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Principal Cast



Allyran Elves: All Elves who live in Allyra.

Tommy Bowman: Curly-haired seventh grader at Thurgood Marshall Middle School in Seabrook, Maryland.

Autumn Briarman: Petite, blond seventh grader who lives outside Depauville in upstate New York. Sister of Johnny Briarman.

Johnny Briarman: Burly seventh-grade student who lives outside Depauville in upstate New York. Brother of Autumn Briarman.

Annelle “Nelly” Brookeheart: Gift-giving owner of A Likely Story Book Shoppe in Depauville, New York.

Flet Marshall Brynn: Second-highest-ranking Elf military officer.

Mr. Charlie: The custodian at Thurgood Marshall Middle School.

Children of the Light: The ancient name of Allyran Elves.

Cragons: The monstrous black trees of Vesper Crag.

Dreadnaughts: Elite warrior Elves who practice Vexbane, a profoundly effective form of combat.

Drefids: The Spider King’s ghoulish assassins; Drefids have four deadly claws that extend from the knuckles of each hand.

Elves: One of the ancient races of Allyra; Elves are known for their books of prophecy and their woodcraft.

Anna Rosario Delarosa Espinosa: The Simonson family’s new housekeeper, who picks up Kat from school.

Miss Finney: Lochgilphead school’s new reading teacher and part-time librarian.

Sarron Froth: One of the brutal and bloodthirsty Drefid assassins for the Spider King.

Eldera “Elle” Galdarro: The mysterious librarian at Thurgood Marshall Middle School.

Jett Green: Seventh grader in Greenville, North Carolina. Rides motocross bikes and plays football.

James “Jimmy” Lewis Gresham: Redheaded seventh grader who lives in Ardfern, Scotland. Lived in an orphanage until he was adopted at six years old.

Guardmaster Olin Grimwarden: Commander of the military forces of the Elves and their allies.

Gwars: One of the ancient races of Allyra; Gwar are known for their brutish strength and their affinity for spiders.

Cathar Indrook: Gwar field commander.

Varuin Khelgast (Vair-ooh-in Kell-ghast): The Gwar overlord.

Lyrian Elves: A very strong race of Elves. They are dark skinned and have violet-colored eyes.

Regis McAuliffe: Gresham family friend, who works at a local ul. 

Mobius: The Spider King’s most decorated Drefid assassin.

Mr. Ogelvie: Jimmy Gresham’s new neighbor.

Mr. Phitzsinger: Physical education teacher at Thurgood Marshall Middle School in Seabrook, Maryland.

Edward Rengfellow: A tour guide for Dalhousie Castle.

Sentinels: They are very wise, very traditional Elves who are rumored to still follow the “Old Ways.”

Mrs. Sherman: Kiri Lee’s chaperone in Scotland.

Kat Simonson: A seventh grader in North Hollywood, California; she has polycythemia vera, a condition that gives her skin a bluish color.

Sophie: Kiri Lee’s friend; she is an art prodigy.

Mr. James Spero: English teacher at Jett Green’s school in Greenville, North Carolina.

The Spider King: The ruler of all Gwar, who harbor an ancient grudge against the Elves. Lives in Vesper Crag.

Vendar Stonebreaker: Berinfell’s third flet marshall, superior to all in command except the Guardmaster and Flet Marshall Brynn.

Sir Travin: Clever warrior for the Elves.

Tyrith (Tier-ith): The Drefid’s high commander.

Mr. Charles Wallace: Kat’s American history teacher.

Warspiders: Spiders that are so large they can be ridden like horses; red Warspiders have lethal venom.

Wisps: Enemies of old. Vapor-beings, shape shifters.

Aaron Rothchild Worthington: Wealthy seventh grader in Tommy’s school. Lives in Tommy’s neighborhood.

Kiri Lee Yuen: Seventh grader in Paris, France. Musical prodigy.



Principal Locations



ALLYRA

The world where the Elves, Gwar, and Spider King reside. 
Locations on Allyra include:

Berinfell

The capital of the Elves, who once resided across 
the many continents of Allyra

The Forest Gate

The western gate to enter Berinfell

The Gap Gate

The eastern gate to enter Berinfell

The Garden Gate

The southern gate to enter Berinfell

The Tree gate

The northern gate to enter Berinfell

The Great Hall

The throne room and master chamber 
of the Seven Elven Lords of Berinfell

Moonlit Crown

A secret place known only to the Elves, where the Sentinels 
and other Elves who follow the “old ways” meet

Nightwish Caverns

A vast network of caverns beneath the Thousand-League Forest, 
used as an emergency home by the Elves of Berinfell

Red Coast

Allyra’s tempestuous coast

Vesper Crag

Volcanic home of the Spider King and his minions

Whitehall Castle

Ancient training facility for the Elves, 
far to the northwest of Berinfell

EARTH

The world where the humans reside. 
Locations on Earth include:

Ardfern, Scotland 
Dalhousie Castle, Scotland 
Depauville, New York, USA 
Edinburg, Scotland 
Greenville, North Carolina, USA 
Lochgilphead, Scotland 
North Hollywood, California, USA 
Paris, France 
Seabrook, Maryland, USA
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Eight-Hundred-Year Echoes



CONCEALED IN a grove of alder trees, two cloaked figures waited; their whispered voices lost in the soft rustle of wind-stirred leaves.

“Commander, I had forgotten how brilliant the moon is.”

“I know, Brynn,” the burly warrior replied, absently rubbing a whitish furrow on his cheek, one of many scars on his face and neck. “Since we are allowed only rare views . . . I, too, drink it in.” He sighed.

“How many hundreds of years since we could gaze our fill?”

“Too many,” he said, more than a hint of bitterness in his tone.

They waited, not ten paces away from the flat side of a massive boulder. Beyond that, the silver moonlight shone down on a clearing framed by trees. It was a haunting view of their once glorious city, now in ruins.

Suddenly, the sheer face of stone radiated a dazzling blue light. The two crouched lower beneath the trees. Brynn raised her bow and drew the bowstring back to the feathery red sideburn near her right ear.

“Hold,” whispered the leader. “If it is the enemy, we are done.” The wall of stone rippled like a vertical film of water. It began to pulse and bulge as if the stone had turned to some elastic fabric or web. Something was struggling to break out.

Neither warrior breathed as a hand broke through, then forearms and a torso. But the light intensified, making it impossible to see beyond the form’s black silhouette.

The portal snapped shut, just a boulder once more. They couldn’t see much of anything as their eyes readjusted to the moonlight.

“Sir . . . should I—?”

“Brynn, stay your bow,” the commander said, relieved to give that order. He strode forward from the cover of the alders toward a female draped in a heavy cloak. His archer followed close behind.

“Elle, what have you learned?” he asked.

“They are on Earth,” she replied.

“Can you be certain?” he asked.

She removed her hood, shook out long blond hair—silver in the moonlight—and nodded. “There can be no doubt. I felt the tremors among the humans.”

“I cannot believe it. . . . Froth told us the truth,” said the commander. “I will gather the others still here for the mission. At last, some hope—”

“It will not be easy,” Elle interrupted. “They have been scattered.” 

“Among how many?” he asked.

“Billions,” she replied. She stared at her feet.

The commander was thunderstruck.

“Billions?” Brynn gasped. “But that would be like—” 

“Looking for a green coin in a sea of clover.” The commander rubbed his temples.

“And that is not the worst of it,” Elle said. “The enemy is there.” 

“Then he knows,” said the commander. “Froth thought as much. Elle, you and the others already on Earth must prepare for battle. You must not let the enemy get to them first. Do whatever is necessary.”

“I understand,” she replied. “The humans have swords there and other weapons.”

“Good,” he said. “Their weapons won’t match the quality you’re used to. Do what you can. But no matter what, you must continue to blend in.”

Elle replaced the hood of her cloak and turned toward the portal. “If our race has become skilled at anything these bitter, long years, it’s hiding.”

