Land of Nowhere
The Cooperation Stone

Kids fiction early chapter book series for kids ages seven to eleven. Word Count 11,525
Book Blurb
Join sisters Hanna and Sophie as they embark on a magical adventure in the Land of Nowhere. Guided by Luna, a Pegasus unicorn, the girls set out to find the missing cooperation stone and save their new world. Along the way, they meet fascinating creatures like fairies, mermaids, trolls, and elves. Learning important lessons about themselves, friendship, and forgiveness.
 
Chapter 1: Today Is Going To Be Boring.
Chapter 2: Where Are We?
Chapter 3: Whatever Lake
Chapter 4: Fairy Village
Chapter 5: The Cooperation Stone
Chapter 6: Mermaid Cove
Chapter 7: Merral Cave
Chapter 8: Trolls Can Live To 500
Chapter 9: Elder Council
Chapter 10: We Have Magic In
Chapter 11: Meeting Our Kin
Chapter 12: What’s Our Plan?
Chapter 13: Back To The Beginning To Find The End
Chapter 14: Recovering The Cooperation Stone
Chapter 15: It’s Not Goodbye - It’s See You Next Time
 

Preface
“He will survive,” the tall white-haired doctor with fire-orange eyes said confidently.
The dark-haired elven queen pondered how a straightforward trade with the Orcs had gone so bad. She turned her intense violet gaze toward the doctor,
“We must seek guidance from the whispers before war breaks out!”
Chapter 1 - Today Is Going To Be Boring
“I’m bored,” said Hanna to her mother.
“Bored? We have an entire playroom in the basement. You’re a big fifth grader now, Hanna. I need you to help me with your sister today. I am not feeling well.” Hanna’s mother sighed.
 “But it’s Saturday, the best day of the week, our park adventure day,” whined Hanna.
Mom shut her eyes and reopened them with great effort. “I’m sorry, honey. I don’t feel well enough to go to the park. I think I have the flu. Maybe you and Sophie can have your adventure in the basement.”
Hannah drew her brows together in thought. Her mom looked pale. “Don’t worry, Mom, I will find something for us to do so you can get better,” Hanna said, smiling sympathetically.
Hanna found Sophie in her room. She was quietly playing with her baby dolls. Unlike Hanna, who had her mom’s curly brown hair and brown eyes, Sophie had her dad’s blonde hair and hazel eyes. Sophie wore her favorite dog print pants and a colorful rainbow dress with small cat pictures.
“Mom is sick. We have to play here today,” said Hanna.
“Okay, what should we play?” asked Sophie.
“Let’s make up a ballet,” said Hanna. “I will be a fairy,” she added, her eyes twinkling with mischief.
“You know I have to be the fairy,” whined Sophie.
“OK, I will let you be a fairy, and I will be a unicorn,” replied Hanna.
“Great! You can borrow my unicorn headband if you want,” Sophie said enthusiastically.
That evening, after dinner, the girls put on a unicorn fairy ballet for Mom.  
Rocking back and forth from heels to tiptoes, Sophie asked, “Can Hanna and I have a sleepover in my room, Mom?”
“Oh yes, can we?” added Hannah as she leaped forward, hugging Sophie from behind, almost knocking them over.
“Haven’t you two spent enough time together today?” laughed their mother. “Yes, that would be fine. I appreciate you both letting me rest today,” she said.
Later that night, while the girls drifted to sleep, they heard the crashing waves of what they thought was their ocean sound machine. But Hanna and Sophie’s mother had forgotten to turn the sound machine on.
Instead, the ocean they were hearing was the sound of the adventure they were about to embark on.
 



Chapter 2: Where Are We?
Sophie awoke to the sound of the ocean and the feeling of rocking. She rubbed her eyes against the light. Was it morning already, she wondered? When her eyes adjusted, she saw that she and her sister were still on her bed, but the bed was in the middle of the ocean. Sophie was a third grader; she knew that beds could not just appear in the middle of the ocean.
Sophie rubbed her eyes again, but nothing changed. The sea and sun stretched before her. Sophie touched her sister to wake her.
 “Hanna, wake up,” urged Sophie.
“It’s too early, Sophie; go back to sleep!” grumbled Hanna.
“Hanna, seriously, you need to wake up! This is important,” said Sophie in an urgent voice that made Hanna wake up immediately.
“What’s…” Hanna started to ask, but the sight of the ocean stopped her almost before she could get started.
“Yeah. We’re in the middle of the ocean. Are we dreaming?” Sophie asked.
“I would think so, but whose dream is it -- yours or mine? We can’t be in the same dream, right?”
“Ow! Why did you pinch me?” yelled Sophie.
Before Hanna could reply, the bed bumped into an island shore. “Was this island here a minute ago?” 
“Nope. Should we get off the bed?” asked Sophie, as she was getting ready to stand.
Hanna pulled Sophie back down, but then let go of her. “Might as well,” she said thoughtfully, “As Mom would say, sometimes the only way to go is forward.”
As the girls walked onto the beach, they saw a dense forest ahead. On either side of them, the beach seemed to go on forever. If she turned around, would the bed still be there? wondered Sophie. But when she did, it still lay there on the beach, waiting like a good boat.
 
“Where are we?” she whispered.
 “You are everywhere and nowhere,” replied a voice from above.
Startled, the girls looked up, surprised to see a winged unicorn with a white body. Her mane was like a kaleidoscope, with a flowing rainbow of colors intertwined in an endless range of combinations. The sunlight striking her glass-like wings acted as a prism, capturing light and forming rainbows in and around her delicate feathers.
 
“A Pegasus unicorn! A Pegacorn,” Sophie murmured in awe. She knew that Hanna would be speechless. She loved unicorns just as much as Sophie loved fairies.
“Who are you?” she asked.
“I am Luna. And you are Sophie and Hanna,” the Pegacorn replied.
“Where are we, and how do you know our names?” Sophie asked.
“Why, silly girl, I already told you. You are everywhere and nowhere. And I know your names because I brought you here,” answered Luna.
Hanna finally recovered from her surprise that an actual Pegacorn was in front of them and said, “It is nice to meet you, Luna. Why did you bring us to this land of nowhere?”
“I am glad you asked. My job is to find children who might meet our criteria for a visit. You and Sophie are among only a small number who do,” said Luna.
“What does criteria mean?” asked Sophie.
“Criteria are things you must do before you do or get something else,” Hanna replied.
“That’s right, Hanna. There are three criteria for entering this land. First, you must be a child who shares your imagination with others. Second, you must listen to the wisdom of your elders. And third, is that you must be helpful and kind to others. You and Sophie have consistently displayed those characteristics,” Luna said.
 “So, what do we do now that we are in the Land of Nowhere?” asked Sophie.
Luna smiled, bent down, and said, “Climb on, and I will show you.”
A delighted Hanna climbed on first, and Sophie followed, settling in front of her older sister.
 



