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Chapter 1


          

        

      

    

    
      In 1999, at sixteen years of age, Marnie Skyedottir had a personal net worth of $235.27 million. That she made do on $50 a week was the work of Marnie’s guardian, Max Tomlinson, and Marnie knew that one day—on her twenty-first birthday, to be exact—she could, if she chose, have revenge.

      “I’ll fire your sanctimonious butt, Max,” she told her computer screen, where a characteristically lengthy and courteous email from Max lay open.

      
        
        As you know, the regulations for Halsett Academy for Girls clearly stipulate that students on academic probation should not have access to excess personal funds.

      

      

      Marnie could almost hear Max speaking the words in his Mississippi lawyer’s drawl that, for all its leisured pace, somehow never sounded any less than definite.

      “Your years managing my life will be over”—she jabbed at the keyboard with satisfaction and precision—“like that.”

      Max’s email disappeared into the Trash. Marnie blinked and only then realized her eyes hurt. Burned. And her shoulders ached. She flexed them, and shut her eyelids tightly for a few seconds. Well, no wonder she was in pain. Before the reply from Max had arrived, she’d been online for a while, chasing that clever, thieving, infuriating Elf through the dark winding virtual alleys of Upper Paliopolis. She glanced down at the clock on her computer. 5:43 a.m. Max was up early in New York City, in that huge duplex apartment on Central Park West that Marnie was supposed to call home. Ha.

      Wait. 5:43 A.M.?

      “No!” Marnie moaned instinctively, and then clapped a hand over her mouth. Dorm walls weren’t very thick. But it couldn’t be. She couldn’t have been online for over ten hours! She directed a fierce glare at the clock, as if she could will it to spin backward to, say, 10 p.m. Early enough for her to go over her chem notes and then go to bed at midnight, like a good preppy Halsett girl—like Jenna Lowry or Tarasyn Pearce or someone like that.

      Instead the clock went forward. 5:44 a.m. And her computer beeped as words appeared in the Paliopolis chat window. A message from that pesky Elf glowed neon in the dark of Marnie’s room.

      Giving up? The sneer was implicit.

      Marnie hesitated. She disliked her chemistry class with its brooding, angry teacher, and she wasn’t doing well in it. There was no chance of sleep now, but if she at least spent an hour with the notes, maybe she could pass the test today.

      Thanks for the spellbook, Sorceress, the Elf gibed. You'll be a lot more helpless without it. I’m looking forward to watching your rating plummet. While mine soars! The message was accompanied by a belching raspberry noise; Paliopolis sound effects were crude but effective.

      Well, who needed sleep? The Elf had been on just as long as Marnie, and if he could keep going, so could she. Or rather, so could her alter ego, the Sorceress Llewellyne. It was not for nothing that Llewellyne had the highest player rating in all of Paliopolis.

      Marnie grinned and attacked the keyboard. Dream on, you drooling nitwit, she typed to the Elf.

      She had more than two hours before she had to be in class, anyway.
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        * * *

      

      The chemistry test was straight from the book; the kind that anyone who had read over her notes could have passed easily. Marnie amused herself by drawing nooses and happy faces wherever she didn’t have a clue. It only took a couple of minutes. Inspired, she then added two tiny mice in chains next to the final question regarding the nature of covalent bonds, and had difficulty suppressing a fit of exhausted giggles. A chuckle escaped anyway. Marnie didn’t need to look up to see the teacher’s sharp glance. She could feel it.

      “Something funny, Ms. Skyedottir?” At Marnie’s shoulder, Ms. Slaight carefully enunciated each absurd syllable of Marnie’s last name. Marnie could feel the sudden alert attention of the entire class. Ms. Slaight reached down and plucked up Marnie’s test to scan. “You’re not Picasso,” said Ms. Slaight finally. Not even a glimmer of amusement could be found on her face. “I assume you’re done?”

      “My artistic vision is exhausted,” said Marnie blithely. “Feel free to take it away.” Then she realized her left hand was embedded in her hair, twisting nervously. She pulled the hand down. She was not going to let Ms. Slaight, of all people, rattle her. She watched as the teacher took her red pen and marked a big F at the top of her test

      “Back to work, people,” said Ms. Slaight She was holding her thin shoulders tensely. “Ms. Skyedottir’s little display is over.” The class sank again into the test and Marnie watched Ms. Slaight return to her own desk.

