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Chapter 1 – The Arrival
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The sky was on fire.

Isabella Morales pressed her palm against the hospital window, which was cool to the touch, and cradled her swollen belly with her other hand. Outside, ribbons of green and violet danced across the San Jose skyline. Impossible here. The Aurora Borealis didn't belong here, not this far south, not in California, where the streetlights usually drowned out the stars.

But tonight, the universe had other plans.

"Aidan." Her voice was barely a whisper. "Come look."

Her husband crossed the hospital room in three strides, his hand finding the small of her back. Together they stood, watching the sky writhe and pulse with colors that had no business being there.

"It’s the solar storm they were talking about on the news," Aidan murmured, but there was something in his voice, wonder mixed with something else. "The sky is...." He struggled to finish his thought.

"Screaming," Izzy finished. Aidan had mentioned the massive solar flares a few days ago. Though a geophysicist, he’d been fascinated with solar activity for years. He talked about it like other men talked about football.

As Izzy stood looking out at the night sky, another contraction rolled through her, stronger this time. Her fingers tightened against the glass.

"You should get back in bed, honey." Aidan's hand moved to her shoulder.

"Not yet." She breathed through it, watching the auroras pulse in time with her pain. 

She remembered Aidan had said something about moving through the cosmos and picking things up along the way. He’d shrugged it off afterward, like it was nothing.

They hadn’t really met yet, but she decided at that moment that he was somebody she needed to know.

He later admitted he’d just made up to sound cool, but now, looking at the sky, she wondered.

And now, fifteen years of trying for a baby, she was impossibly pregnant. At 39, after they'd finally surrendered hope, a miracle.

"Must be the astral dust," she'd whispered when the test came back positive, and Aidan had laughed and cried at the same time.

Now he glanced toward the door, then back at her, his hand warm against her belly. When he spoke, his voice was soft, intimate; this was for her alone.

"Earth moves through space at half a million miles per hour," he said. "You and our child have been passing through the cosmos for nine months. And now this. What a night."  

His fingers spread gently across her stomach, protectively.

Another contraction hit, harder. Izzy gasped, and Aidan guided her to the bed as Izzy’s knees started to buckle.

"It's time," she managed. "Aidan, she's..."

As if on cue, the nurses appeared with practiced efficiency, their calm voices a counterpoint to the chaos Izzy felt building inside her. They helped her onto the bed, checked monitors, spoke in measured tones about full dilation and timing, and everything was moving faster than expected.

But Izzy couldn't stop looking out the window. The sky that shouldn't look like this. What does it mean? She wanted to know.

Aidan was beside her now, holding her hand, with the pain of the contraction cresting like a wave, and the nurse said, "You’re getting close,” and then there was no more time for questions.

Only time for arrival.

The auroras had faded by the time Elena Marie Gallagher entered the world at 3:47 AM, her first cry sharp and clear in the quiet hospital room. Six pounds, four ounces. A shock of dark hair. Eyes that opened once, briefly, before closing again in exhausted sleep. Izzy held her daughter, her baby fingers wrapped around her own. The grip was weak but provided certainty. This tiny, impossible person was theirs to protect, to raise, and to love. 

"She's beautiful," Aidan whispered, his finger tracing Elena's miniature hand. His voice carried a tremor Izzy had never heard before. Fear, maybe. Or awe.” Elena Marie. Our little miracle."

"Yes, she is," Izzy said, as her own voice shook as well. 

Through the window, dawn painted the sky in ordinary colors, pink and gold, the familiar palette of morning. The cosmic storm had passed. San Jose woke to news reports of the century's largest solar event: satellites damaged, power grids stressed, the northern lights visible as far south as Mexico. Scientists called it unprecedented—a once-in-a-lifetime event. 

But in room 347, none of that mattered. Neither of them noticed their daughter open her eyes and look out the window ever so briefly before going back to sleep.

And somewhere, impossibly distant and impossibly close, in the deepest darkness of the ocean where pressure crushed everything into silence, something ancient stirred.

Something that had been sleeping for longer than human memory, and for the first time in eons, it felt a pull. A resonance. A frequency that matched its own.

Something took notice.
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Chapter 2 – Who are you?
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Izzy found Elena on the living room floor, surrounded by piles of crayons and paper, which was par for the course on Saturday mornings.

Elena’s hair was still damp at the ends from her bath earlier in the morning, and she was stretched out, one leg raised in the air, with a determined look on her face. Drawings were spread around her like lily pads, while crayons had rolled under the coffee table, gone but not forgotten.

Being an artist herself, she loved how Elena could disappear into her art, as if the world did not exist unless she decided it did. It was exactly the kind of experience she felt in her art studio while creating her next piece.

But when Izzy leaned down to gather the pages into a neater stack, her smile faltered a bit.

Elena had drawn landscapes before, cities, forests, and oceans with improbable creatures. Izzy kept them in folders, instinctively creating a portfolio for Elena in case she ever needed one. 

But these new drawings were different; they seemed more like they were drawn from memory, the sureness in her lines and colors said that these were something observed, not imagined.

Izzy leaned down and picked up one of the pictures to look at it more closely.

The sky above the city was a deep violet that seemed to hold up the two red suns that looked down on the city. And the light of the two suns was expertly captured, with two light sources reflecting off the various buildings and onto large pillars in the center of the picture. The detail was amazing and unnerving.

Izzy ran her finger along one of the towers. The spiral was consistent all the way up, the angle unbroken. It wasn’t the scribble of an unsure hand. It was architecture.

"Mija,” she said softly, trying to keep her voice light. "What’s this one?"

Elena didn’t look up. Her tongue poked out the corner of her mouth as she shaded a wide curve with intense concentration.

"The purple place," she said, as if that explained everything.

"The purple place?"  Izzy repeated the words carefully. "Where did you see it?" 

Elena lifted her crayon and squinted at the paper like she was judging it. "At night."

"At night?" asked Izzy as she lowered herself onto the floor beside her. "In your dreams?" 

