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Years ago, a man who said his name was Mel Waters called in to a radio talk show. He told the talk show host that there was a mysterious hole located on wilderness property he used to own. The property was not far from the town of Ellensburg, Washington. Mel made strange claims about the hole. He said he’d tried to measure the depth with a fishing line and guessed it to be 80,000 feet at least, probably more. He said that a dead dog had been tossed into the hole and had come back alive and crawled out. Not only that, he said that the government didn’t want anyone to know about the hole and so they took the land away from him and paid him to move to Australia.

Investigations and explorations made it clear there was no such person as “Mel Waters” who had owned land in the area. There was also no property with a bottomless, magical pit. The character of Mel Waters was made up, as was the story of the hole. However, the story became a legend now known as “Mel’s Hole.”

But what if there actually was a deep pit with frightening, mystical powers, a pit in central Washington that no one had ever discovered, one that had been covered over for many years? And what if a brother and sister, not knowing anything about the possible dangers, uncovered it?


Chapter One

September, 1909

Six-year-old Martha Jones sat on the ground in a tangle of weeds beside the little pond. She stared out at the water as rain began to fall.

Plip plip plip. The raindrops looked like little insects dancing on the water’s surface.

Plip plip plip plip.

Martha’s arms were crossed tightly, her hair was matted and tangled. Her tears fell in unison with the rain, dripping down her cheeks and into the collar of her filthy, frilly white dress.

Plip plip plip plip.

It was early evening. The forest around her was growing darker, so much darker. In the deep shadows of the trees, she could hear little animals running back and forth. A breeze found its way through the dense branches and brushed against her arms and face, causing her to shiver.

She had been lost for three days and had spent most of the time wandering the woods, shouting loudly, hoping to be found. At last, she had come upon the pond and had sat at its edge, weary and hungry, waiting for someone to come for her, listening for her parents’ voices. But there had been none.

Her sweet old dog, who had been with her the whole time, had become very sick and lay by Martha’s side, coughing and wheezing.

Night was fully on now. The rain stopped and pinpricks of stars winked in the sky. There was no moon to be seen. Something howled in the trees. A snake slithered past in the darkness.

Martha lay down on the cold weeds and wrapped her arms around her dog. Her stomach ached with hunger. Her mouth was painfully dry in spite of the rain water she licked from her cupped hands.

She buried her face in to the fur of her sick dog, shaking in the cold, listening for someone to call her name.

But no one did.


Chapter Two

Late November, Present Day

“Look at the poor little guy!” said thirteen-year-old Anya Sullivan as she knelt on the shadowy, frosty-cold forest trail. “It’s a salamander. I think its tail’s broken.”

Anya’s twin brother, Austin, stood behind his sister and looked over her shoulder. “I don’t know. Maybe he was born with a crooked tail.”

Anya gently scooped her gloved hand beneath the tiny amphibian then stood up. The salamander didn’t seem frightened but rather comfortable on the warm, knitted wool. It was a unique creature, with a light blue stripe down its back and purple spots on its head. It had large black eyes and tiny feet.

“Salamanders aren’t supposed to be out this time of year,” said Anya. “I wonder what kind it is? I don’t think I’ve ever seen one like this before.”

Austin adjusted the pack on his back then stuffed his hands into his coat pockets. Unlike his sister, he rarely wore gloves, hat, or scarf, even when it was freezing outside. “You’re the animal expert,” he said. “You should know.”

“Well, I don’t,” said Anya. “Hey, look, the tail’s straightening out. I guess it’s okay.”

As Anya held her hand down, the salamander skittered off the glove, jumped into the thick bushes beside the trail, and vanished.

“No need for the JSPCA today,” said Austin.

“Guess not.”

“C’mon, let’s get to the pond. I want to get some pictures before it starts to get dark.”

Anya nodded. The two continued on the winding trail through the dense yews, hemlocks, fir trees, and occasional deciduous trees.

