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Anomaly  at Fortune Lake

This story is fictional, and the characters are not based on 
any real persons (except John and Cassiopeia). Fortune Lake 
possesses characteristics similar to Powell Lake in British 
Columbia, but all of the locations are fictional. The aliens 
are real.
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Chapter 1

Night Lights

Before morning twilight reached the loft, Ashley awoke to a window 
full of stars. It was a moonless night, clear and unusually cold for 

May. For a few minutes, she stretched out under the thick quilt, just 
looking at the star-studded sky.

Justin slept on, oblivious to any rustling next to him. Still, she 
barely moved, nor did she turn on the light, gazing out the window 
with even more concentration. After a few minutes, she got up, 
grabbed the flashlight beside the bed, shuffled into her furry brown 
slippers, and made her way downstairs.

There was no need to be quiet on the squeaky staircase – Justin 
wouldn’t even notice. But it was important to descend carefully. They 
lived a long way from anywhere, and Ashley had learned a long time 
ago to treat routine actions with an eye to personal caution. Living out 
here, she was more watchful of her step. They were a long way from 
civilization – even farther in the middle of the night.

Shining her light down on the last tread in the stairs, she stepped 
carefully onto the glossy gray floor, where the give of the plywood 
registered a familiar creak. She took a few steps across the carpeted 
living room; past the wood-burning stove that still glowed with a few 
embers. She stepped through the unlocked patio door (which couldn’t 
be secured from the inside) and out onto the dark deck, starlight 
flickering off the water in front of her. It all looked the same tonight, 
yet oddly different.

Wearing only an oversized T-shirt, the impact of the cold gave her 
a pleasant jolt. But it was the stars that stopped her in her tracks. As 
usual on a clear night like this, the heavens gleamed brightly overhead. 
And the stellar reflections on the calm lake were stunning.
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But unlike similar nights, she saw the stars with a new perspective. 
What Justin had shown her last evening was enough to get her 
attention, and it wasn’t because of the beauty. Now looking up, she 
was filled with anxiety and discomfort.

Swinging her gaze to the north, the tall cliff blanked out most of 
the sky, all the way down to Polaris, the North Star. The Big Dipper, 
where they had seen the flickering light, was gone, swallowed in its 
descent behind the rock wall.

For the first time, she was afraid of the heavens. Ashley couldn’t 
help but look to the north and wonder.

◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊
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Chapter 2

On the lake

The next morning, over a cup of coffee at the picnic table, they 
talked it over again. As far as Ashley could tell, Justin seemed less 

concerned than she was about what they had seen the night before. 
Since he had the scientific mind in their small family, she took it as a 
good sign this shouldn’t be as alarming as it seemed last night.

“Well, I’ve seen objects flicker in the telescope before, but never quite 
like that,” summarized Justin. “The atmosphere can do strange things, 
especially when there are upper air winds and layers of temperature 
inversion. That might have been what caused the flickering, and the 
mind’s eye can play a big part. I don’t mean we’re imagining things, 
but the brain can affect visual observations in weird ways.” 

“But we both saw the same thing, so I’d say that rules out 
imagination,” replied Ashley.

“But Ash, I’m the one who asked you to come outside and see a 
weird star. So what I thought I saw could easily have influenced you.”

“It was there,” stated Ashley. “I’m sure of it. And that star was too 
bright for us to just dream it up.”

“You’re right, it was distinct. The galaxy in the background is 
listed as magnitude 8.4, and the flickering star seemed fairly bright 
compared to it. However, an object as diffuse as M82 has its light 
spread out a lot, so it’s hard to judge. If I were to guess, I’d put the 
star at tenth magnitude or so. In my small telescope, it would’ve been 
difficult to see if it weren’t for the flashing which got our attention.”

Justin, an experienced amateur astronomer, had viewed M82 many 
times. In fact, it was on his favorites list for almost any clear night 
when it was above the horizon. Unfortunately, the tall cliff limited the 
horizon to the north, where the galaxy resides. The stationary North 
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Star poked in and out of tree branches, depending on the extent of the 
wind and the current position of their floating home.

