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      Will the five friends forge the magical Ring of Might? If they do, will they be enough to challenge Azric?

      Now their friend Sharif is next in line to the throne of Irrakesh, the sky city.

      Before he can choose between duty and destiny, Irrakesh is attacked, and the flying city is taken hostage by the dark wizard’s monstrous winged army.

      Now Gwen, Vic, and their friends take to the skies for the climactic showdown with the evil wizard and all of his dark forces.

      Will Gwen and Vic finally vanquish Azric? Or will the unleashed power of the Sky Realm be too much for them?
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      A fresh ocean breeze blew through Gwen Pierce’s baby-fine blond hair. In the distance below, the ocean surrounding Elantya sparkled a deep turquoise blue. Beneath her, the wondrous island city bustled with activity, as it had for the past week since she and her fellow apprentices had escaped captivity in the merlon king’s undersea city. Up here in the sky, with buttery sunlight warming her skin, she felt safe. A few months ago she might have found the experience of riding a magic carpet unnerving, with nothing between her and a long drop to certain death other than a rectangle of purple cloth and a good friend. But she had changed.

      Sharif had let her sit in front of him on the flying carpet today and, although it wasn’t completely necessary, he kept one arm loosely around her waist to ensure that she would not fall. The billowing sleeves of the dark-haired prince’s spotless white shirt rippled as he sailed his embroidered rug high above the harbor. Elantyan ships were anchored at intervals around the island, reinforcing its magical defenses.

      Sharif leaned forward, pointing toward the horizon. “A storm is gathering far out at sea.” From the corner of her eye, Gwen could see the prince’s nymph djinni hovering above his shoulder in her eggsphere, shedding an electric green glow of anxiety on the dusky skin of his face.

      “Piri does not think it is a magical storm,” Sharif explained, “but she is not sure.”

      Looking out at the cluster of dark clouds, Gwen wished that she had no responsibilities and could stay in the air in peace and quiet all day long. But the wish lasted only for a moment. Suck it up, Pierce, she mentally scolded herself. Let’s see what you’ve got. To Sharif, she said, “We should let the sages know about that bad weather.”
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      Vic lowered his scroll and wiped away the sweat that streamed down his face. His throat felt raw. Beside him, Lyssandra kept reading aloud, though her voice came out in barely a whisper. They had been reciting spells for hours, standing together at the rail of the Sea Child, down the coast from the Elantyan harbor. The ship’s deck moved beneath their feet. The hot sun beat down on them, warming the deck planks, reflecting off the waves, and making Vic’s head throb with an ache that seemed to have gone on for days now. Pushing her long, coppery hair back from her elfin face, the petite girl unstoppered the vial of magically replenishing liquid she wore on a chain around her neck. She drank some of the healing greenstepe and offered it to Vic. He took several gulps and the throbbing in his head eased.

      All around the ship, everyone with magical training—from novs to sages—also recited from various spell scrolls assigned to them by master sages. Each spell provided some measure of protection for the island, either in the form of a shield or a booby trap. Vic’s spell temporarily disoriented any creature that ventured into the limited area it covered. Lyssandra’s spell formed a swatch of invisible mesh. Ever since Vic and his fellow apprentices had escaped from the underwater city of Oo’regl a week ago, the entire island of Elantya had been a hub of frenetic activity. Students from the Citadel, regardless of their levels of competence, had been drafted by the sages to assist in reading spell scrolls. The work was time-consuming and exhausting, since the process had to be repeated again and again at hundreds of locations around the island. At least the leg wound Vic had gotten during their underwater escape no longer plagued him. Strong medical spells, administered first on the rescue ship and later in the Hall of Healers, had already returned him to full strength.

      But the merlons were coming back, and the island had to be protected.

      Sage Rubicas remained back in his laboratory, still working on expanding a shield spell that he hoped could eventually protect the entire island. The Pentumvirate put great faith in the snowy-bearded wizard—whose skills were a fusion of magic and science—and had recently named Rubicas the island’s Ven Sage, the most powerful and respected bright sage in all Elantya. Entrusting the development of innovative armaments and protections to the workforce in the Ven Sage’s chambers, the council of five leaders focused on directing the ongoing efforts to enhance security around the island. Vic’s father, Cap Pierce, devoted most of his time to coordinating the various defense projects in Rubicas’s lab. The rest of the former archaeology professor’s waking hours were consumed with plans to rescue his wife—Vic’s mother—from the ice coral cave in which the dark sage Azric had imprisoned her.

      Alongside the ship, Tiaret, the girl from Afirik, surfaced from the depths and expertly blew water out of her lungs through her mouth and gills. When Rubicas’s apprentices were kidnapped by the merlons, Azric’s immortal henchman Orpheon had worked a spell to give all five of them gills. Because of this, Vic, Gwen, and their friends could still breathe underwater without assistance.

      Steadying herself with her bare feet against the hull boards, Tiaret climbed a rope up to the deck. The dark-skinned girl was tall—almost as tall as Vic. Seawater sparkled on the lashes around her golden eyes and on the decorative bangles bound into the long, twisted strands of her dark brown hair. “Sage Polup reports that the removal of lavaja bombs from beneath the island is proceeding well, though more slowly than our anemonite friends had hoped.” She unslung the teaching staff from her back. “Are we ready to move the ship to our next position?”

