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Chapter 1: Dreamscapes

[image: image]


JUNE 1, 3021 

Twin eagles unfurl on a curtain of coral-colored clouds. Tender eyelids twitch. A silver rock sea sways in the deep. Arms reach. Black boulders bloom twice into towers of iron bone. She tumbles up, up, up. Steals a skyward glimpse of a slow horizon bending into spirals of sapphire. Fingers spread out, extend. A grin and then a glint of light unbroken. Woven into the layers. Flashes. The eagles part ways, dissolving into ashes.

“Wait, wait just a minute,” Rella shouted, “that’s not a sea of stones. Those are buildings, towers. Those aren’t eagles either, they’re . . . my word, no way!” 

Rella’s heart swelled up with delight. Her eyelids fluttered. It felt like fairy dust had been blown into them. Though she knew very well this wasn’t that kind of magic. 

“Tal-boots! Tal-boots!” she continued shouting.

Rella had never seen a pair of Tal-boots in flight. The Red Notebooks she’d read said little of them. She might have sketched a few ideas of them in a book once. She never believed they were real. 

Like every child who hears the stories of flying shoes, Rella had always secretly hoped that someday she would have a pair of her own. 

“Wow! Tal-boots!” she shouted one more time, though no one was actually nearby to hear her. 

As she observed the brand-new dreamscape, she thought about her last adventure through the land of Hleo. She pictured the luminous waters of the Wondercurrent and the multicolored orbs twinkling in the waterfall at night. She thought of the topless, curtain-leaved trees. She remembered Eurie’s eyes, the silver moons in the corners, and the golden braid that wrapped around her head like a crown. 

She could still recall her father’s whispers: ‘Believe, Believe.’ 

Rella held her empty palms out in front of her and shaped her fingers as if she were holding a puzzle-cube. She started solving it, twisting the layers left and right. She liked to think with her hands. Usually that meant drawing. At this moment, she didn’t have a pen handy. 

She was thinking mostly about her mother, Winter PenSword. Her mother was the leader of The Storykeeper’s Alliance and Rella hadn’t seen her in a very, very long time. 

As she twisted the invisible cube, aligning the patterns, she tried to understand how Hleo might fit in with this new, mysterious metropolis now forming beneath her hovering feet. Hleo was colorful and light. This city seemed a bit more uneven. Beautiful in some ways, but also fragmented and wiry. 

Rella’s thoughts raced as she soared toward the metallic boots whirling overhead. With a strong wind at her back guiding her forward, she spread her arms like the wings of a plane. She felt like she was back in Hleo on the wings of Eurie’s guardian Thalas. 

Left, down, hard right, curve left then cut right, down there, down here, and back there again. 

She’d been so fixated on chasing the Tal-boots ahead of her, she’d hardly noticed the person wearing them. 

Is it Eurie? Or maybe mom? Or dad? Who is that flying up ahead of me? Is it a Dream Traveler? Uncle J? 

She let herself relax a little, grinned wide, and peered down into the shimmering city. She thrust her fists hard out in front of her and soared up and over a swiftly drifting firecloud. 

Fireclouds were a special type of cloud that often appeared in Rella’s dreamscapes, even the ones designed by outsiders. They were red clouds full of tangerine, sky blue, and neon green flames. But these flames never actually got hot, so she could touch them all she wanted. 

As she passed the layers of cool-to-the-touch clouds, she was surprised by another feeling: raging hunger. She craved everything ever created in the name of deliciousness all at once. Strawberry ice cream, steamed buttery rice, salty greens, and warm bread. 

As her mouth watered, the voice of an older woman entered her dreamscape. 

“Rella, yes, it’s me, Eurie, but, as you can see, I’m much, much older...I’m known as S.K. here in Anselm.” 

Rella could no longer smell the bread. 

Her Tal-boots suddenly clicked off. 

The sky slid sideways, like a melting iceberg or icing falling from a cake. She was spiralling directly into the branches of one of the rooftop forests.

As she caught her final first glimpse of the city, another voice echoed all around her: 

This is Anselm, the Unfinished City. 

Refuge of the Dream Travelers. 

The true home of the Storykeepers.

...

The voice returned again in the following dream.

Refuge of the Dream Travelers.

The true home of the Storykeepers.

Like a spider suspended from a thread, Rella hovered over the city. She tried to remember if she’d been told how to operate the boots. She looked for a switch. Then she shouted some basic commands like “Go, Boots, Go!” and “Rella says Fly!”  Nothing worked. The Dream Traveler has to appear soon, she thought. 

She watched a flock of seven white birds soar through one of the scaffolds of an unfinished building. A bright red lizard appeared to be climbing one of the glass towers. There was also a small group of kids playing some kind of sport, but they were so far down they looked like little dots. 

Rella tried one more simple command: “Tal-boots On.”

The Tal-boots kicked back in and she was soaring again. 

It’s always the simplest command that works best, she thought as she spotted the Dream Traveler. 

Like an acrobat, the Dream Traveler ahead of her reached out and swung playfully across the open sky. Rella did her best to follow her guide’s commanding, graceful moves.

As she swooped and spun, she peered down at the towers below. She’d never imagined a city so vast. She then turned her eyes back towards the Tal-boots overhead. 

She couldn’t keep up. I haven’t closed the gap at all, she thought, a little frustrated at her lack of progress with piloting the boots.

As she watched her guide’s movements more closely, she started to recognize who he was. 

“Hello! Can you wait up? I won’t bite you!” she screamed, though she knew she was too far away to be heard. “At least not too hard. Unless you’re made of strawberry ice cream or warm bread,” she mumbled.

The Dream Traveler didn’t answer.

“Where are we going?” she shouted again.

Suddenly, a single ray of light burst through the clouds. The Traveler’s Tal-boots continued to cut luminous lines through the cloud rush. 

A sudden shift from darkness to light and back to darkness made her entire body shudder. 

Rella thought again of Hleo, her dreamworld.  She also had a darker thought. She recalled a boy in a cloak wearing a red-jeweled sword. Could it be him up ahead? The Architect? 

And then she remembered the paintbrush called a Guardian’s key. That was the gift of Samara, her guardian, the mysterious, winged one hidden behind the waterfall.

When she arrived in Anselm, Rella had hung the Guardian’s Key on a small chain around her neck. 

As she continued soaring through the sky, she reached her hand to her chest. But the chain wasn’t there. She started to doubt the safety of the dreamscape. A crosswind rippled over her arms. 

As the doubt crept in, she tried to think of anything that might comfort her. She thought of her parents. 

Soft music began to flow through her body. And then a sweetness filled her nose, like the scent of a new season. She took a deep dream-breath and gazed back up into the glinting layers of red light and darkening sky.

...

The Dream Traveler finally called out.

“Rella! Rella PenSword!”

She was so startled she began to spin out of control.

“Steady now, Rella!” 

The sound echoed all around her head. 

He knows my name. That settles it! Rella thought, as she drew in another long breath. 

The fractured light below turned into more of a steady stream. The red and yellow spindrift cleared and the sky brightened to a soft, pale blue. The colors seemed more familiar now, more like those of Earth One. 

It looks so much like Earth One, she thought, yet the colors also seem richer. Where is this Dream Traveler planning to take me? Will it be another distant land? A return to Hleo? Will we stay here? 

“Rella Devereaux-Pensword, please be careful,” the voice warned again. It was his friendly tone that confirmed it. Though a friendly voice didn’t always mean a friendly person behind it. She’d learned that in Hleo. And then a sliver of doubt slipped momentarily into Rella’s mind. She thought again of that perilous name: Archimago. 

Still in flight, Rella reached behind her back to check for her long, green cape. The last time she was in a dreamscape, she had pulled a giant leaf from a tree and put it on as though it were a cape. She didn’t feel the cape this time. She glanced down at her floating feet. 

The Tal-boots strapped to her feet were more yellow and metallic than the golden leather she pictured from the other stories, but they were exactly how he would design Tal-boots. 

“Don’t kshhh kshhhh.. tt...ttt...behind, back, you,” the familiar boy shouted into the comm.The crackling in her earpiece made it nearly impossible to decipher his words, but Rella recognized his dialect. The accent was the Westcon dialect of E.O.U.L., the Earth One Universal Language. 

She leaned forward and drifted like a paper airplane over and through two adjacent, glassy towers. Unlike the eastern cities she’d visited with her father, the rooftops here in this duplication of Anselm were coated with lush, luminous plants. 

Her teachers had talked about alternative energy cities in school once, but she’d never thought about how beautiful all of the plants spilling over rooftops would actually be. She was also startled by the stark contrast between the vitality of the city in relation to the dry mountains surrounding the city. 

The name of the boy was on the tip of her tongue. His familiar voice crackling through the speaker danced through her memory. But the face remained cloaked. 

“Don’t look behind what?” Rella shouted into the comm device as she adjusted a mask attached to her face. “How do we know each other again?”

Her dreambody, still not quite under her control, continued gliding up and over the swirling clouds. The vast, surrounding silence amplified her gasps. She was losing air. 

Didn’t this Dream Traveler account for air? she wondered. 

The mask clasped over her face needed an airflow adjustment quickly, but she had no idea how to operate it. 

Rella jerked back and flailed her arms. She couldn’t get control. She just had to wait. 

If she ran out of air, which happened sometimes in dreamscapes, she would immediately wake up wherever she had fallen asleep, which was rarely in her actual bed.  

“Ah, sorry, my mistake. I forgot to include a more easily accessible regulator,” he said into the comm link. “I’m working on simulating as much of the environment as I can. . . Can you breathe now? Are you steady? I’m adjusting your air via remote,” the boy repeated, hoping she wouldn’t slip out of the dreamscape and awaken in the new apartment back on Earth One. 

Rella inhaled and twirled back over onto a cloud. She then leaned forward, angling herself upright. She was now inches from one of the lush, luminous rooftop gardens. She reached her hand to try and pick one of the white flowers as she floated past. She felt like a bee in a greenhouse. 

She looked back up at the boy in the Tal-boots. She finally had a clear picture of his face and his name returned to her mind. Quinn. 

His camouflage pants and the military-style jacket also confirmed it. Yes! She knew him now. 

“Are you there, Rella?” he called again through the microphone.

“Quinn!” Rella shouted. “How?”

Quinn, the young soldier in training she’d met recently in Hleo, was also a Dream Traveler. Rella had never learned all the details of his background, though, or how he’d made it to Hleo. 

Back in Hleo, he had helped Rella and her other companions defeat Archimago’s Shadowsplitters. Now Quinn was here in Anselm. But why was he traveling into her dreamscape and building this city? 

“Just keep your eyes on me and don’t talk too much,” Quinn commanded into the earpiece. 

“You’re the one who talks too much,” Rella replied. 

“They could be listening!” he whispered back.

Rella caught on immediately and made a mental note for when she was in the real city.

The audio transmission was clearer. 

The sky had now turned into a deeper twilight blend of pink and violet, with a deeper orange and blue pushing through. 

Rella was impressed with how well Quinn had mastered the lighting effect of Earth One’s  two suns. 

Rella clutched the strap on her satchel and leaned to the right. She spun out of control again. As her body flipped and whirled, Quinn shouted out:

“Relax, Rella. I’ve almost got it.”

“Easy for you to say,” Rella replied shakily. 

Though he was flying a hundred meters ahead, she could see him adjusting a dial on a small device attached to his wrist. 

“Now. Let me correct you,” he said.

A series of synthetic electro-tones rang in her ear as another reddish dust cloud drifted between them.

“Are you leveling out? I can’t see you very well,” Quinn asked as he began coughing. He adjusted the controls on a small dial on the side of his helmet.

“Can you adjust my air a little more by any chance?” Rella coughed.

“Kshhh...crghgh...shhh...ok...That should do it,” he replied. 

“Thanks,” Rella said, taking a deep breath. 

“Sorry, designing dreamscapes with all this new tech is a lot more challenging than I thought,” Quinn apologized. 

Rella felt her body slowing. The air flow improved. 

“Thanks, Quinn! You totally mastered the two suns’ lighting effects though,” Rella said as she gulped fresh air. 

Less than a minute later, Rella was upright again and completely motionless atop a couch of clouds. It reminded her of standing on a surfboard at the crest of a wave. 

While Quinn’s dreamscape design skills might have been in progress, Rella was shocked with how well he managed to manipulate the gravitational simulations and the natural scents. If she hadn’t been so experienced with dreamscapes, she would have certainly confused this place for the actual Earth One. 

As they continued to fly together, Rella took in a full view of the city. Every time she moved her eyes left to right, something new seemed to appear: a sculpture, a vehicle, a plant, a bird, a plaza, a tiny stream, and so much more. 

Anselm, she whispered, calling to mind not only the city’s name but the ancient word that her mother had taught her. Anselm was a ‘before word.’ A word meaning protection, future, and hope. 

Light, as if being thrown into a fractured mirror, flickered all around her. She could tell that this was a vast city, an important city. 

“Quinn?” Rella asked. “Are we in danger?” 

“They’re coming after us!” 

“What? Who?” 

The luminous plants and the skyscrapers below vanished again. The horizon flashed and the colors faded to grey. 

“I guess so,” Rella said. “Danger it is then!” 

As the dreamscape faded, Rella opened her eyes. She was back on the apartment floor in her sleeping bag. Uncle J was knocking at the door. 

It was time to unpack and settle in, but all Rella could think about was the next adventure.
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Chapter 2: Anselm
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JUNE 7, 3021 

“I’ll come back later,” Uncle J said. “Just wanted to make sure you were ok in there. You’ve hardly come out for three days.”

“I’m fine,” Rella shouted. “I think I’m finally catching up on my sleep.”

“No problem. I’ll get us some breakfast and be back later.” Uncle J always made sure Rella was well fed. 

“Thanks. Lots of bread, please!”

Rella looked over at the window of the barren room. The morning light was just crawling in. The window was slightly ajar and a notebook was tucked into the crevice. 

Rella sprinted over and pulled it into the room. It was a Red Notebook. Rella immediately opened the book and began to read: 

“By defacing, deforming, and plagiarizing the sacred stories inscribed upon the pages, this inky wisp, known to some as Archimago, was fixated on erasing any good that existed in human imagination. To protect The Red Notebooks, and before the presence grew any stronger, a man named Anselm (with the help of the Storykeepers and the Dream Travelers) rapidly constructed new portals from the half-constructed city and into the interworlds.” 

What is Anselm? Rella thought. Of course, Anselm is the name of the city in the dreamscape. 

She continued reading:

“In the first phase of construction, their focus was on the passages that would be used by the children, especially those with exceptional creative capabilities. One of these portals led to a very special land, a land of sentient forests and luminous waterfalls. The land was known as Hleo. It was the home of Rella PenSword’s Wondercurrent and also Shelterwood Castle, where many of the Red Notebooks were to be stored and protected.”

Rella thought it was a little strange to see her name in the book. 

But she kept reading.

“As Archimago grew more powerful, he continued crafting chaos on the outer edges of the interworlds. And, like a worm in an apple, he would chew his way straight to the cores.”

That sounds right, Rella thought.

“A record of Archimago’s breach of the city’s defenses was left in a fragment of Anselm’s Red Notebook. The text of Anselm’s Notebook is copied below:

We were certain we couldn’t be invaded. But he was too strong. Too cunning. I’d done the calculations thousands of times. Measured the light waves, the movements of the waves and the particles. Only later, did I realize what had happened. 

I was taking a tour of the perimeter in one of our solar-tech Gyroplanes. I was having so much fun flying around, I let my guard down. 

I was such a fool. 

I looked out to a distant, reddish hillside and there was a child, standing alone atop a pile of boulders. 

“Can we get a read on the figure out there?” I asked my pilot.

“Sure, but it’s well beyond the shield, sir. Can’t be one of our people.”

“I know, but would you try?”

I waited for the pilot to do some analysis of the figure.

“Sir,” he said, “It appears to be your great granddaughter, Mara.”

I was terrified. My emotions got the best of me. I didn’t even think to have anyone do a check on Mara elsewhere in the city. 

“Set me down,” I told the pilot. “Now!”

He was hesitant. He knew we had sealed the perimeters and he wasn’t about to risk losing me. 

I persisted. 

“If Mara’s found a tear in the shield, she’ll show me how she did it. We’ll be safer if I retrieve her now.”

The pilot set me down. He still thought we should wait on reinforcements, but he complied. 

When I was certain he was no longer watching me, I adjusted the quantum diodes (hidden in my wristwatch) and opened a momentary tunnel through the gravitational fabric surrounding the city. 

I should have known better.

As I rushed up to the rocks, Mara stood up and reached out her arms. She was in tears.

I was angry and confused. Why would Mara break the rules? Was she forced out here? 

Only it wasn’t Mara. 

It was a shadow in the shape of a human. Only he didn’t move like a human.

As I stepped back on the loose rocks, the figure grew larger by the second. But it never took a step. It seemed incapable of running or flying at me. 

I turned and sprinted back toward the tunnel. 

A dull whisper echoed in my ears like radio static.

The language was indecipherable, though it seemed to follow a grammar.

As the tunnel closed behind me, I turned and peered back at the rocks. He was gone, but I felt, somehow, that he’d accomplished his goal. 

I couldn’t keep it a secret. I had to tell the Storykeeper’s what had happened. About how I’d been deceived. 

While everyone assured me we could overcome the breach, I lacked faith. 

I felt responsible and I made it my mission to stop him, even if it meant temporarily leaving Mara behind.”

Rella stopped reading. She thought about closing the book and calling for Uncle J. She reached for the pen on her necklace. Unlike the dreamscape, the key was there. She clutched it and it calmed her. She felt Samara’s strength. She continued reading: 

“For years, Anselm continued traveling the portals, chasing after secrets and answers to the enigma that was Archimago. 

The last they knew, Archimago hadn’t yet discovered how to infiltrate the innermost spaces of these worlds. Though no one had seen Anselm for years. 

And in those few short years since Archimago had first found a way to put at least part of himself into the city of Anselm, he left many portions of the city vulnerable. Anselm was quickly changing from a refuge of hope to nothing more than a crumbling city. 

As Archimago’s chaos left the fate of The Red Notebooks uncertain, it became the sole priority for the Storykeepers, the Dream Travelers, and the Guardians to preserve the interworlds. The city of Anselm was nearly abandoned. 

Reports of a breach of the Dreambridge, a crossroads of the interworlds, had also drawn many of the planners and builders away from Anselm’s project. Whatever this special corner of Earth One might have provided to these would-be heroes seemed to be slipping away for good. 

One leader, though, the great granddaughter of Anselm, refused to leave. She was called Mara. With her fortitude, the construction of Anselm continued on in small ways. Even when she had very little assistance, Mara continued to find ways to protect the city and The Red Notebooks. She had a stout heart, very much like another emerging hero of the moment...the dreamer, artist, and daughter of the village of Ensea.”

Rella closed the book. She was overwhelmed. 

Who was this person from Ensea? Could it be her mother? 

Before leaving Ensea, Rella knew only bits and pieces of Anselm’s story. And she had only just been to Hleo, her first interworld. She was only a nine-year-old from a small village. She didn’t have super powers. She was just trying her best to understand who she was and where she fit into it all. 

She walked back over to the window and put the book right back where she had found it. Then, feeling a bit sleepy, crawled back beneath her green quilt and drifted back into regular sleep and then deeper into the Dreamscape.
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Chapter 3:  Report from The Storykeepers Alliance
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JUNE 7, 3021 

Entry #32, Report by Winter Pensword 

Notes & Recommendations

Concerns of the Alliance: 

Archimago continues finding ways into Hleo. Rella PenSword and companions managed to hold him off of the mainland, but he is already preparing for a second invasion into the inner island. Should the Alliance stop using Shelterwood Castle to store The Red Notebooks? 

Short Answer: Anselm is too unstable and vulnerable. Notebooks must be stored on interworlds until completion of the city. Shelterwood is the strongest option.

Recommendation: Continue Using Shelterwood Castle in Hleo.  

Case Notes: Shelterwood Castle is the impenetrable centerpiece of Hleo’s ecosystem. Constantly defies our understanding and is clearly working for the protection of the children. Castle is safe, carved from an ancient tree with a trunk wider than a city block. It is surrounded by a lake brimming with luminous lifeforms. The octagonal walls are lined with a rainbow of vines that sprouted up from the soft ground and down from the surrounding trees. The roots below the castle connect it to an infinite network of other times and worlds. It is a protected space within a protected space. It has withstood the attempted invasion and I recommend we continue using it for the safekeeping of The Red Notebooks. 

As leader of the council, I will notify Mara Anselm and my brother J. Deveraux, Rella’s Uncle, to continue sending The Notebooks through to King and the other Guardians inside. Rella will remain in Anselm for now. 

Julian and myself (Winter) will attempt contact with Rella and will do brief reconnaissance in areas surrounding Anselm. Reports of new threat from an airship containing S.N.O.B.S. (Semi-metallic. Neuroadaptive. Orbital-based. Biogenic. Spybots.). Uncertain origin. Possibly connected to Westcon. Possibly Archimago. Will explore all possibilities until notified of additional interworld breaches. 
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Chapter 4: S.N.O.B.S. 
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JUNE 9, 3021

A firm knock at the door startled Rella. She stood up with her grandmother’s green quilt draped over her head. 

“I’ll be right there,” Rella said, as she lowered herself back down to the mat on the floor.  

“No hurry,” Uncle J said through the door.

As he spoke the words no hurry, Rella drifted back to sleep and back into the dreamscape with Quinn.               

As she moved through the dreamscape this time, she felt more confident. She and Quinn weaved effortlessly between the buildings. The scent of the plants from the rooftop gardens filled her flight mask. 

She was surprised at how quickly she had become comfortable controlling the Tal-boots and operating the controls, which were all on a dial on the outside of the mask. 

As she rose high above the central tower, a new scene unfolded in front of her. It was something outside of Quinn’s design. 

Though she was in the dreamscape, this other image was coming through, sort of like a glitch in a video game. 

It appeared in the sky above like a film on a projector screen. 

It was her mother, only her mother was her age now (roughly nine in Earth One years). Quinn was also in the scene, but not in his hover boots. He was the same age as now (about 10, Earth One). He looked a lot like he did in Hleo. 

Quinn and her mother, Winter PenSword, were traveling together in Hleo. It felt strange seeing her friend, who was closer to her own age, traveling with her mother in a younger form. 

Quinn and her young mother were gliding above The Wondercurrent’s luminous flow. They were on a broad, transparent sheet of some kind. It was woven like the fabrics in her quilt. It reminded her a little of a butterfly’s wing, though it was thicker and stronger. It made her think of the battle shield of a giant. 

Rella’s logical mind told her that it couldn’t be Quinn and that it was probably just Quinn’s father, since fathers and sons often resembled each other. Since she was still new to dream travel and interworlds, she hadn’t yet thought about people she knew meeting each other from different timelines. She had a lot to learn.

Like a warm breath on a cold mirror, the silent image above faded out of view. 

She knew that Quinn hadn’t seen the image, since it was outside of his design, but she was eager to find out more about it. 

Did Quinn really know her mother? Why didn’t he say anything back when they met in Hleo? Perhaps he didn’t know it was her mother? Or was someone else, or something else, playing tricks with her dreams? 

Quinn slipped quickly around another corner. Rella followed with ease. 

She looked up again toward the yellow blur of Quinn’s Tal-boots and shouted into her comm: 

“How do these Tal-boots actually work, Quinn?” 

“Hover propulsion,” Quinn said. “A modified Westcon mech-tech miracle.” 

“Ok. That’s not really an answer!”

“Don’t want to bore you with the science lesson,” he shouted back, laughing. 

Rella’s heart leapt up and she thrust her fists forward. 

Let’s see what these things can do! 

She reached forward. 

Nothing happened. 

She thrust her fists again. 

Nothing.

“What am I doing wrong?” she shouted, thrusting her fists a third time.

“Punching your fists forward won’t...you won’t accelerate that way,” he laughed, now climbing what appeared to be a set of invisible stairs. 

Rella fixed her eyes on her Tal-boots. She reached up to touch her face. 

She hadn’t even paid much attention to the mask. It was made from some kind of mixture of wood, plastic, and soft metal. It had been molded perfectly to fit over her nose and mouth. 

She reached around the back of her head where she expected to find a strap holding it in place. She couldn’t find a latch.

Ingenious, she thought. While she wasn’t an inventor, she was enamored by people who could build, code, and create tech.

“There’s a dial on the side of your mask that controls your speed,” Q said. “But I’ve disabled it for now...since you’re still in training!”

“Ok. But I am getting the hang of these.”  

Rella mimicked Q’s airwalk up the invisible steps. 

He blasted off again and she followed. 

They soared between a long line of white and blue buildings. 

One moment, the buildings seemed modern, sleek and complete. The next moment, they appeared deformed, or at least severely weathered. Large sections of walls were missing. She couldn’t tell if they were under construction or partially destroyed from some recent storm, or an attack.

The faster they moved, everything around her turned into a blurred mixture of pale blue, orange, and silver. 

The daylight within the dreamscape was fading again. 

She tried to remain awake.

“What are the masks for?” Rella asked, twisting the dial. 

“The mask is designed for a combination of things,” Q replied. “Filtration, communication, spectral vision, SNOBS tracking...”

“What tracking?” Rella asked, suddenly unsure of where to place her arms as the boots continued to pull her forward. She wasn’t quite used to flying solo yet. 

She tried an airplane pose, holding her arms out to her sides. She followed that pose with an awkward form of freestyle swim stroke. 

The Tal-boots didn’t move quite the way she’d imagined when she was younger. She thought about how Uncle J would sometimes carry her around and let her soar over his head, pretending to fly. But those were just her winter boots.  The ones she was wearing now were heavier, almost more like armor. And they redirected the gravitational forces around her almost like flippers underwater. 

She took a few more swim strokes as she glided across the sky. Q was now hundreds of yards ahead again.

“Tracking SNOBS!” he shouted through the crackling comm device. 

“What?” she shouted back. “I think your microphone is shorting out.”

“S.N.O.B.S.” he repeated, letter by letter. 

This dreamscape had come to feel so realistic that Rella was having trouble remembering that this wasn’t actually the real city.

The red clouds were now gone and the darkening sky above was crystal clear. 

Q flew away from her as they dipped down and rounded the next line of skyscrapers. 

“Wait up!” Rella yelled, fiddling with the round dial on her mask. 

Another flash memory. This time, the image of an old man making pancakes slipped into her mind. She was in a room inside of the carved castle of Shelterwood. 

And then, in a half a blink, she was back in the clearing air of Anselm. Was this the future? The past? A parallel world?

She began to gather her thoughts and emotions. Words and images flipped through her mind like pages in her sketchbook.

Hleo. The script on the trees. Samara. Eurie. The Dream Travelers. The Wondercurrent. 

She looked out over the western horizon and then at the curved wall of mountains surrounding the entire city. 

As she rounded more half-built skyscrapers, two figures descended from the sky. 

They were children, roughly the same size as she and Quinn, and they were hurtling straight at Q.

“Look out!” she yelled into her mask, hoping the transmission would reach him. “Look out! Up! Up!”

Q was now too far in the distance for her to physically reach him. 

She could only watch.

The figures swooped toward him, fists out, accelerating like war planes.

They knocked into Q and sent him flat onto his back on a nearby rooftop. 

Rella froze with fear and continued to watch the SNOBS.

“It’s ok,” the voice crackled through the microphone.

He doesn’t sound ok, Rella thought, listening to the groans through the headset.

“What can I do?” Rella shouted. She tried to remember that this was a dreamscape, but it felt so real.

“Nothing,” he said. “Just wait...and watch!”

Rella tried to move toward him, but Quinn had disabled the settings on her boots. 

“But you’re outnumbered...and those bots look like they aren’t playing around. They’re going to pulverize you!”

“Oh no. I got them right where I want them,” he said, standing up and reaching toward a case attached to his belt.

Rella watched as the SNOBS soared fifty feet into the airspace directly above Q, who was still lying flat on the rooftop. 

He pulled the weapon from the box. Two round spheres, about the size of racquet balls, were attached to a string. He tapped them together and they lit up. 

Next Quinn started swinging one end above his head until it moved like the rotor of a Gyroplane. 

Rella thought of the defeat of the Shadowsplitters and her friend’s selfless bravery. 

As the two SNOBS approached, Quinn loosened the weapon. The two spheres immediately wrapped around the ankles of one of the figures and pulled it down. 

When it hit the rooftop, the SNOBS crumpled up and the limbs went limp. 

Rella looked down. 

Her Tal-boots vanished. 

As she left the dreamscape, she thought to herself: What in the universes are these SNOBS? And why are they after us?

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 5: Rella’s Reunion
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JUNE 10TH, 3021 

Rella was now back in her neighbor’s apartment.

“I know who you are!” Rella exclaimed in the same bright tone she’d used when she first met Eurie, the Dream Traveler, just weeks earlier. 

Has it really been just a week since Uncle J and I arrived from Ensea? Rella wondered. How did Eurie get so much older? But it must be Eurie. She has a golden braid and silver moon eyes.

Eurie, known in Anselm as SK, was Rella’s first companion and guide into the interworld of Hleo. In her present form, however, she was about fifty or sixty Earth One years.

Rella wanted to lunge forward and hug her friend, but she was still stunned by Eurie’s physical transformation. Only days earlier, Rella had been standing with Eurie, and Eurie’s metallic-winged Guardian Thalas. They were calmly saying goodbye beside the glowing waterfall. 

But the memories remained unstable, fading in and out. 

At the sound of Eurie’s voice, words and images now poured into Rella's mind. Samara-Guardian-The Wondercurrent-Archimago-The Architect-The Wooden Boy Sebastian-Shelterwood-King-Scarlett-PRISMA-Menagerie-Alister.  

Rella began to question whether it had all been some kind of dream or hallucination. Were the Dream Travelers real? Was it all just something I imagined as we left the road from Ensea? 

She thought again about the dreamscapes she’d been training in with Quinn. She recalled the Tal-boots and the weird boyish robots in tuxedos called SNOBS.

Rella tried to be skeptical. Maybe this woman is just some distant relative I met as a baby and that’s why she seems familiar?  

Rella listened to the soft-spoken, gentle-eyed woman. 

She couldn’t deny what she knew in her heart to be true.

A Red Notebook rested gently in the woman’s hand. 

Rella was shaken. She could hardly comprehend the woman’s speech.  

Part of the problem, aside from the disorientation, was that the woman was speaking a simple form of UL, the Universal Language, and Rella’s mind was still swimming in a mix of the Ensea dialect of Eastcon that she had just been speaking with her Uncle J, who was currently unpacking boxes downstairs. 

“Your parents are still with us, Rella. And they’re actually closer than you know,” SK said. “But....”

Rella’s mind raced. She thought about how her father had appeared in Hleo, about how he’d promised they would find her soon. Her pulse thumped in her ears like rabbits' feet. She tried to form a question in UL. Like reaching for leaves falling from a tree, the words were almost within Rella’s reach. 

Eurie watched Rella’s eyes and waited for the question. 

“You should call me SK here,” the woman said, still waiting for Rella to speak. 

Rella continued to recall all that she had learned in Hleo. But she couldn’t remember Eurie ever saying she had a different name, or that she was even from Earth One. 

“SK,” Rella repeated back, “Ok. Got it.”

And then, almost as if she was reading Rella’s thoughts, SK whispered aloud: “In a hidden forest within Hleo...there was a castle called Shelterwood that had been carved entirely from the trunk of an ancient tree....” 

Rella smiled and replied: “But based on Earth One measurements...,” and now recalling the exact words Eurie used in Hleo when she was explaining the mechanics of the world, “prior to being carved, the tree would have been the size of a skyscraper of one of the megacities of Westcon.”

“And a silent lake filled with a luminous rainbow of glowing creatures surrounded and protected Shelterwood and its most valuable treasure: The Red Notebooks.” SK smiled back.

Rella gasped and listened to the cadence of the woman’s voice. 

It really was Eurie. 

“To those on Earth One,” SK continued, “who had never been to an interworld or a dreamworld like Hleo, The Red Notebooks may have looked like historical records, personal diaries, poems, and sketchbooks. However, for those who were chosen, perhaps by the Dream Travelers or by some other forces, the deeper mysteries of the legends of the universes were revealed.”

Rella then spoke back, as if she was reading from a page:

“These people, known as Storykeepers, which included many parents, were sacrificing their time and leaving their loved ones behind because they knew that the future of the planets and civilizations depended on them.”

“And so too with your parents...with Winter and with Julian,” SK replied, as she lowered herself onto the soft, white rug in the center of the room. A grey light shined through the window.

“Oh...I...,” Rella gasped and looked around nervously. 

“Yet, yet...,” SK whispered, crossing her legs beneath her long, faded patchwork skirt as she sat down on the floor, “yet there are many details that we must be very careful not to discuss aloud here....”

Rella thought about the mention of a dark force invading Anselm in her recent meetings with Quinn, called Q, in the new dreamscape.

“Of course,” Rella whispered back, winking at SK and splashing herself down onto the rug.  “There are many details we must be careful not to discuss aloud here.”

Rella glanced back at the braid and the silver half-moons in SK’s eyes. She could sense deep worry. 

“What’s the matter, SK?” Rella asked.

“I was thinking of someone dear to me,” SK said.

“Who?” Rella asked.

“He was my brother,” SK said.

“What happened?” Rella asked.

“That was long ago. And it’s a very long story. Maybe we can talk about that another time,” SK replied.

Rella looked into her friend’s lap. She couldn’t take her eyes off of the Red Notebook. Yet she was now also very curious about Eurie’s brother. She felt like there was a connection to something she’d read in that other book. 