Justin and Ashley lived in a float cabin on Fortune Lake, two 
hundred miles north of Vancouver. Their home was an all-season 
residence, while most of the dwellings on the lake were occupied only 
part-time. Although this was their full-time house, the off-the-grid 
environment made it seem appropriate to call their home a “cabin.” 
After all, it was small by urban standards, and its design was rustic. 
“Cabin” or “house” made no difference – Justin and Ashley loved their 
floating home.

Thus, in their float cabin on Fortune Lake, Justin routinely viewed 
Messier 82, an irregular galaxy shaped like a cigar, during the spring, 
when the Big Dipper hung upside down above the northern cliffs. 
Last night, M81 and M82, side-by-side galaxies, led the Dipper in its 
descending arc towards the west while Justin pointed his Maksutov-
Cassegrain telescope at them. In the low-power eyepiece, the two 
galaxies sat in the same frame of view, a rarity for the more than a 
hundred Messier objects.

In a small scope like Justin’s, the spiral galaxy M81 looked like a 
faint oval. M82, on the other hand, demonstrated considerable detail, 
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especially with a higher-powered eyepiece. At a magnification of more 
than one hundred, a jagged rift of darkness ripped across the center 
of the irregular galaxy, looking to Justin like a spacecraft, with the rift 
forming the windows of the ship. As usual, in his imaginative eye, it 
was fun to picture aliens waving to the people of earth as they rocketed 
past.

With M82 centered in the field of view, Justin allowed his eye 
to relax, a technique to achieve better visual detail. Using averted 
vision, he purposefully looked to the edge of the field, using the more 
sensitive extremities of his eye to improve the peripheral contrast. It 
was then that he caught a glimpse of a flickering star superimposed 
over the dark lane near the center the galaxy.

Twinkling images are common when viewing stars with the 
naked eye, caused by atmospheric currents. But when magnified by 
a telescope, glittering is usually based on routine defects in the eye or 
overstimulation of the retina from the brightness of the light. For a 
faint star in front of dim M82, twinkling wouldn’t be expected. But 
this star definitely seemed to flicker, and at an unusual rate.

At first, Justin wasn’t even sure he saw it. The star was suddenly 
gone, as if in a blind spot of his eye. Then it reappeared, but brighter 
than before, and stayed that way without flickering for about a minute. 
Then it disappeared again. This sequence was repeated over and over, 
but without a consistent pattern. Each time, the flashes seemed to vary 
in apparent magnitude – similar cycles, yet not quite the same each 
time.
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After watching M82 for several minutes, Justin took a break from 
the eyepiece. Moving his head slowly side-to-side, he felt cartilage 
creaking in his neck. Crunch, crunch – it felt good to relax. Then it 
was back to the eyepiece for another look.

The sight that awaited him was just as he’d left it. The star fluctuated 
in brightness as he watched. Now gone, now back again. When he was 
ready for another break from the telescope, he realized what he was 
seeing was unlike anything he’d seen before. This needed a second 
opinion.

“Can you come out and take a look at something for me?” he asked, 
stepping inside the patio door.

Justin slid the door curtain open, having closed it when he went 
out to observe the sky, helping to block the cabin’s interior light 
from his telescope. This sudden encounter with the well-lit living 
room would diminish his night vision, but he needed a break anyway. 
The twinkling star near M82 would get his wife’s attention next, so 
he’d have some time to recover before turning to the eyepiece again. 
Meanwhile, Ashley would need to dark-adapt a bit before looking 
through the telescope.

“Sure. What you lookin’ at?” asked Ashley, setting her e-reader 
down on her lap.

She wore a gray sweatshirt with a big purple UW on the front, and 
dark blue sweatpants, no shoes or socks.

“A galaxy called M82. But it’s looking weird tonight, with a 
twinkling star that seems to be pulsing at irregular intervals. I’ve never 
seen anything quite like it before.”

