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Book Description

Gwen and Vic are still learning magic and science on the island of Elantya when they learn that Vic's father has finally made it through the crystal doors to Elantya. But their excitement is short-lived when they and their friends are kidnapped by their underwater enemies and taken beneath the sea. Imprisoned there, forced to witness battles among sea monsters and face the dark sage Azric, they learn of a scheme that could bring Elantya to ruins. Can they escape in time to save the magical island from destruction?


[image: ]

Book 2: Ocean Realm

Rebecca Moesta &
Kevin J. Anderson

Digital Edition – November 2013

WordFire Press
www.wordfire.com

ISBN:  978-1-61475-117-5

Copyright ©  2007 WordFire, Inc.
Originally published by Little, Brown and Company June 2007

 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the express written permission of the copyright holder, except where permitted by law. This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination, or, if real, used fictitiously.

This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

 

Cover Illustration by Zoe Frasure

Book Design by RuneWright, LLC
www.RuneWright.com

Published by
WordFire Press, an imprint of
WordFire, Inc.
PO Box 1840
Monument CO 80132

 


Dedication

This book is for

JANET BERLINER 
& BOB FLECK


Acknowledgments

We’d like to express our special appreciation to John Silbersack and Robert Gottlieb of the Trident Media Group for supporting this project from the beginning.

Jennifer Hunt and Noel De La Rosa for their enthusiasm and insightful editing.

Diane E. Jones, Catherine Sidor, and Louis Moesta of WordFire Inc. for their long hours and invaluable comments; Megie Clarke, Paul and Lacy Pfeifer, Jonathan Cowan, and D. Louise Moesta of WordFire Inc. for keeping things running smoothly in the office.

Our families for putting up with our eccentric schedules and for introducing so many new people to our books.

Igor Kordey for brilliant concept artwork and imaginative designs that helped to shape our ideas of Elantya.

Sarah and Dan Hoyt and Rebecca and Alan Lickiss for local cheerleading.

Kristine Kathryn Rusch, Dean Wesley Smith, Debra Ray, Lisa Chrisman, Max and Erwin Bush, Letha Burchard, Janet Berliner and Bob Fleck, Leslie Lauderdale, Kathy Tyree, and Ann Neumann for their decades of long-distance encouragement and keeping us sane in an insane world. Dave and Denise Dorman, Denise Jacobs, Cherie Buchheim, Mary Thomson, Brian and Jan Herbert, Maryelizabeth Hart and Jeff Mariotte, and Brad and Sue Sinor, for their friendship and support.


One

AFTER FENDING OFF THE attack of the merlons and their battle kraken on the island, everyone in Elantya pulled together to save the city. Sages performed powerful magic. Ship captains and their crews helped dock workers extinguish burning wrecks and salvage the damaged ships wallowing in the water.

“Sheesh, this looks like the day after Pearl Harbor,” Vic Pierce said. 

Students from the Citadel—a magical and scientific training center for young people from diverse worlds—threw themselves into the recovery efforts. Although putting out fires, assessing the damage, and restoring the island city were immense tasks, each challenge gave the students a practical way to apply the new skills they were learning.

Hands wet with warm seawater, Vic tried to wipe soot from his cheeks, though he succeeded more in smearing than cleaning himself. He was tired and sweaty. His strange Elantyan clothes were soaked. “Hard work now, more hard work later,” he said with a groan, then grinned at his cousin Gwen. “On the other hand, it sure beats homework. Back home on Earth, Mrs. Dorman is probably handing out Sentence Structure worksheets right now.” Vic and Gwen—born on the same night to mothers who were sisters and fathers who were identical twins—were in the same grade at Stephen Hawking High, back in California.

Gwen waded out from the shore up to her knees and wrestled with a floating beam blasted from a sunken cargo ship. Tossing her blond hair back, she nodded. “Probably. And Mr. Christensen would be assigning us a term paper on Prince Henry the Navigator.”

The island of Elantya, magically raised up from the ocean floor thousands of years earlier, served as a hub at the center of an arrangement of crystal doors that linked fantastic worlds. The native merlons, however, had long resented the presence of this unnatural island in their world. They considered it a blemish on their perfect ocean.

Recently, merlon aggression had grown extravagant. The aquatic creatures had attacked and sunk several cargo ships, including the Golden Walrus, a vessel used for training students. Vic, Gwen, and their friends had barely survived the ordeal, and Vic suspected there was much more to the merlons’ behavior than simply being unfriendly neighbors.