      The chemistry teacher was thirtyish; a term substitute who had taken over the class at the beginning of the semester when the regular teacher went on maternity leave. Marnie had heard this was her first actual teaching job. That might explain her defensive jitteriness in the classroom, and possibly also the pathetic, pieced-together wardrobe. Today, for example, she was wearing scuffed black pumps, a dull brown skirt, and a lime-green bow blouse.

      Discomfort with teaching might also explain the controlled, but very present, edge to Ms. Slaight’s voice whenever she spoke to Marnie. Not to mention the way Ms. Slaight always pronounced Marnie’s last name, so carefully, so distinctly. Okay, it was a ridiculous name; embarrassing even if, by some miracle, you had never heard of Marnie’s mother. Skye had been inspired by Icelandic naming conventions, and Marnie could only be relieved she hadn’t taken things further. Cirrus Skyedottir. Thunder Skyedottir. Asteroid Skyedottir. Oh, Marnie had a long mental list of first names she might have had, if Skye—who had been cheerfully capable of anything—hadn’t exercised rare restraint.

      Skye.

      Even on all the legal contracts that defined her small empire of recordings, books, and financial dealings, Marnie’s mother had been simply Skye. She had cut her birth name from her life so completely that none of the media types had ever been able to discover who she really was, or where she’d come from. Marnie often wondered about these same questions, even though she knew that Skye would have said grandly that it did not matter.

      The self you invent, Skye had written, the self you live by—that is the self who is important. You are who you choose, consciously or unconsciously, to be. It is better to be conscious. It is better to take control. That was from her first bestseller, Inventing Your Soul.

      In fact, to Marnie’s knowledge, Skye had never talked—either to Marnie or publicly—about her life before she got her first recording contract at twenty-one. Marnie knew absolutely nothing about Skye’s parents or her childhood. She didn’t know if Skye had had brothers and sisters, uncles and aunts, grandparents. For all Marnie knew, Skye had magically appeared in the world at twenty-one, fully grown, singing solo in a church choir in, hm, actually, Marnie didn’t even know exactly where it was that the record producer had first heard Skye. Georgia? Mississippi, where Max was originally from? Marnie knew that Max’s relationship with Skye—more than friends, less than lovers, far more complicated than employee with employer—went way back. It dated from before the time that Skye had hired Max to handle all her myriad legal affairs, from long before Marnie’s birth.

      Yes, Max certainly knew more about Skye than Marnie did. Three years ago she had asked him directly about Skye’s past. It had been in the middle of her birthday dinner with him and the housekeeper, so he couldn’t escape. He had looked intently at Marnie for several seconds, his face unreadable, and Marnie had dared to hope. But then he had said with uncharacteristic brevity, “One day,” and changed the subject. Marnie had ignored his and Mrs. Shapiro’s attempts to draw her into the conversation, had put down her fork and fumed.

      But from that day, her desire to know had warred with the opposite feeling. Marnie was no fool. Skye would not have concealed, not have run from, a happy past And the lack of expression on Max’s face told its own tale.

      Perhaps it had been then—and not at Skye’s death—that she had begun to feel the deep fear.

      Now Marnie slumped in her chair and waited, unthinking, for the bell and release. She had the beginnings of a headache. It was lack of sleep. Only that.

      She blamed the Elf. Before he came online, she used to play for only two or three hours a night.

      Ms. Slaight worsened the headache immediately after class. “I have English class,” Marnie said to her. “Can’t we do this later?” But she wasn’t surprised when the peculiar teacher merely pointed, silently, at the chair next to her desk. Marnie sat down sideways, on the edge. Then, as Ms. Slaight spoke, Marnie mouthed the words just a breath behind her. She’d heard it all recently, from other teachers. Ms. Slaight was not very original. And she spoke almost robotically, as if she’d memorized the little speech from a book on teaching methods.