“A supernova!” exclaimed Ashley, as she slid into her fluffy slippers.
Ashley could talk the talk, but she wasn’t an avid amateur 

astronomer like Justin. Once in a while she’d join her husband at the 
telescope when he invited her to see something special. But it wasn’t a 
passion like it was for him.

“Don’t I wish,” replied Justin. “No supernova ever twinkled like 
this.”

“Could be a first.”
“Nah. Who wants to be that famous?”
So Ashley went outside with Justin, and stood on the deck looking 

out towards the sheltered waters. She allowed her eyes to adapt to 
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the darkness for a few minutes while waiting for Justin to re-center 
M82 in the eyepiece. The Maksutov-Cassegrain on its electrically-
driven mount would keep up with the galaxy, were it not for the slight 
movement of the float foundation. As the cabin swung in the breeze 
tonight, the image would move off-center with time, requiring minor 
adjustments to bring it back into view. Once the galaxy was centered 
in the eyepiece, he turned the telescope over to Ashley.

“Take a look, Ash. I think you’ll see a star in front of this galaxy 
that seems to flicker in and out of view. It’s pretty dim, so you may 
need to tap on the tube.”

Justin had demonstrated the “scope rocking” technique to Ashley 
before, when trying to pick out cloud band details on Jupiter. She 
moved into position, adjusting the focus knob a fraction of a turn 
to compensate for the difference between her eye and Justin’s. She 
didn’t need to rock the scope, because she immediately saw what her 
husband had described, and it was an image that would stay with her 
forever.

◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊
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Chapter 3

Maksutov-Cassegrain in the Kitchen

When Ashley and Justin met, there were no thoughts of living in a 
floating cabin or anywhere other than a big city. They were both 

city-folk in the true sense of the word. For Ashley it was Seattle, where 
she graduated in journalism from the University of Washington, and 
then found her first real job at a literary agency. Within two years, she 
struck out on her own, working from her Seattle condo as a freelance 
literary agent. That’s when she met Justin, right out of the Air Force 
and employed by Boeing in the 787 flight test program. His job was 
secure and lucrative. Hers was unstable and generally unprofitable. 
But Ashley had her parents, a financial advantage that didn’t become 
evident until years later.

Justin Cambridge was older than Ashley by three years, which 
seemed a lot when they first married, but now appeared inconsequential. 
While Justin’s flying career progressed nicely, it wasn’t his idea of 
contentment. If he could break away on his own, the farther from 
civilization the better, Justin would be delighted. An outdoors kind of 
guy stuck in a city, he kept his eyes and options open. But as long as 
Ashley stayed in her niche as a literary agent, it was unlikely he could 
take the leap. Once Ashley Martin became Ashley Cambridge, Justin’s 
income from Boeing had to be enough to support both of them, with 
her literary fees little more than a supplement.

Still, they both worked hard and enjoyed their jobs more than 
most people. There certainly was nothing to regret, but Justin’s dreams 
of living far from the city never languished. Ashley, for her part, was 
happy as they were, but was prepared to follow Justin to the middle of 
nowhere, if that’s where life led them. It wasn’t until she got there that 
she realized how well-suited she was for life off the grid.

At age twenty-seven, Ashley answered the door one day to greet 
a new client, a writer with his first novel already complete but no 
prospects for publication. His letter of proposal caught her eye, but 
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the sample chapters of his manuscript were even more striking. When 
she welcomed him into her home office, she felt a flicker of discovery 
in her gut. It wasn’t often that an agent found a destined-to-succeed 
writer, and this looked like her first big breakthrough after years of 
mediocrity in literary promotion. Both author and agent were in a 
position to recognize pending success and jointly enjoy the ride to the 
top.

Just as Ashley and the prospective author were putting the first 
paragraph of their promotional plan onto paper in the form of a rough 
contract, the doorbell rang. Excusing herself, she went to the door 
with a smile on her face, not sure who would be visiting this time of 
day. Nobody could permanently interrupt her sense of finally-I’ve-
arrived. A quick trip to the door, and they would get on with their 
high-spirited plans.

But when Ashley answered the door, everything changed. Two 
local police officers were there to give her the news: her parents had 
been killed in an automobile accident. It happened that suddenly. 
They were gone.