Elena paused, then looked up with eyes that were very much Aidan’s, green-gray, steady, and there was something in that gaze that made Izzy’s breath catch. Not fear. Not playfulness.

Certainty.

"I go there," Elena simply said. "When I’m sleeping." 

Izzy felt a catch in her breath, the answer hitting her like a hammer to a nail. She forced her face to stay calm.” You... go there.” 

Elena nodded and went back to her drawing as if her mother had asked what she wanted for breakfast. "I fly. I always fly first."

"You fly," Izzy echoed, and she heard the thin edge of disbelief in her own voice. She softened it. "Like... like in a dream?" 

Elena frowned. It wasn’t a pout. It was the expression of a child trying to make an adult understand something obvious.

"No," she said, a little impatient. "Dreams are like...like when you watch cartoons. This is different." 

"How is it different?" Izzy asked, gently. "Tell me" 

Elena’s shoulders lifted in a tiny shrug. "When I fly, it feels first like when I get out of the pool, wet but cool." 

Izzy’s hand stilled.

"And the purple place smells different..." Elena searched for the words the way children did, digging in a box of feelings, "Like clean rocks. And the air kind of tingles my tongue." 

Izzy asked, "Can you tell me anything else?" 

Elena nodded again. "I get to see the tall people." 

"Tall people, what do they look like, Mija?" 

"They are taller than daddy, and all wear different-colored robes; I don’t know why." 

Izzy tried to smile. "Do they talk to you?" 

Elena shook her head. "No, but they look at me." She hesitated, then added, as if it mattered, "They let me follow them, and they like showing me stuff." 

"What kind of stuff?" Izzy asked.

"New things they are building, they just use a stick to build everything,” Elena explained, as if everyone would know that.

Izzy could see that Elena wasn’t frightened by what she was telling her; more to the point, she was delighted.

Elena started drawing again, quick and sure, like her hand knew where to go before her mind did.

Izzy watched her for a moment, then asked the question she hadn’t wanted to ask.

"Do you talk to anyone at school about this?" 

Elena’s crayon paused. She shook her head without looking up. "No." 

"Why not?" 

Elena glanced at her mother. The look was quick, too quick, and then she looked away.

"Because," she said quietly, "they think it’s weird."

Izzy asked. "Who thinks that Mija?" 

Elena pressed the crayon harder onto the paper. "The other kids." 

Izzy waited.

After a moment, Elena said, very softly, "I don’t get invited to parties or sleepovers."

Izzy’s heart sank with the kind of slow weight that came with knowing something before it was said.

"I didn’t do anything," Elena said, her voice flat in the way children got when they didn’t want to cry. "I told Beth about my dreams once, and she told everyone else. They all thought I was weird."

Izzy pulled her closer, breathing in the warm, familiar scent of strawberry shampoo and crayons. She felt Elena began to relax against her like a small animal that finally believed it was safe.

"It’s okay," Izzy whispered into her hair. "It’s okay, Mija." 

Elena’s voice was muffled against Izzy’s shirt. "Are my dreams bad?" 

Izzy closed her eyes. Do not teach her she is wrong. Do not teach her she is broken.

"No," she said, firm and soft at once. "Not at all." 

Elena was quiet for a moment, then she lifted her head and asked, almost shyly, "Am I, weird momma?" 

Izzy kissed the top of her head. "You are not weird, baby."

Elena’s shoulders loosened, just a little, and she slid out of Izzy’s arms like she couldn’t afford to stay still too long. She reached for another crayon.

"Do we have more purple?" she asked, practical again. "I need... I need three kinds." 

Izzy stood and went to her art studio pretending she was only looking for crayons and not for answers.

Izzy sat back down on the carpet and watched.

"Do the tall people ever get scared?"  Izzy asked quietly.

Elena shook her head. "No. They know."

"What do they know, Mija?"  pressed Izzy.

Elena thought about it. "They know I’m little." She said it like it was important. Like it was the whole point. "They look at me like..."  she tilted her head. "Like when you look at a new puppy that you bring home."

Izzy let out a soft laugh at her daughter's description of how others could see her.

"And do you like going there?"  Izzy asked.

Elena’s face softened. "Yes, they are so nice," she said, smiling.

Izzy’s chest tightened.

When Elena finally wandered off to play, Izzy gathered the drawings and laid them out on the dining table like evidence.

She sat there, staring, trying to tell herself the same things she’d told herself for months.

It’s just her Imagination. Talent. Just a child’s mind.

But the drawings didn’t feel like imagination.

They felt like memories.

"Impressive, isn’t she?" observed. 

Izzy turned. Aidan stood in the doorway with his sleeves rolled up, glasses perched on his head like he’d forgotten they were there. He looked tired, the way he always did after a day of data and numbers and the deep patience of science.

"She’s always been impressive," Izzy said, but her voice came out thinner than she intended. She held up the purple city. "Aidan... look at this." 

He crossed the room and took the page. His brow furrowed with concentration. He studied the angles, the reflections, and the twin suns that hung in the sky.

"She’s getting more disciplined," he said quietly.

"She’s getting... specific," Izzy replied.

Aidan looked at her then, seeing the unease she’d been trying to hide.

Izzy took a breath. "I asked her about this picture, and she told me she goes there when she sleeps." 

Aidan blinked once. "She said that?" 

"That’s why they feel specific. Like she’s remembering, not creating," Izzy said. 

Aidan’s gaze flicked back to the drawings, then looked at Izzy again.

"Do you believe her?"  asked Aidan in the way he might ask one of his grad students to verify their hypothesis.

"I don’t know, I had make-believe friends when I was growing up, but there was no way I could draw whole worlds that they existed in; they were part of my world, and I would draw them in my bedroom or in our car," said Izzy.

"And seriously, Aidan, how would we prove it? And by trying to, we might do more harm than we could know," Izzy continued.

Aidan was silent for a long time, staring down at the picture and considering what Izzy had just told him, that his daughter travels to other places while she sleeps. It sounded like crazy talk, but Izzy wasn’t crazy.