Vic helped Gwen carry the splintered wooden beam to shore and add it to the growing pile of debris removed from the turquoise harbor waters. “I wish my dad were here,” he couldn’t help saying. Dr. Carlton Pierce had been left behind in California when Vic and Gwen accidentally plunged through a crystal door to this magical world, where the Elantyans were embroiled in a struggle against the fierce undersea merlons.

Vic caught the quick expression of sadness that filled Gwen’s dramatic violet eyes. Her own parents were dead, killed in a car accident, which the cousins now knew had probably not been an accident. Vic and Gwen’s coming to Elantya hadn’t been a complete accident, either. Since their arrival, they had encountered too many clues—about their mothers and the potential Vic and Gwen seemed to have inherited from them—to be certain anymore what was coincidence and what was destiny.

Mystery surrounded much of what had happened to the cousins since Vic’s father had warned them of a strange danger. Cap Pierce had been arranging crystals in the solarium of their California home when Vic and Gwen had unintentionally stumbled through a crystal door and found themselves here in Elantya, with no obvious way home.

Smoke rose in dark plumes that the sea breezes dissipated, leaving the sky a clear blue that seemed almost too cheery for the exhausting work they all faced.

As Vic and Gwen started back into the water, a shadow passed overhead. Vic looked up to see a purple rectangle trimmed in gold tassels: the magic carpet ridden by their friend Ali el Sharif, a young prince from the flying city of Irrakesh.

Sharif called down to them, “That battle kraken caused a great deal of damage. At least most of the fires are out now.” He held the clear eggsphere of his nymph djinni Piri over the edge of the carpet, so that she could get a good look, as well. The tiny fairylike creature glowed blue with earnest concentration. Sharif brought the carpet down closer to his friends. He rolled Piri up and down his arms, contact juggling, while the diminutive feminine figure inside the globe twinkled pink with enjoyment. Sharif grinned at his small friend. “Piri and I have a good view from above. I count sixteen sunken war galleys, fishing boats, and cargo ships, including two large vessels near the mouth of the harbor. Those will need to be moved first.”

Sunken ships posed a significant hazard. Many types of sailing ships came through the crystal doors from other worlds. While some had shallow drafts, others had hulls that extended so deeply into the water that they would scrape the wreckage and possibly sink themselves.

Gwen nodded. “In other words, if fishing and cargo ships can’t use the main harbor, Elantya might not get enough food and supplies.”

“I will circle around once more, then report to the sages and help them decide what to do next,” Sharif said.

“Can’t they figure that out for themselves?” Gwen said. “I’m pretty sure they already know about the ships blocking the harbor, and we could use another hand down here.”

“I am sorry, Gwenya, but my observation duties are too important.” After playing with Piri a little more, he tucked her back into the mesh sack that hung around his neck and flew off to circle the harbor again.

Vic groaned. “I guess he’d rather stay above the mess than get his hands or his pantaloons dirty.” Although Sharif avoided referring to the fact that he was a prince, his pride frequently reminded them.

So they did the work themselves.

Out in the water up to her chest, a lean brown-skinned young girl from Afirik was wrestling with a tangle of ship debris much larger than she should have been able to handle. Tiaret turned her amber eyes toward them and motioned with a hand. “I could use your assistance, my friends. Together, the three of us can manage this and I … I am reluctant to move out into deeper water. I believe the other end is caught in something.”

Vic scratched his nose. “Sure, how hard could it be?”

“The question is, will it be as easy as you think?” Gwen said. “But naturally we’ll help.” They dove in and swam past Tiaret to scope out the intertwined beam, ropes, and broken boards she was trying to retrieve.

Tiaret had never learned to swim. On the dry savannahs of her world, the rainy season was short, and for most of the year watering holes were little more than shallow ponds. When she left Afirik with her master Kundu, her ship had been attacked by merlons en route. Vic and Sharif had arrived on the flying carpet to save Tiaret as killer sharks closed in. No one else had survived.

Because she was a strong girl and an excellent fighter, Tiaret never liked to admit to any weakness. Although she meant to become proficient when the harbor restoration was finished, for now she still couldn’t swim. Since her arrival in Elantya, however, she had learned to enjoy wading in the surf, so she was becoming more comfortable in the ocean.

