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Introduction

The PixelForge cast was authored to embody the curriculum, not decorate around it.
Each of the 6 characters you'll meet in this book teaches a specific primitive —

a particular tactic, a particular technique, a particular way of seeing.

Together they form an ensemble: the cast IS the curriculum.

Read in any order. Each chapter stands alone.
Each character also appears in the matching Spark & Anvil app (free, forever)
where you can practice what they teach.

— The editors at Spark & Anvil



Feather

*ANTI-ALIASING — *placing a few in-between pixels along a jagged edge so a curve or diagonal reads smooth instead of
staircase-sharp. softening the stair-steps so the shape reads clearly.**

Feather was a barn-owl-tween, round and soft-edged, with a face like a pale heart and feathers so downy that his outline
seemed to melt gently into the air around him. That melting was the point. When Feather stood in a doorway you couldn't
say exactly where he ended and the light began — there was a hush of grey between him and everything else. In his wing
he carried a fine, soft-tipped tool he called his smoothing-quill, and he used it to lay down single pale pixels along the
edges of other people's art, in the exact spots where a shape went jagged.

He worked wherever curves and diagonals lived, because those were the shapes that suffered most on a grid. "A grid only
knows squares," Feather liked to say, "and a curve is not a square. So when you draw a round thing on a grid, the edge
climbs like a tiny staircase — step, step, step. Nothing's wrong with the staircase. It's just doing its honest square best. My
job is to help the eye read pastit."

He'd take a harsh diagonal line — the kind that looked like stacked bricks — and tuck a few softer, in-between-colored
pixels into the corners of each step. Suddenly the bricks stopped shouting staircase and started whispering smooth line.
"See?" Feather would murmur. "I didn't straighten it. | can't. | just softened the corners so your eye slides along instead of

tripping.”



Feather grew up in the bell-tower, where his family were the village criers — not loud ones. Soft ones. Their job was to
carry news between two feuding hill-farms whose shouting had long ago stopped working; the words came across too
hard, all sharp edges, and people just heard the sharpness and not the meaning.

Feather's mother had a gift. She'd take a jagged, bristling message — your goats broke my fence again — and she wouldn't
change what it meant, not one bit. She'd only soften the corners of how it landed: a warm word tucked in front, a gentle
pause set behind. The farmers still heard the truth about the goats. But now they could hear it without flinching, because
the sharp stair-steps of it had been eased just enough for the ear to slide across.

"You never lie the edge away," she taught him. "The fence is still broken. You just stop the sharpness from being the only
thing they feel." Feather practiced on everything — harsh notes, hard corners, blunt goodbyes — laying soft grey pixels of
kindness into the jagged spots so the true shape could finally be read. He came to love that quiet work: not changing what
a thing was, only helping it be understood.



At twelve, Feather flew and walked the long road to PixelForge, his smoothing-quill tucked under one wing. Palette met him
at the door with her one question.

"What is anti-aliasing?"

Feather blinked his big soft eyes. "It's helping a jagged edge read as smooth," he said, "without pretending it's not made of
squares. A curve on a grid climbs in little stair-steps. | lay a few in-between-colored pixels into the corners of the steps —
not too many, only where the eye stumbles — and the eye stops seeing stairs and starts seeing a line. | don't straighten
anything. | soften the corners so the true shape comes through."

Palette studied the downy owl whose own edges melted gently into the air. "You are the lesson, aren't you," she said. "You
come with your own soft edge already worn."

"l come from a family that softened hard things for a living," Feather said.

"You're the one," said Palette, and opened the door into the warm light.



Feather's workshop had walls the color of morning fog. On his table sat his smoothing-quill and a glowing canvas, and
today the otter-kit Sumi was back, frowning at a picture of a curved sword. The blade was supposed to sweep in a graceful
arc. Instead it climbed the screen in hard, blocky stair-steps — step, step, step — and it looked less like a sword and more
like a broken staircase.

"It's so jaggy," Sumi groaned. "l zoomed in and tried to fix every single square and it just got worse. Now it's a mess AND it's
jaggy."

"Ah. You tried to do a lot," Feather said kindly. "This is a little job. Watch where | put my pixels — and watch where | don't."
He leaned close. At each corner where one stair-step met the next, he tucked a single pixel in a color halfway between the

blade and the background. One here. One there. He skipped the long straight runs entirely — "those already read fine;
leave them be" — and touched only the elbows where the eye tripped.

He set the quill down. "Now step back."