“Ok. Another time,” Rella said. “But can we read some of...my mom’s notebook now?”

“Of course. That’s why I’m here,” SK replied.

“I missed you,” Rella said. 

“I missed you too,” Eurie said.
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Chapter 6: Anselm’s Hope
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EXCERPT FROM The New History of Anselm 

Mara Anselm often dreamed of her grandfather’s mechanical wristwatch. The design, he once told her, was based on an ancient astronomical clock. Though she’d never seen an astronomical clock, she believed him. She also felt there was more to the story, much more. 

Any time she peered through its polished crystal glass, she felt as though she were looking down the steps of a bottomless, winding staircase, twice-coated in sapphires and richly painted with the orange shadow-light of a coastal sunset. 

As a child, Mara always wished she could shrink herself down and climb the staircase. She also had to know what precisely made it tick. 

Much like his watch, Mara’s grandfather’s vision for the city was vast and complex. He often quipped that the construction required heaping measures of “metal and mettle.” 

The blueprints alone took a century to draft and encode. Even under the best circumstances, it would have been difficult to convince people to devote themselves to such a project. But Mara’s grandfather was never deterred by circumstances. 

Every Guardian, Storykeeper, and Dream Traveler, sacrificed something of great value in order to lay the foundations. Some gave of their time, some their resources, and many their labor.

Over the first few years of construction, the diverse team of collaborators often felt like members of an orchestra. They had to coordinate everything precisely and to an exact rhythm. Much of the time, they also felt as if they’d been hired to perform their symphony entirely underwater. 

No Alliance in the known universes had ever tried anchoring an interworld (let alone multiple interworlds) to an actual, spinning planet. 

For nearly two centuries, the project was entirely undetected. A vast rocky basin and a gravitational aberration held the foundation firmly in place. Overland entry was nearly impossible for pilots of any land-based vehicle. Only those with intimate knowledge of the hundreds of criss-crossing bridges and tunnels could locate it. And the only way to gain that knowledge was from a Dream Traveler or by receiving one of the few specially coded maps. 

Air travel into the basin was even more complex. Anomalies in the gravitational curvature surrounding Earth One were a constant challenge. It was this gravitational quirk, however, that first inspired the founders to consider anchoring the city to Earth One. And it was also this quirk which kept the city undetectable from the two continental capitals of Eastcon and Westcon. If it were possible to use a satellite to map its location on the globe of Earth One, the city would show up as thousands of miles west-by-west-north of both capitals simultaneously.

No matter their origin or their destination, those seeking refuge would be welcomed and protected. And for the two centuries before trouble pushed its way in, the Storykeepers’ mission was simply to find those in need and bring them home.

Only weeks before Anselm entered its final phase of construction, a presence, in the form of a cold, thin wisp of black smoke, drifted into the city. It took other forms as well. Sometimes a heavy odor. Sometimes a prickly shot of icy air crawling up the back of a child’s neck. Sometimes it was an indecipherable script scrawled on a brick wall.

The troublesome force could also be glimpsed through the telescopes mounted on the central tower. Volunteers of the watch often spotted it weaving through dust particles trailing various flocks of birds. One of the watchers is said to have spotted it in an inky mist swirling among a row of green bamboo stems lining a rooftop garden. 

The intruder, whatever it was, had discovered a path in and out of Anselm. Theories emerged. Fear took over. 
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Chapter 7: SK’s Apartment
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JUNE 11, 3021

Rella knew how to keep a secret. 

After all, I was the one, she thought to herself as she peered into SK’s silver moon eyes to make certain one more time that this woman before her was Eurie, and not the shapeshifter. Yes I was the one who was chosen by the Storykeeper’s Alliance to transport hundreds of forbidden books between the hidden libraries of Ensea once the public libraries were ransacked and closed. 

Rella listened for the hum of spybots. She often heard them when they were living in the attic in Ensea. Here in Anselm, the sound moved differently through the air though.

Suddenly, a quiet song played from a set of wind chimes outside the open window behind where SK was seated. Outside the window, surrounding the small row of brick and metal apartment buildings, vast, rolling plains, covered in dry grasses and red dirt, surrounded the city. A few leafless trees also stood lonely on the crests of various hills. Yet, inside the city, lush, luminous plants seemed to be growing from the rooftops.

Rella felt like laughing and crying all at once. 

“It’s alright,” SK said, winking sharply back at Rella. “You can relax.” 

SK pointed to the stacks of Red Notebooks around the room and tapped her index finger twice on the cover of the Red Notebook now resting between them on the rug. 

“You have much to learn...and these books have much to reveal.” 

Rella wanted to reach out and grab it, like she often did when her father would place a stack of beautifully wrapped presents in front of her on her birthday. For the last three years, her father always included one thing that belonged to her mother, who had been on her mission since Rella was four. 

She was now nine. Though nine, in Rella’s corner of the space-time continuum, could just as easily be ten or eleven. Even if one was counting days and years according to the old Earth timelines, Rella’s age would likely be a mystery because she often showed maturity beyond her years. 

“How did you first meet my mother?” Rella asked eagerly, still staring at the Red Notebook. “Is she...do you know where she is now?” 

SK followed Rella’s eyes down to the surface of the Red Notebook in her hand. Rella reached out and opened the notebook, but left it lying on the floor. She acted as if she was afraid something might leap out of it. 

Rella knew that SK was also Eurie. But, she thought, what if, somehow, it breaks the spell or she turns out to be some other kind of spy altogether? 

Rella felt her stomach begin to churn as she thought it over. But Uncle J seemed to know her and to trust her. And the silver moons in her eyes. Unmistakably Eurie’s. 

As she waited for SK to respond, Rella noticed that the woman was wearing one of the bracelets etched with the quill and the cryptic, alphabetic symbols. 

She’d seen the same one on King’s wrist back at Shelterwood Castle. She smiled at the thought of Sebastian the wooden boy and Alister, the bear trapped in his shoulder. She wondered if they had found a way to get Alister out of Sebastian’s body yet. 

“Here we are,” SK answered, pointing to a passage near the middle of the book. “I probably shouldn’t be reading this to you without her permission...but I think...I know you’ve waited long enough.”

Rella could feel her ears tingle with warmth. She had never wanted anyone to read anything to her more than she wanted to hear this passage. 

Even if someone had written a new chapter in the book about the female knights that her father loved to read to her, she still preferred this book a hundred times more than any other.

“You are sure you’ve never opened this notebook?” SK asked. 

“No,” Rella replied, “My Uncle J said he found it in the hallway as we were leaving our old house in Ensea.” 

At that moment, Rella thought she could hear Uncle J fumbling with something outside in the hallway. 

SK stood up and walked over to the slightly cracked door and closed it.

“Do you believe him?” SK whispered as she walked over to the carpet and picked up the notebook from the floor.

“Yes,” Rella smiled wide, “I trust my Uncle J with all my heart. But I’m guessing there’s more to this....” 

She wished SK would get on with reading the passage. She couldn’t wait to hear what her mother had written down. 
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Chapter 8: Excerpts from the Red Notebook of Winter Pensword
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AND SO THE GRAY-BLONDE woman who called herself SK began to read, in the Ensea dialect, from a recent entry in the Red Notebook of Winter Deveraux-PenSword, current leader of the Storykeepers Alliance of Eastcon, Earth One:

Last night I had the strangest dream. I couldn’t tell at first if I was traveling just for fun, as I sometimes do, or if it was an arranged meeting with someone important, perhaps a new recruit for the Alliance or a refugee who needed transport to Anselm. 

I was walking alone on a moonlit, sandy path. At first, the landscape resembled the southernmost peninsula of Eastcon, near the shoreline, where the air was always warm. Though, in truth, the air was also a bit sticky and uncomfortable compared to the milder regions of Ensea. In the dream, I was young, perhaps nine or ten years old. Though I was also, at least in my thoughts, my current age. 

As I looked down at my child-sized dream feet, I noticed a thin, white object, slightly longer than my index finger and much straighter. I reached down and carefully picked it up, fairly certain it wouldn’t explode in my hands. 

I pinched it between my thumb and middle finger. It was hard and slightly cooler than the air. It had a tip, like a pencil, though the material, where one might typically find the lead, was much harder and more transparent, like a gem that had been sharpened. 

Since I could think of no other object of similar make, I decided that it had to be a drawing pencil. I gazed at the shimmering tip for a few minutes, waiting and listening for whoever might have dropped it. I looked around and checked the sandy path for footprints. I even thought about yelling out to see if anyone might be nearby. It was an odd dream and certainly not the work of a Dream Traveler. It was my own. 

If someone had dropped this pencil, I wanted to get it back to them right away. I peered through the leaves, which, only moments earlier, I was certain, were not there. 

How can a plant just appear? I thought. Then, I thought I heard a high-pitched chuckle. Someone or something was definitely watching me. I scanned the twisted trunk of a very old-looking tree, though it was difficult to tell what, if anything, was in this area. I now realized for certain that this wasn’t the southernmost point of Eastcon. I looked down at the pencil. The white lead began to glow. 

And, then, at the base of the tree, I noticed another small, shimmering light. A blue pencil this time. I looked around again and up into the tree to check for any signs of life. There was another silver pencil.  So, I picked it up as well. 

Rella would love these, I thought. 
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Chapter 9: Rella Takes Her Mother’s Notebook
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AS SHE LISTENED TO SK reading from her mother’s entry, Rella clutched her satchel. She quickly calculated that this entry would have been very near the day and time that her mother had gone missing from Ensea. 

Rella’s last real memory of her mother was of her midnight flight from the attic apartment in Ensea. She remembered watching her mother and father frantically searching in the candlelight for this exact Notebook. 

But then how would it have ended up back in the house before they left? Rella wondered. Could she have possibly sent it back to me somehow? And what was the significance of the colored pencils? 

Rella tried to guess where her mother had acquired certain colored pencils that she had given to her. Rella noticed that the depth of the colors, when the lead transferred onto the paper, was different from any drawing material she used in her art classes at Ensea Elementary School. She once considered bringing the pencils into the school to show her teacher, Master Tshiba, but she was terrified of losing them. Before this new discovery of her mother’s Red Notebook, the pencils were her most prized possessions. 

SK continued reading from Winter’s Notebook. 

I collected twelve different colors and, just as I slipped them into my satchel....

Rella clutched her own satchel as she listened ever more intently. The way SK read the words of her mother’s journal aloud enchanted Rella. 

The care and intensity reminded Rella so much of how her father read aloud, like the words were notes of music, drops of paint, or soft pieces of clay and her breath was pressing them softly into the air. 

...a small, transparent blue orb, about the size of a baby kitten, rolled in my direction. 

Rella laughed at the image of a glowing blue baby kitten. Though she knew that her mother was just making a comparison.

I didn’t know if I should be afraid of it, if it wanted me to pick it up, or if it was trying to communicate with me. I stepped back and watched as it began to blink. First rapidly and then in short bursts. 

I tried to speak to it in a variety of languages, ancient ones my mother had taught me and newer ones. It tried to hum at it, but it seemed to be limited to a few basic tones. 

When I pointed toward a nearby river, which I just realized sparkled with brilliant colors, the tiny orb rolled toward it, then back toward me, then back toward the river.

It seemed happy to have me follow it. I glanced around, up into the towering, brilliantly colored trees thickly lining the river’s edge and then up at the layers of colorful clouds. There were streams of glittery dust drifting and weaving around and through each other like threads of a tapestry. 

A few small critters chirped and chittered nearby. I’d never felt so calm or safe. 

I felt less and less like my older self and more like a nine or ten-year-old.  I chased the little blue orb toward the current. 

“She’s in Hleo!” Rella shouted, interrupting SK and half-expecting SK to respond as Eurie, though Rella could see that her friend wasn’t exactly Eurie as she existed in Hleo. 

SK smiled. She knew what Rella was thinking. She saw that Rella was realizing the ways that Hleo could change a person.

She turned Winter’s Notebook outward and revealed a magnificent drawing. 

Rella’s mother had drawn a colorful sketch of The Wondercurrent. Rella knew exactly where her mother had made that drawing. It was less than a hundred yards from the cave where she first arrived. 

“May I hold it now?” Rella asked. 

SK handed Rella the Red Notebook and spoke softly: “Take your time. There is much to be revealed.” 

Rella stood up slowly. 

SK’s tone became much more serious: “The next part isn’t quite so beautiful...but I think you already know that.” 

Rella started reading to herself, imagining the sound of her mother’s voice as she read.

As I stood next to my new companion, this blue orb, I looked out over the silent water and followed the current with my eyes, in the direction of what felt like north. Small, twinkling, colorful orbs, about the same size as my new friend, sparkled and bounced on the surface of the water. Behind the mists, I caught a glimpse of a waterfall. However, I could hear no splashes. 

On Earth One, a waterfall that size would have roared for miles. Suddenly, the little blue orb started to hum and blink more rapidly. Something was wrong. And then I looked to the south...and there they were...an army of shadows, shape-shifting and deforming the trees.

Rella didn’t need to read any further, at least of the details on this page. She knew what her mother had seen because she had just faced them herself with Eurie. 

“Come here,” SK whispered, motioning the young girl to join her beside the window. The second sun was just beginning to rise. SK blew out a candle nearby and put her hand on Rella’s shoulder.

“Do you know where she is?” Rella asked, holding back tears.

“She’s closer than we think,” SK said. 

“But my father...he is with her?” Rella answered. 

“Yes. And others as well,” SK replied. 

“I saw him there, you know...” Rella said.

“He needed to check on you,” SK said, the bronze sunrise outside the window now casting a warm glow on her skin. 

“Where are we?” Rella said, looking out at the endless expanse of rocky, red desert to what felt like east. 

“Somewhere safe. Long ago, a group of great people had planned a city. It was to be called Anselm. But trouble came in. The city isn’t entirely abandoned, but our goal of completing Anselm’s vision has been delayed,” SK said. 

Rella didn’t quite follow everything SK was talking about, but she put a few things together. 

“So it’s a hideout?” she asked, “Is it just for Storykeepers then? Alliance members like my mom? Are there other Storykeepers’ kids here?” Rella asked. 

“Shhhh. Remember...some things must be left unspoken,” SK said. “But, yes, a few other young people are here. They come and go...by various means, as you can imagine.” 

Rella glanced down at her satchel and the small thread that Eurie had used to repair it when it ripped during her flight on Thalas. 

She looked into her friend's wrinkled eyes and felt something she hadn’t noticed before, a deep longing for a companion. A lost friend or a lost parent, perhaps. Without a word, Rella knew that SK was planning another trip back to Hleo soon. She also sensed that she would not be joining her friend this time. 

SK continued with a smile: “You and your Uncle J are going to love the people here.” 

“What about you? Will you stay here too?” Rella asked, thinking about the other kids she might meet here. Would anyone here know Scarlett or Sebastian? Would they know of Quinn?  

“Yes, Rella. I live right upstairs. Anselm is my permanent home,” SK said. “But I do have to...” 

And then she cut herself off.

“Can I visit you whenever I want?” Rella asked, now wandering around the room, looking at the various objects displayed on the shelves. Rella wanted to ask about all of them, where they were from, and if they were gifts from other Dream Travelers or tokens from long-passed adventures.

“I expect you to stop by every day!” SK said, laughing. “I assume you like to eat fresh baked treats?” she asked. SK was a virtuoso baker.

“Do you make anything with a cherry flavor?” Rella asked, giggling. She remembered the cherry treats she’d eaten back in Hleo.

“And more,” SK said. 

Rella heard her tummy begin to rumble. 

There was a knock at the door.

“Come in,” SK said.

Uncle J popped his head in. His hair was a mess. He looked as if he hadn’t slept in weeks. 

“I brought a few more things up to help you get settled,” Uncle J said, smiling at Rella. Rella looked back at SK and slipped her mother’s Notebook into her satchel. 

As Rella leapt back toward the door, the sunrise cast a shadow on the wall, which, to most eyes, would have seemed to linger a bit too long for any Earthly shadow. And even for those familiar with the shadows and the sunlights of Earth One, they would have thought the same. 
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Chapter 10: The Unfinished City
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RELLA MADE A PILLOW out of the green quilt lying on the floor and set the Red Notebook on top of it. Her heart thrummed beneath the strap of the satchel still slung over her shoulder. She’d been reading through it for a few days, but it seemed to change every time she opened it. 

She crossed her feet, propped her elbows on her knees, and leaned forward. This was her standard reading position. 

She wanted to flip through all of the pages to see everything her mother had drawn. She also wanted to scan the paragraphs for key names and places she already knew of, like Archimago, Guardians, Dark Waters, Shelterwood, Hleo, and orbs. 

Maybe her mother had discovered a scroll like she had? Maybe her mother knew more about how the magic worked and wrote about it? Maybe her mother had met Alister the Bear? Or Samara? 

Rella reached into the satchel and pulled out one of the colored pencils she had been using on the trip from Ensea. As she examined it, she thought, could this really be the pencil mother was writing about? 

The lead didn’t look quite as magical as her mother had described it. She looked down at her satchel and the patch that Eurie had sewn into it back in Hleo.  It seemed to be a different shade than she remembered. She thought about Sebastian and how he was a regular boy before he was transported into Hleo and then, in the process, had been transformed into a wooden boy. Clearly, when things or people moved between the interworlds or from Earth One to the interworlds, materials were altered.

Rella struggled to keep up with all the new possibilities, but she was learning.

Her father always told her that she didn’t have to remember or master everything about any subject all at once. He also often reminded her that physical appearances of anything, not just people, could be deceptive. 

She was starting to see that now. His advice wasn’t just meant to warn her that some people who appear to be kind might have bad intentions. His advice also applied to the way she perceived objects that moved across multiple worlds. 

Just because something appeared in a physical, material form in one way didn’t always mean that it was originally part of the material logic of Earth One. 

With more time and more experience in Hleo, Rella was sure she would get better at recognizing what material was solely of Earth One and what objects belonged to other worlds. 

She’d already recognized this with Eurie and her silver-moon eyes. Eurie must have had family heritage beyond Earth One.  

Rella began twirling the colored pencil between her fingers. She stared at the lead and tried to see beyond the white and into the prism of colors her mother had described. Her eyes felt strained and she struggled to see for a moment. And then, for only a second, she thought she saw a slight glow on the tip before it quickly flickered out. 

Rella looked down at the Red Notebook in front of her and re-read the sentence she had been reading before SK had sent her off to her room.

And then I looked to the south...and there they were...the army of shadows.

Rella turned the page and continued reading. She even tried to imagine her mother’s voice as she read:

The blue orb hummed frantically and began rolling along the shoreline toward the waterfall. I sprinted as fast as I could to keep up. The air tasted so sweet. It took a few steps to get my footing because the ground wasn’t like the ground on Earth One. It was softer and yet also more responsive to my steps. I wasn’t being propelled by Earth One friction. Some steps I took felt like the ground was grabbing my foot and propelling me forward to help me escape the approaching storm...new forces from another world....

Rella thought she’d heard footsteps approaching outside the room. The wooden floor seemed to shake. Rella didn’t know if she was just imagining this or if this meant she was about to be thrown back into Hleo. The quilt was on the floor beneath her. Would it swirl up around her and whisk her away? She wondered. She gripped the white colored pencil like a dagger.

The bronze door handle began to turn. 

Rella crouched into her fighting stance, holding the pencil out in front of her. She was ready for whatever evil might come bursting through that door.  

A furry white paw reached around the door. 

Is that a panda’s paw? Rella asked herself. What should I do? I’ve never met a giant panda. But I don’t smell anything. Would a wild panda have a smell? 

Rella squinted her eyes but didn’t dare approach the door. 

A beady black nose and then a hairy face peaked around the half-opened door. 

“Roaaaaaaar!” a voice screamed as the shape of the panda bear burst into the room. 

Something else was moving behind it. 

Rella screamed and rushed directly toward it. 

“Run towards the roar!” she remembered her father telling her. “They never expect it.”

As she circled the giant figure, a human hand grabbed her by the arm.

“Rella! Rella!” Uncle J shouted. “It’s me! It’s just a stuffed animal. I found it in an empty room.”

Rella jolted out of her trance. 

“Uncle J! Are you mad? I could have hurt you!” Rella shouted, slipping the white pencil back into her bag.

Uncle J smiled. 

“I thought you’d like to have some company in your room. I know you love pandas!” he said. 

Rella caught her breath and looked at the gigantic stuffed animal. Rella did think it was cute and she did love pandas. 

“Ok, I’ll keep it,” she said, grabbing the giant paw and dragging it over to the corner of the room. 

“How was your visit with...SK?” he asked. 

“Really good! Are we going to see the city?” Rella replied.

“What were you doing before I came in?”Uncle J asked, holding off on answering her question.

“I was just reading,” Rella said, taking a slow breath. “Just reading...”

“Of course. I just wanted to let you know I’m going to see if I can find us some food. SK said she’s available upstairs if you need her.”

“You’re going to leave me here alone?” Rella asked. 

Uncle J smiled again, pulled a piece of electro-gummy candy from his pocket, and popped it into his mouth. 

“You want to come with me?” he asked, pulling another piece of the luminous gummies out of his pocket and extending his hand to Rella. “You seemed pretty focused on that book.” 

Rella looked back down at her mother’s Notebook. She wanted to keep reading, but she could also feel her stomach rumbling. She didn’t know if she’d make it until Uncle J returned. 

“I think I’ll come along,” Rella said, smiling. “Just let me grab my satchel.”

Rella looked up and watched Uncle J as he danced his way back out of her room. “Meet you at the entrance of the building in one minute. I’m just going to run up and let SK know you’re coming with me,” he sang.

Rella couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen Uncle J dance out of a room. He was beyond excited about something. 

Perhaps there is good news to come after all? Rella thought.

Rella grabbed her mother’s Red Notebook and put it into her satchel. She double-checked the satchel for any other mysterious objects that might have brought themselves back with her from Hleo. 

The pencils were in there along with her sketchbook with the drawings she’d made on the car trip. She also had the old book of verse with the story of the female knight that her father always read to her, and one small luminous gummy candy that she had somehow neglected to finish off on the road trip. 

Then there was another item, which by some inexplicable force, Rella hadn’t noticed: the scroll. 

As Rella and Uncle J stepped out into the sunlight, they both took long, deep breaths. 

“What happened to this place?” Rella asked, “It looks like a city that was built way in the future and then it got all old somehow.” 

“Hmmmm,” Uncle J replied, smiling as they walked past the car. 

“Hmmmm,” Rella mimicked her uncle’s evasive reply as she stopped cold in her tracks. She screamed but no sound came out of her mouth.

“What is it, Rella? Are you ok?” Uncle J asked. Rella darted over to the car and swiped her finger over the layer of dust coating the dented door.

“What happened to your car?” Rella asked. 

“I missed a few turns?” J replied, sheepishly.

“It looks like a giant picked it up, threw it off of a cliff, and watched it bounce into a mud bog,” Rella exclaimed. And after that, another giant must have fished it out of the mud bog and played a game of kick-the-can with it, until another giant, a very motherly one, felt pity for the car, picked it up, spit on it and tried to rub some of the dirt off of it.” 

“You have quite an imagination, Rella,” Uncle J said, wrapping his arm around Rella.

“So I’ve been told,” Rella replied.

Uncle J looked at the long, deep scratches, layers of red dust, and the flat tires. It had been quite a journey. 

“Well...the car and I had some rough moments while you were sawing logs under the quilt in the back seat,” he said, winking at Rella. 

Rella remembered what SK had just told her. There were some things you shouldn’t discuss aloud here in this world. 

Uncle J knew exactly where Rella had been and, she was starting to realize, he probably knew a lot more.  

“I can’t tell you how we got here, exactly. But...let me just say that I had to go a bit off-road, through a maze of tunnels, and in and out of some thick fog to find it...” 

Uncle J laughed and patted his stomach.

“I’m so hungry!” he said, walking toward a path at the edge of the parking lot.

“Over the sea and under the stones,” Rella replied, talking mostly to herself.

“What’s that?” Uncle J asked as he took Rella’s hand. 

“Nothing,” Rella said. “Just thinking.”

They picked up the pace and ran toward an opening in a large fence panel. It was a patchwork of rusted metal and storm-worn lumber. 

They jogged down another rocky, downhill path. 

If the construction was ever finished, they would have been near the center of the city. For now, this path was still on the border.

Uncle J took in a deep breath and out of nowhere a fierce wind rushed over them. It was carrying a cloud of hot, red dust. 

Uncle J grabbed Rella and pulled her to the ground. 

“Rella, look out!” he shouted. He threw himself on top of her to protect her. 

Rella felt her mouth filling with the red dust. She even put her hand over her mouth and nose and kept her eyes shut tight as the wind roared overhead. She thought about the dreamscape with Quinn and remembered how she’d always had the mask on in the dreamscape. Now she understood what those were for.

As quickly as it descended, the wind ceased. Rella shivered. She felt another memory rush over her skin, like she was back in Hleo chasing down the robot-girl PRISMA. 

She reached down, ran her fingers over the patch on the bottom of her satchel and then checked it for the Red Notebook. 

She wasn’t going to let her mother’s Notebook slip away like she had with the scroll back in Hleo. 

At this moment, she thought it might be helpful to use the scroll again, though she still hadn’t really figured out much about how it worked. 

“What in Anselm’s Hope was that?” Rella asked as she stood up and brushed the red powder off as well as she could. 

“Where’d you get that phrase?” J asked.

“Picked it up somewhere, I guess,” Rella said, staring at a sign that had been covered in dust. Only the phrase ‘Anselm’s Hope’ was visible. 

J followed Rella’s glance and chuckled. 

“Maybe some kind of a dust storm?” 

Rella couldn’t remember the last time he was this unsure of himself. 

Rella hadn’t considered whether or not Uncle J had ever been to Anselm.

“You have been here before, haven’t you Uncle J?” Rella asked. 

“Not exactly,” he replied. “I’ve seen pictures. I’ve talked to your parents about it. But the pictures were always mixed in with other fake photos, ones created by the conspiracy theorists. Those who knew nothing about the actual Alliance. And then there were the ones created by the new governments with the fake photos meant to cast doubt on the real ones.”

“Propapanda!” Rella said. She knew that word from school. It was something that adults continued using around Ensea when the Westcon developers started trying to bring their new technologies into Ensea.

“Propaganda,” Uncle J corrected her, though she didn’t seem to hear him.

“Is there anyone else you know, besides Eurie...I mean, SK? And how long has she known my mom and dad? Are we related to her? Does she really bake? How do you know when a photo is a fake photo?”

“Rella, slow down,” J exclaimed. “I can’t keep track of all those questions.”

Rella had spent a lot of time in school examining photos to learn to verify which ones were altered. 

Photo verification was an essential subject in her school back in Ensea and she was one of the best in the class, mostly because she was really good at understanding shadows. 

She’d always been fascinated by shadows and how they were created, the way that light reflected off of and through various objects. 

Sometimes her teachers thought she had cheated somehow because even they couldn’t read the shadows as well as she could. 

Rella tried to calm herself, but she was so full of excitement for what was coming next. She knew another adventure had to be coming soon, perhaps even right when they got past this little garden they were walking through.

“Look!” Uncle J shouted, pointing out at a large, white corvid gliding up out over the landscape. She thought of Thalas, Eurie’s guardian, and the thrill of riding on her back with Eurie on that first day in Hleo. 

As she followed the corvid’s descent, her eyes began to focus. Uncle J wasn’t pointing at the corvid at all. He was pointing at the towers.

Rella gasped as she gazed out at the contrasting structures: sleek, silvery walls of glass next to hollowed out skyscrapers, silver rails and then rusted rows of lamp posts. There were tangled wires that stretched from the tops of towers and then bright, metallic spheres decorating street corners and alleyways. 

Rella recalled a picture she had seen once of a city tucked along the edge of a green mountain where people rode in small, ornately painted metal boxes suspended from wires and cables. The photo might have been an advertisement for some kind of vacation resort or medical facility. It might have been simply a work of art, though artwork that was so pure was hard to come by since Wescton had extended its influence into Eastcon. The image in that photo was such a peaceful place. This city seemed to have some of that peace, though it was also disturbed.  There were fragments that did not cohere.

Rella even spotted a distant cave below a jagged line of rocky cliffs. She thought again of the caves of Hleo. Uncle J grabbed Rella by the hand and helped her climb down over a cluster of rocks.

“As you can see, the city was never completely finished. It was intended, by its founders, to be a place open to anyone. But long before you were born, there were some, like your grandparents, who wanted to see this dream for a city of refuge made real. They wanted to carve out a better way....”

“My mom’s parents or my dad’s parents?” Rella asked.

“Mine and your mother’s parents,” he answered. “Mr. and Mrs. Deveraux.”

As they reached even ground, Rella immediately spotted a young boy sitting alone on top of one of the gigantic, ironclad warehouses. 

The boy’s skin was darker than her own, which was a copper-brown. It certainly looked a lot like Quinn, she thought, but quickly dismissed it. She hoped it really was Quinn.

Before they got any closer, the boy vanished from sight. 

Rella squeezed Uncle J’s hand tighter. 
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Chapter 11: Central Tower 
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“STOP RIGHT THERE,” a commanding voice called out. 

Rella let out a scream as Uncle J whirled around and pushed her behind his back to protect her. 

Uncle J shouted some strange code word in a language Rella didn’t understand. It sounded like ‘my nose is thirsty’ in Ensea dialect, but that didn’t make any sense at all.

Rella couldn’t see the person standing in front of Uncle J, but she started to imagine all kinds of creatures from her Revenge of the Alien Queen’s Daughters video game. She squeezed her eyes shut.

Once she’d run her mind through all the blobs and zombies from that game, she pictured some kind of killer robot that was about to carry them away. There was really no explanation for why she thought about that image, since she’d never seen any killer robots (except for PRISMA, who she really only saw for a few minutes during the battle with the Shadowsplitters). 

Actual robots, like the ones she’d been seeing in her dreamscape training with Q, were highly regulated and usually kept away from regular people. 

Based on all the futuristic tech and plants, though, it seemed likely that robots might roam openly here in Anselm. She thought about that boy they had just seen sitting on the roof of the warehouse. Maybe he was a robot?

“J...is that you?” the voice said again. It was now more clearly a human voice. Yes, it was a friendly woman’s voice. Rella thought it even sounded a lot like someone from Ensea. 

“We’ve been waiting...is that her, is that Rella?” the woman asked, trying to peek around J’s back.

“Yes. I’m Rella,” Rella said as she peeked her head out from behind her uncle’s back. 

She was a tall woman, around the same age as Rella’s mother, with a strong posture. Her dark hair was pulled back tightly behind her head and her skin was freckled and a bit lighter than Rella’s. The woman wore a long, lightweight dress. The dress had an array of colors in various rectangular shapes, though it was a bit faded and stained by the red dust. She also had heavy, black boots with metal clasps holding them on. 

“Hello, Rella,” the woman said as Uncle J stepped aside to introduce them.

“Hello, cool boots...,” Rella said, a little shyly, though she was actually very eager to talk with the woman.

“I’m Mara,” the woman said, “Mara Anselm.” 

Rella gave a bow, though she had no idea whether that was a custom in Anselm.

Mara paused and seemed like she wanted to say something else. 

“And you knew...know...my parents, Winter and Julian?” Rella asked. 

Rella noticed that Mara was wearing a jeweled ring, perhaps a ruby, on her left ring finger and a sapphire pendant necklace. Mara had a very distinct style. 

“Yes,” Mara said. “And they will be returning here as soon as they can.”

“Thank you,” Rella said. She remembered some things SK had told her about how Mara was sort of like the mayor of the city, if the city had actually elected a mayor. 

Rella reached her hand into her satchel and felt her mother’s Notebook again. She felt so comfortable with Mara. She suddenly felt the urge to offer her mother’s Notebook, if it would help. 

Rella quickly changed her mind, though, because she hadn’t even finished reading it herself. She needed to make sure that her mother hadn’t left her any secrets, ones that no one else was supposed to see. 

Mara watched Rella’s eyes closely as Rella stared down into her bag.

“I like your satchel, Rella. It’s beautiful,” Mara said.

“It was my mother’s when she was my age,” Rella replied. 

Even though she wasn’t ready to share all of the information about the Red Notebook, or the pens, or the scroll, she felt ok sharing that information.

“What happened to it?” Mara replied, pointing at the stitched part that Eurie, back in Hleo, had repaired. “That threading is incredibly precise...” 

Rella smiled but remained silent. Mara continued looking Rella in the eyes, trying to reassure her that she was in a safe place with people who care.

“I think we better get moving,” Uncle J said. “We can’t risk getting caught in another one of those hot dust-ups.”

Rella followed behind Uncle J. 

Mara then led them on a walking tour of Anselm’s more complete districts.

“People come and go quite often,” Mara said, “But there are a handful who’ve been here for decades. I’d say the population hovers around five thousand at any given time, but we’ve had a lot more lately. The city is designed for millions though.”   

Rella kept her eyes out for any more signs of the boy she had spotted on the roof. 

“What about children?” Rella asked. “Are there a lot of children?”
“Oh, yes,” Mara replied, “There probably aren’t as many as you might have had back in...,” Mara paused. 
“Ensea,” Uncle J answered.

“Yes, Ensea. Yes. The children in Ensea probably all had ties to the village in some way or another, though the children here are from all over Earth One. They have come from a variety of cultural corners and they speak many languages.”

“Old languages?” Rella asked. “I love languages. I’m always eager to learn more.”

“Then I think you’ll feel right at home,” Mara answered, repeating the word home in three more local languages as a quick lesson for Rella. 

Rella smiled and made a mental note of the new words. 