While Gwen and Tiaret struggled to pull the floating wood loose, Vic dove under the water, keeping his eyes open to see what had snagged the wreckage. The harbor water was murky with silt, stirred up by the recovery operations. Feeling as well as seeing his way, he found a mammoth scooplike object dragging on the floor of the harbor. Its jagged edge had dredged up sand and mud, and then lodged in a cluster of rocks. He felt with his hand, located where the wooden rib was connected, then swam a little deeper. The thing felt like a giant seashell, coated with something slippery.

Lungs aching, he swam back up and gulped a deep breath. “Yup, it’s stuck on something. Hold on, let me get it unhooked.” Puffing his cheeks, Vic blew out his breath before taking another lungful of air. He dove under again, swimming down directly this time. Now that he knew where he was going, he found the snag and began to push aside rocks, disentangling the thing.

The object shifted abruptly, pulling on the snarled ropes attached to the floating wood and jerking Tiaret forward into deeper water. Vic saw his friend’s legs kick and thrash as she realized she could no longer touch the bottom. Her head went under and she began churning with furious movements of her arms, as well. As Vic pushed himself upward, dodging the agitated motions of Tiaret’s legs, he saw Gwen submerge herself and breaststroke toward the girl. The cousins reached her at the same time, and together pulled their struggling friend back to the surface.

Coughing and choking, Tiaret let them tow her back into shallower water, and then she waved them away. “Thank you for your assistance. Now, let us complete our task.” She grasped another piece of the tangled wreckage as if nothing important had happened.

Knowing that this abruptness was Tiaret’s way of covering her embarrassment, Vic flashed his cousin an eyebrow shrug, dove again, and started back to work on the snagged object. As soon as he nudged it loose, he realized what it was: the scalloped canopy that had sheltered the two merlon generals riding and goading the battle kraken during its terrible attack against Elantya.

Both merlon commanders had been killed when Sage Polup’s magical cannon blasted the kraken. Vic resurfaced as the two girls strained together to pull the wreckage free. He dragged the shell canopy into shallow water where they could see it better.

“I bet this’ll make a nice monument or addition to a museum,” Vic said.

“The Elantyans will indeed build a memorial to this battle,” Tiaret answered in her gruff” voice. “However, this chapter in the Great Epic is unfinished. The war continues.”

When they brought their prizes to the shore, Vic was proud of the sizable pile collected on the beach. “Look at all this wood—just think of the bonfire we could build. We could roast marshmallows and hot dogs …” His stomach growled. “It’s been so long since I had a hot dog.”

“Wood must be dry before it can burn, Viccus,” Tiaret said.

Vic brushed that aside. “We could find a drying spell.”

Gwen gave an exasperated sigh and punched him on the shoulder. “There aren’t enough trees on Elantya for us to waste wood by burning it. It’s way too useful.”

Vic felt sheepish for having forgotten such an important detail. On isolated Elantya, most supplies, including wood, arrived by ship through the crystal doors.

Gwen waded back out into the water and looked down, startled and pleased to see a strange swimming creature. “Look, Vic—an aquit!”

He had always thought of aquits as living mermaid Barbie dolls. Elantyans frequently asked them to carry messages to and from ships across the ocean, just as skrits carried messages and scrolls over land. Stroking with its tiny arms and flapping its fish tail, the creature surfaced and spoke to Gwen and Vic. “Map, please.”

 

“Of course.” Gwen bent over to scoop up the little swimmer and cradle it in her hands. The sages had dispatched numerous aquits to scout out the harbor floor, including possible merlon booby traps left in the wake of the recent attack. Carrying the aquit, she sloshed back to shore and headed up the sandy slope. Tiaret and Vic followed.

High up on the beach, their copper-haired friend Lyssandra and several other students had spread out a large chart on which they were making a detailed map of the submerged hazards in the harbor. Lyssandra looked up as they approached. When Vic saw her cobalt-blue eyes, his heart did a little flutter. Lyssandra was ethereal, petite, and very smart. She was the first girl they had met in Elantya, and with her telepathic powers she had helped the cousins understand the language spoken here. Lyssandra’s gifts also included frequent prophetic dreams, many of which were alarming or horrific and robbed her of sleep. Recently, she had been haunted again by the strange dream about Vic’s and Gwen’s xyridium medallion—the one where it spun and danced above sparkling water, splashing like a porpoise in the waves until, at the end, something pulled it to the bottom of the ocean. She’d also had a series of nightmares about blood and drowning. No wonder she didn’t want to wade out into the harbor, Vic thought.

