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Introduction

In the late 1990s, I worked as a storyboard artist for animated series produced in Europe. When one of the shows I was on was acquired by a major American studio, I saw an opportunity. Around the same time, my European producer asked if I had any ideas for new projects. It turned out, I did.

For years, I'd been filling sketchbooks and folders with concepts. One of them was The Red Thing. It began in a pub one night, over beers with friends, as a few doodles on a napkin. Over the following weeks, it grew into character designs, sketches, and story outlines—a proper pitch.

I presented my ideas, but one of the ongoing creators shut them down. I never understood why, but the door closed. So, I opened another one. I flew to Los Angeles and pitched the concept directly to the studio. They loved the character and saw its potential. They were interested, but I needed a production company to back me; I couldn't fund it alone.

I returned to Europe and met with every producer I could find. No one was ready. The ambition of the project—a fully animated series with a unique style—was ahead of its time. To prove it was possible, I directed an experimental music video in 3D animation, pushing new software and assembling a team of talented students. We rendered frames through the night on borrowed computers, creating just seconds of footage each week. It was a glimpse of the future, but the infrastructure wasn't there yet.

After months of meetings, I had to let the project go. I packed all the folders away—the scripts, the sketches, the dreams.

Years later, while moving house, I found the box. Inside was the old pitch, still vibrant, still waiting. So I picked it up again. There were notes about episodes, various drafts and storylines. At some point back then, I rewrote it as a novel for a wider audience; I even re-imagined it as a movie. I was thinking outside the box. I didn’t have very much left to edit, and this book is the result: a story that began as a sketch in a pub, now complete on the page. I hope you enjoy it. 

Chapter 1: A Normal Day in Stillwater

The first light of dawn in Stillwater, Montana, didn’t creep. It poured, a liquid gold that spilled over the ragged peaks of the Bitterroot Range and flooded the high valley, turning the mist clinging to the pines into shimmering veils. In that quiet, gilded hour, the only sounds were the distant chuckle of the creek and a low, resonant hum that seemed to vibrate up from the very earth.

The hum came from behind Ben Miller’s barn. It was a complex, layered sound—a deep, cello-like thrum underpinning a melody of crystalline, chiming notes. Ben, a mountain of a man with grease permanently etched into the lines of his hands, stood with his arms crossed, watching his ancient John Deere tractor. Or rather, watching the smooth, crimson sphere about the size of a tractor tire that was pressed against its rusted flank.

Ruby pulsed with a warm, carmine light. Three slender, boneless tentacles, glowing with the same inner fire, were extended from its body, their tips flattened and melded to the tractor’s engine block. The air smelled of ozone, hot metal, and something else—like rain on dry earth.

“C’mon, sweetheart,” Ben murmured, his voice a soft rumble. “You got this.”

As if in response, Ruby’s hum shifted pitch. The deep thrum intensified. With a grating shriek of protest, then a sudden, smooth whirr, the tractor’s engine cranked once, twice, and roared to life. Black smoke billowed, then cleared to a clean puff. The machine settled into a steady, healthy idle it hadn’t managed in a decade. Ruby’s color flushed a proud, vibrant scarlet, and it let out a cheerful, warbling trill. It detached its tentacles, which retracted with a soft, slick sound, and gave a little bounce of satisfaction on its two primary, sturdier limbs.

“Attagirl,” Ben said, a smile cracking his weathered face. He didn’t pat it—Ruby didn’t like abrupt touches—but he held out a hand. A tentacle, cool and smooth as polished stone, slithered out and gently wrapped around his thick fingers for a moment in a familiar handshake. “Saved me a thousand bucks and a week of cussin’. Hungry?”

Ruby pulsed an affirmative gold-orange. Ben jerked his thumb towards a pile of scrap behind the barn: a broken microwave, some tangled copper wiring, a few rusted car batteries. “Breakfast is served.”

With a happy shimmer, Ruby rolled over to the pile. A seam opened on its surface—not a mouth, but a widening aperture that emitted a soft, blue-white light. It began to feed, the hum turning into a contented, buzzing purr as it absorbed the discarded metals and plastics, its form subtly shifting and flowing with the process. To Ben, it was no weirder than watching a cow graze. Just Ruby taking out the trash.

An hour later and two miles down the valley road, Maggie Henderson stood in her kitchen garden, her wiry frame casting a long shadow. She scowled at a row of tomato plants, their leaves speckled with blight, their fruits small and hard. “Stubborn things,” she muttered to herself.

A soft thump-thump at the picket fence made her turn.

