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You have literally saved my life, and there’s no price I can
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you.
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I will never forget my first (and last) motorcycle ride with
you, going ridiculously faster than necessary. Good thing I
trusted you, because that scared the crap outta me! You left
this life too soon and are dearly missed.
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The Wrong Fairy Tale

1: A Dea l of Death
Queen Eliri—Five Years Ago
Blood covered the forest floor, painting the mossy turf
a sticky, bright red. The stench was just as ghastly as the
grisly scene, the bodies of creatures and Alfara strewn
everywhere. Queen Eliri barked instructions to the Alfaran
soldiers who were still alive, lined up, ready to act upon her
orders.
“Clean up this mess so that no one will know what has
transpired here,” she commanded harshly.
The soldiers promptly obeyed, not speaking a word.
They circled the disaster and moved their hands in sync,
causing the forest floor to miraculously swallow the dead
bodies and the foliage to cover the blood stains. The Queen’s
brother, Egloth, stayed by her side as they both watched the
soldiers discard of the gory evidence.
Egloth spoke low so that only his sister could hear him:
“Eliri, what of the creature—the monster—you have...
accidentally created? Do you plan on telling Lord Diegen?”
“Of course not! Do not be so senseless. He need not
know. You and I shall make a barrier to protect our people,
but that is the best we can do. Even with my power, I do not
know if I could defeat such an abomination. However, I—
rather, we—can block it and hope that it will not live long.”
She spoke with such certainty that her brother was
convinced of her plan. He gave her credit for being honest
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about her ability, or lack thereof, to put an end to such a
dangerous monster. Protecting their home was the first
priority over any other forest inhabitants or travelers.
Egloth could agree to that. But he was still concerned about
Eliri’s dealings with Lord Diegen.
He knew his sister had always had a darker side—her
own internal demons—but to witness what she had allowed
and what she had been doing to some of the forest creatures,
had caused him to speculate that her most recent behavior
may have pushed her across a line that could not be
revisited. He could not agree that the balance of the forest
would remain and began to worry about the livelihood of
their people. The Alfara were very powerful, but their power
was contingent upon the harmony of all things in their forest
homeland. He looked to his sister’s hard expression, fearful
of the change he saw in her.
“Eliri, now that Barin has... How do you feel—”
“I do not want to speak of him!” she snapped. “Let us
never address the matter again.”
Her brother bowed slightly. “Very well, Sister.”
“Egloth, stay here and be certain that there is no trace
of what has ensued. And when the warriors are finished, kill
them.”
His eyes opened in wide shock. “K-Kill the warriors?”
he uttered in disbelief. “But, Eliri, you cannot be serious.”
The Queen faced him and looked as though she were
made of stone. She grabbed his shoulder, pinching it hard
with little effort. “I said to kill them. Kill them all. Do not
fail me in this, Brother. If you cannot finish the job, I will
finish you.” Before he could say a word in response, Eliri
spun around and disappeared into the mist of the forest.
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“The task is complete, my Lord. There was a minor
hindrance, but the remaining creatures are caged in the
location you requested, ready for transfer. I have contained
any chaos that has occurred.” Eliri spoke into a large,
reflective gold plate that hung on the sizeable tree base that
was part of her home. It rippled with unclear, colored
images, and a low voice came in response.
“Graffias will be on his way to finish our trade. Have
all the witnesses been terminated?” Lord Diegen was the
only being in Cantelia that Eliri feared, but like anyone else,
she thought that Diegen could be persuaded or manipulated
in the way she had always done with other powerful
Cantelians.
“Yes,” she lied.
“Good,” he said darkly.
“Do not forget what you promised—what you owe me,”
she reminded him with feigned authority.
“Careful, Eliri,” Diegen warned her. “Do not forget your
place. You may be powerful among your people, but it is only
because I allow it. You will have what is promised, so long as
you comply with my conditions.”
“Yes, my Lord,” she responded tersely.
Once Diegen closed the communication portal, Eliri
slumped to the ground. Then, in a very un-royal-like
manner, she began to sob for the great loss she had incurred
from their deal. It had taken every ounce of strength that
was left to have been able to keep the tremble out of her
voice when she had spoken with Diegen. All of the guilt and
pain she was feeling was suffocating, but she, of all people,
knew better than to show any weakness when dealing with
the ruler of Cantelia.
As Eliri sat there, she thought about all the losses that
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she had endured over the years: her parents, her youngest
sister, and now, Barin. Barin, the only lover who had been
her confidant and her equal. It was too much to bear, and
she knew she was responsible for the unfortunate accident.
After some time, she felt hollow after crying for so long.
However, if she was to carry on and lead her people to better
days, as Diegen had promised her, purging all emotion was
necessary. Eliri wiped her tears, changed into clean
garments, and went to meet her brother to place the spells of
protection around the borders of their village.
The spells could not reverse what had been done, but
they could, at the very least, keep the Alfara safe for the
time being. Though as with anything, Eliri knew that there
would be a price to pay for her dealings with Diegen. In
exchange for a significant amount of magical beasts, he
promised her more power and protection. Though more
power and protection were two things any ruler would
desire, she knew that the forest would never be the same
and hoped that her new alliance would prevent any further
deterioration.
As she and Egloth moved slowly around the outskirts
of the settlement, she could not bring herself to feel sorry for
lying to him about how truly powerful she had become. She
could, in fact, destroy the monster, but thought perhaps that
she could find a way to reverse what had happened—which
meant that she would need more power. Or, in the very
least, maybe she could use it as leverage or a weapon against
Diegen if he chose to break his word with her. As Eliri
considered everything, she vowed that from that point
forward, she would never cry about that day’s tragic events
or fall in love ever again.
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2: Dead Ends
Alex—Present Day
Heather and I sat across from each other in the school
library during fourth period. Our class was working on a
genealogy project for History. Mr. Ely had assigned it to us
for the purposes of discovering our ancestry and heritage—
a.k.a. another “busy work” type of assignment. Thank God it
wasn’t a group project.
I started to zone out a bit, thinking about how much
things had changed in a year. Being a sophomore was
challenging and way different than freshman year. Trying to
maintain a social life was overwhelming, too. But at least I
had a social life in this small town. Since going through such
an unusual experience about twelve months ago with peers
from my English class, I now had a few more people I could
label as friends rather than acquaintances. It was…nice. But
the event of magically transporting to another planet and
finding that out we had to save an alien race was never far
from my mind. Surprisingly, that kind of stuff could really
bring a group of teens together.
After a year of no intergalactic space travel—or
whatever it had been—I was becoming discouraged that we’d
never go back, like Goden, the guy I deemed as our Spirit
Guide, had promised. My only comfort in knowing it was real
was that six other teenagers I knew had been there with me,
too. Sure, we each had our personality differences. However,
we had not only managed to save some tribal people from a
curse, but had also aced our group project. It was hard to
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deny that we were a great team.
I wasn’t best friends with everyone in the group, but
Heather, who was now smacking her gum just a little too
loudly, came pretty close to that title—and Ben. He and I
now talked about a lot of different things, and I was
becoming more and more aware of my growing feelings for
him. I don’t know what I would have done without him.
During the last school year, and over the summer, he
had become a constant confidant—like my best friend,
Danielle. Only, she had no idea that I’d traveled to another
world. Ben was someone who I could tell anything to, but
there was a slight problem: he was still dating his eternally
jealous and controlling girlfriend, Lydia. She happened to
hate my guts, but I was learning to deal with her death
stares.
Daniel and Justin, fraternal twin brothers who were
polar opposites, had become my friends, too. Especially
Daniel. He was always joking and flirting with “the pretty
girls,” as he would say. He was the kind of guy who would be
football captain his senior year, especially with his athletic
build and all-American “good boy” looks. Whenever he’d spot
me in the halls or at lunch, he’d tug on my hair and whisper
something stupid like “cheese” or “boxer-briefs” in my ear,
and I’d laugh. I think he wanted everyone to assume he was
extremely witty and had just told me the most amusing and
comical thing anyone had ever said.
His brother Justin didn’t talk much to anyone—
probably because he had a stutter—but he helped me after
school sometimes with my Biology labs and was very sweet.
He had already tested out of Physics or something and
wanted to earn extra credits for college by tutoring us “dumb
kids” in the after school lab—my words, not his. I had hoped
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he would’ve come out of his shell a bit more this school year,
but that might have been something too big to hope for. At
least he had grown some over the summer and was starting
to fill out, rather than look like a body with spaghetti for
arms and legs.
Then there was the occasional cry for help on Honors
English class assignments from Geoffrey, our class’s
proverbial “bad boy,” voted Hottest Freshman by the senior
girls last year. He was older than the rest of us sophomores.
Rumor had it that he was kept back a grade because he had
served time in Juvie. Ironically, he had been part of the
whole alien-planet-save-the-world operation, too. But even