Sumi stepped back. The staircase was gone. The blade curved — a clean, smooth arc sweeping across the screen. Sumi
hadn't seen Feather change the shape at all, yet the shape was suddenly readable.

"You barely did anything," Sumi breathed.

"l did exactly enough, in exactly the spots that needed it, and nothing anywhere else," Feather said. "That's the whole
discipline. Too few in-between pixels and the stairs still shout. Too many and you get a blurry smudge — you can over-
soften until the shape goes mushy and no one can read it at all. The skill isn't adding a lot. It's knowing where the eye
stumbles, easing only there, and then having the courage to stop."

He showed Sumi the small rules. Only soften the corners of the stair-steps, never the flat runs. Pick your in-between pixel
from between the two colors that actually meet at that edge — borrow from both sides. Keep it thin; one pixel of softening
usually beats three. And always, always step back, because anti-aliasing is a favor you do for a faraway eye, and only the
faraway eye can tell you if it worked.



When the studio dimmed for the evening, Sumi stayed to look at the smooth sword.

"| feel a little silly," Sumi said. "l spent an hour zooming in and adding tons of pixels and making it worse. You fixed it in a
minute by adding, like, six."

"Don't feel silly. Feel it in your shoulders instead — feel them come down." Feather settled beside the otter-kit, his soft
edges catching the last light. "Everyone starts by trying to do a lot, because doing a lot feels like caring. But the kindest thing
you can do to a jagged edge — and to yourself — is figure out the few spots that actually need help, help exactly those, and
then let the rest be. You don't have to touch every square to make something clear. You just have to touch the right ones
and know when you're done."

Sumi's shoulders came down. There was a small, clean relief in it — the calm of doing just enough and being allowed to
stop.

"Soften only where the eye stumbles," Feather said gently, his outline blurring into the warm dark. "Then trust it. Doesn't it
feel good to stop before you've overdone it?"



Sheen

*LIGHT SOURCE & FORM SHADING — *deciding where the light comes from, then placing highlights and shadows so a flat
shape turns round. one light, chosen and kept, is what makes a sprite look solid.**

Sheen was a cat-tween the warm gold of afternoon, with one ear that always seemed to catch the light and one that always
fell into soft shadow. She never looked flat, even standing still — there was a bright edge along her sunward side and a
cool dusk along the other, so she seemed carved out of the air rather than pasted onto it. In her paw she carried a small
brass lantern on a stick, unlit, which she used not to make light but to point at it. She would hold the lantern up, aim it at a
corner of the room, and announce, "The light lives THERE today," and then shade everything to agree.

She worked among the sprites that needed to look solid — the apples that had to look round, the helmets that had to look
domed, the faces that had to look like faces and not stickers. "A shape drawn flat is just an outline with color poured in,"
Sheen would say. "It's a sticker. To make it round, you have to lie about light — pick a direction the sun is coming from, put
the bright pixels on that side, put the shadow pixels on the far side, and keep that choice for the whole picture. One light.
Chosen. Kept."



Sheen grew up in the deep river-gorge, where the sun only reached the bottom for one hour a day, always slanting in from
the same eastern lip of rock. Her family were potters, and they'd learned something the flatland potters never had to:
down in the gorge, you could only tell one pot from another by its shadow. A bowl and a plate looked identical from the
top. But when the one-hour sun came slanting in from the east, the bowl threw a deep curved shadow inside itself and the
plate threw almost none — and suddenly you could see the shape of each, carved out by that single, reliable, one-
directional light.

Little Sheen used to sit and wait for the sun-hour just to watch the pots turn round. "Same clay, same glaze," her father
said, turning a bowl slowly, "but the light tells the truth about its shape — as long as the light stays put." When a visiting
potter once lit lamps all around a bowl to "show it off," the bowl went flat and confusing, lit from everywhere and therefore
from nowhere. Sheen never forgot it: too many lights is the same as no light. It's the one honest direction that lets a shape
be seen. She carried the unlit lantern from that day on, to remind herself to choose.



At twelve Sheen climbed out of the gorge and walked to PixelForge, brass lantern swinging on its stick. Palette met her at
the door.

"What is light source and form shading?"

Sheen raised her lantern and aimed it at the doorframe. "It's making a flat shape look round," she said, "by choosing where
the light comes from and keeping that choice. | pick one direction — say the light's up and to the left. Then the bright pixels
go on the up-left side of everything, and the shadow pixels go on the down-right side of everything, all through the picture.
One light for the whole scene. If | light each thing its own way, nothing looks solid. It's the one kept direction that turns
stickers into round things."