* * * * *
Not only was the trauma personally difficult, Ashley was an only 
child. So she really had no one but Justin to share her grief and help 
her prepare her parents’ old house for sale. Since the home was recently 
refinanced for another 20 years, it was a lot of grunt work for very 
little monetary return. But after sorting through her parents’ things, 
an emotionally exhausting process, and finally selling the house in a 
buyer’s market, at least it was over.

Still sporting twin pig-tails at age twenty-seven, Ashley dressed 
the part of a teen-age rock star, while acting as a literary agent. The 
dichotomy was pronounced, but the publishing industry was 
changing. Almost all of her work could be done from home, with 
only an occasional formal meeting. Her regular attire included jeans, 
sweatshirt, and a baseball cap with her pig-tails dangling out the back. 
Only the color of the shirt and its logo seemed to change from day to 
day. That was fine with Justin, who grew into adulthood in an olive-
drab Air Force flight suit, followed by a blue Boeing jumpsuit. He 
felt more comfortable in baggy pants and a T-shirt, which was where 
he wanted to be in life, preferably living in a remote region of this 
country or another.

* * * * *
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A full year after the death of Ashley’s parents, she and Justin were 
watching Antiques Road Shows on PBS when they saw an end-of-
program advertisement for a future episode: “If you have something 
to show us during our upcoming road show in Olympia, Washington, 
give us a call.”

“Maybe we could go to the show,” commented Justin. “It always 
looks like such fun on TV.”

“But it’d be more fun if we had something to appraise,” replied 
Ashley.

“We do – or you do, anyway. What about that set of jade vases and 
bowls from your mother’s house?” 

“I couldn’t sell them. Mom loved them so much, although she 
didn’t really know how far back in the family they went. Her mother 
gave them to her. And my great grandmother had them in the family, 
too. But who knows if they’re worth anything?”

“So this is a chance to find out.”
“I could’ve found out a long time ago,” said Ashley. “But I never 

took the time to have them appraised.”
Which was just like Ashley, really not interested in material things, 

nor taking the time to consider financial implications.
“The show in Olympia would be a fun way to do it,” replied Justin.
So they dragged the cardboard box containing the jade items out of 

the closet where it’d been for the past year. The jade might be valuable, 
and Ashley’s mom treasured it, but she and Justin had little interest 
in such things. Their life was a city condo full of modern technology 
and very little history. For some people that works, and for Justin and 
Ashley it worked fine.

* * * * *
“So here’s a jade vase, along with a bowl that’s inscribed rather roughly 
on the bottom,” said the Antiques Road Show interviewer, cameras 
rolling now for over five minutes. “And then this beautifully carved 
swirl of foxes in exquisite jade. Do you have a feel for how much these 
may be worth?”

“Not really,” replied Ashley, a bit nervous after all the questioning 
on-camera. “I know it’s been in my family for years.”

“Judging by the vintage of these pieces, not just years, but centuries. 
And what pieces they are. The most valuable is the carved foxes, but 
together these items would bring a minimum of…”
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To Ashley, the suspense for television seemed overdrawn. Just get 
it over with, please.

“… one million, six hundred thousand. These are some of the finest 
pieces of jade we’ve ever seen on the Road Shows.”

“Oh, my. Oh, my,” Ashley gasped. It was all she could say. Her 
heart raced, and she wondered if this was real.

But it was. Sitting in the wings watching the filming, Justin’s heart 
felt like it was dropping through his stomach. They were suddenly 
very rich.

And thus, without a lot of further consideration, they sold all of 
the pieces except for one of the jade bowls they decided to use as a 
candy dish. To some it would have seemed disrespectful to Ashley’s 
mother and all of the relatives before her. But to Ashley and Justin, it 
represented a pragmatic approach to their chosen lifestyle as modern 
young realists. Her mother wouldn’t have been disappointed, for she 
always wanted Ashley to have a life even better than hers.

