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Introduction

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

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

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

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

— The editors at Spark & Anvil



Crest

*CREST — *dynamics. swelling loud and easing soft. shaping the volume of a sound over time so music has waves instead
of a flat wall.**

Crest lived at the far end of the academy in a round room that sat right over a little pond, and if you visited him you had to
be ready for weather. Crest was a bullfrog — a wide, green, cheerful bullfrog-tween in a rain slicker the color of a storm
cloud, with a throat that could puff out to the size of a balloon. When he was excited, which was often, his whole body
seemed to swell up and then settle back down, like a tide.

"AH, students!" he boomed as they came in, and the word rolled off the walls so loud that Pip nearly dropped her drum.
Then, in almost the same breath, he shrank down and finished the sentence in a hush you had to strain to hear: "...so glad
you came." The class blinked. In three seconds Crest had gone from a foghorn to a secret.



"Sorry, sorry," he said, somewhere in the middle now, a comfortable talking-loudness. "l get carried away. But actually —
that? What | just did? That's the whole lesson. That's dynamics." He tapped a paddle against a floating drum on the pond's
surface, and the drum boomed. He tapped it again, feather-light, and it barely whispered. "Dynamics is just a big word for
how loud or how soft. And more than that — it's how the loudness changes while the music plays."

He played four beats, all exactly the same volume. Bom. Bom. Bom. Bom. "There. Every beat the same. It's fine. But it's a flat
wall. Nothing's happening." Then he played four beats again, but he started them barely-there and let each one grow —
bom... Bom... BOM... BOM! — until the last one shook a ripple across the pond. "Now it's a wave. It rises. It swells up toward
a peak — the crest — and crashes."

He grinned, wide and froggy. "That's why they call me Crest. | ride the swell."



Pip tried it. She played four beats and pushed each one louder than the last, and by the fourth her paw came down hard
and the sound rang out big. "It sounds like something's coming," she said. "Like a storm getting closer."

"YES," Crest boomed, then caught himself and dialed it back to a murmur. "Yes. Getting louder, little by little — musicians
call that a crescendo. It's the sound of something building. Excitement. A storm. A crowd standing up. And when you go
the other way —" he played the four beats backward, loud to soft, BOM... bom... bom... bom "— getting quieter, little by little,
that's a decrescendo. That's the storm passing. The crowd sitting back down. The feeling of things calming."

He puffed his throat out and let it deflate slowly. "Loud isn't better than soft. That's the thing beginners get wrong. They
think music is a contest to be the loudest. But a song that's loud the whole way through is exhausting — it's a friend who
only ever shouts. The magic is in the change. You need the soft parts so the loud parts mean something."



"Here's the part nobody expects," Crest said, and now he did something strange — he brought his voice down, down,
down, until he was speaking so quietly the whole class had to stop breathing to catch it. "Sometimes the quietest part of a
song is the most powerful part of all."

The room went dead still, everyone leaning in, ears straining. And in that leaning-in, Pip suddenly understood. It wasn't that
the quiet was weak. The quiet had reached out and pulled the whole room forward. Nobody could look away. Nobody dared
make a sound.

"See what just happened?" Crest whispered. "l got softer, and you all got closer. A loud sound pushes at you. A soft sound
pulls you in. When you drop the volume way down, right before you swell it back up, you make a whole room lean toward
you — and then —" he smacked the drum and it BOOMED and everyone jumped and half of them laughed "— you let it
break over them like a wave."



When the lesson wound down, Pip stayed to help him tie up the floating drums. "It's kind of like feelings," she said slowly.
"The soft parts and the loud parts."

Crest went still — genuinely still, for once, his throat calm. "That's exactly it," he said, and this time his voice was neither
loud nor soft, just warm and even and real. "A song without dynamics feels flat because you don't feel flat. You have quiet
mornings and roaring afternoons. You have moments you barely whisper and moments you want to shout off the roof.
Music that never changes its volume can't hold a heart like yours — because a heart like yours is always swelling and
easing, all day long."

He let a ripple settle across the pond. "So when you play," he said, "don't just play the notes. Play the rising and the falling.
Let the song breathe big and small, the way you do."

