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  My name is Sarah Preston, and I’m living a double life.


  It wasn’t always like this. I didn’t use to spend half my days here and half my days in Midrealm. There was a time—it seems so long ago—that I’d never even heard of Midrealm. If you had told me about it, I would have thought it was some ridiculous, geeky thing—the kind of thing my little cousin Calvin is always into. I would never have believed it was real—it, or Chaos.


  But I would have been wrong.


  I found out just how wrong on a normal day—or at least, a day that used to be normal before my life changed forever. Before I became something more than just another high school student. I lived in Rhode Island. I mean, I still do live in Rhode Island, but only half the time. I went to Roosevelt High, and as I came in to school that day, everything seemed perfect.


  I’d always had a pretty easy time of it in school. Not that I didn’t work hard. I did. I was the head of the debate team, assistant captain of the girl’s volleyball team, an honor roll student. I even tutored other kids on nights and weekends—kids who wanted to get into college and needed help with their studies.


  The only thing that was different about that day was that we were finally going to hear the results of the student election. I was running for student body president. I was so nervous. I wasn’t sure if I’d win.


  I think back to that time often. Back when the biggest problem I had was whether or not I’d win a student election. It seems so unimportant now. But back then I was a big ball of nerves.


  My mom dropped me off in the lot on the side of the high school like she did every day.


  “Kiss good-bye,” she said. “For luck.”


  I rolled my eyes, but I leaned over and gave her a kiss. Sometimes my mom can be embarrassing. I guess everyone’s mom can be like that. But she was a really good mom. Even back then, I knew how lucky I was. Not everyone had a family as good as mine. Even back then, I was grateful.


  “Thanks mom,” I said. “See you tonight.”


  “Have a good day!” she called as I got out.


  I walked around the corner of the building toward the huge front doors. There were some students here and there, but not too many. I usually got to school a lot earlier than most people. I never had problems waking up on time or getting there before the bell. Dad calls me his little over-achiever.


  As I got closer to the front doors, I smelled something. A strong, acid something. Someone was smoking, and I thought I knew who. I looked over and sighed.


  Raven was sitting in a tree along with three of her friends. No, Raven wasn’t her real name, it was Ester. Ester and I used to hang out a lot—she was my best friend. We hadn’t had a fight or anything, but a few years ago she had started hanging out with some other kids in the school. Goth kids. It wasn’t long before Ester went totally goth herself. That was when she started making everyone call her Raven. We sort of drifted apart after that. It made me sad, when I thought about it, which I tried not to. Raven was a really good person, and really smart. We just didn’t have that much in common any more.


  I walked to the tree. Raven looked down as I came over, her eyes covered with mascara and her hairstyle jutting out like a pixie’s: black with pink streaks. It would have been cute if it were a little longer. She raised her eyebrows in greeting.


  “Guys, you might not want to do that on the front lawn,” I said. Raven was eighteen, so it wasn’t illegal, but smoking was against the rules at school. I knew that her two friends weren’t eighteen, but didn’t say anything about it.


  “What, are you gonna tell on us, little miss valedictorian?” sneered one of her friends. I was pretty sure her name was Ember. Her goth name, anyway. That was one of the reasons Raven and I had drifted apart. Most of her new friends were really rude, seemingly for no reason.


  “No,” I said, trying to keep my voice pleasant. “I really don’t care, but the faculty will be showing up pretty soon. I just don’t want you guys getting in trouble.”


  “Life is trouble, princess,” sneered Raven’s other friend. I rolled my eyes.


  Raven surprised me by butting in. “Knock it off, guys,” she said, frowning at the other two before looking at me. “Thanks for the tip,” she said. “We’ll clear out in a few.”


  “Cool,” I said nonchalantly. “Good to see you, Est—Raven. Sorry.”


  “It’s cool,” she said, and she actually smiled. That was the Raven that I missed.


  I went on my way, entering the school and pushing through the slowly-forming crowd to my locker. I was dialing in the combo when I thought I heard someone say something behind me. I turned. A younger girl with dark brown hair covering one of her eyes was standing there. She was kind of looking at me, and kind of not. She’d look up at me for a moment before looking nervously back down at the floor. I smiled , trying to be encouraging.


  “I’m sorry, did you say something?” I asked.


  “Good luck in the election,” said the girl in a tiny voice. I had to lean in to hear it. “I voted for you.” Immediately she turned and headed off down the hallway before I could answer. I didn’t even know the girl’s name.


  That was nice, I thought. Weird, but nice.


  “Hey, Sarah,” said a voice behind me. I knew that voice. I smiled and turned.


  Kurt Masterson was, without question, the cutest boy in Roosevelt. He had always seemed to have everything going for him: captain of the football team, decent grades (though not as good as mine) and super popular. He was popular in a way that I wasn’t. I was friendly with everyone, and everyone was friendly with me, but people wanted to hang out with Kurt. I wanted to hang out with Kurt.


  And recently, he seemed to be feeling the same way. Sometimes he’d sit with me at lunch, even though every time he did, I didn’t know what to do with my hands and could barely hold a conversation. On breaks and after school, he had started coming around and chatting with me as well.


  It’s possible I may have had a tiny crush on Kurt.


  “Hi,” I said. I tried to think of something else to say, something smart, something funny. I couldn’t.


  “Good luck in the election today,” he said, flashing that million-dollar smile. “Although, everyone knows you’re going to win, so I guess you don’t really need any luck.”


  “I guess we’ll see,” I said, immediately thinking that was a stupid thing to say.


  “Well, see ya,” and then he was gone, walking down the hallway toward his first class.


  My mind was a buzz for the next half hour. I could hardly think about anything besides the election results and Kurt’s smile. I barely arrived on time to my first class, advanced calculus. I plopped down in my usual spot in the front of the room. I knew some kids made fun of me for always sitting in the front row, but it was only because I wanted to be able to see what the teacher was doing. I really liked learning. I know that’s not how a lot of people feel about school, but I love it. And besides, I had to keep my grades up if I wanted to get into Stanford.


  Soon I was buried in numbers, variables and equations. It was a breeze. It should have been; I’d spent the last two nights studying up on calculus. Math was always the hardest subject for me, but I forced myself to learn it.


  Half an hour into the class, there was a crash as the door flew open. My head jerked toward the sudden noise.


  In strolled Blade. Blade wasn’t his real name, of course, just a nickname. He was one of those kids who was always getting into trouble and didn’t seem to care. You know what I said about how lucky I was to have the family I had? Blade was the opposite. I didn’t know exactly what his home situation was like, but I had heard rumors. But Blade didn’t seem angry all the time, like you would have thought he should. If anything, he seemed to act like the whole world was just a big joke and he was the only one who got it. He was pretty new at our school. Apparently he and his family moved around a lot. I actually felt sorry for him most of the time. I thought it must be pretty hard to make any real friends if you were at a new school every few months.


  Our teacher, Mister Roberts, looked up from his papers and let out an exasperated sigh.


  “Honestly, Mister Frederickson, I don’t know why you even show up after missing half the lesson. Care to tell us what was so important that it made you late for class—again?”


  Blade grinned that crooked grin he usually wore. “Explosive diarrhea.”


  Most of the class behind me exploded in laughter.


  “It was bad,” Blade continued, enjoying the reaction. “Too much hot sauce. That’s the last time I steal your lunch, Mister Roberts.”


  Mister Roberts glared at Blade, but he looked more disappointed than angry. Most of our teachers just seemed to write Blade off as a constant troublemaker and didn’t bother trying any more. That, too, made me feel sorry for him.


  “Well,” said Mister Roberts, “you can get caught up on the lesson after school in detention, Mister Frederickson.”


  “As long as I have access to a toilet,” said Blade, still lounging in the doorway. “I may get the squirts again.” There was another burst of laughter from the class.


  Mister Roberts’ eyes narrowed, his temper finally rising. “Take your seat, Winston.”


  The smile dropped from Blade’s face immediately. Suddenly I felt nervous. Blade wasn’t angry all the time, but when he did get angry, it was scary. The class had fallen silent behind me.


  “My name is Blade,” he said. “Get it right, moron.”


  Mister Roberts stood. “Excuse me?”


  “What? Problem?” said Blade insolently.


  “Sit down, Mister Frederickson,” grated Mister Roberts. “And you’re in detention for a week.”


  Blade held the gaze for a few moments, but finally he strolled over to his seat and dropped into it loudly. The tension in the room eased. I found myself releasing a little whoosh of breath I hadn’t known I was holding.


  I turned to look back at Blade for a second. He looked like he was staring at the ground, but I had a feeling he wasn’t looking at anything at all. He started to look up as he noticed me staring, but I quickly looked away.


  The rest of first period passed quickly. Second and third blew by in a rush. It seemed like the day should be taking forever as I waited for the election results before the final bell, but instead it was passing in a blur. Maybe it was because I was afraid I’d lost and was nervous to find out. If I’d been realistic with myself, the chances of that were slim, but it didn’t stop my nerves from getting frazzled.


  Fourth period looked to be passing as quickly as the first three, but then suddenly the loudspeaker clicked on.


  “Sarah Preston,” came Principal Jones’ familiar voice, “please report to the principal’s office.”


  The room fell dead silent. Slowly, all eyes in the classroom turned to me. I felt heat rising on my neck and ears, even though I knew I hadn’t done anything wrong.


  What did he want? Had I done something wrong without realizing it? A million possibilities flew through my head, but none of them made sense.


  I left the class with a hall pass and silence from everyone in the room, even the teacher. My lonely footsteps echoed loudly in the hallways as I wove through them to the big black door of Principal Jones’ office. By the time I’d reached it, the only thing I could come up with was that he was going to tell me who’d won the election. They weren’t supposed to announce that for another hour. If I’d won, he’d just wait for me to hear the announcement. I must have lost, and he was calling me into his office to break the news to me. He wanted me to brace myself before getting all of the sympathy from the rest of the school. That had to be it. My heart had dropped into the bottom of my stomach as I knocked on his door.


  “Come in,” he said.


  I entered, and he waved me to a chair in front of his desk without saying a word. His face was serious, and I knew I had been right.


  “Sarah,” said Principal Jones, “am I correct that one of the students you tutor is Miles Grave?”


  The question was so unexpected that it shocked me out of my dread. Miles was a track star and one of the kids I did extra schoolwork with. He didn’t have the best study record in the world, but he really wanted to do well.


  “Yes, he is,” I said, still confused.


  Principal Jones furrowed his brow and steepled his fingers. “Well, unfortunately, Mister Grave was caught cheating on a biology test today. We found a piece of paper with the answers on it below his chair.”


  “What?” I said, too loudly. “That doesn’t make any sense!” I realized I was still talking to the principal and composed myself.


  “Please, go on,” he said, seemingly amused.


  “Principal Jones,” I told him, “Miles aces biology every time we study it. It’s the last subject I would suspect him of cheating on. History, maybe, or geography. But,” I said, holding my hands up, “he’s just not the cheating type. He really works hard, and he’s never tried anything shifty when we’ve been studying.”