"I’m struggling to see how this is real. But if it is, let’s assume that what she told you is true, then there is something different, not wrong, about Ellie," Aidan said.

Izzy looked at Aidan with concern, "And if she is different, then we know what the world does to those that don’t fit into specific labels, they try to hide that or be ashamed of it. I don’t want her to become someone who spends her whole life trying to be what everyone else is comfortable with," she said with concern.

Aidan’s expression softened. He slid his hand over hers. "I agree," he said. "So, we listen to her and learn and look for ways to guide her to being a strong and confident woman. And she already has a great model for that," he said, smiling.

Izzy pulled herself into Aidan and said, "And we don’t make this bigger than it is, at least not yet." 

He nodded. "We’ll keep her safe." 

Izzy swallowed and looked up toward Elena’s bedroom door, as if she could see through the ceiling. "And we let her be happy," she said. "Because she is happy.” 

Aidan squeezed her hand. "Then we’re doing something right." 

Later that night, as Elena drifted off to sleep, the air around her softened, like it did when she dream-traveled to where the purple people waited, and when she arrived, they turned their heads to acknowledge her.

Elena smiled in her sleep and flew toward them, eager to see what they were building now.
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Chapter 3 – The Other Way of Learning
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By the time Elena turned nine, the other places she visited had become as familiar to her as her own house.

Not in the way she understood the home she lived in with its rooms, doors, and rules to follow, but in the way you understood the path you walked every day to school, without thinking about it. A feeling in your feet that your mind followed.

As always, she flew when she dreamed, up to where she could travel. She followed paths that were the brightest in the space between dreams and wherever this was.

That never changed.

As she fell asleep, the air in her room would loosen, releasing the heaviness of sleep, and suddenly she was lighter, drifting upward through the soft darkness of her bedroom through what looked like a tube, then into a space that felt warm but with no sun.

When she arrived at the purple place, she would sometimes fly low, skimming over shimmering ground, enjoying the different scents. Sometimes she dropped through pale mist and laughed when it tickled her arms, and sometimes she landed standing, already steady, as if she had always been there.

But the purple sky never moved.

The two suns always stayed where they were, one higher than the other, both glowing the color of hot stones. Their light didn’t hurt her eyes; instead, she felt kindness.

The tall people were always around, moving around their city. They were never startled when she arrived. They would turn their heads, slowly, as if they’d known exactly when she would come.

Elena liked that, feeling welcome in a strange place.

When she was little, she thought they were giants.

Now she knew they were simply tall. Much taller than her father, even.

Their faces were smooth and pale, but not quite shaped like Elena’s. Their large eyes were dark and gentle and always watching, not just her, but everything, like teachers watching a room full of children, unaware they were the ones being taught.

During her previous visits, they never spoke to her, but they did communicate, pointing to encourage her this way or that, and Elena always went. That was key for her; she always felt safe here.

At first, she had followed because she was curious.

Now she followed because it felt right.

During the day, Elena learned the normal things at school, such as how to read longer words, how to divide with borrowing, and how to keep her place in line and raise her hand before speaking. She learned that children were sometimes loud, some were quiet, some liked to play games, and others liked to disappear inside themselves.

She learned that if she talked about her dreams, people looked at her funny, so she stopped.

And yet, she didn’t feel lonely, not exactly.

In the other places, Elena noticed things began to change subtly.

One night, she had been following a tall woman when Elena noticed something new: as they exited a hall, in a courtyard, she saw smaller, taller ones. 

As she got closer, she saw that there were two of them. They stood on a long platform that hovered above a field of pale pillars. They were about half the size of the tall ones she normally saw.

And as she observed them, it looked like they were playing catch with something. As she got closer, it looked like a squirmy fish.

The tall woman motioned Elena to head over to the platform, and one of the small ones motioned her to come up with them as well. Elena made her way up onto the platform and realized they weren’t playing catch; they seemed to be manipulating the shapes around them.

One of the small ones tossed a shape over towards Elena, and as it hovered in front of her, she wondered what she was supposed to do. The tall woman pointed at Elena, and when she lifted her arms, the shape changed color.

Elena felt a strange pull in her chest, and before she could stop herself, she reached out to the nearest shape as it drifted toward her fingers.

The tall woman moved towards Elena, not in fear, but in connection. Her long hand closed gently around Elena’s wrist; the air around them hummed, and the tall woman knelt, bringing her face closer to Elena’s level.

For the first time, she spoke.

"You are very young," she said. Her voice was not loud. It wasn’t even sound, really; it was more like the idea of sound, placed gently inside Elena’s head.

Elena’s eyes went wide.

"I’m sorry," she whispered, immediately ashamed though she wasn’t sure why.

The tall woman studied her for a long moment, and then her mouth curved in something like a smile. "You are watched." 

She lifted her gaze from Elena into the space behind her. Suddenly, Elena was aware of a presence that seemed familiar. And with a shock, she realized that it had always been there, since she could remember flying into the air. She looked but saw nothing, and the feeling was gone as soon as she had noticed it.

But someone or something was there for something, what it was Elena didn’t yet know.

The tall woman released her wrist.

"You may observe," she said. "Not yet touch." 

Elena nodded quickly. "I won’t touch," she promised.

And she meant it.

After that, things were different, not in this world, but within herself.

She noticed patterns. Like how the light in the purple place curved instead of falling straight. How some paths always led back to where you started, unless you thought very carefully about where you wanted to go and how the tall people never rushed, even when everything seemed to move at once.

Sometimes they showed her things, but not things, more like feelings, like what it was like to stand inside a place that was still becoming or what it felt like when two paths tried to be the same path and failed, and what happened when you paid attention very, very carefully to something that didn’t want to be seen.

She didn’t understand most of it. But she remembered it for future reference.

During the day, she drew more. Not just places now, but paths that crossed and crossed again and never touched. Circles within circles, and lines that are aligned but never intersect. 

