he did that, it dawned on me that the sun 
was much brighter than before. While I began to wonder 
why that was so, Ben ran back down to the water to help 
Heather and Daniel.  

Geoffrey was right behind them, seemingly 
unscathed by the trauma of our boat capsizing. He still 
had his beanie on, and was half-holding, half-dragging 
Keira. I knew she would probably be more upset that her 
make-up and hair were ruined than the fact that we all 
had faced a near-death experience. Her black hair was 
matted with debris, and she was coughing in a very 
theatrical manner. 

Then I started thinking about how Justin would be 
more upset about his camera…Wait a minute, where is 
Justin? I stood up and anxiously scanned the surrounding 
beach and the area in the water behind the emerging 
team. My heart froze, and my eyes met Daniel’s. He saw 
the worried expression on my face. He too began to search 
around us, desperate for a sign of his brother.  

“Justin? Justin! You okay, bro?” His last question 
was shaky, but he kept shouting and looking around at 
the water’s edge. His shouts were fruitless.  

As the others in the group continued to walk to my 
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landing site, their tired and pale faces changed to 
panicked countenances. It was clear that everyone had 
been thinking the same thing, but didn’t want to say it 
out loud. Instead, we all turned to the water again and 
cupped our hands over our mouths, joining Daniel’s yell-
chant for Justin.  

“Look! Over there!” Heather exclaimed, pointing 
further down the beach to the water’s edge.  

I squinted my eyes, as if that would help me to see 
more clearly. Something floated in the water, being 
pushed to the shore by the waves. The unmoving form 
wore Justin’s plaid jacket and was face down. Oh God, I 
pleaded internally, please let him be okay!  

Daniel darted for the water, but Ben was faster. He 
tore off his wet shirt and jumped into the crashing waves, 
swimming like a…well, like a merman.  

He got to Justin in no time and brought him to a 
hysterical Daniel. We were all huddled around the 
lifeless, pale blue Justin, as Ben felt for a pulse and 
listened for any signs of breathing.  

“Geoff, help Dan out, will ya?” Ben ordered calmly. 
Daniel was screaming, “Justin! Justin! Wake up!” 

like a psycho parent of an ER patient, getting in the way 
of emergency doctors and nurses trying to save their 
child. I couldn’t blame him for reacting that way, though; 
I couldn’t say I would have acted differently.  

Geoffrey held Daniel back, and the girls and I knelt 
down around Justin and Ben. I hoped that Ben really 
knew what he was doing, because Justin had less than 
minutes before possible brain damage...or death. The 
thought made me feel queasy. 

“He’s not breathing, so watch out, guys, and stay 
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out of my way; I’m gonna have to perform CPR.” Ben’s 
was filled with authority. I guess he did know what he 
was doing, after all. 

He pinched Justin’s nose and tilted his head back to 
start giving him some air. Two breaths and thirty 
compressions were given in intervals. After a full set, Ben 
watched Justin’s chest for a sign of revival. On the third 
try, he paused after giving him more air. I whispered 
more prayers and swore that I could see Justin’s lips start 
to move and— 

“He’s okay! He’s breathing!” All of us sighed in 
relief, and Geoffrey released Daniel who rushed forward 
to help his brother into a sitting position. The rest of us 
backed up to give them some room.  

“You okay, J? You sure scared me, bro.” Daniel’s 
hysteria dissipated, and he started to sound relieved.  

“Y-yeah…never b-better,” Justin managed to choke 
out. He was holding his knees to his chest, breathing hard 
and coughing. He looked like a hot mess—which we all 
did—but he was worse for the wear. His glasses were 
missing too. At least his color was returning.  

“Hey, Ben,” he rasped, still short of breath. “Th-
thanks for s-saving my l-life. I…w-well, I…thought I 
might n-not make it. I s-saw bright lights, if you know w-
what I m-mean.” His eyes looked like they were becoming 
moist, and it wasn’t because of the water from which he’d 
been rescued. His expression reminded me of a little boy 
who woke up scared from a nightmare.  

“Don’t mention it,” replied Ben. “I’m just glad I 
knew what to do. I was a junior lifeguard at the 
community pool this past summer, and they really put us 
through some intense rescue and first aid training. Plus, 
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my mom’s a nurse, and she’s taught me a lot about what 
to do in emergencies. She even had me take a CPR 
certification class with her over the summer at the 
community center.” 