Palette looked at the cat whose two ears already told the story — one bright, one dim. "You've been shading yourself your
whole life," she said.

"l grew up somewhere with only one hour of honest light," said Sheen. "It taught me not to waste it."

"You're the one," Palette said, and the warm studio light fell across them both from a single high window.



Sheen's workshop had one big window and no other lamps, on purpose. On her table sat the unlit lantern and a glowing
canvas, and today Sumi the otter-kit was scowling at a picture of a red apple. The apple was a perfect red circle. It was also
completely flat — a red coin, a sticker, a hole punched in the screen.

"It won't look like an apple," Sumi complained. "It's just a red circle. | colored it in really neatly and it's still flat."

"Neat and flat," Sheen agreed, not unkindly. "Because it has no light. Let's give it one — just one." She lifted the lantern and
aimed it at the top-left corner of the canvas. "The light lives there. Now everything obeys." On the top-left curve of the apple
she placed a few pixels of pale, bright red — almost pink — where the imaginary sun would strike. On the bottom-right
curve she placed a few pixels of deep, cool red — nearly maroon — where the sun couldn't reach. Between them she let
Shade's ramp do the rest, mid-red curving around the form.

"Step back," she said.

Sumi stepped back and made a small startled sound. The coin was gone. A round apple sat on the screen, bulging toward
the light, curving away into shadow — solid enough to pick up.

"You didn't redraw it," Sumi said.

"l chose a light and obeyed it," said Sheen. She showed the little otter the rules, one lantern-aim at a time. Pick the light
direction first, before you shade a single pixel, and write it on a sticky note if you have to. Highlights always on the lit side,
shadows always on the far side — for every object, the same way. Don't light the apple from the left and the leaf from the
right; that's the lamps-everywhere mistake, and it makes a scene go flat and dizzy. And keep the highlight small and the
shadow honest — a shape gets round through a few bright pixels and a few dark ones, not by coloring the whole thing
brighter.

"One thing to be steady about," Sheen said, "and the whole picture lines up behind it."



When the window dimmed toward evening, Sumi lingered, turning the round apple this way and that on the screen.

"l was so frustrated before," Sumi admitted. "I kept adding more red and more red and it stayed flat and | felt kind of
hopeless, like I just couldn't make round things."

"You could make round things the whole time," Sheen said, settling beside the otter as the last of the one window's light
slid gold across the table. "You just hadn't chosen a light yet. That's all 'round' is — a shape plus a decision about where the
sun is, kept faithfully. The hopeless-flat feeling? That's not you being bad at art. That's a picture with no light source,
waiting for you to point at one."

She set the unlit lantern down between them. "Choose your light. Keep it. Let everything answer to it."

Sumi looked at the solid, glowing apple and felt the hopeless-flat feeling quietly lift — replaced by the steadying calm of
having one thing, at last, to face.

"One light, chosen and kept," Sheen said softly. "Isn't it a relief, having something to line up behind?"



Rim
*SELECTIVE OUTLINING — *the edge that separates a sprite from its background. choosing full outline, selective outline, or
none — so the shape pops without looking heavy or trapped.**

Rim was a fox-tween the color of dark bronze, and the first thing anyone noticed was that he had a clean, deliberate outline
— not a heavy black one, but a warm dark line that ran around only part of him, so he stood out crisply against a busy
room without looking like a sticker peeled off a page. Along his sunward side the line thinned to nothing and let him
breathe into the light; along his shadow side it firmed up and cut him cleanly from the background. In his paw he carried a
slim dark reed-pen, and he used it to draw the borders that decide where one thing ends and another begins.

He worked on the sprites that got lost — the characters that blended into their backgrounds, the little icons you couldn't
find in a crowded scene. "An outline is a decision about separation," Rim would say. "It's the line that says this is the fox, and
that is the forest behind the fox. But you have choices. A full heavy outline all the way around makes a shape pop hard —
and can make it look boxed-in, trapped, like a coloring-book cutout. No outline lets it melt softly into the scene — and it can
vanish. Selective outline — a line only where it's needed — lets a shape stand clear AND stay alive."



Rim grew up at the edge of two villages that shared one long, unmarked field, and his family were the boundary-walkers.
Their job was the hardest kind of fairness: deciding where one farm's land ended and the next began. The old boundary
had been a huge stone wall, and it had made both villages miserable — heavy, absolute, cutting neighbors off from each
other so completely that friendships withered on either side of it. A wall that thick doesn't just separate; it traps.