The space between them was becoming more vibrant for Elena; what had once been paths began to look like a river.

Izzy noticed. They were mesmerizing in how Elena had drawn them; what exactly they were, she didn’t know.

One afternoon, as Elena erased the same corner of a page for the fifth time, Izzy knelt beside her.

"Mija, you’re very serious today," Izzy said.

Elena sighed. "It keeps being wrong." 

"What keeps being wrong?" 

"This part." Elena pointed. "It’s not bending the right way." 

Izzy smiled. "Bending?" 

Elena hesitated. Then she shook her head. "Never mind." 

Izzy watched her a moment, then asked carefully, "Do you still go... to the purple place?" 

Elena nodded.

"Every night?"

"No, not every night," Elena said. "Sometimes I’m tired and just sleep and don’t travel." 

Izzy brushed her hair from her face. "And are you happy there?"

Elena thought about it. "Yes," she said. Then, after a moment, "But sometimes it’s... hard." 

"How?" 

Elena shrugged. "They show me things I don’t understand." 

Izzy’s heart tightened. "Do they make you scared?" 

"No," Elena said quickly. "They’re nice. They just...expect me to try."  

Izzy was quiet.

She did not ask who they were or what they expected her to try; she only said, "You know you can always tell me if something feels wrong." 

Elena nodded, "Sure, Mommy, I will." 

Izzy noted that she didn’t say that nothing there ever felt wrong, only difficult.

By the time Elena turned ten, she no longer thought of the other place as somewhere she visited. It was just...where she went, like going to your aunt's, and she could find her way without thinking now. As she got older, she found she could stay longer without feeling tired.

She continued to see some of the smaller ones at the purple place, not always the same ones, sometimes yes, but mostly not. One boy, who had once shown her how to stand still while holding three shapes at once, did not come back after a while.

Elena asked the tall woman about him.

"He is learning elsewhere now," the tall woman said.

"Will I learn elsewhere?" Elena asked hopefully.

The tall woman looked at her for a long time.

"Yes," she said.

"Soon?" asked Elena.

"Not soon," she replied. "You are still becoming." 

And for the first time, Elena wondered what she was becoming.
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Chapter 4 – New Beginning
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Elena was eleven when the Chen family moved in next door.

She was sitting on the front porch with an astronomy book open on her lap, reading about stars and planets, when the moving truck pulled up. She watched as the mover’s carried furniture into the house that had been empty for only a few weeks. A car pulled up, and a family stepped out: two adults and a girl who looked to be about Elena’s age, her dark hair pulled back into a neat ponytail.

The girl noticed Elena watching and waved.

Elena waved back.

"Ellie!"  Izzy called from inside the house. "Come help me with the snickerdoodles. We’re taking them over to welcome the new neighbors." 

"Snickerdoodles?"  Elena squealed. "My favorites!" She was on her feet and inside before Izzy had barely finished the sentence.

An hour later, Elena stood awkwardly in the Chen family’s living room, surrounded by boxes and half-unwrapped furniture, while the adults made their introductions.

"Why don’t you go say hello?" Izzy said while gently nudging Elena toward the stairs. "I think Laura went up to her room," said Laura’s mom, also gesturing for Elena to go upstairs.

Elena climbed the stairs and stopped at a doorway that clearly led to a bedroom. The door was open. She knocked lightly anyway.

"Hi, you’re Laura?" said Elena.

A girl looked up from where she was stacking books into neat piles. "Hi, yep. You live next door, right?"

"Yeah. I’m Elena. Elena Gallagher. Most people call me Ellie." 

She gestured at the boxes scattered around the room. "Welcome to my mess. I like things organized, so this is going to take a while."

Elena glanced at the open boxes filled with books and asked, "Can I help? I take it you read a lot?" she said, giggling.

"Yeah. Pretty much anything interests me." Laura pushed a box aside with her foot. "Do you go to Wilson Middle?" 

"Yeah. I’m starting sixth grade." 

"Me too." Laura smiled. "Cool, maybe we’ll be in the same class together." She sat on the edge of the bed. "Is the school nice?" 

"It’s pretty good. The advanced program is good." Elena hesitated, then asked, "Are you going to be in any advanced classes?" 

"Yeah," Laura said, making air quotes. "My parents say I’m ‘academically inclined’, so I’m expected to be the smartest in my class." 

Elena laughed. "My parents call me ‘intellectually curious.’"

They spent the rest of the afternoon unpacking Laura’s room, only breaking for some snickerdoodles and milk, before finishing the job around dinnertime.

Elena headed home for dinner and told Izzy that she liked Laura a lot.

Izzy was secretly overjoyed, hoping Elena had found someone she could bond with.

Three Weeks Later

Elena had been dream traveling for as long as she could remember, but she’d never told anyone about them, not really, just that once in second grade that went horribly wrong. So much so that she never again spoke of her dream travels.

But Laura was different; she seemed interested in almost everything, asking lots of questions they would both discuss, and they had found a camaraderie that created a level of trust that Elena had never felt before. 

"You look tired a lot," Laura observed one afternoon. They were sprawled out on Elena’s bedroom floor, math homework scattered between them.

Elena shrugged. "I don’t sleep that great sometimes." 

"Bad dreams?" asked Laura.

"Not exactly." Elena hesitated, then kept going. "Actually... they aren’t dreams in the way that I think others dream. Mine are different. The best way I can explain it is that when I sleep, I go to places that aren’t here in our world." 

Elena waited for the inevitable embarrassment of sharing something personal.

Laura looked up from her worksheet. "What kind of places?" 

"You’ll think I’m crazy," Elena said.

"Try me," Laura said. "I told you about the dream where I have to take a test in a language I couldn’t read while everyone stares at me. Yours can’t be weirder than that." 