“Let’s get you home, bro.” Daniel indicated gratitude 
to Ben with a nod, and both he and Ben started to help 
Justin to his feet.  

When Justin was vertical, I looked around at our 
surroundings—like, really looked—and my heart 
dropped. Nothing was familiar at all.  

For one, the previously sandy and rocky beach was 
just sand with a vibrant red color that looked lighter and 
softer than the stuff on the south shore. I couldn’t believe 
how I’d missed the unusual color, especially when it was 
the first thing I had landed on. It kinda looked like the 
play sand you would buy at a craft store when you 
wanted to make those sand-in-a-bottle projects.  

Two, the usual, forest-like surroundings were 
replaced with plants that were right out of the Jungle 
Book—maybe a lot larger and greener, though. Not a pine 
tree was in sight.  

And three, when I quickly looked back to the water, 
it was an actual ocean—definitely not a lake—not our 
lake. There was no dock and no other signs of life around. 
Where are we?  

Keira voiced my internal question with a verbal one. 
“Hey—are we even on the south beach?” She trembled 
with uncertainty, and everyone paused his or her activity 
to look around. Uncomfortable silence blanketed the 
group like a thick fog. I held my breath, hoping that 
someone had the answer.  

“Um…not to sound cliché or anything, but I don’t 
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think we’re in Kansas anymore,” Daniel confessed.  
Relieved that someone had finally spoken, I felt 

more comfortable letting out some of my thoughts. “Well, 
yeah! But if we’re not at Spirit Lake…heck, if we’re not 
even in Pollock Pines anymore—then, where are we?” 

“The only way to find out is to explore,” reasoned 
Heather, with an excited tone. I just did not get how she 
could possibly be so happy about the whole ordeal. 
Common sense, much? 

“Agreed,” added Geoffrey. “We’re not getting 
anywhere by staring at each other, so let’s get moving 
somewhere, at least. And we really need to find someone 
to look Justin over.” Did he lack common sense too? We 
didn’t know what dangers could have been lurking 
around.  

“Justin, you okay to start walking around?” asked 
Ben. He’s always so considerate! Geez, does he take 
happy pills, too? 

“Y-yeah…” answered Justin. “I th-think I’m okay. 
And Geoff’s r-right—w-we gotta s-start looking around s-
so w-we c-can get home s-soon.” 

After mild deliberation and much to my dismay, the 
majority voted on heading further down the beach to our 
left—when we were facing the ocean, that is. Keira 
muttered something about having sand in all the wrong 
places and that her shoes were ruined from the water. 
Like I cared. At least we were alive. Did she even think 
about that fact? 

When we started our search for clues telling us 
where we were, I surveyed my surroundings again. A 
million things were running through my head, such as: 
Do oceans really twinkle like that? And: Are jungle plants 
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that lush? I also thought about how bright it was—
wherever we were—which was weird, because the last 
thing I remembered before our boat accident was that the 
sun had nearly set. I carefully shielded my eyes while 
thinking this and looked up to the bright sun over our 
heads. I knew that I could only steal a quick glimpse or 
my eyes would be damaged, so I peeked for just a second.  

All my other thoughts came to a halt when I noticed 
that the sun wasn’t its usual orange-yellow color—it was 
actually a bright blue mixed with white. The combination 
made it almost sparkle, which I imagined was the cause 
for the ocean’s sparkles. Plus, there were actually two 
suns: the ginormous blue one and a smaller, orange-red 
one, resembling the sun I was used to seeing. I could feel 
a knot in my stomach as I turned to the others. Two suns? 

“Hey, you guys…” I said, my voice shaky. “Did any 
of you notice the two suns, or am I seeing things?”  

Immediately, everyone stopped walking and looked 
at the sky.   

“Whoa!” Justin sounded more fascinated than 
freaked out—freaked out being the normal response of a 
sane person when finding that their world had completely 
turned upside down. But everyone in our group, it 
seemed, was missing a part of their brain. I felt they 
should have been less intrigued and more anxious, or at 
least cautious. 

“Is this a dream?” asked Heather. “Are we having 
the same hallucination?” 

“Well, if you can all see the same blue-white-colored 
sun and the orange-red one close to it, then I’d say we’re 
not dreaming or hallucinating,” replied Ben, matter-of-
factly.  
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“This is really freakin’ weird,” Daniel admitted, 
sounding very unlike the brave guy he usually appeared 
to be. “Do you think it’s the end of the world or 
something, and crazy things like that whirlpool in the 
lake are starting to happen?” 