“Can we go up there?” Uncle J asked as they reached a tower at the end of a long row of buildings. 

The only structure taller than this tower that Rella had ever seen was the tower atop Shelterwood Castle. Unlike the carved wood in Hleo though, this tower looked more like a theme park ride. 

As Rella stared at it, she noticed that the exterior seemed to be transforming. One second it looked like a patchwork of rusted metal. Then, for a few seconds, it sparkled and shimmered. She didn’t mention this to Uncle J or Mara. Maybe it was just her imagination taking over.

“It looks like a fun ride,” Rella chirped. “Can we go up in it?”

The central tower was the tallest structure in Anselm and the first thing Anselm designed. It even had an elliptical staircase inside, just like the one on his wristwatch. The primary purpose of building such a tall tower was to get a clear view of the city and also the hills, caverns, and mountain roads. 

“I don’t want to disappoint you, Rella, but the elevator doesn’t move very quickly, so it will probably be the slowest theme park ride you’ve ever been on.”

“I really, really want to see the top!” Rella begged.

“If Mara says it’s ok,” Uncle J replied.

“Yes. But you have to be careful and stay seated.” Rella gazed at the tower and noticed that the walls continued to appear and disappear.

“The city is a bit low on trained elevator mechanics,” Mara said, “So I just want to take extra precautions and minimize our movement as we travel up.” 

Rella watched Mara’s eyes. She could see that Mara was also seeing the shifting appearance and transformation of the tower walls.

Rella climbed onto the open platform. Uncle J and Mara followed and grabbed a hold of straps hanging from the roof of the elevator box. 

Rella sat down in the center of the platform and held onto a small handle someone had welded to the floor. 

Mara pulled another lever above her head and the lift began to ascend. It was exactly what Rella imagined riding in a hot air balloon might be like, just slowly lifting higher and higher. 

Once they had reached five hundred feet, Rella peered out into the distance. The city was surrounded by bare and rocky hills and mountains. Only a few, ancient, petrified trees were visible and the ravines and cracks were so abundant that no land vehicle could possibly make it in or out of the city without a very detailed map. 

With the frequent squalls of dust, it was clear that it would be difficult for any flying vehicles or planes to pass through. The squalls were so unlike any weather phenomenon she had ever seen that Rella thought they might have been made by machines or some alternate dimensional force. 

Was it possible, though, for humans to create such powerful storms? If it wasn’t some kind of magic or technological trick, where could it possibly be coming from? 

“How did you get your car through all of that?” Rella asked Uncle J, who was discussing the city layout with Mara.

“Some roads are harder to find than others...but they’re there if you know where to look,” he said. 

“I can’t figure it out!” Rella said. “There’s no way a car could have gotten through anywhere. Was there an underground tunnel or something?” she asked. As she looked around, she realized that there were very few cars. Even for a city with only five thousand people, she thought there should have been at least a few hundred cars. 

“Where are all the cars? How do people get around?” Rella asked. 

Just then, Rella spotted something flying up toward them from below. 

“What’s that?” Rella asked. 

Uncle J looked to Mara to explain. 

“Oh...that’s the local engineer! A true genius with tech.”

“How is he doing that? Is he flying?” Rella asked. 

“Oh...you’ll see. I have a feeling he’s on his way up to meet us. He’s a very curious kid.” 

The small dot of a helmet grew larger and larger as it approached the platform, which was still slowly rising toward the top of the tower. 

The boy was wearing a military uniform. He had a tool belt fastened to his waist with numerous tools, wrenches, drivers, and some tools that were clearly custom made. 

As he floated up toward them, Rella’s heart leapt up. 

“Tal-boots!” Rella shouted. “Ohhh wow! It’s happening!”

“What’s that Rella?” Mara asked. “What’s happening?” 

And then Q reached the platform. 

“Hi Mara!” Q said, looking over at Rella.

“Please come aboard,” she said. “You know I don’t like when you fly around on those things!”

“They’re perfectly safe,” Q said. “I designed them myself.” 

“Who are the new folks?” Q asked, looking at Uncle J first. 

“This is J and his niece,” Mara said.

Q, still floating in the air, looked around as if he was checking for drones. 

He gave Rella a salute.

Rella clutched her satchel, nodded, and smiled. She could feel blood pumping in her ears.

Q landed on the platform. The boots latched onto the metal with a clink, a clang, and a clack. 

Mara noticed the shock and recognition on Q’s face as he smiled at Rella. 

Uncle J noticed too.

“We just came from Ensea...it’s in Eastcon. Have you heard of it?” Rella asked, extending her hand to Q for a friendly shake. She was trying her best to maintain her composure, to pretend they hadn’t met before.

Q shook her hand slowly and gave a wink through his visor. “No, tell me about it?”

As the platform neared the top, Rella mentioned a few things about Ensea which Q had already learned when they first met in Hleo, but she also mentioned a few new details about the way that the town had been overtaken by the Westcon propagandists.

“Here we are,” Mara announced as they stepped off of the elevator and into a small control room.

“None of the tech up here actually works very well,” Q said. “I’ve pulled apart a few pieces of hardware and some of the levers and things to use for my research. But the control room itself is pretty useless.”

“Not completely,” Mara said, motioning Rella and Uncle J to a door that led out onto another platform overlooking the city. 

There were three telescopes with heavy metal casings mounted to the railing.

“This one,” Mara said, “has special lenses which will allow you to see through those red dust clouds. That one has night vision. And that one, the largest one, has digital sensors that can detect the slightest movements far out into deep space. We use that to track any satellites that pass by...though we rarely see any.”

“So is there always someone on watch up here? Working as a lookout for the city?” Uncle J asked.

“Usually there is...but people come and go, as you know...,” Mara said.

“Uncle J would be a good watchman,” Rella burst out. She pressed her eye up against the largest of the three telescopes.

“Do what Rella?” Uncle J asked.

“You could be a lookout!” Rella said.

“I don’t know about that,” Uncle J said.

Mara smiled. “I think we’ll let your Uncle J have some time to look around before he takes on any new jobs,” Mara said.

“What’s that?” Rella asked, taking her eye away from the telescope.

“What?” Q asked.

“Look in the lens. I saw something blinking...I couldn’t quite make out the colors...some kind of blue, a little gleam of white, flashes of green, maybe? It was all up there!” Rella exclaimed, peering into the swirling sky.

Mara darted over to the telescope and tried to locate the object Rella was describing.

“Oh my...this is interesting. Ohhh. Oh. No...this is bad. We’ve got to get going. Now.”

“What is it?” Uncle J asked.

“Rella,” Mara exclaimed, seemingly out of breath, “Can I borrow something to write with? And maybe a piece of scrap paper?”       

“Sure,” Rella said. She pulled her sketchbook from her bag and tore out a piece of paper. She also pulled out one of the colored pencils but hesitated for a second. She was thinking about what her mother had written about finding them. She didn’t have time to think it over too much, though, because Mara snatched it out of her hand, along with the paper, and began frantically scribbling a note.

“Can you look through the scope and tell me what you see, J?” Mara asked.

Uncle J looked into the telescope and started speaking in a strange code to Mara. He was listing off numbers and coordinates rapidly. 

Rella was impressed and also a little frightened. She knew nothing of Uncle J’s hidden talent for numbers. 

She looked over at Mara and watched as she scribbled down everything Uncle J was saying.  Suddenly, Mara stopped to examine the pencil.

“This is a fascinating writing tool,” she said. “The lead or ink or whatever it is doesn’t seem to wear out at all! Where did you get this?” Mara asked.

“It was my mother’s,” Rella said, putting her hand into the satchel. “And I’d really like it back now.” 

She wasn’t sure how much more she should say at that moment. Uncle J pulled his eye away from the telescope.

“It’s gone,” he said.

“Q, can you take this message down to General K?” Mara asked.

“You got it!” Q answered as Mara handed him the note.

“See you soon, Rella,” Q said as he leapt off of the tower and soared away on his Tal-boots.
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Chapter 12: Q’s Family
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AS THE LIFT CARRIED them back to the ground floor, Rella pulled out her sketchbook and began working on a drawing of the city from the top of the tower. As she sketched, first with her charcoal pencil and then, occasionally, with the colored ones, she pretended not to be listening to Mara’s conversation with Uncle J. 

She didn’t know how much she was supposed to and not supposed to hear. They didn’t seem to be too concerned about her listening in, but they also didn’t include her or really act like it was too important for her to know. 

Rella counted on Uncle J to clue her in on what she needed to know, though she did try to pick up at least a few details as she listened in. First, she learned that the city had recently taken in a large number of Storykeepers’ children. There were at least fifty children between seven and twelve who had arrived in the last week. 

Rella flipped through her notebook and saw a sketch she had made of the boy they called The Architect. She could hardly remember what happened back in Hleo, but the image of the jeweled sword and the cloaked boy were still vivid. She recalled moments of the battle to save The Wondercurrent, though it was blurry. 

Rella had become used to these fluctuations of memory over the last week or two. Sometimes, she could remember every detail of the situation back in Hleo, but it was a different kind of memory. It wasn’t like trying to remember what you ate for breakfast or how to calculate change when you bought a pretzel at a biofuel station. It was like trying to remember how to solve an equation but you weren’t sure if you ever learned the right formula. The best way she could think of it was to imagine that there was another place in her mind, a hidden part of the brain that stored memories only of these other worlds. 

She turned her ears back to Mara and Uncle J’s conversation. As she listened, she learned more about Quinn, who also went by Q here in Anselm. Mara explained that he had been living with his parents in the capital city of the Westcon territory. His parents lived in one of the skyscraper apartments with the Oak-mod trees that Rella had learned about from a science program.

Q was actually part of an elite group of youth in Westcon who were being trained for high level, technical military posts. Q’s parents were also Storykeepers. 

Unlike her situation, where her parents had been called for a mission into the interworlds requiring her to flee with Uncle J, Q’s parents had arranged to have him sent to Hleo for protection.  Mara spoke quietly, “After Q arrived back here from Hleo, his parents reported fleeing the capital city to avoid capture. Unfortunately, something happened on their way through the mountain paths that kept them from arriving when they had planned. There’s been talk that they were being pursued by some kind of airship carrying AI bots, but it’s mostly speculation. We haven’t picked up anything on our radars. I’m preparing our defence forces and some new vehicle tech just in case though.”

Uncle J continued staring out through the glass, trying to take in all of the information. Rella didn’t like how serious he seemed to be. She quickly scribbled a silly monster picture on a piece of paper, crumbled it up, and threw it at his head.

When it hit his head, he jumped. Then he picked up the crumpled paper, looked at the picture, and refolded it into an airplane. 

He smiled at Rella and threw the plane off the tower. Rella watched it soar across the layered sky.

“And what about the food here?” Uncle J said to Mara. “We still haven’t eaten!” 

“Oh. Yes. We’ll take care of that.”

They reached ground level and climbed out of the lift. Rella looked back at the tower. It continued shifting from new to old, from finished to unfinished. To Rella, it didn’t seem like Uncle J and Mara noticed the changes. 
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Chapter 13: Mr. Soup
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“ARE YOU HUNGRY, RELLA?” Mara asked as they walked down the wide, empty street. It felt strange to be in a city and not to see surveillance drones zipping around overhead or to hear hundreds of devices beeping and vibrating in various patterns. 

Rella could smell fresh bread and some kind of sweet and salty seafood stew. 

She looked up at Mara, shook her head vigorously, and rubbed her tummy.  “Oh, please tell me that we’re going wherever that smell is coming from! Please!” Rella said. 

Uncle J laughed and put his hand on Rella’s shoulder. “This girl is the most adventurous eater you’ll ever meet. Aren’t you?”

Rella smiled at Uncle J and looked back at Mara.

“Well,” Mara said, “We have a lot of variety here in Anselm.”

“But how?” Rella asked, “If everything is so closed off and hidden....”

“Well, we count on a constant flow of travelers from distant lands. People are always coming and going,” Mara said.

Rella thought about all of the varieties of foods she’d read about in her father’s books on the culinary history of Earth One. It was one of her favorite subjects. The book discussed hundreds of cultures around the planet and the unique foods that came from the special varieties of plants and spices. One of her goals in life was to travel to every major city and continental zone to try the foods. From what Mara was saying, though, it seemed like all these foods were about to come to her. 

“Do you have to pay for it?” Rella asked, worried that Uncle J hadn’t brought enough money. 

“No. We don’t actually use currency here. It’s all based around trade,” Mara said.

“What if people don’t have things to trade?” Rella asked.

Just as Mara started to answer, Uncle J interrupted.

“Rella, I think that’s enough questions for now,” he said. 

“Oh, sorry,” Rella said.

“It’s ok,” Mara said, “We’ll have plenty of time to discuss these details later.” 

Mara pointed at the open-air plaza where a few travelers were gathered around a table eating large bowls of the seafood gumbo. The sweet and salty flavor had been swirling in Rella’s nose and mouth for too long already. 

The plaza, like many areas of Anselm, was weathered. It was clearly well planned, but it was in need of some updating and maintenance. The ones who had designed this area as a gathering place had undoubtedly put a lot of work into making sure people coming from all directions had the opportunity to interact. The various levels and slow-moving platforms mesmerized Rella.

“We call this area The Crossing,” Mara said, as they walked over to the open window on the southern wall where the food was being served. “Can you guess why?” 

Rella had noticed that there were five separate streets that all met at this plaza. 

“Because all the major avenues meet here...so everyone crosses paths here?” Rella asked.

“You got it!” Mara said.

Uncle J introduced himself to the chef, a large man wearing a greasy, tattered apron. The chef was distributing the gumbo using a massive ladle. Rella was amazed that he spilled almost none of it.  

“What’s the cost, sir?”  Uncle J asked.

“I see that the two of you have just arrived,” he said. “As you know, we’re traders here.”  

Mara smiled. “Oh, come on Soup, don’t give them a hard time. They’re hungry.” 

Rella could tell that Mara and Soup knew each other well. She figured that they must both be longtime residents of the city.

Mara whispered something in Uncle J’s ear and then ran off quickly. 

Rella knew it had something to do with that message she had sent to Q, but she didn’t ask. She was much more interested in the meal in front of her. 

“Yes. We’ve come from Ensea in Eastcon!” Rella said, looking up at Soup. Her stomach grumbled.

“Oh...” the man replied. He was a burly man with a curious and pleasant face. He clearly enjoyed his profession. 

“Thank you for this meal,” Rella said.

“My pleasure. And I see you have a very full satchel there. With some very interesting threading. Perhaps you’ve got something we could trade? Perhaps you’ve got some more of that thread?” he asked, entranced at the sparkling color holding on the patch.

The thread was from Hleo, but Rella didn’t think it would be wise to tell the story of how she had come by that thread. Not to a chef named Soup who she’d just met. 

Rella gave Uncle J a nervous look but he was distracted by all of the architecture and the moving platforms. 

What if he wants one of my pencils or a page of my mom’s Notebook? Rella thought. I can’t trade those. Then she remembered the gummies. 

“Let me see,” she said, fishing around for the luminous gummy she remembered seeing earlier.

As Rella fished around in her bag, Uncle J addressed Soup: “Well, Mr. Soup, Sir, someone told me that you just as happily trade in stories as you do in threads and seasonings, isn’t that true?”

Rella’s ears perked up. 

“Yes,” Soup said, “that is true. If you’ve got a good tale, that’s just as well, especially if it’s a whale of a tale.”

Uncle J laughed at the burly man’s joke. Rella was still rifling through her satchel. 

“I think Rella might have a whale story or two she could share with you,” Uncle J said.

“Or you could have this?” Rella said, pulling the gummy out of her bag. It was orange and flashed rapidly. 

“Oh...that looks interesting. We don’t get those in here too often,” Soup said.

“We picked it up on our journey here. You can have it!” Rella said.

Soup held out a stained palm and Rella dropped it in.

“Well. That’s enough for your dinner. But you or your Uncle J are still going to have to pay me at least one story,” Soup said.

“Fair enough,” Uncle J replied. “Will you join us?” 

Soup glanced around the plaza. There didn’t appear to be any more customers to wait on at the moment, so he decided to take a snack break and join up with Rella and Uncle J. It was time for some story swapping.

As she sat down, Rella could see the mountains in the distance between the long row of scaffoldings and buildings down the avenue directly behind Soup. 

“Will you tell us a story?” Rella begged. 

Mara suddenly reappeared in the plaza and caught Rella’s attention. Uncle J was staring up at the buildings, lost in thought.

“Is that Mara over there?” Rella pointed. 

“What?” Uncle J said. 

“She’s motioning for you to come over. I think she wants to talk to you,” Rella said.

“You wait here,” Uncle J said.  

Uncle J picked up his bowl of gumbo and carried it over to the far side of the plaza where Mara was holding a package. She seemed to be in a great hurry. 

“I’ll stay here with Soup,” Rella said. “And finish my soup.... stew, I mean....”

Soup laughed. “Good one, PenSword.” 

“My full name, if you must know, is Rella Deveraux-Pensword,” she said.

“I see. Well...I’m Estragon Maldives Longfellow the Third,” Soup replied.

“Really...that’s a very long and kind of wobbly name,” Rella said. 

“Hey! It’s not as long as my brother’s name,” Soup said, pointing to another bear of a man who had just appeared in the window of the restaurant to serve some more customers. He looked almost identical to Soup. 

“What’s his name?” Rella asked.

“His name is Terracomber Shortbody Northwater Bannister Bunnister the Fourth,” Soup said as he took another mouthful of the gumbo.

Rella burst out laughing and accidentally sent a spray of gumbo juice up into the air and directly into the middle of the apron pocket covering Soup’s chest.  

She was pretty sure he was just making that up, but she didn’t ask because there was no way she could remember all of those names if it were true.

“Alright. I’ve got a story for you, but I don’t think you’ll believe me,” Soup said.

Uncle J was still standing across the plaza talking with Mara. He gave her a thumbs up to let her know that things were ok. 

“If you tell the story well enough, I might believe you!” Rella said. 

Now that her stomach was filling up with gumbo, she was also warming up to Soup. She could tell that he was a sincere person. He reminded her a little of Mena the chameleon tiger and Alister the Bear from Hleo.

“Well...when I was a boy, I used to have a pet tiger,” Soup said.

The mention of the tiger caught Rella off guard. It was like just as she thought about the tiger, he mentioned a tiger. Something strange was definitely going on in this city.

“Really? Was that common? Did everyone have pet tigers where you’re from?” Rella asked.

“Oh, well. I see you’re going to be hard to impress. Actually, no. Nobody was allowed to have pets any larger than their pockets,” Soup said.

“I see,” Rella said. “So, what happened when your parents found out about the tiger?  

“Oh. I’ll get to that,” Soup said.

“I can’t believe your parents would let you keep a tiger!” Rella said. 

“Well...our village was located on an island with a dense...what’s the local word?” Soup asked.

“Jungle?” Rella answered.

“Yes. Jun-gle,” Soup said slowly.

Rella smiled. She loved listening to Soup’s voice, especially the way he spoke in the Ensea dialect. Until that moment, Rella hadn’t even noticed that Soup was using the Ensea dialect out of courtesy to her.

He continued, “You could only get there by a three-hour canoe ride. And there were many predators around our island,” he said, “So a tiger, if trained right, could be a very helpful kind of protection.”

“Ok. So how did a tiger get on an island in the middle of a jungle?” Rella asked.

“That’s the tricky part. You see...I was out canoeing one morning with my brother...”

“Terry Lipscomb Shortbody Northwater Bannister Bunnister the...Fourth?”

“Close. Impressive memory, Rella. But we called him BanBun for short,” Soup said.

“And...” Rella said. 

“Well...we were out hunting lizards when we came to this gigantic tree. Neither of us remembered seeing this tree in our swamp before. It was almost as though the tree had sprouted overnight,” Soup said.

“That could be possible,” Rella said, “Maybe it was a Mod-tree. You know...there are places where trees have been engineered to grow at a hundred times the usual rate of tree growth...my Uncle J and I....”

“Oh no. I know all about those strange trees. This was long before anyone had begun tampering with mods. We began examining the tree and BanBun noticed something moving behind the bark. It was like watching something hatching from an egg. We both stood at the base of the tree and watched as the trunk began to crack...and then...out pops this little baby tiger!”

“What did you do then? Was it hungry?” Rella asked.

“Oh yes. It was very hungry. We tried to offer him one of the lizards we had caught...”

“Gross,” Rella said.

“He didn’t want them,” Soup said.

“And so, I scooped him up and carried him back to the canoe and we brought him back to the village.”

“And then what?” Rella said.

“At first, people were very intrigued. They’d never seen a tiger before. We found some things he liked to eat, some fruits and some other plants, and we helped him to grow big and strong. We played with him every day and he became our best friend and was known as the protector of the village.”
“You didn’t give him a long name, did you? Because, from what I know about animals, you’re supposed to give them pretty short names so they listen to your commands.”
“Well...some people in the village wanted to give him a name worthy of his status, which would have meant a very long name, because long names were revered. However, we settled on Menagerie.”

Rella’s heart leapt up. A memory of Hleo came flashing into her mind. She thought of the tiger they had rescued from PRISMA. Soup looked deep into Rella’s eyes. 

“You know something about this tiger?” he said.

Rella continued staring into his eyes, trying to decide what she should say. 

Perhaps this was a test to see how well she could keep the secret. She thought again about what SK had told her about not talking about what happened in the other places. Soup was trying to tell her something without giving it away. She tried her best to keep the secretive conversation going.

“Well...,” Rella said. “I, too, met a tiger once.”

“Oh...you did?” Soup said. 

“Yes. But my tiger was ten times the size of the average tiger. And she had the ability to change color...to blend in with the world around her,” Rella said. 

“Oh...now this sounds interesting,” Soup said. “I’ve never heard of a chameleon-tiger.”

“Oh yes,” Rella said. “And maybe that’s why your tiger wouldn’t eat those lizards. Maybe it was a chameleon-tiger too.”

“No, I don’t think I can believe you,” Soup said. “I’ll need some kind of proof.”

“What if I showed you a drawing?” Rella said. 

The two storytellers faced off. It felt like a chess match. Who was going to reveal their secret first?

Did Soup know about Hleo? Did he really know Menagerie? Rella wondered.

Uncle J broke the silence.

“Rella!” Uncle J shouted as he walked over. “We’ve got to get going.”

“Wait a minute,” Soup said, now turning a little more serious. “Rella hasn’t finished her story.”

Rella looked at Soup and continued searching his eyes. And then she noticed the striped tattoo on his left arm. 

Was he, somehow, connected to Menagerie? Had he spent time in Hleo? She needed to know.

“Ok,” Soup said, winking. “You’ll just have to come back another time and finish your story.”

“If you’ll make me more of this gumbo,” Rella said as she licked the spoon one last time. “You have a deal!”

Soup laughed. “I can’t guarantee I’ll have all the same ingredients...but it will be tasty. You can count on that.” 

“Until next time, then, Estragon Maldives Longfellow the Fourth.”

“Third,” Soup said. “It was nice to meet you young Rella PenSword!”

Rella followed Uncle J down the abandoned boulevard. They walked beneath an elevated rail line and past some shops. Rella saw a few faces, children mostly, peeking out through curtains or between shutters. She also caught a few glimpses of animals peeking through the windows. She missed her dog, Sir Miles Barkius. He had been left back in Ensea with the city librarian. Uncle J said it would have been difficult to bring the dog on this trip. She disagreed, but she knew that the librarian would take good care of her pup.

“That guy was strange but kind of funny,” Rella said, waving at one of the kids peeking out of a window. 

“No kidding. You seemed really entertained by his story. What was it about?” Uncle J asked.

Rella continued watching the faces in the windows as they walked and talked.

“Well...he says he found a tiger inside of a tree when he was a boy,” Rella said.

“Do you believe him?” Uncle J replied, looking down at a piece of paper. 

Rella could see that Mara had written down directions to Q’s workshop. She also saw instructions for how to get to an underground facility called The Galaxy, where many of the Red Notebooks were being held for the families passing through Anselm. 

“I think it’s possible, but he also told me he had this really long name and that his brother’s name was even longer...that part was a little hard to believe,” Rella said. 

Uncle J handed Rella the directions to Q’s workshop. 

“Mara gave me these. Can you read them?” Uncle J asked.

Rella had spent the last few years navigating various secret routes through Ensea to help deliver secret books to the libraries, so this basic set of directions was a cinch. 

“Yes, of course. It looks like we’re only about three blocks away,” Rella said. “A few zig-zags here and then I’m in,” Rella said.

“I didn’t even tell you where you were going?” Uncle J said.

“Q’s workshop, right?” Rella asked.

“How did you know?” Uncle J said, laughing. 

“Where else would I be going?” Rella asked, taking the paper from her uncle’s hands. “And I can read, you know?” 

“Hmmm,” Uncle J said with a bit of suspicion in his voice. “I could have been sending you to a clothing shop...you do look pretty shabby.”

“Yeah...well...have you looked in a mirror lately? You look like a wolf man!” Rella said and then let out a howl.

Uncle J rubbed his stubbly chin, grunted, and continued: “Ok. Well...I’m going to meet Mara at The Galaxy. Everyone here knows about it. If you happen to lose this paper or you can’t find Quinn, just come back here to the Plaza and meet up with Soup. He’ll send someone to get me,” Uncle J said.

“Do they have ice cream here?” Rella interrupted.

“What?” Uncle J replied. “Rella, try to focus?”

“Ok. Do you think Quinn will let me try on the Tal-boots?” Rella asked, thinking of the dreamscape training.

“Ummm. I think you better hold off on the boots,” Uncle J said. It was always his job to worry about and protect Rella. 

“Please...I really want to try them out,” Rella begged. “You know I’m steady. Didn’t you see him flying around in those things! They’re clearly safe!” 

“I don’t think I could stop you if I tried, but at least wear a helmet.”

“You got it! Thanks!” Rella shouted, slipping the instructions into her satchel and sprinting down the street.
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Chapter 14:  Page Turner
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RELLA DIDN’T REALLY think of herself as someone who liked big cities, but Anselm felt different. Of course, the parts of the city with the open scaffolding or the crumbling walls weren’t very pleasant. But there was enough beauty all around to make up for the missing parts. The lush plants spilling over rooftops even reminded her of her dreamworld, Hleo. 

While most cities had some sculptures or monuments scattered throughout, Anselm felt like it was designed in reverse. It was like the sculptors and the artists were told to create beautiful spaces first and then the functional parts would be added in later. Even the above-ground rail system, with its twists and turns through and around buildings, felt like it was meant more for pleasure than for getting people from work to school. It was also a very quiet city. Almost too quiet.

As she rounded a corner, a small, bright orange ball bounced off of her foot and up into the air above her head. Rella instinctively reached out her hand and caught it. 

“Nice catch!” a child’s voice shouted from a nearby courtyard.

Rella looked up. There were six children about her age. They were all bouncing up and down on stilts strapped to each of their feet. The one who had shouted at her was bounding toward her to retrieve the ball. The other five were still in position for something. Rella assumed that they were playing some kind of game, but she didn’t recognize it.

The girl hopped off of her stilt and approached Rella. 
“Hi! I’m Page Turner.”
“I’m Rella PenSword,” Rella said, thinking that Page Turner couldn’t be her real name. But she didn’t say anything about it.

“Are you new here, Rella PenSword?” Page asked, sounding a little suspicious, but also playful.

Rella tossed her the orange ball and tried to decide how to answer. She knew she had to be careful about who to trust. She looked back over at the group of kids. They all seemed friendly.

“Yes, I’m new,” Rella said, noticing that the other kids were keeping their distance.

Maybe they’re equally afraid of me, Rella thought. 

“Sorry about my friends,” Page said. “We’re not supposed to talk to anyone, even other kids unless we’ve been introduced by an adult.”

“Yeah. My Uncle J said the same thing to me.”

Rella saw that Page was eager to get back to her game.

“What’s the game called?” Rella asked.

“Jump-stilt handball or Pogo Handball,” Page said.

Rella followed Page as she bounced back to the stone courtyard. Rella immediately noticed that the court had been covered in various sizes of circles and criss-crossed lines of chalk. 

Rella stood by and watched as the two teams lined up and then began bouncing wildly as they smacked the ball back and forth while trying to steady themselves on the stilts. It was chaotic and disorganized, and looked like a ton of fun. There didn’t seem to be any boundary lines for the players as everyone seemed to move wherever they pleased. The kids also started shouting commands in various languages that Rella didn’t recognize. Every few seconds, someone would fall off of their stilts and nearly crack their skull, but then they’d leap right back up. 

After a few rounds, the kids all stopped to grab drinks from colored bottles they’d set on a nearby bench. Each kid kept their stilts in hand, even during the break. Rella thought this was a bit odd, since most kids would usually put their bikes or rackets down if they were going to return to a game. 

“It’s her! She’s coming!” Page shouted.

“Sorry Rella! We’ve got to go! You better get out of here.”

Page and her five friends strapped on their stilts and bounded away like a pack of frightened bunnies.

Rella dove underneath an empty wooden crate and tried to remain as still as possible.

There was a small crack at the bottom of the crate where Rella could just make out the feet of whoever, or whatever, had just caused that group of kids to flee.

Rella watched as three humanoid robots, two dressed in formal wear and one, with a semi-metallic purple wig and dressed in ragged pants and layered shirts marched around the court. It was clearly the leader of the other two. It then walked up to a brick wall. 

The two smaller robots were about Rella’s height. They seemed almost human until they moved their heads and arms. The heads moved sharply at odd angles.  As they both started banging their fists on the wall, in square patterns, Rella realized that they must be searching for a hidden door of some kind. Then, the purple-haired robot, who was about six inches taller than Rella, motioned her two subordinates to back away.

The leader then fastened a small box to one of the bricks and jumped back about twenty feet in one leap.  

“Rella,” Page whispered. 

“Oh no!” Rella shouted, terrified.

“It’s ok, it’s me. Page Turner. Can I come into your box?”

“Yes,” Rella said, lifting the corner of the wooden box and letting her new friend squeeze in with her.”

“Is that robot girl about to blow up the wall?” Page asked.

“I don’t know,” Rella said, thinking it’s a robot, not a girl, though that kind of purple wig is more common on girls. “It could be a bomb, but I’m not sure.”

Rella watched closely as the robots stood at attention beside the wall, waiting for it to open. Suddenly, there was a deep bass-like rumble in the ground and a green plume of luminous smoke.

“Wow!” Page exclaimed. “I’m glad I came back for you, Rella! This is going to be so interesting to report back to....”

Rella didn’t hear who Page was reporting to as there was another loud explosion. As the smoke cleared, a door appeared right in the spot where the robots had been knocking. The three robots then walked through the door.

Rella climbed out from under the box and ran for the door.

“What are you doing?” Page exclaimed, chasing after Rella. Page had her jump stilts in her hand, which made it a little difficult to keep up.

“Following a clue!” Rella said.

“Ok. Let’s go together then,” Page said.

The two girls walked through the doorway and into the secret room. They immediately dove beneath a larger cloth draped over a table in the corner of the room. 

The robots frantically searched the room and paid no attention to the two girls now hiding behind the curtain. The leader began shouting commands to the two younger-looking ones.

“I know that voice,” Rella whispered, as she peeked out from under the cloth.

“Who is it?” Page asked.

“It’s hard to explain,” Rella said. Rella wasn’t sure how much she should tell Page about Hleo and PRISMA, the robot who served Archimago.

“I’ve met Dream Travelers you know,” Page said after a pause.

Rella clutched her satchel and smiled in relief. She knew now that there would be more kids here in Anselm who knew about the Red Notebooks, though it was still a shock to actually be talking to someone who did.

Both girls watched the leader’s tarnished metallic boots as they scraped along the floor from one corner to the room and back. 

“I need to get the watch!” it said in a steely voice.

“Yes. Must find Anselm’s watch. Must find it now,” the two robots replied in unison as they continued searching the room.

“They call them SNOBS,” Page whispered.

Rella had heard that acronym. Rella thought about Q and the training she’d been doing in her dreams. Then she remembered that she was actually supposed to be heading to Q’s lab.

“Yes. And I think I know who their leader is...,” Rella said.

Just as Rella spoke, the robot lowered itself to the ground and peered in the girls’ direction. Rella felt a cold chill. 

The robot didn’t seem to notice Rella, but Rella knew who it was right away. 

“PRISMA,” Rella whispered as Page clutched her arm. 

“Prisma?” Page replied.

“I’ve seen this robot before,” Rella said. “We thought we had stopped it back in Hleo.”

“Hleo?” Page asked.

PRISMA hovered forward and continued kicking over boxes and pulling books from the shelves.

“Is this the watch?” one of the two SNOBS inquired. 

Rella and Page changed position and could now see everything happening in the room.

PRISMA took the watch from the SNOBS’ mechanical hands, examined it, and then smashed it on the floor.

“No, fool. It’s a pocket watch on a chain, not a wrist watch.”

The two girls trembled as they continued watching the robots.

“It sounds so human,” Page said to Rella. 

“But more than human,” Rella said. “We thought it, PRISMA, was just a regular girl back in Hleo. It has fooled others into thinking as much too.”

PRISMA continued to speak, its voice fluctuating between a human voice and the sound of a damaged speaker: “Remember the details: circular, spiral pattern with light blue and orange and reflective crystals.”

The SNOBS nodded and then followed PRISMA as they left the area.

As PRISMA and the SNOBS departed, Rella pulled her sketchbook from her pocket and made a few notes. 

Why is PRISMA seeking this watch? Did Archimago send it to find the watch? Is Archimago coming here too? 

“What are you doing?” Page interrupted.

Rella continued writing. She had to clear her mind and keep her thoughts straight. She knew she’d forget if she didn’t write it down immediately.