Chapter 3: Whatever Lake
 
The girls held on tightly as Luna took off. Sophie had always dreamed of flying and how wonderful it would be, but it was ten times better than she imagined. The wind rushed through her hair, but it was much quieter than she’d thought it would be. Sophie looked out beyond the forest toward a mountain in the distance. She wondered how far the Land of Nowhere stretched and what was beyond it. Before she could ask, Luna began her descent. They were headed toward a clearing in the forest. In the clearing, there was a lake surrounded by hundreds of brightly colored flowers that shimmered in the sunlight.
“Are we going to the lake?” asked Sophie.
“For just long enough to enjoy a quick drink,” replied Luna.
The girls couldn’t help but notice the two small, half-goat, half-human creatures having a noticeably contentious disagreement at the lake’s shore. They had goat ears, tails, and legs. Their heads and torsos were that of two young boys. From each of the boys’ foreheads, two goat horns were growing.
“Satyrs,” Hanna whispered in awe, “This place is amazing.”
Sophie and Hanna watched as the two young satyrs argued.
“Mom sent us both to get the water and herbs,” snapped the larger satyr. The work isn’t just for me! If you don’t help, I’m going to tell her you didn’t do your share,”
“I got the water last time! It’s your turn to do it,” replied the smaller one. “And if you tell Mom on me, I’ll tell her how far you ran ahead on the way here. You know we are supposed to stay together. You’ll get in trouble too!”
“Ugh! You’re such a pain! I want the water to taste like milk,” muttered the older one.
“Let’s go.” They ran off, still bickering.
 
The look of alarm on Luna’s face showed the girls that she hadn’t missed the conflict. She glanced sadly after the satyrs as they fled. “It’s already beginning,” she said darkly.
“What’s beginning?” asked Sophie.
“Conflict in the land,” answered Luna. “Without the Cooperation Stone, the land and all the creatures with it will descend into chaos.”
“The Cooperation Stone?” asked Sophie.
“I’m sorry,” said Luna, “I shouldn’t yet have mentioned it. You will know in time.”
“But I want--” Sophie started before catching Hanna’s sharp elbow between two ribs.
“Shh…” said Hanna, “she said we will know in time.”
“This is a very special lake,” said Luna, the tension in her face softening.
“What makes it so special?” asked Sophie.
“Its water can be whatever you’d like it to be,” replied Luna. “Before you drink it, just imagine how you’d like it to taste. When you drink, you will find the taste just what you imagined.”
“Can we try?” asked Hanna excitedly.
“Oh yes, please do. Take a tulip cup and dip in,” replied Luna.
“A tulip cup!” exclaimed Sophie.
“Oh yes, these are not your average, ordinary tulips. Pluck one and see,” Luna said encouragingly.
Hanna walked over to a yellow tulip and snapped it. “Wow, it’s firm, like a cup,” she said.
Sophie followed her sister’s lead and pulled a purple tulip cup. “OK, here I go,” she said, dipping the cup in the water. Hanna followed, filling her cup, too.
“I want my water to taste like grape juice,” Sophie said as she looked at Luna expectantly.
“Go on, try it,” Luna encouraged.
Sophie had a tiny little sip, first. Then, smiling widely, 
she took another large gulp, and exclaimed, “It is the best grape juice I have ever had!” 
“I want mine to taste like apple-strawberry juice,” said Hanna, her eyes sparking with excitement. She carefully dipped her tulip and took a sip. “Yum, apple-strawberry juice! I like this, Whatever Lake!”
The delighted girls’ giggles were infectious so that, before she knew it, Luna was giggling, too. “I want my water to taste as though it came from the natural spring of the mountains,” Luna said before drinking from the lake. “What a nice break,” said Luna after they all had satisfied their thirst. “Are you ready to continue our journey?”
“Where are we going, Luna?” Sophie asked.
“I’m glad you asked, Sophie. We are headed to one of the fairy villages. My friend Asper has lost something, and I am hoping that we can help her find it,” replied Luna.
Sophie couldn’t believe her ears. She was not only going to meet an actual fairy, but she was going to help one. She was so excited she couldn’t speak.
“I think you’re making Sophie’s dream come true,” laughed Hanna.
Luna bent down, and Hanna climbed on. “C’mon, sis, let’s go meet some fairies,” she said, holding out her hand to Sophie. Grinning and still dumbstruck, Sophie took her older sister’s hand and climbed on. Luna took to the air and headed east.
 
Chapter 4: Fairy Village
 As Luna flew toward the fairy village, Hanna took in the land before her. To the south of the forest were giant mountains; in front of them, to the east, more forest continued beyond the horizon. Occasionally, there would be a clearing with fields or a village. Hanna asked Luna about one town with larger buildings than the others.
“Luna, who lives in that village?”
“That is the largest of the troll villages,” replied Luna.
“Trolls,” said Hanna with some fear in her voice.
“Don’t let appearances and folklore scare you. Not all trolls are bad, just as not all fairies or mermaids are good,” replied Luna.
“How many troll villages are there?” asked Sophie.
“Several, but they are much smaller than the one we just passed. The fairies have several villages around the land as well. The one Asper lives in is one of the larger fairy villages in the forest.” said Luna.
Hanna began to wonder how big the Land of Nowhere was, but Luna started down toward the forest below before she could ask more questions. They landed softly, and Luna let the girls down.
“The fairy village is close. I think it would be best to shrink to fairy size before heading in, don’t you agree?” said Luna.
“Fairy Size! We get to be fairies?” exclaimed Sophie.
“You won’t be fairies or able to fly, but I think for our first meeting, it would be best to be their size so you can see the village. Ready?” replied Luna.
“Oh yes!” said the girls.
Luna’s horn glowed, and both the girls and Luna shimmered. Suddenly, the world around them seemed so much larger. Hanna realized the world was not larger; they were smaller. They were so small that the daffodils next to them seemed the size of her parents’ king-size bed at home.
“This way,” Luna said, heading toward the village.
Hanna was in awe of the village. Different colored pebbles made beautiful paths and roads. The buildings were well crafted, some made of stone while others were in or on trees. Hanna even saw a small house made from a large acorn! Fairies were flying or walking about the village. They all nodded at Luna or greeted her with a hello.
Hanna looked toward where Luna was leading them. In the center of the village was a huge, old tree with a large door at its base. There were many windows with balconies going all the way up the tree.
“What is that?” asked Hanna.
“That is the central square, where the fairy princess lives. We are meeting Asper there,” Luna replied.
“A fairy princess,” Sophie whispered in amazement.
Hanna could tell her sister was overwhelmed with the joy of being in a real fairy village. She watched the emotions cross Sophie’s face as they approached. The wonderment and excitement of meeting a fairy princess were contagious. As Hanna looked away from her sister and back toward the door, she could not help being a little nervous herself.
Waiting at the base of the giant tree was a fairy with a long, silky brown braid, blue flowing pants, and a long blue shirt. Her blue wings were a couple of shades brighter than her clothes. She had a sweet smile and kind eyes. Next to her was a fairy who looked very similar but had dark orange wings and a pale orange dress with flowers on it.
“Girls, this is Asper. She is a cooperation fairy. Asper helps people work together and resolve conflict across the land,” said Luna, motioning toward the blue-winged fairy. 
“And this is my friend Tora. She is a fruit fairy and ensures all fruit grows plump and sweet,” said Asper, pointing to the orange-winged fairy next to her.
“Asper, Tora, meet Hanna and Sophie. Asper, these are the girls I told you about. I believe they can help you,” Luna added.
Hanna looked at her sister, who was still speechless, then said, “It is nice to meet you, Asper and Tora. You have a beautiful village. Luna said you lost something. Sophie and I would be happy to help you find it. What did you lose?” asked Hanna.
Tora interjected quickly before Asper had time to reply, “I must get back to my work. I hope your stay is fun.” Tora gave Asper a pained smile and hurried down the path.
Asper smiled at the girls and said, “I will explain more, but first, let me show you around and introduce you to Princess Aleea. Are you hungry or thirsty?”
Asper’s voice had a sing-song quality that had a calming effect on Hanna, and she noticed her sister’s shoulders relaxed next to her. She wondered if this was part of a cooperation fairy’s gift.
 “We are fine, but thank you,” Sophie said, obviously now at ease.
 “Wonderful. Follow me,” said Asper. Asper led the girls and Luna through the large door at the base of the tree.
Hanna had imagined it would be dark inside, but a glow seemed to be coming from everywhere. Within the tree was a mini city with several wooden spiral staircases connected with rope bridges leading in various directions. Instead of going up, they walked straight toward another large ground-level door.
 