  “Hm,” said Principal Jones, pursing his lips. “Hm, hm, hm. Well, we’re still investigating the matter.” He sighed. “And I’ll admit, I’m relieved to hear you say those words. Miles is a fine athlete and is hardly ever in trouble. It would be a nasty shock to find out he was cheating.”


  “He wasn’t,” I said with total certainty. “I guarantee it.”


  “Well, he’s been assigned detention today,” said Principal Jones. “I’d remove it, but his teacher seems fairly convinced of Miles’ guilt. I’m going to leave the detention, but you may do your tutoring with him there if you wish.”


  “Thank you,” I said gratefully. Miles really couldn’t afford to miss a session right now. We were getting into Middle Eastern Geography and he was having a lot of trouble with the city names. “And, if it’s not too much of a favor to ask, could Miles re-take the test? With random answers? Whatever you want. I swear, he knows biology like nobody’s business.”


  “I’ll consider it,” said Principal Jones, “but I don’t think it should be a problem. Especially since he has you vouching for him. You know, you’re one of the brightest students I’ve ever seen pass through these halls.”


  I ducked my head. I don’t mean to sound stuck up, but I’d gotten used to adults praising me when I was very young. After a while, I learned to just acknowledge it rather than try to downplay it. I got up to go.


  “Oh, and Sarah,” Principal Jones said just as I started to step through the door. I turned to look at him. “We have to finish counting the votes before it’s official, but…congratulations.” His smile was as wide as I’d ever seen it. My own face split in a grin and I thanked him before leaving the office.


  I was walking on clouds the rest of the day. I didn’t even mind that after school I’d have to go to detention to work with Miles. My friends all asked me what I kept grinning about, but I didn’t tell them—I didn’t want to jinx it.


  Finally, the last bell rang, and as soon as it was done Principal Jones’ voice boomed over the loudspeaker again. “It is my great pleasure to congratulate your new student body president, with a landslide victory, Miss Sarah Preston!”


  The class I was in erupted in cheers. Other students swarmed over to my desk to give me congratulations and hugs. I couldn’t stop grinning. Out in the hall, it was the same thing: everyone swarming around me and saying how they knew I was going to win. Even the guy I was running against, a really nice guy named Steve, shook my hand.


  “I don’t even know why I ran against you, Sarah,” he said, smiling. “Congratulations.”


  Kurt found me in the hall, and before I knew it he swept me into a big bear hug. He actually lifted me off the ground a couple of inches before setting me down. I’m sure I was blushing like an idiot, and grinning like one, too.


  “Congratulations!” he said. “What did I tell you?”


  I think of that moment every now and then. It might have been the happiest moment of my life up to that point. It was certainly the last simple moment of my life for a long, long time.


  When the buzz had died down I went to the detention room. Right outside the door I almost bumped headfirst into Raven.


  “Oh, sorry,” I said. “I wasn’t looking where I was going.”


  “Me neither,” she said, smirking. “But at least you have an excuse. Congratulations.”


  “Thanks,” I said, grinning. “I didn’t know you even cared about school elections.”


  “I don’t,” she snickered. “But I’m still happy for you.”


  “Well then, thank you,” I said. “Are you in detention?”


  “Yeah,” she said ruefully. “I didn’t get out of that tree fast enough. Butch caught me smoking.” Butch was the school janitor.


  “Sorry,” I said, though I didn’t know why.


  “Not your fault,” she told me. “I appreciate you warning us.”


  “No problem.” I hesitated before continuing. “Hey, listen…maybe we should hang out some time. We could go to the mall or something. You could take me to Hot Topic, I could take you to Old Navy.”


  She rolled her eyes but didn’t look offended. “Maybe sometime. That would be nice.”


  She smiled again and entered the detention room. I didn’t feel like she was too enthusiastic about the idea. Most likely it would never happen. I sighed and entered after her.


  There was Miles. He looked up as I entered, and as soon as he saw me he shook his head, giving me an exasperated look.


  “Can you believe this?” he asked. “They won’t listen to me, Sarah. They think I cheated.”


  “I know you didn’t, Miles,” I told him reassuringly. “Not on biology, anyway.”


  Miles grinned. Miles has an amazing smile. He’s really tall, black, and has the body of a long distance runner. He’s not as big as the guys on the football team, and not as muscular as the guys who play basketball, but he’s really physically fit. And he’s got this great personality that makes it impossible not to be friends with him. He was one of my favorite students I tutored. In fact, I was thinking about waiting an extra year before going to college, just so I could be available to finish our tutoring. He was working really hard to set up his future, and I wanted to help him as much as I could.


  “I talked to Principal Jones,” I told him. “I think you’re going to be fine. They’re going to set you up with a new test, and if you pass it, the whole thing should die out.”


  “I hope so,” Miles said. “I need every bit of help I can get if I want to get into USC.”


  “They’ll probably let you in on your running alone.” I was a little envious. Unlike Miles, I didn’t have anything but my mind to help me get where I wanted to go. “But right now, you need to learn the difference between Baghdad and Bahrain,” I said, plopping down in the seat next to him. “Come on, let’s crack some books.”


  “Are you going to stay here in detention with me?” he asked, shocked.


  “Of course,” I told him. “How else are you going to catch up?”


  “Man, Sarah,” he said, shaking his head. “I don’t know how to thank you. Remind me to buy you a car when I’m big and famous.”


  “I will,” I told him. “Now get your books.”


  As Miles went digging through his backpack for the textbooks he needed, I looked around the room. Raven was sitting in the back corner of the room, texting on her phone until whichever teacher showed up who was responsible for detention that day. Blade was in the other back corner of the room; no surprise.


  What was a surprise was seeing the same shy girl who had wished me good luck in the election earlier that day. She was in the front row, staring down at her desk, but there was no book there for her to read. I wondered what she’d done to end up in detention. She seemed so shy, so far from a troublemaker.


  The door swung open behind me, and I heard a familiar voice.


  “Sweet sabers, Sarah, what are you doing in detention?”


  I tried not to groan as I turned around. It’s possible I didn’t totally succeed. There in the doorway, grinning below his mane of curly red hair, was my cousin Calvin.


  “Hi Calvin,” I said.


  Calvin wasn’t even fourteen yet, but he was a sophomore in high school already. That’s because he was crazy smart. But not crazy smart in a normal way, crazy smart in a mad scientist kind of way. He loved experimenting, and it seemed like he always had different science projects going on. Sometimes those projects got mixed up in alarmingly explosive ways.


  On top of that, he was a super geek. If Calvin were a superhero, that would be his name: Super Geek. If it wasn’t Star Trek, or Lord of the Rings, or ninjas, Calvin wasn’t interested. That day he was wearing a shirt with a picture of Darth Vader on it that said, “WHO’S YOUR DADDY?” Sometimes I thought Calvin’s science experiments were just an attempt to give himself super powers.


  “What the frack are you doing in here?” he asked, still smiling.


  “Calvin!” I said, shocked and looking around.


  “Relax. I said ‘frack.’ It’s from a show you’ve probably never heard of. They use it instead of the other word. But answer my question. What are you doing here? I can’t believe you’d be elected student body president and get detention on the same day.”


  “I didn’t,” I told him testily. “I’m tutoring.” I gestured at Miles and the book he was now poring through.


  Calvin’s face fell. “Oh,” he said. “Yeah, that makes a lot more sense.” I couldn’t help thinking he would have been happier if I was in trouble.


  “What about you?” I countered. “What are you doing here?”


  Calvin scoffed and waved his hand dismissively. “It’s not even that big of a deal,” he started. “I may or may not have dipped my teacher’s stapler into a vat of liquid nitrogen, shattered it and then glued it back together.”


  “What do you mean, you may or may not have?” I asked.


  “It’s possible my teacher is unclear as to what actually happened to his stapler,” Calvin said with a grin.


  “Charming,” I said. “Now if you don’t mind…”


  He waved graciously. “Of course,” he said. “Carry on.” He stumped through the classroom, taking a seat right next to Raven.


  “Hey,” he said. “Name’s Calvin.”


  “Good to know,” said Raven, not looking up from her phone.


  “What’s yours?” Calvin prodded.


  “There are so many reasons I don’t want to tell you, I can’t count them.”


  Miles had been staring at Calvin through the whole exchange. “Your cousin is…” he began.


  “My cousin,” I told him. “Unfortunately. Let’s just get to work.”


  For fifteen minutes we pored over the book, getting the cities down one by one. I had him recite them alphabetically, then by population, then by the date they were founded. He started to grin as the names and the facts about them started to sink into his mind.


  “I think I’m getting it!” he said.


  “Not so fast, boss,” I told him. “Let’s run them again.”


  Suddenly something started tickling the edge of my hearing. A low whistling, barely audible in the momentary silence of the room.


  “Will whoever is whistling please stop it?” I asked, annoyed.


  Everyone was silent, except for the whistling, which continued. Miles looked over at me, confused.


  “What whistling, Sarah?” he asked.


  “That whistling,” I said. “Listen.”


  “I don’t hear anything,” he said, shaking his head.


  The quiet girl in the front row spoke up unexpectedly with her tiny voice. “I hear it, too.”


  Calvin leaned forward, cupping hands around both his ears. “What are you guys talking about?”


  Behind me, Blade spoke up. “No, I hear it.”


  I whirled. I had been sure Blade was the one doing it. But he wasn’t. And Raven certainly wasn’t. Neither was Calvin—I was looking right at him. Unless…


  “Calvin,” I said, as the whistling grew louder. “Is this some gadget of yours? Some experiment? An app?”


  “What the heck are you talking about?” he said. His eyes grew wide, but he looked like he was serious. “I still don’t hear the…oh, wait, there it is. Wow, it’s loud.” He moved to cover his ears with his hands.


  He was right. It was getting very loud. I tried not to cover my ears as I looked around to discover where it was coming from.


  “What the heck is that?” Miles nearly shouted, hands pressed tight to the sides of his head.


  “You guys are weird,” I barely heard Raven mumble, still in her phone. Suddenly she clapped her hands to her head, too. “Oh, wow! What the—”


  Suddenly I heard a thump. I looked to the front of the room to see the shy girl had fallen out of her chair to the ground. She was passed out cold.


  “Oh my gosh!” I cried, trying to run to her. But suddenly my limbs felt stiff, sluggish. My eyelids started fluttering.


  Thunk. Miles’ head hit his desk hard as he, too, passed out. I tried to shout, but I couldn’t. And the whistling was growing louder.


  “Aliens, man,” Calvin said, his voice breaking into a yawn. “This is how aliens…”


  Thunk. His head hit the desk.


  I turned to look behind me. Blade was already out. Raven’s head was nodding. I had to fight this. Someone had to warn one of the teachers. I had to make it to the door. I tried moving my legs, but it was like I was mired in molasses.