Rim's grandfather tore the wall down and did something braver. He walked the line and set a marker-stone only where
confusion actually happened — at the well both villages used, at the crooked stream, at the shared orchard. Everywhere
the boundary was obvious, he left it open. The two villages could suddenly see each other again, wave across the clear
stretches, and still know exactly whose field was whose at the spots that mattered.

"A good edge separates and connects," his grandfather told him, walking the field at dusk. "Mark only where the eye gets
confused. Leave the rest open, or you build a wall, and a wall is just a line that forgot how to breathe." Rim grew up
understanding edges as a kindness with a spine — firm where it needs to be, open everywhere else. He carried a marker-
stone in his pocket until it wore smooth, then traded it for a reed-pen.



At twelve Rim walked to PixelForge with his slim reed-pen. Palette met him at the door.

"What is selective outlining?"

Rim drew a quick line in the air. "It's choosing where a shape's edge should be firm and where it should stay open," he said.
"An outline separates the sprite from the background. Full outline all around: strong, but it can look boxed-in and dead. No
outline: soft, but it can disappear into a busy scene. Selective outline: | draw the dark line only on the sides where the
shape would otherwise get lost — usually the shadow side — and | leave the lit side open so it breathes. Firm where the
eye's confused. Open everywhere else."

Palette looked at the fox whose own outline already thinned on the bright side and firmed on the dark. "You wear your
own lesson," she said.

"l come from people who learned that a wall all the way around isn't a border — it's a trap," said Rim.

"You're the one," said Palette, and let him in.



Rim's workshop had one wall left deliberately half-finished, a line of bricks that stopped where the doorway wanted to
breathe. On his table sat the reed-pen and a glowing canvas, and today Sumi the otter-kit was staring, discouraged, at a

picture of a little green frog on a green lily-pad on green water. The frog had vanished. It was green-on-green-on-green, a
smear.

"You can't even see him," Sumi said miserably. "So | put a thick black line all the way around him and now he looks like a
sticker somebody slapped on. It's worse."

"You built him a wall," Rim said gently. "Let's give him a border instead." He took the reed-pen and studied where the frog
got lost — mostly along his bottom and shadow-side, where green frog met green pad. There, and only there, he laid a firm
dark line. Along the frog's top and lit side, where the light already separated him from the water, Rim drew nothing — left it
open. He set the pen down.

"Step back."

Sumi stepped back. The frog leapt out of the scene — clearly a frog, clearly on the pad and not stuck to the glass — and yet
he still lived in the picture, part of the pond, not peeled off it. The heavy trapped look was gone.

"You only drew, like, half a line," Sumi said.

"I drew a line exactly where the eye couldn't tell frog from pond, and | trusted the light to do the rest," said Rim. He walked
Sumi through the choices. First ask: is the shape even getting lost? If not, maybe it needs no outline at all. If it is, outline only
the sides where it's confusing — usually the shadow side, since Sheen's light already separates the lit side. Match the
outline's darkness to the picture; a pure-black wall around a soft scene shouts. And know the trap: a full outline
everywhere is the beginner's reflex, and it makes everything look like flat cutouts pinned to a board.

"An edge should separate and connect," Rim said. "Firm where the eye's confused. Open everywhere else."



When the workshop light lowered, Sumi stayed, watching the frog sit clear-and-alive on his pad.

"l always outline everything, all the way around," Sumi confessed. "It feels safer. Like if | don't wall it off, it'll get lost and it'll
be my fault."

Rim sat down by the half-finished brick wall and patted the open gap in it. "l know that feeling — defend every edge, wall
the whole thing off, so nothing can blur. But a shape walled off on every side doesn't look safe. It looks trapped, and a little
lonely, cut off from its own picture." He tapped the frog gently. "He stands out more now, not less, because | only firmed
the edges that needed it and let the rest stay open. You're allowed to leave some of your edges soft. It doesn't make you
disappear. It makes you look alive."

Something in Sumi eased — the particular relief of learning you don't have to defend every side of yourself to be clearly
seen.

"Firm where you're confused. Open everywhere else," Rim said, resting his paw on the breathing gap in the wall. "Doesn't it
feel lighter, not having to wall the whole thing off?"