that I could accept more than this year’s situation. What I
couldn’t believe was that we were in the same class again,
with him sitting right behind me, just like old times. Which
really meant the worst of times. Did Mrs. Brown enjoy
tormenting us with seating assignments? Admittedly, it
didn’t help that I was extremely attracted to him solely on
the basis of his looks, because it sure wasn’t his personality
that captivated me.
Yeah, as far as charm goes—he was the black hole of it,
but he was gorgeous, and I...well, maybe I was shallow in
that regard and not any better than he. Even having been on
Cantelia, a planet that was supposedly on the edge of our
galaxy, did little to ease his approach with me. Though, I
have to confess: he did say “please” and “thank you”
whenever I gave him some of the answers on our grammar
worksheets.
Okay, so maybe he had slightly improved, after all.
Maybe he remembered how I had helped him on our
adventures last year, when he had gotten his nose broken
from an overgrown rat-man, and no one else had rushed to
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help him. Or, maybe he was just lazy and wanted me to keep
giving him the answers. Obviously, I had no clue what,
exactly, was the issue.
Finally, there was Keira. I still considered her a
hopeless case, but she didn’t deny what had happened to us
last year, and sometimes, she even made eye contact with
me in the halls. That is, when her cliquish friends weren’t
with her. I could tolerate her more easily than Ben’s
girlfriend, and that was saying a lot.
“Alex, how’s your research coming along?” Mr. Ely
asked, jolting me from my reverie. The bright lights in the
library reflected off of his glasses, making it hard to see his
eyes.
“I keep having a hard time when it comes to my
grandfather’s side. Can’t you just give me a break, Mr. Ely?”
I gave him my best imitation of puppy eyes, but he was
oblivious to my plight.
“Well, just do your best. I’m sure you’ll find something,
even if you hit some dead ends—no pun intended.”
Measuring his reaction of laughing at his own words, I think
he actually did intend to make a pun. He could never resist
making lame jokes, and I tried not to roll my eyes.
Thankfully, he hastily moved on to the next student to check
on her progress.
I was quickly becoming frustrated with all the walls I
had hit in my research. I had plenty of information from my
mom’s side, but there were still missing pieces on my dad’s
side. My grandma had answered all that she could, but since
my dad had been adopted by his stepfather—my deceased
grandfather—details were lacking on the side of my dad’s
biological father’s family. Talk about confusing, right? And
Mr. Ely wouldn’t cut me a break with the assignment. I still
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had to fulfill all the requirements, just like everyone else.
“What’s with the I-sucked-on-a-lemon look?” Ben
questioned, sitting down in the empty chair next to mine.
His light brown hair was perfectly in place with some hair
product that would have never worked on my curly mane.
“It’s not a what, it’s a who,” I mumbled, darting my
eyes towards our teacher’s back. “I hope you’re not here to
brag about your family historians and how this assignment
has been cake. Cuz seriously, I just can’t handle hearing that
right now.”
“Hey,” Ben said, putting his hand on my shoulder.
“Take a deep breath, Pessimistic Paula. You’re almost done.
And no, I didn’t come to brag; I came to see if I could help
you with anything.”
I felt like a jerk, but he was used to me being dramatic
from time to time, so I didn’t spend too much time being
remorseful. I managed a small smile and looked him straight
in his brown eyes. “‘Pessimistic Paula,’ huh? That’s a new
one.”
“Could you two please keep it down?” Heather asked
from her station across from mine, her strawberry blonde
bob reflecting the sunlight coming in through the windows.
“I’m trying to concentrate.” She was doing a poor job of
hiding the smirk on her freckled face.
I folded my arms. “No talking allowed, unless you’re
going to help me.”
“As soon as I get these resources emailed to myself, I’ll
come and help. But don’t wait for me. Ben’s really smart, so
take advantage of his brain.”
“Damn straight I’m smart,” he confirmed.
“Okay, Mr. Genius. Let’s get started then.” I turned
back to him.
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“All right...let’s see your notes.” I handed him my very
tattered and scribbled notebook. “So, it looks like you just
need to fill in a few gaps on your dad’s side, right?”
“Right,” I answered. “Although I told you the problem
already: my dad was adopted by his dad, and I still have to
do research on his biological father’s ancestry. My grandma
didn’t have a whole lot to offer either, except that he had
some Native American heritage. That’s all I’ve got, really.
Oh, and I did find out that my grandma’s related to some of
the earlier settlers from Pollock Pines—the Blair family or
something like that. I need to do some further research on
that, too. Other than that, I don’t have much else.”
“We can easily do research on the Blair family. They’re
still around, you know. But let me think about the other
stuff... Oh! Why don’t we figure out from what Native
American tribe your grandfather’s family was descended? Do
you have any clues?”
“Yeah, I think my grandma said that it was the tribe
that settled here before the 1800’s.”
“Then that’s what we’ll start with. Google it,” he
commanded.
“You don’t have to be so bossy.”
Ben laughed. “Just do it, sassy pants.”
“Yes, sir!” I did a mock salute.
We looked at the search results after I typed in Native
American tribes in California. Ben suggested that I click on
images of maps that came up. Then we compared it to a
current map of California, so we could see what tribe would
have been in the Pollock Pines and Sierra Nevada region.
“Miwok,” he said, pointing to my computer screen.
“Okay, well that’s somewhat helpful. Now we can search for
information about them specifically.”
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“Wait a minute. Didn’t Daniel tell us last year that the
tribe around this area was Modoc?”
“I think you’re right. And if you look up at the top of
the territory map, there were Modoc Indians in California—
but way north. Maybe he got them confused. That can
happen when legends are passed down over time, you
know?”
“Yeah, that’s probably it. I guess we’ll trust Google on
this one instead of Daniel.”
“Yeah, Dan makes up BS, and Google is the great and
all-knowing entity of the Internet, so it must be right,” he
grinned. Leaning over me, Ben typed in a new search:

Miwok tribe in California. A good amount of information
came up in the results. I clicked on the first link.
“Hey, get this: the Ewoks from Star Wars were named
after the Miwoks,” I laughed, pointing to one of the
paragraphs on the screen.
“Cute, but I don’t think The Force is going to help you
with your assignment. I’m glad you found something to geek
out with though,” Ben teased. “Why don’t we read the more
helpful stuff—you know, things that will actually point us to
your ancestry?”
“Right. Well, it says here that the Miwok were pretty
peaceful and very resourceful...they lived in and around the
El Dorado Forest area, but when the ‘white man’ migrated
here, a host of diseases and other problems came with the
package.” I sighed. “So awful. Kinda sounds like the opposite
of the legend, huh?”
“Yeah,” he agreed. “Maybe things got more violent
when their territory was being seized up, though. Hey,
what’s that part about Star People?”
I clicked on the link. “Looks like they have some
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legends about them in their creation myths. Hmm...Star
People. Hey, you don’t think—” Before I could finish asking
my question, the bell rang, jolting me from my train of
thought.
“Don’t think what?” he prompted.
“Never mind,” I dismissed. “I had some weird idea, but
now I can’t remember. Forget it.”
We grabbed our bags and waited by the door for
Heather before going to lunch. “Thanks for helping me, Ben.
I get really frustrated with all that stuff.”
“Of course. What are best friends for?” He tugged on
my ponytail.
“I hate it when you—and Daniel—do that,” I grumbled,
pulling my hair out of his grip.
“Best friends are also for being annoying. You’re
welcome.”
Heather joined us then, and I spotted Lydia walking
towards us, giving me the green-eyed monster stare...except
her eyes were brown; so, technically, it was the brown-eyed
monster stare. She did not like the idea of Ben and I being
close. That was putting it lightly.
Immediately, he became more serious and tense. “I’ll
see you guys later. I’m gonna walk to the quad with Lydia.”
“More like she’s walking him to the quad—like some
kind of pet,” Heather remarked when Ben was out of
earshot. “I don’t understand why he’s still with her. She’s
such a b—”
“Hey now, let’s try to be a little nicer, Heather. If he
likes her, then we should at least tolerate her.”
Heather rolled her eyes. “Whatever, Alex. I know it
frustrates you, too. Maybe Ben will realize he’s actually in
love with you and finally drop what’s-her-face. OR...maybe
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Geoffrey will man up and sweep you off your feet. It could
happen, you know.”
I blushed and attempted to ignore her. “Uh...yeah...and
my genealogy project will reveal that I’m a lost Indian
princess, and I’ll be showered with suitors. Come on, I’m
starving. Let’s grab lunch.”

