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The air was thin this far up the mountain. Caleb pulled himself up onto the well-worn ledge and looked out at his town below. As the wind swept his unkempt hair and cooled the beads of sweat on his brow, he let his gaze once again wander to the Loto camps down in the Valley of Sorrows. For so much of his life, they had been invisible to him. Loto helpers were everywhere – bent over hot stoves, feeding the horses, tending to babes – and yet it was as if they were not there at all.

It all changed when he met her. It was Otana’s beauty that first captured his eye, but her soul now haunted his heart. Would he ever see her again?

“This is so dumb, I can’t,” J.D. said, pushing the book back toward Christine. 

“You have to start from the beginning, J.D.” She snatched the book from her ungrateful classmate, as if rescuing precious pearls from a pig. “Of course you’re not going to like it if you don’t understand how – “

The ‘Hello, excuse me, this is a classroom, be quiet’ look on Mr. Blake’s face made Christine go silent, but it was too late. He got up from his desk and sauntered over. “Are you two finished with the reading assignment I gave you?”

“Yes, Mr. Blake. Caesar is dead,” Christine reported. “And since he won’t be getting better anytime soon, I thought I would introduce J.D. here to some contemporary literature.” She showed off her copy of Freedom in the Mist, the 2nd book in the Mountain Visions series.

Mr. Blake nodded knowingly. “My niece had me read these.” He took the book, flipped through it quickly, and then handed it back to Christine.

“Sorry, man,” said J.D., looking at Christine with a pained expression.

She sighed heavily. “I should have known you were too immature to read, J.D. You’re too busy doing your hair.” Christine flicked her fingers at the comb sticking out of his shirt pocket, and then reassuringly caressed the cover of the precious tome. A new topic for her blog, The Black Girl’s Guide to the Mountain Visions Universe, suddenly occurred to her: ‘Why do so many guys struggle to appreciate the brilliance of these books?’

“Is that Freedom in the Mist?” Bethany’s dark curls popped out from behind J.D. “I’ve read it three times. Caleb is so ...” she smiled, sighed, and stared dreamily into the distance, twirling a multi-colored chain of paperclips that she was wearing as a necklace. Christine smiled. She hadn’t spoken much to Bethany, whose wide-eyed cheerfulness and quirky-artsy persona was sometimes so overwhelming that it made introverted Christine a bit wary. But now she could see that they had a common bond.  

“And did you finish reading Act 3 of Julius Caesar?” Mr. Blake asked Bethany, tapping on her desk to pull her out of her reverie. She held up her open book and pointed to the words ‘End of 3rd act’.

“Are you all talking about the Mountain Visions trilogy?” asked Young-Jin, sitting nearby and intrigued by discussion of something outside of the curriculum. He didn’t have anything against Shakespeare – in fact, he thought Julius Caesar was a pretty cool play – but old English could be exhausting. Having arrived from a small town in Korea just three years earlier, he was still working on perfecting modern English. 

“Yes, we are talking about Mountain Visions,” confirmed Christine with the pride of a literary evangelist. “Have you read them?” She eagerly leaned in toward Young-Jin.

“I’m almost finished with the third book. I like the wordplay in the title of that one,” he said, pointing to the volume in Christine’s hands. “Freedom in the Mist sounds a lot like ‘freedom in their midst’. I don’t care for the love story, which is boring, but the social and environmental themes are interesting.”

Although it was like a little knife in her heart to hear her favorite love story of all time described as ‘boring,’ Christine was excited to hear yet another classmate acknowledge the value of the series, so she focused on the positive. “I think the themes are fascinating, too,” she agreed. 

“Anyone have anything to say about the socio-political themes in Julius Caesar, the play that I assigned you to read?” asked Mr. Blake, with more than a tinge of exasperation in his voice. It wasn’t the first time that Christine had exasperated an English teacher. This was her subject. She dominated in it the way other kids dominated at basketball or chess. English was one topic where her confidence made her bold. 

“Well, I like both. I can appreciate the hotness of Caleb and the importance of fighting for freedom at the same time, thank you very much,” she retorted. “And I’m not sorry Julius Caesar is dead, either. He was a phony and a tyrant.”

Mr. Blake laughed. The best students were often smartasses. This was a truth universally acknowledged by teachers throughout time. “Poor Caesar, if only he were as hot as Caleb,” said Mr. Blake in mock lament.

“Ooh, Caleb, you’re sooo dreamy!” swooned J.D., before rolling his eyes and making retching sounds. 

“You may not like Caleb, but I bet you’d loooove Otana,” Christine teased. “Too bad you don’t know how to read.”