“This is Fairy Central East. Princess Aleea oversees fairy operations on the eastern part of the land. All fairy villages and tribes in the east come here to coordinate and report on fairy affairs.”
“What other types of fairies are there besides cooperation fairies?” asked Sophie.
“Oh, lots. We have empathy fairies, garden fairies, teamwork fairies, water fairies, weather fairies, book fairies, animal fairies, just to name a few,” replied Asper.
“Fairies are very important to the land and people. All the different creatures have their role in making this land harmonious,” added Luna.
They walked through the larger door and into a study. A fairy unlike any they had ever seen sat on a mushroom stool. Her face looked like it was carved out of wood, and her hair had branches with leaves and flowers growing from it. Her eyes were big and kind. She smelled of the woods.
“Hanna, Sophie, welcome to The Fairy Central East. I am Princess Aleea. I am so happy you have come to help us.” The princess said. When she spoke, it sounded as if her voice was the wind blowing through the trees.
“Yes, about that. What are we helping you to find?” asked Hanna.
“The Cooperation Stone,” replied Princess Aleea.
 



Chapter 5 The Cooperation Stone
“The Cooperation Stone, that sounds important,” said Sophie.
“Yes, it is very important,” replied Princess Aleea with a distant and worried look in her eyes.
“What is the Cooperation Stone?” asked Hanna.
“The Cooperation Stone is a magic stone that helps with cooperation between all creatures and elements in the Land of Nowhere. It is one of four stones that ensure the harmony of land and creatures. If the Cooperation Stone is not returned to its rightful place, the peace among the land’s inhabitants will be broken, and the land of nowhere will be changed forever,” replied Princess Aleea.
Asper started to cry softly and said, “I lost it. I put us all at risk.”
“Oh, Asper, you did not lose it. Its chosen owner can’t lose it. Someone must have taken it. I fear the motives of this person. We can only hope it was a mistake and was not done on purpose,” said Princess Aleea.
Luna added, “The stone chooses an owner once a generation. It chooses a special heart that cares for others and puts harmony above personal wants and desires. The bond between the stone and its owner is very strong and unbreakable. No one besides its true partner can wield the Cooperation Stone.”
“I didn’t lose it,” said Asper, drying her tears. She squared her shoulders and added, “We have to get it back.”
Princess Aleea noticed the change in Asper and gave her a gentle smile filled with pride. Princess Aleea tilted her head as if listening to something and said, “I am glad you are up for this quest. The trees tell me the journey will not be easy, and it will take all four of you to overcome the challenges you will face.”
“The trees talk to you?” asked Sophie in amazement.
“Yes,” said Princess Aleea. “I am not just a princess. I am also a nature tree fairy. The trees talk with me, but not always clearly. They give me images and feelings more than words. It is like I can feel the heartbeat of the forest and interrupt its needs, in return, they offer me guidance and information when I need it.” 
“Can the trees tell you who took the Cooperation Stone?” asked Hanna, hopeful.
“No, nature usually won’t give us the answer we need to seek ourselves. This quest is meant for all of you. I will ask if they can provide us with some guidance, though,” said Princess Aleea.
 
Princess Aleea had a far-off look as she listened to the trees. When she spoke, her voice carried a deeper tone of the wind through her words. “You must start your journey at Mermaid Cove. This journey will need Hanna’s leadership, Sophie’s ability to think out of the box, Luna’s wisdom, and Asper’s ability to get people to work together. You must all remember to listen to each other. Most importantly, you need to stay together and keep positive attitudes.”
Princess Aleea shook her head lightly as she broke her communications with the trees. She looked at Asper and added, “When you reach Mermaid Cove, find a mermaid with bright blue hair and green eyes. I saw an image of her from the trees. I believe she can help you. Good luck on your journey.”
 “Thank you, Princess Aleea,” said the group. They started to exit, but Hanna stayed behind when she heard Princess Aleea call to her. “Hanna, one last thing.”
“Yes, Princess,” replied Hanna.
“It will be crucial for you to be resilient on this journey. Do not let yourself fall into despair if things do not go your way. Remember that a leader sets the tone. And if you have hope and a positive outlook, the group will succeed,” said Princess Aleea.
“I will remember,” said Hanna humbly. Hanna could not help feeling a little embarrassed as she walked away. In the past, she had struggled with ruining her entire day by having a bad attitude after something didn’t go her way. She wondered what Princess Aleea saw or knew to make her give Hanna a warning.
When Hanna caught up with the group, she couldn’t help but smile as Sophie came over and asked, “Okay, fearless leader, what’s our first move?”
“Let’s get some food and then head to Mermaid Cove to find the green-eyed, blue-haired mermaid,” said Hanna excitedly.