Ruby was there, its color a curious, mossy green shot through with veins of concerned yellow. It tilted slightly, a gesture Maggie had learned meant a question.

“Don’t you start,” she said, but her voice was fond. “I’ve tried everything. Eggshells, coffee grounds, prayers to every saint my mother ever mentioned.”

Ruby hummed a questioning note. One tentacle extended over the fence, hovering just above the blighted leaves. It glowed with a soft, internal light.

Maggie sighed, a long, slow exhalation of surrender. “Oh, alright. Show-off.”

She unlatched the gate. Ruby rolled through with surprising grace, coming to a stop beside the afflicted row. It didn’t touch the plants. Instead, it settled into a low, vibrating hum, different from the one it used for machines. This was softer, more organic. Its surface swirled with colors—deep forest green, rich brown, the bright gold of sunlight.

A visible wave of... something... radiated from Ruby. The air grew heavy and sweet. The blight spots on the tomato leaves seemed to shrink, then vanish. The pale green leaves deepened to a vigorous emerald. The stunted tomatoes plumped and flushed a perfect, triumphant red right before Maggie’s eyes. In thirty seconds, the row was the picture of agricultural health.

Ruby’s color settled into a serene, satisfied blue. It gave a little wiggle.

“Miracle worker,” Maggie whispered, her sharp eyes soft. She reached into her apron pocket and pulled out a twisted piece of old, burnt-out circuitry from her diner’s ancient radio. “Here. For your collection.”

A tentacle accepted the offering with delicate grace, and Ruby hummed a tune that sounded suspiciously like “You Are My Sunshine” as it tucked the circuit away into its form. It then turned and rolled back out the gate, heading towards the woods. It had a playdate to keep.

Deep in the pine-scented shadows of the forest behind the Miller property, the game was reaching its climax.

“It’s by the big stump!” shouted Sam, ten years old and a bolt of perpetual motion. He pointed, his face smudged with dirt.

“No, it shifted! It’s blue now! Look, by the ferns!” hissed his sister Lily, twelve and more observant. She held a walkie-talkie. “Team Bluebell, it’s near the creek, heading east! It’s pretending to be a rock but it’s glowing!”

Ruby was, in fact, doing an excellent impression of a moss-covered boulder by the water—a dull gray-green with patches of lichen-textured brown. Only a faint, mischievous amber pulse from within gave it away.

With a shriek of laughter, three other kids erupted from hiding places, converging on the “boulder.” Just as they lunged, Ruby’s color exploded into a kaleidoscope of brilliant, shifting patterns—swirls of neon pink, electric blue, and sunshine yellow. It let out a high, chiming giggle of pure sound and shot away, not rolling, but using its tentacles to swing from a low branch like an impossible, rubbery ape, before landing silently behind them.

“Cheater!” Sam yelled, delighted.

Ruby responded by turning a perfect, translucent sapphire and projecting a brief, shimmering hologram of Sam pulling Lily’s pigtails that morning. The image hung in the dappled light for a second before dissolving into sparkles.

Lily giggled. “It’s got you, dummy.”

Ruby rolled closer, its surface now a warm, affectionate magenta. A tentacle extended, forming a crude but recognizable thumbs-up for Lily, then gently booped Sam on the nose, leaving a tiny, cool spot. It then began to hum a complex, rhythmic beat, and its body pulsed in time. An invitation.

The children understood instantly. They formed a circle around their friend. Sam started drumming on his knees. Lily clapped a syncopated rhythm. Ruby became the centerpiece, its body a living disco ball of light, shifting colors in time with the music they were making together. It was hide-and-seek turned into a symphony of light and sound, a secret concert for an audience of pines and squirrels.

This was a normal day in Stillwater. The mechanic’s helper. The gardener’s secret. The children’s most magical playmate. No fanfare, no fear. Just Ruby. A simple, wonderful fact of their existence, as natural as the mountains holding up the sky. The town’s heart beat in time with its strange, gentle hum, and all was right in their remote, hidden world. For now.

Chapter 2: The Last Stop Motel

The dust on Stillwater’s main street—a generous term for the two-block stretch of asphalt between Maggie’s Diner and the Feed & Seed—had just settled from Ben’s morning tractor run when a new cloud bloomed at the town’s edge.

The car was wrong. It wasn’t the mud-spattered pickup of a rancher or the dusty SUV of a through-hiker. It was a late-model sedan, dark gray, with California plates so clean they looked polished. It moved too slowly, a predator cruising an unfamiliar watering hole. It came to a stop outside the Last Stop Motel, a single-story, L-shaped building whose neon sign had read “L St p Mot l” for the better part of twenty years.

