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CHAPTER I 

[image: ]




Beyond the Underground Fort







ZOE COULDN’T BELIEVE she was moving without using her legs, hurling within the narrow confines of a dark space. The earthen walls of the underground fort were blurring and dissolving too fast for her to stop. She tried to wish herself back and jerked her hips, but the vortex was too strong.

Somehow, things were moving in different directions at once. Where would that place her? Zoe was no longer in the fort, or even on Earth. Just as her friend Tod had said, she was slipping into another world.

Zoe still felt connected to the Earth, if only by a thread. It was like a funnel or hose that let air or reality in, but stretched too thin. When it breaks, what will happen to me? Will I be able to come back? Tod has gone this way before and he became stranded. I should be afraid, she thought, but the energy was so powerful and so necessary that she let herself go. 

Zoe looked forward, if forward it was. The invisible cord stretched thinner, fragile as a sewing thread made of light. The slightest movement would snap it. To remain still was impossible, so Zoe flexed her toes. The connection broke, and she landed. Things settled around her and slowly took shape.







Just two days prior, she was with Tod in their underground fort, its clay layers pocked with rocks and intertwined with zigzagging roots. Zoe had always loved the feeling of being close to earth. Ever since she was a toddler, she loved to play and dig in the dirt. 

“What happened?” Zoe had asked that day.

“Don’t you know? You jarred me back.” 

She tried not to look too surprised. 

“From the other world,” Tod revealed, as if teaching her something elementary.

“Tod. I believe you go somewhere. How do you do it?” 

“I just focus my eyes on a spot for a long time. You enter in sort of sideways.”

“Yes, and then what?”

“Everything,” Tod said, then paused. “At first.” 







In the new world, bounder sized reddish rocks held a faint purple under glow. Beneath them, as if craving the light, were a few miniature, bonsai-shaped plants. Then further out she gazed up at billowy clouds half merged with the high parts of a mountainous range. Something in between boulders and mountains broke the rhythm of the world, a stark silvery structure. 

I’m in another world, just like Tod said, Zoe realized. One much larger than the underground fort. 

She took a step. Immediately,  something unseen pulled at her. When she tried to turn or stop, she found herself still being pulled. What could be causing this? 

Zoe walked without resting and walked despite herself. She neared a boulder whose reddish tone seemed stronger and whose irregular shape attracted her. Summoning her will, she moved to the side and placed herself behind it. Planting her feet firmly, Zoe caught her breath. She noticed the rock’s purple under glow had brightened.

Closing her eyes, Zoe realized she had been rigidly focusing ahead, as if compelled. Slowly, she opened her eyes and felt relief; she could switch them any which way. She noticed something that looked out of place. A too perfect circular object stuck out from the next boulder, and it was laying at an angle that defied gravity.

Is that a ball and one that’s just balanced? Zoe felt a desire to walk over and touch it, but she remembered the pull and stopped herself. She contented herself with gazing at the ball. It was hued with blue pastel, darkening toward the middle, its perimeter tinged with yellow. Is that  moon or sun-like? she wondered.

The sphere tipped slightly—then snapped back into place. Now my eyes must be playing tricks, Zoe thought, squeezing her eyes shut. The sphere was still there, looking askew. 

Zoe chalked it up to being in another world. Things are bound to be different here, after all. Glowing rocks, strange pull, and now this sphere. Zoe returned to studying it, wondering what it really was, when she heard a voice, “Don’t Earth’s children love to play?”
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The Sphere 







IT TOOK A FEW MOMENTS for Zoe to register the sound as coming from the Sphere. It was pulsing. “What are you?” 

“I am what you see. Round, don’t you think?”

“Where are your eyes, arms, and...?”

“I forget Earthlings are prejudiced that way,” vibrated the Sphere. “You think there must be limbs and openings? There’s perfection to a circle. No protuberances, no need to eat or let things out.”

“You mean you don’t–”

“At least not in the manner and quantity you do.”

“You’re alive, so you have to breathe and eat. All creatures do that.” 

“Minimally ... a troubling dependency.”

“How do you get your food, or energy?” 

“There’s plenty of light, and light is energy. As for substances, you’d be surprised what’s in the air: water, pollen, miniature life forms, even elements.” 

Zoe remembered an air fern her father had kept, which didn’t need to be watered or put in soil. “I think ... I understand. But how do you talk, if you–?”