“Elle?” She heard the urgent questioning in her commander’s voice and turned. “We must not fail.”

Elle crossed her wrists and bowed. “We will not. Endurance and Victory.”

“Endurance and Victory.”
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A Surprise Gift



HUH? TOMMY Bowman didn’t know why his parents said yes. They usually said no—unless, of course, it was to chores. To chores, they said yes, each and every time. But to come back to school, at night, on short notice, and drop him off without going through their usual checklist. Unbelievable. Just the other day, he’d wanted to ride his bike up to the regional park only two miles away. His parents had made him wear a watch, a helmet, a walkie-talkie, and a cell phone in case the walkie-talkie’s battery died. Almost a teenager and they treat me like I’m seven. 

As his parents drove away, Tommy glanced back over his shoulder at the looming menace of the school. Thurgood Marshall Middle was all columns, statues, white stone, and red brick. Stained and weathered over many years, the façade looked more like a police station from Gotham City than a middle school.

An engine growled, tires squealed, and Tommy whipped back around. He watched as a sleek black sports car pulled into the parking lot and stopped directly under the streetlight by the curb just thirty feet away. Like most twelve-year-olds, he loved sports cars—and he couldn’t wait to see which one of his classmates got out of that car. One of the rich kids probably, Tommy thought. Coming to the meeting to steal the show. Give all the answers. Tommy stared at the car and waited . . . and waited. No one got out. All Tommy could see was the blazing orb of the streetlight’s reflection in a sea of dark-tinted glass. The longer Tommy waited, the more uncomfortable he felt. A chill slithering up his back, Tommy rushed inside the school building.

There was no one in the main hallway or in the front office. His sneakers squeaked on the newly waxed floor as he looked around. Tommy glanced at his watch. He wasn’t really early, so where was everybody? He rocked back and forth on his feet, wondering if the meeting had been cancelled and no one had told him. That would figure, he thought. But he hoped he was wrong. Mrs. Galdarro, the librarian, had selected Tommy personally to be a part of the group. He still didn’t know why, but it felt good to be asked.

Tommy had always thought of himself as a rather unremarkable boy. Few teachers ever seemed to take notice of him. He just floated through their classes with straight Bs and an occasional A. Tommy wasn’t a bad kid, the sort who would leave a handful of centipedes in the teacher’s desk drawer. Nor was he an exceptionally good kid, prim and proper, whose precocious nature drew all sorts of attention from his teachers. In fact, the only meaningful thing Tommy could ever remember a teacher saying to him directly was, “Oh my, what a wonderful head of curly hair you have.”

Yep, that’s me, Tommy thought. Curly hair and unremarkable.

And yet Mrs. Galdarro had still noticed him. “Tommy Bowman, please see me after the bell,” she had said.

Tommy had wondered what he had done wrong, so he was more than a little surprised when Mrs. Galdarro said, “You have talent, Mr. Bowman. Extraordinary talent, yes. One of the reasons I came here to Thurgood Marshall Middle School is to spot talent. And I see that you have it.”

That had made Tommy wonder if the years had finally caught up with Mrs. Galdarro. Though, honestly, Tommy wasn’t sure why he thought she was old. Her hair was not gray. Her skin was not wrinkled. But there was something about the depth of her green eyes and the richness of her voice that spoke of many years and a long history. 

“I’d like to invite you to a meeting here in the library,” Mrs. Galdarro had continued. “Tonight at eight. This is an important meeting, Tommy. Only for those with talents like yours. And there will be cookies, delicious cookies. But better still . . . everyone who comes will receive a gift. Don’t be late.”

Well, Tommy thought, even if she is a bit cracked in the head, it still felt good to be noticed by someone. And everyone liked gifts, especially Tommy. With that in mind, he decided he’d better at least check the library to make sure the meeting was indeed cancelled. He certainly wasn’t in any hurry to go back outside.

Not that being in the school after dark was all that pleasant, either. Half the school’s lights were off or dimmed. The halls became shadowy corridors. The empty classrooms . . . pitch-black caves. And the windows . . . dark eyes whose stare Tommy could not escape. No cookies, no gift could be worth this.

Then Tommy heard a squeaking sound, and Mr. Charlie, one of the school’s custodians, appeared wheeling a cart out from the eighth-grade hallway. But Mr. Charlie didn’t say a word. He just grinned at Tommy and stared. Even in the shadowy hall, Tommy could see Mr. Charlie’s eyes. He had dark skin but very unusual dark blue eyes. They almost looked purple.

Mr. Charlie winked and rolled his cart toward the cafeteria. Soon, his cheery whistle floated back from the hall, that and the squeak of his cart. Everyone knew that Mr. Charlie had a few screws loose, but he was very nice and he smiled a lot. As a matter of fact, he always said good morning to Tommy.

Tommy hesitantly walked down the half-lit hall. Something small darted out from under one of the classroom doors. Tommy swerved to the right side of the hall. Get a grip, Bowman! he chastised himself. It’s only a spider. The quarter-sized, brown and black arachnid stopped about two feet from Tommy’s left foot. A myriad of tiny black eyes stared up at Tommy. Small or not, Tommy didn’t like spiders. He lifted his foot to squash it, but it skittered back under the classroom door.

Tommy hastened up the hall to the school’s library. He turned the corner, walked out into the cavernous book-filled room, and called out, “Hello?” There was no one there. He reached into his jacket pocket for his cell phone and flipped it open.

He never dialed.

There was a book that caught his eye from across the room.

The room was full of books, of course. But, in the exact center of the third shelf of the middle bookcase on the far wall, one book stood out. It was as if a bright spotlight shined upon its golden binding, and all the other books dimmed.

Tommy put his cell phone away, dropped his backpack on the floor, and strode slowly over to the bookcase. When he touched the book and felt it slide into his palm, he had a strange nostalgic feeling, as if he were about to open an old family photo album. He could almost smell the years of memories on the pages.

He turned the book and held it so that he could see its title. The History of Berinfell. And beneath it, in smaller script: The Chronicles of the Elf Lords and Their Kin.

From behind came a powerful voice: “Well done!” Tommy spun around, and there was Mrs. Galdarro. Only . . . she looked different. Gone was her normal librarian garb: the plaid skirt, ruffled cuffed blouse, and thick glasses. Instead she wore a long, dark hooded robe. It might have been deep purple or blue. In the shadows, it was hard to tell, but it was not black. Embroidery that bordered the hood and the sleeves shimmered, even in the dark.

“Mrs. Galdarro?” Tommy looked at her.

“Yes, lad.” She lowered the hood, gave a warm smile, and nodded. “. . . and I say again, well done! You found your gift . . . or, perhaps I should say, it found you.”

Tommy looked down at the book and back up to the librarian.

“All who come to the meeting get a gift,” said Mrs. Galdarro. “Isn’t that what I told you, Tommy?”

Tommy nodded again.

“The book you hold . . . is your gift. Though I must confess, it is not a right regular gift since it was yours to begin with.”

“I don’t understand,” Tommy said, feeling like he might have blown a fuse in his brain.

“Of course you don’t, my boy,” Mrs. Galdarro replied. “I know that it is all very sudden and confusing for you. Why don’t you come sit down?” She gestured to the round table on her right. Upon it lay a platter laden with piles and piles of cookies.

Tommy wondered how Mrs. Galdarro entered the library and put the tray on the table without him noticing. He shrugged. He wasn’t about to turn his nose up at the cookies. Still hugging his book to his chest, he took a seat. Mrs. Galdarro sat across the table from him, and the cookies waited between them. He looked at her, the question forming on his lips.

“Go ahead, Tommy, have one.”

Tommy picked one up. “It’s still warm.”

“Yes,” she replied. “Just took them out of the oven.”

The smell was delightful, sweet and fruity and something else Tommy couldn’t quite put his finger on. Tommy took a bite, a big one, and began to chew. The flavor was so rich, so intense that it seemed to melt into his tongue as he chewed. Tommy took another bite and mumbled, “These are . . . mmph . . . these are . . . mm, mmph, delicious. I’ve never had anything like it.”