“I don’t know what this is,” Geoffrey confessed. “But 
I do know that we need to keep walking if we’re ever 
gonna find some answers. Standing here and discussing 
the sun isn’t going to get us anywhere.”  

Everyone was eerily quiet as we continued our 
journey for what seemed like hours. I was practically 
starving, but I had a hunch that the empty feeling in my 
stomach was due to anxiety, stress, and fear, more so 
than hunger pangs.  

The strange suns were dropping lower in the sky, 
and this small thought kept running through my head: 
What if we aren’t on earth? 

Keira stopped complaining about her stupid shoes 
and actually looked shaken. Geoffrey’s face had 
completely lost its mean look, and it was now filled with 
concern and urgency. Something weird was going on, and 
we were determined to find out just what. I had a gut 
feeling that the answer we were looking for might be 
awful—maybe even more than awful. But I tried to push 
the feeling away and focused on being brave. Sooner or 
later, we had to run into someone or something, and I 
would need to put my big girl panties on. For good 
measure and selfish reasons, I stuck close to Geoffrey; I 
would have bet on him in a fight sooner than the other 
boys. He wasn’t as tall as Daniel, but had more of a 
muscular build. He probably hit the weights in the school 
gym pretty often. Plus, he was better at looking mean—
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even more so than Keira. 
Moments later, we did see something on the 

horizon—something else besides jungle to our left and 
ocean to our right. It was still too far away to decipher, 
but without speaking, we automatically broke into a run. 
I didn’t know why, but something about the object drew 
me—and the rest of my peers—to it.  

As we neared the location, I could see that it was a 
large, flat stone supported by other cylindrical stones in 
the sand. Now, just a few feet away, I noticed that the 
stone was a table of sorts.  

The table stood on the beach, but far up from the 
water. There was a bit of a natural inlet in the 
surrounding plant life that made a crescent shape. The 
part of the inlet furthest from us rested against low, 
jagged, brown and purple mountains. The stone was 
placed inside this crescent, almost sheltered by it.  

Smooth in texture and charcoal gray in color, the 
slab itself was up to Geoffrey’s shoulder in height. There 
were remnants of dried up, flaky leaves on the surface, as 
well as leaves that looked freshly picked. I saw deep red 
stains and shivered. At first, I thought it was blood from 
sacrifices or something, but when I smelled a putrid fruit 
scent in the air, I realized that the stains were from 
berries and similar fruits. The strangest thing I noticed 
about the table was cat-like hair that stuck to the dried 
leaves and evaporated fruit juice. Gross.   

Curious, we all approached and examined the stone 
table, walking around and around. It was simple and 
primitive. One of the sides had a slanted stone from the 
top of the table to the sand—a ramp maybe? It looked like 
we could walk up the angled surface, but I certainly 
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wasn’t in the mood to strut around in dried, crunchy 
leaves and sticky animal hair.  

While touching the cool, round legs of it, I wondered 
what in the world the whole structure could be for. I 
didn’t get to linger in my wonderings because Daniel 
issued a warning in a high-pitched whisper, “Get over 
here, you guys! I think someone’s coming!” 

Geoffrey grabbed my arm, his fingers digging in 
hard, and pulled me up the beach toward the edge of the 
jungle. He wasn’t very gentle, and a number of cuss 
words ran through my head. I started to say something 
when he glared at me and gave a stern, “Shh!” I 
swallowed my pride—and my pain—and shut up. For 
once. 

We all huddled together behind large bushes and 
peeked out of the leaves using our fingers. I still couldn’t 
hear anything and thought of some choice words for 
Daniel, too. He must be crazy and paranoid, I said to 
myself. I didn’t hear a thing. Then, a harsh sound startled 
me, and it was my turn to grab Geoffrey’s arm in a death 
grip.  

The sound was like a cross between a frenzied 
shriek and a lion’s roar, coming from our left, and still far 
off in the distance. Keira made a small yelp that would 
have escalated into a scream, but Ben quickly cupped his 
hand over her mouth. Daniel looked at all of us grimly 
and motioned for us to keep silent by placing his finger 
over his mouth. We continued to peer through the bushes, 
and I braced myself for the worst, clenching my teeth 
together with brutal force. 
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