19

Tamar Hela
3: My Knight in Faded Leather
Alex

Heather and I met Danielle at the lunch line. It was
Wednesday, which meant “Chicken Tenders with Ranch
Dressing Day”—practically a school holiday, without the
perks of staying home. I never thought I’d get to the point
where an item from the cafeteria menu helped me get
through the week. We walked past the senior line and
landed in one of the lower classman lines—or as I called it,
the Commoners’ Lines. And that’s when it happened.
One second I was listening to Danielle happily chatter
away about she and Jesse—her crush—being assigned as lab
partners in Biology, and the next, I heard very loud buzzing
sounds. It seemed as though everyone and everything
around me stood frozen, and the buzzing just became louder
and louder. The air rippled, and shapes and images
appeared at random—shapes and images that I had never
before seen. I got the feeling that they weren’t supposed to
be in my world. Strange, blurred faces spun around and
around, making me dizzy, and then large insects...no, bees
popped into my vision. And, oddly, the bees were black and
blue in color, rather than black and yellow.
“Help us!” cried voices, but I couldn’t do anything
because the bees were flying fast and straight toward me.
Then the faces appeared again, and they were disfigured and
covered in blood. The bees were still unrelenting, however,
and they became bigger and bigger. While screaming and
waving my arms at the incoming insects, I felt both scared
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and worried. What is happening? Unable to control my fear,
I began trembling, and everything dissolved to gray until
there was silence.
“Alex! What is wrong with you?” Danielle gripped me
firmly by the shoulders, shaking me hard. I was squatting
close to the ground, and my hands were covering my ears.
Heather looked alarmed. “What was that?”
“Didn’t you see it?” I sounded out of breath, wondering
if Heather had seen it too, or if I was still the only one who
was experiencing dreams and visions. “There were bees! Big
ass bees! Didn’t you see them?” I held my arms wide as if
the things were the size of a bus.
“Are you feeling okay?” Heather asked. Clearly, she
hadn’t seen what I’d seen.
Danielle cut in. “You just started freaking out and
slapping the air and didn’t answer me! You really scared
me—scared us—for a minute.”
How could I explain what I had just experienced to
Danielle? I had never told her about my visit last year to
Cantelia, and there was no way that she’d understand any of
it. I knew that what I’d seen had to do with Cantelia, but my
best friend was the wrong person to talk to about my
“vision.” I needed to tell Heather. She’d understand, but I
couldn’t say anything in front of Danielle.
When I could see that they weren’t buying my story, I
cringed and said, “Sorry, guys. I’m just not feeling all that
great today.” I fanned at my now flushed face, beaming with
embarrassment. “I thought I saw something, but it’s
nothing. Maybe I need more rest—or a therapist,” I joked.
Some of the freshmen and other sophomores in line were
looking at me like I had lost my mind. I couldn’t blame them
for it—I was starting to think the same thing.
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Danielle barked at them, “What are you staring at?
Take a picture if you want it to last longer; otherwise, mind
your own business and turn around.” She even made a
circling motion with her index finger.
That’s what I loved most about Danielle: she would
protect me to no end, no matter how weird I could be. I
giggled quietly when our curious peers quickly turned
around. My bestie may have been small in size, but she
always spoke with authority, and people knew she meant
business.
Finally, we bought our lunches and grabbed a table. To
my relief, the girls didn’t bring up the lunch line incident
again. Instead, Heather lamented about her math woes. “I
got everything wrong on my Geometry quiz from yesterday,
and it wasn’t from zoning out or anything. I just forgot to
study, and now I have to go to stupid mandatory tutoring
after school. Ugh.”
“That sucks,” I empathized.
“Yeah, but not as much as going to detention,” retorted
Danielle. “I’d rather go to tutoring today than ‘work off’ some
stupid class tardies.”
Heather and I both agreed that Danielle had it worse,
then we continued to talk about nothing important during
the rest of our lunchtime.
When the bell rang for the last class of the day,
Danielle waved goodbye, and Heather and I walked to
Biology.
She grabbed my arm, so I slowed my pace. “Okay, I
know you saw something crazy while we were in the lunch
line. Spill it, Alex.”
I stopped walking and spun to completely face her. I
had to look up at her because she was at least six inches tall
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than I. “I think that what I saw had to do with Cantelia,” I
hissed in a hushed tone.
I started walking again and briefly told Heather about
the scene I’d witnessed while in the lunch line. She looked
really excited, and we reduced our speed when we got to the
lawn in front of our classroom.
“Do you think it’s a sign? Like, from Goden? Do you
think we’re going back to help them again?” Heather
sounded a little too eager to visit another planet, as if she
was some kind of Nancy Drew from a parallel universe, or
maybe even Xena: Warrior Princess.
“I don’t know,” I admitted, “but I’m sure we’ll know
soon enough. Goden did say that we’d be going back. And
I’ve been having dreams again—the same kind that I had
before our first trip to Cantelia. Remember when I told you
about them last year? I don’t know whether to be excited,
terrified, or both.” I paused before asking Heather the
question weighing on my mind. “Do you think I should tell
the others?”
“Maybe...Ben, Dan, and Justin, at least,” Heather
suggested as we inched our way towards class. “But Geoffrey
and Keira? I’d consider them on a ‘need-to-know’ basis. Like,
if we find ourselves on Cantelia again, that’s when they need
to know you had a warning.” Then she laughed like an evil
villain in a cartoon.
I couldn’t help but laugh with her, until a deep voice
startled us both, and suddenly, I wasn’t in a joking mood
anymore. We stopped walking altogether and turned to face
our eavesdropper.
“Had