It was mid-afternoon, the Wednesday before Thanksgiving. County schools had closed at noon for the long weekend. The sky was cloudy and the air smelled crisp and clean. Four days of vacation stretched out ahead like a mysterious road, promising adventure. Anya smiled to herself as she and Austin walked single file along the trail.

The twins’ younger siblings—six-year-old Allen and five-year-old Amelia—were back at the trailer, coloring in their new coloring books. Anya had tried to get them to come along into the woods, but Amelia had frowned and said, “It’s too cold!” Allen had agreed. Anya and Austin’s father had made a rule that they should never leave the younger kids alone while he was at work. But Anya had said, “Fine, stay here. We won’t be long.”

And we won’t be long, she repeated to herself. They’ll be totally fine. Dad doesn’t have to know.

The twins were hiking through the nineteen-acre forest that their family had owned for several generations. They lived in a trailer on a cleared acre beside the forest. The Sullivan kids loved exploring in the woods; each season of the year offered new exploits and discoveries.

The trail angled upward slightly and then down again. Beside the trail on the right was the giant, ancient tree the Sullivan kids called the “climbing maple.” The Sullivans had guessed that the tree was more than one hundred years old and stood fifty feet tall, with a thick trunk and scabby bark. One huge branch stretched out directly over the trail. On the ground beside the tree was a pile of rocks that was sealed together with moss and hard-packed dirt. It was clear that somebody had stacked the rocks there long ago. Maybe it had been a trail marker. Or maybe it had been put there by pioneer kids who liked to climb the tree. The Sullivans called the pile the “stepping stones.” The stepping stones and overhanging branch made it easy for the kids to get up into the tree. Sometimes all four would clamber up, each selecting a different branch, and they would sit there and talk or make up stories or songs. Anya ran her fingers along the bottom of the overhanging branch as she passed beneath it. Then she and Austin continued along the zigzagging trail, up another small rise and down again.

A cold wind rattled though the trees and across the trail. Anya pulled her green knit hat down over her ears and flexed her fingers inside her gloves. A raccoon waddled out onto the trail up ahead, looked up at Anya, then ambled into the underbrush.

“What a honey!” said Anya.

“What?” asked Austin behind her.

“A raccoon.”

“Oh,” said Austin with a chuckle. “Every animal is a honey to you, isn’t it?”

Anya also chuckled “Yep!”

Though Anya was ten minutes older than Austin, her twin brother was taller. He had wavy blond hair instead of straight brown hair, like Anya. He also loved animals, but he wasn’t quite as crazy about them as his twin. Two years ago, Anya had created the “JSPCA”—the Junior Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. She kept an eye out for injured or lost animals that might show up at their trailer. Though the Sullivans’ trailer sat along a graveled road a good seven miles from the nearest town of Ellensburg, there were plenty of cats and dogs wandering the area. Some were strays. Some belonged to neighbors up and down the road. If a cat had a cut leg, Anya would bandage it then call around to find out where it belonged. If a dog was covered in fleas, she would give it one of the flea collars she’d bought with her allowance and kept inside her JSPCA first aid kit. Then she would call the owners to come get their pet. If an animal had no home, she would first beg her father to let her keep it (he’d only agreed once, and now they had a sweet, dark gray tabby cat named Tinkie), and then surrender it to the county’s no-kill shelter. She wanted to help injured wildlife, too, and, with her allowance, had bought a humane trap just in case. But foxes and rabbits and mice were quick and suspicious and so she’d never had the chance to care for them.

Another gust of wind cut through the thick trees. Anya pulled her hat down even farther. She stepped over a large root and continued on, around a curve to the left and down a slight incline.

At last the trees opened up to reveal the pond. A little over an acre in size, the pond was a great place to float around on inner tubes in the hot summer months or skip rocks any time the water wasn’t frozen over. The Sullivan kids didn’t like to wade in the pond; the bottom was coated with deep and sticky mud. All four kids had lost at least one shoe in there. Still, it was a very pretty place. The sloping bank of the pond was covered in heavy, tangled weeds and briars, but one clear spot allowed the Sullivans to slide down to the water with their inner tubes. Dead leaves and evergreen needles drifted atop the water. Frogs that called the pond home in the warmer months were gone, having burrowed into the mud to hibernate.