Pip looked out at the water, at the tiny waves still moving from the last big beat, growing softer and softer until the pond
went smooth again. She felt something in her own chest doing the same thing — a swell, and then a gentle settling. It was
the most peaceful she'd felt all week.



Rush

*RUSH — *tempo. how fast the pulse runs. speeding up (accelerando) and slowing down (ritardando) to steer a song's
whole feeling.**

/ZI

You could hear Rush's room before you reached it. From down the hall came a metronome ticking, then ticking faster, then
faster still, then suddenly winding all the way down to a slow, sleepy tock... tock... tock. Inside, Rush was doing laps around a
big circular track painted on the floor, and he was a hare — a lean, tawny, long-eared hare-tween in a tracksuit with a
stopwatch on a cord bouncing against his chest. He skidded to a stop when the class arrived, breathing hard, ears flat back
with speed.

"You made it!" he panted, delighted. "Okay okay okay — but quick question — did you walk here, or did you hurry?" He
didn't wait for an answer. "Because that's the whole thing. That's my whole thing. Walking and hurrying are the same trip.
Just different tempo."



Pip raised a paw, a little suspicious. "Isn't that just Throb's thing? The pulse? The steady beat?"

"Ooh, good catch, but no," Rush said, hopping in place. "Throb keeps the clock steady — tick, tick, tick, always even. I'm
about how fast the clock runs in the first place. And even better — I'm about changing it while the song plays." He set a
metronome on a stool and started it slow. Tock...... tock...... tock. "That's a slow tempo. Feels calm, right? Like a lullaby. Like
walking home tired."

Then he reached over and cranked a little dial, and the tock...... tock squeezed tighter and tighter — tock. tock. tock-tock-
tocktocktock — until it was a blur. "And that's a fast tempo. Feels like a chase! Feels like your heart when you're nervous!
Same clicks. Same evenness. Just — faster." His ears stood straight up. "Fast or slow doesn't change the notes at all. It
changes the whole feeling."



He handed Pip a woodblock. "Play me a little tune. Anything. Four beats, slow." Pip tapped out a gentle, drowsy little
pattern. "Nice. Sleepy. Now — same tune, twice as fast." Pip played it again, quick and light, and it turned into something
that skipped and darted. She actually laughed.

"It's the same four notes!" she said. "But slow it was like a yawn and fast it was like — like running downhill!"

"RIGHT?" Rush spun a full circle on his heel. "One tune. Two tempos. Two totally different animals. A funeral march and a
birthday party can be the exact same melody — the only difference is how fast you take it." He tapped his stopwatch.
"Musicians even give tempos fancy names. Slow ones, fast ones. But you don't need the names. You just need to feel the
difference between strolling and sprinting."



"Now here's the tricky part," Rush said, and he actually made himself stand still, which clearly cost him something. "It's easy
to go fast. Anybody can go fast. The hard craft — the real craft — is changing speed on purpose, smoothly, right in the
middle of a song." He set the metronome going at a medium clip and started clapping along. Then, slowly, he began to clap
a hair faster each time, and a hair faster, so gradually you almost couldn't catch it happening — until the whole room was
clapping in a breathless gallop. "That's called speeding up — an accelerando. It's the sound of excitement building, a train

pulling out, a heart starting to race."

Then he did the opposite. From that gallop he began, so gently, to stretch each clap a little longer, a little longer, easing the
whole room down, down, until they landed together on one final, unhurried clap and stopped. "And that's slowing down —
a ritardando. It's how a song says goodbye. It's the sound of something coming gently to rest." He wiped his brow. "And I'll
be honest with you — slowing down is so much harder than speeding up. Every hair on me wants to race. Making myself
ease off, right when my whole body says GO — that's the toughest thing | do."



Afterward, Pip found Rush sitting on the edge of his track for once, ears relaxed, catching his breath in long slow pulls. "You
okay?" she asked. "You're always going so fast."

Rush gave a tired, honest laugh. "Between you and me? Fast is easy for me. Fast is where | hide." He looked at his
stopwatch, then set it down. "The thing | actually had to learn — the thing that made me a real musician instead of just a
fast one — was that a song has to know when to ease up. You race to the top, sure. But then you have to have the heart to
slow it down and let people breathe. Otherwise it's just noise going nowhere."