a

warning

about

what?”

Geoffrey

asked

suspiciously, his arms folded across his chest. He had
probably been walking behind us the whole time, and I
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wanted to drop dead because he had probably heard us
talking about not sharing information with him and Keira.
“Well?” Now he was standing right next to me. He was so
close that I could smell his aftershave—and it smelled
reeeeaaaalllyyyy good.
“Uh...nothing. I just thought I saw something weird at
lunch, and Heather was joking about it.”
He raised an eyebrow, but said nothing else. A whole
year later, and being near him still made my pulse go crazy.
Heather jabbed me in my ribcage with her elbow, but I
ignored her. Geoffrey usually wasn’t one to pry into other
people’s business—as far as I knew—but I still felt the need
to change the subject.
“C’mon, let’s get to class; we can talk about this later.
You know how Ms. Osborne hates it when we’re late.” I
started walking, hoping that Geoffrey and Heather would
follow suit, but in my distress, I failed to see a small divot in
the grass and tripped. I would have fallen, but Geoffrey had
quick reflexes and caught me just in time.
“Whoa,” he said, sounding unusually concerned. “Are
you okay?” His blue eyes were so intense that I forgot I had
to answer. “Alex? Are you all right?”
“Y-yeah. I’m...I’m okay. Thanks.” His arms were still
around me, and he slowly pulled me upright, helping me
regain my balance. I put my hand on his arm to steady
myself and felt rock hard muscle. How was it I hadn’t before
noticed how much he’d beefed up over the summer?
“Wow, Geoffrey. That was an impressive catch,”
Heather complimented, while eyeing me. She always teased
me about my crush on him, and I could hear that implication
in her tone.
I rolled my eyes. “Yes, well, thanks for saving me from
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my premature death. Let’s go.” I wiggled out of his arms and
picked up my bag from the ground. My face felt really hot,
and my hands were clammy.
“Here, this fell out,” he said, handing me my notebook.
“Thank you.” I couldn’t help but stare at him. Not only
were his eyes a bright and burning blue, but his black hair
stuck out in adorable tufts from underneath his beanie, and
he looked really good in his leather jacket. Heather cleared
her throat, probably noticing that I was taking too long to
move, and I shook my head slightly to jolt myself out of one
of many Geoffrey-is-really-hot-and-I’d-like-to-make-out-withhim daydreams. Get a grip on yourself, Alex.
The three of us continued to walk to class, and Heather
entered through the door first. Geoffrey put his hand on my
shoulder and whispered into my ear, “Are you sure you’re
okay?”
I turned and looked at him, this time without
blushing—I think. “Yes, I’m okay. Thank you for catching
me.” I even managed to smile as I ended the sentence.
He smiled back—something I don’t ever remember
seeing before—and simply nodded his head. We took our
seats in class, and before Ms. O started the lecture, I tried to
be sly as I looked over to where he sat on the opposite side of
the lab. He was staring at me with laser beam focus, so I
immediately faced the front.
“What was that all about?” Heather whispered. I didn’t
think she had noticed.
“I don’t know, but I’m pretty sure Hell just froze over.”
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4: Distant Re lations
Alex