Elena smiled faintly and thought, here goes. "When I dream, I travel to other places, not here on earth. Like, there’s a city made of Crystal buildings, I call it Crystal City. The buildings look like they are more than just buildings, like they’re, I don’t know, alive.”  She took a breath. “And in another place, I call the purple city, there are tall creatures with huge heads. They walk on three legs, like tripods. They’re always building things, structures that catch the light from their two red suns in these incredible ways." 

Laura sat up straighter. "That’s a lot of cool detail. I think most dreams are kind of random and jumbled. You sound like you are describing a scene from a book or movie." 

"I know it sounds crazy," Elena said quietly.

"I think crazy is mostly what we can’t explain." Laura pushed her homework aside, giving Elena her full attention. "How long have you been able to...travel?" 

"My whole life. As long as I can remember. There are other places too: the silver forest, which feels different when I walk there, like I’m really heavy, and an ocean planet that constantly hums, kind of like music but not. But Crystal City is the main one. I go there several times a month." 

"And you remember it all?" Laura asked. "You know where things are, and they are always there?"

"Perfectly." Elena searched for the right words. "It’s like... I’m walking in someone else’s shoes, but they're mine, and every time I visit these places, they are the same, just like our school or neighborhood is." 

For Elena, waking up felt less like snapping out of sleep and more like being pulled back home.

Except that lately, she’d started noticing details she had not remembered before.

Laura was quiet for a moment. Her furrowed brow conveyed her focus on understanding what she had just heard.

"What if you are?" she said finally.

Elena blinked. "What?" 

"What if you’re not dreaming? What if you are going somewhere, traveling in a way we don’t understand yet?" Laura’s eyes were bright and curious, not mocking. 

Something loosened in Elena’s chest, something tight she’d been carrying for years without realizing it was there.

"So, you don’t think I’m crazy," said Elena.

"I think we label something as crazy when we can’t explain it, and I think something you can’t explain is happening to you," Laura said, "and that means you should try to understand it instead of ignoring it. That’s not crazy. That’s interesting." She pulled a notebook from her backpack. "Tell me everything. Every detail." 

So, Elena did.

She focused on Crystal City while Laura took notes throughout. She asked questions, sketched rough drawings based on Elena’s descriptions, and treated it all like a research project instead of the strange fantasies of a weird kid.

"We should keep track of this," Laura said when Elena finished. “Every time it happens. Where are you traveling to? How long does your trip last, and if there are patterns, can we see them? The more we learn, maybe you can better understand what is happening with you." 

"You want to help me?" Elena asked. "Even though it sounds crazy?" 

"Especially because it sounds like that." Laura smiled. "The best stuff usually is. Besides, we’re the ‘smart kids’, but this is way more interesting than math homework." 

That night, Elena lay in bed feeling something she had not felt in years: hope.

Sleep came easily, her thoughts drifting in that familiar way.

And she arrived in Crystal City, the sun high in the sky, warming her face more than she remembered.
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Chapter 5 – The Watcher
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Elena had seen the tall being for the first time when she was eight years old, during one of her regular visits to Crystal City. She’d been exploring a new section of crystalline structures, running her hand along their surfaces to feel the vibrations, when she noticed it standing near one of the larger spiral structures.

It was impossible to miss; easily nine feet tall, with an elongated face and neck, their body seemed to hover in place. Its skin had a faint bluish tint that shimmered in the reflected light of the buildings, and the closer they got, the more it shimmered. But it was their eyes that held her; they were large, dark, and unmistakably kind. Old eyes. It was watching her from a safe distance. 

The first time that Elena saw it, she froze, her hand still touching the vibrating structure. In all her visits to the Crystal City, they had never gotten so close.

She took a tentative step towards it.

But it quickly tilted its head slightly, an acknowledgment of sorts, and then turned and floated away, disappearing around the crystal structures past the water fountain.

Elena searched in vain for the rest of her visit but never saw them again. It wasn’t, however, the last time she would see it.

During one visit to Crystal City, it appeared in what Elena called the central plaza, just on the other side of the crystal water fountain. It looked at her intently. Elena waved, and when she started to walk around the corners of the fountain, it turned and quickly walked away.

With each visit, she would try to approach it, and while it acknowledged her presence with that familiar tilt of its head, it would always move away before Elena could get too close. She wondered if she would ever get to know this calm and ancient being.

Elena told Laura about the being during a sleepover. Laura had been documenting Elena’s travels for about a year now, not with the scientific rigor she would later develop, but simply by watching, listening, and making sure Elena always came back.

"A tall alien, blue, and it floats?" Laura asked, eyes wide. "And it just watches you?" 

"Yeah. It doesn’t feel dangerous. It just watches me, it almost feels like it's studying me." 

"So, it can you see you?"  Laura asked. 

"I believe so. It looks right at me. And it leaves when I start to get close." 

Laura wrote it down in one of her early notebooks:

Subject reports encountering a tall being in Crystal City. Approximately nine feet tall. Appears to be aware of Elena’s presence. Observes but does not engage. Purpose unknown.

By the time Elena was twelve, seeing the being had become routine. They were almost always there now, somewhere in the city, watching with those patient eyes.

Elena stopped trying to approach it. Whatever it was waiting for, it had not arrived yet.

Sometimes she waved. It never waved back, but their eyes would shift in a way she had learned to recognize, a connection, perhaps. Approval.

In her thoughts, she began calling it the Teacher.

"It's still there?"  Laura asked during one of their Sunday morning debriefs.

"Yeah, and it's getting closer now. They used to stay near the edges, but now it follows me to the places I go." 

"Maybe it's waiting for the right moment," Laura said. "To talk to you." 

"Maybe," replied Elena.

For her thirteenth birthday, her parents planned a special party, with family flying in from everywhere to celebrate. The quieter Gallaghers mixing with the raucous Morales family was quite the scene for Elena to experience, but in the end, everyone had a great time.

As the night was winding down, Laura and Elena retreated to her bedroom for some peace.

They threw themselves on the bed and looked up at the ceiling, letting the party energy wash away in the silence of the bedroom. Adults murmuring goodbyes were what remained of the party downstairs.