“I think better if I write things down.”

“Oh,” Page whispered. 

As Rella continued writing, Page put her jump stilts back on. 

“Ok. All finished,” Rella said.

The two girls slowly emerged from their hiding spot and checked the area.

Page’s other friends were already out in the street looking for her and Rella.

“I have to get back to my Uncle J,” Rella said.

“I understand,” Page replied. “We all better get home before any more of those SNOBS show up.”

“Yes,” Rella said. “Where do you all live?”

The group of kids in jump stilts all smiled and looked at each other. Rella didn’t consider that to be top secret information, but now she felt embarrassed for asking.

“Close by...” Page said, smiling.  

“Ok,” Rella said. “My uncle and I live just outside of the city in the tall, gray apartment building. There’s not much else around it, but I don’t actually know the address.”

“Yep. I know where that is,” Page said. “There’s an old woman who lives up there. She comes into the city sometimes and checks on us. We know her well.”

Rella was glad that they knew SK, but she didn’t have a chance to say more. A loud crash, like a refrigerator falling off the back of a truck, echoed from around the corner. 

“See ya, Rella!” Page said as she and her friends bounced away on their jump stilts.

Rella sprinted off as fast as she could towards Q’s workshop, hoping she wouldn’t run into any more trouble along the way. 
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Chapter 15: The Secret Workshop
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WHEN SHE ARRIVED OUTSIDE the workshop, Rella couldn’t find an entrance. No door. No windows.

It’s got to be around here somewhere, she thought. Rella started knocking on various panels of sheet metal and wood that had been cobbled together to create exterior walls. There was some writing on one of the walls. She translated a few phrases as best she could: Beware the SNOBS, S.O.C. (which Rella thought might stand for Save Our City), and Hide the Red, Lose the Dread! 

The building itself was only a few stories tall, much smaller than the skyscrapers on both sides of it. There were a few ladders and platforms on various levels of the surrounding scaffolding, but nothing that appeared to be anyone’s permanent residence. Rella wondered if she was supposed to climb up and over the wall. 

Perhaps the entrance is from the roof? she thought.

Suddenly, just below her, a square piece of the sidewalk began to vibrate. She jumped back and watched the stone open and lift like a drawbridge. A yellow glow came up out of the shadows below and Rella took five slow steps down the ramp. She immediately spotted the top of Q’s head. 

“Welcome to my workshop!” Q said. 

As she stepped off the ramp, Q pulled a lever on a nearby post and the stone ramp she had just walked down lifted back up to the street level. 

Rella surveyed the large room and spotted piles upon piles of scrap metal. She also noticed a long workbench, shelves full of wires and motors, and a massive furnace with blue and red flames glowing inside. 

Rella hadn’t seen fire since they left Ensea. And there was no fire in Hleo, so the sight of fire reassured her that his place was actually part of Earth One and not another dreamscape or interworld. 

Everyone, from SK to Mara to Soup seemed a little more like Dream Travelers than regular people from Ensea, but there was a deep human warmth in them. She looked back into the live flames. The sight of real flames, like the plants, settled her heart.

“Those Tal-boots are even more amazing in real life!” Rella shouted. 

Q was still wearing his. 

“What do you want to see first?” Q asked. 

“All of it!” Rella said, looking around at the endless shelves of motors and gears. Some of them had to be hundreds of years old. 

“Well,” he said. “If you’re wondering, I didn’t actually collect all of this myself. This place was already here when I arrived.” 

“Yes, I overheard Mara telling my Uncle J a little bit about how you got here. I’m sure your parents will find their way here soon,” Rella said. 

“Thanks. I hope so too. It helps that I keep pretty busy with my projects. Mara has me running errands all over the city too,” Q said.

“What’s this?” Rella asked. 

“I don’t really know. I just got it powered up,” Q said.

The item was a small, round, polished black disk. Rella could easily get her fingers around the edge. There seemed to be a thin set of buttons along the edge. Rella held it out in front of her.

“What if it’s some kind of laser weapon?” Rella asked, slicing the air with her hand and shouting, “Fire!”

“Be careful!” Q shouted. “It actually might be some kind of weapon. I have no idea what it is.”

“Oh...I don’t think it looks like a weapon. It’s probably just a thermometer or some kind of camera,” Rella said.

“You’re probably right.”

As Rella set the device back on the shelf, it started ringing and then a voice shouted “Fire! Fire!”

“Hey!” Q shouted, “didn’t I say....”

Rella was standing about five feet from the shelf with her mouth hanging open. 

Q grabbed a metal shield from another shelf and threw it to Rella and shouted, “Catch!”

Rella caught the shield, covered her head and crouched down. Q did the same, and they both waited for an explosion. 

“Fire, fire, fire!” The object continued to shout.

Q slowly crawled toward Rella with the shield over his head. 

From Rella’s vantage point, he looked a little bit like a yellow-footed sea turtle trying to crawl across a road. 

When he finally got over to her, she was shaking. 

“It’s ok. I don’t think it’s a bomb!” he said. 

“Are you sure?” Rella asked. 

And then, once again, the device shouted out: “Fire!”

They both dropped flat onto the ground beneath their shields and waited for the explosion. 

Still nothing happened. 

“Ok. I think I know what it is!” Q said.

“A recording device?” Rella asked.

“Sort of. I remember reading about them. They were called Parrot-bots. They were specially designed translators, which is sort of funny because it should have repeated your words in another language. So, it must just be set to the UL language right now.” 

Rella sighed with relief. No bombs. Now Rella was remembering a history lesson from school. There was a period, long before the foundation of Ensea, when Earth One was reported to have been losing a language every ten days or so. These devices actually worked to help preserve languages. They were like portable language teachers you could carry with you when you traveled. 

“Can I borrow it?” Rella asked.

“Sure. If it stops working, just bring it back here and I’ll see if I can find another way to power it.”

Rella put the Parrot-bot into her satchel and continued walking down the aisle, rummaging through the piles of discarded devices. 

As she walked through the shadows, she noticed the sound of a trumpet and then a drum beat and finally a piano. 

Meanwhile, Q was now across the room welding. He had created his own welding mask out of some combination of a gas mask, a fighter pilot’s helmet, and wood that appeared to be carved to look like some ancient spirit mask. It fit Q perfectly. 

Rella stood back and watched the showers of sparks flying over Q’s head as he worked. She wanted to talk to him about Hleo, to see if and what he remembered of their time there. It was only weeks ago, yet it also seemed completely outside of time itself.

Q seemed like he was going to be busy for a while, so Rella decided to slip over to a corner of the room with a little more light. Though it was still very dim, she was glad to have a little time to peruse her mother’s Red Notebook. 
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Chapter 16: Winter’s Red Notebook 
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WITH Q HAMMERING AND crafting away, Rella read her mother’s Notebook, which felt a lot like sinking into a happy dream. 


Some steps felt like the ground was grabbing my foot and propelling me forward to help me escape the approaching storm...forces from another world...whatever they were. 

When I reached the massive, twinkling waterfall, the little blue orb led me into a cave. I continued to follow it, even though I wanted to stand beside that waterfall and gaze at all of the colors swirling and mingling together in the mysterious light. When I got into the cave, the little blue orb stopped and hummed and then blinked at me. I looked around and noticed a substance on the wall of the cave. It had a sweet fragrance and made my mouth water immediately. I was suddenly overcome with thirst. I had to taste it. 

‘Is it safe?’” I asked the orb, as though it were a person. I felt silly talking to this little orb, but it had just led me out of immediate danger. I swiped my finger along the wall. It was coated in a clear liquid. I put it to the tip of my tongue and...whoa...the only words I could think of to describe it were ‘sugar shock’ and I actually even started making silly buzzing sounds. ZZZZzzzzzzzZZZZZzzzzzzZZZZZZ. The little orb started blinking wildly in a happy way. 

I folded my hands together and bowed toward the orb to show my gratitude. I felt so much younger. The orb continued rolling deeper into the cave and I followed. 

The pale blue light of the rolling orb was the only light in the cave. After a few minutes, I noticed that we seemed to be climbing in an almost circular pattern, as if we were ascending an elliptical staircase. The temperature also seemed to drop a bit. I began to shiver. 

Somehow, the orb seemed to know I was getting cold and rolled over to me. As I stood next to it, it began to give off heat. From that point on, I kept very close to it. 

After climbing up and around for hours, the spurt of energy I had received from the elixir on the wall started to wear off. I asked the little orb if we could take a break. 

It gave me a short, quick burst of flashes, which I sensed meant that we needed to go just a little further, that we were almost at our destination.



As she read through the next part of her mother’s Notebook, Rella began to wonder if her mother would end up at the top of the wall where she had caught her first full view of Hleo’s endless, colorful forests and mountainous landscapes. 

She looked over at Q who was still working away. She tried to peer over at the table. He seemed to be building some kind of machine. 

Rella turned her attention back to the open page:


At last I saw the dim light and an opening in the rock. I had to climb up to get through the hole. When I got out, I motioned the little orb to follow me, but it wanted to stay in the tunnel. It flashed at me as if to say “goodbye” or “see you soon” and then quickly rolled away with a buzz. I couldn’t stop it and I didn’t have any energy to chase it back down the endless spiral tunnels. When I looked up, away from the hole, I could hardly breathe. 

Beside me I saw the most magnificent tree. It resembled a willow but had shiny, metallic leaves in a million colors. It was so beautiful I worried that if I looked at it for too long nothing else would ever seem beautiful again.


Rella thought about how her dad often talked about her mom that way. She’d often find little notes and letters he had written to her years earlier and that was a line she remembered distinctly. “Winter...you’re so beautiful that every time I look at you I’m always afraid that everything else will appear as nothing but a dull imitation.” 

Rella couldn’t remember a tree atop the wall, but it was possible that a tree had been there once, perhaps before the Shadowsplitters had come through. 

And then I turned around and saw the endless landscapes. The shimmering trees. The   swirling mists of color and clouds, drifting and weaving in and through each other. When   I walked a little closer to the edge of the cliff, a strong wind nearly knocked me over.   Down below, I saw the current I had been walking beside when I first arrived in this   place. I tried to calculate how high I was and how long I had been walking and it seemed   absolutely impossible. How had I traveled this far in such a short time? 

That little orb had led me through something more than a simple shortcut, though I   couldn’t really explain it. Perhaps that elixir on the walls had done something to my   sense of time?

And then I saw, in the distance, a beautiful castle. It seemed to be carved from the trunk   of a tree. And even farther in the distance, beyond the river and the forests, I saw the   darkness over the sea. It was like a storm cloud against a blue sky or a black ink dripped   onto the painting of a thousand flowers. It didn’t make sense. Where had this darkness   come from? 

The ground beneath began to shake and rumble. I crouched behind a boulder nearby and   covered my head to avoid any flying debris. As small rocks began to spew up from the   ground below, I put my hand into my satchel to see if there was anything I could use to   protect my head. As I put my hand in, I noticed something rolled up, like a scroll, only it   was transparent and had a strange texture, somewhat paper-like but also glassy. Had   that little orb somehow slipped this into my bag? 

As I lifted the scroll out of my bag it flashed brightly and I dropped it.  A hard wind then   pulled it from my hands and sent it flying out over the edge of the cliff. I ran after it,   despite the flying debris, but when I reached the edge of the cliff, everything began to   crumble below me and I had to start running back toward the metallic tree. I ran to the   trunk and climbed up into the branches.

Rella was so swept away by the story that she hardly noticed Q calling for her attention.
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Chapter 17: Tal-boots
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“ALL SET!” Q SHOUTED from across the workshop.

Rella slammed the book shut and slipped it back into the satchel. 

“Hey Rella,” Q shouted. “I’ve got a surprise for you.”

Rella stood up and walked back down the aisle. She could see Q through the shelves. It reminded her of looking through the gaps over the rows of books on the shelves at the old Ensea library. She was only four at the time, but she’d already explored every inch of that library. Her father would simply let her loose while he wandered up to some of the archival areas where kids weren’t allowed. She wasn’t the best reader, but she couldn’t stop herself from opening and exploring every book she could get her hands on.

Mrs. Ochoa always looked after her while her father was off researching. That librarian really was one of her heroes. 

Are those my Tal-boots? Rella thought to herself as she peered through a gap on the shelf. Please! Please let it be my Tal-boots! 

She rushed over to Q’s work table. The welding mask covering Q’s face muffled his voice a little.  Rella didn’t really need to hear what he was saying though. She knew what was coming and she could hardly keep her squeals inside.

“Allow me to present you with your very own...real life...one of a kind,” Q exclaimed, holding out the custom-built hover boots.

“Tal-boots!” Rella screamed as she grabbed them out of Q’s gloved hands.

Q took off his gloves and oversized welding mask and set them on the table. 

Rella kicked off her walking shoes and immediately strapped the boots onto her feet.

“What are we waiting for?” Rella asked. “Let’s get out of here...I gotta check out more of this city!”

Q already had his boots on and was ready to go.

“Ok! But I need to give you a few instructions,” he said. “It’s not exactly like the dreamscape.”

Rella was scanning the room for a safe place to exit.

“Wait up!” Q said, laughing at Rella's excitement to try out the boots. “You need a helmet!” 

Rella turned around and Q handed her a helmet, which looked a lot like the materials Q used to make his welding mask. It had an ancient-looking wooden frame with a layer of metal and curved glass. There was also a built-in comm device so she could communicate with Q while they flew around the city. Rella put it on without hesitation. It fit perfectly.

“Thanks! Now how do we get out of here?”  she asked, pressing a button on the side of the boot to activate the hover function. When she activated it, the comm device in the helmet reported a series of readings, including how many minutes of power were left in the boots, a location reading, and a number of other code words that Rella would have to pick up later. 

“Look up! You’re standing right under the exit!” Q said.

Rella looked up and saw a long tunnel. It was completely vertical for about a hundred feet. Rella didn’t think it was wide enough for two people. It made her think of the barrel of a cannon, if a cannon was square.

“Alright!” Q said. “I’m going to co-pilot your boots for a bit, then I’ll turn you loose when you’re ready!” 

Rella adjusted her helmet, straightened her arms stiff at her sides, balled her fists, and looked directly up into the tunnel. 

Q lifted off the ground first. When he was about five feet over Rella’s head, Rella’s boots launched off the ground. The boots were much steadier than she’d expected, especially compared to the dreamscape. There was a small, constant vibration. She thought there’d be more of a thrust, like an actual rocket. She knew enough about rockets to know that something was different about this area, even if they were on Earth One.

As they shot up through the tunnel, they doubled and then tripled their speed. 

“How do they feel?” Q asked. 

Rella looked up above. She could barely see Q, save for the lights reflecting off the bottom of the bright yellow boots.

“Much steadier than I expected!” Rella replied into the microphone that Q had built into the mask. The mask, or helmet, she wasn’t sure what to call it, was a lot more comfortable than her old scooter helmet she used to wear in Ensea. 

She was also very glad she’d have radio contact with Q.

Rella could feel wind blowing down into the tunnel. Before they entered the open sky, Rella tightened an extra strap of material around her satchel to keep it close against her back. She also checked all the seams to ensure nothing would fall out.  

“We’re going to pop out in a second and I’m going to let you loose,” Q said. 

Rella noticed that he was starting to pull away from her.  

“All you really need to do is point your toes down and out to pick up speed and then back in to slow down,” Q said.

Rella pointed her toes out and felt a jolt. 

“Ayeouuuuueee!” she screamed with delight. She had gone from moving like a slug to zipping along like a dragonfly in half a blink. 

“If you want to fly horizontally, you’ll have to move faster than when you’re vertical,” Q said.

“Ok,” Rella replied, testing various dials and controls on the mask. 

“You’ll get it. If you get too close to the ground, there’s also a safety feature built in to slow you down. Sort of like an invisible parachute that pops out,” Q said.

“Whoooo-eeee!” Rella screamed again as she rushed blindbird right past Q. 

They were a thousand feet in the air and climbing, cutting through curtains of clouds on the ascent. 

“I figured you’d get the hang of it quickly!” Q shouted, laughing as he dipped through a small red cloud.

The first location Rella recognized from above was the plaza. It already looked like a toy model. It kind of reminded her of an old dollhouse that was stored in the attic back in Ensea. 

“I see Soup!” Rella shouted. “He still looks gigantic...even from up here!” 

Rella could hear Q laughing through the comm speakers. 

“So you met Soup, huh?” Q asked. 

“Mysterious man, but I like him,” Rella said as she curled herself into a ball and attempted a series of aerial tumbles. 

Q shouted into the comm, “Be careful! You might have trouble uncurling yourself.”

Rella was now spinning through the sky.

“Uh oh,” she yelled into the mic. “How. do. I. stop. spin-in-in-ning?” 

“Try to relax your entire body. But point your toes up and not out. You’ll slow down, eventually,” Q replied, flying over to her side. 

“I think I’m getting sick! I shouldn’t have eaten so much of that gumbo,” Rella moaned and patted her stomach. 

“Don’t worry,” Q said. “You’ll be ok.”

“Do these masks come off?” Rella asked as she began slowing down.

She continued spinning for another ten seconds but finally slowed down enough for Q to reach out and grab her arm. 

The city continued to spin around in her mind as Q guided her to a soft landing on a grassy rooftop. It was the same warehouse where she’d first spotted him.

Q found a couple seed buckets on the roof and flipped them over to use as seats.

“Thanks,” Rella said. “I guess I got a little over excited.”

“That wasn't bad at all. It was partially my fault too. I probably need to make some adjustments to the controls. I didn’t anticipate your bowling ball move!” Q said. 

“Oops!” Rella said.

“I’ll adjust something in the computer navigation program later. Until then, no more bowling ball imitations.”

“For sure,” Rella said, holding her breath to avoid spilling the gumbo swirling in her stomach.

They sat on the buckets and looked down over the eastern half of the city. They were both still strapped into their boots. 

The mountains and cliffs behind the skyscrapers seemed even more jagged and treacherous than when Rella first noticed them. She reached her hand out in front of the glass shield in front of her eyes and, with Q’s guidance, was able to manipulate a series of sensor controls that allowed her to read distances and air quality. 

From her limited understanding of how mountains were formed on Earth One, Rella sensed that something beyond plate tectonics was at work. 

To have such a compilation of rock formations appear would only be possible if space and time had been stretched and then twisted and then compressed repeatedly. 

“Yeah!” Q said, noticing Rella’s fixation on the rock formations. “It doesn’t make much sense from a geological standpoint. Mountains don’t form like that. But that’s sort of why Anselm chose this place for the city.”

“It makes me think that another world is, somehow, trying to emerge right on top of ours,” Rella said. She was thinking of Hleo again.

“Yeah. Or like someone is trying to pull another world through, like when you have a rip in your shirt and you’re wearing another shirt underneath or something.”

Rella let out a belch. Q laughed.

“Sorry. I think my stomach is settled now,” she said.

“What did you think of Soup and his gumbo?” Q asked.

“Gumbo was good. Soup was a little scary to be honest, but also kind of funny. He told me this strange story about a tiger and...,” Rella replied, stopping herself before she said something she wasn’t supposed to. 

She wanted to talk directly about Menagerie and Hleo and the Shadowsplitters, but she knew that that could get them all in trouble if spies were listening.

“Oh...yes. He told me that story too. Did he make the whale of a tale joke?”
“Yes!” Rella laughed.
“Did you notice the tattoos?” Q asked. He stood up, unclasped his mask, and set it on the bucket. He then walked toward the ledge of the roof to get a view of the city streets below. 

“Yeah. What do you think?” Rella asked, following Q’s lead and removing her own mask and setting it on the bucket before joining him on the ledge. The boots felt light and seemed to have already formed to her feet. 

“Soup has certainly done some traveling,” Q answered. The way he emphasized the word traveling assured Rella that Q was thinking the same thing. 

Soup was definitely connected to Menagerie and had probably done some dream traveling and been to Hleo as a kid too, Rella thought. 

“He seemed to be very curious about the thread on my satchel,” Rella said. 

“Yeah...I was going to ask you something about that,” Q said, trying to find a way to ask the question without asking it. 

What he really wanted to know is how Rella was able to bring something back from Hleo. As far as Q knew, the materials of Hleo didn’t come back with children when they traveled there. 

Q had been able to bring things from Earth One into Hleo, but he’d had no luck trying to remove materials from Hleo and bring them back to Earth One. 

“Let’s play a little game,” Q said. 

“Ok,” Rella answered. She understood that Q was going to try and ask her some questions about Hleo or the trip back to Anselm, but was trying to throw off any spies who might be trying to listen in on some hidden microphones somewhere.

“Let’s say you found a coin,” Q said.

“A silver or a gold coin?” Rella asked.

“Huh?” Q asked, not sure why this detail was important.

“I’d like it to be a silver coin, if possible,” Rella said. Whenever she played code games like this with her father, she always demanded more details. She had to have images and colors in her stories.

“Ok. Let’s say you found a shiny silver coin, about the size of your palm,” Q said.

Rella held her hand out and stared into her palm, pretending to be holding a coin.

“Ok,” she said.

“And you were walking beside a river,” Q said.

“A beautiful, sparkling river filled with lots of colorful....um, fishies,” Rella said, filling in the details.

“Yes. Lots of color. And then you held the coin up to get a good look at it. But while you were looking at it you accidentally tripped on a rock...”

“No...I stepped in a hole.”

“Ok. You stepped in a hole. And tripped. And then the coin flew out of your hand.”

“Oh no!” Rella shouted. 

“And the coin fell into the river.”
“Well...then I’d dive in and get it.”
“Good!”
“But...when you came back out of the water. And you looked at the coin. It wasn’t wet at all. You were soaking wet, but the coin was dry. Exactly like it had been before you dropped it,” Q said.
He knew it wasn’t a perfect analogy, but Rella could be clever. She understood. 

Rella looked down at the imaginary coin in her hand. 

“Hmmm...,” she replied, pretending to put the coin into her satchel. 

“How would you explain how the coin passed through the water but never got wet...never got affected by anything along the way?” Q asked. 

Rell knew he was asking about ways to bring something back to Earth One from Hleo.

“Well...I’d say it might have something to do with who gave me the coin. Or the one who created the coin? Or if the coin was originally made in the water and so, somehow, was immune to the water?” Rella answered. 

She was not sure if anything she was saying was helping. She really didn’t know how the luminous thread had managed to stay intact in the journey through. But she also had other items, like her paintbrush from Samara and the enchanted colored pencils. Rella looked into the bag and checked for her mother’s Red Notebook. She knew it was there, but she just had to keep checking to make sure. 

“It’s good to see you in real life again,” he said with a bewildered smile. He reached over and hugged Rella. She hugged him back and thought of how good it was to feel his actual arms and hands. Dream traveling was fun, but touch in a dreamscape was never the same as real touch.

“I know the Dreamscape visits were difficult. But you’ll....”

“I’ll what?” Rella asked.

“Uh oh!” Q said.

“What is it?” Rella asked.

“They’re coming!” Q shouted. “Get your gear on!”
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Chapter 18: Remember the Dreamscape
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“PUT YOUR RADIO ON DIGITAL scanner mode, you can usually pick up their signal!” Q told Rella.

She adjusted her helmet and comm settings. She could hear the SNOBS loud and clear.

“There he is, zwip gi,” the SNOB shouted and buzzed. It was dressed in a tuxedo and had slicked back hair, just like Q had crafted them in the dreamscape. 

“Sixty-seven feet and closing, gwim zlatz,” the other SNOB replied.

“What of the other one? zim mnnn in red jacket and dark brown hair,” the SNOB asked.

“Fizgut lirzn check bag for Red Notebooks. And confiscate,” the SNOB answered.

Rella looked up and saw two boyish bots. Like starving falcons competing for the same prey, they dove at their targets.

“We gotta move now!” Q shouted. “Keep your helmet strapped and keep your comm volume turned up. Head for the central tower as fast as you can!”

“Tower? What tower?” Rella asked. 

“The elevator tower...the one with the telescopes...just go up and up, you can’t miss it. But don’t go direct. Weave around the buildings. They won’t be able to keep up with your Tal-boots!”

“Will they hurt us?” Rella shouted, sensing Q’s panic as she adjusted her mask.

“Remember the Dreamscape...it’s the SNOBS,” Q said, launching vertically and attempting to draw both of them away from Rella. 

Rella blasted off and angled hard for the half-built towers near the plaza. Every time she looked at this city, it seemed like certain buildings had disappeared and others had been remade.

“SNOBS just want the Notebooks. Don’t let them get your satchel!” Quinn shouted into his comm. 

“They almost always travel in pairs. We don’t know how they’re getting into Anselm, but they seem to appear every couple of days. They’ve never tried to chase me down like this before.”

Rella swooped over the plaza and spotted a few kids with jump stilts on eating at the table where she and Soup had been sitting just a couple hours earlier. 

The training in the dreamscape was now proving itself to be quite effective. Her instincts were kicking in. The worlds were converging. Memory felt like instinct.

“Are the SNOBS something you learned about in the military school?” Rella asked, spreading her arms to steady herself as she flew higher into the air. 

“No. I only recently discovered these things,” Q said.

“Oh,” Rella replied, swerving around another building. She was worried that Q sounded a little too confident in his ability to fight or evade them.

“We’re not sure where they’re coming from, but Mara says they’re from Westcon.”

Q took another long, sweeping dive and then three quick turns in and out of some scaffolding before stopping on a nearby roof. 

Rella could barely see him now. He had his digital telescope out and was surveying the scene.

“Q! The wind. I...oh no!” Rella shouted through the mic. “They’re after me!”

She’d been blown around a building and lost sight of Q.

“Ok. Do you know where you are?” Q asked. “Can you get up above the buildings?”

“I can try, but I’m not sure if I’ve fully mastered these boots,” Rella said. She was losing confidence. 

“I’m going to head toward the tower. When you get up above the buildings, go straight for the tower...I’ve got a plan to divert them,” Q said.

“How?” Rella asked, leaning hard into the increasing wind. She looked out at the distant mountains and then back at the SNOBS.  “What if they catch you?” 

“I’ve got something that will bring them down. Don’t worry!” Q replied, pulling a pair of black marble spheres connected by an expandable metallic wire.

Q had been working with a new material in his lab and had created a bola, which he’d modeled from one he’d seen in one of the Red Notebooks in his parents’ library. 

The Notebook described how the bola was used in ancient times to capture animals and often involved connecting two heavy balls to a rope to take down horses in battle or to capture animals for food. Q’s custom-made bola, however, was built with additional radar for tracking and taking down SNOBS. This was his first time testing one in flight.

Rella continued to ascend toward the clouds.

“Come right for the tower!’ Q shouted. “I’m hiding. They won’t see me.” 

As Rella flew overhead, Q pulled a second bola out of his pouch on his belt and threw both of them, one from each hand, at the same time. 

The black marbles whirled through the air so fast, end over end, that it looked as if two blades were cutting into the sky. 

Q was so focused on catching the SNOBS, however, that he didn’t notice the dust storm kicking up overhead. 

The bolas hit each of the SNOBS directly and tangled their robotic legs, causing them to lose control. Q watched as their chiseled heads spiraled lower, then higher, and then lower, until they became distant specs. 

“Q! Q! I can’t see...mayday. I can’t see,” Rella shouted. 

She was caught in a funnel of dust. 

Q looked up but the cloud of dust overhead was so thick that he couldn’t fly into it safely. Rella’s comm link was jammed.

“Rella! Are you on the tower? Grab hold of something if you can!” Q said, but she could hardly hear him.

“Q!” Rella shouted. 

No answer.
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Chapter 19: East of Anselm
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RELLA OPENED HER EYES to a wall of rocks just inches from her face. The safety features Q had built into the boots had slowed her down enough when she got near the surface that she only felt a small impact, like falling from the top bunk of her bed. A little painful, but not unbearable. 

She wiggled her fingers and breathed a sigh of relief. If she could move her fingers, at least her arms weren’t paralyzed. She tried to catch a glimpse of the city. It was barely visible. She must have crashed somewhere between ten and twenty miles east of Anselm, though it could have been further. Measuring distances by one's eyes was a bit tricky in this area, though Rella couldn’t quite understand why. 

At some point in the midst of the storm, she had been knocked out. Her clothes and her hair were coated in red dust. The face shield on the helmet was scratched and the comm device was broken. She pulled it off and set it aside.

It felt good to breathe the open air.  

She looked down at the Tal-boots. They were also badly damaged. Without Q’s help, Rella thought, there is no way they could be fixed.

Rella started to worry. 

Will they come looking for me? I’m not sure I could climb down from here safely. What about animals? I didn’t even have time to ask about the wildlife.

She tried checking the area for signs of poisonous snakes and the footprints of SNOBS.

It shouldn’t take long to find me. Q will have his boots, and he’ll come flying over soon.

Just then, Rella noticed that the sun was starting to set. The sky was turning a deep orange and she didn’t have anything that she could use as a light. She’d given the luminous gummies to Soup and she forgot to pack a flashlight in her satchel, which was, fortunately, not damaged in the crash. 

As the sky darkened further, she double-checked her satchel anyway, just in case she had actually put a flashlight into it.

She ran her fingers over the pencils, the cover of her mother’s Notebook, and a few other objects she’d tossed into the satchel: some plastic rings, a few hair bands, flavored chapstick for her lips. Then she found it. “Aye,” she exclaimed. “Of course!” She still had the luminous stone from Hleo. 

She still couldn’t recall how she’d been able to bring this precious item back from Hleo. Q, who had traveled to her dreams with Eurie a few times before she first went to Hleo, had mentioned something about how material items from Hleo didn’t usually survive the trip back through the mysterious portals. 

She pulled the stone out of the bag. Her fingers still ached as she pulled it out, but she shrugged it off as soon as she looked at the stone. It was bright and clear, like a small diamond dipped in white firelight. As she held it up to the orange light of the sunset, it grew even brighter. In Hleo, she recalled, the stone was beautiful, but everything had a majestic quality to it there. Here, back on Earth One, the lustre was a thousand times stronger. 

Rella held the stone out in front of her and then over her head, hoping that whoever was looking for her might see it. It immediately cast a light directly back onto her face. It seemed to have a mind of its own. The light coming from the stone wouldn’t blend with the particles of light on Earth One. It was like mixing oil and water.

Rella’s tongue suddenly felt very dry. She needed to find some water. 

She looked around for a trail or a path, but she couldn’t find any. Since she was an experienced climber, and the descent seemed manageable, she decided to start climbing down.

As the sun set, Rella was surprised by how little light was actually coming from the buildings in Anselm. The dim outlines of the dark buildings reminded her of something she’d seen once from the mountaintops in Hleo. But it wasn’t a pleasant memory. It was Archimago’s Tower. She shuddered and blinked hard. 

The memory of Archimago’s Tower at this moment felt like more than a memory. It felt as if it was close by. She could almost sense that The Architect was nearby too, and that he was waiting for her.

She shuddered again and put her hand into her satchel to check for the scroll. A white raven circled overhead. She couldn’t recall ever seeing a white raven and was trying to make a mental note of it to use in a painting some time. 

Rella lowered herself down over another ledge and dropped down to her feet. When she hit the next ledge, she felt her legs give a little. She also felt sleepy.

She lowered herself beneath another ledge and leaned back against a rock. This rock was so much harder than the squishy rocks of Hleo. I miss my beanbag rocks, she thought. I miss my friends too.

Rella looked at a nearby tree and wondered how Alister and Sebastian were doing. She knew they had to be up to some kind of trouble. She also thought about King and Scarlett and Shelterwood Castle. 

If they’re coming to rescue me, Rella thought, maybe I should just stay put and wait. 

She pulled her mother’s Red Notebook from her satchel and opened it up. She had to use the luminous stone to see the pages.

She read aloud: “I ran to the trunk and climbed up into the branches...”

Rella felt herself beginning to doze off. She still couldn’t place the tree in her mother’s account of Hleo. Before she read another word, she drifted off to sleep. 
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Chapter 20: The Library
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RELLA AWOKE INSIDE a large, open room with an entire wall of windows. Based on the brightness of the lights streaming in from outside, she was on an upper floor, perhaps the third or fourth story. The quiet was calming. She thought it was a bit strange that it was so empty in the middle of the day. 

The desk where the children’s librarian usually sat was empty. It seemed almost as if no one had ever been in this library at all. She clutched her satchel. 

She remembered sneaking into a few libraries back in Ensea after the government had officially closed them. Was this one of those libraries? She tried to piece the images together.   

What am I doing back here? Rella thought, not quite realizing that she wasn’t back in Ensea at all, but was in another interworld realm, perhaps something created especially for her.

She skipped and tiptoed around the large room.  

A small sign indicated that this library was exclusively for children. 

And then she recognized the room. 

It was the last public place she remembered going with her mother before her mother had gone on her mission with the Storykeepers Alliance.

Rella’s pulse raced. She dashed up and down the aisles. 

She felt like she was supposed to find someone, but she didn’t know who. She began reading the spines of the books packed onto the shelves. As she tried reading them, she noticed that they were written in many more languages than she could ever hope to learn. But somehow, she understood all the titles. 

Yes, they were her favorite books. She recognized every one of them, even the faded lettering was exactly the same as her books back home. And they were all in the order she had first read them. 

Rella was terrible at keeping books in order. This was something she knew very well about herself. When she was very young, her mother was always putting her books back in order for her. 

Now, as she noticed the immaculate order of the books, she immediately realized something beyond a dream was happening to her. But she couldn’t quite tell if she’d taken another interworld journey or was entering someone else’s dreamscape. This felt very different than traveling to Hleo. 

“Hello?” Rella shouted, still running between the aisles of books. “Anyone here?”  