“No,” said Mrs. Galdarro, “I don’t imagine you have.”

Tommy was into his third cookie when it finally dawned on him that none of the other kids had shown up yet. “Mrs. Galdarro . . . um, where are the other kids?”

“Let me put it as simply and directly as I can. You are the only one in this . . . this meeting—for now—though others will come in due time. This gift is yours to explore. Oh, I do wish I could be with you when you read page 17. Yes, yes, and page 77 is wondrous, too. And I mustn’t forget page 140 . . . ah, those were amazing days.”

Tommy stuffed another cookie in his mouth and, forgetting his manners, mumbled, “Sounds like a cool story.”

Mrs. Galdarro smiled. And for a moment she was lost in deep thought, staring beyond Tommy.

“Mrs. Galdarro?”

She blinked and looked back at Tommy once more. “Ah, yes, it is a cool story . . . but not yet finished.” She paused. “Now, lad, listen to me. Reading this book will be quite an experience. Unsettling at first, I should imagine. Just remember, you will be safe. If it becomes too much, you simply close the book.”

“Uh . . . okay.” Tommy had read creepy books before. No way this elf book was going to scare him. “No problem.”

The librarian raised an eyebrow. “I wonder.”

“So are we going to meet at lunch to talk about the book? I mean, how much do I have to read? I’m not going to get quizzed on this, am I?”

“When the time is right,” she replied, “we will indeed sit and talk about this special book. You have a birthday coming up, don’t you, Tommy?”

“Ah, next month . . . November twelfth, why?”

“That’s what they told you, is it? Of course, they wouldn’t know, would they. Hmm.”

“What who told me? Wouldn’t know . . . huh?”

“Let’s just say”—she paused and consulted a small notebook—“let’s say we’ll need to talk again in two weeks.”

“Okay,” said Tommy. “I’ll read as much as I can by then.”

“So clear now,” Mrs. Galdarro muttered to herself. Tommy felt like she was staring at the side of his head. “This is a new haircut, isn’t it, Tommy? Last year in sixth grade, you wore your hair long, over your ears.”

“Yes, ma’am. My mom got tired of it and made me cut it off.”

“Hmm, that was fortunate,” she said. “I might not have noticed otherwise.”

“What?”

“Nothing at all, Tommy.”

“Oh.”

Mrs. Galdarro stood up. “This meeting is hereby adjourned. Your parents should be here to pick you up soon.”

“Over? Already?”

“Yes, dear boy. I called them and suggested they come right back. Wouldn’t want you stuck here with the bad weather coming in, you know.”

“But I kind of liked being here. It kind of . . . well . . . feels like being at my grandma’s house.”

“I understand,” she replied kindly. “Why don’t you take a few more cookies with you?”

“Okay!” Tommy selected three of the largest cookies and then looked down at his new book. “So this book is for me? I can keep it, right?”

“As long as you live,” she replied. “It’s a gift. Now I think it is time—”

“Mrs. Galdarro?”

“Yes?”

“Do you still think I have talent?”

“I don’t think, Tommy, I know.”

“Why me?” he asked finally.

“Read, dear boy,” she replied as she walked with him from the library into the hall. “The book holds all the answers . . . even to the questions you have yet to ask. Now go. Your parents will be along shortly.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Galdarro. For the book, the cookies, and . . .”

“You are quite welcome, lad.” She put up her hood once more. Tommy started to walk away.

“Tommy,” Mrs. Galdarro called to him, “there is one more thing. When you come to the section called ‘Red Dusk,’ page 277 I believe, wait until daylight to read it.” Muted thunder rumbled outside. The few lights that were on flickered.

Tommy didn’t know what to make of that. Red Dusk. He gave a half wave and walked up the hall toward the main office. As he turned the corner toward the school’s front doors, he could still hear Mr. Charlie whistling a tune from somewhere in the quiet school.

As soon as Tommy left the building, he realized the thunder had not been an empty threat. Great waving sheets of rain rode gusts of howling wind. Tommy wiped a few spattered raindrops out of his eyes and immediately knelt on the sidewalk beneath the awning. He didn’t want anything to happen to the unusual book Mrs. Galdarro had given him. He unslung his backpack and swiftly put the gift inside. He stood and swung the backpack up over his shoulder and took a bite of one of his cookies. Then he looked out into the school’s parking lot and stopped chewing.

The black sports car was still there, parked under the same streetlight by the curb, and leaning against the side of the car was a tall man. A curtain of rain fell between them, and the man wore a wide-brimmed hat, so Tommy could not see the man’s features. The collar of his dark gray trench coat was turned up, his hands were buried in the coat’s deep pockets, and he stood very still and seemed content to wait. Rainwater ran off the brim of his hat and down his shoulders.

Tommy didn’t see his parents’ car anywhere in the school’s parking lot. He felt panic rising up inside like a bubble. Though the strange man made no movement toward him at all, Tommy felt such an overwhelming sense of impending doom that his knees started to buckle.

Suddenly, the man in the dark gray coat stood up straight as if he’d just been startled awake. He spun around before Tommy could see his face, clawed at the car door, got it open, and leaped in. The sports car roared to life, fishtailed once on the wet pavement, and sped out of the parking lot.

“Good riddance, Mobius,” came a musical voice from behind. Tommy wheeled around and found Mr. Charlie standing by the door right behind him. He held a mop in one hand. His smile was broad . . . almost triumphant.

“Do you know that guy?” Tommy asked the school custodian.

“I’ze just came to make sure you was safe,” said Mr. Charlie.

“But that man—”

“I didn’ see no man.” Mr. Charlie turned to go back inside. “Looks like your folks is here,” he said over his shoulder as he and his mop disappeared back into the school.
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Blue Girl



KAT SIMONSON had colored her hair the night before. It was the fourth time she had changed her hair shade since school began—and it was only the second month of the school year. Kat Simonson stood in front of her floor-to-ceiling mirror and played with a few of the long pink strands near her ear. She twisted them restlessly around her index finger. The truth was that no hair color went with poly.

“Whatever,” she half spoke, half sighed. She opened her drawer and searched among the boxes of dye anyway.

“Kat, let’s go!” her mom shouted from downstairs.

“Right there, Mom,” she replied as she closed the drawer. Maybe next she’d try natural medium ash blond. She grabbed her backpack, slipped out of her room, and began the winding trek though the house. 

Kat’s home—a sprawling compound of windows and terracotta—rested on an exclusive bluff in North Hollywood overlooking Los Angeles, California. Her friends could scarcely contain their jealousy whenever they came over. They were fascinated with the voice-activated, house-wide stereo system, the plethora of HD flat-screen TVs in multiple family rooms, and her 1,500-square-foot game room. Kat’s parties were not to be missed and they rarely were . . . by anyone.

But the gatherings were never her ideas, always her parents attempting to get their reclusive daughter to “connect” or “nurture relationships.” But Kat knew better. She saw the looks from her so-called friends. She knew they were the same ones who talked about her when her back was turned, called her Blue Girl and Smurf. They just liked her house. Her stuff.

After navigating the halls and the three flights of stairs, Kat set the alarm code on the keypad by the front door and went outside. She threw her bag in the backseat of their Escalade—the green one—and jumped in.

“You can sit up front, you know,” said Mrs. Simonson.

Kat slammed the door. Silence from the backseat at first. Then a hesitant, “Thanks, but I like to spread out.” Then silence from the front seat. The huge SUV crawled down the driveway.

“Kat, I was thinking—” Too late. Kat slipped in her earbuds, hit play, and bass-heavy rock blasted away at once.

Mrs. Simonson heard the static buzz of the music. So loud, she thought. That can’t be good for her ears. But she wasn’t going to tell Kat to turn it down. It would just be another negative thing to say . . . another few inches of distance between her and her daughter. She glanced in the rearview mirror.