“Otana is a pretty good character,” agreed Young-Jin. “Beautiful, athletic, and in many ways the true hero, since she is fighting for her people.”

Mr. Blake was defeated. “Okay, I give up,” he declared. “Let’s talk about these books. I would rather talk about Shakespeare, since that’s in the syllabus, but at least you all are interested in reading, so I guess I can’t complain.”

Bethany was practically glowing now. “The Mountain Visions series has it all. There’s action, romance, and drama,” she said.

“And it has a lot of depth,” insisted Christine. 

“I do think you’re right about that, Christine,” said Mr. Blake. “I was skeptical when my niece first started bugging me to read them, but I was impressed that they took on some big, relevant ideas. Caleb is very privileged, and a lot of the story is him coming to terms with that. He learns to help the vulnerable people around him and fights against their exploitation.”

J.D. couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “This stuff is so cheesy, though,” he moaned. “These stories are always about a bunch of movie star-looking teenagers who live in some weird future world, and it’s always them saving the day. When do we ever save the day in real life?” He gestured towards his fellow sophomores – not a superhero or leading man among them – as if to say, ‘I rest my case.’

“Exactly.” This interjection was from a newcomer to the discussion, sitting in front of Young-Jin. Gabriella, who had gone beyond the assignment and read all the way to the end of Julius Caesar, just finished Act 5 and was ready to share her thoughts on this new literary topic as well. “In real life, teenagers don’t band together and save the day. It’s a total fantasy.”

These were fighting words. “It’s inspirational!” cried Christine. “The whole point is it’s supposed to inspire us to do great things.” Bethany seconded this by pounding on her desk.

“Supposed to,” Gabriella emphasized. “There have been tons of inspiring books for kids and teens like this. My parents tell me all the time how much they loved reading Harry Potter when they were my age. Have they gone out and defeated evil? Nope.”

J.D. pointed to her in triumph. “This girl knows what’s up,” he said.

“Well we should try to defeat evil,” Christine responded. She didn’t like the turn this was taking.

“Yeah, should. But most people will just read the books, talk about how great they are, then put them away and ignore all the real-life Otanas and Loto people around them.”

Mr. Blake, who had initially been amused by his students passionately discussing the latest popular Young Adult book series, was suddenly sobered by what he was hearing. There was a lot of wisdom in what Gabriella was saying, and frankly, it was kind of depressing. He didn’t like to think of anybody becoming this cynical this young. 

“Honestly, I think you’re right, Gabriella,” Mr. Blake admitted. “But it doesn’t just apply to people your age. There are many books and movies out there that are supposed to excite adults into action too, and usually don’t.” He grimaced, realizing that all he was doing was justifying their cynicism. That certainly wasn’t his intention.

“People are lazy,” said Gabriella flatly. With her junior power suit and impeccable appearance, she clearly wasn’t speaking about herself, though.

“Maybe it’s more complicated than that,” suggested Mr. Blake, stepping back and looking out to the entire class. “What does everyone think about this? Why else do you think people say that they are inspired by something they read, but then don’t ever act on that inspiration?”

Most of the students gazed down at their desks – some thoughtfully, some just trying to avoid eye contact. One boy, Davy, finally made a contribution: “Maybe they just don’t know what to do?”

Mr. Blake nodded. “Yes, that’s a good answer! They can see there are problems in the world, but don’t know what to do about them. Anyone else?”

A girl in the back, Piper, raised her hand. “They’re inspired while they’re reading, but then they get busy with everything else going on and forget.”

Mr. Blake nodded vigorously. “That’s really true. Life is busy and it’s easy to get distracted. I think we can all relate to that.”

“Maybe our problems just don’t seem as big,” said another boy. This caused a stir, with many students audibly disagreeing.

“They are just as big,” said Young-Jin insistently. “What about climate change?” He couldn’t imagine a bigger problem than that, and it was going to land right on their shoulders.

“Okay,” said Gabriella. “in the books, Otana and the Loto people are workers who are basically like slaves – they’re being taken advantage of. We have ‘Loto’ people right here.” She pointed at the window, directing everyone’s attention to where a few men and women were standing outside the building holding picket signs. “Does anyone pay attention? No.”

Christine looked surprised. “You think the janitors are like the Loto? That seems a little extreme.”

J.D. nodded. “Right. They’re not slaves. They get paid. They just wanna get paid more,” he said. “Who doesn’t?”

That morning, Gabriella had read an op-ed piece in the newspaper about the janitor’s strike from a well-respected local politician saying just that. The fact that it was the dumbest guy in her high school English class now making that same argument was utterly predictable. Adults are idiots, she thought. “The custodians don’t just want to get paid more. They want to get paid enough to actually buy food and pay their rent and probably send their kids to college—and they don’t,” explained Gabriella. 