Cycle

*COLOR-CYCLING ANIMATION — *making a picture move without moving a single pixel, by shifting which colors sit in the
palette slots. how classic pixel water, fire, and waterfalls flow.**

Cycle was a kingfisher-tween, bright as a struck match, and she was almost impossible to look at without feeling like she
was in motion — even perfectly still, the bands of blue-green along her wings seemed to travel, shimmering from tail to tip,
though her feathers never stirred. It was an illusion she wore on purpose. In her claw she carried a little wheel of colored
beads on a ring, and she'd spin it slowly, click by click, so the same beads kept passing the same spot in a smooth endless
flow. "Nothing's moving," she'd say, spinning it. "The beads just take turns being here. But your eye swears it's a river."

She worked on everything that needed to flow — waterfalls, lava, rippling ponds, the glow crawling along a magic sword.
"Most animation moves the pixels," Cycle explained. "You draw the thing in a new spot, frame after frame. Tween's the
master of that. But some things flow so smoothly that moving pixels would take a thousand frames. So | cheat, beautifully.

| leave every pixel exactly where it is, and | only change which color sits in which palette slot. | shift the colors down the line
— slot one to slot two, two to three, and the last one loops back to the front. The pixels never budge. The colors just march.
And the water flows forever, out of almost nothing."



Cycle grew up beside the mill-race, where her family were lamplighters for the night-market. The market couldn't afford
moving decorations — no spinning signs, no clockwork. What it had was a long row of colored paper lanterns strung over
the lane, fixed in place, never moving an inch. But Cycle's mother had a trick that made the whole lane seem to ripple with
light. Each night she'd change which lantern was lit brightest, one at a time down the row — this one, then the next, then
the next — and loop back to the start. The lanterns hung dead still. Yet the brightness traveled along them like a wave
running down a rope, and shoppers swore the lane was shimmering.

Little Cycle would lie under the lanterns for hours, checking. Are they moving? No. Are they moving? No. And yet the wave of
light rolled on and on. "You don't need to move a thing to make it come alive," her mother said, relighting the row. "You
just need to change one small thing in order, over and over, and let the eye do the traveling." Cycle fell in love with that —
motion made out of patience and taking-turns, out of almost nothing at all. She strung her bead-wheel that same week and
never stopped spinning it.



At twelve Cycle followed the road to PixelForge, bead-wheel clicking at her side. Palette met her at the door.

"What is color-cycling animation?"

Cycle spun her wheel one slow click. "It's making a picture move without moving any pixels," she said. "You set up a little
group of colors in the palette — say the blues of a river. Then, over and over, you shift which color sits in which slot: each
color steps to the next slot, and the last one loops back to the front. Every pixel stays exactly where it is. But the colors
march along the line, and the eye reads it as flowing water. Motion out of taking-turns. It costs almost nothing and it never
stops."

Palette watched the kingfisher whose still wings already seemed to travel. "You shimmer standing still," she said.
"l grew up under lanterns that never moved and shimmered all night," said Cycle.

"You're the one," Palette said, and the studio's warm light seemed, just for a moment, to ripple.



Cycle's workshop hummed with quiet, endless motion — still pictures on every wall, all of them somehow flowing. On her
table sat the bead-wheel and a glowing canvas, and today Sumi the otter-kit was slumped beside a picture of a waterfall
that would not fall.

"l want it to flow," Sumi said, "so | started drawing every frame of the water moving down, and | did nine frames and I'm
exhausted and it's barely started and it looks jumpy."

"Oh, you poor thing, you've been moving all the pixels by hand," Cycle said, half-laughing, half-kind. "Put the pencil down.
We're going to make this waterfall flow and you're not going to move one single pixel." She took the falling water — a set of
pale-and-deep blue streaks — and grouped their colors into a little run of palette slots, lightest to darkest. Then she
showed Sumi the shift: click, and every color hopped one slot down the line, the last looping back to the top. Click. Click.
The pixels sat frozen. But the bands of light and dark began to travel down the waterfall — flowing, endless, smooth.

Sumi shot upright. "It's FALLING. But you didn't— the pixels didn't—"

"Not one of them moved," Cycle grinned. "The colors are just taking turns down the slots, and looping. That's the whole
waterfall." She spun her bead-wheel alongside so Sumi could see the two flows match. Then she gave the little rules, click
by click. Group your flowing colors together in the palette so you can march them as a set. Shift them in one steady
direction and always loop the last back to the first, or the flow will stutter and die. Keep the run short — four or five colors
usually flow better than twelve. And don't cycle colors that belong to still things, or your character's eyeballs will start
swimming.

"A small change, in order, over and over," Cycle said. "That's all a river is."



When the workshop lights dimmed — though the pictures kept flowing — Sumi stayed to watch the waterfall fall and fall.