Seeing the aquit in Gwen’s hands, Lyssandra said, “Good. We need more accurate information. We are compiling a better picture of the undersea wrecks. It is possible that there is no clear path for a ship to get close to the docks.”

“There aren’t many docks left for them to tie up to,” Vic pointed out.

The sounds of construction—shouting men, creaking ropes, clattering pulleys—came from where the largest work group labored to get the main wharf reconstructed.

The aquit’s form shifted to mimic Gwen, so that she seemed to be carrying a perfect copy of herself. When she set it down, the small creature picked up tiny pebbles from the beach and walked across the spread-out map. The imitative creature looked down at the drawn lines and bit the edge of its lower lip exactly as Gwen did when she was thinking hard. Vic chuckled at the performance.

The aquit set the small rocks down as markers. “Large ship here. And here.” The two pebbles represented vessels Lyssandra had not yet marked on the map.

“Can you tell me what kind of ships they were?” she said.

“War galley. Fishing boat,” said the piping voice.

Lyssandra nodded soberly. “Those are also blocking the deep passage to the docks. The sages plan to concentrate on the mouth of the harbor first. Sage Polup and several members of the Pentumvirate are about to try something unusual.”

“Let us hope it succeeds,” Tiaret said.

“Cool,” Vic said. “Maybe they’ll, uh, use a disintegrator spell. That would take care of everything.”

Gwen gave him one of her oh-grow-up looks.

At the smashed end of one of the docks, Sage Polup stood with all five brightly robed members of Elantya’s ruling council, the Pentumvirate. Polup was easily recognizable, for he was an anemonite, a many-frilled jellyfish-like creature, highly intelligent but without much of a body. His people had been enslaved by the merlons because of their scientific and magical genius. When Polup escaped and requested sanctuary in Elantya, some of the island’s most brilliant sages and engineers had constructed a head-tank and a clanking walker body powered by steam and spells. Vic thought the contraption looked like a clunky robot from an old science fiction movie.

Vic identified the members of the Pentumvirate by their robe colors: red, blue, green, yellow, and white, each color symbolizing one of the “five elements.” This classification annoyed Gwen, who contended that there were well over a hundred elements on the periodic table, but Vic was happy to have that much less to memorize. The Virs each unrolled a spell scroll and began to read aloud. The spells were printed in powerful aja ink, which bound magic to the parchment.

“Look. Out in the water,” Tiaret said. The three friends ran closer to the teetering wharf on which the sages had gathered.

Where the largest sunken ship blocked the mouth of the harbor, a frothing, churning storm appeared beneath the water. The broken masts and splintered hull of the large fishing vessel gradually rose to the surface.

“That ship isn’t exactly floating, is it?” Gwen said. “There’s something … swarming around it.”

“Looks like maggots,” Vic said. “Thousands of little things chewing at the wood.”

“Eww.” Gwen, who had always wanted to be a marine biologist, quickly assumed an appropriate scientific interest. “Probably sea worms, burrowing parasites. Normally, they’re considered a threat to wooden ships, since they can tunnel through the hull planks, like termites.”

“They’re certainly tunneling now,” Vic said. “Looks like they’re starving.”

Tiaret put her hands on her hips. Droplets of seawater still glistened on her skin. “Sage Polup knows the creatures of the sea. He and the other sages must have called these worms and invited them to have a feast.”

As the friends watched the sea worms devour the floating ship hulk, Vic was reminded of how goldfish in ornamental ponds would swarm whenever he tossed a handful of food pellets into the water. Within only a few minutes the wrecked vessel dissolved before their eyes. The broken masts and curved hull planks fell apart into toothpicks. All along the shore, Elantyans cheered, seeing one of the primary obstacles now gone from their harbor.

“Maybe those things’ll just eat all of the sunken ships and the floating wreckage and save us a lot of work,” Vic said. The water calmed at the mouth of the harbor. The last remaining bits of the sunken fishing vessel drifted out, spreading toward the open sea.

Gwen shook her head. “Number one, that ship was blocking the harbor, so they had to get rid of it quickly. Two, ships and their contents are too valuable to waste like that. Especially wood. And three, I think those little worms have gorged themselves.”

“Nevertheless, it is one more thing to celebrate,” Tiaret said. “I am already practicing to tell the story.”

“And I’m ready for a big celebration banquet,” Vic said.