“If you don’t get paid enough to buy everything you need to live, you are basically a slave,” Young-Jin concurred. 

“Slaves are people who are forced to work for someone,” said J.D. “The janitors aren’t forced.”

The parallel was becoming clearer to Christine. “Actually, the Loto aren’t either,” she said. “They aren’t literally held captive. But they have to serve the people on the mountain for slave wages because they don’t have any other options.”

J.D., who believed you could only say something was by force if it was done at gunpoint, was about to say so, but Mr. Blake stopped him.

“The truth is, if we always wait around to find the perfect victim, we’re probably going to wait forever,” said Mr. Blake. “Through the ages, human beings always find a way to excuse the bad stuff happening around them. Even when there were actual slaves here, people made excuses for why slavery was acceptable. Somehow it’s never bad enough.”

“It’s bad. I see it,” said Gabriella, somewhat defensively, as she looked at the picketing custodians. She wasn’t going to be blamed for ignoring the world’s problems. She could see them and wasn’t afraid to call them out.

“Well, are you going to do something about it?” asked Mr. Blake. Well, honestly, no, thought Gabriella, feeling a touch of guilt. She wished she had stayed out of this conversation. 

“We should do something!” shouted Bethany, spontaneously standing up, as if ready for battle. “We must!” She looked expectantly at everyone else. Most of them just stared back, slack jawed and sleepy. 

“I’m class treasurer, head of the debate team, trying to maintain the highest GPA in my class, doing extracurriculars every day after school, and I’m supposed to fix that, too?” asked Gabriella.

“Get over yourself,” said J.D. “You aren’t fixing anything.”

Bethany wasn’t about to let this go. “Let’s do it!” she said, pounding her desk again. Since she had at least a dozen metallic bracelets on each wrist, it made quite a racket.

“Do what, though?” asked Christine. “I’m interested, but like Davy said, I just don’t know what to do.” She hated to admit it, but maybe she really only had the heart to make a difference as long as she was safe inside her world of books.  

“You’re in, aren’t you, Young-Jin?” Bethany implored him.

“Maybe.”

Bethany turned back to Gabriella. “Sorry, I'm too busy,” said Gabriella immediately, ready to move on from this topic and start thinking about the outreach project she needed to organize for Spanish Club.

“It is important to try, though, isn't it.” said Christine. It was more of a question for herself. She stared at her beloved book. “We have to try to do something.” She was thinking hard about what that something might be and coming up blank.

“That's in my 10-year plan,” said Gabriella. “But first, I have to get into Harvard. Good luck, I hope you can figure out how to fix everything that’s wrong with society.” She truly did have every intention of starting a charitable foundation one day, but that would come after she had established herself.

“Yeah, good luck,” said J.D., semi-sarcastically.

“Come on, Young-Jin,” begged Bethany. “It can't hurt to just try something.” Young-Jin was apprehensive. Like Christine, he couldn’t think of what that something would be.

“We're just stupid teenagers,” said J.D. “Nobody even cares what we think.” He never understood his peers who seemed so convinced that every grade and project and winning the game and all that mattered. In a few years, no one would think about any of it ever again. Soon enough, they’d be busy with jobs they hated and picking up after their kids, just like their parents.

“I'll tell you something,” said Mr. Blake, who felt compelled to be upfront with them, even if it meant he might get some complaints from parents for it. “As skeptical as you may be now,” he hesitated a moment, “it only gets worse. You'll never be more willing to try and change the world than you are right now.” He looked at Bethany and Young-Jin and Gabriella and then Christine. “I wouldn't recommend waiting.”

The bell rang. J.D. sprang up and shrugged, “Teenagers never save the day. Actually, nobody does. Sorry, guys.” He bolted for the door.

Well, Mr. Blake thought to himself, I tried. 

“Hey,” said Christine to Young-Jin and Bethany as they gathered up their things. “Let's meet in the lunchroom tomorrow and talk, okay? It can't hurt to talk.”

“Yes!” Bethany pumped her first in the air.

“Okay,” Young-Jin agreed with a sigh.

Mr. Blake smiled. “Proud of you. See,” he shouted to the remaining students as they streamed out of the room. “Literature matters! And tomorrow I'm quizzing you on Act 3 of Julius Caesar, so you better have read it!”
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Nobody had dreams the way Gabriella Montez did. Her dreams were unfailingly well-structured with interesting narrative arcs and excellent character development. She always learned something from them, and considered them a gift from her sub-conscious to her conscious mind, bringing things to her attention that she was unable to find time to focus on in waking life. From an early age, she kept a dream journal and critiqued her nightly visions. It was good practice for when she eventually became the book and film critic for her middle school newspaper.