Chapter 6 Mermaid Cove
After they ate and Luna changed the girls back to regular size, Sophie asked Asper, “Since it sounds like a long journey, would you like to ride in my shirt pocket instead of flying?”
“Oh, that would be wonderful. I could save my strength that way,” replied Asper.
Sophie liked the effects Asper’s cooperation magic had on her. Sophie’s mom’s nickname for Sophie was “little bug.” Sophie did not do it maliciously, but she poked and prodded people sometimes just to see the reaction. Hanna called it “poking the bear.” But with Asper near, Sophie didn’t feel the compulsion to stir up trouble.
“Asper, were you born a cooperation fairy?” asked Sophie.
“Oh yes. I am lucky in that I know my place and purpose in life, although Luna and Princess Aleea say that I still need to work on my confidence to spread cooperation without relying on the stone.”
“What does confidence mean?” asked Sophie.
“It means she needs to trust herself and her ideas more,” replied Luna.
Hanna said to Asper, “You and Sophie are the perfect match. She can teach you confidence and to speak up for yourself, and you can teach her how to work with others better.”
“I think we all have much to learn from each other’s strengths and weaknesses,” added Luna.
As they flew toward Mermaid Cove, Sophie thought about what she could learn from Asper, Hanna, and Luna. Hanna had always been a natural leader and able to talk effortlessly with people. Sophie always wished she could meet new people as easily as Hanna.
Sophie was pulled out of her thoughts as she saw the ocean come into view. Luna was flying them toward a sheltered bay on the coast of the ocean. There was jagged rock on one side and large dome-shaped rocks on the other. The rocks formed a semicircle separating the cove from the main ocean. In the middle was crystal-clear, turquoise water.  
Mermaids and mermen were swimming, playing, and lounging on the side of the cove. Luna landed on the edge of the water near the large, dome-shaped rock where there was a small beach that formed at the base.
As Luna let the girls off, Sophie couldn’t help noticing two mermaids lounging near the edge of the beach. One had bright orange hair, and the other had bright green hair, but beyond that, they were identical.
Luna called out to the mermaid twins, “Hello, ladies. I have brought some friends with me today. This is Hanna and Sophie. They are human children I brought to our land. And this is Asper, who is from Princess Aleea’s east central fairy village.” Sophie noticed Luna did not tell them Asper was a cooperation fairy. She wondered why.
“Hello, have you come to swim with us today?” asked the twin mermaids in unison.
Sophie and Hanna looked expectantly at Luna. Before Luna could reply, Asper flew over to the mermaid and said, “Actually, we were hoping you could help us find a mermaid with green eyes and blue hair.”
“You mean Zara. Why would anyone want to find her? She is no fun at all,” said the bright orange-haired mermaid. 
“Yeah, she’s so weird and serious. Sorceress mermaids are never much fun. You would think with all their magic, they would be more fun. Forget her and come swim with us. Here, eat this, and you will be able to swim underwater with us,” said the mermaid with green hair as she held out some brightly colored seaweed.
Sophie jumped forward in excitement to take the seaweed.
“NO!” Luna said to the girls quickly in a warning tone. Sophie stopped in mid-grab.
Then Luna said more calmly to the mermaids, “Thank you, although we appreciate it, we don’t have time today, next time maybe. If you tell me where we can find Zara, I will bring you mangos next time I come,” said Luna.
“We would rather play with your friends, but we do love mangos. Zara can be found in the Merral caves at the other end of Mermaid Cove,” they said.
Luna led the group away and whispered, “Asper, it was a good thing you were here. Otherwise, the twins might not have helped so easily. Girls, you must promise me not to eat anything a mermaid offers you.”
“Why?’ asked Sophie, a little worried.
“As I told you, looks can be deceiving. The twins can be fun and helpful but also cause mischief. The seaweed they offered you would have turned you into a sea creature that is half-human and half-salmon. The effect eventually wears off, but sometimes it can take months,” said Luna.
“Why would they do that?” asked Sophie sadly.
“So, they would have new friends to play with. The twins are Loki mermaids. Although they are fun, they are also tricksters. Time passes for them differently, so they would just think it was a small prank,” replied Luna.
“Like the Norse mythological god Loki, who was a trickster? Well, I would not find it funny to have to live in the water for months. If these mermaids are tricksters, what do we have to worry about from a sorceress mermaid?” asked Hanna.
“Don’t make assumptions, Hanna. As we have said, looks and titles can be deceiving,” said Asper.
The girls got back on Luna, and Asper flew back into Sophie’s pocket. Sophie thought about how she almost ate that magic seaweed and made a silent promise to slow down and think before she acted while here in the Land of Nowhere.
 



Chapter 7: Merral Caves
As Luna landed at the entrance of the Merral caves, Hanna thought about what Asper had said about making assumptions. Hanna often rushed to judgment, and she silently decided that she would not rush to judgment about Zara.
The entrance to the Merral caves was covered in long pieces of hanging seaweed. Something about it made Hanna pause, and a shiver went up her spine. She held onto Sophie’s hand and said, “Sophie, let’s not run right into the cave. Something about that entrance doesn’t feel right.”
Hanna picked up a shell and tossed it at the seaweed. The shell bounced off the seaweed as if it were a wood door and shattered into pieces.
Luna turned to Hanna and said, “Good job trusting your gut, Hanna. If we tried going in, we would have bumped our heads.”
“How are we going to get in?” asked Sophie, looking to her sister for direction.
“Maybe we should knock,” replied Hanna.
The girls cautiously walked up to the seaweed door and knocked. A message appeared on the sand in front of them. It said,
“If you mean no harm to those inside, a gift from the heart will be easy to decide.”
“What does that mean? Do we have to leave a gift?” asked Sophie, looking at Luna.
“I cannot help you answer this riddle. It is for you and Hanna to figure out,” replied Luna.
Hanna pondered the riddle and thought again about what Asper and Luna had said to her about passing judgment. Hanna said to her sister, “I’ve got it, Sophie.”
“What do we have to leave?” asked Sophie.
“I think we have to give her our trust. What can we leave that displays our trust?” asked Hanna.
A little reluctantly, Sophie said, “Well, we have our sister-heart necklaces Mom bought us. They are special to us and represent our trust and love. We could offer them up with the trust that she will return them when we leave.”
“Brilliant, Sophie. Yes, that would be perfect,” replied Hanna.
Hanna and Sophie took off their sister’s friendship necklaces. They combined the two half hearts together to form a whole heart with the inscription Sister Love. They placed the joined necklace in the sand on the message. The sand swallowed the necklaces, and a new message appeared.
“Side by side or miles apart, a sister’s trust completes the heart. You may enter.”
Hanna cautiously put her hand out to the seaweed. The barrier was gone, and it was now just hanging seaweed. Hanna walked through first, followed by Sophie, Luna, and Asper.
The cave was dark but had a dim purple light that lit the way to an entrance of a larger chamber. Sophie was holding onto the back of Hanna’s shirt. Hanna knew Sophie didn’t like dark or dim spaces, so she took her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. As they entered the larger chamber, the purple light brightened and revealed a large room with an enormous pool of seawater in the center.
“There must be underground water passages that lead from this room into the oceans. Amazing!” said Hanna.
Asper flew forward and said, “Where is Zara?”
With a splash, a mermaid’s head emerged from the water. She had bright blue hair, a teal streak, and sharp, angled facial features. When she looked up, she had piercing emerald-green eyes. The girls knew it had to be the mermaid princess Aleea had seen in her vision.
“Why have you come to the Merral caves, little cooperation fairy?” Zara asked Asper.
“You know what I am? Who I am?” replied Asper in a quiet voice.
Zara seemed to levitate up as water swirled around her, suspending her above the sea. The water swirled faster and moved her toward the cave ledge. When the water dropped, Zara now had legs instead of a tail.
“I am a sorceress, and I can feel your magic, although it does not affect me,” she said as she walked toward the group. “What do you seek from me, little one?”
“I umm … I was told you might …umm… know something about the … um.” Asper stammered.
“We were told you could help us find something that has been lost,” interjected Hanna, trying to help Asper.
“Ah, the older sister. Alas, I cannot help those who cannot ask me for it. Be on your way, little humans and meek fairy. Maybe Luna can find another who can help you.”
Hanna noticed Luna was standing back and not engaging. She wondered if the Land of Nowhere placed rules on Luna’s ability to help them.
Sophie walked beside Asper and whispered to her, “Go on, Asper, ask her your question. It will be all right. We’re right behind you.”
Asper stood straighter and said, “I am told you have information on the location of the cooperation stone. I think you know the importance of the stone. If you have information on it, I request you to give it to us, please. If you have the stone, I demand you return it.”
Zara smiled wickedly, “You think if I had it, you could demand it from me?” She laughed. Hanna noticed a sadness in the laugh and asked, “Why do you stay here in this cave instead of going to play with the other mermaids on the cove?”
Zara looked away and said, “All they do is play, play, play. I told them we needed to clean up the ocean and do our part. They will not listen. They say I am no fun.”
Hanna thought about herself and how she and Sophie fought about chores sometimes. She asked Zara. “Did you tell them how they had to do the cleanup, or did you ask them for help and let them do it their way?”
Zara snapped back, “Why does that matter?”
Hanna replied, “Sometimes Sophie and I have similar disagreements, but when I ask for help instead of dictating how, we usually work better together. Or sometimes we work together to make it a game. By making it fun, it always goes by faster.”
Sophie added, “Yeah, the other day I came up with the idea we could play evil queen and pretended that if we did not get the basement cleaned up, the evil queen would not let us go to the prince’s ball. We even got Mom in on it, and she wore a wig and pretended to be the evil queen.”
“Hmm. How would this work with the mermaids?” asked Zara.
Asper spoke up and said, “Well, the twins are bored. You could ask them if they will join a competition you are hosting. You can make the contest that whoever collects the most garbage from the sea in three hours wins legs for a day. Once the twins agree, the rest of the mermaids will also want to compete.”
Hanna added, “That is a great idea. You could let them work in teams of two. That way, the twins are more likely to agree.”
“This idea is good and does not use much of my magic. I will try it,” said Zara. She walked back to the water, and the seawater encircled her again, lifting her in the air and turning her legs back into a tail. Zara looked at Asper and said, “The one you seek is a lion in sheep’s skin. Your next journey will have you look at your kin. But first, stop in to see the oldest troll. He has the wisdom to bestow.”
Zara then gave Luna a nod of respect and went back deep into the water. The girl’s necklaces magically appeared on their necks, and they both heard a soft voice in their head that said, “It is those closest to us that challenge us to be the people we are to become. Good luck on your journey, and don’t forget to trust the love you share.”