“Provided the merlons don’t attack again first,” Gwen added.


Two

WEEK AFTER WEEK, THE work continued. It was a long time before the Elantyans felt they could pause for an evening of recognition and celebration. They had survived the battle, though the war was far from over, and diligent watchers continued to guard the coasts, alert for any sign of merlons.

On the evening of the celebration, thousands upon thousands of inhabitants gathered in the main governmental rotunda. The meeting chamber was made entirely of polished white stone marbled with gold veins. Shimmering crystals in the alcoves glowed with warm rainbow light, like prismatic torches.

On a low dais at the center of the rotunda, the five robed members of the Pentumvirate waited for the room to come to order as the noisy citizens found their places. Seating themselves in the ornately carved stone chairs arranged in a semicircle on the dais, the members of the Pentumvirate gripped the rose and turquoise decision crystals on the right and left arms of the chairs.

Nibbling the edge of her lower lip, Gwen stood near the exit of the Pentumvirate Hall with Vic, Lyssandra, Tiaret, and Sharif, waiting to be called forward. “Everybody fought the merlons,” Gwen whispered to her companions. “Why would the Virs make such a big deal out of what we did?”

Vic gave her a mocking smile. “Don’t overanalyze, Doc. It’s cool. Just go with it. Celebrate now, contemplate later.”

In a low voice Tiaret said, “From the Great Epic, I have learned that false heroes risk others’ lives for their own glory and demand to be honored. True heroes, however, risk their own lives for others, because honor demands it.”

Agreeing, Sharif leaned toward them with a satisfied smile and added in a hushed voice, “My people have a saying: A land without heroes is easily conquered.”

The white-robed Etherya, her dark hair caught up in ringlets high at the top of her head, raised her arms and said in a rich, melodious voice, “We stand in unity.”

“In unity is our strength,” responded the apprentices, along with the rest of the crowd.

“We who gather here share a belief in order over chaos, justice over uncontrolled power, and good over evil.” Etherya lowered her arms.

“We sit together in peace,” the crowd replied in unison, and they all took their seats on the tiered benches that ringed the meeting chamber.

Etherya once again raised her voice: “Today we gather to celebrate our freedom, and our victories in several battles over the merlons. On behalf of the Pentumvirate, I thank every citizen who fought to protect Elantya. We also wish to recognize those essential individuals without whom the victories would not have been possible.”

The first ones to be called forward were Sage Rubicas and the anemonite Sage Polup. Ever since the merlon attack, Rubicas had been working on his large protective shield spell, trying day after day to recreate the barrier he had successfully tested—before his treacherous assistant Orpheon stole and destroyed much of his work.

“Before I present the Council’s gifts of thanks to Sage Polup and Master Sage Rubicas,” Etherya continued, “I have asked our anemonite friend to tell us his story, that we may better treasure our freedom and understand the nature of our enemy.” The crowd murmured its approval.

Sage Polup turned toward the crowd in his heavy, clanking body and adjusted something in the twin horn-shaped speakers at his chest. “Many years ago, my people lived at peace in a beautiful reef, sharing the oceans with all creatures and dwelling in harmony with them. We swam free on the currents and rode on spiny kraega steeds, assisting them as they assisted us.

“Then the merlons captured my people. They clipped our swim fronds so that we could not escape, and they forced us to invent weapons for them—something we had no desire to do.

“Because any resistance on our part resulted in torture or death, at last my people gave in. The merlons made many of us work in a place called Lavaja Canyon, where thermal vents spew out molten lava, which, as it hardens releases great magical energies. We anemonites are capable of molding those energies for the merlons’ magic.

“When I could no longer compel myself to do the bidding of the merlon king Barak, I resolved to escape. With hope and desperation, I cast myself into the thermal currents rising from a bubbling lavaja vent. Though the water burned me terribly, the hot currents carried me higher and higher, whisking me away from my captors.

“The merlons did not follow, believing me already dead in the hot jets of water. I lost consciousness until a stream of cool water struck me and jetted me out of the thermal currents. I rode that stream for more than a day, not caring where I went, as long as it was away from the merlons. Near some reefs, where the water became shallow and turbulent, I spotted a kraega steed and persuaded it to carry me to Elantya, where your engineers and magical sages worked together to create this amazing body”—he lifted one thick arm to show off its gliding pulleys and bubbling lubricants—“so that I could live among you on the land. That is how I became an instructor at the Citadel. I long for the day when all of my fellow anemonites can be free, but until then I choose to live among you and work toward that time.” Polup turned back toward the Pentumvirate.