When I got home from school, Grandma was baking
pies. I could practically taste the blueberries from the
driveway.
“Smells good!” I said when I walked in.
“Hi, Missy. The one that’s cooling is going to Apple Hill
tomorrow, but I’ll have one for us in another hour, so hang
tight.” She smiled at me while untying her apron, looking
like a housewife in a vintage ad. “How was school today?”
“Meh.” I placed my elbows on the counter and rested
my chin on my hands. “It was okay, I guess. I’m still having
a hard time doing research on Grandpa Mason’s side.”
“Oh! That reminds me!”
My grandmother’s outburst was unexpected; I bumped
my head on the cabinet above really hard in reaction to
being startled. “Ouch,” I complained, rubbing my injury.
“Sorry, dear. I didn’t mean to scare you. Put some ice
on that bump while I go get something. I’ll be right back.”
I nursed my throbbing head with an icepack and
wondered what my grandma was retrieving. I could hear the
garage door to the lower workshop opening. My curiosity
was piqued, so after putting the icepack back in the freezer,
I went outside and down the steps to see what she was up to.
“Grandma?”
“I’m over here, Alex.” Her disembodied voice came from
one of the darker corners. The lighting in the workshop was
a bit shoddy, and it took a while for my eyes to adjust.
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“What are you doing?” I asked when I reached her.
“I remembered something,” she answered, sounding
excited. “I think this might help with your research project.”
When I came beside her, she handed me an old metal box.
“This was your Grandfather Mason’s. It was the only thing
he left in my possession. I thought your father might want to
go through it someday, but forgot where I put it until this
morning. When we moved, your father was already out of
the house and married, and I was going to tell him about the
box when he came to visit. But then life got busy, and well, I
forgot all about it. Your project sparked my memory.”
“Cool. Thanks, Grandma. Maybe it’ll help.”
I assisted her with putting some things back on the
shelf, and after the garage door was closed, ran up the steps
and stayed in my room until Mom called me for dinner.
“I’m not hungry!” I shouted, frustrated that even my
grandfather’s old box didn’t offer many helpful clues to piece
together my ancestry for the History project. But I refused to
give up. There were still several things I hadn’t looked at
yet.
In the box were a few old photos of my biological
grandfather and his siblings as children, some old drawings
from his elementary school days, and knick knacks that
probably only held the kind of value that was sentimental. It
was all interesting stuff—especially since it was old—and I
would be able to use it for my final project presentation.
Once I set aside an old ring that had been in the box,
only two items remained: a black-and-white photo of two
women—one very tall and one average height—and a folded
piece of paper. When I unfolded it, I realized that it
explained the photo.
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September 13, 1945
Dear John,
Do you remember our dear Aunt Susan? We
always knew she kept the family secrets, and
Mother—God rest her soul—passed before she could
divulge any of them to us. I recently visited our aunt,
and she gave me this photo of our great grandmother
and great-great aunt. Seeing the two together is nearly
comical, especially since one towered over the other. Not
a one ever guessed they were twins, particularly because
they looked so different from one another. Yet the most
curious detail of the picture is their darker skin. I
asked our aunt if she would explain that curiosity, but
she refused until I produced a bottle of brandy as a
gift.
That sly woman then began to gush many family
secrets. Did you know that our great-great
grandmother was quite a promiscuous woman? In fact,
she was involved in much indiscretion until she met and
married our great-great grandfather. That may not be
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so shocking, until you learn what I have: great-great
grandfather is our relative only by marriage.
You see, he loved our great-great grandmother so
much that he wanted to marry her, despite the fact that
her young twin girls were not his own. It was quite a
scandal, of course, especially because he was a white man
and the girls had olive skin. Their biological father was
an Indian chief in the Sierra Nevada area—if I
remember correctly, I believe Aunt Susan stated that
the name of the tribe was Miwok.
The chief was quite famous for his indiscretions
and had a vibrant family history of his own. According
to their tribal legends, the chief’s cousin was a white man
who had been adopted by the tribe when he was just an
infant. This white Indian—his name escapes me at
the moment—was one of the most notorious and violent
members of the tribe. When the white settlers began to
move into the area, he led the tribespeople in some very
gruesome and deadly raids. However, it is said that
when he came across a beautiful white woman, he fell in
love with her and disobeyed orders to kill her. They
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escaped in the middle of the night, but were caught in a
tragic storm as they canoed across a lake and were
drowned.
Aunt Susan also had said that there are many
stories about ghost sightings and the like, which all have
to do with the lake. You know the one—Father and
Mother took us there when we were children. It is
Spirit Lake in Pollock Pines, the very area where
the Miwok tribe was settled a century before. I
thought that perhaps you would find this story
interesting since you fancy collecting tidbits of history
and legends.
Take this photo as a keepsake and tell the story
to your children when you finally decide to settle down
and marry. I hope your travels bring you to us soon,
dear Brother. The children have been asking after
their Uncle John.
With love,
Mary
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I put the letter down carefully and stared at the wall,
trying to digest the information. Was it possible that my
earlier theory—the one I hadn’t shared with Ben in the
library—could actually be true? That somehow, some way, I
had family ties with the legend himself, Star of Day? Things
seemed to connect a little too well to be otherwise.