"Did you say some of the families were going to take you to the Oakland Zoo tomorrow?" asked Laura.

"Yes, I think someone should warn the animals that a stampede is coming," laughed Elena.

"Yes, your families are quite the crowd," Laura observed.

"Did you want to come along?" asked Elena.

"Sounds fun, but I think I’d rather help my mom do laundry," Laura laughed. "Besides, they’re here for you, make the most of it since you don’t see them very often," Laura said with a comforting look. 

"Ok, are you staying over tonight?" asked Elena.

"Yep, we’re the dream team! And I’m thinking it is about time to fall asleep, that was a long day," said Laura.

Elena and Laura finished getting ready for bed, and as was their typical way of working, Elena crawled into bed, while Laura sat at the desk to observe.

Before long, Elena drifted off to sleep and made her way to what she was now calling the quantum river. When she arrived, she was always struck by how the river pulsed with individual strands, each with its own unique color and vibration. And it wasn’t dark at all; the light of the river created a haze like you might see when you looked at city lights from a distance, revealing a tunnel that contained the river. Crystal City waited for her, as it always did.

And within seconds, it always seemed, she was in Crystal City’s central plaza. What struck Elena most was not just the humming she always heard, but the smell of the air, a freshness tinted with what she thought might be lavender, if they had such a thing here. And when she looked up, she saw a large white sun with a single dark ring around it. As usual, she saw the Seven Paths stretching outward from the plaza. The sun scattered light through the tall structures, casting an iridescent rainbow glow across the city, each building providing a different color from the reflected sun. 

Elena felt the familiar ground beneath her feet and started walking toward her favorite spiral garden, which contained flowers far more varied than any she had seen on Earth. One elliptical flower displayed multiple hues of purple, green, and orange, exploding into her vision. Another flower chimed as she walked by.

She thought to herself, why me? How is it that I can do this, travel to extraordinary places? She had started to question all of this as she had gotten older.

But as she was about to start walking towards the fountain, something felt different.

The Teacher was there. She felt their presence before she saw them.

It was not hanging far away as usual. Not half-hidden among the buildings. Instead, it stood in the plaza itself, no more than twenty feet away, standing in front of a water fountain made of glass and stone.

Elena hesitated.

It tilted its head. A motion to accept an invitation?

And then, for the first time since traveling here, it spoke: Welcome, small one.

Color flooded her mind; harmonies cascaded through her consciousness like a symphony felt rather than heard. Her mind stretched and expanded, as if it couldn’t be contained.

It was overwhelming, and yet strangely peaceful. She closed her eyes and saw images of their planet, but not Crystal City itself; they felt amazing as they cascaded through her mind: tall mountains with red waterfalls, and blue forests that spanned the horizon.

The being moved closer, its presence calm and immense. Elena noticed that it wore a green cape that hung on its large, broad shoulders, and though tall, it was not imposing. Then, closer still, and then it was before her. It lifted one long finger and touched it gently to her lips.

Silence.

Then guidance, not words, but intention.

"Think at me."

Elena understood and tried. Awkwardly. Clumsily. Looking up at this imposing figure with a calming presence.

"It will come. Your mind is growing; patience is for you," they said softly.

When she finally managed to send her name, Elena, the being’s eyes brightened.

"Very good. I am Keth’var, and I have waited for you to be ready."

Elena wondered what it had been waiting for all this time, why talk to me now? What might she learn from it?

"I will be your teacher and you my student, should you wish it." 

"Yes, I would like that," responded Elena as quickly as she could. 

She didn’t feel as if no was the right response in this situation.

"It will take time, small one named Elena, but we will help you learn the ways of the quantum realm. I will teach you what you must know," said Keth’var.

"I am a good student, I want to learn more, why me?"  asked Elena.

"Asking why me is like asking how can you breathe, you do because you can," replied Keth’var.

Suddenly, Elena felt exhausted by the effort to talk with Keth’var.

Sensing that Elena was getting tired from her first time communicating via telepathy, Keth’var said, "Enough for now. Rest. We will speak again."

The thought carried a gentle authority that felt protective and patient.

Keth’var touched her forehead, warmth bloomed outward, and the Crystal City began to fade.

Elena woke with a gasp.

Laura stared at her from across the room, notebook forgotten. And at the end of the bed, something unseen observed the next step in an evolutionary journey that had just begun.

"It spoke to me," Elena whispered. "Their name is Keth’var, and it was very tall, with a soft face and dark blue eyes, and wore a green cape that hung from his shoulders all the way to the ground." 

Laura’s pen slipped from her fingers. 

The room turned upside down.

Everything had just changed.
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Chapter 6 - The Tests
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Over the next few months, Elena gained better control over her ability to speak telepathically with Keth’var, and she found that nothing he taught was ever straightforward, meaning was nestled much like Russian dolls. She wondered when she would get to the end, if that even existed in this world.

As she rose through the quantum space, she could see her world fade away, and, moments later, arrive in the blackness of the quantum realm, interrupted only by the bright colors of the quantum river.

She was excited today, as this was going to be her first major test from Keth’var, having mostly focused on understanding the quantum world before actively navigating it. Elena learned that river strands available early on were like default quantum spaces, where new travelers could safely travel without knowing how to navigate. 

Keth’var materialized alongside Elena and looked down at her.

"Today, your test will be small, little one. I have placed a crystal lattice from Crystal City, and I want you to find it."  Keth’var said patiently, looking for assurance that Elena understood.

"Ok, I will find it," replied Elena with determination.

"Yes, but know that travel takes many shapes in the quantum realm; you must decide which is right for this test," said Keth’var.

She approached the quantum river and looked at all of the different strands. She had never really paid attention to how deep the river was; it was as if she could dive in and spend a long time before reaching the bottom. The river writhed and shifted as she drew closer, quantum foam beginning to form under the force of the waves as they rushed faster the closer, she got. Looking at the river, she wondered how she would know where to find this thing.