Mrs. Simonson remembered the first time she saw her daughter, just a photo at the adoption agency. She’d fallen in love right there and then. And when she first got a chance to hold Kat, they seemed to bond in such an immediate, powerful way. She just never thought things would turn out as they had.

The poly had come out of nowhere when Kat was seven. Her skin turned blue. Polycythemia vera was the doctors’ diagnosis. Her body carried too much blood, limiting its oxygen-carrying ability and giving her skin that otherworldly blue tone. Once the poly hit, Kat was never the same. Withdrawn. Sullen. Combative. Her mom winced and stared straight ahead. Kat seemed so unreachable now. Every reply was clipped. Every suggestion shot down. Every compliment ignored. Mrs. Simonson wished they could go back to the easy rapport they shared, especially on those blessed vacations to the beach house. She sighed. Melancholy washed over her like waves over a sandcastle.

Kat stared through the side window. She tried to keep her mind numbed by the blare of distorted metal guitars and thunderous drums. But just before the scene was swallowed by palm trees and gated communities, Kat glimpsed a flicker of sunlight on the Pacific Ocean. Her mind went to her parents’ summer cottage in Newport Beach. Despite their incredible wealth, the Simonsons’ “escape home,” as they liked to call it, was much smaller than most on the shore. But that was why Kat liked it so much. Simple. Picturesque. Little more than a two-room bungalow with kitchen and attached dining room—but a broad view of the ocean from every room.

On its quaint patio, Kat and her parents used to sit and have endless conversations about memories and dreams. From the house, it was only a few strides into the surf and the vast expanse of ocean—Kat’s favorite thing in the entire world. She would spend all her time there wading, swimming, snorkeling, and surfing. It was the only place, in fact, that she really felt at home.

She wished she could go there now. Any place but here, she thought, glancing up at her mother. It wasn’t that she didn’t love her mom. She wished she could spend more time with her the way they used to before the poly. Kat’s feelings stemmed from the fact that, no matter what Kat did, she always felt like she was a disappointment to her mom. Kat wanted her mom to approve, to applaud, to accept her, but Kat always felt like she had let her down . . . like she wasn’t the daughter her mother wanted her to be—even though her mother often said she was proud of Kat.

Kat caught her mother glancing into the rearview mirror and then giving Kat a longing stare and a heavy sigh. She’d been doing that kind of thing a lot lately: sighing, staring, shaking her head. Kat knew why. I’m a failure, she thought. I don’t get the grades. I’m not in any clubs. And I don’t have any good friends. Kat turned up the music.

Mrs. Simonson reached over the seat and tapped Kat on the knee. “You ready for your American history test?”

Kat frowned and took out one earbud. “What?”

“I said, are you ready for the American history test?”

“I guess,” Kat said, watching one mansion after another pass by. They’d be getting on the highway in a few more blocks.

“Did you need help studying? We’re still early. We could pull over at Starbucks and just—”

“No, Mom. Thanks. I’m good.” Kat stuffed the earbud back in. Kat growled at herself internally. She knew she’d been rude. How can I tell her how I’m feeling? She won’t understand. Kat laughed with exasperation. Besides asking for things and quick yes-and-no stuff, did she even know how to talk to her mother at all anymore? Kat stole a glance at the rearview mirror and saw her mother’s furrowed brow. One big, happy family.

They rode the rest of the way without talking, Kat engrossed in her music and Mrs. Simonson tuning to a satellite talk-radio station. When they finally arrived at Sierra Valley Middle, Kat turned off her music, slipped out of the SUV, and showed a weak smile to her mom.

“Don’t forget, Dad will be picking you up from school today because—”

“Because you guys just fired the third housekeeper this month.”

Her mom sighed. “Honey, she made some serious mistakes.”

“I guess our family rubbed off on her.”

“Oh, Kat.” Her mom looked down and fidgeted with the steering wheel. She looked up. “I love you.”

“Thanks. Can I go now?” Kat watched her mother’s shoulders sag as the tinted window went up. Mom says I love you, and what do I do? I kick her to the curb. Real nice, Kat.

Kat turned to walk away, then suddenly stumbled. Disorientation came on so fast she almost got sick. She doubled over. Her vision blurred. A loud ringing came to her ears and slowly faded. Voices came next. No, it was one voice. It came in and out like a radio station not quite in range. It sounded like her mother’s voice, but just snippets. Oh, Kat . . . why . . . so much . . . I can’t . . . anymore.

Kat could almost feel her mother gripping the steering wheel harder and harder. She could almost feel the tightness in the muscles of her mother’s neck and shoulders. She could almost feel the wetness of tears on her mother’s face. Kat reached up to her own cheek. No tears at all. What’s happening to me?

It passed as quickly as it had come on. Feeling like she’d just awakened from a strange dream, Kat continued up the school’s front steps. She refrained from looking back as she jostled between other students and squashed through the school’s front door. She ignored the whispers:

“Blue girl.”

“Now she has pink hair.”

“What’s wrong with her?”

When she’d climbed the stairs to the second flight, Kat looked out of the gum-wad-speckled window to the teeming lot in front of the school and then to the glittering city beyond.
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Manifest Destiny



THE AMERICAN history test packet glared up at Kat from the desktop. What a screw-up, she thought. I could have studied with Mom and had Starbucks to boot. She signed her name on the top and nervously flipped the pages, looking at the questions and assessing her complete lack of knowledge. This is a disaster.

She tapped her pencil on the desk and looked nonchalantly around the room; everyone was already leaping into the first question. She looked back to her test, took a breath, and read the first question again: 

1.) Define the term Manifest Destiny and give one example in American history.

Kat felt a wave of anxiety spread through her chest. Manifest what? She tried to break the question down. Manifest means something like obvious or easy to see, right? And destiny was like some great big mission or a goal you were meant to reach . . . right? She decided to skip it and come back later, a technique she remembered hearing her teacher talk about for taking tests like this.

2.) List two ways that the transcontinental railroad affected the economy.

You’ve got to be kidding me, Kat thought. Sweat beaded on her forehead. Someone definitely needed to turn up the air conditioner. Kat ran her fingers through her hair and took a deep breath. Question three? She could only skip so many before she’d be out of questions.

She looked out the window to her right and watched the palm leaves stir above the playground. The cloudless blue sky normally brought her some peace, reminding her of the sea, but not today. This test and her fam—Huh? There was a man leaning against one of the slender palms. He wore one of those Indiana Jones hats, but gray, more like a detective. He had a long gray detective-coat, too, and dark sunglasses that hid most of his face. It wasn’t unusual for the police to have a presence at the school. But the way he just stood there, leaning against the tree and staring. If Kat didn’t know any better, she’d think he was looking right up at her.

Kat caught her breath. Her heartbeat stuttered. She looked down at her test, then up at her teacher, Mr. Wallace, as he paced the front of the room. She tried to breathe, but found she could inhale just short breaths. The fringes of her vision grayed out. Kat turned side to side. No one else noticed. They were focused on their tests, oblivious. Kat turned back to the window once more.

The man—there just moments ago—was gone.

Heat and cold fought for her shoulders and arms, and her chest tightened. But there was something else, too, a new emotion, something like anxiety but more potent . . . a panicky sensation of fearful anticipation. But anticipation of what?

Kat couldn’t shake the mounting drama in her heart. Something was happening. And somehow she knew it wasn’t the test. And who was that man? Did she imagine him?

Something was very wrong.

The first thing she thought was heart attack. But at thirteen? She had most of the symptoms she’d learned about in health class. But Kat never touched red meat and avoided fast food like the plague. Maybe it was the poly, some new symptom the docs didn’t know about. She gripped the desk and felt a wave of dizziness wash over her. Mr. Wallace finally looked in her direction.

“You okay?” he mouthed from up front.