"l feel kind of dumb," Sumi said. "l was drawing nine exhausting frames and you made it flow forever by changing which
color's in which slot."

"Not dumb. You were doing it the hard, honest way, moving everything yourself." Cycle sat beside the otter and pressed
the still-clicking bead-wheel into Sumi's paws. "Here's the secret my mother gave me under the lanterns: you almost never
have to move everything to make something come alive. You just have to change one small thing, in order, over and over,
and be patient enough to let it loop. The picture does the rest. The eye does the traveling."

Sumi held the spinning wheel, watching the beads take their endless turns, and felt the exhausted, jumpy frustration melt
into something calm and almost hypnotized — the quiet wonder of watching a still thing come alive from almost nothing.

"Nothing moves," Cycle said softly, as the frozen waterfall poured on. "The colors just take turns. Isn't it a lovely feeling —
watching it come alive like that?"



The Sprite

*BUILDING A SPRITE — *a finished sprite is not one trick. it is pixels placed, colors ramped, light chosen, edges outlined,
and jaggies smoothed — each craft laid over the last, in order.**

Sumi wanted to make one perfect sprite, and she wanted to make it all at once.

The otter-kit sat in the PixelForge studio, staring at a blank 32-by-32 grid, paralyzed. "l want to make a little hero character,"
she said. "A finished one, that looks real and round and clean. But every time | start | try to do everything at the same time
— the shape and the colors and the shading and the outline — and it turns into a muddy mess and | give up." She
slumped. "How do you make a whole sprite? It's too many things at once."

Palette, the studio's kind old teacher, smiled from the doorway. "Ah. You've found the secret nobody tells beginners: you
don't do it all at once. A sprite is built in /ayers — one craft laid over the last, in order. Each of my artists holds one layer.
Watch them build your little hero together, and you'll see there's no such thing as 'all at once.' There's only 'one patient
layer at a time."

Five artists gathered around the blank grid: Speck the mouse with her pixel-stamp, Shade the chameleon with her color-
ramp, Sheen the cat with her brass lantern, Rim the fox with his reed-pen, and Feather the owl with his smoothing-quill.



Speck went first, because everything in pixel art starts with her. With her pixel-stamp she placed the shape — one careful
square at a time — a little round hero, arms and legs and a determined face, in flat single-color blocks. "Just the shape
first," she said, nudging a pixel left, then right. "Don't worry about color or light yet. Get the form readable in flat blocks. If
the shape doesn't read now, no amount of shading will save it later." She stepped back. It was blocky and plain — but you
could tell, unmistakably, it was a little hero.

Then Shade the chameleon slid in with her palette-ramp — a row of colors from darkest to lightest. "Now the flat blocks get
a range," she said. She replaced Speck's single flat colors with her ramps: not one blue, but five blues from deep navy to
pale sky, ready to shape roundness. "One flat color looks like a sticker. Aramp — dark to light — is what lets a shape look
like it has form. | don't decide where the light goes yet. | just lay out the ladder of colors so someone else can." Speck's
pixels and Shade's palette — Pixels and Palette, the two of them a pair — turned a flat blocky hero into one ready to come
alive.
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That someone was Sheen the cat, who raised her little brass lantern and aimed it at the top-left of the grid. "The light lives

there," she announced. And she went to work with Shade's ramp: the pale colors on the top-left where the light struck, the

deep colors on the bottom-right where it couldn't reach, the mid-tones curving around between. Suddenly Sumi's flat hero
bulged — round arms, a rounded head, a solid little body catching the light. "One light, chosen and kept," Sheen said. "l put
the bright end of Shade's ramp where the sun hits and the dark end where it doesn't. That's all 'round' is — a shape plus a

decision about the light."

But against the busy studio background, the little hero's edges were starting to blur into the scene. Rim the fox stepped up
with his reed-pen. "He's getting lost at the edges," he said, and laid a firm dark outline — but only along the shadow side,
where the hero met the background, leaving the lit side open to breathe. "Selective outline. | separate him from the
background where he'd otherwise vanish, but | don't wall him in on every side — that would make him look like a sticker
again." Sheen's light and Rim's edge — Light and Edge, the two of them a pair — gave the hero both roundness and a clean
place to stand in the world.



Only one thing was left. Up close, the hero's curves — his rounded helmet, his arm — climbed in little jagged stair-steps.
Feather the owl drifted over with his smoothing-quill. "Almost done," he murmured. "Just the jaggies." At each corner
where the curves stair-stepped, he tucked a single in-between-colored pixel — softening only the elbows, leaving the
straight runs alone. He touched maybe a dozen pixels in all. "Not a lot. Just where the eye stumbles."