 
Chapter 8: Trolls Can Live To 500
Once out of the cave, Luna bent to let the girls get on, but Hanna stopped short and said, “Luna, why wouldn’t you help us in there?”
Luna smiled sweetly and said, “Some journeys we are required to complete on our own. Otherwise, the purpose of the journey would be lost. I am here only as your guide, not to solve everything for you.”
“Kind of like how Sophie lent her support to Asper in the cave but let Asper find the courage to speak up for herself?” asked Hanna.
“Exactly,” replied Luna.
As Luna took off flying, Sophie looked down at Asper in her pocket and thought about how opposite they were. Asper sometimes hesitated too much, while Sophie often jumped in feet first without taking time to think. Sophie shared her thoughts and what Zara had whispered in her head. She was not surprised when Hanna said she also heard Zara.
Luna said, “Maybe what Zara meant when she said those closest to us challenge us to be the people we are to become is that when we help others overcome things, we can also reflect on areas for our improvement. Working together, we can rely on each other for balance.”
They flew the rest of the way in silence. Sophie took in the scenic view as they flew closer to the mountains in the distance. The sky had turned from a bright blue to a mixture of dark and light blue. Up ahead, Sophie could see a village with giant trolls going about their day. Sophie was nervous about meeting trolls and could tell Hanna was also nervous since her arms tightened around Sophie.
“Do you know the oldest troll?” Hanna asked Luna as she got off.
“Yes, he lives on a farm outside the village,” replied Luna.
Luna flew past the village and landed in a meadow.
“How old is he?” asked Sophie
“I believe he is 513,” replied Luna.
“Trolls can live to 500!” exclaimed Sophie.
“Yes,” laughed Luna. “I believe Grunn will set a new record, though. He is still spry at 513.”
“What does spry mean?” Sophie whispered to Hanna.
“Moves around and has energy. Every time we watch Grandma play tennis, Mom always says, ‘I hope I am that spry when I am her age.” Hanna replied.
Asper flew up high and then back down to the group. “I think I see him. He’s working in the garden. Follow me,” said Asper.
When Sophie arrived at the garden, she saw an eight-foot troll who was the size and shape of the Hulk. He had light brown skin and straight black hair streaked with patches of gray.
Sophie thought about the trolls in storybooks and whispered to Luna, “I thought trolls were small with crazy hair or big with green skin.”
Luna laughed and replied, “The Westover trolls are about as tall as Hanna, but the meadow trolls are much taller, as you can see. Just like humans, trolls have different sizes, shapes, hair, and skin color.”
Grunn, the troll, looked up and smiled when he saw Luna. His gentle face had many wrinkles and laugh lines.
“Luna, my friend, what a pleasant surprise,” said Grunn as he got up from weeding his garden. He grabbed a basket full of colorful vegetables and headed toward the group.
“Grunn, it is lovely to see you as well. I have brought some friends along to meet you. This is Asper, Hanna, and Sophie,” replied Luna.
“Lovely to meet you. Let me guess, you two are princesses from the human world,” said Grunn, looking at the girls with a teasing smile.
“We are not princesses, just normal girls,” laughed Sophie. At that moment, Sophie was no longer worried about meeting a troll, at least not this troll. Her instincts told her he was nice, and he reminded her of her grandfather.
“Ah well, you look like royalty to me. And you,” he said, turning to Asper with a joking glint in his eye, “which fairy village are you from? Let me guess. Sugar Plum and Fun Fairy Village.”
“There is no place called Sugar Plum and Fun Fairy Village,” laughed Asper.
“But if there was one, wouldn’t you want to be from it?” Grunn said, laughing to himself. “Luna, I haven’t seen you in ages. We should catch up, and you can tell me what brings you and your friends out this way. Come now. Come in for tea and a snack.”
 