She recognized the scent of the old books mingled with some kind of perfume, but she couldn’t quite place the perfume. The scent made her feel calm and safe. She should have recognized it right away, but she wasn’t settled enough yet to recognize anything. 

And then, across the aisle, the back of a woman’s head appeared. The woman had the same dark hair as Rella. 

A librarian! Rella thought. She can help me!

As she slowed down and tiptoed around the corner, the scent of the perfume grew stronger. 

“Excuse me?” Rella whispered as she approached the woman. 

The woman continued taking books out of a basket and placing them on the shelf. 

She was wearing a long, sapphire-colored coat and sparkly black shoes. She had a silver bracelet hanging from her wrist. Rella had seen that bracelet before. 

As the woman began to turn around, Rella stopped cold in her tracks. 

The woman smiled and peered into Rella’s eyes. A single tear glistened on the woman’s cheek. She knelt down and held out her arms for her daughter. 

Rella tried to speak the word “Mother” but no sound came out. She tried to turn around, but everything faded to black and she was overtaken by a sensation of falling.
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Chapter 21: Doubt
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RELLA OPENED HER EYES. Was it only a dream? she whispered aloud. She couldn’t remember ever having that specific dream of her mother before.  She’d dreamed of her parents daily, but this one seemed different. Was she just hoping for something, or were they really dream traveling to find her this time? 

She sat up and dusted off her satchel. She had been using it for a pillow. She swallowed hard and a tear slid down her cheek. The thread on the satchel was still glowing. Rella put her finger on the glowing thread as it faded out. 

The city of Anselm appeared to be even dimmer than before. She had no idea how long she’d been asleep. She also felt very hungry. 

“Is anybody out there?” Rella yelled at the top of her lungs. “Anybody! Soup! I’m hungry!” 

She heard a bird swoop somewhere overhead, but she didn’t see it.

She looked down over the next ledge. This one was steeper than the others, but she wanted to keep moving, especially since she wasn’t familiar with the wildlife out here. 

From the arid conditions, she assumed there would be lizards and snakes nearby. Rella liked lizards but she did not like snakes very much, unless they were baby snakes. She didn’t mind baby snakes. 

She pulled the luminous stone from her satchel. She also pulled out a spare shoelace that she’d kept stored in the satchel.

It was a little difficult trying to tie the lace around the stone without covering the light. After a few tries, she got it secure enough to lower it down over the dark ledge. She needed to gauge the depth of the next platform before attempting to climb down. She wished Q was around. He would have appreciated her ingenuity. Though he would have also had a simpler solution to measuring the depth. So maybe she didn’t want him around.

The boot lace was only five feet long, but the luminous stone, even wrapped up, gave off enough light so that she could see ten feet below the ledge.

As she lowered the stone, her heart sank. There was no way she could get down from this steep ledge. She looked for another path, but the ledge was cut off by uneven and loose rocks on both sides. It was also way too dark to climb back up, especially since going higher would make it even easier for the SNOBS to find her. 

She began reeling the stone back up along the rock. Just as she had it within reach, it popped out of the net of string Rella had made and dropped back over the ledge. 

When it hit the ground below, Rella got a glimpse of something even more surprising. The luminous stone landed right next to what appeared to be a helmet or mask. There were screws and springs all over the place. It also looked like an actual face was still attached to the mask. 

Ewww! Rella thought. That can’t be a...no...but it’s only a head...there’s no...oh, yes, a robot. Just a robot boy that’s all.

She laid on her stomach and peered harder into the dark.  There’s my mask too! It must have flown off as I was coming in for my crash landing. 

Rella thought about trying to drop down over the ledge even though it was too far. 

She continued staring at the luminous stone and her mask. 

She reached her hand back into her satchel to check for the Red Notebook. She knew it was there, but touching it gave her a sense of calm. What do I do, dad? Mom? she thought. What would you do?

Then she felt a vibration from the paintbrush tied around her neck and tucked underneath her shirt. She reached her hand into her shirt and pulled out the brush. The bristles began to glow, just like they had in Hleo. 

“Huh?” She began laughing at the thought. “Yeah...I’ll just paint some stairs and just follow them all the way down!”

The brush lit up, just like the thread on the satchel. 

She looked down and noticed that both items were giving off a similar glow. 

Q said materials from Hleo didn’t work back here on Earth One, Rella thought. Maybe he was wrong? But I’ve got to be careful. Eurie was pretty clear that we have to keep these things hidden here.  

“I’ll just try something small,” Rella said aloud into the warm, dark air. She lowered the brush over the ledge and pressed it against the rock, tracing a single line about two feet wide. 

The brush left a sparkling, multicolored line on the rock for about a half second. As quickly as it appeared, it disappeared. Rella imagined her father standing behind her whispering encouragement: “You can do it, Rella. Concentrate....” 

She lowered the brush and made three quick strokes. 

The silver sparkles lasted a little longer, but they faded again. 

This always works in storybooks, she thought. What am I doing wrong? 

She stepped back from the ledge and painted a small circle on the ground. Then, just as quickly, she filled it in. 

The circle on the ground lit up like a giant silver coin and sent a bright beam nearly ten feet into the air. 

Now Q will be able to find me, she thought.

The beam continued to glow, but Rella was a little nervous about getting too close to it.

She picked up a small rock and threw it toward the beam. When it passed through the beam, the rock slowed down immensely, like she had thrown it through a stream of molasses. 

Interesting, she thought. Maybe I could use this to make a little bridge.

Rella walked over to the beam and pressed her fingers into it. It was soft yet thick. It reminded her of the surface of the ground in Hleo. As the beam held steady, she decided to try and reach higher to see if she could climb it. She reached up and pressed her hand into the foamy substance and then lifted a foot. After a few practice climbs, the beam suddenly disappeared. 

“Well,” she said aloud to no one, “It appears to last for about a minute before it goes away. That will be plenty of time.”

She crept over to the ledge and, on the top of the wall below the edge, painted a circle about a foot wide, making sure to color it in fully. 

After three seconds, the circles turned into silver beams and shot out across the gap between the ledges. She had made herself a light bridge. 

Now Q would definitely be impressed with this, she thought. 

The light bridge was about fifteen feet across. If she moved fast enough, she knew she’d be able to get across. To test the beams like she had done with the vertical beam, she tossed some rocks to the other side of the light bridge.

No time to waste, she thought, stepping out onto the beam on the right. 

As she stepped out onto the light bridge, she put the string with the brush attached back around her neck and tucked it into her shirt. 

She was halfway across the beam when she stopped to adjust the strap on her satchel. She looked down at the mask and luminous stone about fifteen feet below. The light from the stone was seeping like oil into the rock down below. 

Suddenly, she couldn’t move her feet. The beam was only a few inches wide. She froze. Time seemed to stop. Before she could take a breath, the beam vanished. 

“Whoops!” Rella exclaimed as the beam disappeared. She dropped right into the pool of light on the ground below.

When she hit the ground, she didn’t crack any bones. She just sank into it and then bounced slowly back up. It reminded her of the marshmallowy stones in Hleo. 

She thrust her hand toward the ground and reached down for the luminous stone. She was facing away from the city at the moment. As she looked up to the ledge where she had just been standing, she realized that it was at least twenty feet up, much higher than she thought. 

“Close one!” Rella said aloud. 

As she held up the stone, she noticed some writing on a wall of stone in front of her. 

She sprinted over to examine it. Someone had written a message. The faded script looked like one of the scripts on the books in the mysterious dream meeting that she’d just had of her mother. She reached back into her satchel and pulled out the brush she had just attempted to use to make the light bridge. 

Perhaps I could trace over these letters, Rella thought. Just then, she heard a footstep behind her. 

Next she heard heavy breathing. She smelled something. It was almost sweet. And then she felt a hand on her shoulder. She ducked down, stumbled backwards, and stuffed the stone into her pocket. 

“Stayyyyy back!” she yelled. “I’ve got a....” Rella tried to think of the name of a weapon that might scare an attacker. What if it isn’t human? she thought. 

“It’s ok. I’m not going to hurt you,” the calm voice proclaimed.

Rella stood still in the shadows. 

The old man pulled a stone from his own pocket and held it up. 

It looked just like Rella’s stone. 

“And who are you?” she demanded. She had no idea where this boldness inside of her was coming from. 

The man brought the stone up to the wall and began to read the script aloud. 

It sounded like the man was just saying some vowels repeatedly but increasing his speed each time. 

“A-E-I-O-U. A-E-I-OU. A-E-IOU. A-EIOU. AEIOU.” 

Rella could hardly breathe. 

“A-I-Oh-You?” She whispered, still trying to find a meaning in the sound.

As she stared at the inscription on the stone, it changed shape. 

It reminded her of the parchment that the Architect had smuggled into Hleo from Archimago’s Island. 

A circular entrance slowly opened, revealing a long tunnel. 

The man stood in the circular opening and looked out toward where Rella was standing. 

“I won’t hurt you, child. I assume you’ve just come to spy on the old man in the mountains, right? Did your friends put you up to it!”

What is he talking about? Rella thought. 

“It’s ok. I’m used to it,” he said, sounding a bit tired. 

Rella felt like she shouldn’t be intruding in this man’s private space. Perhaps he just wanted to be left in peace. 

“You can tell your friends you saw the ghost-man in the tunnel,” he said with a wry smile as he lifted his fist to his mouth and let out a series of dry coughs.

“Ghost-man?” Rella whispered. She had never heard the word ghost. What did he mean by “ghost-man”? It must have been one of those old words attached to old ideas that have been lost over time, she thought.

The man turned and walked further into the tunnel. His stride looked familiar, almost like a boy she had met somewhere, in some time before. What kinds of secrets is he keeping? she wondered.

Just as the stone doorway began to close back up, Rella shouted, “Wait! Wait!”

The man stopped and turned around. Even though he was hidden behind shadows, Rella could see that he was thin and draped in a strange, dark cloak. 

The man didn’t hear her, though, and the wall closed up. 

Rella ran up to the wall and tried to find the mysterious writing. It was gone. She pressed her hand against the stone and knocked. She even kicked the wall a few times, but that just made her foot hurt. 

She looked back out across the gigantic knuckle bones of stone leading back toward the city and thought about her recent vision of her mother. 

She lowered herself beside the wall and pulled her mother’s Red Notebook back out of her satchel. She tried to pick up where she had last been reading, but had accidentally opened the book upside down, revealing a blank page. 

She started sketching on the page. She needed to think. The thin, old man was clearly no ordinary citizen of Anselm, if one could say there were any ordinary citizens of this unfinished city. 

She couldn’t tell for sure if he was part of the Storykeeper’s Alliance, though it was her understanding that everyone in Anselm had some connection to The Red Notebooks. Anselm was founded to defend and protect the notebooks, right? she thought. She kept sketching as fast as she could because she didn’t want to confuse what she had seen in her waking moments with whatever might come to her the next time she fell asleep, which she sensed was coming on soon.

Rella pulled one of the colored pencils from the satchel and set the luminous stone on a small ledge of rock above her head. She tried to remember some of the script on the wall, which she scribbled down first at the top of the blank page. 

Next, she sketched an outline of the rock opening with the silhouette of the old man standing in the shadows. As she made an outline of his legs and the curve of his spine, she felt a chill. She recognized the stance. Could he somehow be related to him? To The Architect?  

As she completed the sketch, she started noticing movement on the page. At first, she thought it was simply a trick of the light shining down over her head. She placed her hand on the paper. She felt heat. Then, almost instantly, a sphere of shadow lifted off the page and began to unfold and expand in front of her. 

As the world all around her began to shatter into strange angles and shapes, Rella closed her eyes and tried to concentrate on the memory of her recent dream. 

“Winter...mom...is it you?”
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Chapter 22: Rella’s Choice
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SHE WAS BACK IN THE library. Her mother was right in front of her, nodding and smiling with wide open arms. 

“Are you really here?” Rella asked, blinking rapidly then hesitating to move toward her mother. She thought that any sudden movement might make her mother disappear again.

Winter nodded but remained silent.

Rella got the words out this time and rapturously screamed: “Mother!” 

She leapt into her mother’s arms. She was nine now, but she felt like she was four again, and she loved the feeling of being back in her mother’s arms. 

“Where are we? Are you coming home? You’ve got to see this place. It’s called Anselm...though they also call it the Unfinished City.”  

“Oh, oh, sweetheart. I need to know everything,” Winter said, choking up. Rella could sense the hesitation.

“Oh, and I’ve been to Hleo...I know about the Dream Travelers and Shelterwood, where we keep The Red Notebooks hidden...and we beat the Shadowsplitters, mom! We saved the Wondercurrent. So, I can join you and dad now, right?”

“You did amazing, Rella! Your father told me all about it. About how he was able to find you and encourage you. I’m so proud of you for finding the courage to fight!” Winter said.

“And I’m proud of you too!” a voice said from behind her.

Rella turned around, loosening herself from her mother’s grip.

“Daddy!” she shouted, jumping toward her father. “You’re here too!”

“Yes, Rella. And we need you to listen to us. We don’t have much time...”

“I understand,” Rella said, trying to act strong. Rella wanted to tell her parents that they weren’t allowed to leave her again. That she wouldn’t let them. But she knew that there were greater forces at work. That her parents and Eurie and Uncle J, and maybe even Soup, were all part of something that would determine the future of Anselm and beyond. 

“Can you tell me about the man you saw?” her father asked.

“What man?” Rella replied. “You mean Soup?”

“Oh, you met Soup?” her father asked.

“Yes. Is he dangerous?” Rella asked.

“Oh no. He’s a mystery but also an important man,” her father replied.

“How so?” Rella asked. 

“Well...,” her father said, looking over at her mother as if he wasn’t sure he should tell Rella everything about Soup.

Rella looked at her mother’s serious expression. 

“Let me guess,” Rella said. “He’s not really human!”

“Huh?” her mother asked.

“Well...I saw his tiger tattoo...” Rella said. 

“And...,” her father said. 

“And he tried to tell me this story about finding a tiger in a tree. But it didn’t add up. Somehow, I got a sense that he wasn’t talking about himself. So...either he wasn’t really the boy who found the tiger...or...he was the tiger,” Rella exclaimed.

“Well done, Rella,” her mother cheered, wrapping her arm around her daughter. 

“So...he was the tiger?” Rella asked.

“Not exactly. He was a regular boy once, but...when he surfaced in Hleo...he took on the form of a tiger and a boy at once,” Rella’s mother said.

Rella thought of Sebastian. She wondered if something like that might ever happen to her. What would she turn into? 

“I actually met a boy named Sebastian, but he wasn’t exactly just a boy.  He was also part tree, but not an ordinary tree. A Hleo tree,” Rella said.

“Yes. And, as you might suspect, some children, only a very select few, will gain the ability to shapeshift in either world. So, a boy or girl from Earth One, once he or she had passed into Hleo might gain the ability to shape shift when they return to this, or any other, world!”

“Are there other shape-shifters in Anselm?” Rella asked. “What about the man in the cave?”

“We’re not sure. Aside from Soup,” Rella’s father interrupted, whose real name is...”

“Estragon Maldives Longfellow the Third!” Rella replied, smiling.

Both of her parents burst out laughing. 

“Well,” her father said, “we don’t know of any other Earth One children that have returned to take on animal or human forms...but that doesn’t mean there aren’t others.”

The floor beneath Rella’s feet began to shake. 

“What’s happening?” Rella asked. A loud siren began to sound throughout the library and Rella thought she could feel rain pouring down on her head. She hadn’t noticed that the library was in one of the roofless buildings of Anselm. 

“We don’t have time to explain,” her father whispered through the pounding rain, putting his arms around Rella along with her mother.

“What do you sense you need to do right now?” Winter asked. 

Rella thought that was an odd question. She just wanted to be with her mother.

“I want to be with you, but I also think I have another purpose,” Rella said.

“Yes. You sense that our friend Eurie needs your help,” Winter said.

“Yes. I feel like I need to help her. And to help Q and Mara and Uncle J,” Rella said. 

“Rella. We are proud of you,” her father said. “We are watching over you and we will be together when the mission is complete. We’re getting closer every day.” 

Her mother could hardly speak.

“When will I see you again?” Rella shouted as the cool liquid continued to pour over her head.

It wasn’t quite as wet as water, though, and it seemed to sparkle, even as it made everything around her dissolve and disappear.

“In Hleo, Rella. We will meet you in Hleo. When Anselm is secure again. We will return to Hleo,” her parents shouted as they faded into the sparkling stream. 
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Chapter 23: Ives
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RELLA SAT ALONE ON the rocks. Though it was brief, she found comfort in the conversation with her parents. She scribbled the details of the meeting with her parents into the blank pages at the back of her mother’s Notebook. 

Return to Hleo. Return to Hleo? When?

As she inked countless questions across the page, a cold wind wove itself through her fingers. The wind then lifted the Notebook out of her hands. She lunged forward and gripped it firmly to keep it from falling to the ground. 

As she lunged, another hard wind blew the luminous stone from the ledge above her head and back into a crevice in the rock, leaving only a faint touch of grayish-yellow light. 

She held her breath and listened for footsteps, trying to concentrate on any differences between human, animal, or mechanical. 

The stone’s light dissolved and Rella peered into the darkness. 

“Hello?” she shouted. 

A hundred yards away, she saw the outline of a boy peeking from behind the wide trunk of a tree.

“I can see you hiding,” Rella said. 

The boy retreated back behind the tree. His movements were rigid and mechanical like the SNOBS, but he seemed frightened. Rella couldn’t tell if he was human or not. 

She took a few steps toward the tree. I suppose it could be a trick, especially if he’s one of the SNOBS, she thought. But maybe it’s just a kid.

“Why are you hiding?” she asked.

“No. No. Can’t. No,” the voice sputtered from behind the tree.

Rella took a few more steps. “Are you alright?”

“No. Please. You must go. They are coming,” the voice exclaimed.

“Who? My friends? Are they coming to rescue me?” Rella asked.

“They’re all coming. But I left them. I said no. I said I cannot help them,” it continued. 

Rella was certain now that it was some kind of robot. It’s possible that it was programmed to believe that it was actually human, she thought. She’d even heard of companies creating humanoid robots for people to practice being parents before they had kids. Those bots, she’d read, were also built to respond only to their owners. 

If she let on that she knew this boyish figure was a robot, it could shut down or even self-destruct to avoid capture. It might even be wired with explosives, she thought, though there was really no reason to think that. Rella was just letting her mind get a little carried away. Regardless, she was very careful with her words.

“Ok. What if I stay on this side of the tree and you stay on that side and we just talk for a minute?” Rella asked. 

“But they’re coming,” it said. “They’re going to be here.”

Rella climbed up a few of the lower branches on her side of the tree and tried to get a view of the now completely blacked out city in the distance. She could make out slight outlines of the rooftops of a few towers, but hardly anything else. 

“May I ask you something?” Rella whispered, trying to calm the robot boy.

“Yes, kind-voiced girl, you may,” he said, lowering himself against the tree and facing out toward the distant cliffs. 

“Why are you trying to protect me?” Rella asked.

“You are Rella PenSword,” he said.

“Yes, and...,” Rella said.

“You are Rella Pensword,” he repeated, not understanding her question. “I’ve seen you there,” he said.

“Where?” Rella asked. She climbed up another branch, hoping to see some sign of a rescue party.

“They sent me there. They said only real children could go there. But I found a way. I went there on my own,” he said.

“You went to Hleo?” Rella asked, realizing that she’d just given herself away to the bot and, if this was a trap, she was about to get stormed by a swarm of SNOBS. 

It was silent for about a minute. She sat still, bracing herself for the attack. 

Finally, he spoke up.

“Yes. But then they also found a way there. They built me...”

“Who? Where? In Westcon?” Rella interrupted.

“Yes. Maybe Westcon. But we were built to find this place. To track down the Red Notebooks.”

The way he slowed down when he said Red Notebooks made Rella shiver. 

He continued: “We are to confiscate and destroy the Red Notebooks,” the bot boy reported. 

Rella thought he sounded as though he might start to cry. She tried to picture tears coming from his synthetic eyeballs. It was a creepy image. She filed it away in her memory for an idea for a drawing. 

Rella tried to calm the boy with a question, “What’s your name? Do you have a...” 

“I am called Ives,” he said, perking up.

“Nice to meet you Ives,” Rella said, still staring out out into the shadows.

“Thank you, Rella PenSword,” Ives said.

“For what?” Rella asked.

“No one has ever asked my name,” he said. 

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Rella said, thinking but you are a robot.

“Do you mind if I add a little light around us?” he asked. 

“Won’t that give us away?” Rella asked.

“Not this kind of light,” Ives said.

“What do you mean?” Rella asked.

“This is something I designed. I developed a certain kind of reflective wavelength that will cover us in an invisible bubble of light, sort of like when you throw a big, heavy blanket over you and then use a flashlight to read,” he said.

Rella thought of her grandmother’s green quilt back at the apartment and how it had played a part in transporting her to Hleo. She wondered if having the quilt now might be useful, though it would have been difficult to carry around. 

Ives raised his mechanical arm and traced a circle around the tree. The ground lit up first, sparkling in shades of blue and green. Then, the light filled the area around the tree just like a bubble. 

Rella thought it was a little like being inside of a snow globe. She felt safer now. She noticed that IVES was wearing a slightly modified tuxedo. He had clearly tried to alter his standard issue uniform for some reason. 

“I like your fashion sense!” Rella said.

“Oh. Thank you,” Ives replied. “I hacked into some historical fashion databases from Westcon and tweaked my look. You know, so I wouldn’t be mistaken for one of them.”

“Well done!” Rella said. 

She wasn’t sure how much more to ask Ives about his own decision to rebel against the SNOBS, but she figured that something must have changed in his programming that made him reject their destructive mission. She was glad for that, though she didn’t expect any kindness from any of the other SNOBS, who she was sure were still patrolling somewhere on the outskirts of the city. 

“What’s your new quest?” Ives asked.

“My quest?” Rella replied.

“Yeah...every human is on a quest, right?”

“That’s a funny thought,” Rella said.

“But a true thought, no?” Ives said.

Rella paused and then spoke: “Well, I’m trying to help a friend to find someone she lost.”

“Tell me more about your friend,” Ives said.

“She’s...well...she lives here in this city. She’s a little older than me and a lot older than me too,” Rella giggled.

“I get it,” Ives said. 

“You do?” Rella asked. 

“Yes. When they programmed us, they gave us yottabytes of current data on interworld travel and Dream Travelers. So, if she’s young and old, then she was probably young in the interworld and she’s old here. Right?”

Rella was fascinated by Ives’s knowledge and his communication skills. She was also a little worried about how much the other SNOBS had understood these things, and how that might be used against them too.

“Do you know what happened to her brother?” Rella asked. 

“Is he young or old?” Ives asked.

“I suppose...well...I suppose both too,” Rella said.

“Did she ask for your help?” Ives said.

“Not exactly,” Rella answered.

“How do you know she wants your help?” Ives asked. He was trying to understand human motivation.

“Because...if you see someone you can help, you just do it. And I saw sadness in her eyes,” Rella said. 

Ives was silent. This was clearly not something he’d been programmed to understand. After a few moments he spoke:

“SK, also called Eurie, has a brother. They have been separated for many years. As children, they helped solve an important mystery here in Anselm. It had something to do with a watch, but it led to their separation. Now they are still seeking each other,” Ives said.

Rella was trying to take in this new information. Now she understood why Eurie was so deeply tied to Anselm. Rella also understood why her mother was so understanding of her choice to stay in Anselm. Her mother must know too.

“So what’s your quest?” Ives chimed in, interrupting Rella’s contemplation. 

“Besides helping my friend?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t know. I think that’s probably enough of a quest for someone as young as I am. Do you have a quest?”

“I don’t know. I think, maybe, yes, I’m meant to assist you,” he said.

“How so?” Rella asked.
“Well. I have some knowledge and skills that can help you or someone here,” Ives said.
Suddenly, Rella heard a loud thud, and then a crack, crack.

Ives lowered the volume on the comm speaker, which was placed beneath a panel inside of his artificial nose.

“I’m sorry, Rella,” Ives said. “This light bubble I made doesn’t actually protect against invaders. It’s not really a shield of any kind. And whoever is out there might not be so friendly. We need to move.”

“Got it,” Rella whispered. “What do we do?”
“I’ll lower the light so you can look around,” he said.
Ives turned down the light and the bubble dissolved into the air. Darkness returned. 

Ives marched away from the tree. 

“Wait!” Rella whispered. 

Ives continued walking away from Rella.  

Rella turned back toward the sound on the ground. She spotted the outline of the SNOBS. 

“Target Acquired. Target acquired,” the SNOBS repeated. 

Rella watched as Ives shot a series of flares into the distance away from the tree. 

“Target acquired,” the SNOBS repeated as it lifted off the ground and headed toward Ives.

Ives slowly lifted off the ground and then launched himself like an arrow up into the sky. 

The SNOBS began to speed up after him until the two became distant sparks in the shadowy night sky.

“Oh...be safe, Ives!” Rella said. “Be safe! And come back in one piece, please!”

Rella swung down out of the tree branch and sprinted back toward the cliff. 

She needed to find the old man. She needed to know if he could tell her what had happened to Eurie’s brother. He was certainly old enough to have been in Anselm then. 
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Chapter 24: Dodecahedron
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THE CAVE ENTRANCE WAS open. Without thinking, Rella rushed inside. She took a step towards the carved wooden table. The old man seated at the table wore a dark cloth over his face. Only his pale hands were visible. Without the sight of his hands, she wasn’t even sure she would have known he was human. 

Though she was still about ten feet away from the table, she recognized the wood immediately as Hleo wood. She also recognized the item on the table. It was a board game. It wasn’t made of the usual plastic and cardboard though. Whoever made it, she thought, must have spent years carving and crafting it. 

Two teams of small figurines were positioned on opposite sides of the board. Each figurine was about the size of Rella’s pinkie. They were dressed like real people, although they were painted in brighter colors than anything else she’d seen in Ensea. They were as vivid as the glowing orbs that floated down The Wondercurrent.

After looking over her team of figurines, Rella peered over at the ones on the opposite side of the board. They were clothed in darker hues, crimson and purple. 

She looked again at the pale, wrinkled hands of the shrouded man. Upon closer inspection, she saw that his hands had a grey-blue tint. She remembered having something of the sort covering her own hands once. If they were still on Earth One, they were also very close to somewhere else. Hleo! The Wondercurrent! Rella thought. 

She felt almost like the interworld was right beneath her feet or just a little way down the cave.

“Come, join me,” the old man whispered. 

Rella was wearing her mask, which muffled her ability to hear the man’s voice. 

Rella reached out and ran her fingers over the board. She couldn’t resist the urge to touch every part of it, to feel the materials. Even though her eyes usually worked just fine, she sometimes preferred to rely on her hands to see things. 

In the center of the board was a transparent glass sphere. It was the size of Rella’s fist and was floating about two inches over the board. Her logical mind told her that it had to be electromagnetic, or that it was simply some kind of optical trick. 

Inside the glowing sphere, Rella spotted a transparent, twelve-sided red die. She recognized the shape. “Dodecahedron,” she whispered aloud. 

“Each shape represents a story element,” the man said. 

Rella took a step closer. She felt sweat in her palms and wiped her hands on her pants.

“A what?” Rella asked.

“You press down on the sphere or give it a spin,” he continued. Rella watched as he extended the tip of his long index finger and gently flicked the sphere. 

It immediately started spinning. Rella noticed that the die inside was also spinning, but in the opposite direction of the sphere. 

Rella had heard of this technique where air gets pressurized inside of a special type of glass that would suspend an object in the center of it. Rella wondered if that was what was happening here, or if this object was from Earth One at all. 

Rella raised her eyebrows but remained speechless.

The man continued: “... when it stops spinning, one of the story elements lights up, but only for a limited amount of time.”

Rella was now leaning over the perfectly square game board. It was exactly three feet wide and three feet long.

As she leaned in over the board, she tried to catch a glimpse of the man’s face. However, the dark cloth kept him completely disguised.

Even if the cave was full of light, Rella didn’t think she would have recognized him. She really didn’t know that many older men, especially not any who lived in caves.

“Would you like to play my storytelling game?” the man asked. 

Rella unclasped her mask and latched it to the strap of her satchel.

“How do I win?” Rella asked.

“Ha,” the man laughed. “Competitive, are we?” 

Rella was already analyzing the board and calculating strategies. She had a strong sense that this game was a step toward realizing her quest of finding Eurie’s brother. And after that she would return to Hleo and she would be reunited with her parents. 

“Did you get a good look at those characters in front of you?” the man asked.

“Yes,” she answered.

Rella counted six small figurines. Each was carved with great detail and resembled either a real person or animal. There was also one that looked a bit like a boy but also sort of like something made of wood, even beyond the fact that it was made of wood. The figurine also had this strange bear-shaped lump coming out of its back. She recognized it.

“To win, you need to get each player out of the holding area, all the way around the board, and back home before you run out of spins.”

“What does the dodecahedron die have to do with it?” Rella asked.

“When the die lights up, you must find a way to use that story element before the light goes out,” the man replied.

“How do you know how much time you have to tell your part of the story?” Rella asked. 

“You don’t. The game has a mind of its own. So you better think quickly.”

“You mean it's programmed, like a computer, to randomly go off?” Rella asked.

“Oh. There’s no computer involved here,” the man said. “I stay as far away from those kinds of things as possible. They’re too easy to hack into. I believe in playing fair.”

Rella was trying to figure out if the old man was telling the truth. She had no reason not to believe him. But a game with a ‘mind of its own’ was difficult to understand. This cave wasn’t a dreamworld, but it wasn’t feeling much like she was still playing by Earth One rules either.

“But you must also think strategically,” the man continued.

“So do we both tell stories?” Rella asked.

“No. We both add to the same story, but we add different twists and conflicts with our characters.”

“Hmmm. Who decides whether we have successfully used the story elements?”

“The sphere does,” he said.

“The sphere? How?” Rella asked.
“When you finish your turn, you tap the top of the sphere. It will spin and glow with various levels of intensity. A green tint means your story element is accepted. Red means that your details are rejected and your turn is over.”
“What about yellow?” Rella asked. She figured that there would have to be an in-between color. 

“Yes. Yellow means revision. You will receive an opportunity to slightly alter your detail,” he said.  

“Have you played this game a lot?” Rella asked.

“I made it,” he laughed. “I’m always revising it too...but let’s get going.” 

The man cleared his throat and started drumming his fingers on the table.

Rella sensed that he wanted to say more, but something was holding him back. She took a deep breath and concentrated on winning, though she didn’t sense that she would be getting a slice of pie or a bowl of gumbo like she would from Soup. 

The man was quiet and appeared to become very unsettled.  Rella noticed a Red Notebook on a shelf. She really wanted to check that out later. 

“Are you alright, sir?” Rella asked.

The man cleared his throat again and continued to fiddle with the figurines in front of him. 

Rella peered down at the figurines in front of her. The sudden silence made her feel very uncomfortable, so she asked another question. 

“Does the sphere seem to prefer any particular kind of story?”

“Well...you have to look at the images on the die,” he replied.

“The dodecahedron,” Rella interrupted. “I learned that in school.”

“Yes,” the man replied, smiling and relaxing a little. “On the surface of this do..dodecahedron the story elements will change. Sometimes, it’s clear that the game is an action story or a mystery or a love story. You’ll get a heart or a sword. That kind of thing. Sometimes it’s a quest, and sometimes it’s about a rogue princess who has to take back a kingdom.”

Rella flicked the sphere and examined the images on the surface of the die as it spun around. 

She spotted a river on one side, a birdlike creature, a dark castle, a small circle (perhaps a ball), a book, and something that might be a key. Only half of the sides actually had images. Additionally, not all 12 sides would show images every game. The number of visible elements would vary.

“Shall we begin?” the man asked. 

“Who goes first?” Rella asked.

“Well, you just flicked the sphere, so we’ve already started,” he said.

“Oops,” Rella laughed. 

“When that cube stops spinning, grab one of your pieces and start the tale,” the man said.

Rella tried to run the elements through her head again and to expand the associations with each piece. 

River: Nature

Giant Bird: Myth or Folktale

Dark Castle: Evil King

Sphere: Crystal Ball (or maybe a Bowling Ball)

Book: Ancient Legend 

Key: Treasure Hunt (or Secret Door)

Rella hoped that these elements that came to mind would lead her to a winning story, but she didn’t want to get ahead of herself. She needed a starting point and she had to be ready to move quickly. 

The river lit up first. 

Rella reached for the carved figurine of a bird and made up her first line:

“In an ancient land, where giant birds roamed, there was a grand, beautiful river.”

The dodecahedron darkened and flashed three times, emitting a green light.  

“That means you’re approved. You can move that bird three spaces clockwise.”

Rella noticed hesitation in the old man’s voice. It was as if he was about to say something else besides ‘that bird.’

She moved the bird. As she placed her fingers on the small figurine, she felt a shock of recognition. The bird felt almost metallic and it was even difficult to remove her fingers, like her fingers had been magnetized to the bird. 

Thalas, she thought.

The old man’s pale finger reached out and flicked the sphere. 

When it stopped, the river lit up again.

The man pulled out a figurine of a young boy in a cloak. The figurine was carrying a sword. 

Rella felt a memory stirring inside of her. She even thought that the figurine looked a little bit like he could be the son of the old man. 

The man spoke: “There was a boy who had been chosen to defend the river. He was the great protector of the river.” 

The sphere flickered out. Flashed green twice.

Rella flicked it again. 

This time she saw The Key.

Rella continued, “But in order to protect the river, the boy needed the help of...” 