  Fight it, I thought. You have to—


  I fell to the ground, and darkness took me.
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  It seemed like forever before I woke up. Ever so slowly, I became aware that I was conscious again. My head felt like it was on fire. The whistling noise was still in my ears, but it was growing quieter and quieter, until it faded away completely. I could feel the cool linoleum of the classroom floor through the back of my shirt, and I pressed my palms gently into it, enjoying its chilly touch against my skin.


  When I opened my eyes I realized I wasn’t on the classroom floor at all—because I wasn’t in the classroom. I was looking up at a clear blue sky. It was a deeper, darker shade of blue than I’d ever seen it, like something in a painting or a photograph that somebody had Photoshopped on a computer.


  I felt like I’d been hit by a truck. Every part of my body was sore, from my head to my toes. But for a brief moment, it was kind of nice to just lie there and stare up. I would have felt like I was falling into an endless blue sea, if it wasn’t for my back pressing against the cold, hard…


  What was I lying on?


  That’s when Calvin’s face popped into view, appearing to hover above my own. He stared at me with wide eyes.


  “Sarah, are you okay?”


  I groaned, then pushed up off the ground to look around.


  It wasn’t just me and Calvin. Miles, Blade, Raven and the shy girl were all there. Miles was up already, but the others were still out. Seeing me start to get up, Miles came over and helped me to my feet. His strong hand wrapped around my forearm, propelling me up so quickly that I felt my stomach lurch.


  “You okay, Sarah?” Calvin asked again. Miles looked at me, worried.


  I shook my head to clear it and smiled reassuringly at both of them. “I’m fine, guys. Thanks. But…where the heck are we?”


  We were in some sort of large square courtyard rimmed by a stone wall that had to be twenty feet high. There were two doors leading out on opposite sides of the courtyard, but they were closed. I couldn’t see anything above the top edge of the wall; either nothing was out there, or it wasn’t tall enough to be seen. We could have been in the middle of a city, the middle of a forest or the middle of nowhere for all I knew.


  But what was way more interesting than the courtyard wall were the stone pillars. There were six of them, arranged in a circle. We were sitting right in the middle of the circle, which was probably a good thirty feet wide. The pillars were round, made of stone, and had intricate designs carved all over them. They were about four feet tall. Each of them had a stone sitting on top of them. They were carved with hundreds of facets, like gemstones, only they were translucent and didn’t look like any gems I’d ever seen. In fact, I’d never seen anything quite like any of it before, but the pillars and the walls reminded of pictures I’d seen of Ireland or ancient Rome.


  Of course, that was impossible. We were in Rhode Island; Europe was half a world away.


  There was a rustle, and I looked over to see the shy girl slowly pushing herself to her feet. She looked unsteady, and I’m sure she felt the same as I had, but she didn’t make a sound as she got up and slowly looked around. She flipped her head to cast her dark brown hair back over one of her eyes, but she still didn’t say a word.


  I stepped past Miles to go to her, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Are you okay?” I asked.


  She stared at me with a wide eye and nodded, but still didn’t say anything. I hoped she wasn’t going into shock. Mostly because I wasn’t sure what to do about it if she was.


  “I’m sorry, but I never got your name,” I told her, hoping to make her focus on something, even if it was as simple as talking. “I’m Sarah.”


  Finally, I saw a change of expression: a tiny little smile that tugged at the corner of her mouth. “I know your name,” she said softly. “I voted for you, remember? You won.”


  I smiled back. “That’s right. But what’s your name?”


  “Tess,” she finally told me.


  “Okay, Tess,” I told her. “Until we figure out where we are, I need you to stick real close to me or Miles, okay?”


  “Hey!” piped up Calvin from behind me. “Why not me!”


  “Because she’s older than you, Calvin,” I shot back over my shoulder before returning my attention to Tess. “Can you stick close to us, Tess?”


  She nodded very slowly.


  “What’s with the rocks?” asked a bored voice.


  I turned to see that Raven was standing behind Calvin and Miles, staring at the pillars. Blade was up, too, and he was looking at the symbols carved into one of them with interest. His eyes kept flicking to a red stone on top of one pillar.


  “Check it out!” said Blade. “This pillar’s got fire carved into it.”


  “This one looks kind of like a bolt of lightning,” Raven commented.


  I looked around at the pillars. Each one of them had a different colored stone on top, and a different element carved into its side. In addition to the ones Blade and Raven had pointed out, I saw what looked like a water drop, a cloud, and a rock. The sixth pillar had what looked like a series of concentric circles, with the outline of a human head in profile in the center. The stone on top of it was purple, and was the only one that was slightly see-through. I didn’t know what the pillar carvings were supposed to be.


  My attention was drawn to the pillar with the picture of the rock, and the stone on top of it. The carving looked so beautiful, and the stone was such a nice shade of grey-brown. Something about it was compelling. It made me want to reach out and brush my hand against the stone.


  “Look at that cloud,” said Calvin dreamily. He was staring at the cloud stone with fascination in his eyes. “It looks…fluffy. Like a bunny. Or a tribble.” I didn’t see what was so great about the cloud pillar; the one with the rock on it was much more appealing.


  “A what?” asked Raven, who herself was staring at the pillar with the lightning bolt.


  As I turned to look at her, I saw Blade reach out toward the fire pillar. “It’s warm,” he said quietly.


  “Blade,” I said cautiously. “I don’t know if—”


  Blade brushed his hand against the stone, and there was a blinding flash of light. I had to blink a few times as a white streak was seared into my vision. I saw Blade backing cautiously away from the pillar and the stone on top of it.


  “Um…oops?” he said.


  A low hum grew on the air. At the same time, the stones on top of the pillars began to glow. The glow spread down the pillars, spreading through the carvings like the light was coming from inside the rock and shining through the carvings like cracks in a wall.


  “What did you do?” I asked Blade, trying to hide the nervousness in my voice.


  “Nothing!” Blade insisted over the hum that was growing louder and louder. “I just touched it, I swear!”


  Without saying a word, we all backed into the middle of the circle. I felt Tess behind me and put an arm protectively across her. She reached out and clung to my shirt sleeve with a trembling hand.


  As I watched, all of the stones started to hover. They just rose up off the tops of the pillars and started to spin in midair. Their glow grew brighter, as did the glow in the carvings on the pillars.


  “Dude, you activated these things,” Calvin said. “That’s not good.”


  “Oh, like you’re some kind of electronic stone expert,” Blade said sarcastically.


  “Well, look at them, man!” said Miles, the only one besides me who seemed to have a reign on his emotions.


  “I don’t think they’re electronic,” said Calvin, ignoring Miles. “I think they’re—”


  He shut up as the stones began to orbit, moving in a circle around us, hovering right at my eyeline about a foot over the tops of the pillars. They moved faster, and faster, until they were just a glowing blur in the air.


  I started to think that maybe we should get the heck out of there. The stones were plenty high for us to duck underneath them. If we made a run for it, maybe we could get out before…before whatever was about to happen, happened. I didn’t know if the rocks were bombs, some kind of electric fence, or what, but I could tell they were about to do something, and I figured that when they did there would be better places to be than right in the middle.


  “What’s happening?” Raven asked.


  “I don’t know, but we need to go,” I said. “We’ll make a break for it and duck under the stones. When I say go, okay?” I risked a glance over my shoulder at everyone and saw them nod in agreement—even, thankfully, Blade. “Okay. One. Two.”


  Before I got to three, the blue rock leapt out of orbit and flew at Miles, hitting him in the chest and knocking him to the ground. He gasped for air as the rock flew back to the circle and started whirling around us again.


  “Miles!” I cried.


  “Oh God, they’re killer rocks!” Calvin yelled. He hit the deck, but the white rock jumped out next and slammed into his back. “Ow!” he yelled. “That’s cheating!”


  I tried to put myself between Tess and the rocks, but it was kind of impossible since they were all around us. As I watched, the yellow one leapt out and hit Raven in the chest, knocking her down. The red one got Blade, and then the purple one leapt out. I barely had time to move in front of it, but it dodged around me like it was alive and hit Tess. She cried out and went down.


  Finally the brown one jumped out and got me, knocking me on my butt with a grunt. I tried not to cry out, to give the others some courage, but the impact hurt. A lot. I rubbed where the stone had struck me, trying to dispel the pain.


  Having now knocked all of us to the ground, the hum slowly died. The rocks slowed in their orbit and their glow dwindled to nothing, and then they all settled back down on the exact same pillars they’d all started on.


  I groaned and started to push myself up. But a funny thing happened. I felt the stone courtyard under my fingers, and it sort of…tickled. I ran my hands across the ground and felt the rough surface of the stone. It felt comforting, warm somehow. Like…it sounded ridiculous, but like hugging a cousin that I hadn’t seen in years but had always been really good friends with. For some reason, the stone felt alive. And I didn’t want to break contact. To my right, I heard Calvin breathing deeply in and out, and chuckling every time he did.


  Then there was a POOF and an old, gruff voice said, “Well, now that that’s over with.”


  I leapt to my feet and whirled around. Just outside the circle of stone pillars, in the direction of the doors I’d been planning on making a run for, stood an old man. Not just old—this guy was ancient. His face had more wrinkles than a shirt I’d accidentally slept in overnight, and his bushy white eyebrows jutted out like the wings of a bird. His crazy white hair stuck out in all directions, immediately making me think of Albert Einstein. He was wearing an old, faded grey robe and clutching a gnarled wooden walking stick that was a little taller than he was.


  I jumped in front of Tess and Calvin, who were both climbing slowly to their feet. I felt Miles step in on my left and Blade on my right, the three of us forming a wall in front of the smaller kids. Raven stayed off to the side a bit, staring at the old man, unsure.


  “Who are you?” I asked.


  The old man scoffed. “Who am I? Listen, little girl, I’m not the one who has anything to prove here. You’ve got some big shoes to fill, missy, mighty big shoes, and you look barely old enough to ride a horse, much less save the world.”


  “Ride a…save the what?” I asked, utterly confused. I could understand what he was saying, even though a part of me was aware that he wasn’t speaking English. But even though I understood him, he didn’t make sense.


  The old man sighed heavily. “Always with the new ones,” he grumbled. “It’s always ‘what are you talking about?’ and ‘who are you?’ and ‘why are these people trying to kill us?’”


  “What?!” I nearly shrieked.


  “Hey man, where are we?” Miles asked. “What is this? What’s with those rocks?”


  The old man sighed and peered at all of us instead of answering. Out of the corner of my eyes I saw Miles, then Blade, look at me. Like I was supposed to know what to do. It looked like the old man saw them, because his eyes narrowed and focused on me.


  “You,” he said. “What is your name?”


  I glared at him. “Why?”


  “Come now. You’ve asked me for my name, despite my being your elder, but you do not offer your own? Give me yours, and I will give you mine, and then I will hear from the rest of you.”


  My brow wrinkled as I thought about that. All of this was so bizarre, I didn’t know what to think. But there was something about the man. Something in his eyes. He sure seemed to be a crotchety old guy, but I didn’t feel like he actually meant us any harm.