      “You’re not trying. You’re a smart girl, clearly able to do the work. I’m willing to hear about any personal problems. I would like to help. We can arrange a conference.”

      Marnie didn’t say anything, and Ms. Slaight got more and more angry, even offended. “Look at me!” she exclaimed finally. Marnie did so, with her best blank face. Ms. Slaight had gotten quite red. She was practically spitting. Marnie wondered, idly, if you could have a heart attack when you were only around thirty, or if you had to spend decades working yourself into fits first.

      “Marnie Skyedottir,” Ms. Slaight said. Again she leaned viciously on Marnie’s last name. “You really think you’re someone.”

      Marnie stilled. Then her tired mind replayed the exact way the chemistry teacher had pronounced Skyedottir just now, and a bitter taste filled her mouth. At once Ms. Slaight made sense. All this rage was somehow aimed at Skye. This was a person who had found Skye—her idiosyncratic belief system, her writings and speeches, her wealth and success, her oddities, her flaunted fatherless daughter—personally offensive.

      There were such people. Max had a whole file cabinet filled with old hate mail. Marnie had once overheard him speaking with Mrs. Shapiro about it.

      Marnie discovered her fists were clenched. She might criticize Skye herself sometimes, in the far recesses of her own head, but that anyone else should dare!

      “In this world,” Ms. Slaight had gone on, “you’ll find that princessy behavior will get you precisely nowhere. In this world, an attitude like yours⁠—”

      Marnie stood up and, startled, Ms. Slaight stopped speaking. Marnie looked her right in the eye. In a heartbeat, several possible things to say flashed into her mind. What she, Marnie Skyedottir, thought of creepy skinny ugly chemistry teachers and their attitudes. The fact that she, Marnie Skyedottir, was rich (or would be) and Ms. Slaight wasn’t and that was what the world cared about, not chemistry tests. That Ms. Slaight needed to get a life, quick, because the one she had right now was a pretty sorry excuse. In the opinion of Marnie Skyedottir.

      She did not say any of these things. Instead, she carefully turned her head to the side, presenting Ms. Slaight with a full view of her right cheek. Then, as carefully, and smiling, she turned her face the other way, showing the other cheek.

      Matthew 5:39.

      Ms. Slaight got the reference. She gasped. Marnie coolly brushed past her and walked out of the classroom. She even made it to English on time. That would have made her laugh if, underneath it all, she hadn’t been so angry.

      It wasn’t important, she tried to tell herself. People like Ms. Slaight were not important. Skye would say...

      Well.

      Actually, Skye would not approve. Skye would say that Marnie had misapplied Matthew.

      But then, Skye had never been Skye’s daughter.

      Marnie took in a calming breath. She would not think about it. She would not.

      Instead, tonight she would track down the Elf and get back her spellbook. He’d be online: he always was lately. In fact, he’d been teasing her, or rather, the Sorceress, very particularly for a few weeks now. It was time to crush him for his impertinence.

      Maybe in the tunnels below the city? Marnie knew Paliopolis better than anyone except its programmers and the Dungeon Master, and even without her spellbook, she had a trick or ten.

      As her English teacher drew a triangular diagram of a well-constructed essay on the white board, Marnie planned her evening, mentally mapping out the tunnels and sewers and traps and dangers of the cyberspace world of Paliopolis. The Elf had the overconfidence of a lucky newbie. And okay, he was a little smart, too. But that didn’t matter. If she didn’t get him in the next few days, she’d get him next week during spring break. She’d said no to Max about going home to New York, and so she’d be right here at school. She’d have long uninterrupted hours available to go online.

      The Elf had better watch out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

        

      

    

    
      This year, eleventh grade, was Marnie’s fifth year of boarding school, but she had never become accustomed to the communal meals. It wasn’t the food—if there wasn’t something edible served, you could always have salad, or toast with peanut butter. No, it was all the people. There was always someone looking at her, even after all this time at the school. People never stopped looking, covertly, at Skye’s daughter. Marnie used to wonder what they were hoping to see. That had been one reason why, when she was fourteen, she’d chopped off most of her hair and then bleached the rest white as dandelion fluff. With the careful half-inch of dark at the roots, it screamed fake. Marnie loved it. It gave the gawkers something real to talk about; something that was her choice. On top of that, any time she got really scared, really shy, she’d paint huge circles of black eyeliner around her eyes. If she also put on her favorite neon pink T-shirt—far more noticeable than black—and her entire collection of heavy silver rings and chains, she could face just about anyone.