Kat nodded and looked back down to her test. Her hands were trembling. Why did she lie to Mr. Wallace? Why not tell him she needed a break? A restroom pass? Anything! Kat closed her eyes and tried to keep from being overwhelmed. Her head was swirling. Focus! She tapped her foot, trying to give herself something to think about other than the mounting sensations that were overpowering her body. Focus!

“Miss Simonson”—a hand touched her shoulder—“are you all right?”

All at once she was composed. The panic was gone. Kat looked up to Mr. Wallace standing beside her. “Yes, Mr. Wallace,” she said, blinking a few times. “Everything is fine.”

“I know my tests inspire dread and apprehension, but you didn’t look so good,” he said. “I thought—”

“No, I’m fine, really. Just thinking about my next answer.” She watched Mr. Wallace’s eyes glance at her blank test sheet and then back to Kat.

“You mean your first answer.”

“Ha.” She laughed nervously. “Yeah, that one.” She turned back to her test and waited for Mr. Wallace to walk back to his desk. That was close, she thought. But then wondered, What was close? I’m not hiding anything. I thought I was going to die—

Manifest Destiny was the policy of U.S. territorial expansion beginning in the 1840s. It was the belief that the settlers had the right to take possession of land and resist anyone who threatened them, including the Native Americans. One example was the massacre at Wounded Knee with the U.S. 7th Cavalry’s complete disregard for the welfare and land ownership of the Lakota Sioux.

Kat flinched and looked over her shoulder. She couldn’t believe it. Someone had just whispered that answer to her. Who? No one looked back. All eyes were riveted to test papers. Well, except for Sean Pinkerton in the corner. He was staring at something on the classroom wall and moving his head like a bobblehead doll. No, Kat thought, he wouldn’t know the answer anyway.

Someone had given her the answer. Maybe a secret admirer? Her face flushed. She looked around again. Except for Sean, they were all still working. Maybe it had come from inside, some repressed memory from watching the History Channel while half asleep. It had been like earlier when her mom dropped her at school—sounding more inside her head than an audible voice. Besides, Kat didn’t think anyone in class liked her enough to give her an answer.

She looked back at her test, and a different sort of fear gripped her. She reviewed the answer in her mind and thought about writing it down. Perhaps it was her own answer after all; perhaps it was her brain just communicating an answer in a time of extreme need. She had talked to herself before, right? This was just like that . . . but not at all.

Kat muttered under her breath and doodled something in the margin. The answer sure sounded like a good one. But was it hers? She glanced up at the clock. Five minutes had already gone by, and the only thing she’d written on her paper was her name and the doodles on the side. She could feel Mr. Wallace’s eyes on her. She had to put something down. She took a deep breath and then put her pencil to the paper and started writing.

Done.

One down, nine to go.

She read the second question again and drew a blank as before. But a moment later another voice, this time clearly male, spoke in her head:

The transcontinental railroad provided new jobs for immigrant workers, specifically Irish and Chinese foreigners seeking to create a new life. It also provided a fast means of transporting raw materials from one part of the country to the other, which perpetuated capitalism by starting new small businesses.

Kat stared at her desk. What was going on here? She put her pencil down and rubbed her temples with her fingertips. I’m going crazy, was all she could think. She glanced to her left and her right to see if anyone else had heard what she did. But no one seemed the least bit distracted. She could hear the tip-tap of their pencils.

“This is madness,” she whispered to herself. Then Kat picked up her pencil and wrote down the answer she’d heard.

Kat again doodled as she glanced at the third question. No sooner had she finished reading it when another voice spoke an answer into her head. Only this time she could have sworn it was the voice of Erin Freeburg. Kat looked forward and to the left where Erin was busy scribbling away on her test. Then she looked up at Mr. Wallace. There was no way Erin could have spoken to Kat that loud without Mr. Wallace noticing.

Kat chewed lightly on her pencil. Maybe it was some kind of subconscious recall. Maybe Mr. Wallace had spoken about these things, and maybe Erin had said that answer aloud in class. That would explain the familiar voices. It was just some bizarre recall of what her classmates had said in class. That was it. That had to be it.

Kat had a troubling thought: What if she wasn’t listening to her own mind? But just as fast she shot down the idea, citing it as something you’d see on the SyFy Channel, not something that happens in real life.

She filled in question three. In fact, Kat wrote down the answers that she heard for the next seven questions until the test was done. She flipped through the booklet and checked her work. She stood up to hand in her book but stopped, staring at the design she’d doodled on the front page. She flipped to the second page. She’d scribbled the same thing on that page, too. In fact, Kat had drawn the same image on every page of the test. It was a peculiar thing: curvy, shaded . . . kind of like a circle with tiny lines branching out from the inside and spiraling around decoratively. An even smaller circle adorned the top. 

Kat shrugged. It was strange, but not as strange as the other events of the morning. She looked at the class, most of whom were still working, and realized she’d finished as fast as Molly McMillan, easily the smartest girl in the seventh grade. When Kat met Molly at Mr. Wallace’s desk to deliver her test at the same time, Molly seemed indignant.

“Just because we finished at the same time doesn’t mean you aced it,” Molly said with a sneer and then turned abruptly away.

Mr. Wallace looked up, surprise spreading across his face. “Why, Miss Simonson, finished already?”

“Yes, Mr. Wallace,” she said, avoiding eye contact. “I think I did pretty well on this one.”

“Really?” He stretched the pronunciation. “I must admit, I had concerns. You looked ill.”

Kat blushed. “Just a little bit of test anxiety, but I calmed down.” 

“You sure you don’t want to review your answers? Just to double-check?”

“Yeah, I’m sure. Thanks though.”

Mr. Wallace smiled and took the test from her. Kat walked back to her desk and sat down, playing with her hair. She looked at the clock on the wall and watched the second hand click by. More and more students turned in their papers until the last student returned to his desk and Mr. Wallace declared that the test was over.

“You have two minutes to chat before next period,” he announced. “And Miss Simonson?”

Kat looked up.

“Can I see you for a moment?”

The whole class whoa-ohed her, guessing that Kat was in big trouble. Kat blushed and went forward. Mr. Wallace silenced the class with his famous “move and I’ll vaporize you” look while Kat waited nervously at the side of his desk.

He turned sideways and said, “It seems you were accurate in your self-appraisal. You did quite well, Kat.”

“Really?” Kat asked, perhaps a bit too surprised. “I mean, I thought I’d gotten most of it right, but that one on continentalism—whew! I’m sure I messed something up on—”

“No, Miss Simonson,” he interrupted. “As far as I can tell, you didn’t miss a point. Granted, I’ll take a closer look later tonight when I grade the rest, but it sure looks good.”

All Kat could say inside was And?

“Anyways, I just wanted to let you know I am very impressed, Miss Simonson. This is a welcome change for you. I hope it continues.”

“Thanks,” Kat said. “It’s coming more natural to me,” was all she could think to say.

“Well, hard work does pay off.”

“Yeah, it sure does,” Kat said, now feeling incredibly guilty for passively lying. But they were her answers. Right?

Mr. Wallace was a sharp guy. He might suspect something. If he did, what would he do about it? Kat hardly slept that night, and dreaded the ride into the school the following morning.
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Red Dusk



TOMMY SAT on the edge of his bed in a narrow cone of golden lamplight, the book Mrs. Galdarro had given him early in the evening on his lap. The rest of his bedroom lay cloaked in shadow. He could hear his mom downstairs, talking to his dad. “I think it’s wonderful that Tommy’s taken such an interest in reading,” she said.

“That librarian is something else,” Mr. Bowman replied.

Tommy glanced at the clock—9:30. On most nights, he’d be in snoozeville by now. But tonight he just couldn’t fall asleep. He wanted to read. He slid his hand across the smooth surface of the book’s cover, letting his fingers ride up on its gilded trim and down around the binding. Wait. Before he opened it, he stood up and parted the curtains of his window. The streetlight was bright and yellow behind the now bare crab apple tree in his front yard. Tommy half expected to see a black sports car parked there, but there wasn’t one.