“Of course, you’re wondering about the need for a mouth. Do you think all sounds come from tubes vibrating air? I vibrate my entire surface.” 

Zoe felt a twinge of discomfort, wondering what was inside. “How do you do that?” 

The Sphere was not insulted. “I simply think and vibrate. Do you know how vocal cords work when you speak? Let’s not talk about how we do things. Play is a good way to find out what others are really like.”

How does it play without arms or legs? Zoe wondered.

The Sphere ignored her puzzled look. “I must ask for a favor. The top of this rock is rather sticky, electrically. I’m stuck.”

Zoe considered whether it was safe. The Sphere, however, sounded gentle and couldn’t grab or bite her. She had noticed too, the disturbing pull had become much less since she had been with the Sphere. Last, she was going to need help to survive in this world and find her way back.

Zoe  walked over, braving the pull, and unhinged the Sphere, which made a staticky sound. She carefully placed it on a lower ledge, noticing how delicate it felt. “I was wondering how–”

“I play?” completed the Sphere. “To begin, you can look at my surface. It will look like a movie at first, then you can enter my world.”

“You’re not from here either?”

“Few are,” informed the Sphere. “Most who come to the castle were not born here.”

Yes, the castle has been pulling me all along, Zoe realized.

Trusting the Sphere, Zoe gazed at its surface to see what would happen. 







Once again, things changed. Colors became intense and unexpected. Grass was backed with silver, plants sprayed flowers in novel shapes that spanned the rainbow, and the surrounding air would sparkle with blue flakes. The mountains beyond rose way above clouds and waterfalls dropped for thousands of feet. Near her feet, a gently bending stream coursed, filled with red-orange spotted stones. “Wow, your world is pretty!” exclaimed Zoe. “It feels great to be away from the castle. Can I stay here?”

The Sphere was nowhere in sight, however. A girl her own age, wearing a blue dress with yellow ribbons that streamed from her waist, was walking in the water. 

Realizing she was now in the picture and could move, Zoe walked over toward the girl.

“Hi there!” Zoe called. 

“Would you like to race?” she answered.

“Yes,  let’s race!”

The girl set off faster than Zoe could have imagined, running through the water as it was air, and then what looked like on top of it. “Come! You sort of slide.”

Zoe had stepped into the water and sunk to her calves. “You win this one!”

The girl stopped and shouted, “You have to run!”

Zoe ran, and her feet rose above the water. It was like  running and sliding at the same time. After she caught up to the girl, they stopped to rest, lying on lush green-silver grass. 

“Wow, I could do that forever.”

“There’s more,” said the girl.

“Tell me your name?” asked Zoe. “I think I know you from somewhere.”

“Yes, you do. We–”

The air shimmered for a moment, then the scene flickered off. Zoe saw the greenery had turned to purply rock. 

“Sorry, I had to draw you back sooner than expected,” vibrated the Sphere. “Our time has become limited.”

Limited––time? Although the Sphere hadn’t pointed, or rather couldn’t, Zoe sensed it had something to do with the castle. 

“We must go to the castle,” continued the Sphere. “We need to do something there.” 

Zoe had hoped the Sphere would help her avoid the castle. Then again, there appeared to be nowhere else to go in this world. 

Zoe suddenly recalled, “I’m looking for a friend named Tod. I think he’s stuck here somewhere.” 

A strong vibration went through the Sphere. “Then the castle is the logical place to start. I’m sure the Archon there knows about any Earthling visitor.”  

“What’s an Archon?”

The sphere paused, gauging how to answer. “He’s the one who rules this world. He’s not known for his kindness.” 

“What do you mean ‘not known for his kindness’?” asked Zoe, as they started moving toward the castle again.

The Sphere didn’t respond, absorbed in a mix of rolling and bouncing, until it became stuck again. 

“Here now,” Zoe lifted the Sphere and put it back down. 

The Sphere vibrated its thanks. “I couldn’t manage this area so easily without you. I think the stickiness is a defensive barrier the Archon put up to stop my kind.” 

She ended up carrying the Sphere past the field of rocks. As the castle’s pull fully returned, they were both hurrying. The Sphere bounded by her side, and Zoe realized it couldn’t speak and roll at the same time. Or rather, when it did, its voice sounded mixed up. 