He leaned back and let out one long, slow breath, and Pip watched his racing chest finally settle into something calm and
even. "Feel that?" he murmured. "My heart's slowing down right now. That's a ritardando too. Everything that races has to
learn how to land." He smiled at her, gentler than she'd ever seen him. "Go fast when the song wants to fly. But don't be
scared to slow it all the way down. That's where the tender stuff lives."

And Pip, who was usually the one bouncing off the walls, sat down next to the fastest kid in the academy and just breathed
slow with him for a while, and it felt like the safest place in the world.



Volley

*VOLLEY — *call-and-response. one player plays a phrase; the others answer it back. music as a conversation traded
around a circle.**

Volley's room didn't have rows of seats. It had a circle — a big ring of cushions on the floor with a low drum at the center —
and Volley was already in the middle of it when the class arrived, a bright green parrot-tween with a crest that popped up
like a fan whenever she got excited, which was constantly. She wore a vest covered in mismatched buttons, and she was
clapping a little pattern and grinning at the empty cushions like she could already hear them answering.

"Sit, sit, sit in the ring!" she called. "No back row here. In this room, everybody plays." She waited until they'd all settled
cross-legged around the circle. Then she clapped four crisp claps — clap-clap-cla-clap — and pointed both wings straight at
them, eyes huge and expectant. "Now you," she said. "Give it back to me."



Nobody moved. Pip, after a confused second, tried to copy it — clap-clap-cla-clap — a little wobbly.

Volley's crest shot straight up. "THAT! That right there! That's it! That's call-and-response!" She bounced on her cushion. "l
play a little phrase — that's the call. And you play it back to me — that's the response. Music stops being one person
performing at you and turns into a conversation. Me, then you. Me, then you. Back and forth, like a ball going over a net.
That's why I'm Volley."

She clapped a new pattern, trickier this time, and pointed. The class answered — better now, together. She did another.
They answered. Something was happening around the circle: the shy kid in the corner was clapping, the whisperers had
stopped whispering, everybody was in it, watching Volley's wings, waiting for their turn to fire the answer back.



"Okay, real talk," Volley said, settling her crest for a second. "There's a secret to doing this well, and almost everybody
misses it." She leaned in. "You have to actually listen to the call. All the way. Right to the end. Before you answer."

She demonstrated the wrong way first — she clapped a pattern, and pretended to be a student who jumped in too early,
answering before she'd even finished, so the call and the response crashed into each other in an ugly tangle. "See? Blugh.
That's what happens when you're so busy thinking about your turn that you don't really hear my part. The whole
conversation falls apart."

Then she did it right. She clapped a long, curling phrase, and she held up a wing — wait, wait — until the very last beat
landed, and then dropped the wing, and the class came in clean and sharp and perfectly together. "That's the good stuff,"
she breathed. "You listened all the way. You let my call finish. And then you gave it back to me even better than | sent it.
That's not just copying. That's answering."



She had them trade for real then — she'd call, they'd respond, and then she started picking individual kids to make up their
own calls for the circle to answer. Pip made one up, shaky and small, and the whole ring clapped it back to her, and Pip felt
her ears go warm.

"You know where this comes from?" Volley asked, and her voice went gentle and serious the way the other teachers' did
when something mattered. "Call-and-response is one of the oldest ways people have ever made music together. It lives at
the heart of music from West Africa, and it traveled with people through so much history into gospel singing, and work
songs, and the blues, and jazz, and it's still right there in hip-hop when a rapper shouts and a whole crowd shouts back."
She dipped her head, crest lowered in respect. "It belongs to the people and the traditions that carried it. When we clap it
in this circle, we're joining something ancient. We say thank you to where it came from."

Then her crest popped back up. "And here's the feeling of it," she said. "When you're in a call-and-response, you are never
playing alone. Somebody sends you something. You send it back. Around and around. Nobody's stuck out on their own.
You're all holding one thing up together."