Chapter 9: Elder Council
As Sophie followed Luna and Asper, Hanna took her hand and started to skip. Hanna was sometimes so serious; it was nice to see her enjoying herself.  When they entered Grunn’s house, they immediately noticed it was built for an eight-foot troll, not a three-foot-tall child. Sophie looked at the giant chair and wondered where they should sit. Before she could ask, Grunn pulled out what looked like a kids’ booster seat to create a raised bench over the Grunn-sized chair.
“My cousin Elwin and his family are from Westover, and they are about your size, so I keep this here for when they visit. Please sit,” Grunn said as he motioned Hanna and Sophie to the chair. “Aww, and for you, Asper,” said Grunn. He pulled out a tiny fairy-sized table, chair, plate, and a teacup then set them on the table. “I often get visits from the fairy princesses, so I have accommodation for you too.” He then took out an eye dropper, used it to get some tea from the kettle, and put it in Asper’s cup.
“The Fairy princesses visit you? Do you know them well?” asked Asper.
“Yes,” said Grunn as he laid out a plate for Luna, who stood at the table. “I am on the Elder Council. So, like Luna, I know most of the other leaders in the land.”
Sophie looked at the different colored vegetables Grunn was laying out. He had cherry tomatoes in every shade of the rainbow. There were also delicious-looking strawberries and blueberries that were red, blue, black, orange, purple, and green as well. Sophie remembered what had almost happened at Mermaid Cove but did not want to offend Grunn. She looked at Hanna and saw her sister was also looking at the food and thinking.
Sophie turned to Luna and asked, “Would it be OK if we had a snack while we are here?”
Luna smiled, “Yes, Sophie, that would be fine, and have some tea too. Grunn has the best fruit garden around, so enjoy the berries.”
Grunn smiled knowingly at Luna and said, “You are guiding them well, I see, and such tact! You don’t see that often in youth.”
“What is tact?” Sophie whispered to Hanna.
“Saying something in a way that won’t get anyone upset,” whispered back Hanna.
Ah, so Grunn knew she was asking Luna if it was safe to eat the food and was happy the girls knew to ask first.
“What is the Elders Council?” Hanna asked Luna and Grunn.
“The Elders Council protects and preserves the Land of Nowhere. There are representatives from all creatures in the land. Although I am a meadow troll, I represent all nine troll tribes in the land. The fairies, centaurs, and other creatures each have representatives as well.”
“Yes, Queen Ereena is the Fairy Elder,” added Asper with awe.
“Who do you represent, Luna?” asked Hanna.
“There is a group of magical creatures that fall outside the typical tribes and civilizations here. I represent The Wilds,” said Luna softly.
Hanna looked like she wanted to ask Luna more questions, but before she could, Grunn said, “So, Asper, you have come here for a purpose today, haven’t you? Tell me, what can I do for you?”


 
Chapter 10: We Have Magic Kin
Hanna loves fruit, and Grunn’s fruit was better than any other fruit she had ever had. They did not taste different; they just tasted like the most vibrant versions of themselves, almost like they had liquid sunshine inside them. Hanna realized that her enthusiasm had distracted her from the conversation. As the supposed leader of this group, she should be paying attention. She stuffed one more purple strawberry in her mouth and returned to the conversation.
“…so after Zara told us the riddle, we came here,” Asper said, recounting their journey thus far.
“The one you seek is a lion in sheep’s skin. Your next journey will have you look at your kin. But first, stop in to see the oldest troll. He has the wisdom to bestow,” repeated Grunn thoughtfully.
“Yes, yes, I know what wisdom it is referring to. Your kin, of course,” said Grunn, looking at Sophie and Hanna.
“Our kin?” said both girls in surprise.
“I assumed it was referring to Asper. How can we have kin here?” asked Hanna.
“What’s kin?” asked Sophie, looking a little embarrassed.
Hanna smiled reassuringly at her and said, “Kin means family. We are kin.”
“Yes, and kin can be a distant relative as well,” added Grunn, smiling.
“We are related to someone here in the Land of Nowhere?” asked Sophie.
“Yes, long ago, elves lived in the human world. The elven elders left the human world, but some of their children and grandchildren remained behind. What you call gut feelings or intuition is leftover magic from the elven bloodline.”
“Wow, I am part-elf,” said Sophie with a twinkle in her eye. “How about fairy? Am I part fairy?
“Sorry,” said Grunn with an empathetic smile. “Only the elves had children while in your realm,”
Hanna had so many questions running through her head. Why were the elves in their realm, and why had they left? For that matter, what other creatures had visited their realm, and could they still visit?
Luna raised her head and moved toward the door, saying, “It is getting late. Grunn, could we impose on you for a place to sleep this evening?”
“Of course, of course. Let me show you to the guest house,” said Grunn, standing up.


 
Chapter 11: Meeting Our Kin
The next morning, Hanna enjoyed a breakfast of purple berry pancakes and an assortment of multi-colored fruit. She ate an orange that was bright yellow and tasted as if every segment was a separate and unique creation. Hanna and Sophie slept together in a bed that was normally used by Grunn’s child-sized cousins. The bed was made of wood with a feather-filled mattress. It reminded Hanna of the bed she and Sophie slept on when visiting her grandmother. 
They hugged Grunn and said goodbye. As they were leaving, he said, “Remember that the riddle talks about a lion in sheepskin. Use that intuition the elves’ bloodline gave you.”
 As they set off flying on Luna’s back to meet the elf king and queen, Hanna was thinking about Grunn’s words and those they had met thus far on their journey. Who could it be?
“Luna, won’t our parents be worried about us?” asked Sophie, interrupting Hanna’s thoughts.
Hanna tensed, tightening her arms around Sophie.
“I hadn’t even considered Mom and Dad being worried,” whispered Hanna. How could she not have thought of that? she scolded herself.
“No need to worry,” replied Luna, “Time passes differently here. It is still nighttime in your realm, and your parents are sleeping. I will have you back before morning.”
They were flying over a city with many buildings with rough angles and spires.
From Sophie’s pocket, Asper looked up and said to Sophie and Hanna, “The elven king is very fierce, but don’t be afraid. He is also kind and fair.”
“What does fierce mean?” asked Sophie.
“It means intense and powerful,” replied Hanna.
Luna landed in front of the largest spire in the city. The ground was made of marble that looked as if colored metal was swirled within it. The elven castle gate in front of them was as tall as a house and was made from stone.
As the girls got off Luna, Hanna took Sophie’s hand. Luna stepped toward the large entrance, and Hanna tentatively followed, taking Sophie with her. They walked through a long hallway of milky white walls. The floors were again lined with the same metallic, swirled marble. The entrance had another large door with two large elven guards.
The door led them into what could only be a throne room. Inside were both young and old elves, all taller than most humans. The adults were around seven feet tall, and a girl who looked to be Hanna’s age was at least five inches taller than her. All the elves in the throne room were socializing with each other. They appeared not to be waiting for anything in particular but instead were just gathered there to talk.
As they walked to the front of the throne room, they could see two large crystal and iron thrones sitting empty. Between them stood a young woman with short, bright, purple hair styled in a pixie cut. Her eyes almost matched her hair but were a slightly lighter violet. She had high cheekbones and pointy ears with several earrings in them. If Hanna were to guess, she would put the girl at about sixteen.
“Welcome, Luna. King Ealan and Queen Faylan are waiting for you in their sitting room,” the purple-haired elven girl said as she bowed slightly to Luna.
The girl’s soulful voice reached into Hanna’s core and gave her goosebumps.
“Thank you, Princess Talah. We are most honored to have a private audience with your parents,” replied Luna, bowing her head in return. Hanna followed Luna’s lead and bowed her head lightly in greeting. Princess Talah smiled and nodded her head in acknowledgment.
Hanna and Sophie followed Luna and Talah to the back wall of the throne room. Talah put her hand to the wall. The wall glowed with a blue version of her handprint, and an opening formed in the opal wall. Hannah and Sophie whispered in unison, “Amazing.”
Hanna could feel Sophie tense beside her and grabbed her hand tighter. Asper flew up out of Sophie’s pocket onto her shoulder. Hanna felt Sophie relax and looked down at Asper with a grateful look. Asper smiled and winked back.
“Luna, so lovely to see you,” said a voice similar to Talah’s but even more powerful. Hanna looked up to see an older version of Talah. Instead of short purple hair, Talah’s mother had long black hair that flowed down her back. It was strikingly dark compared to her fair skin and bright violet eyes. The king sat next to her. His black hair, although short, had curls that made Hanna think of the sea on nights when there was no moon. His eyes were not violet like those of his wife and daughter but instead gray and stormy.
“Queen Faylan and King Ealan, please meet Hanna, Sophie, and Asper,” Luna said.
“Ah, Asper, it is nice to see you again. Hanna, Sophie, welcome to our land,” replied the queen.
“It is nice to meet you as well,” Hanna said. The queen smiled. Hanna added, “You know Asper?”
“Yes. She helped to negotiate a food trade between the North trolls and Central elves recently,” replied Princess Talah.
The King stood. He was a couple of inches taller than the other elves they had seen.
“Luna, while it is always a pleasure to see you, I assume you are here because someone has stolen Asper’s cooperation stone,” said the elven king in a deep and smooth voice.
Asper gasped, “How did you know?”
Before the king could speak, the queen laid a hand gently on his arm and replied, “My dear, the imbalance is starting to show all over the land. Also, the elves have their ways of knowing what is going on.”
The king added sternly, “Yes, our recent trade deals with the Orcs almost fell through due to a misunderstanding on meeting places. The deal falling through would have been one thing, but a fight broke out, and one of us was hurt. Luckily, he will recover; I don’t know what might have happened if he hadn’t.”
“But we have information that can help, right?” Talah said gently, looking pleadingly at her father, the king.
“Of course,” replied the king, smiling at his daughter. “We have heard whispers and confirmed you have traveled far when the missing stone was right under your nose. It can be found back at The Fairy Central East.”
“How is that possible?” Asper said, more to herself than those in the room.
“The one you seek is a lion in sheep’s skin. What if it was another fairy who took the stone?” said Hanna.
The king smiled and looked at Hanna, “That is the question. Your journey may end where it started.”
“Why would a fairy steal from another fairy?” asked Sophie, squeezing Hanna’s hand.
“It can’t be,” whispered Asper.
Talah looked at Asper empathetically. “We have used our magic to locate the stone but cannot tell you who has it. The whispers do tell us it is not lost but has been taken. I am sorry.”
Hanna, remembering her lessons so far on this trip, said, “Let’s not jump to conclusions. There may still be a good reason that a fairy would have taken it.”
Luna smiled at Hanna, “Yes, Hanna is right. Not all may be as it seems at first glance.”