Tommy dropped back to his bed and opened the book. A detailed sketch emblazoned the first page. Cool artwork, he thought. Tommy studied the sketch of a partially collapsed stone wall, and beyond it a white pedestal upon which a cobweb-shrouded book lay. There were shelves behind it, shelves full of other books and artifacts that Tommy did not recognize. And perched on the arm of a statue was a huge bird of prey, like a falcon but much, much larger.

Tommy carefully turned past the art and came to a kind of table of contents. There were page numbers, but rather than chapter titles, this book seemed to be divided in sections and subsections by some kind of date. And the dates descended on the page from top to bottom.

9680 Founding of Allyra 
8015 Golden Age of Elves 
7252 Construction of Berinfell 
5807 The Nemic Wars 
4297 Alliance with the Saer 
4021 The Bloodless War 
3927 Invasion of the Taladrim 
3811 The Gwar Revolution 
3108 Age of Peace 
2222 The Fall of Berinfell 
2220 The Age of Hiding

Beneath each of these main headings, in smaller script, was at least one subheading. There, Tommy found what he was looking for: Red Dusk. Given Mrs. Galdarro’s warnings, Tommy reasoned that it had to be the most exciting chapter. Of course, she’d said not to read it at night. But come on . . . how bad could it be? Tommy flipped through the pages until he arrived at page 277.

Cool! The text was in the same calligraphy as the table of contents.  It almost looked handwritten. Tommy touched the ornate first letter . . . and something went terribly wrong.

The lights dimmed. The temperature dropped twenty degrees. And the door blew shut, sending the curtains fluttering. Something on the page poked Tommy’s finger. With a yelp, Tommy jerked back his hand and let the book fall open to the floor. He watched as a dark twig emerged from the book. No, it wasn’t a twig. It was the beginnings of a large tree, rising now as if the pages were a bed of soil, and centuries of growth were happening right before Tommy’s eyes. Red light began to shine out, surging around the trunk of the still-growing tree as if a setting sun hid somewhere in the pages. Tommy’s room filled with the smell of leaves and grass wet with dew.

Tommy shrank back to his headboard as the tree continued its ascension. Its narrow trunk thickened, and broad boughs strewn with foliage rose up and penetrated the ceiling of Tommy’s bedroom. But rather than cracking the painted drywall and bursting beams of lumber, the tree pushed up the ceiling as if it were a huge tent canvas. Soon there was nothing but night sky, stars, and a red glow to the east.

More trees spread upward, followed by great grassy hills, and then . . . magnificent castle towers! From the towers, small flag-adorned turrets rose that soon grew beyond the confines of the room. Trees dotted the landscape from near to over the far hills. The castle towers were part of a magnificent fortress that sprawled to the edge of a massive, distant forest. Tommy could see no more of his room. His bed was gone, and now he sat on lush grass with his back against the trunk of a dark tree. But there were other things waiting to escape the pages.

At first Tommy thought he was watching yet another tree branch emerge from the book, but it was not. A black limb with barbs and a claw came up, grasping until more of its segments became visible. Tommy rolled onto his side and ducked behind the tree just as the first giant spider broke free from the pages. There were more to come. Many more. And on their backs rode creatures Tommy had never seen before: brutish, gray-skinned beasts wearing armor on their barrel chests, thick shoulders, and short, stocky legs. These creatures were armed with all manner of weapons and held the reins of their arachnid steeds in huge, meaty fists.

Tommy had seen enough. Remembering Mrs. Galdarro’s warning, he dove for the book, slamming it shut.

Whoosh!

It was gone. Once more, Tommy was sitting alone on his bed. He was breathing heavily. Curious, he crept out of his room to the foot of the stair. “Mom, Dad? Did you hear anything strange just now?”

“Strange?” Mr. Bowman asked. “An ambulance went by.”

“No,” Tommy said. “Stranger than that?”

“Not a thing, Tommy,” his mother said. “Are you all right? You sound upset.”

“I’m fine,” Tommy replied. Then more to himself, “I think.” Scratching his head, he wandered back into his room and stared at the book. He hadn’t imagined it all. No way. But there was only one way to find out for sure.

Tommy opened the book, turned to page 277, and once more put his finger to the text. Again, the entire environment in his room changed as a living world surged up from the pages of the book. Faster and faster—forests, hills, stone walls, and creatures—gushed up like an eruption. Three giant spiders, each one as big as a truck, burst above ground and came right at the hill where Tommy stood. This time Tommy couldn’t get out of the way fast enough. Their burly riders driving them hard, the massive, black eight-legged beasts came upon Tommy. His field of vision filled with hairy mandibles, pincerlike jaws, and eyes—so many blank, staring eyes.

Tommy screamed as the creatures drove their legs deep into the soil, the sounds of armor clanking above him. Tommy covered his head and rolled sideways, screaming louder. As they passed, Tommy dared a peek from between his arms and slowly let down his guard. I’m not dead, he thought, feeling around to confirm that all of his limbs were still whole and in place. I’m not even hurt. . . . It never even touched me. Even with all those eyes, the spiders hadn’t seen him. In fact, they had passed right through him. Tommy turned the page and touched the script. At last, he understood. The History of Berinfell was unlike any other book on Earth. It was a living history . . . and Tommy was right in the middle of it.



Like a deep wound in the dusk sky, an angry sun bled crimson from behind the hills east of Berinfell up into the shreds of high clouds and the falling curtain of night. Against the darkening blot of red, a pair of long, segmented limbs of a Warspider tentatively reached over the top of a black hill. Convinced of its safety, the Warspider quickly clambered over the crest. The creature’s armor, as well as its Gwar rider, was draped in gray and sable shrouds to blend in with the twilight. The oversized arachnid was visible for just a moment before disappearing into the shadows of the valley. Hundreds more followed—the bulk of the Spider King’s mobile army. Each approach timed so that only one could be visible upon the hills at a time, and only for an instant. If observed, it could easily be dismissed as a trick of the eye.

The rolling hills that guarded the eastern flank of the Elven capital city of Berinfell had seen its share of would-be invaders throughout the ages. Armies of the Nemic, the Saer, the Taladrim—all had tested their mettle against the Elves—and failed. For just a hundred yards from the walls of Berinfell Stronghold, a treacherous cavern yawned. The Gap, as the Elves called it, curled protectively around the city. Atop the immense stone walls of the fortress and hidden in the tall trees on the east side of the Gap, the finest archers from the legions of the Seven Elven Lords fingered their bows and waited.

No one would dare assail the Elves on the western flank, tucked deep in the Thousand-League Forest. For in the wooded realms in the world of Allyra, the Elves were perilous.

So in spite of the open hills and shelterless valley, in spite of the deep ravine, and in spite of the biting rain of arrows that could whistle in at any moment, attackers always approached from the east.

And so they did on this night.

The Elven archers—stationed on wide, open platforms called flets in the few towering trees on the east side of the Gap—had been watching, but their keen eyes had not seen the stealthy invaders. Swiftly, the Warspiders advanced on the trees. Their Gwar riders, who could see clearly in darkness, were deadly accurate with their heavy crossbows. Arrows flew. The Elves fell from their perches.

When he was certain that no Elven sentries had survived, Gwar Field Commander Cathar leaped from his Warspider. Going from spider to spider, he signaled all Gwar generals to dismount. Once gathered, they stepped as close to the brink of the Gap as they dared. Cathar leaned forward and looked down at the bottomless blackness. One wrong move, he thought morbidly, and a Gwar could die of starvation before he hit bottom.

But he knew there would be little concern for falling once the spiders had finished their job. He turned to his generals, three teams of six, and nodded. Each one removed an odd, oblong flask from a very tight shoulder holster. Cathar held his bottle as far away from his body as possible, pointed it toward Berinfell, and slowly wriggled its stopper free. There came an undulating hiss and then something like a loud, painful sigh, and Cathar felt the bottle warm in his hands. Then tendrils of luminous smoke began to leak into the air. But unlike common smoke that unravels and dissipates in the slightest breeze, this vapor held its form. It poured forth and curled to and fro like an airborne serpent. It collected in a swirling mass that presently became a hideous, leering face.