Rella looked at the figurines in front of her. She found a small girl with a satchel. “The help of a girl who had a very important key.” 

The light blinked once and Rella moved the girl one space on the board. She was pretty sure of what was happening now.

“The key wasn’t an ordinary key, however,” the man said. 

“You forgot to tap the sphere!” Rella said.

“You’re right,” the man said. The sphere turned bright red. “That means I lose my turn.”

Rella flicked the sphere again and the book lit up. 

“The girl also had a book with her.” Rella said. The sphere turned yellow. That meant she had to revise.

“The girl had a book and also had a scroll with her. And the scroll was also like the key to a map. And it showed the girl secrets and helped change the way she looked at everything around her.” 

The sphere turned bright green. 

Rella knew it. This was her story. The story of Hleo and of The Wondercurrent. But she didn’t say anything yet. The man flicked the sphere again and the Dark Castle lit up.

“There was a Dark Castle...on an island,” the man said. The light turned green.

Rella flicked. 

The River lit up. 

“And the boy, who was supposed to protect the river, was somehow taken captive by the man in the Dark Castle. The evil king.” 

Green again. Five blinks.

Rella was now moving her pieces out quickly and getting them around the board. 

The man flicked the sphere again. 

The Dark Castle lit up again.

“Yes. He was told that he would never see his sister again if he didn’t help the evil man. So he had no choice.” 

The sphere blinked yellow.

Rella’s heart leapt up.

She nearly shouted: “Well...he may have had other choices.”

The old man exclaimed, “But he was too young to realize it...or maybe it was something else keeping him there, some other force. And the Evil King gave the boy a sword, a cloak, and the boy began to help the man carry out his evil plans.”

Rella had figured it out. 

She flicked again.

“And when the girl arrived in the land with the magical river...” she said.

“...the boy thought, maybe, there would be a way out.” he said.

They both stopped spinning the sphere and just started telling each other parts of the story. Many parts they both already knew. Some that they didn’t.

“They had met before.” 

“The boy in the cloak had hidden the scroll for her to find.”

“She had lost the scroll...”

“...and it was picked up by a girl named Scarlett...”

“Scarlett’s father, who was named King”

“...but was not a king...”

“...had been living in the carved castle at Shelterwood.”

“...on an island in the center of a luminous lake.”

“There were dark forces...”

“Shape-shifting phantoms...”

“Unleashed upon the mystical river...”

“The phantoms were meant to destroy the dreamworld.”

“...but Rella’s friends,” and then Rella named them, “Eurie, Scarlett, her brother Sebastian, and Quinn”

“...had all worked together to save The Wondercurrent.”

They both stopped to catch their breath. 

“So, you are really...”

“Shhh!” the man said. 

Rella thought of her conversation with S.K.

“What do you have around your face?” Rella asked.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“I...well...I can’t see your face...”

The man reached up toward his face. His hand disappeared in the cloth as he moved it away from his mouth. 

As he pulled the covering down, Rella saw a doubly familiar smile. This was definitely The Architect, but she also saw someone else. The smile was undeniable. It was nearly the same smile she’d seen on SK’s face.

Rella didn’t know what to say. Her mind felt like a wheel that had just popped off of a car going ninety-nine miles per hour. 

She felt like blurting out: “You’re him. You’re SK’s long-lost brother!” 

But she didn’t know if he knew that SK had been searching for him. Or even if he knew, back in Hleo, that Eurie was looking for him. She was only just figuring this out herself. She needed time to think it over. 

“It took me a long time to make the scarf. Even longer than it took to carve some of those game pieces,” he said. “I designed it myself. For protection against others with various levels of xray tech.”

Rella reached into her bag for her mother’s Red Notebook. The best way to get to the truth, she thought, was through reading him a story. 

“Sir,” Rella said.

“You can call me Alex,” he replied. 

Alex, she thought. Eurie’s Alex. 

She was glad to be able to see his face. He had a kind smile and it made her feel safer. 

“Alex, I have something really important to tell you,” she said.

“Go ahead,” he replied.

“Well, it’s going to sound strange,” she said.

“Rella...we’ve both been to some strange places, haven’t we? I don’t think anything would really surprise me at my age,” he said. 

As he said the phrase “at my age,” his voice trailed off a little and he seemed to be thinking deeply about something, or someone. 

“Before I tell you, I’d like to read you something,” she said.

“Oh. I see you have one of the Red Notebooks,” he said. 

“Yes. It’s my mother’s,” Rella said.

“So you’re a Storykeeper too?” he said.

“I don’t know for sure. I don’t really know,” Rella said. 

“Yes. Still too young to know,” he said aloud, mostly to himself.

Rella opened to a page near the middle of the book and held it out for Alex to read. 

I met a boy today. He asked if I’d seen someone. He appeared to be about 11 or 12. He kept calling the girl Aria or something like that. I didn’t really understand his language, though some of our words shared a common ancestry somewhere in the past. He seemed confused and troubled. He said his name was Alex. I tried to calm him, but he was in a terrible hurry. All I can remember hearing before he sprinted off down the shore was “she’s my sister. And I can’t find her. The man across the Dark Waters says he’ll help me. But I don’t believe him. But he says he knows where she is. I just have to help him with a project. He said I have some kind of talent that he needs. What could that mean?” And then the boy just kept shouting for her.

Rella flipped a few pages.

I saw Alex again. At least I think it was him. This time, he looked taller. His skin was a bit paler. And he was wearing a long, dark coat. He also carried a sword and he had something in his hand. I was a good distance from the shore, swinging through some branches up in the trees. I didn’t call for him. I just stood and watched. He didn’t look very friendly. His face seemed to continuously change from hopeful and calm to determined and frightened.

A portentous crack-crack echoed from deep within the cavern. The room shook. Rock fragments fell from ceiling.

Alex wrapped his mask back over his face and told Rella to get out of the cave as fast as she could. 

The walls continued to crumble. Rella sprinted toward opening. She could feel the rocks falling behind her. As she dove for the opening, she saw that it was completely dark outside. 

She twisted her head back and saw that Alex was moving in the opposite direction, back into the depths of the cave. 

She certainly wasn’t about to run into that dark night with those SNOBS on the loose. So, she stopped, turned back around, and followed right after Alex. 
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Chapter 25: Alex’s Tale
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IT TOOK RELLA NEARLY an hour to catch up with Alex. She had taken so many turns in the tunnels that she was certain she’d never make it out without him.

“Wait, please!” Rella shouted.

Alex paused and turned his tired eyes in her direction.

“Here we are,” he said, pointing to a makeshift stone bench propped against the wall. 

The room reminded her a lot of Eurie’s hideout in Hleo. 

“Looks like we’re going to be stuck in here for a while,” Alex said.

“Do you have a plan? It’s always good to have a plan, you know,” Rella said. She noticed that Alex had another small work table covered with an assortment of communication devices in various states of repair. 

“I have some ways to tap into the city’s comm systems, depending on which ones are functioning. We should be able to get a message out. But we don’t want them to intercept it either.”

Suddenly, there was a noise coming from the tunnels. 

“Rel-la. Rel-la.”

Alex picked up a large stone and prepared to obliterate whatever was coming after them.

“Alex, no!” Rella shouted.

“What do you mean?” Alex said as he released the stone.

“Look out, Ives!” Rella shouted.

Ives dove down and the rock ricocheted off of his chest.

“Ives?” Alex shouted.

“He’s not...he’s not...” Rella said, running over to help the robot up.

“Ives...are you ok?”
“Need a reboot. Need a reboot. 700 to 1000 minutes. Reset. Now,” Ives replied.
Rella stood over Ives.

“Sorry, Rella. I didn’t know he was your . . . friend,” Alex said. 

Alex reached down and carried Ives motionless body over to a stone bench to complete his reboot.

“Once he restarts,” Rella said, “He’ll be able to help us.”

“That settles it then,” Alex said. “We’ll just lay low in here and wait until tomorrow.”

Rella’s stomach growled.

“Are you hungry?” Alex said. 

“A little,” Rella replied.

“Here, why don’t you try this,” Alex said. He handed Rella a bag full of food rations.   

“I made the kit myself. It’s got a good variety of nutritious food.”

Rella reached her hand in and pulled out a smaller pouch filled with nuts and berries.

“Can you tell me about the island over the Dark Waters?” Rella asked. 

“Certainly,” Alex replied. “But you might not like what you’re going to hear.”

Ives beeped a few times and then went completely silent. Rella felt the urge to go check on him, but she stayed seated. She was eager to know more about Archimago’s island and about how Alex made his way back here to Anselm’s city from Hleo. 

“In truth,” Alex said, “it’s nothing more than a petrified, hollowed out stump. Ever dark, bone dry, and bitter cold. And his castle is equally treacherous.”

Rella felt her chest tighten up with suspense. 

Alex continued, “The battered, porous walls draw in air like the decaying mouth of a slumbering giant, and the acrid, colorless gasses rising from the Dark Waters steadily seep into the corridors.”

“So how did you escape?” Rella asked. 

“Well...that’s a long story,” Alex said.

“I don’t mind. I love stories,” Rella exclaimed. “I mean...most stories. And you’re sitting here in front of me, so everything must have worked out ok.”

“Not everything,” Alex replied. “Not yet anyway.”

“But I think I should know. My mother said I should find out everything I can.”

“Very well,” Alex replied. “For your mother’s sake then.”

Alex then proceeded with his story.

“Atop a black marble staircase, an indecipherable whisper echoed from a throne of jagged, volcanic rock.”

Rella clapped with excitement. Alex nodded and continued.

“I knelt down and unsheathed my sword, balancing it along the edge of the sooty bottom step. The scuffed red jewel on the hilt of my sword, often used by Archimago as a way to channel his power and control me, was irreparable.”

Rella remembered the jeweled sword and repeated the word irreparable aloud. 

Alex stood up and began acting out the scene as he spoke.

“I placed the sword at the base of the stairs. It was my standard ritual upon returning from a mission. This was the first time, though, that the sword had been damaged. I was terrified of what this might cost me.”

Rella clutched the strap on her satchel.

“As I looked up,” Alex continued, “a half dozen small, metallic blocks, about an inch wide, clinked and tumbled down the steps. When they reached the floor, the small cubes assembled themselves into a line as if they were pulled together by magnets. Each metal block contained a letter. And through some power beyond my understanding, the letters could change shape. As the blocks reached my feet, they rearranged themselves into a message. 

[Y-O-U] [F-A-I-L-E-D]. 

I started thinking about my sister and how I’d never find her.”

“But you will! I know you will!” Rella interrupted, trying to reassure Alex.

“Luckily,” Alex continued, “my keen ability to see in the shadows allowed me to follow the movements of the broad misshapen form above. Of course, I had never been close enough to this shape-shifter to confirm if he was human.”

“Umbra inpenitrabiles,” Rella interjected, “the impenetrable shadow.”

“Yes,” Alex replied. 

“My mother wrote about it in her Red Notebook,” Rella said, patting her satchel.

“As I stood before my Master, shaking in the silence, I thought about the note I’d left for you, the hero of Hleo, Rella PenSword.”

Rella stood up and bowed slowly.  

“Do you remember what it said?” Alex asked.

“Of course,” Rella replied, smiling. “You explained how Archimago had come to your dreams in a disguise as someone eager to help you.”

“Yes,” Alex said.

“But everything wasn’t fully clear to me after that,” Rella said. “It feels like so long ago.” 

“When I left the message,” Alex continued, “I was still suffering from the pain of the boat crash. PRISMA and I were trying to get their watercraft to the mouth of the Wondercurrent and I’d nearly drowned in the spot where the Dark Waters met The Wondercurrent.” 

At the mention of PRISMA, Rella’s stomach turned. She felt chills up her spine.

“I want you to know that I was originally planning to stop PRISMA from releasing the Shadowsplitters,” Alex confided, “but something, some unexplainable force, told me that it was more urgent to find you first. I still feel responsible for what you and her friends had to endure, and what happened to that giant hawk, even though you proved you were strong enough, and you survived the fight.

Thalas, Rella thought. “Well, the Guardians had a big part to play in that victory,” Rella said. 

“Yes. The Guardians,” Alex said.

“What happened with the metal blocks?” Rella interrupted.

“Well...the messages got worse. The next time I looked down, the blocks stated [Y-O-U] [A-R-E] [N-O] [U-S-E]. And then I recognized what they were. They were part of a printing machine. They are called sorts. My grandfather had owned a small printing press, one that had been passed down for over twenty generations. And these small metal blocks with the letters on them were how messages got printed in the days of ink.”

“Of course,” Rella added, “Archimago’s sorts were nothing like the ones in your grandfather’s shop though.”

“Right. My grandfather’s sorts never changed form. When I read that message, I cowered. I lowered myself down onto both knees and wrapped my cloak over my body, peeking out at the sorts. 

[I-F] [Y-O-U] [H-A-V-E] [L-E-A-R-N-E-D] [S-O-M-E-T-H-I-N-G], the letters continued to move around and reform into new words on the floor, [T-E-L-L] [M-E]. I swallowed hard. While Archimago couldn’t read my thoughts directly, I knew that lying to him was risky. I had to be careful about which truths I revealed.”

“What happened next? Did you lie to him?”

“Well. At that point, I knew that the ancient powers surrounding Hleo had kept Archimago from crossing into Hleo. He relied completely on spies like me, along with his own creations like PRISMA.”

“And the SNOBS?” Rella asked, glancing over at Ives.

“I think so. But with PRISMA nowhere to be found at that time, I believed that I was the last witness to what happened when we failed to infiltrate The Wondercurrent. I thought I might be able to use that knowledge to my advantage,” Alex said.

“I see,” Rella replied, glancing over again at Ives.

“It was a bold move, but I said to him, ‘As you may have noticed, Master, your robot, PRISMA did not make it back. You see, she (yes, I called it a she because it took on a girl’s appearance, though I don’t think he meant it to be any kind of she), was overtaken by some sort of madness, perhaps something in the energy within Hleo itself had caused her to short out, sir?’

And then I heard a dark, wispy laugh from atop the staircase. The shadowy outline of Archimago moved toward a large, iron press. I recognized the outline because it resembled my grandfather’s press. Archimago tossed another set of his shapeshifting sorts down the stairs. 

As the metal blocks tumbled and clinked down the steps, I pulled a computer chip with a purple wire attached from my belt and tossed it down. It was all I could find of PRISMA on my journey back from Hleo. I just assumed the rest of her circuits and components had been lost in the Dark Waters or were still somewhere in pieces in the forest by the shore.

As the sorts reached the bottom steps, I thought more about PRISMA. PRISMA, as best as I could figure out, was some sort of robot that had been smuggled into Hleo from outside.”

Rella thought more about the SNOBS and wondered if there was a connection to what was happening in Anselm. 

“As you might know,” Alex said, looking Rella directly in the eyes, “only Hleo, the land itself, can discern which child needs refuge. Only Hleo can summon the Guardians. So robots like PRISMA, even if they resemble children, are unlikely to get through the defenses. The fact that she got into Hleo still puzzles me.” 

“What did you tell him?” Rella asked.

“I told him that we did find a guardian, a tiger, and that we nearly had him until our ship crashed.”

“Oh. Menagerie!” Rella said with pity.

Alex continued: “[D-E-S-C-R-I-B-E], the letters commanded in response. So I told him that the tiger had fur that could change colors, sort of like a chameleon. And, from high above, his malicious laughter echoed down to me. I immediately questioned whether I should have revealed that detail. It seemed to interest Archimago more than it should have. [O-R-B-S], the letters continued, reforming in front of my feet.”

“What did he want to know about the orbs? How did he see them if he was trapped on the island?” Rella asked.

“Well, although he couldn’t get physically close enough to Hleo, Archimago was able to use telescopes atop his towers to catch a glimpse of the orbs flashing along that mysterious river.”

“The Wondercurrent,” Rella replied. “What did you tell him?”

“I told him a little bit about the orbs and how they were used to defeat the Shadowsplitters. I had to assure him I wasn’t keeping any secrets. And, as I looked up the dark stairs and toward his throne, I noticed that he was staring out across the darkness towards Hleo.”

“What did you do?” Rella asked.

“Sensing that time was running short, I spoke quickly. ‘I was only able to get my hands on a yellow orb once, sir. But I saw them. Our enemies used them to fight back against your miscreations. The others would throw the yellow orbs at them and they would burst.’

The sorts at my feet moved around and relayed another message. [O-T-H-E-R-S]? 

I could hear Archimago pacing up above, though it didn’t quite sound like footsteps, more like hooves or claws scraping across the floor.

‘Wait, master,’ I cried, ‘I did see something else...a bright blue one. Well...I saw it pop and roll from the banks of The Wondercurrent. It spun right into the underbrush below the tall trees. It seemed to know where it was going, like some kind of bird or reptile in a way. I followed it. It would speed up and slow down as I approached it. And it would make sounds, small beeps and blips. But I lost track of it.’

“Were you making that part up?” Rella asked. She began thinking about something she’d read in her mother’s Notebook.

“Not exactly,” Alex replied, “I did see a blue orb once. As I stopped to catch my breath, I could hear Archimago tapping on the marble. He was mumbling something. After a minute of chilling silence, he whispered: ‘Not enough.’

I looked down and saw the line of sorts reform again: [D-I-S-M-I-S-S-E-D].

I strained my eyes in an attempt to catch a glimpse of Archimago’s face. It was useless. His visage was impenetrable, neither a shadow nor a mist. 

‘Dismiss me, master?’ I pleaded. ‘Do you mean for good, master? But my sister, master. You told me you could help me find her...that you knew...well, that’s why I agreed to help you draw up the plans and to uncover all the secrets of Hleo.’

Archimago did not respond. The air seemed to grow even more foul as it seeped into my nostrils.”

Rella took a deep breath. 

“But you got away!” Rella said. “How?”

Alex seemed to be almost in a trance as he continued telling the story.

“My anger and my fear nearly caused me to collapse. And then, at just that moment, a large glacier, somewhere north of the island, cracked. The ground beneath the castle rumbled. I watched as the sorts were pulled back up the shaking staircase and into Archimago’s gloved hand. But the bargaining was finished. I had lost my last chance to save my sister.”

“No! No!” Rella exclaimed. “We can still find her!”

“As I turned to leave and return to my prison cell,” Alex said, “I heard a heavy set of paws scraping the ground behind me. I dropped to the ground and covered my head with my cloak. I could hear the animal breathing. Archimago groaned from above. The castle walls continued to shake.”

Rella shrieked. Ives even started to beep, though that was just part of the rebooting process.

“And then a silence spread. Nothing but silence. I peered out from under my cloak. It wasn’t some vicious beast or Archimago himself crashing down to attack me.”

“It was Menagerie,” Rella guessed.

“Yes. The chameleon tiger. The Guardian of Hleo. My Guardian. A descendant of the ancient tigers.”

“What did you say to him?” Rella asked. 

“I turned and whispered, ‘Why did you come?’ 

And then Archimago’s dark laughter echoed again from the top of the stairs. 
I looked over at Menagerie and mouthed the words again: Why did you come?
Menagerie whispered back in a calm tone, ‘I’m here, young Alex, to do exactly what a Guardian is supposed to do. I am the ransom.’

The last person I had ever heard speak my real name was my only sister, back before Hleo, before Archimago had taken me captive and everyone started calling me The Architect. It was good to hear my true name again. 

“He just let you go in exchange for Menagerie,” Rella said.

“Not exactly. He agreed to let me continue being his servant. Because he knew I was still useful since I hadn’t found my sister.”

“I’m so sorry,” Rella said softly.

“I know,” Alex replied. “I think we should try and get some sleep now.”

Rella yawned and was asleep before Alex said another word. 
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Chapter 26: Translation
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“WHO’S THERE?” RELLA shouted, her eyes still closed.

Soup wanted to answer her, but he couldn’t risk giving away his location. 

“Is that you, Alex?” 

There was a low growl coming from the shadows. Then she opened her eyes. 

She was no longer in the cave and Alex was gone. So was Ives. 

She cupped her hand over her face and tried to keep from screaming. 

It was a gigantic tiger. He was rapidly shaking his head. She thought about Menagerie, the chameleon tiger who was back in Hleo. But this tiger was different. Maybe a distant relative?

As she watched the tiger’s eyes, she knew he was trying to protect her, and that the SNOBS were nearby. 

Rella crouched even lower behind the stones and surveyed the darkness again. If they were going to outsmart these robo-kids, they’d all have to work together. 

Rella tried to direct Soup to change positions without looking at him. She also tried to throw off the SNOBS in case it might be tracking her. 

The SNOBS made a strange sound. 

Scarz. Dwip. Zlag. Fobl. 

Rella prided herself on her translation skills, but this was a bit out of her experience. She couldn’t detect a grammar or a clear tone. It could have been a series of commands or just some casual chatter. Soup was too far away to hear it.

Rella tried to transpose the sounds in her head. She rifled again through a half dozen languages. Nothing. Just garbled consonants. 

“Come and get me,” Soup growled. 

“Scarz. Dwip. Zlag. Fobl. Fob. Fobl.”

Ok. Maybe they’re commands, Rella thought, but it’s a total guess. 

Two bright blue beams flickered into the darkness. 
Soup dashed up into a bare branch about fifteen feet high and then leapt back down and over another distant ledge. 
The SNOBS hesitated for a moment, like it was trying to calculate whether to abandon its search for a Notebook, or to pursue the shapeshifting tiger. 

Rella knew that Soup was putting himself at risk to draw the SNOBS away. She had to think fast. She reached into her satchel for her mother’s Notebook. 

She could hear Soup taunting the SNOBS, and the SNOBS replying: “Fob. Dwip. Scarz.”

Yet the SNOBS continued to wait, turning its blue search beams back in Rella’s direction and then back out into the darkness toward the taunting tiger-chef. 

If she gave him the Red Notebook, she might be able to save Soup. 

“Don’t even think about it, Rella!” Soup shouted.

Somehow, Soup had made his way between Rella and the SNOBS. 

“I’ll draw him off!” Soup growled.

Rella watched as the gigantic tiger transformed back into the equally towering human shape of the city of Anselm’s top chef.  

Rella knew that Soup was giving up his only protection by transforming out of his guardian form and back into an Earth One body. She also figured that this was probably the best way to distract the SNOBS. 

“What are you waiting for?” Soup shouted as he threw a giant rock toward the robot, knocking it on the head. It was a little odd watching Soup hit the SNOBS in the head with the rock since it looked so much like a kid. Rella had to remind herself that Soup wasn’t attacking an actual kid. 

“Swip. Dwarp. Blong. Gob. Fob. Fizgut. Fizgut.”

The SNOBS activated some kind of invisible anti-gravity boosters and lifted about three feet off the ground. It thrust its fists out in front of its body and leaned into a horizontal position. It resembled a missile that was about to blast forward and directly into Soup’s gut. 

Rella couldn’t let that happen. 

“Hey Dwarpy! Is this what you want?” Rella shouted, holding the Red Notebook up. The SNOBS turned its head toward Rella. 

The blue eye-beams illuminated the Red Notebook, giving it an almost purplish color in the dark. 

The SNOBS pivoted toward Rella and launched after her. 

Rella held the Notebook high above her head, hoping the SNOBS would aim for it.

As it approached, she panicked. This was her only current connection to her mother. She still hadn’t read all of it and she knew that it was the only way she’d be able to help complete the mission to reunite Eurie and Alex.

Now the SNOBS was closing in. She just couldn’t let it hurt Soup. 

As it grabbed the Notebook out of her hand, Rella heard a roar and a whoosh. 

She looked up. A tail and the back legs of the tiger flashed above her. Soup had transformed back into his tiger form again and was clutching the SNOBS’ metallic shoe in his wide jowls. 

The SNOBS continued flying higher. Soup continued climbing up onto its back in midair. Rella was terrified at the sight of the tiger wrapping itself around the back of the SNOBS some fifty feet up.

“Hang on, Estragon Maldives...Soup!” Rella screamed.

“Rella!” a voice called out from below. Rella looked down and spotted the flight mask clasped to the side of her satchel. 
She grabbed the mask and put it back over her face and turned up the comm link. 
“Is that you, Q?” Rella replied.

“Yes! I’m on my way. Do you have your Tal-boots on?” Q asked.

“Yes, but they won’t turn on. The signals are jammed or something. Oh, oh no!” Rella shouted. Soup continued wrangling with the SNOBS.

“What is it?” Q’s voice began to crackle.  The signal was weak.

“It’s Soup! He’s here. But...he’s turned himself into a tiger. He’s on the back of one of the SNOBS and they’re wrestling up in the air right above me!” Rella shouted. 

Just then, her mother’s Notebook came floating back down to the ground. Soup had wrestled it free, but now he was being pulled away. Rella didn’t see where the Notebook had landed. Just then, Q interrupted her train of thought about how she would retrieve the Notebook.

“Where are you? Can you send up some kind of signal?” Q asked. “I can’t seem to locate you...Rella? Rella?”

Q wondered if he should be using her real name since it would draw more of the SNOBS to her, but this was no time to worry about covering tracks. The SNOBS were moving.

Rella pulled the luminous stone from Hleo out of her satchel. She knew it wouldn’t give off enough light unless she did something drastic. She’d have to break it. 

She remembered something she’d read about using the stone’s light on Earth One and how, if you smashed a stone at night, it would give off a tremendous flash of energy. However, that would also mean the end of the stone. It could not be restored.

“Keep your eyes up, Q!” Rella replied. “I’m about to send up a giant flash, but I don’t know how bright it will be and I don’t want it to blind you.”

“Ok. I’ve also got my visor on. I can turn on my dimmer lens,” he replied. 

Rella set the luminous stone on a flat rock and then scrambled about thirty feet up the cliff face. 

She looked over at Soup, who was still wrestling the SNOBS up in the air. 

There was a small cavern nearby where she could hide. 

She quickly located a boulder and prepared to roll it down onto the luminous stone.

“I hope this works!” she said into the comm link.

“Me too!” Q shouted. 

She peered down over the ledge and then pushed the small boulder, about fifty pounds, right up to the ledge. Then she slid herself back in between the layers of rock. 

She grabbed a nearby tree limb and pushed the boulder from behind.

She couldn’t get enough leverage. She tried again. It wouldn’t budge.  

She climbed back out of her rocky shelter and put both hands on the back of the boulder. She heaved and thrust forward. “It’s moving!” she shouted. “It’s moving!” She gave herself a high five.

As it started to roll, Rella turned and dove into the cavern, keeping her back turned away from the open air.   

As the boulder landed on the luminous stone, Rella could feel a warm energy rush through her body. Waves of heat and a swell of light, the power of a thousand lightning strikes, illuminated the sky above her. 

Rella kept her eyes shut and waited for the sound of Q’s voice.

“Whoa! Whoa! Whoa!” Q shouted into the microphone. 

“Can you describe it?” Rella asked. “I’m too afraid to turn around. But I can feel the energy behind me.”

“Rella! It’s unbelievable. I know exactly where you are. It’s like someone dropped luminous paint all around the side of the cliffs. It’s clinging to everything for at least half a mile in every direction. I’m on my way.”

Q was about three miles north of the blast of light. With his hover boots at top speed, it would only take a minute to get to her. 

“Keep an eye out for the SNOB and Estragon...I mean Soup!” Rella shouted, still balled up in the cavern. 

“Just stay right where you are,” Q replied.
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Chapter 27: The Swarm
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JUST AS Q SAID stay, Rella’s hover boots kicked back on. She could feel the charge pulsing beneath her feet. She looked down at the boots and then crawled out of the cavern. Soup was now standing beside her in his human form, but his face was flushed. 

“Rella?” Soup said, gasping. 

“Soup! How?” Rella was so startled she launched twenty feet up in the air, forgetting that the boots were charged and ready to fly.

As she dropped back to the ground, she heard him shout: “You need to get out of here! You need to get to Mara!”

“But Q is on his way,” Rella replied.

“Q and I will take care of whatever is buzzing around here,” Soup said. 

There was a loud sizzle and a flash in the sky above. Just as the light flashed, the outline of the SNOBS airship appeared behind the thin veil of clouds. The ship was at least four times the size of a blue whale.

“Just head toward the tower. When you get close, Mara will find a way to meet you and bring you in. Go now!”

A swarm of SNOBS appeared in the distant shadows. Rella thought she could see Q approaching, but she knew Soup was serious about her leaving right away. She trusted him. 

Q’s voice came back though the comm link: “Go Rella. Go. Now.”

Rella leapt off the edge of the cliff and took flight. The Tal-boots sped off much faster than she expected. Had Q adjusted the controls somehow? she wondered. 

And then she realized that she couldn’t control her speed at all. Whoever was controlling her Tal-boots was trying to get her to safety fast. The city came into view within a few minutes. It happened so quickly, Rella hadn’t even been able to look back at the cliffs. 

Before she even had time to find Mara’s signal, she felt her body shutting down. She was passing out. She tried to stay awake, but she was simply moving too fast. The last thing she remembered seeing was a blue flash of light and a small thicket of wild plants along the rooftop of one of the unfinished towers.
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Chapter 28:  Soup to the Rescue
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“MOM. IS THAT YOU?” Rella whispered. She felt like she was coming out of a dream. She leapt up. She was no longer wearing the boots or the mask. She brushed her hair out of her eyes and looked down at her bare feet on the concrete floor. She was standing in the center of an empty room. Some kind of a cell. At her back, she could feel a breeze blowing in from outside. The speed of the wind pressing in told her that she was at least fifty floors up from the ground.  The dim orange glow coming in from outside meant that it was only minutes past sunrise. 

“Mom?” Rella asked again.

A woman, shrouded in shadow, stood in a doorway. 

Rella took a step. She spotted her Tal-boots, mask, and satchel sitting in a pile in the corner of the room. 

“Mom is that really you?” Rella repeated. She was worried that she might have been captured by a SNOBS and taken back to some kind of interworld prison. 

The woman held her hand up and made a peaceful gesture. Rella still wasn’t sure if she should approach. The last thing she could recall doing was hiding in a cavern and speaking to Q through the transmitter. 

Am I dreaming again? Rella wondered. Why isn’t my mom speaking to me? 

The woman motioned to Rella again, and Rella reached up to touch the mask, forgetting that it was no longer covering her face.  

“Rella?” the woman said. “Is that you?”

Rella felt a hot breeze press up against her back. 

“Mara!” Rella shouted, now sprinting toward the woman. “Is Uncle J with you?” 

“Glad you are awake,” Mara said, embracing Rella. 

Even though Rella deeply wished that she had found her mother, she was glad to be next to someone familiar. 

“He’s out searching for you,” Mara replied, “But I’ve been sending him messages.” 

Mara led Rella away from the concrete room and into a cozy interior office. There was a large rectangular canvas on one of the walls. Portions of the canvas had been elaborately colored in. Other parts were outlined and sketched. Rella also noticed a small table in front of the canvas with piles of paintbrushes and open paint cans. 

“He will be so glad to know you’re safe,” Mara said.

Rella sat down on a large, upholstered chair and curled her knees up into her chest. She took another look at the large canvas. The locations that had been colored in with the paint were dazzling and ornate. Each brush stroke was bursting with feeling. 

Rella looked back down at her satchel and opened it up. Her mother’s Red Notebook was gone. She immediately had flashbacks of when she’d lost the scroll back in Hleo. This time, though, she knew she wasn’t being careless. 

She wrapped her arms around her knees and began to tear up. 

“What’s the matter, Rella?” Mara asked.

“I think I lost my mother’s Red Notebook,” she replied.

“What do you mean?” Mara asked.

“There was this SNOBS. It was going to hurt Soup. So, I pulled the Notebook out and...and he got it. But then he...it...got Soup too.” 

Rella began to sob. She had forgotten that Soup had actually been able to get the Notebook away from the SNOBS. 

Mara put her hand on Rella’s shoulder. 

“I’m so sorry, Rella.”

Suddenly, there was a knock at the door. 

“Password please,” Mara asked. 

There was no answer, only more knocking. 

“Don’t worry. Nothing can get through that door. How did you get here, Rella?” Mara asked.

“What do you mean?” Rella answered.

“Did you fly here yourself?” Mara asked. “Did any of those SNOBS possibly follow you?”

“I don’t remember,” Rella said. “I just woke up here....”

The knocking grew louder and faster.

“Password, please. Who’s there?” Mara asked again. “Is it you, J?” 

Rella and Mara both gasped. The knocking seemed to be lower than a human fist would reach. More like the height of a paw.

And then Rella heard a low growl.

“Soup!” Rella yelled. “Is it you Soup?”

The growl got louder. 

Mara ran to the door and unlocked it.

As she opened the door, Soup, in tiger form, bounded in. 

He had a Red Notebook in between his teeth.

Rella hugged his wide furry neck and then took the Notebook out of his mouth and set it beside him. It didn’t look familiar, but she didn’t open it up because she thought it might be something private or at least that she would need Soup to explain.    

Soup rolled onto his back and before Mara could get him anything to eat, he passed out and started snoring. 

“When do you think he’ll wake up?” Rella asked, smiling at the snoring tiger.

“It’s hard to tell,” Mara replied. “I’ve only seen him like this a few times. Once when he was trying to hunt down a rare mushroom that only appears once or twice a year for a single day. He had some crazy new recipe idea. The other time was when he thought he’d found a new...”

Mara hesitated. 

“A gate?” Rella asked. 

“Yes,” Mara said, looking over at the painting on the wall. 

“My mom wrote all about it in her notebook,” Rella said.

“Oh...so you know about the Dreambridge?” Mara asked.

They both walked over toward the painting. Soup continued snoring. 

“I like your painting,” Rella said.

“Thank you,” Mara said. “Painting helps me think!”

“Me too,” Rella said. “I can’t think without moving my hands.”