  “I’m Sarah,” I told him finally. There was no way I was going to give him my last name. “Now, for the last time, who are you?”


  He snorted. “‘For the last time.’ Such bravado. Still, I suppose that’s to be expected.” He thrust his staff out to his side and bowed low, holding his hand over his belly. “I am Greystone, the wizard, and I am, most unfortunately for all of us, at your service.”


  “A wizard. Right,” said Blade sarcastically beside me.


  “Cool!” cried Calvin. He pressed forward between me and Miles and stared at Greystone with a wide grin. “What can you do?”


  Greystone looked at him with disdain. “Oh, you’re one of those.”


  “What, you expect him to just believe you’re a wizard?” said Raven, stepping forward and unexpectedly coming to Calvin’s defense. “Come on, let’s see something. You say you’re a wizard? Prove it.”


  Greystone rolled his eyes as though this whole affair were so unimaginably far beneath him, he couldn’t have reached it with his feet if it were on the ground. Then he held up his hand and a tiny ball of orange flame erupted in midair. It burned brightly for a few seconds, turned blue, and then vanished as he closed his hand into a fist. Greystone held up his hands and wiggled his fingers like he was telling a ghost story.


  “Ta daaa,” he said. “Oogie boogie.”


  My jaw dropped, and my eyes felt like they were going to burst out of their sockets. I glanced at Miles, Blade and Raven and saw that they were all looking at the old man with the same expression of stark astonishment that I must have been wearing.


  Only Calvin seemed excited. “Oh my God, that was so cool!” he shouted, running his hands excitedly through his hair. “Dude, that was real? Can anyone do it? Can you teach me?”


  Greystone sniffed and looked past him, back to me. “Are you satisfied, Sarah?”


  Why was he asking me?


  Miles stepped in before I could respond. “Hey, man, what was with those stones? They, like, attacked us or something. It hurt.” He rubbed his chest ruefully where the blue stone had struck him.


  “Forget about that,” I said. I stepped forward, coming to stand beside Calvin as we faced Greystone together. “Where are we, and how do we get back to school? Are you keeping us prisoner or something?” It seemed like everyone else was willing to go with the flow of all these new happenings, but the only thing I could think about was that some weird, possibly crazy old man had kidnapped all six of us, and was now keeping us in a courtyard in who knows where. I wanted to find out if he was just crazy, and would let us go once he had a bit of fun, or if this was something worse.


  Greystone gestured toward the door. “There is your exit. At any point, you may take it. However, may I kindly suggest that you do not, at least not without me, unless you all wish to suffer a most gruesome and painful death.”


  I stepped in front of Calvin once more. “Are you threatening us? There’s six of us, and no offense, you’re kind of old. We could so take you.”


  Unexpectedly, Greystone burst out laughing. He roared, guffawed and slapped his knee as he doubled over. For a moment I was afraid he was going to have a heart attack.


  “You could ‘take’ me, eh?” Greystone finally choked out. “In the interests of our continued, if unwilling, relationship, and in the interests of the continued existence of both our universes, I will allow that little slight to pass. Besides, I needed a good laugh.” He wiped his eyes and let out a little hoo noise. “There is some gumption in you, Lady Sarah. I’ll give you that.”


  Suddenly his face became serious. “But gumption alone will not save you. I suppose you are disoriented and want to know much about where you are and why. I will, I suppose, be forced to explain it all to you eventually. But in this precise moment, you have to come with me, or we will all perish.”


  “We’ll what?” asked Blade behind me.


  Calvin turned to him. “‘Perish’ means die.”


  Blade hesitated. “I know… I was joking,” he quickly said.


  “Enough!” said Greystone sharply, cutting them off. “Darkness above! Are all children of True Earth as gabby as you six? Now is not the time for words, but for action.” Once more he fixed on me with his piercing blue stare. “What you must know right now is that if you care to live you must follow me.”


  One by one, the others all turned to look in my direction. I felt my chest grow tight and I could hear my heartbeat pounding in my ears. They were all waiting for me to decide. Like I was some kind of leader. What, because I was the student body president?


  But if Greystone was right—and I’d just seen the guy make a fireball, so I was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt—we had to go. And if the others wanted to listen to me anyway…


  “All right,” I said, nodding. I stepped toward Greystone. “Let’s go.” One by one, everyone fell in behind me. There was a twitch at the corner of Greystone’s mouth, and then he led us to the large oak doors on one side of the courtyard. When he reached them he stopped and turned to look at us.


  “Listen to me very carefully, and ask no more questions. On the other side of this door is a battlefield,” he told us.


  “I don’t hear anything,” said Blade suspiciously.


  “That is because of the magic that surrounds this place,” Greystone explained. “But outside, thousands of people, good people of Midrealm, are fighting to protect you. They are laying down their lives in order to protect yours.”


  His eyes roved over our tiny little group, sizing us up. I couldn’t help but feel that he was judging us, and that he was finding us unworthy of the sacrifice. Each of us shifted nervously under his stare.


  “Us?” squeaked Calvin. “Why?”


  “I said no more questions,” Greystone shot back in exasperation. “What I am trying to tell you is this—your lives are important. So do not lose them. We must cross the field to reach the portal on the other side. Try not to die. And whatever you do, do not engage the enemy.”


  “How will we know who the enemy is?” asked a tiny voice—Tess. It was the first she’d spoken since the stones.


  Greystone scowled at her grimly. “If you cannot recognize this enemy, you are unworthy of the stones.”


  Without waiting for an answer, he turned and struck the door with his staff. There was a deafening boom, a flash of light, and the doors swung away to show us the land beyond the wall.
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  Piercingly bright sunlight burned my eyes, and I held up a hand to shield them. The sun had been hidden just behind the rim of the wall, but now with the doors open it was shining right into my face. My eyes adjusted and I stared out across the landscape in horror.


  Death was everywhere.


  On the fields before us, thousands—perhaps tens of thousands—of soldiers were fighting for our lives in lieu of theirs. They were all clad in armor and wielded swords, shields, spears, axes, weapons of ancient history. The mass sea of armor shone in the daylight, glowing nearly as brightly as the sun itself. Closest to us was a thin line of men and women in brilliant silver armor with red trim, their right flank held by a high, steep hill.


  I looked a little further, and I saw why Greystone said we would recognize our enemy.


  A horde of black…creatures…pressed upon the humans. Their shape was almost impossible to establish. Their armor was clear enough, but beneath the plate mail, inside the helmet visors, everything was darkness. A roiling, writhing mass of pure smoke and shadow.


  My breath caught in my throat and I took an involuntary step backward. I felt Tess cowering behind me, and even Calvin seemed terrified.


  Suddenly Greystone stepped in front of me, his eyes hard. “Let’s go,” he commanded. He turned and began to move quickly in the direction of the battle before us.


  “I’m not following that guy!” Raven shouted, struggling to be heard over the roar of the fighting.


  “We don’t have a choice,” Calvin said. “They’re losing.”


  I looked and saw he was right. The creatures were slowly overwhelming the men and women fighting to protect us. They’d break a hole in the lines here or there and quickly be contained, but every time there were less and less human bodies holding them back.


  “Come on, guys,” I said. We had to move. “Stick with Greystone, and stay safe.”


  “We should run!” said Blade.


  “Run where?” Miles asked him. “Do you know where we are? Do you know where to go? Could you find a way to safety before those things,” he pointed at the creatures, “found us?”


  “You telling me what to do?” Blade asked angrily.


  “Nobody’s telling anyone what to do,” I interrupted before Miles could respond. “Blade, you can run if you want. But I’m going with Greystone. He’s the only one who knows what the heck is happening.”


  Without waiting for an answer I turned and walked off after Greystone, hoping to high heaven that they’d all come with me. Thankfully they did; I saw them on either side of me as I tried to keep my eyes locked on the small, stooped figure dressed in grey that approached the back of the human battle line.


  “Cara!” shouted Greystone. Contrary to how he’d sounded in the courtyard, his voice was now powerful, booming. It cut through the sound of the fighting like a knife. “It’s time!”


  A figure turned to face him, then reached up and removed her—for now I could see it was a woman—helmet. She was young and beautiful and had white-blond hair that was trimmed short and glistened in the sunlight. She stared past Greystone at the six of us, and I was amazed to see relief wash over her face. Like we were there to save her and her army. We weren’t there to save anyone, we were terrified. At least I was.


  The woman turned back to her men and her voice rang out in command. “Runegard! To me!” Immediately, as though they’d been waiting, about two dozen men disengaged from the lines and surrounded her in disciplined ranks. Cara shoved her helmet back on her head and used her metal sword to point at the six of us. I noticed the sword was stained with what looked like blood, except it was black instead of red.


  “Protect them!” Cara said. “We must reach the portal!”


  Greystone took off once again, heading left along the lines now, skirting the edge of the fighting. Cara’s men formed a group around us and began to follow, practically shoving us along as we struggled to keep up with them and Greystone. All of us must have looked terrified. I know Miles did. He leaned over to speak with me.


  “Sarah, this is some serious stuff,” he said quietly.


  “I know,” I told him. “We’ll be fine. Greystone is taking care of us.”


  “The crazy old man we met ten minutes ago?” Raven interjected.


  “The one who can make fireballs,” I told her.


  “Don’t worry about it,” said Calvin. “He’s wearing grey. Grey wizards are always good guys. Everyone knows that.” He eyed the rest of us as we stared at him. “Well, every one of my people.”


  “What do you mean—” Miles began.


  “What are we doing?” asked Raven, interrupting him.


  I looked up. Greystone had changed course, and the soldiers were following. They were headed toward an isolated group of humans and creatures that were fighting in the middle of the plain. The skirmish was separate from the main battle, but still there must have been hundreds of hacking, slashing, screaming bodies right in front of us.


  But looking above the fight, I finally saw our destination. A blue, whirling portal floated just above the grass on a hill on the other side of the fighting. We’d have to pass through the soldiers and the shadow creatures to reach it.


  Cara turned to us. Under her helmet, her eyes were stern and uncompromising. “Stay within our ranks!” she shouted. “Do not touch the Shadows!”


  I nodded. My eyes probably looked like saucers. I definitely wasn’t going to be trying to touch any of those creepy things.


  Then we reached the fighting and became surrounded by a whirling, churning mass of armor and blades. It felt like being in the eye of a tornado, skirting all around us but never reaching us with its winds to pluck us up and fling us into the sky. Cara fought like a crazy person but always fully in control, wreaking havoc with her blade and smashing heads with her shield. But to our sides and rear I saw soldiers fall to the ground. When they went down they were overwhelmed by creatures, and they never came back up. I gulped and turned my gaze forward once again.


  Suddenly there was a shout to our rear, and I felt a cold hand grasp my shoulder. I spun to see one of the creatures had broken through and was practically leaning on soldiers to either side, and one of its clawed hands was thrust forward to grip my shoulder. The instant it touched me I felt a sharp sting settle into my skin, and I cried out in fear and pain.