“Go on,” commanded Cathar. “Be off with you.” The face twisted into a snarl before dissolving back into its serpentine form. With another hiss, it raced away, across the gap and into the darkness.

“Blasted Wisps,” Cathar muttered as he stoppered the bottle. The other Gwar generals released their captives as well. In all, nineteen Wisps slithered invisibly toward the walls of Berinfell.

The Gwar commander strode back past the lines of Warspiders, placed the flask back in its holster, and removed a pouch from his side. He shook the pouch until two small stones rolled into his palm. He took one in each hand and struck them together, producing a blue spark. The light flared for a second and glistened on Cathar’s greasy sideburns that spilled out from his oak-leaf–shaped ears and ended with an unruly patch on his chin. Scouts lying prone atop the hills saw the signal and answered with a brief flash of their own. Cathar grinned. The rest of the Gwar infantry would come now, followed by the Drefids. The Elves would never know what hit them.

The first stage complete, Cathar led his battalion of Warspiders to the eastern edge of the Gap. The Gwar riders dismounted and removed the reins from their mounts. The Warspiders, now spread across a quarter-mile span along the Gap, rose up tall on their gangly legs. They curled their abdomens beneath them and aimed their spinnerets high toward the walls of the Elven city. Nearly in unison, their great bodies shuddered and launched fist-sized globs of sticky webbing in a high arc over the Gap. Each one had a long strand of gray filament trailing behind it, still connected to the spider’s abdomen, the web-anchor easily clearing the Gap and landing safely on the other side. Strand after strand sailed silently through the night air until enough anchors were in place to support the weight of the Warspiders. The beasts crept heedlessly over the edge. Following their guide webs, they began to weave. In less than an hour, the Gap of Berinfell would be bridged by an enemy force for the first time in its long history.
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The Fall of Berinfell



Elden Hemlock had seen thousands of beautiful sunsets in his days, but he thought this one topped them all. He gazed east from the high wall of Berinfell and marveled at the deepening crimson on the horizon.

Wait!

He stood stone-still. He’d seen movement atop one of the distant hills . . . or at least, he thought he had. There was nothing there now but black hill and blood-red sky. Elden began to relax.

Ah, getting punchy after a long watch, he thought.

Then he heard a strange gurgling hiss behind him. He turned and came face-to-face with . . . himself! Elden opened his mouth, but no sound came forth. There was a strange burning under his ribs, spreading rapidly over his chest. He looked down and saw the other Elden’s hand holding the haft of some strange blade that had been broken off but for an inch. Elden’s knees felt suddenly weak, and he leaned on the parapet for support. His sight withered away as he collapsed. The second Elden yanked the body of the first off the stone and, with very little effort, heaved the real Elden over the wall.
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“The bridge is finished,” said Cathar, dropping to one knee.

“You are behind,” stated Varuin Khelgast, the Gwar overlord who had arrived with the legions of infantry. As overlord, Varuin wielded the Spider King’s authority in battle, and, as Cathar well knew, he was not to be questioned. Varuin lowered the hood of his cloak and looked up. The sickle moon reflected in his black eyes as he scanned the trees to the west. “It is a wonder that the hive of Berinfell has not released a swarm of Elves upon us. The Wisps have done their part, no doubt.”

“No doubt,” Cathar replied.

“Quite useful, they are,” said Varuin. “But they will not stand long in the path of the Elven Lords. The time has come. Send the spiders and legions. At first resistance, light up the sky.”

“Yes, sir,” Cathar said.

“When the walls are breached, the infantry will ascend by the spiders’ tag lines. And then . . . then the Drefids will come.” Varuin motioned with one of his massive hands.

Cathar looked beyond several rows of Gwar soldiers and saw tall figures, shadows in their hooded cloaks. How many times had Cathar seen the Drefids revealed? And yet their presence—even the very thought of them—always sent a tremor through his body.

“Be swift, Cathar,” said Varuin.

“Yes, sir.”

Cathar climbed back onto his Warspider, removed a finger-sized whistle, and blew it three times. It emitted no sound that men or Elves could hear, but at once, the Warspiders crept over the edge of the Gap. The webbed bridge held strong as the eight-legged combatants picked their way across. Their riders, the Gwar generals, watched the dark walls for movement and readied their arc rifles.

Farther back, the Gwar infantry unlaced and removed their usual boots, and strapped on boots that were half-height and wide, more like heavy black shoes. The soles were padded with a slick, dimpled material called kassek. Only kassek-woven footwear would allow warriors to march safely across the incredibly sticky spider filament needed to create the bridge. Even with the kassek-woven boots, warriors took great care not to fall or touch the web with any other part of their body. Such a clumsy soldier would be hopelessly ensnared in the web and perhaps fall victim to a hungry arachnid.

As the spiders neared the walls, the infantry and crossbowmen began their slow, perilous march. Cathar’s own spider worked its way past the midpoint of the bridge when a haunting, sonorous tone came from one of the many high towers. The first war horn. The element of surprise has been lost! Cathar thought. But no other war horns picked up the call.

Elven archers sprang up on the parapets and took aim. Their bows sang as long-shafted arrows surged into the coming ranks of the Gwar. Dozens fell dead. Still more careened from their saddles and found themselves sprawled on the webbing and unable to get up. It had only been a moment, but Cathar had seen enough. He drew back the firing cord, raised his arc rifle, and fired. Even as the black arc stone sped into the night sky, it kindled to a fiery blue. But as it plummeted toward the Elves, the arc stone flared such a bright white that Cathar averted his eyes. The stone exploded in a ball of white flame, which consumed several Elven archers.

Soon it seemed that falling stars filled the sky over Berinfell. The Gwar expected that each blazing stone cast would kill tenfold Elves.

The Warspiders claws delved into thin crevices of the mortar walls, their Gwar riders gripping sturdy tethers. Arrows aimed precisely at the joints of the spiders’ legs glanced off or broke on the spiders’ armor. The giant beasts clambered up in spurts, pausing to dodge falling rocks and arrows, and reached the parapets virtually unhindered.

But not for long. Elven flet soldiers slung their bows and loosed their siege axes. The first spider to crest the walls lost its forelegs to the lethal blows of the Elves. Their axes bit between and behind the plate armor, cracking exoskeleton and severing sinew. With horrible shrieks, spiders fell away from the walls and plunged into helpless masses of Gwar infantry below.

As the second wave of Warspiders climbed the wall, they released strands of a darker, almost black web from their spinnerets. The web trailed to the ground—where the Gwar infantry, spread all across the base of the keep, took hold, and began to ascend. Swords and axes met as Gwar and Elf came face-to-face. The Warspiders successfully crested the walls in greater numbers, and their Gwar riders directed them through the melee deeper into the city. They were searching for doors, and each they found—be it wood or iron—the Warspiders tore it from its hinges and tossed it away. Gwar infantry surrounded each new entry point and dispatched Elves as they issued forth. But a Gwar horn blast summoned their attention back to the eastern wall above the Gap.

Larger Warspiders with long, red forelegs clambered over the walls. Their riders, hooded and robed, sat impassively in their saddles. For a moment, an eerie hush fell over the area. The huge Warspiders stopped and raised themselves high on their limbs. As one, the Drefids removed their hoods, revealing shadowy figures with long white hair, burning embers in otherwise empty sockets, and knife blades extended from their boney knuckles.
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Flet Marshall Brynn stood transfixed in the dancing shadows of torchlight at the top of the inner wall’s curving stairway.

Screee! The Warspiders’ talons scraped the outer stonework of the stronghold. Brynn froze, but not because of the battle raging outside. She had seen an Elven warrior, one of her own flet soldiers, draw a blade and strike down another Elf in cold blood right before her eyes.