Rella looked over the parts of the mural that hadn’t been painted in. She also noticed that the canvas had been divided into various squares and shapes, sort of like a quilt or a mosaic. Rella could imagine how each square, rectangle, or oval might be filled in with a different scene. She could see that it might become something spectacular when it was finished. 

“Would you like to see some of my drawings?” Rella asked. 

“I’d love to,” Mara replied, inviting Rella to take a seat at the table with the colorful pile of paintbrushes and open jars of paint.

Rella ran back to the chair where she’d left her satchel and pulled out her sketchbook. 

She opened it up and began telling Mara all about her first journey into Hleo. 

“Tell me about this drawing,” Mara said, flashing an eager smile.

Rella felt like Mara was holding back some kind of secret, like when her dad had a bag of chocolates for her but he’d hidden them in her bedroom. 

“This is Hleo,” Rella said. “This is where I first met Eurie. She’s the girl I’m trying to help now. She lost her brother and we’re trying to find him.”  

Rella suddenly thought of Alex. She had found him. But how would she explain this to Mara?

“Oh. Who’s the boy?” Mara asked.

“That’s Q!” Rella replied.

“Of course,” Mara said. 

“And the boy up in the tree...who sort of looks like he’s made of wood, because he is made of wood, is Sebastian. And there’s actually a bear currently living in his scapula...but I couldn’t figure out how to draw him,” Rella said. 

“What a magical place, Rella! What else can you tell me about Hleo?” Mara asked.

Rella then told Mara about Shelterwood, the carved castle on an island surrounded by a luminous lake. She also told her about how there was an old man named King who was protecting and cataloging the Red Notebooks. Mara seemed to recognize King when Rella mentioned him. 

As Rella and Mara continued to talk, Soup sauntered into the room. He was back in his human form. He was also carrying the Notebook Rella had taken from his mouth before he’d passed out. 

“What is it?” Mara asked.

“Soup!” Rella exclaimed, running to hug him again.

Soup got down on his knees and looked directly into Rella’s eyes.  “You’re a brave girl, Rella. I’m so glad you’re ok.”

Rella didn’t feel brave. She was just determined to help her friends because she knew it was the right thing to do. To put one’s self before others was not part of the Storykeeper’s code, Rella thought. 

“The SNOBS are stealing the Notebooks,” Soup said, turning his attention back to Mara, but addressing both Rella and Mara. “I’ve lost count, but they’re flying in pairs, in and out of buildings, and scouring every possible hiding place. We’ve got some assistance on the ground fighting them off. But they’re taking the Notebooks up into the clouds and we can’t tell where they’re going. The new residents of Anselm are terrified. They came here for protection and now these SNOBS are swarming in like locusts!”

Rella thought about Ives. She wondered if he was ok.

“I met one,” Rella said.

“You met one!” Mara and Soup both shouted back.

“His name is Ives.”

“They have names?” Soup asked.

“This one did. But he wasn’t like the others. He’s on our side.”

“So, we’ve got one on the inside...hmmm,” Soup said aloud. Rella could see that his mind was working on a plan.

“Yes!” Rella said.

“You’re not just making this up are you, Rella? Not just trying to win another meal for your storytelling skills, are you?” Soup said.

“I am kind of hungry,” Rella replied. 

“Ha. Ok. I believe that!” Soup replied.

“He saved me right before you arrived, Soup. But then all those other SNOBS were closing in and Q,” Rella was back on the verge of tears.

Mara wrapped her arms around Rella. “It’s ok, Rella. We’ll make contact with Ives.”

“I told him about Q, so maybe he found Q?” Rella said through her tears. She could always find a hopeful thought even in the worst moments.  

“What do we do now?” Mara asked.

“Well...J’s gone back to check on the residents living on the northside.”

“SK!” Rella said. “He’s going to check on SK!”

“Who’s SK again?” Mara asked, though she asked in a way that made Rella feel she already knew the answer. 

“SK is Eurie, my friend, the one I’m helping to find her brother. She’s the one who helped me in Hleo and now she’s living here,” Rella replied. 

“I’m not following,” Soup said. He was still pondering a meal and also some of the ways they might be able to use Ives to help stop the invasion of the SNOBS.

“Well,” Rella said, sensing that she needed to speak quickly. There was little time to lose. 

“Actually, SK has been here a long time,” Mara said, running over to a computer on her desk.

Rella ran to the pile of her belongings in the corner and started strapping into her hover boots. 

Soup stood between them, still unsure of what was happening. 

“Yes. That’s right,” Rella said, looking past Soup and over at Mara. She should have guessed that Mara would know of SK, since Mara was Anselm’s granddaughter and basically the mayor of the city. She hadn’t really thought it through. Now she was overcome with a sense that Mara might also know more about Hleo too. 

“And?” Soup said.

“And I found SK’s brother,” Rella said. “But we’ve got to move...”

“Where are you going?” Soup asked. “I can’t let you go out there alone,” Soup said to Rella.

Rella put on her mask and turned on her comm link. 

“I’ve got two-way cameras, multiple autodetection frequencies ready, and these boots. Mara can link to me any time. And Q and Ives are out there. There’s no time to waste,” Rella said. 

She’d never been this confident or assertive before. She felt her mother’s confidence running through her. She felt closer to her mother than she had in a long time. 

“Are you ok with this?” Soup said.

“Of course!” Mara said. “Rella is going to do what she needs to do!”

“Alright. I’ll head back to the city square and start telling everyone I can find to join me in the shelter beneath the restaurant until we figure out what to do about the SNOBS. They don’t seem interested in hurting anyone or capturing anyone or anything, but we need to be extra cautious. There is always the risk of collateral damage,” Soup said.

He then transformed back into his tiger form and slipped out the open balcony doors.

“Rella, you go find Q. I’ll see what I can do to help your Uncle J. Also, I’ll have my radio interceptor turned on and will be listening to any and all communication passing through any channels in or over the city. If you need my help, but don’t want anyone to know your location, just use the code word guardian and then describe the nearest structure or building, but not your exact location. We’ll send help.”

“Got it. I think I’m picking up a signal from Q now,” Rella said, heading to the balcony. 

Mara ran back to her desk to gather whatever else she needed before heading on foot to the northern district to find Uncle J and SK.

“Q, where are you?” Rella asked as she launched from the balcony of Mara’s headquarters.

“I’ve been captured, Rella. They’ve got me on some kind of airship.”

Rella remained calm, channeling her mother’s sense of courage and duty. 

“I think I know who can help,” Rella said, adjusting her comm. “Ives. Are you there? Come in.”
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Chapter 29: Mayday! Mayday!
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RELLA CONTINUED SOARING between and through the half-constructed buildings. She repeatedly twisted the dial on her mask and continued calling for Q. 

“Q! It’s Rella. Are you still there?” she shouted, over and over.

Nothing.

Rella thought about her conversation with Ives. If only Ives were here. I’m sure he could help us. But I’ve also got to get back to Alex.

She held down the button on the dial and continued sending out signals on a secure line. Thank goodness Q made sure they couldn’t hack into our communication network, Rella thought as she soared up and over the plaza where she’d first met Soup. 

The air was clear and warm on her skin. As she rounded another shimmering skyscraper, she looked back out towards the mountains and then up at the fast-moving clouds. A mighty wind storm was coming. 

She spotted a massive white puff. It was barely moving, and it was at least five times larger than any of the clouds she’d seen drifting over the city earlier in the day. 

Rella looked back toward the ledges of the central tower. A child-sized figure in a tuxedo was flying around it. SNOBS alert, Rella said to herself. SNOB alert. Mayday! Mayday! She grabbed the bola Q had given her from her satchel and prepared for a fight. 

As she approached, she checked the surroundings to make sure there weren’t any more of them. As far as she could tell, he was alone. 

Aren’t they usually in pairs? she thought.

She leaned forward, adjusted the dial on the mask and rapidly tapped the button four times, activating a warp speed setting on the boots. As she barreled toward the SNOBS, she whirled the bola around like Gyroplane blades.

“I’ve got you now!” she shouted. She could feel the battery inside the boots heating up around her feet. 

The SNOBS wasn’t moving at all. 

“Rella! Rella!” A voice resounded in her comm speakers. 

“Q?” Rella screamed in confusion. No, she thought, that’s not Q’s voice.

She continued soaring toward the SNOBS.

“Rella! Can you see me?” the voice shouted, “Why are you?” 

“Who’s there? How did you hack into my comm link...how do you know my name?” Rella shouted, eyes still fixed on the SNOBS beside the tower.

“Why are you flying at me like a maniac?” the voice asked.

Rella suddenly realized who she was about to attack and tried to stop herself. She pulled up and soared over its head. 

The bola continued whirling in her hands as she slowed to a stop, now fifty feet above the tower. She looked down at the figure floating below.

“Ives? Is that you?” Rella asked, catching her breath. 

“Yes!” Ives replied.

“Ives! Are you ok?” Rella asked.

“Yes,” Ives said, “Now that a maniac girl with a bola isn’t after me.” 

“Do you have an off button?” Rella asked. “Where’s your off button?” 

Rella chased him around in the air playfully but then caught sight of something massive drifting far up into the sky.

Ives pointed up and said, “They’ve captured your friend, Q, but I managed to get away.” 

Rella lowered herself onto the platform of the tower. Ives followed. They were now standing together next to the telescopes. The distant clouds continued to thicken and swirl.

“How did you escape?” Rella asked, unfastening her mask and sitting down on the ledge. 

Ives continued standing beside her, uncertain of what to do. Rella motioned for him to sit beside her. He followed her instructions mechanically.

Ives looked so much like a regular kid, Rella forgot that he was a robot and that he didn’t understand certain human actions. 

“Your friend, Q, helped me,” Ives said, mimicking Rella’s motions by swinging his legs over the ledge.

“Where is he?” Rella asked, gazing up at the clouds. A storm system continued brewing up in the sky. Most of the clouds seemed as if they were being pushed together. The SNOBS’ airship, in fact, was the only object resisting the winds. 

“Still trapped,” Ives said.

“Oh no! We have to save him now,” Rella exclaimed, jumping back up and fastening her mask back onto her face. “Let’s go get him!”

“Not that easy,” Ives replied.

“Why?” Rella asked.

Ives pointed his mechanical finger up toward the giant cloud now drifting closer to the city.

“What? You can get us in, right?” Rella said. “What are you trying to tell me?”

“They’ve got him locked up!” Ives said. “And I’m sure it’s a trap to catch me.” 

While his voice mimicked the human voice, the expression was slightly off balance. Rella could sense his sincerity, but it didn’t sound exactly human either.  

Ives pointed toward the telescope on the pedestal beside them. She hadn’t realized how many of these scopes Mara had had set up around the city. “Use that and look up.”

Rella unfastened the mask again and angled the telescope up toward the SNOBS’ airship. 

As she did so, Ives swiped his left index finger over his right index finger. The right finger lit up and a series of colors appeared on his arm. He then used his left hand and played on the colored lights like they were a musical keyboard. As he continued typing patterns, Rella noticed a series of lights shimmering through the clouds. She pulled her eyes away from the telescope and looked over at Ives.

“What are you doing?” Rella asked.

Ives was completely focused on keying in the pattern. Rella looked back up into the massive cloud. As it drifted closer and closer toward the city, the white puffy layer drifted away, revealing the massive airship.

Rella now understood. This was the SNOBS’ hideout. The invasion was coming. Rella looked at Ives and he stopped keying in the code. He shifted his gaze back up into the sky. The airship was again completely covered by the cloud.

“How did you do that?” Rella asked.

“It’s just a simple cloaking program,” Ives said. “I can make the ship disappear and appear, but only while I key the code.”

“Are they planning to invade? What is that thing? Are we going to get bombed? How many are there?”

“No. It’s mostly a charging and communications station. We...They...the SNOBS must return to it whenever their batteries run low.”

“What about you?”

“I’ve got other ways to recharge,” Ives said, winking. “I’m solar and wind-charged.”

Rella wondered who had taught him about winking or if he’d just picked that up somehow. 

“But it’s also a prison then?” Rella replied, “How many other people have they trapped?”

“No. Not a prison. Your friend Q discovered the ship on his own. When they found him inside, they just locked him in. We...they...were not programmed to take prisoners. Only Notebooks. We...they...aren’t here to harm you. Though there’s always collateral damage in these situations. Anyways, Q’s presence has confused them.”

“Don’t you have communication back to your...eh...leader?” Rella asked.

“No. Our leader does not want to be traced back, so our leader completely severed communication. We are on our own for now,” Ives said.

“So what will they do with him,” Rella interrupted.

“I’m not sure if they know. He is trapped in a room....”

Rella tried to figure out why Q would go to that ship alone.

“He’s looking for his parents’ Notebook!” Rella shouted.

“What do you mean?” Ives said. 

“Q’s parents left a Red Notebook...”

A strong wind suddenly rushed over the tower, causing it to shake. 

“We better get moving!”

“That Notebook must be on the ship. We’ve got to rescue Q. How do we get in there?” Rella asked.

“We’ll have to draw them all away,” Ives said. 

“Right. Empty the nest, go in and get Q, and get out before they return,” Rella replied. 

“Exactly, but we’ll need help drawing them out. I’d say there are about ninety-nine bots. A few are being preserved for replacement parts.”

“I think I know who can help us!” Rella said. “Follow me.”

Rella clasped her mask back on again and dove off of the tower, rocketing herself back toward Mara’s base station. 
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Chapter 30: Reconnecting
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RELLA AND IVES LANDED on the balcony and rushed back into Mara’s apartment. She was seated in front of her desk. She was wearing a headset and frantically shouting into a microphone. The screen in front of her showed a full map of the city. There were six smaller boxes with various full-color camera views from the tops of towers and insides of hallways. 

Rella stood behind her and noticed one particular box right away. 

It was Uncle J. He was piloting a Gyroplane.

Rella felt her heart burst with excitement. 

“Mara!” Rella shouted. “Mara!”

Mara jumped up and twisted around so fast her wireless headset flew off. 

“Rella! You’re back! What is it?”

“Can you get a message to Uncle J?” 

“I can do better than that. Let me connect your comm links.”

Rella was still wearing her helmet. She heard Uncle J’s voice and watched the screen where his bright orange flying windmill continued soaring over and between buildings. 

“What is it, Rella?” Uncle J asked.

“It’s Q! He’s trapped in the airship.”

“What airship?” Uncle J asked.

“Look above you!” Rella said as Ives started keying in the code to remove the cloaking program that had kept the ship hidden from view.

The airship appeared directly over Uncle J’s Gyroplane.

Uncle J was awestruck and speechless.

“We need to get up there and get Q out. He’s trapped inside,” Rella said.

“Will the SNOBS attack me?” Uncle J asked.

“No. They’re only after the Red Notebooks. If you can just get close, Ives is going to go in and get Q out. Only we don’t know if Q will have his Tal-boots. And Ives isn’t sure if he can carry Q all the way back to safety. If you can just get close....”

“Got it!” Uncle J said. 

I’ll get as close as I can and wait for your signal. 

“Rella!” Mara said. “What else did you see out there?”

“Well. It’s certainly a bit crazy. People down in the city seem confused. The SNOBS have been dropping those flyers and people seem to be gathering in different sections of the city. I’m scared, Mara. I’m getting really scared.”

“We’ll figure it out. Remember that Gyroplane your Uncle J was flying. I’ve got a few hundred more of those stowed away throughout the perimeter of the city. And some exceptional pilots are ready to fly them. We’re going to get that swarm out of our airspace in no time!”

“Can I help?” Ives asked.

“Yes. We will need your inside connections. You need to stay with Rella for now and keep your communication channels open with me,” Mara said. 

Rella was already leaping out the window and soaring toward SK’s apartment. She really wanted to see Uncle J. She was getting really good at navigating the Tal-boots. Ives could barely keep up. 
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Chapter 31: A Secret Note
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RELLA HOVERED OUTSIDE of SK’s window. The curtains were open and the window was unlocked. Rella pressed her hand against the window and pushed up on it. It was a little tricky balancing along the ledge with the Tal-boots, but she got in. 

“Eurie, Eurie!” Rella shouted, forgetting that she was called SK in Anselm. 

She couldn’t find her friend anywhere. There were piles of Red Notebooks everywhere.

“Who is Eurie?” Ives asked as he flew in through the open window.

“Oh...that’s SK. I meant to say SK,” Rella replied.

“What’s going on in here?” Ives said, astonished by the sight of all the Red Notebooks.

“I’m not sure,” Rella replied. 

Things weren’t making sense to Rella either. She had just discovered that Alex was Eurie’s long-lost brother, and she was ready to share this great news. 

But now Eurie couldn’t be found. 

Has she gone back to Hleo? Is she looking for him? Rella wondered, continuing to examine the open Notebooks and the names along the spines. 

Ives kept watch at the window, making sure Rella was safe. 

“What’s the matter, Rella?” he asked.

“I’m not sure. My friend may have gone somewhere, but I need to get her a message.”

The wind roared outside of the apartment.  Red dust coated the window.

“I don’t think we have much time if we’re going to go get your friend Q out of the airship. There’s no way that ship is going to stay put with that dusty wind storm approaching. My calculation, to be precise, is seventeen minutes and eleven seconds.”

Rella grabbed a piece of paper and pulled one of the colored pencils from her satchel. 

“Can you do something for me, Ives?” Rella asked.

“Yes,” Ives said.

“Can you scan all of these books in...like...three minutes?”

“Yes. What do you need to know?” he replied.

“I need to know if there’s anything about enchanted or magical colored pencils that send messages between worlds,” Rella pleaded.

“Got it!” Ives said, turning to the Notebooks.

Rella stepped back and watched as Ives picked up each book and read through them like they were cartoon flipbooks. She’d never seen anyone, human or robot, flip through pages so quickly. At that moment she envied Ives a lot. If she could read that fast, she’d read a hundred books a day. 

After reading through ten books in about thirty seconds, Ives stopped.

“I’ve got it. Yes. There are records of enchanted colored pencils that, when written onto certain paper, can get messages into interworlds. Would you like more detail? I may have to go back and reread,” Ives said.

“Did the Notebooks say anything about where the messages appear?”

“Yes. Sometimes the trees. In the bark of the trees.”

“Of course!” Rella said. “The trees that write.” 

Rella remembered Eurie collecting bark samples from the trees and trying to understand what they meant. She had all kinds of theories about how they were recording conversations and thoughts between worlds. Rella couldn’t wait to tell her about this the next time they met. 

“We are down to fifteen minutes and three seconds now,” Ives reminded Rella. 

Rella pulled one of the colored pencils from her satchel. As she did so, she noticed a solitary Notebook, set apart from the rest on a small desk near the front door of the apartment. She ran over to the notebook and spotted a half-completed note.

Dear Rella, 

If you’ve come looking for me, I’m sorry I wasn’t here. I had to go back to Hleo to help a friend. He is in trouble. I know I should have stayed here until I heard from you. I feel like I’ve let your parents and your Uncle J down, since they asked me to watch over you here. But I do believe going back to Hleo now was the only way to save...to find him. 

Also, to keep your special quilt safe, I’ve hidden it in Uncle J’s car outside in the parking lot. It was too risky to leave such a special item here in the building where those robots might be coming to search. 

I will return as soon as I can. Your Uncle J assured me he would find you. We will all be together again soon. You’ve probably noticed the piles of Notebooks, so you can see that I’ve been helping many others. 

They even tried to attack the apartment, but your Uncle J fought them off while I gathered the notebooks up here. Be safe Rella.

-SK

Rella turned the page and began to write her message to Eurie back in Hleo, hoping that Ives was right. 

Eurie- It’s me, Rella. You’ve got to find the Architect. His real name is Alex. I know you might not recognize him there, but he’s your brother. You’ve got to trust him. He’s going to help us save Anselm just like you helped save The Wondercurrent. Follow him. Help him, even if your mind tells you that it's not him. That’s just some kind of deception from Archimago. When you return here to Anselm, we can sort it out. 

Rella didn’t know if SK would get the message, but she didn’t have time to wait for a response. 

A message was coming through her comm link in her helmet. 

Rella secured her mask and tuned in. 

“Rella, Rella, It’s Mara. Your Uncle J is on his way back to the apartment. He will follow you and Ives up to the SNOBS’ ship. We’re gathering nets to retrieve the stolen Notebooks. Please go with Ives and get Q safely out of there.” 

At the same moment, Ives turned to Rella. 
“Rella, now’s the time. Most of the SNOBS are off-base. Mara has lured them away and we’ve got an opening. There are probably only about two or three SNOBS on the ship right now. This is our only chance to get Q and any Notebooks off the ship.” 
Rella and Ives returned to the window and spotted Uncle J’s Gyroplane heading their way. They launched from the balcony and headed skyward. 
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Chapter 32: Hidden Portals
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AS THEY APPROACHED the ship, Rella pulled out the bola Q had given her and began whirling it around.

The wind continued to pick up and the billowing clouds off to the west continued moving like a fleet of battleships towards Anselm. 

“Rella,” Uncle J shouted through the static of the comm link. “We’ve only got about an hour until that storm reaches us. And it looks about fifty times worse than anything I’ve ever seen here in Anselm. We’ve got to move fast.”

“Got it!” Rella replied. She spotted two SNOBS about a half mile below them. They were heading back towards the SNOBS’ ship, but she couldn’t tell if they’d spotted her. There were also other Gyroplanes crossing each other in the skies in various corners of the city. 

“Do you see those SNOBS down there, Ives?” Rella asked. 

“Yes,” Ives said, seeming a little distracted and nervous about heading back toward the SNOBS’ ship. 

“Can you do anything? Maybe hack into the computer? Send them in another direction?” Rella asked.

“Not sure. I’m trying to bypass the security codes,” Ives said, focusing back on the immediate task. His eyes started glowing blue and flickering, though he continued flying right in sync with Rella.

Rella looked back out at the storm clouds in the distance. 

“Uncle J,” Rella said in the comm link.

“Yes, Rella?” he replied.

“I’m not sure I can do this,” she said.

“Rella. Don’t look at the storm clouds. We still have time,” he replied.

“It’s just...well...Eurie left this note,” Rella said.

“Sorry, Rella, you’re breaking up...I’ve got some SNOBS on my tail...I’ll head them off and you get up to that airship. Ives will get you safely....” 

Uncle J’s comm link cut out. 

“Uncle J!” Rella shouted.

She looked back and saw the two SNOBS Ives had been trying to reprogram heading for the Gyroplane.

Rella looked over at Ives but he was deep in his code-breaking zone.

“Ives! Ives!” Rella shouted. Rella grabbed his mechanical hand.

She felt completely alone. Tears welled up in the corners of her eyes. She looked up at the ship. She needed Ives back online and she needed Uncle J’s help. She called out for her mom and dad. 

Nothing.

She reached for the key around her neck.

A voice came back into her comm link.

“Rella, it’s Mara. Can you hear me?”

“Oh. Thank goodness. Yes. But Ives is offline. Uncle J is being chased by the SNOBS. SK is missing.”

“Rella. You can do this. Ives will be back online soon. I found the signal that was jamming his system. Just hold on.”

Rella could hear Mara typing on a keyboard in the background. Rella looked down at the city below. She thought about Anselm’s dream and about how her parents were fighting to help protect the Storykeepers of Earth One. 

She imagined her mother’s arms around her. She could almost feel her mother and her father beside her, even though she couldn’t see them. 

Had they somehow heard her crying? Was it possible they could see her now? 

As she waited for Mara’s reply, a SNOBS appeared in front of her. It had a different artificial skin tone than the others. It was a pale grayish-purple. Most of the other SNOBS had human-colored skin. This SNOBS looked like it had traveled out of another world. 

She had to let go of Ives’ hand in order to prepare the bola. As she let go of Ives’ hand, he drifted away from her. The SNOBS then started flying directly for Ives. 

“There’s no way they’re taking you back to that ship to deprogram you!” Rella shouted, as she gathered up her courage. She wouldn’t let that happen. 

“This one’s for you, mom!” Rella said as she swung the bola and launched it toward the SNOBS who was now chasing Ives. 

A voice came through the speaker. 

“Rella! We’ve got Ives back online,” Mara said.

Rella saw Ives begin to move independently again just as the SNOBS darted towards him. 

Right at that moment, Rella’s bola wrapped around the SNOBS’ feet and began to pull it down toward the rooftops of the city below. She saw only a small flash as the SNOBS seemingly burst to pieces on impact. 

She wanted to retrieve the bola, but she didn’t want to risk being chased by any more of them. Q’s not going to like that I lost the bola, she thought. 

“Thank you, Rella,” Ives said, flying toward her. 

The two companions were now hovering just a few hundred yards from the airship. It was tremendous. Rella imagined herself as a fly landing on the back of a rhino, though she’d never actually seen a rhino in person. 

As they inched closer to the SNOBS’ ship, Rella was at a loss for words. She wished she’d had time to pull out her sketchbook and draw everything. She wanted to capture every detail and every feeling with a drawing. Up close, this airship had an intricate beauty that she could only compare with Shelterwood castle. She instinctively reached for her satchel. There will be time to remember later, Rella imagined someone saying in the back of her mind. 

It was Samara’s voice. Her guardian from Hleo. 

Rella clinched her fists, trying to control her impulse to draw, and waited for Ives’ instructions.

Ives tinkered with a set of controls built into his arm. He was trying to find the best point of entry to try and get Q out without being seen. 

Rella took a deep breath. She felt the cold air deep in her lungs and shivered. She tightened her fists. The ship was momentarily still, despite the high winds coming from the west. 

“Where does anyone even get enough metal and fabric to build something like this?” Rella asked Ives. 

The ship looked light and delicate, as if she could pop it with a single arrow. It defied all logic.

“You haven’t been to Westcon, have you?” Ives said.

“No,” Rella answered.

“There are even bigger ships than this over there. Actually, they’re built on the islands to the northside of Westcon. It takes armies of both humans and robots to build them,” Ives said.

“Are they made for battle?” Rella asked. 

“No. This is just a docking and transport ship. Not a fighting ship. Though some say it was built by other hands in another place and time,” Ives said.

“Yes. I get that feeling too,” Rella said. 

“I guess anything this big, with the tech it’s got inside, could be converted into some kind of defense or battleship though,” Ives said.

“Thanks, Ives,” Rella said, laughing even as she felt a deep chill.  “I’m getting cold, Ives. I think we better get moving,” Rella said.

The distant storm continued to brew. Out of the corner of her eye, Rella spotted a small leaflet falling from the ship. Rella reached her hand out to grab it but missed.

“What was that?” Rella asked.

“I’m not sure. I’m actually a medic-bot. They only programmed me to retrieve and repair bots, not to take part in the retrieval or recruiting activities.”

“Recruiting?” Rella said.

“Yes. Part of the plan in coming here was to try and persuade your citizens to come to our side.”

“What do you mean?” Rella asked.

“The airship is equipped to bring people back to an even larger airship somewhere that will then take everyone to somewhere near Westcon. At least that’s what our leader said.”

“Why would anyone leave Anselm?” Rella asked. “We’re all connected to the Red Notebooks here. We’re part of the Storykeepers’ Alliance.”

Light from inside of the airship began to shine through its outer covering. It was blinking fast in a variety of colors.

“That ought to distract them for a minute,” Ives said, unable to hear Rella’s last comment.

“Which way are we going?” Rella asked, adjusting her mask and following closely behind Ives.

“I’m going to find Q. You’ve got another mission!” Q said.

“What?” Rella asked, confused. 

As Q sped away, Rella’s Tal-boots slowed to a halt and pulled her through a hatch and into a small room. 

The door to the hatch closed immediately. 

A pile of Red Notebooks lay open on a steel table. A number of torn fabrics, glass trinkets, piles of wire, scraps of metal, and pieces of jewelry were scattered about the room. 

Rella thought about Alex’s game pieces. Why would Ives put me in here? Rella wondered. What did he mean about another mission? 

Rella looked down at her satchel. The thread began to glow. 

She pulled out her mother’s Notebook and started flipping through the pages for anything that might help her.

She found two phrases her mother had underlined. 

“Only Hleo decides who returns” and “The Guardian’s Key will guide you back.”

As she read these lines, her mind began to move the pieces in place. She reached for the paintbrush hanging around her neck and unclasped the chain. 

This has to be PRISMA’s workshop. She must be seeking a way in. Or she’s already in?

Rella walked up to the pile of stolen Red Notebooks. There were numerous passages about all the different ways people had traveled to the interworlds. There were also passages about Guardian’s keys, enchanted fabrics, mysterious watches like Anselm’s, and many other mysterious transforming objects. 

The only way Rella had ever gone to Hleo, as far as she could recall, was through a combination of hiding under her grandmother’s quilt and reaching deep into her imagination, usually through making drawings. 

Rella pulled out one of the colored pencils and set her mother’s notebook on the table. She set the paintbrush, her Guardian’s Key, on a blank page and began tracing around it. 

As she traced it, it started to glow and then sink into the page itself. Rella put her left hand on the brush and let the pencil fall out of her right hand. 

Bright, colorful lights filled the room and Rella felt herself falling into the flow of the Wondercurrent. She was heading back to Hleo. 
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Chapter 33: The Luminous Lake
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RELLA CLIMBED OUT FROM behind the silent waterfall and up onto the spongy shore. She wasn’t wet at all, though she was certain she’d just climbed out of a deep river. It felt good to be back in Hleo, like being wrapped in a quilt. 

She looked up and caught a glimpse of her guardian Samara’s wings high above in the sparkling mist.  The last time she’d climbed up onto this shore, Hleo was in a state of chaos. This time, it felt calm. The colors were vibrant, the trees stood tall and strong, the air was clear and sweet, and a faint breeze carried a soothing melody. 

Rella wondered if Thalas, Eurie’s metallic-feathered guardian might appear. In the battle with the Shadowsplitters, Thalas had suffered some injuries and Rella was eager to find out if she was healed.

“Thalas!” Rella shouted. “Thalas!” 

No answer. 

“Hello out there! Sebastian? Alister?” Rella continued to yell. 

Some of the trees with inscriptions carved into the bark glowed green in response. But there was no sign of Thalas or her other former companions.

Nevertheless, Rella was thrilled to be back in Hleo. Of course, she also knew she had work to do. Her memory wasn’t as foggy as it was on previous visits. The first time she’d arrived in Hleo, she had a lot of trouble even remembering where she was from or how she had made it in. This time she remembered very clearly that Ives, the rogue SNOBS, was on his way to rescue her friend Q in an airship. She was also pretty sure she had been locked in PRISMA’s tech lab.

But maybe, since I’m here, time has stopped in Anselm, Rella thought, and I can just take a little break and explore. Just for a while. 

She looked back at the waterfall and saw Samara’s wings appear again. The wings in the water moved slowly back and forth.

“Oh fine!” Rella said, looking up at Samara. “But could you help me?” Rella reached for the key she kept around her neck. 

“You need a disguise,” Samara whispered out of the mist.

“Why?” Rella said. 

“You’ll see!” Samara replied.

“What are you going to do?” Rella asked.

Suddenly one of the orbs bounced out of the current and burst open like a water balloon at her feet, giving off a mild, pleasant scent. Rella jumped back as a pale green light swirled all around her like a ribbon. 

Rella kept still and looked down at her feet. They were fading in the light.

“Whoa? You’re turning me into...water...like...Hleo water?”

Rella thought about how Sebastian had become part Hleo-wood when he had come through last time. Now she was going to be made of Hleo-water. 

I’m levelling up! Rella thought. 

“When your mission here is complete, you’ll be back in your normal body,” Samara whispered. “Now go and follow....”

“Follow what?” Rella asked, looking down at her transparent arms, chest, and legs. They absorbed the colors of whatever she was standing next to, so she knew she was basically invisible. However, she’d had very little experience being invisible, so it was hard to think like an invisible person at first.  

Just as she turned back toward the forest, she heard voices. She scrambled to hide behind a tree, forgetting that she was mostly invisible.

“What are you doing here?” Alex asked. He was in his younger form and dressed in his long, dark cloak. He carried no weapons. 

“I’m going with you!” Eurie replied, also back in her younger form with her golden braid and wearing her patchwork of tan and green fabrics.

Rella wanted to rush out and greet her friends right away, but she had to be careful. She remembered that appearances in Hleo (and anywhere else for that matter) could be deceiving. Just because these two kids looked like Alex and Eurie, she had to confirm. Though Archimago’s Shadowsplitters were recently defeated, there was always a possibility that Archimago had already been cooking up some new kind of illusion. 

PRISMA could also be nearby, Rella thought as she listened in.

“But I thought you were looking for someone here? I don’t want you to give that up,” Alex said.

“You’re right,” Eurie replied, “I am trying to find someone.”

Rella wasn’t sure what to do next. Didn’t Eurie know that Alex was her brother? Why didn’t she recognize him? 

“Then why are you coming with me?” Alex asked.

“You said you’re going to help Rella, right?” Eurie said.

“Yes,” Alex said. 

“She’s my friend too. I think she needs me,” Eurie said.

“But what if you can’t get back here...to find the person you are looking for,” Alex said.

“I’m not sure,” Eurie said hesitatingly. “He....”

Rella didn’t quite hear what was said next. A cherry red lizard was swimming on top of her transparent arm.  

“My arm is not a swimming pool!” she said, though it did function ike water. Rella reached over and picked it up by the tail. 

“Why don’t you head over there?” she whispered to the lizard before directing it towards the Wondercurrent. “That big river has a lot more room than my arm.” 

The lizard scurried up a nearby tree trunk and watched Rella closely.

She looked back at her friends. After observing this confusing scene, Rella tried to make a plan. 