When the class trickled out, Pip stayed behind, still buzzing. "That felt really good," she said. "The part where everybody
answered at the same time. My chest went all —" she pressed a paw to it, unable to find the word.

"Warm?" Volley offered. "Like a click? Like for one second you weren't a bunch of separate kids, you were one thing?"
Pip nodded hard.

"That's the whole reason | love this," Volley said, softer now, her crest resting flat and easy. "You can teach rhythm a
hundred ways. But call-and-response teaches something rhythm alone can't — it teaches you that you belong in the circle.
That your answer matters. That when you send something out into a room, a room can send something back." She picked
up her center drum and played one small, hopeful call, and let it hang there, waiting.

Pip clapped it back to her.

Volley's eyes shone. "See?" she whispered. "You're never alone in here. Somebody's always ready to answer you." And Pip
carried that warm click in her chest all the way down the hall, and it didn't fade for the rest of the day.



Flurry

*FLURRY — *the fill. the quick burst of notes a drummer plays to carry a song across the turn from one section into the
next. the musical doorway between two rooms.**

Flurry could not hold still, and she wasn't going to pretend otherwise. She was a red squirrel-tween, small and quick, with a
tail that puffed twice her size when she got going and a set of drumsticks she twirled so fast they hummed. Her room was
full of drums arranged in a ring, and when the class came in she was in the middle of them, mid-explosion — a blur of
sticks tumbling around the whole kit, badadadada-BOOM — ending on a crash that made the cymbals shiver.

"HI!" she shouted, freezing with both sticks in the air, tail enormous. "Sorry, sorry, | was just — okay, but did you hear that?
That little tumble at the end? That's the whole reason you're here. That's a fill."



Pip tilted her head. "It just sounded like a bunch of fast hits."

"It IS a bunch of fast hits," Flurry said, delighted, "but it's where they go that matters." She sat down at a single drum and
played a steady, calm groove — a nice even pattern, four beats, over and over, the kind you could nod your head to. "Okay,
this is a song rolling along. It's got a groove. It's happy. But a song has parts — a verse, then a chorus, then another verse.
And when you go from one part to the next, you turn a corner. Right at that corner —" she played the groove up to the very
last beat, and then her sticks erupted into a quick tumbling burst all around the kit — badada-dum-BAP! — and dropped
straight back into a new, bigger groove.

Pip's ears shot up. "Oh! The fast part was like a little bridge! Between the two grooves!"

"A doorway," Flurry said, eyes shining. "That's exactly it. A fill is the doorway between two rooms of a song. The steady beat
is walking through a room. The fill is the moment you open the door and step into the next one. It tells everybody listening:
get ready — here comes a change."



She handed Pip a pair of sticks. "Try it. Play a nice easy groove — four beats, keep it steady — but on the very last beat
before you'd start again, do a little burst. Anything. Just tumble a few quick hits and then land back into the groove."

Pip played her steady four beats, and then at the corner she scrambled a quick messy little roll and crashed back in, and
even though it was sloppy, it worked — it felt like a tiny door swinging open.

"YES!" Flurry's tail went supernova. "Did you feel that? For one second, everybody leans in — ooh, something's about to
happen — and then BAM, you drop them into the next part. Afill is a little burst of excitement right at the turn. It's the run-
up before the jump. It's the drumroll before the surprise. It's the deep breath you take right before you leap off the diving
board."

Pip did another one. And another. Each doorway felt a little more like she'd built it on purpose.



"Okay, but," Flurry said, and she made herself sit on her paws to keep from twirling a stick, "I have to tell you the mistake |
made, because you're gonna want to make it too." She looked almost embarrassed. "When | first learned fills, | put one
everywhere. Every single gap. Every four beats — badadada-BOOM! — every time. | thought, if fills are exciting, then a million

fills must be a million times as exciting!"

She played it that way — a groove that never got two beats without a chaotic tumble crashing over it — and it was,
honestly, exhausting. Pip actually winced.

"Right?" Flurry laughed. "It's too much. When everything is a doorway, nothing feels like walking into a new room — it's just
tripping down a hallway of doors forever. | had to learn the hardest thing: save it. Keep the groove steady, patient, plain —
and then put your fill right at the real turn, the moment that actually matters. A fill only feels exciting because most of the
song isn't one." She shrugged, sheepish. "Turns out the trick to being exciting is knowing when to hold back."