Inside the sedan, the air conditioning was set to a crisp sixty-eight degrees. The silence was professional, thick.

“Remember,” said Marcus Vance, his eyes scanning the quiet street through aviator sunglasses. “We’re decompressing. Digital detox. Marcus and Jules. Not Agent Vance and Dr. Thorne.”

Dr. Julianne “Jules” Thorne didn’t look up from her tablet, which was displaying layered topographic maps of the Bitterroot Valley. “A digital detox that requires three encrypted sat-phones, a spectrometer, and a drone with multi-spectral imaging capabilities,” she said, her voice dry and precise. “And our cover is a romantic nature retreat for a couple whose body language suggests we’ve just concluded a tense mediation session.”

Marcus shot her a look, his jaw tightening. At fifty-two, he had the weathered, lean look of a man who spent more time in rental cars than anywhere else. His attempts at looking relaxed—the untucked flannel shirt over a plain tee, the hiking boots—somehow accentuated the coiled readiness beneath. “Our body language is fine. You just need to... soften the edges a bit, Jules. Try smiling. People on vacation smile.”

Jules finally looked up. At forty-eight, her beauty was severe and intellectual, all sharp cheekbones and discerning gray eyes behind functional, stylish glasses. Her blonde hair was pulled into a ruthlessly efficient twist. She wore practical, expensive outdoor gear that had never seen a significant stain. “Smiling without context is a sociopathic tell. I’ll smile when a situation warrants it.” She nodded toward the motel office. “Shall we? The ‘decompression’ begins.”

Their entrance into the small, wood-paneled office was a study in dissonance. Marcus’s “hello” was too loud, too hearty. Jules’s was a quiet, analytical murmur as her eyes catalogued everything: the faded fishing trophies, the smell of pine-scented cleaner and old coffee, the security camera with a tiny red light that hadn’t been on in years.

The owner, Dale, a man who moved with the slow deliberation of a glacier, eyed them from behind the counter. “Help ya?”

“We’d like a room,” Marcus said, flashing a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Two beds. For a week, maybe two. Just looking to unplug, you know? Hike. Breathe the air.”

“Two beds?” Dale repeated slowly, his gaze flicking between them.

“My wife,” Marcus said, clapping a hand on Jules’s stiff shoulder, “is a ferocious snorer. Industrial-grade. I need my own bunker to get any sleep.”

Jules didn’t flinch, but her eyes narrowed infinitesimally behind her glasses. “He exaggerates,” she stated, her tone flat. “But separate beds are preferable for optimal rest cycles.”

Dale blinked. “Optimal rest cycles,” he echoed. He took their cash—Marcus insisted on cash—and slid a key across the counter. “Room twelve. End of the row. Ice machine’s out. Wi-Fi’s spotty.”

“Perfect,” Marcus said, the word strained.

As they carried their luggage—duffels that were just a little too heavy, a hard-sided equipment case Jules handled with particular care—to room twelve, they were being watched.

From the window of her office overlooking the street, Sheriff Eleanor “Ellie” Vance saw the gray sedan. She saw the way the man moved, scanning cover points automatically, not like a hiker but like someone used to assessing threats. She saw the woman, posture erect, observing the town as if it were a specimen under glass. Ellie, a practical woman with weary eyes and a quiet authority, didn’t need fake plates on a system to tell her these two were trouble. She reached for her logbook and made a note: 4:17 PM, Gray sedan, CA plates, 2 occupants (M/F), checked into Last Stop. Dale.

At Maggie’s Diner, the evening pie rush was a quiet affair of three regulars. Maggie was behind the counter, polishing a glass to a brilliant shine, her gaze fixed across the street. She watched the newcomers enter their room.

“Not tourists,” she muttered under her breath.

Old Pete, nursing his third coffee at the counter, followed her gaze. “How d’you figure?”

“Tourists look lost, or excited, or tired,” Maggie said, her voice low. “They look at the mountains. They don’t look at the rooflines and the alleyways. And their luggage.” She shook her head. “That ain’t luggage for a week in the woods. That’s luggage for... something else.”

Ten minutes later, the door to the diner chimed. Marcus and Jules entered, taking a booth by the window. The air in the diner changed subtly; the low murmur of conversation dipped, then resumed with a forced casualness.

Maggie put down her glass and picked up two menus, her smile as warm and practiced as the coffee she served. “Evening, folks. Welcome to Stillwater. What can I get you?”
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