Etherya thanked him and presented him with a surprise. “We Elantyans made your walking body, and now we offer you a means to travel swiftly and safely in the ocean as well.” Engineers came forward carrying a shiny object from their construction laboratories. Polup swiveled his clanking body toward it.

To Gwen, the gift looked like a cartoon version of a flying saucer—a clear basketball-sized submersible bubble with a thick, teardrop-shaped metal base, which boasted a pair of extendable grappling arms and two quarrel launchers. Two magic sages explained the machine to Polup, murmuring words like “utility appendages,” “water circulation,” and “propulsion systems.”

“Cool!” Vic whispered. “A mini-sub made just for Polup.”

Gwen smiled. “Now he’ll be able to scoot around in the water again, much faster than any regular jellyfish could swim. I’d really miss it if I couldn’t swim.”

Tiaret glanced at her. “I intend to become an excellent swimmer.”

“Don’t worry,” Vic assured her. “We’ll start those lessons soon.”

Next Etherya addressed Rubicas. “Master Sage, the Virs have no gift befitting a sage of your skills, knowledge, and courage, save this: the Pentumvirate hereby appoints you Ven Sage Rubicas, the most revered sage in Elantya, Director of the Citadel, and Advisor to this Council.”

Though he was gray haired with a long beard, Rubicas grinned like a child. Applause rippled around the room. Lyssandra blinked in astonishment and whispered, “There has been no Ven Sage in Elantya since Qirteas died ten years ago.”

Etherya raised her hand again for quiet. “And now, Ven Rubicas, we should reward your apprentices.” She beckoned the five friends.

All eyes turned toward the students. Gwen felt distinctly uncomfortable as they walked forward. The others seemed so composed: Vic grinning and waving at the crowd, Sharif walking with straight-backed regal dignity, long-legged Tiaret taking it all in stride, and Lyssandra nodding calmly at everyone. Of course, Gwen had spoken to groups during her time on the debate team in high school, but those audiences had consisted of dozens, perhaps even a few hundred people, not … thousands.

From the dais, Etherya motioned for them each to stand in front of one of the Virs. “Again, mere words can never express our gratitude toward you. All of you showed surpassing ingenuity and courage in the face of repeated attacks, first at the reefs of Ophir”—here she nodded to Sharif, Vic, and Tiaret—”then aboard the Golden Walrus. Later you thwarted a merlon invasion from beneath the very city itself, protected Ven Sage Rubicas from a murderous spy, and chased the traitor down to wrest some of our defensive spells from his grasp. You also fought the battle kraken with spell scrolls, sunshine bombs, and magical cannon fire—and kept the merlons at bay in hand-to-hand combat. Each Vir has chosen a gift in token of our appreciation.”

First, Protective Vir Helassa spoke to Tiaret, who stood directly before her holding her teaching staff. Helassa had dressed in a fluttering, floor-length crimson gown in a Grecian style that revealed a good deal of skin. Her hair was a striking mixture of raven streaked with gold that cascaded in beautiful ringlets down her bare back.

“Tiaretya of Afirik, warrior and storyteller and keeper of your master’s staff, for you I chose a special rune to be etched into your staff. Once it is carved into the wood, your staff will become unbreakable. Use it wisely to protect yourself and Elantya.”

Vir Parsimanias, who faced Lyssandra, spoke next in the precise, clipped manner he always used. “Lyssandra of Elantya,” he said, holding up an emerald-green pendant on a xyridium chain, “for you I chose one of the ancient treasures of Elantya. This crystal vial—carved from pure water aja—is filled with medicinal greenstepe.” He twisted off a tiny cut-crystal stopper as the crowd mumbled in confusion. “It appears to hold only a drop. But do not be deceived: no matter how much you drink, the vial will always remain full. You may use the ‘stepe to quench thirst or for its medicinal properties. Use your gift wisely, for yourself and for Elantya.”

Lyssandra whispered her thanks and hung the pendant around her neck.

Vir Pecunyas spoke to Sharif. “Sharifas of Irrakesh, for you I, too, chose a rune—one that will be embroidered into your carpet with sun aja thread. The rune will ensure that when you call your carpet, no matter how far apart you are, the carpet will eventually find you. Use it wisely for yourself and all Elantya.”