The castle’s walls and turrets gradually came into sharper focus, their edges harsher and more angular than they first appeared. Its silvery metallic surface looked both disturbing and awesome. “It’s beautiful, in a way,” Zoe managed to say. 

“I don’t sense much laughter or play inside,” the Sphere added.

They came to a rise, at which Sphere stopped behind a dark red embankment littered with shattered rocks. A shrub-sized bonsai plant was shredded, its blue-green leaves strewn.   After gaining her breath, Zoe asked, “What happened here?”

“Not sure why defenceless plants would be killed. Target practice?”

Zoe thought the Sphere must be joking. When she realized he wasn’t, she became alarmed. “You haven’t told me. Why are you coming to the castle?” 

The Sphere didn’t answer right away, for it was busy scanning the castle’s exterior, whose reflected image enlarged on its surface.

“No sign of anyone?” asked Zoe

“Beings are definitely inside the castle, and we have a mission to some of them.” 

“Mission to some?” asked Zoe. “What is it we need to do? And for whom?” 

“I’m awaiting instructions. An earlier message sent me to join you and go to the Archon’s castle. I will be receiving another directive soon.”

The Sphere moved toward the left, past the blasted area to a clump of larger tree-like shrubs where they would be more hidden.

Zoe wondered who was giving the instructions, but it seemed the Sphere could pick up vibrations from anywhere. 

It occurred to Zoe to remark, “This Archon won’t like us snooping around his castle.”

“Correct, but I have ways to evade detection by his devices and guards.”

“Guards?” asked Zoe, but the conversation halted. 

Something suddenly plopped down from a tree near to them. It sounded loud, like a branch falling. A confused bundle—a loosely knit body of sorts—was trying to stand up.
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CHAPTER III 
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Rubbery Man 







A LANKY BODY WITH A clown-like face teetered as arms flailed. 

The Sphere braced a leg, and Zoe caught a hand. A wobbly man steadied, leaning against the tree.

He wrapped his other arm around the tree and said, “Thanks for the hand, and ... nudge.” 

Zoe stared at the wide, oval face with large, round eyes and a smile. He appeared to be all face. She couldn’t help noticing his long, elastic arms and legs. His eyes were sleepy, and he rubbed them with his long fingers. “What’s going on?” he mumbled.

“Why are you here?” the Sphere confronted, just as Zoe asked, “Who are you?” 

“Well, two questions at once! As for the second, I am a Rubbery Man. As for the first, I was spying from my observation tree. Now it’s my turn to ask––what brings you here? I didn’t expect to be interrupted by a human or a sphere,  both of which are rather rare for this world.”

“Tell us first,” the Sphere vibrated. “What, and why are you observing?”

“It’s obvious, isn’t it? I’m watching the Archon’s castle. It’s hard to get in, with its all its detection devices, energy fields, and guards. There’s always a way.”

“And why are trying to get in?” asked the Sphere. “We’re looking to gain entrance, too.”

“Really? Everyone is usually trying to leave that place. Let me ask you again, why?”

Zoe spoke up first. “I’m looking for a friend. Have you seen another Earthling in this world?”

“Hmm....” mulled the Rubbery Man. “I’m not one to join in with another’s business, but maybe this time we should go together. A Sphere has certain powers that would be helpful to me. A human child, however, is limited.... 

“As for myself, I have unique capabilities and an extensive reach.” With that, the Rubbery Man swung, causing his arm to wrap around his body and throw him off balance. It took a lot of rearranging for him to stand up again.

The Sphere persisted, after the Rubbery Man became untangled. “You haven’t told us yet, why you are observing the castle,” 

“At least I know why I’m here. If you must know, I’ve come to free several of my kind here, who made the mistake of visiting the Archon’s world.”

“What happened?” asked Zoe.

The Rubbery Man yawned. “It’s well known that the Archon collects visitors who come to his world.”

“You mean prisoners?” 

“He calls them exhibits. The Archon goes to great lengths to create settings for worlds, even provide entertainment. But can’t be pleasant to be a prisoner on display.”

“How are you going to free them?” asked the Sphere.

“So many questions! Well, the Archon—you may not know—is usually busy doing his projects and experiments. I’m hoping he won’t give us much attention, even if we’re detected.” The Rubbery Man’s eyelids drooped as he talked and then fluttered for a moment before closing in sleep. 
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