Later, while Pip helped her stand the cymbals back up, Flurry was quieter than usual, her tail finally at rest. "Can | tell you
the real thing?" she said. "About why | love fills so much?"

"Sure."

"It's the feeling right before the burst," Flurry said. "That last steady beat before the doorway. That little gathering.
Everybody in the room takes a breath at the same time without meaning to, because they can feel the corner coming." She
pressed a paw to her chest. "That's my favorite moment in all of music. Not the crash. The held breath right before the crash.
The 'here it comes.' The run-up before the leap."

Pip thought about the top of the high diving rock — that flutter in your stomach, that gathering, that half-second where
you're not falling yet but you already know you will. "I know that feeling," she said softly.

"Everybody does," Flurry said, and for once she was perfectly, warmly still. "That's why fills work. When you play one, you're
handing the whole room that flutter — that gather-up, that ready? — and then you get to leap together." She twirled one
stick, slow this time, almost tender. "So don't spend it cheap. Save the leap for when it counts. And when it counts —" her
tail gave one happy puff "— jump big."

Pip climbed her own imaginary diving rock in her head, felt the flutter gather in her chest, and grinned. She couldn't wait to
build a doorway somebody would leap through.



The Jam

*PLAYING TOGETHER — *the rhythm section locking in. a groove is not one player being clever; it is pulse, subdivision,
accent, and syncopation all agreeing at once.**

Pip's beat was a mess, and she knew it.

The little mouse sat in the middle of the pond-side recording studio, surrounded by her drum, and every time she tried to
play a groove it fell apart. Too fast, then too slow. Loud in the wrong spots. Notes crammed everywhere. "I've got all the
pieces," she said miserably, "l know about pulse and accents and all of it — and it still sounds like a bucket falling down the
stairs. I'm trying to do everything at once and it's just... noise."

Around her, five friends set down their instruments and pulled their stools into a circle. Throb the frog, calm as a
heartbeat. Snap the cricket, quick and precise. Hammer the woodpecker, strong and sure. Tilt the cat, sly and loose-limbed.
And Spin the otter, who never sat quite still. None of them was worried. They'd fixed a hundred messy beats, and they
knew the secret Pip didn't: a groove isn't one player being clever. It's everyone holding one simple job, at the same time,
together.

"You're trying to be the whole band by yourself," Throb said gently, tapping his steady foot. "Let's not do that. Let's build it
the way a real groove gets built — one job at a time, and nobody hogging. Watch. I'll start, because everything starts with
me."



Throb closed his eyes and began to tap: pulse. pulse. pulse. pulse. A steady, unhurried clock, the same as a calm heartbeat.
"This is the floor everything stands on," he said. "The pulse. It never rushes and never drags. If | wobble, the whole groove
wobbles. So my only job — my whole job — is to stay steady. Nothing fancy. Just true."

Snap the cricket grinned and leaned in. "And my only job is to fill in the spaces between his beats — evenly." She began to
tick, twice for every one of Throb's pulses, then four times, splitting each beat into neat equal pieces. "Subdivision. | take
Throb's big steady steps and slice them into smaller even ones, so there's a fine grid to hang everything on. But — and this
is the thing — | have to lock exactly to him. If | speed up even a hair, the grid tilts and everything slides off."

Throb and Snap played together, and something clicked into place: a clean, even lattice of time, pulse and subdivision
locked tight. The Grid, they called it — the two of them as a pair, one holding the big steady beat, one filling it evenly. It
wasn't a groove yet. But it was solid, and you could feel that you could build anything on top of it.

"See?" Throb said to Pip. "Two players. Two simple jobs. Already it's steadier than everything you were trying to do alone."



"Now the boring-but-solid part gets some muscle," said Hammer, and the woodpecker struck a single strong note right on
the first beat of every group of four. BAM. "Accent. | lean hard on the important beats — usually the downbeat — so the
groove has a shape, a place where it plants its feet. Without accents, a beat is just a flat tick-tick-tick. The accent tells your
body where the one is."