  From nowhere, a bare fist smashed into the creature’s face, and its entire head erupted in a ball of flame. The hand clutching me spasmed once and then released its grip.


  Blade fell to the ground, screaming and clutching his hand. Smoke rose from it like a hot frying pan dipped in cool sink water. One of the soldiers reached out and shoved Blade back to his feet and into line, although not harshly.


  Cara turned back to us again. “I told you not to touch them,” she said.


  Blade glared at her, still holding his hand and breathing in and out rapidly through his teeth. I looked at his hand. The knuckles were black, and cracked. At first I thought it looked like a burn, but then I realized that was only because I’d seen the steam. Now that I had a moment to see, it looked more like frostbite—like the skin and the flesh beneath had died in an instant.


  “Thank you,” I said gratefully.


  Blade looked at me and shrugged. “Yeah,” was all he said.


  The soldiers continued to press onward, and we were still caught in their momentum. It looked as though we’d almost reached the humans fighting on the other side of the creatures, when I heard the bellow of a war horn rip out across the land. It was so loud that it made the soldiers stop walking, and around us there was a brief lull as the fighting ceased.


  I turned to look in the direction of the blast. There, high on a hill in the center of the army of black creatures, stood a man. A normal-looking man, I realized. He wasn’t one of the creatures. But from the way the horde moved around him, the way they cowered from his outstretched hand, I could tell he was in command of them. He was massive. He wore no shirt, and every inch of his bronze skin bulged with taut muscles. Long white hair ran down to his shoulders, though he didn’t look like he could be over thirty.


  Beside him another man lowered the horn he’d just blown the blast from. This man was smaller, thinner, more weaselly. He glowered at us with hate, but also with fear.


  The gargantuan muscle-bound guy raised his hand and pointed directly at us. I felt like he was pointing directly at me. As one, the entire army of black creatures turned to follow his outstretched finger, gazing at us with hate and malice.


  “Kill the Rune Keepers!” the man bellowed, his voice carrying clearly across the now-still afternoon air.


  Behind me I heard the clanking of metal as Cara raised a plate-gloved fist high. “Protect the Chosen!” she called out.


  The army of blackness poured toward us across the field. Cara and her guard cut through the last few creatures between us and the portal, and then we were running, flying across the grass. The portal looked too far. Risking a glance over my shoulder, I could see the creatures gaining ground. More were circling in from the sides, and they were going to reach the portal before we could.


  “Rearguard!” cried Cara, and she turned to face the army of monsters. I stopped at the command in her voice, almost turning to help her fight.


  “Keep going!” shouted Greystone, grabbing my arm and thrusting me further toward the portal. It was only a few dozen yards away. Greystone turned to the creatures swarming at us on either side and waved his wand. Walls of what looked like crackling blue electricity erupted on either side of us and flew into the crowd, roasting the clustering throngs of monsters, who fell to the ground twitching and screaming. Greystone stopped at the portal and motioned us through.


  I almost leapt into the blue, swirling energy, but I turned and looked back. Cara was still there, fighting with her guard, surrounded by the remnants of the rest of the army. But they were disintegrating. The entire force was only minutes, perhaps seconds away from death.


  I turned to Greystone. “Tell her to run!” I shouted.


  Greystone looked at her sadly. “She will not,” he said.


  “Try!” I told him. Exasperated, I turned to the fighting. “Cara!” I shouted, trying to be heard. “We reached it! Tell your men to come back with us!”


  She didn’t so much as turn her head. I wasn’t loud enough. I wasn’t used to yelling across a chaotic battlefield where men and monsters were fighting and dying.


  “Come on, Sarah!” said Miles. I turned to see all the rest of them standing just outside the portal, waiting for me. Greystone put a hand on my shoulder.


  “Go through!” he commanded. “They are giving their lives so you can have yours.”


  “They can come with us!” I screamed, batting his hand away. I turned back.


  I could see the huge, muscular man, still on his hill, still far away. He was looking at me and smiling. There was so much hatred and cruelty in that smile, it made me shiver. More than anything, I wanted to turn and run into the portal. But it wasn’t right to just leave all these people here to die. There were hardly any of them left, just Cara and less than a dozen of her men.


  “Cara!” I screamed, as loud as I could. “CARA!”


  I clenched my fists and pounded my legs as I screamed, and all of a sudden the ground erupted. A massive chunk of earth that Cara and her men were standing on rose up like a suddenly growing mountain, flinging all of them in our direction while launching the black creatures in the other. With a roar the army began to swarm around the sudden hillock that had sprung up before them.


  I looked at Greystone, relief on my face. “Nice job,” I said.


  “I didn’t do that,” he said mysteriously.


  Before I could ask him what he meant, Cara leapt back to her feet and, much to my relief, didn’t turn to fight again. Instead she shouted a command to retreat and booked it right for us. I couldn’t believe anyone could run that fast in so much armor. She looked faster than Miles on the school track. Her men followed. One of them stumbled, and she turned to help him up, cutting down two of the monstrous front runners that loomed over them both. Then they were fleeing for us again.


  I turned. It was time to go. I couldn’t be sure if they’d reach us in time, but we’d done all we could do.


  “Through the portal!” I shouted. “Come on!”


  I grabbed Tess and flung her into the blue energy. She disappeared with a sharp zapping noise. I hoped like crazy that she was okay. Blade jumped through after her, then Raven and Calvin jumped through together.


  I turned one last time. Cara and her men were only thirty feet away. Greystone waved his hands, and a blast of wind swept over their heads and pummeled the front few monsters, knocking them back. Cara tripped and nearly fell, but she recovered.


  Then I felt a strong arm wrap around my waist, heard Miles shout, “Time to go!” and jump with me through the portal.


  It burned, kind of. Burning only happens to the outside of your body, but this was a burning sensation throughout the whole thing, inside and out. And even deeper, into my mind, my very soul. It felt like my body was dissolved into molecules and scattered to the winds, and yet I was still conscious and could still see. Thankfully it didn’t hurt too bad. Then I felt my body stretching, and then—


  Pop.


  I was flung onto a grassy green knoll as though I’d dived out of a moving car. I rolled over and over several times before finally ending up on my back.


  For the second time that day, I lay breathing heavily and staring up at a bright blue sky.


  Then I heard more pop noises. I pushed myself up onto my elbows quickly to see the other side of the blue portal. Soldiers began to fall onto the grass out of the blue oval of energy.


  “Holy cow, that was awesome!” said Calvin’s voice close by.


  I ignored him and leapt up, checking that everyone was there. Tess. Raven. Miles. Blade. With me and Calvin, that was everyone. Cara, too, was on her feet, lining her men up on this side of the portal. There were only six of them left. She looked over her shoulder at Greystone.


  “The portal!” she said. “Quickly!”


  Even as she spoke there was a popping sound, and one of the Shadow creatures fell to the ground before her. Three of the soldiers leapt forward, burying their blades in the thing. Another three came through, and were hacked down.


  I turned to Greystone. “Close it!” I shouted. He ignored me, his eyes closed, his fingers twisting in and around each other and quiet murmurs coming from his lips. He either couldn’t hear me, or couldn’t answer. Several more Shadows popped through, and this time two of them managed to find their feet before Cara’s men could take care of them. One of the soldiers was struck down, his armored form clattering to the grass and his sword sliding from his limp grip.


  Desperate, I ran forward and picked up the weapon. Miles and Blade came with me, looking unsure of what to do without blades of their own. One of the Shadows was fighting Cara, and it slammed a black-mailed glove into her gut, causing her to double over. I leapt forward with a cry, swinging the sword desperately. I didn’t even hit it, but the creature reeled away from my wild attack, allowing one of Cara’s men to take it down. Cara straightened and looked at me. I was shaking, adrenaline pumping through my body as I tried to keep the sword up. It was much, much heavier than I’d thought it would be. She reached over and removed it gingerly from my grasp.


  “…dremarcus boreath!” cried Greystone suddenly from behind us, his chanting suddenly rising to a fever pitch. There was a flash that made me close my eyes, and when I opened them again the blue portal was gone.


  Stunned and still shaking, I fell to my knees in the grass. All around me, the others from school and the soldiers were breathing heavily. Only Cara still seemed fresh, wiping her blade clean on the grass before re-sheathing it. She went to one of her soldiers, a man clutching a wound in his side, and knelt to inspect it.


  “I think you cut that a little close, old man,” said Blade.


  Greystone looked at me and pointed a finger at Blade. “This one is exceptionally rude.”


  I nodded, still breathing heavy. “Takes one to know one.”


  “I, at least, have some right, what with having saved your lives…” Greystone made a show of counting on his fingers. “…Three times now,” he finished.


  “Our lives weren’t even in danger before you brought us here, bro,” said Miles testily. His chest was heaving, and his limbs were twitching. “I can’t believe…that was nuts.”


  I knew what he meant. Images from the battle were frozen in my mind. I’d never seen someone die in my life, but just minutes ago I’d been in the middle of a real life battle.


  “Why are you doing this to us?” Raven practically shouted. “We’re just kids, man.”


  Greystone shook his head, making his wild white hair spin like helicopter blades. “Perhaps once, but no longer.”


  That was it. Now that the portal, along with the monsters, was gone, I was ready to find out what this was all about. “It’s time you told us what’s going on,” I said to Greystone.


  He shook his head firmly. “We don’t have time yet. There is one more thing—”


  I stood up, shook my head even more firmly, and folded my arms. “No. Make the time.”


  The old man glowered at me, his fingers twitching on his staff. But I wasn’t having it. I’d been kidnapped to who knows where, thrown into the middle of a battle in which I couldn’t even defend myself, nearly killed, and then thrown through an apparently magical portal to yet another who-knows where. We must have been in the middle of some national park or something, since I didn’t see a city or even buildings around for miles, and I had no idea how we were supposed to get home. My glare back at Greystone was just as firm as his, and twice as nasty.


  Finally he broke the staring contest, looked uneasily at the horizon, and reached into his robe. “Very well. Make the time, you say?”


  He produced a crystal globe. It was nearly see-through, but had a purple tinge and twisted the image you saw through it due to its shape. It was small, only a couple of inches wide. Greystone dropped it on the grass, then smashed it to pieces with his staff.


  There was a fwoomp noise, like someone had thrown a blanket across a pair of speakers. Suddenly, the air around us was shimmering. Greystone, the others and I were inside the shimmer, but looking off to my right I saw that Cara and her men were not. They were outside our globe, and they were frozen in place. At first I thought they were holding still, until I realized one of the men was mid-step and couldn’t possibly hold that position.


  “Whoah,” said Raven beside me. “What did you do?”