Standing at the river, she started reaching for random strands, something she had not done before, and discovered each strand provided her feedback, but nothing that told her where the crystal lattice might be. She removed her hands from the strands and tried to calm her thoughts about failing and thought about Keth’var instead of the crystal lattice, seeing if they had attached themselves in some way to the beacon.

As soon as she started thinking of Keth’var, the river shifted noticeably, and it seemed to present several different strands to choose from. Interesting, she thought, so the river responds to what and how I think. She worked her way through several strands, but nothing conveyed being connected to Keth’var. She was about to shift her attention and think of something else when she felt it, the beacon, flashing brightly in her mind.

"I see it!"  shouted Elena with excitement.

"Very good, little one," said Keth’var. "And what did you do to find it?" 

"I decided to think of you instead of the thing you wanted me to find," said Elena.

"Good, you understand quantum connectivity," explained Keth’var in their usual cryptic way.

The training and tests continued; in one test, she had to demonstrate how to move from one quantum point to another. It seemed silly that she had moved from one side of the river to the other. What she learned, however, was that distance in the quantum realm wasn’t measured by light-years, but through intent.

In her next test, however, things did not go as smoothly. This time, she was going to travel via the river to another quantum state, keeping herself tethered to her state with Keth’var. This was her first unassisted trip. The test was to find a quantum state that was safe for her to travel to.

As she was preparing to leave, she heard Keth’var speak.

"There is a saying," he conveyed, "shared only with those who have begun to move."

Elena waited.

"When a surface turns itself inward," Keth’var continued, "it becomes depthless." 

She frowned slightly. "I don’t understand."

"Understanding comes from experience," Keth’var replied sagely.

He gestured—not toward her, but toward the flowing brightness of the quantum river.

"While you travel," he conveyed, "do not search for the one who departed." 

Elena hesitated. "You mean dead people?" 

Keth’var paused, just long enough for uncertainty to form.

"No,” he said, "the traveler who verifies themselves ceases to travel." 

That was all.

No explanation followed. No clarification. The river continued to move as if nothing had been said.

Elena looked down at the river and thought of things that would make her feel safe, and as she did, the river yielded options. She hesitated for a moment before grabbing one, and then she immediately started moving along the river. She was so fascinated by the feeling that she looked back to see where Keth’var was, and in that moment, her reality began to move like the wings of a hummingbird. Where she was one, she now seemed like a thousand and one, and she felt like she was losing her connection to her original state, and the universe itself was spinning out of control like a tilt-a-whirl.

Keth’var’s voice entered her consciousness, "Remember the saying." 

Elena thought for a second, then realized what the saying meant: that by turning around and looking at Keth’var, she was also looking at herself, which was like trying to be in two places at once; the quantum rivers must require two states to exist independently.

She quickly turned around, and the whirling stopped. She then continued to her destination and returned without any further issues.

She stopped when she saw Keth’var, waiting for him to perhaps scold her. They simply asked, "What did you learn, little one?" 

"Never look back," replied Elena with a wry smile.

A few days later, Elena rose through the quantum river the way she always did now, without effort or fear; traveling had become like breathing to her.

The strands parted as she approached, color bending outward as if recognizing her. She no longer reached for them blindly. She selected lightly, and the river responded with a familiar yielding, like a current that remembered her.

Crystal City unfolded, greeting her with its usual stillness. Above the single sun, cast light which was diffused through the tall structures in gentle gradients that never quite repeated themselves. The air held its lavender-clean scent, sharp and calm, and the ground beneath her feet hummed faintly, a vibration she felt more in her body than her ears.

It felt like home, she thought, though she had stopped saying that word aloud, even to herself.

She stepped into the central plaza and at first, nothing seemed out of the ordinary.

The fountain stood where it always had, crystalline arcs frozen mid-motion, light slipping through water that never splashed. The surrounding buildings curved inward with patient symmetry, their surfaces catching the sun and breaking it into bands of rose and copper.

Elena walked forward into the plaza, and that was when she noticed it.

Her reflection moved, but not incorrectly or distorted, but different, delayed, that was it.

Caught by surprise, she stopped, glancing around the plaza. She homed in on the surface of the nearest structure, one that she had passed a hundred times; it held her image the way it always had, a pale echo of her shape formed by the diffused light. Except now, her reflection kept walking after she had stopped. Not much. A breath, maybe. The smallest delay.

She stared at her image. "You’re supposed to do what I do, aren’t you?"  she said to no one. 

"That’s new," she murmured, though sound did not travel here the way it did at home.

She lifted her hand.

The reflection lifted its hand too, but a fraction of a second later. Elena’s pulse quickened, though she didn’t feel afraid. Not yet. She stepped sideways, then back again, watching carefully.

Each time, the same thing happened. The reflection followed, but lagged, like something thinking before deciding.

She leaned closer and noticed the delay was less.

When she relaxed and stopped trying to observe it, the surface behaved normally again.

Elena straightened.

Okay, she told herself. Pay attention.

She walked the perimeter of the plaza, testing surfaces as she went. For most of them, her reflection behaved as it should, but for a few, it hesitated and was not random or dramatic. Just enough to be noticed if you were looking for it.

And Elena was looking, and a realization landed with a soft weight in her chest.

She had never focused like this before.

She returned to the first structure where she noticed the delay and stood directly in front of it, planted her feet firmly, and with a stiff, straight back, she stood there and remembered Keth’var’s lessons, focusing on movement without fixation, awareness without grip, but curiosity tugged at her now, sharper than it had before.

She focused, but not on the reflection, exactly, but on the act of reflecting. On how the light of the sun met the surface, and how her presence shaped the angle.

As she continued to focus, she saw the city respond.

And that is when she saw her reflection split not into two halves, but into layers. One image of her remained where it should have been, and another hovered just behind it, faint and translucent, like a memory refusing to fade.

Elena gasped and stepped back, and when she did, both images stepped back too.

But this time, the delay was longer, and the ever-present hum of the city deepened beneath her feet, not louder but fuller, like additional notes added to a triad. The air prickled against her skin.