 
Chapter 12: What’s Our Plan
As Sophie said goodbye to Princess Talah and her parents, she was sad not to have been able to stay longer to see the elven city and learn about whisper magic.
Queen Faylan knelt next to Sophie and quietly said, “Sophie, my dear, you remind me of Talah when she was your age. Remember, even though others see impulsiveness, you can focus on the positive side of being spontaneous and instinctive. This does not mean that you should not think before you act, but don’t let go of that desire for adventure and the unknown. I hope you will come back to visit us soon.”
“I would love that,” Sophie said energetically.
“You are both welcome to come back at any time. I am sure Talah would jump at the chance to show you around our city,” said King Ealan.
“Thank you,” said both girls.
As the girls took off on Luna’s back, Sophie could see Asper was very sad in her pocket. She wanted to do something that would help.
“We need to come up with a plan,” said Sophie.
“You want to come up with a plan? Well, I never,” exclaimed Hanna with a laugh.
“I think we should assume whoever took it did not do so because they are evil. If we can agree on that, then maybe we can come up with a plan on how we can help that person come forward to give us back the stone,” added Hanna.
“Yes. Hanna, remember that time we broke Mom’s figurine?” said Sophie.
 “Yes, I do,” said Hanna with a glint of planning in her eye. Hanna told the group the story. “This one time, Sophie and I were playing with a figurine that belonged to our mother. It broke on accident. Our mom started to cry, and we did not understand why she was so upset with us. Then she told us that her grandmother had given her that figurine and that it meant a lot to her. Mom was able to fix it with super glue. Once Mom calmed down, she said she should have warned us it was important, not a toy. Mom pointed out two other figurines that were in the same collection. Once Sophie and I understood the importance of the figurines, we never played with them again and would not let our friends touch them either. The point of our story is that others can be careless with things if they don’t understand the importance. If we assume the fairy who took the stone didn’t do it because they are evil, we should also assume that they do not know all the trouble that is happening because it is missing.  Let’s give them the chance to correct their mistake by helping them understand the impact of their reckless behavior.”
“I agree. Let’s assume they do not understand,” said Asper, smiling up at Sophie.
“OK, we all agree then. What’s our plan?” asked Luna.


 
Chapter 13: Back To The Beginning To Find The End
As they flew back, they hatched a plan. Hanna was proud of Sophie for wanting to devise a plan. Sophie blushed when Hanna told her how grown-up she thought it was. Hanna knew they were getting close because the large troll village they had flown past earlier came into view.
She heard yelling from below and noticed two kids pulling on a toy, almost ripping it. “It’s mine. You can’t play with it,” she heard one say.
“Mom said we are supposed to play together,” said the other. Luna coasted a little closer to the village with a worried look.
They watched an adult throw a can of paint down in front of another, yelling, “Well, if you don’t want the house gray, then I am not painting it,” before storming off.
“Oh no, we need to get the stone back soon. Creatures all over are starting to lose the ability to compromise and cooperate,” said Asper.
Luna started coasting down toward the field they landed in earlier. The girls got down, and Asper flew out of Sophie’s pocket.
“I will meet you at the main Central Fairy building.”
“Don’t forget to talk to the princess; without her help, this plan will not work,” said Hanna.
“Got it. See you soon,” Asper said with a nervous smile.
“I hope our hunch is correct, Hanna,” Sophie said.
“Me too, sis. Me too,” replied Hanna.
Luna gave the girls a reassuring look and asked, “Are you ready?”
“Yes!” replied the girls.
Luna’s horn glowed, and the girls and Luna shimmered, shrinking to fairy size.
As they walked to the center of the village, they noticed the fairies were dimmer than normal. Their sparkle was fading, and Hanna hoped her intuition about the stone thief’s intentions was correct. She was unsure how bad it would get for the fairies and the Land of Nowhere if they did not find the stone soon.
When they reached the center, Princess Aleea stood on a large red flower above the crowd that had formed below. She beckoned the girls and Luna to join her. Quietly, she said, “Asper has told me your plan. I consulted the trees and believe they want you to talk as well.” 
“We will do it together,” Hanna said, looking at Sophie. Sophie beamed at the chance to help her big sister address the crowd.
“Fairies, thank you for gathering,” said Princess Aleea. The trees leaned in as she spoke, forming a canopy blocking the sun. Her voice, which before was a whisper of wind, was now a powerful breeze that made leaves circle in the air. The hundreds of fairies below quieted immediately. Even the animals and plants stopped making noise, leaving an eerie quiet.
“I have brought you here to discuss a serious threat to our land. As many of you know, the Cooperation Stone is missing and has not been found,” said Princess Aleea; she looked at Hanna. Hanna knew the princess’s next statement was key to their plan.
Hanna remembered their earlier conversation when she had told the story of breaking the figurine. Many times, we assume others understand the impacts of their actions, but one thing Hanna had learned was not to assume. Princess Aleea’s voice brought Hanna back to the present.
“What you may not know is the importance of the Cooperation Stone. It helps with cooperation between all the creatures and elements in the Land of Nowhere. If the Cooperation Stone is not returned to its rightful place, the peace among the land’s inhabitants will be broken, and the Land of Nowhere will be changed forever. We have already seen the impact. Fights are breaking out among the trolls. Years of peace between the elves and orcs are at risk. The satyrs and centaurs are in arguments over the land they have shared for over fifty years. The fairies are also affected because the pain of harmony also weakens our magic.”
Princess Aleea looked at Hanna. Sophie took Hanna’s hand, and Hanna spoke loudly so everyone could hear her, “We ask that anyone who has information come to see us at the thinking tree.”
“We promise that no other fairies beyond Asper will know what we discuss,” added Sophie. Sophie had recommended this part of the plan. She said she was always embarrassed when she got in trouble in front of her friends and appreciated it when teachers and adults took her away from others when she was in trouble. Her mom was also good about not scolding Sophie in front of Hanna, instead taking Sophie into another room to talk.
There were murmurs in the crowd of fairies. Princess Aleea closed the gathering with, “Thank you again for gathering and for any help you provide in resolving this important problem.” With her last word, a large gust of wind blew, and the trees returned to their normal height. She turned and walked back into Fairy Central.
 