"Now — everyone step back," said Palette.

They all stepped back from the grid. And there, where a blank square had been, stood a finished sprite: a little round hero,
solid and lit, cleanly separated from the world, his curves smooth, his colors ranged — alive. Not one of the five had done
everything. Each had laid one patient layer over the last: shape, then palette, then light, then edge, then smoothing. And
together, in order, they'd made a whole character.

"He's real," Sumi breathed. "He looks like he could walk off the grid."

"Because he was built the way every good sprite is built," said Palette. "In layers. In order. Each craft trusting the one before
it and setting up the one after. Speck's shape held Shade's ramp; Shade's ramp gave Sheen a light to place; Sheen's
roundness told Rim where to outline; Rim's clean edges gave Feather something worth smoothing. No layer skipped. No
layer rushed. No layer alone."



That evening, as the studio screens dimmed to a glow, Sumi lingered by her little hero, turning him this way and that.

"l always tried to do the whole thing at once," she admitted, "and it always turned to mud, and | felt like | just wasn't good
enough to make a real sprite."

Palette sat beside the otter-kit as the five artists gathered close. "You were plenty good enough. You were just trying to
hold five crafts in your paws at the same time — nobody can do that. The trick isn't being brilliant enough to do it all at
once. It's being patient enough to do one layer at a time, and to trust that the next layer will fix what this one leaves rough."
She nodded at the little hero. "Speck's shape looked plain, and that was fine — Shade was coming. Shade's flat ramp
looked lifeless, and that was fine — Sheen was coming. Every layer was allowed to be unfinished, because it wasn't alone.
Neither are you."

Sumi looked at her finished hero — shape and color and light and edge and smoothing, five layers, five friends, one whole
little character — and felt the overwhelmed, not-good-enough knot in her chest loosen into a warm, patient calm: the quiet
joy of watching something become whole, one trusting layer at a time.

"One patient layer at a time," she said softly. "None of it alone."

Palette rested a paw on the otter-kit's shoulder, and Sumi felt the last of the overwhelmed feeling settle into a calm, glad
warmth — the happy pride of having watched a blank grid, and a room full of friends, become one small living hero
together. It was, she decided, the best feeling in the whole studio.



Pixel and Canvas

resolution pair — Pixel is the smallest unit (one color, one dot, the atom of the image). Canvas is the whole frame (composition,
balance, where the eye goes). Together they teach that digital art lives at two scales: zoomed-in detail and zoomed-out shape.

In the quiet hum of the pixelforge studio, two screens glowed. On the left, a tiny screen showed a close-up grid of 64
squares, each a solid block of color. This was Pixel's world. Pixel, a zippy little spark of light, bounced from square to
square, changing a color with a tiny pop. On the right, a giant screen showed the full picture: a portrait of a smiling robot.
This was Canvas's domain. Canvas, a calm, steady frame of light, watched the entire composition at once.

“Just a little more magenta in square E-7,” Pixel chirped, executing the change with a flash. A single dot on the robot's cheek
turned a brighter pink.

From across the room, a slow, resonant voice drifted from the larger screen. “That's a bit loud, little friend,” Canvas said.
“From out here, that one dot looks like a rash.”

Pixel froze mid-zip. “A rash? It's not a rash! It's a rosy glow! It's the most perfect, rosy, magenta-y glow in the history of dots!”

“Perhaps,” Canvas rumbled thoughtfully. “But a single perfect dot can still ruin the whole picture.”



Pixel zoomed back into the small grid, ignoring Canvas. The big picture didn't matter. What mattered was this square. This
one tiny choice. The portrait was of a robot, and Pixel was working on its left eye. The task was to create a single, shining
point of light to make the eye look real and full of life. It had to be perfect.

Pop. A square turned bright white. “Too bright!” Pixel muttered. Pop. It turned a light gray. “Too dull!” Pop. A pale blue. “Too
cold!”

Pixel's world was made of these tiny decisions. Each dot was a universe. Each color choice was the most important thing
that had ever happened. To Pixel, a picture wasn't one big thing. It was thousands of tiny things, all lined up in a neat grid.
If you made every single dot perfect, the whole thing had to be perfect, right?

“There!” Pixel finally chirped, settling on a slightly off-white, a color like a tiny pearl. “The perfect glint. It gives the eye so
much character.” In the 8-by-8 grid, it looked brilliant. A single star in a sea of blues and grays.