I suppose they probably wouldn’t believe me if I just jumped out and tried to tell them that they were actually looking for each other. If they were going to recognize each other, they would have already. And I don’t want to risk them thinking I’m some new illusion made by Archimago. My watery form would certainly raise some doubts. 

Just then the lizard climbed back down onto Rella’s foot and tried swimming up her leg.

“Oh fine. You can follow me if you want. But please don’t blow my cover!” Rella said.

The lizard nodded at her, tranformed into a tiny dragonfly, and floated off toward another tree.

Rella decided to follow after her two friends who were now racing deeper into the thick, luminous forest. 

As Alex stumbled on a branch, Eurie reached over and grabbed his arm, keeping him from falling. Rella darted behind a tree again, even though she didn’t need to. 

“Where is the portal?” Eurie asked.

“I heard there’s one beneath the lake and another one somewhere in the tower above the castle,” Alex said.

“The lake around Shelterwood?” Eurie asked, leaping over a pile of stones.

“Yes,” Alex said. 

“I know that lake quite well,” Eurie said.

“You’ve been there?” Alex asked.

“Yes. Rella and I both went to the Castle...it’s where she helped rescue Sebastian and...”

Rella thought about jumping out and revealing herself at this point, but she didn’t want to interrupt just yet. 

“I just hope Archimago’s not tracking me,” Alex said.

“Yes. Well...I’m sure Scarlett and Sebastian and Alister will be ready to help if they can,” Eurie said. 

“What about PRISMA?” Alex said. “I’m a little worried she got away...”

“What do you mean?” Eurie said. “I’m pretty sure she was crushed into pieces when we defeated the Shadowsplitters.”

“Well, I did find a few circuits, some parts that might have been one of her mechanical feet.”

“I see,” Eurie said. “We’ll have to keep our eyes up then.”

“Is this the gate?” Alex said, as they came upon a giant set of doors in the middle of the path.

Rella could hardly hear her friends talking. Her watery form didn’t actually give her any other special powers that she knew of. She actually felt like it was slowing her down. 

“Here it is,” Eurie said.

“Are we ok to just walk through?” Alex asked.

“I think so...I don’t think it’s keeping anything out...though maybe it did once,” Eurie said, catching her breath. 

“How far is the lake from here?” Alex asked as they walked through the gate and continued down the path.

“I’ve only been through on foot once, with Rella, but I remember that there were signs directing us,” Eurie said. 

Rella climbed a nearby tree so she could watch her friends below without being seen. She remembered how easy it was to leap across the big branches last time, so she decided to follow them from above. 

She leapt across the branches as Eurie and Alex began retracing the path below. Each time she landed, small droplets would fly off of her body and sink to the ground below. She hoped that they weren’t actually pieces of her body. I certainly don’t want to turn back into a human and have a bunch of holes in me, she thought. 

The two companions below passed a few trail markers, some small piles of luminous stones, and, after what felt like an hour or so to Rella, they reached the shore of the lake. 

It was much darker around the lake than Rella remembered. It wasn't the darkness that accompanies a storm or a sunset though. It was as if all the light had been absorbed into the lake beside the castle. 

The small boat that she and Eurie had used last time wasn’t there. Rella looked out across the water, and in the faint light, she spotted it on the opposite shore. 

The glow from the lake seemed to increase and cast a light on the castle. The carved castle was even more captivating than Rella remembered. The tower even seemed to have grown taller. 

As Rella looked down into the water, she saw flickers of light and small orbs flashing and glowing. She looked back at Alex, who had never been to the lake, and saw him pointing and gesturing. He was clearly asking Eurie questions. 

Rella snuck up closer to her friends, still undetected.

“Do you think we should try to get into the castle?” Eurie asked. 

“Now that I see it, I don’t think that’s a good idea. I still don’t think Scarlett really trusts me. I can’t imagine her father, King, would believe that I wasn’t still under some kind of influence from Archimago,” Alex broke off, hesitating to even speak that terrible name here in this sacred place. 

As the two siblings took in the scene, something stirred across the lake. The figure of a small boy appeared. He was alone. 

“Where is he headed?” Alex whispered.

Eurie crouched low and pulled Alex down with her. 

Rella accidentally gasped, causing Eurie and Alex to snap their heads around in her direction. 

“Someone’s here!” Eurie said. “We’ve got to get moving!” 

The mysterious boy in the distance jumped into the boat and lashed one of his wooden hands out. A long vine from a tree across the lake reached to meet him. When he grabbed the vine, he stood up in the boat and began reeling himself toward the opposite shore. Rella thought he looked like a water skier. 

As he reached the shore, he front-flipped out of the boat, swung himself on the vine, and took off sprinting into the forest. 

Rella wanted to chase him down and ask him a million questions about whether he was progressing on his own quest. She knew she’d have to let that go for now, but hopefully not forever. She turned her eyes and ears back to Eurie and Alex. 

“Looks like we’ve got a boat now,” Eurie said.

Alex was deep in thought. 

“What if King is in there and he tries to stop me?” Alex said. “I can’t risk it. But I don’t see how we’ll get to any portals at the bottom of this lake. Maybe there’s another portal.”

“What if I go into the castle first,” Eurie said. “Check things out...try to see if he would let us into the tower to use it. He’ll remember me.”

Alex didn’t say anything. 

“We have to try,” Eurie said. 

“You are right,” he said. 

“Of course I am,” Eurie said, flashing a smile.

“Your eyes look...strange,” Alex said.

“What?” Eurie said, somewhat caught off guard.

“I don’t know. Like I know you from somewhere else,” Alex said.

“Maybe it’s just this lake doing something to your mind,” Eurie said, dismissing his comment.

The siblings jumped into the boat and let it guide them over the luminous water. 

Rella dove into the water right behind them and swam in their wake. Even though she had taken on the appearance and some of the qualities of the luminous waters of Hleo, she still had to swim like she had a real body. 

As the boat carried Alex and Eurie across, Rella peered down into the depths. On a pink stone at the bottom of the lake, Rella spotted something flashing blue and orange. She swam down and grabbed it. As she swam back up to the surface, the boat was almost to the shore. She didn’t think she’d been under the water that long. 

She swam as fast as she could and caught up to the boat just as Alex and Eurie were heading up the stairs of the castle. 

She looked at the object she had picked up from the bottom of the lake. 

It was a watch. Anselm’s watch, Rella thought, remembering the details she’d read in the Notebook that was left on her window.

Was this what you sent me to find, Samara? Rella wondered. She thought she was supposed to help Eurie and Alex, but maybe it was to bring Anselm’s watch to Mara.

Before she had a second to think, a menacing figure came charging toward her out of the shadows. 

“PRIMSA!” Rella shouted. 

“Who said that? Show yourself?” PRISMA commanded. 

“Never!” Rella said, rushing backwards toward the water. She was very thankful for her invisibility at this moment, though she knew that as long as she was holding the watch, PRISMA could track her. She checked for her satchel, only just then realizing that she didn’t have it. She started to panic. She called for Samara.

“I know you’re here and you can’t escape the lake. I’ve got you surrounded,” PRISMA said. “Hand over the watch!”

Rella stood at the edge of the lake as PRISMA hovered above. 

Rella looked around the shoreline again and saw SNOBS spaced evenly all around the lake. 

“That’s right,” PRISMA said, “We aren’t just ordinary machines. He knows you’re here.”

Rella lost sight of Alex and Eurie. They had already gone into the castle.

Rella took a few more steps back into the water and remembered how Sebastian was able to command the trees because he was made of Hleo-wood. She thought she’d at least try and see if she could get some help from the powers of the Wondercurrent. 

She tried to concentrate and imagined a gigantic whirlpool. She thought about all the tales of water spirits and water goddesses her father had read to her. 

Time to send these SNOBS home, Rella thought. She commanded the waves to turn into an army of brightly colored water creatures. 

She kept thinking about the red lizard she’d seen earlier, so she commanded the water to reform itself into a hundred red and blue and white lizards and sent them flying at the SNOBS. 

PRISMA panicked and directed her army to stand down. 

“Impressive for a human,” PRISMA shouted. “But you won’t be able to stop us in Anselm.”

“I’m no ordinary human,” Rella shouted back, “I’m an artist!” 

PRISMA and her SNOBS were now hovering a hundred feet above the lake in a circular formation.

Rella called the lizards back and gathered up the water into a new formation. 

What would confuse a robot army sent to steal Red Notebooks? Rella wondered. 

The trees surrounding the lake seemed to grow dark with shadows, as if they were fencing the SNOBS in.

“Yes. That’s it.”

Rella reshaped the water into a thousand Red Notebooks.

“No!” PRISMA shouted. “No!”

One by one, the SNOBS flew toward the pile of fake Red Notebooks at the center of the lake. They swarmed into the center of the whirlpool Rella had created. When they were all piled on top of each other, clamoring for the notebooks, Rella commanded the water to close in above them, trapping them beneath the water. 

With her army sealed beneath the surface of the lake, PRISMA fled. 

Rella had never been so tired. As she floated back to the shore, she noticed that her body was becoming solid again. She even had her satchel back. She walked over to the boat and climbed in to take a rest. She still had the watch in her hand. She looked back at Shelterwood castle behind her.

“I hope you find each other,” Rella said aloud as she drifted off to sleep. 
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Chapter 34: Codebreaking
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THE SNOBS’ SHIP ROCKED hard from side to side. Rella climbed up off of the floor and counted her fingers. They were all intact and she was equally sad and happy to be back in solid form. She couldn’t wait to tell Soup what had happened. This story would certainly win her some kind of specialty dish.

PRISMA’s lab looked pretty much how she’d left it. She still couldn’t figure out where or how PRISMA was traveling back and forth from this room into Hleo. There were no magic mirrors or sparkling pools or secret hatches in sight. She thought it might have had something to do with that watch she found in the lake, but now it was lost again in the bottom of that boat by the shore. 

Since nothing in the room seemed to have been touched, she figured that PRISMA hadn't come back to Anselm yet. She didn’t want to wait and find out if or when it might return either. Rella looked around for any objects she might be able to use in her escape attempt, or that she might be able to return to anyone. She saw Q’s bola on a table. She immediately grabbed it up and gave it a little spin over her head before stuffing it into her already overstuffed satchel. 

PRISMA must have stolen it when Q used it to take out some SNOBS, Rella thought. Q will be glad to have these back...unless I have to use them first. 

She steadied herself against a table as the ship lurched to the right. She read through a few more pages in the Notebooks that were set out on the table and noticed that one had a sketch inside. It looked a lot like Page Turner, the girl she’d met on the jump stilts. She grabbed the Notebook and squeezed it in her satchel, nearly ripping it at the seams. 

Rella took a deep breath, latched her mask over her face, and rushed to the exit door. She twisted the handle and, fortunately, it opened. Ives must have sent an unlock signal, she thought, but this doesn’t mean he’s off the hook.  Rella was still very upset with Ives for locking her in this room, even if he was trying to protect her.
As she hovered down the hall, trying to follow the blinking red light now appearing on the curved glass of her mask, she found the room where Q was being held prisoner. Ives had sent coordinates through to Rella’s comm link. If Uncle J hadn’t trained her on using similar technology with one of his VR games, she would have been completely lost. Her satchel was getting a bit heavy though, which made it a little difficult to control her balance.
“Q, are you in there?” Rella shouted from outside of the locked room. “Answer me, please!”

“Rella!” Q shouted back through the locked door. He was muffled by the thick door, but Rella could understand him. “I can’t get my comm link to work. Can you open the door?”

“Ives is working on it,” Rella shouted, glancing over at her robot-friend who had just appeared behind her. 

“Hi Rella! Welcome back!” Ives said.

“I’m still mad at you!” Rella shouted back.

“Mad at me?” Q asked.

“No, at Ives,” Rella said.

Ives plugged one of his fingers into a terminal beside the door and was trying to decode the lock.

“Who is Ives?” Q asked.

“He’s a SNOBS,” Rella said, looking over at Ives, hoping he wasn’t offended.

“What?” Q replied. “Why is he helping you?”

“Well, he’s not actually a SNOBS...we’ll, actually, he is. No, he's defective...I mean...He’s a good one. He’s going to help us!”

“Are you sure?” Q replied. 

“Yes. Do you trust me?” Rella said.

“I do. Now what else is going on out there?” Q asked.

“Uncle J has his own Gyroplane!” Rella said.

“A what?” Q said through the door. 

“An autogyro...a gyroplane...something like that. Mara gave it to him. It’s like a flying car with a helicopter blade and wings on the tail,” Rella said. “But also way fancier!”

“I knew she’d been working on getting them up and running and synchronizing the coordinate systems,” Q said.

“So, you have seen them?” Rella asked.

“Yes! I helped design them,” Q said.

“Of course!” Rella laughed. “Now I remember. From the dreamscape!”

“You got it!” Q said, steadying himself against the door as the ship rocked to the left again.

Ives continued focusing on the screen, punching in codes.

“What about the SNOBS? What’s the plan with them?” Q asked.

“Mara’s going to try and use the other pilots to push all the SNOBS back here to their ship before this big storm comes...but now I think PRISMA might be bringing more back from Archimago’s Island or something...actually...I...”

“Storm? PRISMA?” Q shouted. 

“Massive red dust clouds and walls of wind are heading in from the west,” Rella said.

“And then they’re just going to let the storm blow the ship away?” Q asked. “It seems like there’s more to this. I should probably talk to Mara.”

“Yes,” Rella shouted through the unopened door, “Mara said there's no way this airship will survive the storm that’s coming.”

“If she said that, we better get going! We’ve also got to get the stolen Notebooks off of this ship too,” Q said as the ship took another turbulent dive, knocking him against the wall. 

“Are you ok?” Rella asked. There were sensors in her Tal-boots that were somehow keeping her balanced between the walls and floor of the corridor.
“Not really, but I’ll live. I hope,” Q said, rubbing his head. “How’s Ives doing with the codes?” 
“He’s working on it. Uncle J is also getting some Gyroplane pilots ready with nets. We’re going to open the hatches and play a little game of Go and Catch a Falling Star with the Notebooks,” Rella said.

“Perfect!” Q said. 

“All is all good!” Ives replied. “Process was delayed some because computer showed a presence of some not-so-good SNOBS heading at us. I had to add confusion into their programs to set them off course. We should have at least one min....” 

“Ives, turn around!” Rella shouted as two SNOBS appeared down the long hallway behind him. Rella recognized them as the same ones she’d seen back in Hleo. They were soaring down the hallway. Rella reached for the bola, but, as she tried to pull it out, everything spilled out of her satchel. 

Rella deactivated her boots and dropped to the floor of the room. She scrambled to pick up all of her things. 

Just as Ives turned to help protect Rella, the door unlocked and Q came rushing out. 

“Q!” Rella shouted. 

Q was punching buttons on his helmet and his Tal-boots. He picked up the bola and helped Rella stand up just as she put the last Notebook back into her satchel. 

The room where he had been locked up had been blocking his tech signals, but they were firing now. He grabbed Rella’s hand, launched into the air, and pulled her along with him.

Rella noticed that Q had placed the bola back on his belt and that he had a Red Notebook in his hand. 

“Let’s go, now!” Q shouted. 

Rella fired up her boots and began soaring down the long hallway with Q.

“I’ll make a diversion,” Ives said. “You leave now, prepare for the drop!” 

Rella and Q were soaring through dimly lit tunnels filled with small twinkling lights. It almost seemed as if the SNOBS’ ship might have once been used for some kind of better purpose and that whoever was leading this operation had also stolen this ship. Rella even thought that the airship might have been built by the Storykeeper’s Alliance. Perhaps her mom and dad had even been on this ship?

Ives sent a message that he had lured the other SNOBS away and that there weren’t any others in the area, so Rella and Q were able to slow down and recover for a moment.

“It’s a little like the Wondercurrent, isn’t it?” Rella said, holding Q’s hand and watching the blinking lights passing below them.

“I guess it is,” Q said, still clutching the Red Notebook with his other hand. 

“I wonder if this was originally owned by the Alliance,” Rella said.

“Maybe?” Q replied.

“Whose Notebook is that?” Rella asked. 

Q didn’t reply this time, but Rella knew. It had to be Q’s mother’s Notebook.

“Rella,” Q said after a few more seconds of silence. “Do you think we’ll see our parents when this is over?”

Rella didn’t know what to say. She wanted to comfort him. She believed that they would see them, though she still didn’t know how long they would have to wait. 

“I think so,” she said. “But I think we’ve still got some work to do.” 

As they emerged from the airship, Q let go of Rella’s hand. 

Thirty-one Gyroplanes of all different colors were flying back and forth about a hundred feet below the bottom of the ship. 

“Uncle J! It’s Rella. Come in. Come in. We’re out of the airship. Prepare for the drop,” Rella shouted into the comm link.

“We’re ready Rella,” Uncle J replied almost instantly. “Glad you found Q, too. The storm is getting closer. Mara says we’re going to have to move very fast. Not a second to spare. Head for the central tower.”

“Will do,” Rella said. Q was already soaring way ahead of her. 

As Rella looked back behind her, she saw the Notebooks begin to rain down out of the airship. Ives had released the hatches.

The Gryroplanes, equipped with extended nets and baskets, were scooping the Red Notebooks out of the air. Rella also noticed that people of all ages and sizes, including a lot of kids, were piloting them. Rella thought she even saw Page Turner and Soup flying together in one of them.

As Rella approached the tower, the wind continued pressing harder over the city. Rella looked back in the opposite direction toward the rocky mesas and Alex’s cave. 

She wondered if Alex was back in Hleo or if he’d be pulled back into some kind of treacherous scheme of Archimago’s. If PRISMA found him in Hleo, there was a chance that she and all the SNOBS she’d brought along could have taken Alex prisoner. Suddenly, she felt like she could hear her dad’s voice saying “Rella, stop thinking of the worst-case scenario. Not everything is as dramatic as it is in a book. It’s ok to be cautious, but don’t let too many negative thoughts overwhelm you.”

Rella leaned against a railing on the tower and tried to take in all of the action down on the streets below and up in the sky above. 

A new voice sounded in her ear piece.

“Rella, it’s Mara!” 

“Mara! Oh. It’s good to hear your voice!” Rella shouted.

“Great job getting Q out of the airship. Ives has been sending me info on the location of the SNOBS. He’s been able to track most of them and we’re rounding them up and trying to send them back to the ship. But be careful. He said there’s a small pack of about ten of them who are not showing up. He thinks they might have already been lost in the storm or possibly destroyed due to mechanical failure. Their trackers are completely out of commission.”

“Thanks, Mara!” Rella said, now looking through the telescopes and moving her eyes back and forth between the scene with the Gryoplanes and the approaching storm. 

“Q!” Rella said, noticing that he was sitting down reading through the Red Notebook in his hand.

He didn’t answer.

Rella walked over to him and sat beside him and pulled out one of the colored pencils from her satchel. 

“What’s this?” he asked.

“Well...Ives did some research for me with the Notebooks and, apparently, when you use these colored pencils and write in a Notebook, it sends a message back through to the owner...or something like that. And you know those trees in Hleo...the ones with the writing. Ives said that the writing was possibly messages coming from people here in Anselm using the pencils,”

“That defective SNOBS knows a little too much,” Q said. “I still think we better watch out for him.”

“He’s fine,” Rella said, “just use the pencil!” 

“What do I do with it?” Q asked.

“Maybe you could send your parents a message?” Rella said. “If that’s your mom’s Notebook, it might also be connected to your dad’s Notebook. If they’ve still got his Notebook...or if they are in a place like Hleo...well...write something with this and maybe they’ll get it.”

“Worth a try, I guess,” Q said. “Thanks, Rella!”

Rella put her arm around her best friend’s shoulder and he began writing a message to his parents.
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Chapter 35: More Surprises
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AS RELLA SAT BESIDE Q in the tower, she received a new transmission from Uncle J.

“Rella. The Gyroplanes have recovered most of the Red Notebooks and are returning to the underground bases. With Ives’ help, Mara has tracked the signals and reprogrammed most of the SNOBS. The ones that hadn’t been destroyed were all back on the airship and were being deprogrammed there, hopefully for good. Mara has ordered everyone in the city to get into the underground bunkers before the storm hits.”

“That’s good to hear. I should also warn you about PR...,” Rella started to say before the signal was cut off.

Uncle J didn’t hear Rella’s transmission.

He continued, “We’re heading back to our apartment building to get out of the direct line of the storm’s path. You and Q need to leave the tower now and head back there. Warp speed. Mara is going to meet us there also.”

“Got it,” Rella said, unsure if he could hear her.

As Rella and Q flew back across the cloud-covered city and toward the apartment, she began to think about Eurie again. She wondered if she and Alex had been able to discover their true identities. She deeply wanted to get back to Hleo to help them discover the truth. 

“Q, want to make a detour?” Rella asked. 

“Where?” he said. 

“I need to get back to that cave,” she said.

“To the old hermit?” Q asked.

“Oh, he’s not just an old hermit,” Rella said.

“Who is he?” Q asked.

“Remember The Architect?” Rella asked.

“Of course. What about him?” Q exclaimed with disbelief. “But he was a kid...like fourteen at most!”

Rella turned around and raced the clouds toward the cave.

“I guess some people who are old here in Anselm stay young there!” Rella said. 

“I see. But why are we going to the cave now,” Q asked.

“Well...if he happens to be there, we’ve got to make sure he’s safe too,” Rella said, though she had much bigger ideas running through her mind. I’ve got to know if they made it, she thought. 

“You’re not telling me everything, are you?” Q asked as he swooped past Rella and tapped her on the back, yelling “Tag” as he passed by. 

Rella caught up to Q. She was already surpassing Q’s skills with navigating the Tal-boots.

As they approached the cave, Rella turned back to see the giant cloud far up in the sky swallowing up the SNOBS’ airship. 

She knew that she was going to get a strong reprimand from Uncle J for not following orders. Though she also knew she had no choice. She had to find out if Alex and Eurie were ok. 

“Look!” Q shouted as a stylish, sharp-angled, gleaming white Gyroplane emerged from the rubble over the partially collapsed cave.

“What is that?” Q shouted.

“That...is The Architect... only he’s Alex here!” Rella squealed with joy. 

They both noticed the older woman sitting next to him. 

“And that is?” Q asked, slowing down as they approached the Gyroplane.

“Eurie, also known as SK here in Anselm,” the woman replied, speaking through the comm links. 

“Eurie!” Rella shouted. “You can hear us! You found him!”

“Thanks to you Rella!” SK said. 

“What’s the latest on the SNOBS?” Alex asked.

Rella knew then that Eurie had received her message from the Notebooks she had scribbled into in the apartment.

“Mara has been leading the defense and they’ve mostly been rounded up and sent back into the ship,” Rella said.

“...where they’re about to be blown away by that stormcloud,” Q interrupted.

“Shall we head back to the apartment, then?” SK asked, as Q and Rella were now flying up over and around the Gyroplane. 

“Catch us if you can!” Rella said, launching ahead and back towards the apartment.

Rella couldn’t wait to find out how Alex and Eurie were reunited. Did they see PRISMA? Did Archimago show up? she wondered. 

She wished she could have done more. She also wondered if they even knew she was there. Did they see me in my water-form? 

“Rella,” Alex said over the comm as they flew toward the apartment, “You have made more of a difference than you know.” 

“What do you mean?” Rella asked.

“Well...let’s just say I met a very talkative little red lizard who seems to be very fond of you. He also directed me to a very important object you were able to protect.”

Rella smiled and continued flying back toward Anselm. 
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Chapter 36: Backup
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AS THEY MADE THEIR final descent toward the apartment building, Rella was stunned by what she saw. Seven SNOBS were swarming outside the window. One of them looked familiar to Q, but he couldn’t quite remember who she was. 

“Oh no, it’s her!” Rella shouted as the SNOBS came into view. 

“One last rendezvous, huh PRISMA?” Alex said into the mic. 

“PRISMA!” Q shouted, “But I thought she was destroyed in Hleo?”

“What should we do?” Rella asked.

The winds were now blowing so hard, Rella and Q could hardly stay balanced in the air. 

“I don’t think we’re going to get them back to their ship before those storm clouds carry that thing away,” Alex said. “What do you think, sister?” 

“How did she get here?” Q asked. 

“I think I know,” Rella said. “It looks like Archimago’s gotten ahead of us somehow.” 

“What do you mean?” Q asked. 

“This is going to take something stronger than Earth One firepower,” SK said. 

“What do you mean?” Rella said, reaching for her satchel. 

Just then Rella noticed a large group of kids down below. They were all bounding around on jump stilts. 

“Page!” SK shouted.

“You know Page?” Rella asked.

“Yes! Yes! She will help us,” SK said.

“How?” Rella asked. 
“Did you find her Notebook?” SK asked.
“How did you know about that?” Rella shouted, taking the Notebook from her satchel while trying to keep balanced in the air. 

“What am I supposed to do with this?” Rella said, now just floating in the air next to the Gryoplane, which was also just hovering, despite the strong winds. 

“Bring it down to Page. I’ve left some extra instructions for what she and her friends need to do to help us win this fight.”

Rella soard down toward Page and dropped the Notebook. 

“Thanks, Rella!” Page shouted as she caught the Notebook.

“What are you going to do?” Rella asked. 

“We’re just here to provide some extra backup,” Page said, winking at Rella. For a half-second Rella thought she saw Page’s face turn into something more like a lizard or a dragonfly. She didn’t recognize the creature, though it looked friendly. 

No way! Rella thought. Guardians in disguise! 

The seven SNOBS, including PRISMA, turned and formed a wall in front of the high window in the distance. They had been spotted. 

“We’ve got to send them back to where they came from!” Alex said. “Back to the Dark Waters...to Archimago’s island.” 

“The quilt!” Rella said.

“What do you mean, Rella?” SK asked.

“It’s how I got to Hleo. It was my grandmother’s. SK left a note. She put it in the car. I didn’t know what she meant, but I do now.”

Rella took off toward Uncle J’s beat up car in the distant parking lot.

As she soared down, she sent an encrypted message to Uncle J using a code Mara had given her.  

“Uncle J. Going to the car. We know the SNOBS are outside the apartment building. Find a way to distract them.”

“We’ll hold them off until you get here,” Q said to Rella after she sent her encrypted message. 

Q understood exactly what Rella was going to do because, when Rella gave him that colored pencil and had him send his message to his parents they had already warned him that the worlds had been breached. 

He knew that Archimago had found a way to break through the worlds and was sending something their way. He just didn’t realize what his parents were talking about until this moment. Rella launched herself into a vertical dive toward the old car. 
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Chapter 37: Threads
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AS SHE REACHED THE car, Uncle J was standing by the entrance to the building, distracting the SNOBS by throwing old books out the window. They weren’t Red Notebooks, but they had red covers so the SNOBS kept going after them.  

The quilt was sitting in the front seat. Rella was tempted to just crawl underneath it and hide from everything. But she couldn’t give in. She knew that everyone was counting on her. 

“Sorry, grandma,” Rella said aloud as she pulled a loose thread from the quilt and began unravelling it. 

She began flying up into the air with the thread, which started whipping around like a wild snake in the stormy darkness. She could barely see the Gyroplane as she flew toward her friends.

“We can see the thread, Rella,” Eurie shouted into the comm over the noise of the blades thumping overhead. The wind continued howling all around them. 

“Can you do it?” Alex asked. 

“Got it! Are you ready, Q?” Rella asked. 

“Let’s tie them up!” Q said, grabbing hold of the shimmering thread. 

From her seat in the Gyroplane, Eurie cheered Rella on, tears filling the corners of her wrinkled eyes.

Rella launched back down toward the car where the quilt had now come completely unthreaded. The quilt was now nothing but a pile of scattered patches of fabric. 

She grabbed the other end of the enchanted thread and she and Q started flying in a cross-cross pattern, creating an elaborate net. 

By the time PRISMA and the SNOBS realized what they were doing, it was too late. 

Rella and Q had them trapped. 

“You’re not getting away this time!” Q shouted as they pinned the gaggle of SNOBS to the side of the building. 

The SNOBS tried to tear through the threads, but, just as they touched it, they were consumed by a bright green flash, and then deactivated and became a pile of metal, though some also disappeared completely. 

Rella looked back up at the airship in the distance where a bright light flickered all around it.

Alex and SK began cheering again from their seats in the Gyroplane. 

Rella and Q put their Tal-boots into hyperdrive and soared toward the open, dust coated window where Uncle J and Mara were reaching through to pull them in.

Rella saw Page and all the other kids bouncing on the jump stilts and crisscrossing through the streets. They were checking on all the residents of Anselm and returning the Red Notebooks to their keepers. 

Rella then watched as Alex and SK landed the Gyroplane in the parking lot outside of the apartment. The two long-lost siblings sprinted for the entrance just as the storm winds started lifting every last loose leaf and branch from the dusty ground. 
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Chapter 38: A Microchip Cookie
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UNCLE J AND MARA PULLED Rella in through the window just in time. As the dust storm covered everything in sight, Rella caught a glimpse of the airship. It drifted far into the distance and became a tiny speck. Rella was hopeful that she’d never have to see that awful, robot-infested contraption again.

Ives, who had also just appeared in the apartment, assured everyone that he’d be able to confirm that the airship was destroyed as soon as he could secure a better connection. 
“Why don’t you take a rest, Ives?” Soup shouted, tossing him a cookie. 
“Oh. I don’t eat food,” Ives said. “But thanks anyway?”

“Crack it open!” Soup said.

“No. I really don’t,” Ives replied.

“Just crack it open!” Soup shouted back.

Ives cracked open the cookie and found a small computer chip.

“Put it in one of your open slots,” Soup said. “It’s a gift from my brother.”

“What is it?” Ives said.

“Some kind of program my brother cooked up. It’s supposed to simulate a sugar rush for artificial intelligences...for people...for humanoids like yourself,” Soup said. Soup wasn’t sure if calling Ives an artificial intelligence would offend him. Ives didn’t seem to care.

Ives inserted the microchip into a slot near his chest and began beeping.

“Ha! Wonderful! A microchip cookie!” Ives laughed.

“Thank your brother, Soup!” Ives said.

Everyone started laughing.

Rella couldn’t take her eyes off of the piles of Red Notebooks. There were even more than when she was last in the apartment earlier that day. 

Rella also noticed Eurie’s open notebook over on the desk. 

“Who was that out in the Gyroplane,” Uncle J asked while taking a bite out of a real cookie.

“Oh...you’ll see,” Rella said, just as footsteps sounded outside of the apartment door.

As she waited for SK and Alex, Rella could smell more delicious food coming from the kitchen. It was a mixture of seasonings that made her mouth water more than it had since that first time she and Uncle J stopped for pretzels on their way out of Ensea. 

“What are you cooking, Soup?” Rella shouted.

“My Anselm-Hleo gumbo special, of course!” he laughed.

SK and Alex came in through the door. They were locked arm in arm. They had been reunited at last. 

Rella felt the presence of her mother and father in the room, even though they weren’t physically there. She knew they were proud of her and she knew that when she was finally reunited with her family, they would be thrilled to talk of this grand adventure. 

“What’s that?” Rella asked, noticing a small chain hanging from Alex’s pocket.

“Oh. You won’t believe this. As we were chasing those robots out of here, one of them dropped this watch.”

“What!” Rella shouted. “Mara! Mara!”

“What is it, Rella?” Mara replied.

“Alex found your watch.”

Mara looked at Alex and smiled.

“Here you are!” Alex said, holding the watch out to Mara.

“Thank you,” Mara replied, clutching the watch so hard that Rella thought she might break it. 

Rella could sense that there was more to that ‘thank you’ than friendly appreciation. Something much more significant had clearly just happened. That watch was central to the completion and protection of Anselm. 

In time, Rella knew that she would find out more. For now, though, she was hungry and ready for a meal and a party. 
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Chapter 39: Communion and Reunion
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JUNE 21, 3021

As everyone (except Ives, who didn’t have a stomach) enjoyed the grand meal together in the apartment, Rella snuck back into the main living room. The sun was now shining in through the window. The storm had passed and there was still about fifteen minutes of daylight remaining.

She walked over to the open Red Notebook on the desk and tried to find the note she had written to Eurie. 

It wasn’t there. 

She pulled her mother’s Red Notebook out of her satchel and set it up on the desk. 

As she opened it, she turned to a blank page near the back and pulled one of the colored pencils out of her satchel. 

She began to pen a message to her mother. She was more hopeful now that her mother would receive it.

As she started writing her message, a message began to appear on the page. 

It was like writing into a mirror. As she wrote a word, a different word in her mother’s Ensea script appeared on the page.

Rella wrote a few more sentences, trying to include the details of the adventure she’d just had with all of her companions. 

She tried to decode the message from her mother. The words slowly began to make sense. Hleo needs you now, Rella. Scarlett, Sebastian, Alister and King are in trouble. They’ve been trying to save Menagerie, but now they’re all trapped on Archimago’s island. 

Rella shouted toward the kitchen: 

“Q, can you come here? I think you’re going to want to see this!” 

As Q came running over to Rella’s side, the last rays of the sunshine flashed into the room. 

Rella ran to the window to get one last glimpse of Anselm. The luminous flowers were blooming on the rooftops. Any trace of the open scaffolding and destruction of buildings was gone. Shimmering glass, smooth bricks, and polished steel reflected the light in a symphony of colors.

Rella caught a reflection of a woman standing behind her with Anselm’s watch, which was now glowing. 

Rella looked back through the glass. Just above the city, high in the swirling clouds, two golden eagles moved in tandem.  

It was the sign of Anselm’s Hope.

“I think it’s time,” Q said, reading over the note.

“For the return to Hleo,” Rella replied. 

––––––––
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The End of Book 2
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