Sharif bowed his thanks. Piri, in the mesh sack around his neck, glowed pink and twirled in spirals of delight. He absently stroked the curve of her crystal sphere.

Questas, the Vir of Learning, looked at the two cousins. “Gwenya and Viccus of …” His voice trailed off. “Of Earth? As apprentices to Ven Rubicas, all of you have much work to do, and much that you may wish to record about your experiences here. Therefore, I entrust this gift to both of you.” He handed her and Vic small leather-bound booklets no bigger than the palm of a hand and as thin as a book of matches. The miniature volumes—not scrolls, but books—were identical, like twins.

“Thank you.”

Vic opened his book and flipped through it. All of the pages were blank. Gwen plucked a slender gold stylus from the spine of her book. It was clear that her cousin was feeling a mixture of amazement and faint puzzlement at the marvelous gift. After all, if it wasn’t science fiction, a book wasn’t necessarily Vic’s first choice.

“Is it a diary?” he asked.

“Perhaps. Or a notebook, or a communication device,” Questas explained. “Its uses are limited only by your imagination. Books and writing are powerful tools and invincible weapons, and the book you hold is very rare. No matter how many notes you take, how many drawings you make, how much you write or what stories you see fit to put into it, there will always be more blank pages. Use the stylus with it, and the words you write can never be erased.”

Gwen flipped the pages, eager to start writing.

“Even more special,” the Vir continued, “these two volumes are twinned. Anything one of you writes in your own book will be reflected in the other.”

“I guess I won’t put all my secrets in it, then,” Vic said in a low voice to Gwen. “Dear Diary, I think I’m being watched.’”

She rolled her eyes and murmured, “I wouldn’t want to snoop in your journal anyway. But I might use it to remind you of things you need to remember. We could send messages.”

Vic did not seem excited by the prospect, though he was thoroughly intrigued by the twinned book.

At the end of the presentations, Lyssandra’s father Groxas, a pyro sage, put on a stunning fireworks show inside the dome of the rotunda, using safety explosives he had devised especially for the occasion. The honorees and the crowd were delighted. Sage Polup was so enraptured with the special demonstration that Gwen heard him murmur with excitement, “I never guessed that pyrotechnics could be so precise as to be used inside a building. Perhaps I could develop something similar that would work under water.” 


Three

THE FOLLOWING MORNING,. THE five friends were taking a praktik in quillmanship. They sat on surprisingly comfortable stone chairs pulled up to long, narrow tables arranged in a vee, so that the instructor could help any student without walking too far. Astonishingly, the quillmanship sage was a thin blind man with long salt-and-pepper hair and drooping mustaches. Even though Sage Tyresias could not see, he drew perfect letters and runes on a scribing board, and seemed to know when his students made mistakes.

Vic stared at the gray marble columns that held up the high ceiling of the airy room. He wished that they were all in another martial arts praktik, like the one they’d had yesterday. Sage Jun Li had drilled them in barehanded offensive skills, and asked the twin cousins to share some of the zy’oah techniques their mothers had taught them. When the praktik ended, the whole class had stayed to watch the sage spar with Tiaret in a presentation of staff and spear maneuvers.

Quillmanship was far less exciting. Beside Vic, Lyssandra wrote her assignment in an even, flowing hand. Instead of doing their specific lessons, he scribbled messages to Gwen in his new book, knowing that the words would appear on her own pages. Sitting on the opposite side of the vee of tables, Gwen frowned at him, glancing at his words. Using her gold stylus, she jotted, PRACTICE YOUR QUILLMANSHIP!

When the words appeared on his page, he grinned and wrote back, I AM. I’M PRACTICING BY WRITING TO YOU!

Vic knew that quillmanship must be important, especially to Elantyans, since every drop of precious aja ink was both valuable and magical. But he wasn’t terribly interested in the class and was glad for the interruption when a skrit flew in, its gossamer wings beating hummingbird-fast, and deposited a scroll on the table in front of the instructor. The fairylike messenger flitted off, leaving the blind man to pick up the scroll, which bore the seal of the Pentumvirate.

Sage Tyresias turned to the class and broke the seal on the scroll. “We have received an important message.” With his blind eyes turned toward the sky, the sage ran his fingers over the symbols printed on the parchment in aja ink and spoke. “As a show of courage and unity, in spite of the ever-present threat of further merlon attacks, the Pentumvirate announces that the Elantyan holiday of Guise Night will indeed be celebrated this evening.”