“Okay,” said Austin. He pulled a large, rectangular piece of red cloth from his backpack and handed it to Anya. The cloth was filled with holes and was trimmed with white and purple fringe. “Here’s what I want you do to. You’re going to pretend to be Water Woman so I can get some pictures.”

“I know,” said Anya as she tied the cloth around her neck, making it into a cape. “You told me. That’s why I’m here.”

“And don’t make any dumb faces.”

“Like this?” Anya made a face.

“I mean it.”

“Yeah, I know, I know,” said Anya, and then she made another face.

Austin made one back. Then he pulled the cell phone he and Anya shared from his pocket and clicked on the camera. The landline phone in the trailer had gone out of service the day before and no one would be able to come out and fix it until the following Monday. Because of that, the cell phone was their one connection to the outside world and with Dad while he was at work. Austin and Anya were taking extra good care of it.

“Okay, Water Woman,” said Austin as he held up the phone. “Time to pose.”

Water Woman was one of the superheroes in Austin’s comic book series, Super Guys With Stupid Capes. Each of the superheroes wore capes that were ratty, or ugly, or just plain goofy-looking (one was shaped like a duck, another was covered in dead cockroaches). Each of the superheroes had amazing powers to deal with the many dangerous enemies throughout the galaxy. They also had special implants behind their ears that allowed them to understand and speak the language of any new beings they might encounter. Austin was a talented writer and artist, and his comics were great fun to read. Whenever he could, he took reference photos to make the drawings of his characters more accurate. Anya, who dreamed of being an actress someday, didn’t mind posing as some of those characters. And Water Woman was her favorite.

“Put your hands on your hips and look all tough,” said Austin. “Take off your hat and gloves. The coat’s okay. I’m going to keep taking photos while you change positions a little bit. Like move your head, your arms, your feet. That kind of stuff. Main thing is to try to look like Water Woman standing at the edge of Mystery Pond where she lives.”

“I know what to do, Austin.”

“Don’t step back and fall in the pond.”

“I was going to, but now I won’t.”

“Ha, ha.”

Anya removed her hat and gloves and tossed them onto the ground. She lifted her chin, put her hands on her hips, and imagined she was Water Woman as Austin click-click-clicked with the phone. Water Woman was a teenager who lived in the bottom of Mystery Pond on the planet of Zedox, which was a lot like Earth. She had both gills and lungs, so could breathe in water and out of water. She could fly when it was sunny but not when it was raining. She could read the minds of children but not adults.

It would be fun to be Water Woman, Anya thought as she raised her arms as if she were getting ready to fly. Wind caught the cape and it billowed. It’d be fun to fly and to read minds sometimes, though I’m not sure I’d want to know everything Allen and Amelia are thinking!

“Just a couple more,” said Austin. He continued to snap photos as Anya shifted about on the ground and angled her head this way and that. She tried to look determined first, then angry, then thoughtful, then courageous. The wind came and went, tossing back her hair and the cape at the same time.

Click-click-click went the phone camera.

“My hands and head are getting really cold,” said Anya, holding another position. “How much longer?”

“You’re an actress. Pretend that you aren’t cold.”

Anya rolled her eyes. “Seriously, how much longer?”

“Just a few more.”

Click-click-click. Click-click.

“Okay, that’s it.”

As Austin thumbed through the photos he’d taken, Anya took off the cape and tossed it toward her brother. It landed on his shoulder. She picked up her gloves and slipped them on. As she reached for the green hat, a strong gust looped down, caught it, and carried it out onto the surface of the pond.

“Oh, no!” said Anya.

Austin shoved his phone back into his pocket. He stared out at the water and the hat that was spinning chilly circles. “Sorry.”

“I need to get it back!”

Austin shrugged. “It’s just a hat. It’s too far out to get
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