  Greystone plopped down, sitting as though on an invisible chair, ripped a tobacco pipe from his pocket and lit it with a snap of his fingers. “I made the time.”
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  With time stopped all around us, I had the chance to really look at our surroundings for the first time. We were on a hill in the middle of nowhere. There was a stone platform on the top of the hill, with a low roof held up by marble columns. On one side of the platform, six stone pillars not unlike the ones with the colored stones from earlier were arranged in a row.


  Far off in the distance—I thought it might be south, since the sun was setting to my right—there was a range of mountains, their snow-capped peaks tickling the sky. In the opposite direction, there was a column of black smoke rising from beyond the horizon. If I had to guess, I would have bet that smoke was from the battle we’d just teleported away from. If I was right about my directions, then far to the east of us there was a great forest that looked like it had to stretch for hundreds of miles, and to the west, it was only grasslands until a faint glint on the far horizon that might have been the ocean, or just a really, really big lake. The only sign of life that I could see were birds wheeling far above us in the sky. They, like Cara and her soldiers, were frozen in place.


  “Dude, if you can do this,” Calvin said, gesturing to the bubble of time that surrounded us, “Why don’t you just do it all the time? Stopping time is like the best super power ever. You can get out of anything. You could have won the whole battle back there, just stop everything, run up and down and taken everyone out.”


  Greystone’s eyes grew wide with shock as he coughed out a cloud of smoke from his pipe. “Oh my goodness, you’re right! I never, ever thought about that in all of my nine hundred years of being a wizard.”


  “You’re nine hundred years old?” I asked, flabbergasted.


  “Older,” he said. “I’ve just been a wizard for nine hundred years. Before that, I was a bookkeeper.”


  “Wow, you look amazing,” said Blade. “I mean, before, I thought you looked terrible, but considering your age and all…” I shot Blade a nasty look. How could he be making jokes right now? This wasn’t some game; we’d just seen people killing and being killed. Calvin, I kind of understood. This was his dream world, and he probably still didn’t even really believe it was all real. But I did. I still felt the sting on my shoulder where that creature had touched me—the same sting I was sure Blade was suffering from his blackened, cracked knuckles.


  Greystone looked at me and pointed at Blade again. “I have decided that I will be ignoring this one.” He turned to Calvin once again. “And as to your half-witted question, no, I cannot do this whenever I wish. It requires a crystal like the one I just destroyed, a crystal that can only form in the cave of a dragon when touched once a decade by the light of a blue moon, that sort of thing. They’re exceedingly rare, and I just used my last one. All because your Lady,” and here his gaze found me again, “was impatient and couldn’t wait twenty minutes to hear an explanation of what’s happened to you.”


  I gulped. Suddenly I felt like a little kid. “Um…sorry,” I said. “I guess, if it’s only twenty minutes—”


  “Oh, no!” Greystone exclaimed, interrupting me and waving his arms exaggeratedly. “Darkness above, let us kowtow to your whim, child! I would not dare dream of denying you your slightest wish. I am, after all,” he gave a disgusted snort, “bound to serve you.”


  “You have to do what we say?” Raven asked.


  Greystone looked at her sharply. “I have taken an oath to do that, yes,” he said. “An oath I have never broken in all my centuries. But it is quite…flexible.”


  “We’ve never seen you before,” Miles pointed out. He was still standing, his arms crossed upon his chest. “You haven’t been taking orders from us for centuries.”


  “You’re so very astute, good sir,” said Greystone, rolling his eyes.


  “We aren’t the first Rune Holders, are we?” Calvin asked eagerly. He was laying on the grass, his stomach to the ground and his head propped up in his hands, looking up at Greystone like he was our grandpa and was about to tell us the most awesome story ever.


  “Calvin, what’s a Rune Holder?” I asked. “Do you know what’s going on?”


  “I’m figuring it out as I go, cuz,” Calvin said, smiling over at me. “You may be class president, but I’m better equipped for this kind of stuff. Don’t let it get to you.”


  Greystone shook his head. “Unfortunately, I’m beginning to believe that’s the case. They have stories in your world, yes? Tales of magic?”


  “Uh-huh,” said Calvin eagerly.


  “And you read them?”


  “Oh, all the time,” Calvin gushed. “I mean, the best ever is definitely Lord of the Rings, but Sword of Truth is good, and I liked Game of Thrones, but my parents wouldn’t let me watch the show—”


  Greystone sighed and waved his hand. Calvin’s lips kept moving, but no sound came out. The old wizard looked at me. “He’s exhausting.”


  “He’s right, though,” I said. Calvin had realized that we couldn’t hear him any more and looked annoyed. He tried yelling, but still nothing. Then he grinned and started mouthing what I was pretty sure were bad words. “He’s gonna have a better handle on all this kind of thing than any of the rest of us.”


  Greystone seemed to think about that for a moment, then he fixed Calvin with his clear blue gaze. “If I give you back your voice, do you promise not to prattle on endlessly until what’s left of my hair falls out?”


  Calvin nodded, wide-eyed.


  “How reassuring,” said Greystone sarcastically.


  He snapped his fingers once again. Calvin said, “That was awesome! Hey Sarah, do you want to know what I said while—”


  “Not now, Calvin,” I said. “Time may be stopped, but I’d still rather do this quickly. Just pay attention. Please begin,” I told Greystone.


  I expected him to scoff at me again, but instead he looked at me curiously, bowed his head, and said, “As you wish, my Lady.”


  Everyone was clustered around now, even Blade and Raven looking interested despite themselves. Seeing it, Greystone smiled slightly, then settled himself on his invisible chair and began to speak.


  “Once upon a time—”


  “You’re kidding, right?” said Blade.


  “Blade!” I said. Blade rolled his eyes and settled down.


  Greystone dropped his cold stare at Blade and continued. “Once upon a time, there was magic in your world, just as there was in this one. Not everyone had it, but some of us did—among men, magic wielders like me were called wizards. All elves had magic, though some had more, and some had less.”


  “Are they Christmas-type elves, or Tolkien-type elves?” Calvin asked. “I mean, are they small, or tall as a human?”


  Greystone looked annoyed at the interruption. “They are usually taller. Why?”


  “Just curious,” Calvin said offhandedly. “That’s the cool kind of elf. I’d be really disappointed if—”


  “Shut up, man,” Miles said.


  “The world stayed this way for many, many centuries. Millennia, even. It was not a time of peace, necessarily. Men have always fought. I imagine it is the same on True Earth today. But compared to what was to come, those were happy times. Nations fought, but they reconciled their differences in the end. There was fighting, and theft, and greed; but there were also great deeds, heroic acts, and the building of tremendous civilizations. All the flaws and all the finery of the races of True Earth flourished, fueled by magic. And then Chaos came.”


  “What kind of chaos?” asked Raven.


  “No kind of chaos. Chaos itself. The very raw, undiluted essence of strife and turmoil. You see, there are other worlds in the fabric, and sometimes the loom casts our threads close together, sometimes far away.”


  “What’s that mean?” asked Blade.


  “You know, alternate dimensions, that kind of thing,” put in Calvin. He turned back to Greystone. “And so Chaos came from one of these…threads, right?”


  “It appears you will be good for something in this story, after all,” said Greystone. His words were gruff, but his eyes were pleased. “Yes, Chaos came pouring into True Earth all at once, and like a hurricane. We had never fought something like it before. It was dark, and terrible. Where its creatures spread, the land died, trees and plants fell to rot and ruin, and animals could not survive, unless they changed into terrible, twisted versions of their former selves.”


  “This was on Earth?” Miles asked skeptically. “Listen, man, I may be bad at history, but I’m sure I would have remembered something like this.”


  “It was millennia ago,” Greystone said, shrugging. “Before history had even begun. Very few tales tell of this even here in Midrealm, and they have lost much of the truth of the matter. But some of us have the memory. Some scholars remember and teach it to their pupils, who pass it on in turn. And all accounts are very clear: to protect Earth from Chaos, we created Midrealm.”


  “You’ve said that a couple of times now,” I said. “What is Midrealm?”


  Calvin looked at me like I was an idiot. “This,” he said, waving his arm around. “Where we are. This world, or dimension or whatever. This is Midrealm.”


  “Correct again,” Greystone said. It seemed he was growing to like Calvin despite himself. My twerp of a cousin could be annoying, but right now he was the smartest person in our whole group.


  “Wait, so we’re not even on planet Earth any more?” I asked, feeling my heart leap into my throat. Tightness seized my chest as my breathing grew short. “Oh my God, we have to get back home. I can’t be stuck here for the rest of my life!”


  “First of all,” Greystone said, and his voice was like a solid rock trying to stabilize me. “You are still, technically, on Earth. Just not your Earth. It is…a copy. A duplicate that was created in order to hold Chaos at bay.”


  “A parallel universe, cuz. Remember?” said Calvin.


  “You’re the only one who remembers anything about this, because this is crazy,” Raven said. “Alternate universes? Magic? I mean, this has gotta be a dream, or something. No way I’m actually here with you all and we’re all actually talking about this like it’s not the craziest thing ever.”


  “I’m not a dream,” said Tess, so quietly I barely heard her.


  “Neither am I,” Miles said. “Unless you’re all fake, and this is my dream.”


  “I’m every girl’s dream,” said Blade with a smirk, making a show of brushing back his slightly longish hair.


  “Ugh,” said Raven and I at the exact same time.


  Greystone looked like he was reciting some sort of very private and very urgent prayer for patience as he waited for us all to stop talking again. He caught my eye and asked through gritted teeth, with what I was sure was incredible restraint: “May I continue, my Lady?”


  “Of course,” I said, surprised. “You don’t need my permission.”


  “Not entirely accurate, but we’ll shortly discuss that further,” he said. “Now, the ancient wizards created Midrealm, the world in which you now find yourself. And in order to use it as a buffer between True Earth and Chaos, all magic had to be removed from Earth to Midrealm. Slowly, over the course of centuries, it faded away from your world, and now is felt or seen only as faint echoes of its former glory. For it is magic itself that is the stuff of Midrealm, and the binding agent that holds the entire universe together, protecting your world from Chaos.”


  “You’re clearly not up on current events,” Blade said sarcastically, “if you think our world is protected from chaos.”


  Greystone scowled at him. “Are legions of Shadow creatures marching through your lands, under the sway of a dark wizard whose power stems from death itself and against whom all are powerless to stand?”


  Blade opened his mouth to speak, didn’t, and closed it again. Finally he mumbled, “I thought you were ignoring me.”


  “So Chaos is trying to destroy Midrealm so it can get to Earth?” Calvin asked, as though everything made perfect sense to him now.”


  “Correct, young master,” Greystone said with a nod. “And for a long, long time, we have been fighting it. We cannot truly defeat it, only wear it down and send it running, and so we do so again and again and again. The brave men, women, elves, dwarves and all members of the Free People, are the only things standing between your world and Chaos. That, and the Rune Holders.”


  A chill ran down my spine at the words. That’s what the leader of the Shadows had called us. “What are the Rune Holders, exactly?”