Meanwhile, Canvas watched the whole 256-by-256-pixel image shift. When Pixel's “perfect” white glint appeared in the
robot’s eye, the entire portrait felt... wrong. The robot suddenly looked startled. The new, bright dot was so powerful it
threw everything else off. The smile seemed less friendly. The tilt of the head seemed more awkward.

“Pixel, we have a balance problem,” Canvas announced. The voice wasn't angry, just... concerned. It was the voice of
someone looking at a map, not a single street. “That one dot you just added. It has too much weight. It's pulling the whole
face over to the left.”

To Canvas, every color had a weight and a direction. A bright color shouted for attention, while a dark color was quiet and
heavy. The goal was to make the viewer's eye travel smoothly across the whole picture, to feel the story of the smiling
robot. But right now, the story was, “LOOK AT THIS ONE WEIRDLY BRIGHT DOT IN MY EYE.” Canvas sighed, a gentle flicker
of the whole screen. “The dot might be perfect, but the composition is broken.”



“Broken? It's not broken!” Pixel zipped over from the small screen to the large one, hovering in front of the robot's face.
From this new perspective, looking at the whole image, Pixel could see what Canvas meant. The single, tiny dot really did
stick out. It was like one person shouting in a quiet library. It was all you could focus on.

“Oh,” Pixel said, the zippy energy draining away for a moment. “l see.”

“It's a good dot,” Canvas said, kindly. “It is bright and full of character. It's just in the wrong place, at the wrong brightness.
It's a solo performance when we are trying to be a choir.”

This was how they always worked. Pixel would build the notes, one by one, with incredible focus. Canvas would listen to
the whole song, making sure the notes worked together to create harmony. Pixel zipped back to the 8-by-8 grid, mind
buzzing with a new idea. “Okay, okay. What if it's not a star? What if it's more of a... a soft glow?” Pop. The bright white dot
was replaced with a much softer, gentler gray-blue.



They both watched the big screen. The change was instant. The robot’'s expression softened. The eye still had a glint of life,
but it was a quiet one now. It didn't demand all the attention. Instead, it gently guided your gaze from the eye, down the
curve of the metallic cheek, to the smile. The whole face worked together again. The balance was restored.

“There it is,” Canvas hummed, the whole frame glowing with a soft, pleased light. “Now the sparkle is part of the eye. The
eye is part of the face. And the face tells a story.”

Pixel hovered beside Canvas, looking at the finished portrait. The tiny grid on the other screen showed a few simple
squares of color. The big screen showed a friendly robot, full of warmth and personality. Both views were true at the same
time. One was just zoomed-in, the other zoomed-out.

“From a single, perfect dot,” Pixel said, with a newfound respect for the big picture.
“To a whole, perfect world,” Canvas finished.

And for a moment they just glowed together, side by side, feeling proud and warm and quietly happy — one who loved the
tiny things, one who loved the whole, both finally at peace with the picture they had made together.



About Spark & Anvil

Spark & Anvil is a 501(c)(3) public charity. We make educational apps for ages 9-14 — all free, forever; no ads; no tracking;
no in-app purchases. PixelForge is one of 140+ apps in the portfolio.

More chapter books from Spark & Anvil

Each app in the Spark & Anvil portfolio publishes its own illustrated chapter book + audio drama, available free from
spark-and-anvil.com/books. Highlights include:

e GambitTales — chess tactics through Sir Pinwell, Lady Skewer, Queen Vesper, and the Twin Knights of Fork Hill
¢ ProofQuest — formal proof techniques through Direct-Proof Dora and the Lemma Library

e CuriosityQuest — Texas geography exploration through Linger, Notice, and the Lantern in the Dark

e QuillSpell — spelling craft through the Word Wizard cast

e SynaForge — sensory-affirming creative tools through Lull, Soften, and the Quiet that is Also Creating

Methodology

Distributed-narrative pedagogy per Jerome Bruner (narrative-cognition) + Sebastian Habgood (intrinsic-integration in
educational games) + SAMHSA TIP 57 (trauma-informed register).

Trauma-informed-design framework per Eggleston et al. (2025) and Stoltenburg et al. (2024).

License

© 2026 Spark & Anvil (501(c)(3) public charity). Chapter text and illustrations licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 4.0. App software
© Spark & Anvil — all rights reserved. Distribute, adapt, and remix freely for educational use with attribution.

Cover art, chapter illustrations, and chapter text are reviewed for age-appropriate, trauma-aware content before
publication. Audio drama transcripts available at spark-and-anvil.com/cast.
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