      Marnie’s first boarding school—her first school, in fact, because before that Skye had taught Marnie at home—had been a bigger, coed institution, with a cafeteria. Marnie had looked ordinary then, except for the shocking resemblance to Skye. In that cafeteria, she had had to walk through the press of tables that were full of other kids, teachers, and the occasional headmaster or dean before she could finally get into line with a tray. She’d felt everyone watching her back while she went through the line. Then, when she’d finally emerged with food, she’d had to turn and survey the sea of faces again, looking for a table at which she could reasonably sit and eat.

      It didn’t help that there were at least a dozen other “celebrity” kids at that first school. Their parents were famous actors or corporate titans or rock stars. Whereas Skye was an ex-gospel singer who’d started her own... well, some said it was practically a religion. Suffice it to say that Skye was not the same kind of celebrity parent that those other kids had.

      Strange, was what the other kids called Marnie. Maybe it was true. Marnie suspected that there was more to strangeness than the dictionary would have you think. As Skye had often said, If you want things to be simple, sweetheart, you should go ahead and end it all right now. Which was not typical advice, Marnie now knew, to give to your daughter when she—for example—complained about long division.

      Her feeling of being watched always came back at mealtimes.

      Halsett Academy for Girls, located in semi-rural Halsett, Massachusetts, near the New Hampshire border, did not have a cafeteria. Instead, there was a rather pretty Victorian dining hall, with floral wallpaper and tables of dark wood at which you had an assigned place. Initially, Marnie had thought this a better system. But you could always leave a cafeteria, while here, during dinner, you had to sit for a full hour, passing platters under the eyes of the staff. Marnie hadn’t decided if it was better or worse now that, because she was an upperclasswoman, her table was free of a permanent, assigned supervisor.

      This evening, Marnie came to dinner at the last possible moment—she’d have skipped the meal if it wouldn’t have stirred up more trouble than she wanted to deal with just now—because she’d been putting the finishing touches on her plan to confound the Elf. Even now, as she slipped into the last available chair at her table, she was still thinking about it She’d had one idea after another, fountaining, all afternoon. She nodded a vague hello to the table of girls and quickly bowed her head for grace.

      Grace at Halsett Academy was a gentle melody with inoffensive, nondenominational lyrics. (Might as well sing to your big toe, if you’re not going to bother even mentioning God, Skye would have said.) Marnie didn’t join in, but she didn’t mind listening, either. Some of the girls had nice voices. Jenna Lowry had a clear soprano; Tarasyn Pearce a powerful alto, almost a tenor. Tarasyn’s voice had actually shocked Marnie the first time she’d heard it, so similar was it to Skye’s. But here in the dining hall, it was muted somewhat by the other voices, including a couple that could have flattened small hills. Marnie herself, for reasons she’d never bothered to investigate, had never done more than mouth the words. She just didn’t care to sing publicly, she had explained early in the year. She knew they’d probably thought she’d inherited Skye’s voice. Ha.

      The song ended, and the bustle of the meal began. Barb Schulman asked for the butter and Marnie passed it over, for the first time looking up fully and seeing—Mrs. Fisher. Mrs. Fisher, dorm counselor, was sitting two tables away with a group of sophomores. But she was regarding Marnie steadily, frowning slightly. Defiantly, Marnie caught her eye and stared right back.

      Had Ms. Slaight talked to Mrs. Fisher? Even if she left out Marnie’s gospel-inspired insult—and for some reason Marnie figured she would—she could have displayed Marnie’s artistic chemistry test. More trouble … when all Marnie wanted, really, was to be left alone. Was that too much to ask?

      Marnie broke eye contact with Mrs. Fisher. If only she could quit school altogether. But how would she live? She didn’t get Skye’s money for years, and Max had made it abundantly dear that she was to stay in school. Could she get a job? But doing what? Trouncing elves?