"Stop," she whispered, though she wasn’t sure to whom she was talking.

The images slowly merged again, the surface smoothing until she saw only one Elena. But when she looked away and then back, the lag returned, persistent now, unmistakable.

She exhaled slowly.

She knew she wasn’t in danger, but this wasn’t normal either.

"Elena," a familiar voice from behind startled her. 

She turned.

Keth’var stood at the edge of the plaza, tall and still, his presence folding into the space as if he had always been there. He was intently focused on her.

"You see it," he said.

It was not a question.

"Yes," Elena replied. "Something’s wrong." 

Keth’var tilted his head slightly.

"There is no right or wrong," he said. "Just change." 

She gestured toward the structure. "It didn’t do that before." 

"True," he agreed. "It did not." 

Elena waited for more, for deeper explanation, for reassurance, for something, but Keth’var remained silent, watching her with the same patient attention he always used when he wanted her to arrive at something herself.

"I didn’t touch anything," she said finally.

Keth’var’s gaze did not waver, "Touch is not always physical." Confusion flickered through her. "What?" 

"You attended," he said gently. "With direction." 

The words settled slowly, like sediment in clear water.

Elena looked back at the structure. This time, she tried not to analyze it; she softened her focus, letting the city exist without asking anything from it.

Her reflection suddenly snapped into perfect alignment.

Relief washed through her.

Then she shifted her weight, just slightly, and the lag returned.

Her stomach tightened.

"It only happens when I...."  She stopped, searching for the right word. "When I try." 

Keth’var inclined his head. "Intent is the power that drives reality." 

"That sounds dangerous," Elena said.

"It is inevitable," Keth’var said solemnly.

She turned back to him, frustration flaring. "You said observation wasn’t interference." 

"I said unbound observation was not," he replied. "You are no longer unbound." 

Elena’s thoughts raced. "So, what, I can’t look anymore? I can’t notice things?" 

Keth’var stepped closer, his presence warm but heavy, like standing near a mountain.

"You cannot pretend not to matter," he said.

The words struck harder than she expected.

"I don’t want to break this place," she said quickly. "I won’t. I’ll be careful." 

"I know," Keth’var said. "That is why this is happening now, and not later." 

She swallowed. "Can I fix it?" 

Keth’var held up his hand and did not answer immediately.

Elena took that as permission.

She closed her eyes and centered herself the way she had learned to do at the quantum river, loosening her grip on outcome, breathing into awareness without direction. She imagined herself passing through again, light and temporary.

The hum beneath her feet softened.

When she opened her eyes, the reflection was aligned.

She let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

Then, instinctively, she checked again.

The lag returned, smaller now, but unmistakable.

Her heart sank.

"It won’t go away," she said.

“No,” Keth’var agreed. “It will not.” 

She felt tears sting her eyes, sudden and unwelcome. “I didn’t mean to.” 

“You did not err,” Keth’var said, and this time there was something firm in his tone. "You grew." 

Elena hugged her arms to herself, feeling smaller than she had moments before.

"The city remembers," Keth’var continued. "Not as harm. As history." 

She looked around the plaza, the fountain, the paths, the buildings that had once felt untouched by time. Now she saw the city differently, not fragile, but responsive.

Alive in a way she hadn’t fully understood before.

"What happens if I keep changing things?" she asked.

Keth’var studied her for a long moment.

"Then you will learn restraint," he said. "Or you will learn a consequence." 

The reflection behind her shifted again, just slightly, as if listening.

Elena turned away from it.

"I don’t think I like this," she admitted.

Keth’var’s eyes softened and smiled. "Few do." 

She took a slow breath and steadied herself. "So, what do I do?" 

"For now?" he spoke. "Remember this feeling, to know how intent shapes the present and influences the future."

She nodded.

"And," he added, "you stop asking the city to show you who you are." 

A shiver ran through her.

She had been doing that, hadn’t she, measuring herself against this place, wanting always to please.

"I understand," she said quietly.

Keth’var stepped back, already beginning to fade into the geometry of the plaza.

"Elena," he said once more.

She looked up.

"You are no longer a visitor passing through." 

Then he was gone.

Elena stood alone in the plaza, the sun warming her face, the hum beneath her feet steady, familiar but not the same.

She took one last look at the misaligned reflection, at the breath of delay that now lived there permanently and felt something settle inside her.

Weight.

When she returned to her body, the haunting memory stayed with her.
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Chapter 7 – Testing, Testing
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Elena and Laura were sitting in her room in the late afternoon, and she was updating Laura on her recent tests with Keth’var. Laura was writing quickly, capturing everything as she talked. They had discovered that Elena provided more detail when she was talking than when she was trying to write it down.

"So, one of your tests was about traveling along the quantum river, and in one, you realized you can’t look back? That seems like a metaphor if I ever heard one," Laura laughed as did Elena.

"Ok, I was thinking," said Laura, "I think we should devise a test for you here on good old planet earth."

"What kind of test?" Elena asked from her bed, where she had been reading about quantum mechanics, trying to understand the scientific framework that she apparently had amazing control over.

"We need to prove this isn't just... You know, some elaborate shared delusion. That you're really going somewhere. Really able to see things.” Laura set down her notebook. “But it has to be something you could see while traveling that you couldn't possibly know any other way."

Elena sat up, understanding immediately where this was going. "You want me to find something. Something we can verify later."

"Exactly. If you can find something that we have no way of knowing about except by flying over it and seeing it from above, then we have proof. Real, undeniable, scientific proof that you're not just dreaming. That you're actually traveling." Laura said proudly.

"How would we do that?" questioned Elena.

"You’ll need to stay local, but somewhere neither of us has been, so we can't be accused of having prior knowledge. You fly over it, find something specific, something hidden or unusual, and then we go verify that it's really there, exactly where you said it would be." Laura explained.

Elena felt a flutter of fear and excitement. They were going to answer the biggest question: Was her traveling real, and could they prove it?
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