Star of Day had supposedly been the adopted,
Caucasian son of an American Indian chief of the Miwok
tribe. According to legend, he was especially violent, but was
changed by his love for a woman—nicknamed Pale-faced
Dove—who had been kidnapped by his tribe. When they had
tried to escape across Spirit Lake the night before she was to
be executed, the spirits became angry and caused a storm to
drown them—as punishment to Star of Day. They cursed
him, even in death, and he had to serve his sentence by
guarding some secret of the lake. And, allegedly, his ghost
could be seen around the lake at dusk, and once in a while,
there were two figures.
Last year, when my group in English class had to
research the legend, I was just as skeptical as the next
person. But everything changed, especially after I met the
Legend himself. It happened during our journey home from
Cantelia. He was commissioned to make sure we got back to
Earth in one piece. After that, well...let’s just say that I was
now a believer.
So, to find out that I was perhaps related to the ghost
guy who guarded an otherworldly portal in our town’s lake
wasn’t the most farfetched theory I’d ever heard. But it’s not
like I was about to throw a party or something. I let out a
breath I didn’t even know I had been holding. Someone
knocked on my door, and I nearly had a panic attack.
“Alex, dear, you don’t want any pie?” my grandma
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asked, sticking her head inside my room.
“Uh, no, Grandma, but thanks. I really need to finish
this project, and I’m just not that hungry.”
“Are you sure? You never turn down pie. Is everything
okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine. But can I ask you a question?”
“Of course, Alex.” She came into my room further and
eyed the letter on the floor. “Ah, you read the letter.”
“Yeah. Do you think there’s any truth to it?”
“I don’t see why not,” she answered, quietly closing the
door. “Your grandfather—your biological grandfather—was a
very secretive and paranoid person, Alex. He said he saw
things, and he was haunted. I know he had his demons, but
that could have been because of his drinking problem. I
believe there is truth in what your great aunt wrote—about
your great-great-great grandmother having children out of
wedlock.
“At that time, this area was settled mostly by Native
Americans and only a few settlers. People did what they had
to do to survive—men and women. Before the Gold Rush,
there was much more peace. However, that all changed
when a surge of gold-hungry white men flooded into
California from everywhere you could imagine. That’s when
things started to take a turn for the worse, and nothing was
the same after that.”
“You seem to know a lot, Grandma.”
She put her hands on her hips. “I know enough, yes.
And I’ve always been fond of history. But beyond the letter
in that box, I’m afraid I don’t know much of anything else to
give you more clues about your ancestry on that side of the
family. Like I said, your grandfather was very secretive, and
he rarely told me about his past and his family. But enough
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about that. I’ll leave you a slice of pie on the counter if you
get hungry later.”
After she left my room, I read through the letter at
least five more times. Maybe I’d be able to find out more
during our research time tomorrow at school, but I didn’t
want to wait; I wanted answers. So, I picked up my phone to
call the one person who could possibly help me: Ben.
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5: I Swear, It’s not Sta lking
Geoffrey
“Don’t you give a damn? Your own mother has cancer!”
I yelled. In response, my dad just sat in the reclining chair
that reeked of cat urine and mold, barely acknowledging my
presence. We didn’t even have a cat anymore; it had died two
years ago. His eyes were empty and glazed over, glued to the
television, his hand bringing a beer bottle to his lips. After
taking a swig, he ran the other hand through his messy,
greasy hair, and finally swiveled his head to face me. I was
surprised he was sober enough to even do that.
With just a remnant of a Texan accent, he replied,
“Boy, go tell someone who cares. And clean up your shit in
the sink.” Then he swiveled back to the TV, continuing to
gulp down his fifth happy hour “cocktail”—a Fat Tire.
I mumbled a few curse words under my breath, kicked
an empty beer bottle to the wall, and walked toward the
kitchen. “Stupid jack—” I began to say, then shut my mouth.
I knew that my dad was hurting too, but he coped in a
different way than I did. Lots of different ways, actually.
Despite my dad being an ass, I could still hear Gram’s
words ringing loud and clear through my head: “He’s never
chosen to let go of the hurt your mother caused him, dear.
I’m not saying it’s right, but he’s a completely different man
than the one I knew years ago. I didn’t raise him this way.
You have to find it within yourself to forgive him and learn
from his mistakes. Don’t hurt yourself by trying to punish
him, because only you will suffer in the end.”
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I knew she was right, but it didn’t make me any less
angry. My father disgusted me and definitely wasn’t
someone who I looked up to. And then today, finding out
Gram had cancer was more than a punch to the gut. She was
my lifeline—the one person who understood me. Now, with
the fear that I could possibly lose her...I didn’t want to think
about it. I didn’t have any friends I could rely on. Not really,
anyway. I barely acknowledged my classmates I had been on
that weird planet with last year, and it was completely my
fault. Why would they want to hear my sob story? Besides, I
hated being pitied.
I dried the