  “The Rune Holders are you, and you are the Rune Holders,” Greystone said. His voice sounded as though he wanted to sigh, but he restrained it. “You have many names. The common men know you as the Realm Keepers, for it is you who will now be entrusted with Midrealm’s very safety. Kings and Queens will call you the Chosen, for this title reminds them that their power stems from luck of birth and riches, whereas your powers were granted to you by almighty Destiny.”


  “Whoah, who’s entrusting us with what now?” exclaimed Raven.


  “Did you say powers?” asked Calvin.


  “So when we meet a King, will he, like, bow to us or whatever?” asked Blade, smiling suddenly.


  “Regardless of what you are called, you are the Rune Holders,” Greystone soldiered on, ignoring them. “The stones chose you to be the guardians of Midrealm, a duty you will now carry out until your dying day. Which, if we are not very careful, will be extremely quick in coming.”


  “Out of everyone on Earth why us?” I asked. I still wasn’t sure I believed this guy, but we were in another world, that much I could take on faith. I wanted to know why.


  “Because we’re awesome,” Calvin said, waving me away dismissively. “That’s not the important question though. The important question is, why anyone?”


  “What are you talking about?” Miles asked.


  Calvin looked up at Greystone, their twin pairs of pale blue eyes holding in a gaze. “Why anyone from Earth at all? Why aren’t the Rune Holders selected from the people of Midrealm?”


  “You are, once again, correct,” Greystone said with a nod. “It appears I may have underestimated you. Well,” he said doubtfully, casting a disdainful glance at Blade, “at least this skinny one.”


  “Bite me, grandpa,” said Blade cheerfully.


  “The Rune Holders come from Earth because Earth is the source of Midrealm’s power. Magic, after all, came from Earth in the first place, and only by maintaining a link, however tenuous, to its original home can magic continue to flourish. You are not only the selected representatives of your home, but you are imbued with all of the strengths of the Magic of old. The ancient wizards, such as those who summoned Midrealm into existence in the first place, had a power and a strength unlike anything the world had ever seen. The earth bent itself to their command, the air was their plaything, fire and water danced together from their fingertips, they could summon the stormcloud, and the minds of all men were under their sway.”


  I thought back to the pillars where we’d first come into Midrealm. I saw in my mind’s eye the symbols carved on each. “There were six of them,” I said, suddenly understanding. “Six of them, each with different gifts. And there are six of us.”


  Greystone nodded. “Indeed. You have been granted the powers of the Ancient Circle, each of you holding dominion over a different element that makes up the world. I can summon fireballs, shoot lightning from my fingertips, and cause wind gusts. But one of you can set a nation ablaze, another can create a storm that will sunder the very earth itself, and another can cause a tornado with a snap of the finger. No one is mightier in your magic than each of you.”


  “What did we all get?” Calvin said eagerly. “What’s my power?”


  Greystone shook his head. “I do not know. It is forbidden to enter the circle of the runestones when the new Rune Holders are being summoned. But you will find out very shortly. You will need to use your gifts to reconstruct the wall that guards our kingdoms from Chaos.”


  Suddenly there was a flickering in the air around us. The bubble that stopped the world seemed to fade before springing back to life. Greystone glanced at it and suddenly grew impatient.


  “We are running out of time,” he said. “The Hold will not last much longer. We are going to need to act very quickly to construct the wall.”


  “How do we do it?” I asked, stepping forward.


  “You see those pillars over there?” Greystone asked. His crooked old finger pointed to the six pillars arranged in a row to the north of the platform. “Each of you must choose a pillar. Whichever one you like. Your choice will be guided by the rune that has chosen you.”


  “And then what?”


  “Then you must unleash the powers that you have been given by the Stones. Use it on the pillar, and when all six of them have been activated, their ancient magic will throw up a barrier that the Shadow cannot pass through—for now.”


  “Why did the barrier get turned off?” I asked, confused. “Seems like the kind of thing you’d just leave on.”


  Greystone’s eyes grew grim. “The barrier only remains active as long as at least one Rune Holder is alive to sustain it.”


  “You mean…all of the last Rune Holders died? At once?” I asked in shock.


  “If only that were true,” Greystone said ominously. Just then, the time bubble blinked off. Cara and her men started moving again, and I heard the cry of the birds flying above. And far, far in the distance, in the north where the black smoke still poured up in a column, I heard the clarion call of war horns.
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  “We need to act quickly!” said Cara, looking at the northern skyline nervously.


  “Quickly now!” Greystone said impatiently. “Choose your pillar! Go!”


  I ran toward them, the others following my lead. The pillars all looked the same to me, but I picked one at random and ran for it. The others broke at the same time and, miraculously, none of us chose the same pillar. Soon we were all standing in front of them, looking at the stones before us expectantly as though waiting for them to spring to life.


  Greystone strode up, and for some reason his gaze fixed on Tess. He looked between her and the pillar she stood by. “Interesting,” he chuckled. Then he strode to the other side of the pillars, facing us. His voice was crystal clear as it cut the afternoon air. “Now, I want you all to concentrate on—”


  “Oh my God, look,” said Raven, pointing past him.


  I looked. To the North, just over the lip of the hill that couldn’t have lay more than two miles away, came a horde of black shapes. They sprinted across the ground like their lives depended on it, howling and calling for blood.


  “Don’t pay attention to it,” Greystone said, looking at each of us sharply in turn. “Right now, our only hope of survival lies with you and your ability to concentrate. I want you each to look at the stone before you. Think about it. Search for something within yourself, calling to you.”


  Blade burped.


  “Blade, can you be serious for one second?” I snapped at him.


  “I was trying!” Blade said defensively.


  “That was good,” Greystone said, surprising Blade and me both with his encouragement. He moved to stand beside Blade. “Try it again. Now.”


  Blade concentrated, and his chest heaved. Right before he belched, Greystone (sporting a look of extreme satisfaction) lashed out and slapped him on the back as hard as he could. Blade nearly flew forward, and instead just a belch, a stream of fire came out of his mouth, engulfing the pillar before him. It caught light as if it was made of wood, sending forth a wave of heat and light.


  “Holy crap!” cried Calvin, bursting into hysterical laughter. Blade was sporting a look that was half disbelief, and half pure joy. Miles was staring in awe. Raven was trying not to look impressed, but she was failing. Only Tess seemed unmoved. “I want to puke fire, too!” said Calvin.


  “One each, I’m afraid,” said Greystone. “Now, the rest of you, concentrate! Hurry!”


  “Get ready to fight. Again. We defend the Rune Holders to the death,” Cara said, drawing her blade and rotating her shield arm.


  “I assure you, that will not be necessary,” said Greystone. Cara only grunted.


  I cast another nervous eye at the black throngs running across the grass toward us. I forced my eyes to my stone and tried to concentrate, but I kept glancing over at them.


  “Focus,” Greystone said gently, now standing right beside me. “Remember: if you can all do this, we’re safe.”


  Cara and her soldiers were standing behind us, their weapons and armor clearly useless against the vast number of the creatures coming right at us. “Form a line in front of the pillars,” she commanded, and her men began to move forward.


  “Don’t!” said Greystone. “If you do, you’ll be trapped on the other side when the wall comes up. And if the wall doesn’t come up, the Rune Holders are dead regardless. Stay where you are.”


  Cara gave an impatient growl, seemingly itching for a fight, though she clearly couldn’t win.


  Greystone looked at me once more. “Come, child!” he said, drawing my attention back to the pillar. “Concentrate!”


  “I can’t do it!” said Calvin beside me.


  “Me neither, man. This is bogus,” Miles said. His arms were straining like he was trying to push something out of himself.


  Greystone went to Calvin first. Calvin’s face was growing red, and I could see veins popping on his scrawny little neck. Greystone stood beside him. I could hear little groans escaping from Calvin as he tried to do…whatever it was he was going to do.


  “Don’t forget to breathe,” Greystone said impishly, and he thwacked Calvin across the stomach with his staff. Calvin’s breath rushed out in a whoosh, and a miniature tornado sprang into life, rushing forward to surround his pillar. The wind whistled and tore at the stone, staying in place, a cylinder of whirling air.


  “I sneezed a tornado!” Calvin said excitedly. “Did you see that, Sarah?”


  I tried to smile at him, but I think all I managed was a strained grimace. The creatures were getting closer by the second, and I had no idea what my power was. Was I supposed to breathe? No, air was Calvin’s thing. Mine was…what? I didn’t know, and apparently Greystone didn’t either.


  Or maybe he did. “Remember the battle,” he said, his eyes on mine.


  The battle?


  I remembered fleeing from the creatures, dashing across the battlefield as we fled for our lives. Blade had punched one of the Shadows, setting it on fire, as we now knew, that was his element. But I hadn’t…


  Or had I?


  I remembered standing at the portal, looking back at Cara as she and her men fought hopelessly against the Shadows. I remember screaming and pounding my fists against my thighs, and the massive rise that had sprung from the earth out of nowhere. “I didn’t do that,” Greystone had said.


  I remembered waking up in the circle of the Stones, the way the ground had felt against my back and under my fingers. Warm, inviting, like an old friend.


  Was it possible?


  No way.


  Greystone saw the look on my face. “That’s it,” he said. “Remember how you felt.”


  I remembered the battle again. I was scared for my life. I was worried about the others. But most of all, I was angry. Angry that Cara was staying behind, fighting and dying when there was no need. Angry that she wouldn’t listen to me and run, stay alive to fight another day.


  I looked up at the Shadows again. They were only a few hundred yards away now, and they showed no signs of slowing down. They would kill us, I was certain. But I couldn’t allow that. I didn’t know half of what I should have known about Midrealm. I didn’t know why I was now a Rune Holder. But I wasn’t going to go down like this, in another universe I hadn’t even known existed until a few hours ago. I had a life. I had a school, a hometown, and a family. I was going to make it back to them, somehow. And these Shadows wanted to take that away?


  I felt my blood rising, and I stomped my foot on the ground. With a crack, two great jets of stone shot from the ground, slamming into either side of my pillar and crushing it into dust between them, replacing the old grey rock of the pillar with fresh, brown, bone-of-the-earth stone.


  My anger died, and I’m sure my face took on the same look of disbelief and excitement that I’d seen on Blade’s when he spat out the fire. “Whoah!” I screamed, for a moment forgetting the Shadows ahead. “I did it!”


  “Well done!” Greystone said proudly.


  There was a sharp crackling noise, and my eyes shot to Raven. Her eyes were wide open, and twin jets of lightning shot from them, surrounding her pillar. The lightning sprang to life around the rock, running around it in little currents like it was alive. The lightning died away as she blinked, but it stayed on the pillar, crackling in the air.


  “Nice,” she said with a satisfied little smile.


  I saw Miles. He was moving his hands in the air, and I saw a little ball of water hovering between them. It morphed and twisted in the air, following the movements of his hands. A wide grin was spreading across his face. “I got it!” he said excitedly. “Okay, now what do I do?”