With this sudden unexpected inheritance, there was no need for 
Justin to punch the time clock at Boeing any longer, at least for the 
time being. He did the math, and was realistic enough to recognize that 
becoming millionaires when both he and Ashley were so young wasn’t 
the same as hitting it rich in old age. They couldn’t just keep spending 
and expect the money to last for another fifty years. A million sounded 
like a lot, but it wasn’t enough for them to run away from their jobs 
when Justin was 31 and Ashley only 28, unless their finances were 
managed effectively. With good investments, however, they might be 
able to turn their sudden inheritance into a lifetime of pleasure. Or at 
least they could give it a try until someday in another decade they had 
to return (temporarily, they hoped) to a life of ordinary work.

It didn’t take long for Justin to wrap up his job and move forward 
in a completely new direction he liked to call “very early retirement.” 
And if Ashley wanted to pursue a literary career, finally writing rather 
than promoting, she could do that in her own “semi-retirement” in 
the remotest of locations. Even in the middle of nowhere. Which is 
where they went.

* * * * *
Ending up at Fortune Lake was a bit of a fluke. While camping in 
Canada, they rented a small aluminum boat with a 15-horsepower 
outboard motor, intending to spend a night on the north end of the 
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lake a long ways from town. They’d heard about the floating cabins 
on this lake, practical replicas of days-gone-by when logging and 
fishing were the only industries of choice. Float camps for loggers and 
fishermen gave way to a lifestyle that was based on self-reliance and a 
different sense of purpose. Float cabins were built here by the locals 
as getaway destinations, handed down from generation to generation. 
Few lived on this lake full time, but a person could, with the right 
determination. And that was the single-minded desire when Justin 
and Ashley fell in love with a float cabin sporting a hand-written “Fore 
Sale” sign near their camping spot at Third Narrows. The misspelling 
simply added to the feeling of good fortune.

By the next summer, they’d sold their condo in Seattle, and moved 
into a floating home that was smaller than a studio apartment, less 
than 600 square feet including the bedroom loft. To say it was a 
change of pace is to say the very least.

There was no electricity you didn’t generate yourself from the sun, 
the wind, or a few thermoelectric amperes from the wood-burning 
stove. Fresh water, a critical component of off-the-grid living, came 
from a hand pump that tapped into the cold lake below their cabin. 
And in the small “great room” encompassing the living room, kitchen, 
and dining area, they spent their indoor time, interspersed with 
numerous hours outdoors, even in the winter.

It wouldn’t be simple. To stay in Canada for more than 180 days 
each year required citizenship or at least permanent residency, and that 
had become more complicated in recent years. But they submitted 
their paperwork right away, expecting it to take at least two years to 
even get an answer. In the meantime they played the awkward game of 
going back and forth to the States more often than they liked. “Flag-
poling” they called it – leave and then come back to start the clock 
again. Technically, it was legal. Practically, it was uncomfortable. That’s 
where Ashley’s semi-retired status as a writer proved helpful, for their 
clearest route to permanent residency was for one of them to claim 

“skilled worker” status, easier for a writer than a very-early-retired pilot. 
Still, they’d need their residency cards as soon as possible. Until then, 
discomfort would eclipse their short vacations across the border.

For Ashley, it was a time to write, without all the interruptions 
that seemed so daunting to a writing career– no television nor Internet, 
and an hour’s trip by boat from Blue Ridge, the closest town. The lake 
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was deep, over 1200 feet in several spots, one of the deepest in British 
Columbia. But because of its depth, it never froze, so their boat could 
carry them to and from home even during the coldest days of winter. 
Which was a good thing, for there were no roads.

As for Justin, he was finally outdoors more than he’d ever been 
before. There was fishing, hiking, and exploring off-road by all-terrain 
vehicle. And finally there was astronomy, a subject he’d loved since 
a teenager. But now, after years of light-polluted city skies, he had a 
modern telescope with a Go-To computer to locate and track deep-sky 
objects in the dark of Fortune Lake. Justin stored his new telescope 
in a spot with easy access to the outside deck. He had a Maksutov-
Cassegrain in the kitchen.

◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊ ◊
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