dishes

and

put

every

item

away

mechanically, hearing the noises coming from the TV in the
family room. My dad was snoring loudly; it was too much. I
needed to get some air...go for a ride...anything besides being
in this hellhole that reminded me of everything awful in my
life. So I grabbed my leather jacket off the hook on the wall,
my keys jangling in one of the pockets.
Under the overhang, which acted as our garage, stood
my brand new motorcycle. I had saved for a whole year,
working odd jobs here and there, to buy the bike of my
dreams. Gram had told me that if I could pay half, she’d chip
in the remaining amount for my birthday. When I turned
sixteen in June, I finally had enough and bought the bike I’d
been eyeing for the past two years.
I was surprised when my dad, who usually forgot
birthdays, holidays, and any other significant days, for that
matter, shoved a big, paper grocery bag into my arms that
morning. Inside were a brand new black helmet, and a dark,
gray leather jacket that fit perfectly. I was so shocked by the
surprise gift that I could barely mutter a thank you. My dad
had only grunted, and then grabbed a beer from the fridge.
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Gram had probably put him up to it, but I never cared to
question his motives or think twice about it.
The road felt like freedom after being in the prison I
called home, and it stretched ahead for miles. Already I
could feel my anger and stress begin to level out. It was a
clear night, and I could smell the pine in the air. My heart
was beating stronger, and I felt lighter just from touching
the bike’s handlebars. I had no idea where I was going, but
didn’t really care; I just wanted—no, needed—to ride.
Stopping by Gram’s was always a possibility, but she’d
probably be asleep by now. She had told me not to worry
about her—she had a great doctor and would find out more
tomorrow about her treatment options. “There was no
immediate danger,” she had assured me. So why do I feel so
uneasy and not reassured at all?
While replaying the crappy afternoon in my head, I
found myself in a familiar neighborhood: the exact one that
Alex lived in. Why did I drive here? But instead of trying to
answer that question, I continued to head towards her
house, everything in the area quiet, except for the bike’s loud
motor.
I got close to her house and turned off the bike and its
headlights in case anyone could see me outside. I could tell
there were lights on in the kitchen and bedroom windows
and tried to hide in the bushes across the road from her
house. What the hell am I doing?
There were no houses across from Alex’s—just the
forest and some trails that led to developing real estate a
half-mile away. The main garage was still open, and through
the kitchen window, I could see Mrs. Hill washing dishes. I’d
only been to Alex’s house a few times in the past year, for
group projects, and once because I had been invited over,
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along with the others in the group who had traveled to that
planet. We had had an in-depth discussion about our
theories on what kind of job waited for us next on Cantelia
and when we thought Goden, our Spirit Guide Dude, would
call us back.
Actually, everyone else talked about those things while
I sat in silence and ate a bag of Doritos. I only went because
there was free food and a hot tub, and I’d heard a rumor that
Keira wouldn’t show. Sure enough, she didn’t, so I managed
to have a decent time.
Man, I felt like a creep watching Alex’s house, just
standing there in the dark with my bike, like some kind of
stalker. It was a good thing she had only one nearby
neighbor—who was definitely out of town…or asleep.
Suddenly, I saw movement by the RV parked on the
side of the house and was scared that I’d been found out. But
it turned out to be Sean, Alex’s younger brother, taking out
the trash. I think Alex had told us something about him
living in the RV instead of the house.
Sucking in my breath, I was still freaked that I could
be seen across the way, but Sean just whistled some song,
dumped the bag into the bin, and went back into the RV.

Close call. Then my attention went back to the house, where
one of the bedroom windows had movement. It was her—it
was Alex.
She was talking on the phone, walking around her
room. Then she finally hung up and came to stand by the
open window. She looked outside, right at me—I swear—and
I froze. Her face did this thing where she kind of squinted
her eyes and lowered her eyebrows. I had seen that look so
many times; it was her thinking or confused face. She stayed
there for a bit before she closed the window and shut the
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blinds. I let out a big breath of relief. That’s plenty of spying

for one night.
It was hard enough to understand why I was so
attracted to her, not to mention how I envied her normal and
stable life. I know everyone has problems, but at least she
had a mom who actually cared about her and a dad who
worked hard to make their family happy.
Still, it wasn’t really about that. It was like this need
that I had—a need to be around her. I couldn’t help but
think about how good it had felt to have her in my arms at
school today. She acted so surprised when I had caught her,
as if I would’ve just let her fall. But it was only a natural
reaction on her part, I guess. I hadn’t exactly shown my
interest to her before. I was more of a lurker who watched
from a distance. Maybe it was time to change that and stop
being such a jackass.
I walked my bike down the street before hopping on
and starting the engine. As I sped down the rolling hills back
to Sly Park Road, gulping down the outside air and its
freedom, I hoped that my dad would still be asleep when I
got home. I didn’t feel like dealing with a depressed drunk
tonight.
When I opened the front door, he was snoring like a
bulldozer. His head was bent down, more empty beer bottles
were stacked on the small table by his chair, and his hand
was soaking in a half-finished bowl of cereal. This scene was
nothing new. In fact, it happened to be the nightly special,
unless he was out plowing snow during the winter months. I
took a deep breath before quietly shutting the door. My dad
didn’t even move.
I walked over to him and carefully pulled his hand out
of the cereal bowl. Maybe he liked milky manicures, but I
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didn’t want to clean up another mess if he ended up
dropping the bowl on the floor. Then I got a garbage bag and
picked up all the beer bottles. The place smelled, but there
wasn’t anything I could do about it until he was at work.
Usually, Gram came over to help me clean, but I didn’t want
her to waste her energy, now that she was sick.
This room mirrored my life: one big, fat mess. I was
counting the days till my senior year, when I’d be old enough
to move out on my own. Once the time came, my old man
would have to deal with the demons by himself. Until then,
I’d clean up after him.
By now, his snoring was so loud that it practically
shook the thin walls of our mobile home. I grabbed an old
blanket from the couch and put it on him. He moved his
head back, but his eyes stayed closed.
He started talking in his sleep. Mostly, it was
mumbling I didn’t understand, but tonight, I could make out
the name he kept calling: “Brandy! Brandy! Brandy!”
My mom’s name. Only once in a while, when he was in
a really bad state, he said her name in his sleep. It was
pathetic, and he was barely a father to me anymore, but I
still felt bad for him. He just couldn’t accept reality. At least

I was trying to deal with the life given to me. There were too
many lemons though, and the hell if I knew where to find
that sugar everyone talked about to make the damn
lemonade. Sometimes I didn’t think I was going to stay sane
while I waited to turn eighteen.
As I turned out the lights and headed to my room, I
spoke quietly, even though I knew he couldn’t hear me,
“She’s gone, Dad. She’s gone, and she’s never coming back.”
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