But Tilt the cat only smiled a lazy smile. "Which is exactly why | do the opposite," she purred. She began placing her notes
not on the strong beats, but in the gaps just off them — a little early, a little late, always where you didn't expect.
"Syncopation. | put weight where the ear isn't ready for it. On its own it sounds wrong — like tripping. But against
Hammer's solid accents?" She played her off-beats against Hammer's downbeats, and suddenly the rhythm started to /ean
and swing, pulling at your shoulders. "That's the tension that makes a groove feel alive. The surprise, held against the solid."

Hammer and Tilt played together — strong-and-expected against sly-and-surprising — the Feel, the two of them as a pair.
And now, over Throb and Snap's steady grid, the whole thing had started to move.



Then Spin the otter, who had been waiting, slid in — and did almost nothing clever at all. He just started to loop. He took
the four of them — pulse, subdivision, accent, syncopation — and rode the pattern they were already making, around and
around, smoothing it into one repeating, breathing cycle.

And that was the moment it happened.

The five of them locked. Throb's steady floor, Snap's even grid, Hammer's strong plant, Tilt's sly pull, Spin's endless loop —
all of it agreeing at once — and the noise that had been a bucket down the stairs became a groove. A real one. The kind that
reaches into your chest and taps your foot for you. Nobody was showing off. Every single one of them was doing one small,
simple job. And together they'd made something none of them could have made alone.

"That's the jam," said Spin, riding the loop with his eyes half-closed. "The groove isn't any one of us being clever. It's all of us
agreeing. Feel it?"

Pip could feel it. Her foot was already tapping. "l feel it," she whispered.

"Then stop watching and get in," said Throb. "Play the pulse with me. Just the pulse. Your one job. Trust the rest of us to
hold ours."



So Pip played. Not everything at once — just the steady pulse, locked to Throb, her one simple job. And around her the
groove held: Snap's grid, Hammer's plant, Tilt's pull, Spin's loop, and now Pip's steady heartbeat right at the center of it.
She wasn't fighting the whole band alone anymore. She was one player, holding one part, inside something bigger — and
the something-bigger held her right back.

They played the groove around and around, and Pip stopped thinking about getting it right and just felt it: the click of
everyone locked in, the pull of it, the way the room seemed to breathe in time. Her messy, lonely, everything-at-once beat
was gone. In its place was a jam — five friends and a mouse, each holding one small true thing, making a groove far bigger
than the sum of them.

"l stopped trying to do it all," Pip said, half-laughing, tapping her steady pulse, "and it finally... worked. It felt like flying."

"That's the secret of every band that ever locked in," said Throb, his foot never wavering. "Nobody carries the groove.
Everybody holds one piece of it, and trusts everyone else to hold theirs. And when you all agree—" he smiled, eyes closed,
deep in the pocket— "the groove just appears, and it lifts everybody up at once."

Pip played her one steady pulse inside the warm circle of the jam, and the anxious, everything-at-once loneliness melted
into a bright, buoyant belonging — the pure joy of locking in and being lifted by a groove no one of them could have made
alone.

"One job each. Everybody agreeing," said Spin, riding the endless loop. "Feel how good it feels, being part of the jam?"



Tempo and Tone

rhythm-timbre pair — Tempo is speed (BPM, pulse, push and pull of time). Tone is timbre (which instrument, which sound color,
which feel). Together they teach that a song has both how-fast and what-it-sounds-like.
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reflection-prompts:

o prompt: "Tempo showed the same drum pattern as a sleepy giant and as a jittery squirrel just by changing
the speed. When a song slows way down or speeds way up, does the feeling in your body change too —
heavier and calmer, or lighter and buzzy?"

o prompt: "Tempo and Tone kept gently disagreeing — one cared about the when, one about the what — until
their two ideas finally danced together. Have you ever felt two different feelings pulling at you, and then felt
them settle into something that just felt right?"

The beat you made looped around the studio, filling the space between Tempo's wall and Tone’s wall. On Tempo's side, a
giant, glowing metronome swung a silent pendulum of light, its digital display reading a steady 90 BPM. On Tone's side,
shelves overflowed with strange objects: a dusty tambourine, a row of glass bottles filled with different amounts of colored
water, a rusty gear, and a speaker labeled cat purr.