“Elden!” she cried, rage bursting free at last. “Elden, drop your sword!” Agile, even in full armor, Brynn raced frantically down the stair. 

Elden never glanced up at his commander. His cold stare lingered on a more immediate threat. Another Elf leaped over the fallen flet soldier and brought his curved blade crashing down on Elden. Elden blocked, barely. His enemy’s sword had come within an inch of his scalp. And before Elden could recover or counter, his enemy slid off the weak parry and drove his sword through the armor protecting Elden’s ribs. The blade went deep and up, surely into Elden’s heart. But Elden did not collapse.

He grinned at his attacker with a sickly, misshapen kind of smile. Then he brought his sword down hard on his enemy’s helmet. The Elf fell away dead just as Flet Marshall Brynn stopped short three steps above. She flashed her rychesword, her movements a blur. Elden countered and attempted to duel for a moment, before Brynn slashed his weapon from his hand. It clattered to the stone, but before Elden could reach it, Brynn wheeled her blade around and carved a gash into Elden’s neck. But there was no blood. There was no wound. Elden vanished, leaving only swirling eddies of thin black smoke.

“What devilry is this?” Brynn cried. She stood out of breath on the bottom stair and held her rychesword as if she might drop it.

“That was not Elden.” Guardmaster Olin Grimwarden strode to the foot of the stair and knelt at the side of the fallen Elf. “It was a Wisp."

“A what?”

“A Wisp.” Grimwarden’s broad shoulders sagged, and he shook his head. “They are enemies of old. Vapor-beings, shape shifters. We thought they had all died out generations ago. But now they reemerge, loosed by the Spider King to wreck our defenses.” Grimwarden stood, hefted his spear menacingly, and took Brynn by the hand. “The Wisp you dispatched is not dead. He will quickly take on another form. And there may be others within our ranks.”

“Can’t they be killed?”

“Only by the two-edged sword,” replied Grimwarden. “Speak the Words as you strike, and the Wisp will be sundered.” He looked with regret at the familiar phrases inscribed along the haft of his spear. “If only we still forged all our weapons as we did of old—”

Grimwarden flinched as bone-chilling shrieks tore through the clamor.  Flet soldiers froze in mid stride and clutched their ears. “Drefids have come. That means—”

“Our archers have failed.”

“Then our defenses are undone,” he said. “Fall back, flet soldiers! Fall back to the west wall. Alert the Sentinels! Protect the lords!”
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The Elvish High Council in Berinfell was the nerve center of the Elves, who resided across the many continents of Allyra. In the Great Hall of the Western Stronghold, the Elven Lords usually held court—but on this night there was a special celebration. Seven children had been born to the Elven Lords in the same year. It was considered something of a miracle. Now each of the children had reached the first-year mark, and it was customary to have a ullic ceremony.

The ceremony took place in the center of the hall, a grand, white marble room resembling an arboretum. The sweet notes of harps mingled with the music of flowing water passing through leafy tree branches into dappled pools around the wide chamber.

Among the marble columns and living trees that grew in the midst of the hall, more than one hundred guests had gathered. Knights and female warriors, flet soldiers and flet marshalls—all who could be spared from their duties on Berinfell’s walls. Among them stood Gwar attendants, those whose families had long ago allied themselves with the Elves. There also stood Berinfell’s mighty Sentinels. Descended from an ancient Elvish bloodline, the Sentinels were known to follow the old ways. Their woodcraft was second to none, and their usual missions took them far and wide on tasks considered too dangerous for the typical knight. Sentinels rarely gathered together in one place, but even they would not miss the historic events of the ceremony.

Elrain Galadhon, the high cleric, emerged from the back of the hall.  He stepped between the tall white thrones of the Seven Lords and approached a white altar marbled with bright silver. He turned around just as the Elven Lords and their spouses approached. They were dressed in white and gird with ceremonial golden swords. And in their arms, they carried their precious children. All eyes turned to the children.

Perhaps it was the pageantry of the event or the special splendor of the setting; perhaps it was the pristine innocence and beauty of the children; or it might have been the location of the Western Stronghold, almost entirely surrounded by thick trees, two and a half miles—nearly a full league—from the eastern wall and the front gate. For whatever reason, no one in the hall heard the distant sounds of battle. In fact, it wasn’t until just after the high cleric had waved the ceremonial scepter over the last lord’s child that one of the Sentinels noticed something was amiss.

Elle stepped down from the dais and walked curiously toward the arched entryway of the Great Hall. The Sentinel glanced out the window. The trees outside were still. Odd, she thought.

Then she heard a steady cadence of boots on a stone floor. And when the shadows appeared at the end of the hall—broad, brutish shadows, perhaps numbering in the hundreds—Elle knew. She turned to warn the others just as Warspider limbs crashed through the stained glass windows in the back of the hall.
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Flet Marshall Brynn and Grimwarden rushed to the long passage leading to Berinfell’s Great Hall. But as they neared it they knew something was wrong. “No music,” said the burly Grimwarden, his square jaw taut.

There’d always been sweet music cascading from the Great Hall into the surrounding passages. Brynn turned and signaled to the flet soldiers behind her. They silently drew their short swords and siege axes and approached the Great Hall in formation.

They needn’t have bothered. The massive chamber—normally alive with warm light and sparkling colors—was now darkened by smoke and night. Columns toppled, broken, and charred; ancient trees hewed and burned; once-magnificent windows shattered. And everywhere, corpses. Twisted, broken, burned, or bleeding bodies were piled in great heaps and strewn wildly about the vast chamber. It seemed a legion of soldiers had met their fate.

Grimwarden entered the hall and stooped at the smoldering hulk of a dead soldier. “Gwar,” he muttered. “One of ours, by the silver armor.”

“Yes,” Brynn agreed. “Many of our own Gwar attendants were slain. But see, the sable armor is most numerous. Most of these Gwar bodies are from the Spider King’s legions.”

Grimwarden nodded as he scanned the carnage. “And yet I fear we will still be counting Elven dead long after the Gwar have been removed.”

“This was not just a battle of iron,” Brynn muttered. “Rarely have I seen such carnage brought by fire.” She pointed to a bulbous shape surrounded by segmented legs, curling in rigor. “Warspiders, too, they came through the windows. They would need such a force to assail the—” She never finished her sentence. Through the smoke and debris, she could just barely make out the white thrones in the back of the room.

“The Elven Lords?” Brynn whispered. “Olin?” She almost never used Grimwarden’s first name, but the scene before her somehow made conventions of rank irrelevant. Their entire world as they knew it was about to change forever.

The flet soldiers filed in behind Grimwarden. “Search the room!” he yelled, fighting to suppress the panic rising within him. “Find the Elven Lords!”

The flet soldiers fanned out and began the grim work of sorting through the rubble, made all the worse in that some of the bodies they found were friends. But it was Grimwarden and Brynn who first dared to venture into the back of the Great Hall. They passed by the altar and tried desperately not to think about the horrors that might have occurred during the ceremony. But when at last they stood at the bottom of the wide steps before the dais, their world seemed to spin out of control. The Elven Lords were all seated in their thrones, propped up as if alive. But no breath stirred in their lungs. And there was no sign of the children.

“Why would they do this?” Brynn asked.

“They are taunting us,” Grimwarden answered.

“Grimwarden!” one of the Elven knights called as he stumbled up the stairs to the dais. “We’ve found one of the Sentinels, and . . . she’s alive!”
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Tommy closed the book and found his mom standing in his doorway and smiling strangely. “How long you been standing there, Mom?”

“I’m not sure,” she replied. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you read like that before.”

“Read like what?”

“Well, you were so focused, that’s all. I actually made faces at you, and you never looked up. It was like you weren’t even here.”

Like I wasn’t even here. . . . Tommy wondered.

“Anyway,” she said, “you should get some sleep. It’ll be morning before you know it. And tomorrow is your last practice before Falcon Day.”

“Okay, Mom, thanks.” But in his mind, he thought, Sleep. Yeah, right.
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