Chapter 14: Recovering The Stone
Luna, Hanna, Sophie, and Asper walked out to the village and toward the thinking tree, which was a grand old willow. Once under the canopy, you could see out, but those outside could not see in. A fairy glow within made you feel warm and secure. Once inside, anything you said was kept within the tree’s canopy and could not be heard outside.
As they waited, Sophie wished she had a thinking tree. She decided when she got home, she would make her own thinking tree. She would move her chair into her closet and put a notebook, pencil, blanket, and some books in there, too. She would tell her mom, dad, and Hanna that when she was in there, it was to be alone.
Sophie was pulled out of her planning by seeing a shadow of a fairy approaching. Asper gasped as the fairy with dark orange wings and a flower orange dress came into view. It was the fruit fairy Tora, Asper’s friend. Tora’s head hung low, and she had a small bag made from lemon peel over her shoulder.
“Remember to give her a chance to explain,” Luna whispered to Asper.
When Tora came into the tree’s embrace, she still did not make eye contact. They all waited for her to speak, but she did not.
Sophie knew how it felt to realize you had messed up and not know how to make it right.
“Tora, thank you for coming. Do you have information about the stone?” Sophie asked.
Tora looked up with tears in her eyes. “I am sorry,” she said as she opened her bag and pulled out a rainbow-colored pebble. Sophie was not sure what she expected, but the cooperation stone was smaller than she thought it would be.
 
Asper stepped forward and took the stone. It flared brightly, lighting up the room in a rainbow. A surge of energy flowed from it and out of the thinking tree. The wind howled in what sounded like a sigh of relief. Then, the stone just looked like a small rainbow pebble again. Asper put it into a pocket of her blue, flowing pants.
“Why?” asked Asper softly.
Tora looked up, tentatively meeting Asper’s eyes. “I didn’t know it would cause so much trouble. I just wanted to feel important. I thought if I just borrowed it and could get the fruit fairies and the garden fairies to cooperate better for the fall festival, I would be recognized by the princess. You always get her attention, get to go to important meetings, and meet other tribes and creatures. I just wanted to know what it felt like to have people look at me the way they look at you. I am sorry.” Tora cried softly.
Luna said, “Tora, you are important. All the jobs and fairies are important. We all have different skills and roles in life. It is hard not to compare yourself to others, but as many times as you think Asper’s job is cool, I bet she looks at your job and thinks the same.”
“Yeah, sometimes I am jealous of Hanna for her ability to make friends so quickly, but then Hanna tells me she wishes she could make people laugh at jokes like I do,” added Sophie.
Asper stepped forward and took Tora’s hands. “Luna and Sophie are right. During the spring festival, when the harvest leader talks about how the creatures in the land would die out without the magic and vitamins from the fruit, I always wonder what it must be like to have magic that makes everyone love the taste of something so important to our health. Your job is important, just in a different way than mine.”
“How can you ever forgive me?” Tora said to Asper.
“I already have,” replied Asper, pulling Tora into a hug.
Chapter 15: It’s Not Goodbye - It’s See You Next Time
After Asper told Tora that no other fairy besides Princess Aleea would know how she recovered the stone, Tora headed back to her home. Asper promised she would see her later in the evening to talk more.
Luna led Hanna, Sophie, and Asper back to the clearing, where they had turned small. Princess Aleea was there waiting for them.
“We appreciate all you have done for us. Working as a team, you provided balance and brought out the best in each other. You are always welcome here,” Princess Aleea said with a bow.
“Thank you,” said Hanna and Sophie.
“It is time,” Luna said to Hanna and Sophie.
“Time to say goodbye?” asked Sophie sadly.
“No. It is time to say, see you next time,” replied Luna.
Asper gave the girls each a long hug and thanked them. Sophie could not help thinking she would see Asper again soon.
Luna’s horn glowed, and Sophie watched as Asper and Princess Aleea seemed to get smaller as she grew back to regular size. Hanna climbed onto Luna, and Sophie took her hand and slipped in front of her sister.
While they flew over the forest back toward the beach, Hanna thought about how much she and Hanna had changed on this trip. Not only had they grown closer working together, but each individually had grown. Luna flew over the lake, and Hanna could see the two satyrs from earlier working together to pass a ball between them back and forth. They soon came back to the beach, where their bed was waiting for them like a trusty ship waiting for its captain.
“Luna, will we be able to come back again soon?” Hanna asked.
“Well, that depends on you, doesn’t it?” replied Luna.
“What do you mean?” Hanna replied, confused.
“She means we have to continue to meet the criteria for entry, right?” said Sophie.
“That’s right. If you continue to share your imagination, listen to your parents, and be helpful and kind to others, then the next sleepover you two have, I see no reason you would not be able to come back,” said Luna matter-of-factly.
Luna landed, and the girls dismounted. Hanna gave Luna a long hug around her neck, whispering, “I will miss you.”
“And I you,” replied Luna.
Sophie walked up. Luna bent down further so Sophie could hug her.
“Goodbye, little one,” said Luna.
“Goodbye, Luna, and thank you,” replied Sophie softly, trying not to cry.
Hanna took Sophie’s hand and led her back to the bed. After they were on, the bed went out to sea on its own. They watched Luna take off and fly away as their bed floated out to sea.
The girls lay down listening to the sound of the ocean, letting the feeling of the rocking of the waves lull them to sleep.
Hanna woke up first. She looked around, expecting the ocean, but realized they were back in their room. Her movement stirred Sophie, who bolted right up, looking around.
“Was it a dream?” whispered Hanna.
“You mean Luna and the Land of Nowhere?” Sophie replied.
Hanna’s eyes went wide. “It was real then. Incredible. Remember, it’s our little secret.”
Sophie stuck out her pinky finger, and Hanna hooked her pinkie around it. They each kissed their thumbs and said, “Our secret.” 

THE END.