  “Throw it at the pillar,” Greystone said. His voice was still calm, but I saw him cast a furtive glance at the approaching Shadow horde.


  “They’re getting closer,” Cara said in agitation behind me. She was right. I could hear their howls loud on the wind, and close enough to pick out individual voices.


  Miles pushed forward, and the ball of water flew away from him. When it touched his pillar, the whole thing changed instantly into a standing pillar of liquid water. Miles gave a little chuckle. “That was cool.”


  I turned to Tess. She was the only one who was left. She was standing in front of her pillar, looking at it nervously. She didn’t even glance up at the approaching horde.


  “Try, child,” Greystone said. His voice was gentle, but I heard the urgency beneath it.


  “I can’t,” Tess said. “I don’t know what to do.”


  I went to her side and put a calming hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay, Tess,” I told her. “There’s no pressure. Just try and think about the stone, and look for something in you that wants to reach out to it.”


  Tess looked away, her hair covering the one eye I could see. “I can’t.”


  “Look harder,” I said.


  “Come on, do it already!” yelled Blade right behind me. Tess flinched at the sound of his shout.


  “It’s okay, I can take’em,” Calvin said. He summoned up another little mini-tornado. It died almost immediately, and his face fell.


  I turned to them. “Guys, shut up for a second. Give her a minute.”


  “Sarah, we don’t have a minute,” Miles said. He was looking nervously at the creatures running toward us, and he flexed his muscles like he, too, was getting ready for a fight.


  I moved in closer, wrapping my arm around Tess’ shoulder and leaning down to look at the pillar with her.


  “I don’t know what to do,” she whimpered.


  “That’s okay,” I said, trying to make it sound like we were the only two people in the world. “Close your eyes.” She did. “Now I want you to look for something inside. Something that wasn’t there yesterday. It’s buried very, very deep.” I thought back to the stone circle. The pink stone, the one that had hit Tess, had been on a pillar with a silhouette of a human head, surrounded by circles. “It’s somewhere in your mind. Look hard, Tess.”


  She was silent for a moment. I looked nervously North. The creatures were a hundred yards away, and I heard the clattering of their weapons on shields as they charged. Cara stepped forward, her soldiers surrounding her and the others nervously. Only Greystone stood unmoving, looking at me.


  “I found it, but it hurts,” Tess mumbled.


  “I need you to grab it and pull it to the surface,” I said hastily. “I’m sorry it hurts, Tess, but we need you to use it right now.”


  “I don’t want to,” she said quietly.


  “We’ll do it together, okay?” The monsters were too close. We weren’t going to make it. How fast could the wall even come up, anyway?


  “Okay,” she said.


  “Here we go,” I said, my voice cracking. “One.”


  The monsters were fifty yards away.


  “Two.”


  Twenty-five.


  “Three.”


  I jumped as Tess screamed loud enough to tear her throat and her eyes shot open. They had gone completely white. There was a blast with no sound, and I was thrown forcefully away from her, rolling over and over on the ground and coming to rest at Cara’s feet.


  I looked up just as her pillar shattered into a thousand pieces, hovering in midair before her. Tess’ scream didn’t stop for a second, just grew louder and higher and more painful. Then the pillars erupted into columns of light, blasting up into the sky and beyond, glaringly harsh on my retinas. I closed my eyes to shield them from the shine. It was like staring directly into the sun, but about a hundred times worse. A whistling, roaring noise grew on the air as wind began whipping at us, sending my hair flying back and forth in the tempest.


  With a crash, a blue wave of energy erupted from the columns, spreading across the landscape in a horizontal wall and speeding away into the distance in either direction. The first wave of Shadows crashed into the wall, and they dissolved into clouds of black smoke on contact. Rank after rank of the creatures slammed into it, dissolving instantly into dust and scattering to the wind. They tried to stop, but the momentum of the horde was too great, and the creatures in the back shoved their brethren forward as they tried to stop, casting them to their deaths.


  Finally the horde managed to slow, then stop, gnashing their teeth and slamming their weapons against their shields on the other side of the wall of energy. Their voices couldn’t penetrate the barrier, however, and suddenly it was all oddly quiet on our side of the wall.


  “Ha-ha-ha-holy cow!” Calvin screamed, laughing maniacally. I grinned.


  “We did it!” Blade said, sounding the happiest I’d ever heard him in his life.


  “You did,” Greystone said, his eyes alight and a smile on his wrinkled old face. “You have undergone your first trial as Rune Holders, and a pressing trial at that, and you have passed. To, I must admit, a slight amount of surprise on my part.”


  “Tess!” cried someone. It was Blade. I whirled to see Tess lying on the ground where she had fallen. She wasn’t moving, and her eyes were closed.


  “Oh my God!” I cried, running over to her. I lifted her head up to cradle it in my lap and put three fingers on her neck. I could feel her pulse, strong and thumping against my fingers. I looked up at Greystone. “Is she all right?”


  He nodded. “She is merely exhausted. I fear this one has forgotten the parts of herself that suited her for her gift. But she will recover them in time.”


  “What do you mean, the parts of herself?”


  Greystone sighed. “There is much to say. It can wait for later. But see? She is not harmed.”


  I looked down, and sure enough Tess was smiling in her sleep. It was a little smile, but it reassured me. Blade, crouched beside us both, rested back on his haunches with a sigh of relief.


  I stood before Greystone and smiled at him gratefully. “Thank you. Truly. We wouldn’t have made it without you.”


  “Of course not!” he said gruffly. “That is my purpose.”


  “And thank you, too,” I said to Cara. “You and your men risked your lives for us today, and I know many of them were lost. We’ll never forget it.”


  She nodded in acknowledgment. I suddenly felt that I should do something. I didn’t know why; I only knew that it felt right. So despite the shock on her face, I stepped forward and grabbed her in a hug. I felt her tense up, obviously uncomfortable with embracing one of the Rune Holders. I didn’t care.


  I released my grip and stepped back, looking into her eyes. She still looked incredibly awkward, but there was something else there, too: a deep sadness, something I couldn’t quite put my finger on. I didn’t see any trace in her eyes of the jubilation the rest of us obviously felt at surviving.


  I decided to let it go. It could wait for another time. I stepped past her and went to the men.


  “Will you remove your helmet?” I asked the first one.


  He started, clearly surprised, but then he reached up and pulled the gleaming metal from his head. He was older than Cara, though not nearly as old as Greystone, and he had a full beard. His dark brown hair was flecked with grey, and his nose was wide and red.


  “What’s your name?” I asked him.


  “Barius, my Lady,” he said respectfully, bowing his head.


  “I’m Sarah,” I told him. “Thank you for what you did for us today.”


  Barius fell to his knee. “It was my duty. I swore an oath.”


  I gripped his shoulder plates and pulled him back up. “Not to me, so I’m still grateful. And you can say, ‘you’re welcome’ now.”


  Barius looked at Cara nervously. She shrugged. “Very well…you are welcome. My Lady.”


  I smiled and went to each of them in turn, asking them to remove their helmets. I learned each of their names. Samuel. Melaine. Nora.


  The last knight removed his helmet, and I gasped.


  He looked like Kurt Masterson. Exactly like Kurt Masterson. It was uncanny. The same blonde, curly hair. The same bright blue eyes. I noticed, though, that this knight had a scar on his left cheek that Kurt didn’t have. Other than that, though, they were the same.


  And now the knight was looking at me strangely.


  “My lady?” he asked.


  “Um…your name?” I asked.


  He smiled—just like Kurt had smiled at me that morning. “It’s Darren, my lady.”


  I nodded, gulping. I looked at the others, wondering if I was the only one who saw this. They were all looking at me like I was crazy, so I guessed they didn’t notice Kurt’s look-alike. Then I realized I should probably be finishing the introductions.


  “This is Miles, Blade, Est—um, I mean Raven…?” I said uncertainly. Raven nodded at me with a little smile.


  Darren inclined his head at all of them, a half-smile still on his face.


  Calvin interrupted before I could introduce him, putting a hand over his stomach and bowing low. “Sir Calvin,” he said.


  I rolled my eyes before addressing the knights again. “And we are all in your debt.”


  As one, the knights knelt down on one knee and bowed their heads. Cara spoke for them: “There is no debt, Lady Sarah. We have only done our duty.” She and her knights rose again. “But we thank you, nonetheless.”


  Greystone was looking at me with approval. “So where do we go from here?” I asked him. “What’s next?”


  He stepped forward and waved a hand across Miles’ face, muttering a word I couldn’t understand. Miles blinked almost recoiled, but he kept his feet planted. Greystone did the same to Blade, Raven, and Calvin (who grinned and looked excited) before finishing with me.


  “What was that?” I asked when he was done.


  “A spell of slumber,” he said gravely. “For your bodies have withstood much, and must rest.”


  I took a wary step back. “What? You’re knocking us out?”


  “Only to rest,” he assured me.


  Black mist started to form on the edges of my vision. I saw Blade sway on his feet.


  “Wait!” Calvin said. “I’m not tired! I don’t need to sleep! Didn’t you mention something about Dragons earlier?” He rubbed furiously at his eyes with the back of his hand, and his head dipped.


  “Why…?” I started to ask, but I forgot the sentence before I could finish it. Suddenly one of the Stonegard was behind me—it was Barius. He caught me as I started to fall and laid me gently to the grass. For the second time that day, I fell into blackness.
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  There were sounds.


  What were they?


  Were the creatures breaking through the wall?


  I didn’t open my eyes, partly because I was so tired and partly because if the Shadows were coming through, I just didn’t want to see.


  Then I realized the sounds weren’t howls or the clatter of weapons and armor. The low hum wasn’t the roar of an army; it was an air conditioner. The insistent chirping wasn’t the sound of birds; it was an electronic beep, like a computer.


  What the…?


  I opened my eyes.


  It was so dark that at first I thought I hadn’t opened them at all. Then I saw green points of light in the blackness, and I knew the room was just too dark to see more. I tried to get up, but something was pulling at my face. I tried reaching up to grab it, but there was something else on my right arm. I felt a lance of pain in my elbow when I tried to move it, and left it still instead. I raised my left hand — nothing stuck to it — and felt at my face.


  There was a mask, some kind of plastic tubing coming out of it and running out over the side of the bed. Now that I concentrated, I could hear my labored breathing coming from inside it. I probed more with my fingers and found a tube running to the elbow of my right arm, with a long needle plunged into the skin.


  My eyes adjusted more. I was in a big room, and though it was too dark to be sure, I thought the walls were white. The floor was tile, and the blinking green lights I saw were heart rate monitors.


  I was in a hospital.


  I heard stirring to my left and turned to see Calvin’s face, illuminated only by the green glow of the monitors. His eyes were wide, staring all around. As I scanned the room, I saw six beds, one for each of us: Miles, Blade, Raven and Tess still struggling to wake.


  “Where are we?” I mumbled.


  BREET, BREET, BREET


  Every monitor in the room went crazy at once.


  



  



  TO BE CONTINUED IN…
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