Your beat was... okay. The kick drum thumped, the snare snapped, and a simple melody plinked along. But it felt flat. Like a
gray piece of cardboard.

Tempo, a being made of sharp lines and clicking clockwork parts, tapped a metal foot perfectly in time. “It is technically
correct,” Tempo said, their voice crisp and even. “The notes land on the grid. One, and, two, and, three, and, four, and. But
the pulse is weak. It has no urgency.”



Tone gestured to the shelves of oddities. “No, the problem is the what.”

They both looked at you, waiting. The plain beat looped again. Thump-snap. Thump-thump-snap.

“Let’s simplify,” Tempo said, striding over to the main console. With a few precise clicks, they muted your melody, leaving
only the drums. Thump-snap. Thump-thump-snap. “Forget the sounds for a moment. Just listen to the pattern. The engine.”

Tempo's hand went to the giant slider next to the metronome. The air grew thick as they dragged it down. The light-
pendulum slowed, and the beat followed, stretching out. The digital counter dropped: 80... 70... 60 BPM.
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Then they shoved the slider up. The pendulum blurred. 100... 120... 140 BPM!

Thump-snap. Thump-thump-snap. But now it was fast, frantic, and full of energy. It made you want to tap your own feet.
“Now it's a squirrel in a coffee shop!” Tempo declared. “It's jittery! It's exciting! The speed—the tempo—changes the story. Is
your song a sleepy giant or a caffeinated squirrel? You have to decide how fast its heart should beat.”

“A fine choice,” Tone hummed as you set the tempo to a peppier 110 BPM. “But even a fast squirrel is boring if it's gray.”

Tone drifted over to their wall of wonders. They ignored the drum machine icon on your screen and instead picked up a
large, heavy book from a low shelf. “A kick drum should have weight. It should move the air,” they said. They held a small
microphone near the book and let it fall flat onto the floor.



“Better,” Tone whispered. “Now, the snare.” They scanned the shelves, their eyes passing over the bottles and gears. They
pointed to a small, unlabeled speaker. “That polite little snap isn't cutting it. We need something with more attitude.” They
tapped the speaker, and a sharp, sizzling CRACKLE-POP, like bacon in a hot pan, jumped out. Tone smiled and swapped the
sound.

You hit play. THWUMP-CRACKLE. THWUMP-THWUMP-CRACKLE. It was weird, and surprising, and a thousand times more
interesting. “See?” Tone said softly. “The sounds are the clothes the rhythm wears. You can dress it up to be serious, or silly,
or anything in between. The tone gives the beat its personality.”

Your beat was so much better now. The book-slam kick and the bacon-sizzle snare at 110 BPM. You played it loud, but you
frowned. Something was still a little... off. The sounds felt like they were tripping over each other.

“Ah,” Tempo said, their clockwork head clicking as it analyzed the rhythm. “| see the issue. The what and the when are
fighting.” They pointed to the screen. “That wonderful THWUMP is a big, heavy sound. It needs a split-second more room to
breathe before the next sound happens. And that bacon-sizzle is quick and sharp, but our beat is still marching like a little
soldier.”

Tone drifted closer, nodding in agreement. “The sounds have their own rhythm,” they explained. “A big splash needs more
time than a tiny drip.”



“It gives it that impatient, exciting feel,” Tone added.

They weren't just changing the speed or the sounds anymore. They were making them dance with each other, fitting the
shape of the sound to the flow of time.

You pressed play.
THWUMP... CRACKLE. THWUMP-THWUMP... CRACKLE.

It was perfect. The heavy book-slam had its space, making it feel powerful. The bacon-sizzle snare was sharp and edgy,
pushing the beat forward. The speed felt just right for the sounds, and the sounds felt like they were born to live at that
speed. It was a real groove now. It had a personality. It wasn't gray cardboard anymore; it was alive.



About Spark & Anvil

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

More chapter books from Spark & Anvil

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

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

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

e QuillSpell — spelling craft through the Word Wizard cast

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

Methodology

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

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

License

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

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