Excited conversation bubbled through the students. Hardly able to believe that the quillmanship instructor was “reading,” Vic stared in fascination while the sage continued.

“The Virs regard this occasion as an opportunity for the people of our island to inspire each other and demonstrate the strength and resilience of Elantyans. Despite the damage done by the battle kraken and merlon warriors, we cannot postpone community life indefinitely. The festivities—observed with all due caution—will do much to lift the spirits of Elantya’s people.”

The students cheered, as if to prove the statement. Vic looked around at the beaming faces then gave Gwen an eyebrow shrug. Neither of them was familiar with Elantyan holidays, but he figured this must be a good one, since everyone seemed so happy about it.

Gwen, never timid, asked aloud, “What is Guise Night, exactly?”

Sage Snigmythya, who had heard the cheering out in the hallway, poked her head into the quillmanship room just in time to hear Gwen’s question. The woman had owlish eyes and a perpetual expression of befuddlement. “Ah, what a wonderful story! Sage Tyresias, would you permit me? A wonderful story.”

The old blind man nodded to her patiently. “Please, be my guest.”

“Oh, wonderful, wonderful.” Snigmythya seemed harmless and good-hearted, though a bit scatterbrained. Vic, who was often accused of being scatterbrained himself, rather liked her. “Guise Night is a traditional celebration of a victory by Therya, one of the greatest warrior sages who ever lived. One of the greatest! The constellation Therya’s Bow is named for her. Sage Therya traveled with a small band of trusted warriors through one crystal door after another, searching for dark sages who misused their power. Misused, mind you. Therya believed that these evil men and women were trained by Azric himself.

“You all remember Azric, don’t you? The powerful dark sage who created vast immortal armies, which he intended to unleash upon all the worlds linked by crystal doors.”

“We all met his henchman Orpheon,” Tiaret said, frowning at the memory.

“Oh yes, yes, of course. Orpheon. He and Azric managed to escape when the sages of Elantya imposed the Great Closure, sealing the crystal doors to those worlds—along with a good many others—and trapping Azric’s immortal armies forever. Trapping them.” With a smile, she tapped her fingers together as if she had finished her story.

“So, how does Therya fit in to Guise Night?” Gwen prompted.

“Oh, yes! Sage Therya sought out dark sages converted by Azric. We do not know why, but after the Great Closure Azric lost his ability to perform the blood rite to create immortal armies. Perhaps the bright sages Qelsyn and Aennia restricted his power somehow in the Closure—we are not certain. Nevertheless, Azric was able to train new dark sages, and they were dangerous. Yes, dangerous, but not immortal. They could be stopped—and stop them Therya did, in world after world.

“But one day the warrior sage stumbled upon hundreds of dark sages preparing to invade Elantya. They chased Therya and her band, slaughtering anyone who stood in their path—slaughtering them! Therya and her bright sages escaped only by disguising themselves, running from one village to the next, and hiding in the homes of such kindhearted folk as would take in weary strangers. Weary strangers.” Snigmythya gave an emphatic nod.

“And not one of the people who sheltered them came to any harm, you know. Not one. Finally, Therya’s band reached the crystal door and returned to Elantya, just in time to warn the other bright sages. When the evil ones arrived, our island was ready and defeated the invaders in a great battle. To this day, we observe the victory by celebrating Guise Night. To this day. That is when we honor those we respect and admire.” Snigmythya sounded choked up with her own story.

“But why’s it called Guy’s Night, when Therya was a woman?” Vic asked.

Lyssandra touched his hand to draw the thought from his mind. She laughed. “I see the confusion. The translation in your head sounds like another word in your language. It is Guise Night, as in disguise. Students in disguise visit adults they admire, and the adults give them presents to help them on their way.”

“Cool,” Vic said. “It’s like Halloween and Christmas all rolled into one.”

“For those of you who have never participated,” Snigmythya explained, “you may dress as any person or animal you choose.”

“Anything? Well, it probably wouldn’t be a good idea to dress up like a merlon,” Vic pointed out.

The female sage held up her hands. “Oh, no! That would be a very bad idea. For safety’s sake. A bad idea.”

Gwen shuddered. “I’m not ready to see another merlon, anyway. Even if it is just my cousin in disguise.”

“Agreed,” Tiaret said. “Yet we will face them whenever they come. We must remain watchful.”
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