      Still aware of Mrs. Fisher’s gaze, Marnie pretended to be as interested as the rest of the table in what Dorothea Polley was saying about college. One of the things Marnie liked to do was to imagine that the speech coming out of the other girls’ mouths was enclosed in big cartoon balloons. When anyone got too bombastic, Marnie would pull out an invisible hatpin—a long silver one with a pearl on the end, she’d decided—deftly skewer the balloon, then watch the imaginary letters flutter to the floor in glorious disarray. Pop! Pop! Pop! It was Sesame Street run amok, and made dinner considerably more enjoyable.

      “What I want,” Dorothea was now saying intensely, “what I think I need, is a really, really good drama department. And lots of opportunities to actually act. I mean, a college that doesn’t just offer a drama major—lots of places do that—but somewhere that does a lot of productions. A range of productions. Everything from Shakespeare to... to …” Dorothea’s arm swept the air. “… to, oh, you know, someone very modern like...” The arm again; Marnie groped in the seam of her jeans for her imaginary hatpin. “... like... like...”

      “Like Chekhov?” Jenna Lowry supplied.

      Almost against her will, Marnie turned her head to glance at Jenna’s expressionless face. Jenna, who was pretty, athletic, popular, and famous throughout Halsett for being gifted at literature... but who was not usually openly vicious.

      Dorothea was bestowing a warm smile on Jenna. “Yes,” she said. “That’s exactly the kind of contemporary writer I mean.”

      “I thought so,” murmured Jenna. Marnie watched her exchange a fast look with Tarasyn, with Barb. Dorothea, predictably, missed the byplay completely.

      And suddenly Marnie was filled with a nameless rage. So what if Dorothea didn’t know Chekhov from someone Jenna “Lit/Crit” Lowry might condescend to call “modem”? So what if Dorothea was uninformed, or even an idiot? She didn’t deserve to be mocked in public.

      “Wait a minute,” Marnie said, interrupting the conversation Jenna had just started about some new movie. Everyone turned, in surprise, toward her; Marnie rarely spoke at meals. “I thought Chekhov was a nineteenth-century playwright,” she said aggressively to Jenna. “Russian, right? The Cherry Orchard? Uncle Vanya?”

      A second passed.

      Then Jenna said, blandly: “Ah, Marnie, you’re thinking of Anton Chekhov. Dorothea and I were discussing Jessica Chekhov. Jessica’s work is very, uh, avant-garde.”

      “Yes, that’s right!” put in Dorothea emphatically. But she spoke a little too quickly, and you could see the alarmed white around her eyes.

      Marnie ignored her. She gave Jenna a long stare. Jenna, also carefully not looking at Dorothea, lifted her chin and gave Marnie a very cool, challenging look right back.

      Marnie felt her left hand clench in her lap. She had forgotten entirely about her imaginary hatpin. “I’ve never heard of this Jessica Chekhov. What plays has she written, Jenna? Enlighten my ignorance.”

      Jenna’s chin had gone farther up. “Dorothea? Fill Marnie in.”

      “No,” Marnie began. “Jenna, you’re the one who⁠—”

      But Dorothea had opened her mouth. “Uh, everyone knows about Jessica Chekhov... Her first play was … was on Broadway … Leonardo DiCaprio was in it …” She stuttered on, saying one ridiculous thing after another and, throughout, staring at Marnie—not at Jenna—with helpless, increasing hatred.

      Everyone sat frozen at the table. Not one person moved to stop Dorothea’s babble as it increased in speed and volume and silliness⁠—

      Finally Marnie couldn’t stand it “Shut up, Dorothea,” she said sharply. “You’re making a fool of yourself. There is no Jessica Chekhov and we all know it.”

      It worked like a slap. Dorothea drew a deep breath, looking as if any minute she would burst into a storm of tears. And in the piercing moment of complete silence that followed, all the other girls looked at Marnie as if she had done something awful.