On the night of the English class discussion about those silly books (which she fully admitted were a guilty pleasure), Gabriella had a fine dream. It was clearly a tribute to the Charles Dickens classic A Christmas Carol, with Gabriella herself in the Scrooge role as a brilliant student hoarding her talents. She was visited by a series of spirits – The Ghost of Life Goals, The Ghost of College Prep, and the Ghost of Admissions Future – who all basically told her that she should think twice about this odd little group that her English classmates were attempting to form. Sure, it seemed a little aimless and disorganized, but there was an interesting idea at the heart of it. 

‘This has the potential to be a stand-out college admissions essay,’ said one of the ghosts.

Said another, 'And they need you, because they are clearly incompetent.' Then it made some spooky ghost sounds and disappeared into the corner of her imagination. 

Gabriella woke up, wrote in her journal, and went to school with much to consider.
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Christine charged into the cafeteria with butterflies in her stomach. Normally the lunch period was a welcome respite in her day. Sometimes she would join a table with a couple of nice girls from her World History class that she had a casual friendship with, but often she would spend the period eating with her nose in a book. Today would be different and she was a little nervous about it. Deviating from her usual routines tended to make her feel uneasy.

However, Christine felt the cause was worthwhile. Though she had initially soured at the thought of comparing custodians with picket signs to the brave, beleaguered Loto people of the Valley of Sorrows, an evening of research had changed her thinking. She spotted Young-Jin, in crisp black jeans and a generic athleticwear sweatshirt, already seated at a table. With one hand he was spooning soup into his mouth, and with the other he was trying to tamp down a few spiky strands of his shiny black hair. 

Christine greeted him enthusiastically: “Hello, fellow world-changer!” That was a ridiculous thing to say, she thought.

Young-Jin rolled his eyes. “Maybe we should set more realistic expectations.” He moved some of his things off of the table to give her more room to settle in across from him.

“Oh, Young-Jin. Caleb and Otana don’t defeat the Guardians of the Whitewood by setting ‘realistic expectations’,” Christine shook her head incredulously as she sat down and pulled her sandwich out of her lunch bag.

Young-Jin sighed. “That is true,” he reluctantly acknowledged.

Bethany, looking like a demented house painter in fluorescent pink overalls and a tie-dye shirt, saw them and made a beeline for the table. “I was up all night working on this,” she said excitedly, taking a seat and pulling a notebook out of her bookbag. 

“Me too!” responded Christine.

“I can’t wait to show you – Wait, no, you go first.” Bethany’s parents had kindly advised her the night before that she should try to be a good listener and encourage her new groupmates to share their thoughts before inundating them with hers.

“I did a ton of research,” said Christine.

“Excellent,” said Young-Jin, impressed. His biggest concern had been that this might turn into some kind of fangirl book club, but the word ‘research’ was music to his ears.

“I did a speed-read of the first two Mountain Visions books again and took extensive notes on all of the strategies that were used to make societal change,” explained Christine, as she pulled up the list she had made on her tablet. Young-Jin looked at her skeptically. Maybe it was just going to be a book club after all. 

“And not just things Caleb, Otana, and the Loto warriors did,” she continued. “I was looking at discussions during the Mountain War Council scenes, battle plans from the mole clan, even the formations of the Elderwolves.” Suddenly another thought, which she didn’t bother to express verbally, came to her and she furiously scribbled another item onto the list with her stylus.

“That’s really smart,” nodded Bethany. “There’s something to learn from everyone – and every creature.”

Christine appreciated the positive feedback. While her book nerdiness was often rewarded in online fan forums and in the smattering of comments she received on her blog, it typically wasn’t in real life. “How about you Bethany?” she asked.

Bethany grinned, excitedly opening her notebook on the table for Christine and Young-Jin to see. “I did some mock-up drawings of what our group’s outfits might look like.”

“Outfits?” said Young-Jin, puzzled.

“Well I don’t want to say ‘uniforms,’ because that would be kind of goofy. But I do think that if we’re going to be a group that’s fighting for justice together, we should have some kind of clothing that signifies to people that – “

Young-Jin’s eyes widened. “No, that’s crazy, I did not agree to wear special clothing for this.” He was beginning to lose his patience. Uniforms?! He was not interested in cosplay. He wanted to be a part of something serious. “Am I the only one who actually did some real research? I spent last night learning all about the custodian strike.”

“That’s perfect,” said Christine. “We’re all tackling this from different angles, which is a good thing.”

Young-Jin frowned. “Uniform designs will not help us solve the problem. Loto warriors – who aren’t real, they are fiction – will not help
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