      Marnie tightened her hand on the imaginary hatpin until she could almost feel its bite. What she already knew was made even clearer. You were better off hanging out in cyberspace, chasing elves. Fewer people got hurt that way.
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      Marnie pulled the headphones off slowly, at the point at which Skye’s solo harmonized with the strong soft background vocals of the chorus, before blending so perfectly into the other voices that you could no longer distinguish her individual one. Marnie had asked her mother once if she was still singing at that point, or had stopped entirely, but Skye hadn’t remembered. It was all so long ago, she’d said. As far as Marnie could recall, Skye had never listened to her own vocal recordings. Of all Skye’s CDs, this one was Marnie’s favorite.

      Or rather, had been.

      She stared at the headphones in her hands. She listened to Skye’s CDs all the time, and yet, more and more of late, the music—Skye herself—seemed to slip away even as Marnie listened. It became a strong, disembodied voice that had nothing to do with Marnie, that left her alone instead of surrounding her with warmth as it used to do. The thought panicked her. Someday she might not even be able to listen anymore…

      She closed her eyes for a second. It was just that she was tired. She was tired all the time now. She longed to sleep but knew she couldn’t. Shouldn’t. Not so early. She ought to do some chemistry homework. Or any homework, really. The only class she was on top of was precalculus, which didn’t count since by some quirk she had never had to work at math.

      The problem was, she really didn’t want to work. If only Max would magically understand how stupid it all was, this school stuff. How pointless. Marnie knew she was right about this. If she could only leave, she would be all right... it was this place, not her. Those other girls—she didn’t understand them, she never would.

      A tough school was Max’s idea, since Marnie had herself insisted on boarding school. “Let’s try something academically challenging,” he had said, after Marnie demanded to leave the celebrity school. “You know you could be up for it if you tried.” The girls’ school idea had been Mrs. Shapiro’s contribution, but Max had liked it, and identified Halsett within days. Marnie wondered how he’d talked them into taking her, with her—even then—erratic academic record.

      Students tended to work intensely at Halsett. There was huge pressure to excel, to take advanced courses, to apply to prestigious colleges. Competition was fierce. Everybody knew everybody else’s class rank. Girls cried when they got grades below A, or when their PSAT and SAT results were less than spectacular. Some girls took drugs to be able to stay up late, work harder, harder still. A few drank to relieve the tension. Last semester, one senior had had a nervous breakdown putting together her college applications—there’d even been whispers she’d tried to slit her wrists. And right now, with college letters due to arrive in only a couple of weeks, the entire senior class looked feverish not only with fear and hope, but with a whole range of twitchier emotions as they eyed each other, added up vital statistics, and wondered: How many would Harvard take? Stanford? Yale? It was like living in a vat of boiling water.

      Marnie blamed the staff, yes, and society, okay, but the other girls all appeared to be brainwashed puppets! Cannibalistic puppets from a horror movie, at that. Take Jenna Lowry, with her sly remarks about Chekhov. Everything else aside, it was just so, so Halsett. It made you sick. More specifically, Jenna made Marnie sick. The perfect Halsett girl. Marnie felt her dinnertime rage return, and was glad. It filled that empty place where Skye no longer was.

      Right after dinner, Jenna had come up next to Marnie as all the girls walked back to the dorms. Marnie had stopped dead in the road and confronted her. “What?”

      Jenna spat back, “You made me do it.”

      “Oh, please. Tell that one to your mommy.” Despite the dim campus ground lighting, Marnie saw Jenna’s lips tighten.

      “You—you …”

      “Me, me,” mimicked Marnie.

      “Exactly,” said Jenna viciously.

      Marnie felt a clutch at her stomach. “That’s an amazing criticism coming from you. At least I don’t prop up my ego by putting other people down publicly.”

      “Dorothea would never have known if you hadn’t pushed me!”

      “What power I have over you. I’m flattered.”

      “You—you⁠—”

      “Didn’t we do that part of the conversation already?”

      Jenna had stomped off, and Marnie had watched her go with some satisfaction. But the satisfaction had faded fast. And now, remembering, it didn’t make her feel as justified as she had thought it would.

      Oh, God. Marnie opened her eyes again and stared at Skye’s CD. It used to be that Marnie could simply concentrate and she’d know just what Skye might have said about any situation. Sometimes she still could. Sometimes.

      Not now.

      After a minute she fitted the CD carefully back into its case. Then, without thinking at all, she turned on her computer and sat down. And in a few minutes...

      Greetings, Sorceress, said the Elf. I thought I’d see you here tonight.

      Marnie’s heart lightened. She leaned over her keyboard.
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      Three hours later, Marnie had the Elf backed into a twisty little passage with only one truly viable exit option, an airshaft that was—barely—climbable with artificial aid.

      Or, he could go down another level of tunnels and take his chances with the Rubble-Eater. Who hasn’t eaten for a while, Marnie told the Elf helpfully.

      It hadn’t been difficult, really, getting the Elf into this section of tunnel. The Elf was always willing to take chances. The challenge had been figuring out what six items he was holding—well, five items, actually, because the sixth was the magical spellbook that he’d stolen from Marnie last night She’d had to make sure that when the Elf reached this point, all of those five items would be more important, more necessary to his survival, than the spellbook.

      He had to drop something, of course, in order to pick up the grappling hook Marnie had thoughtfully placed at the entrance to the airshaft. The Elf couldn’t make it up the airshaft without the grappling hook. Marnie could, because she was a sorceress and self-levitation was among her documented powers.

      She smiled at her computer screen, where the little animated green figure that represented the Elf was standing perfectly still.

      Drop cloak of invisibility, said the Elf. Get grappling hook.

      Are you sure? Marnie happily typed in the chat window. Have you forgotten where the airshaft leads? The Mountain King doesn’t like elves.

      He doesn’t like sorceresses, either, snapped back the Elf.

      Ah, but we have a treaty tonight.

      The green Elf pulsed on the screen. Then: Drop rubies. Get cloak of invisibility.

      Interesting move, Elf. Marnie almost laughed at the screen. But are you sure you want to do that? In the few seconds that followed, she imagined that, wherever in the real world the Elf was, he was swearing. Out loud.

      I’m not giving up the spellbook, said the Elf eventually.

      Don’t be such a poor sport, Marnie typed back. What good is it to you? Elves can’t be sorcerers; it’s in the guild rules. You knew it when you decided on your character. Go on, drop the spellbook.

      Another few seconds ticked by. Then:

      NEVER! shouted the Elf.

      Manners, manners, typed Marnie.

      The Elf whipped back: I’ll shout if I want to. By the way, do you happen to have a treaty with the Rubble-Eater, too?

      Marnie stared at her screen. What?

      WIELD CLOAK OF INVISIBILITY! yelled the Elf, clearly inspired. PICK UP RUBIES! DROP GRAPPLING HOOK! JUMP DOWN AIRSHAFT!

      The Elf disappeared from Marnie’s screen.

      Marnie burst out laughing. The Elf was never dull; you had to give him that. Down the airshaft. With her spellbook, too. And without the grappling hook.

      It was too funny. The Elf must have thought that the Rubble-Eater wouldn’t see him with the cloak on. But the Rubble-Eater was blind, and functioned by sound and smell. Most likely, the Elf was toast. At least for tonight. Marnie wouldn’t even need to go after him herself.

      She ought to study, or just go to bed, and chase the spellbook tomorrow night. But on the other hand …

      Pick up grappling hook, she typed, and clicked Send.

      On the other hand, she hadn’t visited the Lair of the Rubble-Eater in a very long time.

      Jump down airshaft, she typed.

      “Wait for me, Elf,” she murmured aloud.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 5


          

        

      

    

    
      Marnie slept peacefully through the next morning’s classes, arising rested and refreshed exactly when she wished to. She had to laugh when she sat up in bed and peered at the alarm dock. Sleep was an excellent thing. She stretched luxuriously. She’d had nearly nine hours of it Plus, she had her spellbook back. Take that, Elf!

      There was absolutely no sense in rushing to make her last few classes. Since her absence would already have been noticed, she might as well get in trouble for the whole day. Embrace the inevitable. Skye had written that somewhere.





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/werlin-nancy_locked-inside_ebook_3200x4800_300dpi.jpg
“Entertaining adventure aplenty and
postmodern romance at its finest.”
~ The Bulletin

NANCY WERLIN

EDGAR AWARD WINNER