      “Yup, just about,” Vic said. “As soon as they get here.” He pointed to the sky where a fluttering purple carpet descended toward the ship. The magic carpet carrying Sharif and Gwen swooped down to settle on the open deck. As soon as Vic’s willowy cousin and the young man from Irrakesh jumped off, Sharif rolled the swatch of patterned purple fabric into a tidy cylinder, tucked it under his arm, and walked over to the closest sage to give a weather report.

      “What’s up, Doc?” Vic asked Gwen, using the name he had called his brainy cousin since they were kids.

      “There’s a storm as dark as blackstepe brewing out at sea.” Gwen’s dramatic violet eyes met her cousin’s aquamarine gaze.

      “Magical?” Vic asked, raising one eyebrow. “Merlon sorcery?”

      “Piri does not think so,” Sharif answered, returning from speaking to the sage. “But as my people say, ‘No event is certain until it occurs.’”

      Tiaret thumped the round end of her teaching staff on the wooden deck. “That is why a story may not be entered in the Great Epic until after the events are complete.”

      “In other words, histories are more accurate than prophecies,” Gwen said.

      Vic glanced at Lyssandra, knowing that the girl’s prophetic dreams rarely allowed her to sleep well. The petite telepath had dark circles beneath her cobalt-blue eyes.

      She gave them all a wan smile. “It is precisely what I do not know that makes my visions so disturbing. Whether prophecies come in dreams or in words, they never seem to mean what they appear to say.”

      “The merlons had prophecies, too,” Vic pointed out.

      “Something about rage and merlon victory. I think they were interpreting them wrong—at least, I hope so—but I think Azric is behind that.” Sweat prickled the scalp beneath his straight brown hair. He scratched his head. “Remind me again—why are merlons so set on destroying Elantya?”

      Patiently, Lyssandra explained, “Because when the family of the dark sage Azric came through the crystal door to this world thousands of years ago, they were bent on conquering all worlds. After Azric betrayed and murdered his parents, he built up armies of immortal warriors in seven worlds. Bright sages from a dozen worlds joined together to create the island of Elantya at the center of all the doors, in order to prevent the dark sages and their followers from taking over.”

      “Although the merlons in this world did not grant their permission for this, neither did they object,” Tiaret added.

      Sharif’s olive-green eyes were serious as he continued the tale. “After that, Azric’s sister Aennia and the bright sage Qelsyn performed a great magic to seal the crystal doors to all worlds that held those immortal armies, but the magic was so strong that many other doors were sealed as well. Regrettably, Azric was not trapped behind any of the doors in the Great Closure. Since then, he has traveled from world to world finding new followers to replace his lost armies.”

      “Fortunately for us, those new followers are not indestructible,” Tiaret said.

      Sharif’s expression darkened. “Years ago Azric came in disguise to Irrakesh. My brother Hashim succeeded in exposing him and saving my people, but the dark sage killed him.”

      “For thousands of years after the Great Closing, Elantyans had no contact with merlons,” Lyssandra said. “But all the while, Azric secretly gathered new supporters.”

      “And since he’s come back to this world,” Vic concluded, “the merlons suddenly want to murder every land-living creature. Coincidence? I think not.” He thought of all the people he knew of who had been lost to Azric’s insatiable desire to conquer.

      “No coincidence, Taz,” Gwen agreed, calling her cousin by the cartoon-inspired nickname she had given him when they were in kindergarten. “Azric wants the merlons to hate Elantya. He had no problems killing his own parents, and mine, and Sharif’s brother—and who knows how many other thousands or millions of people who were in his way.” Her violet eyes flashed with anger as she mentioned the dark sage. “And if everyone who can stop Azric is wiped out, he’ll have all the time he needs to break the seals on those crystal doors.”

      “For that, he needs more than time, Doc. He needs us,” Vic pointed out. He hesitated for a moment, then added, “Or my mom.” Not only were Gwen and Vic the subjects of ancient prophecies about “Chosen Ones” and being “born beneath the selfsame moon,” the cousins had inherited the rare gift of seal breaking from their mothers.

      “What I do not understand,” Lyssandra said, “is why the merlons hate people they do not know. It makes no sense to despise us simply because we live on land—or because Azric told them to hate us.”

      Just then, Piri hovered over the edge of the deck rail, blinking orange with alarm.

      The apprentices looked down at the water and went silent with shock as something lithe and vaguely humanoid broke the surface just far enough away that it was not affected by the Elantyan protective spells. At the center of its forehead pulsed a pair of circular membranes. Fine green scales covered the creature’s body, and huge, oily dark eyes flashed from the wide face. A lookout called from the tall mast. Others shouted, passing on the warning, and soon all magic users and sailors aboard crowded to the deck rail. Everyone on the ship knew exactly what they were seeing.

      A merlon.

      Tiaret brandished her teaching staff. Sages scrambled to find their most powerful spell scrolls. Burly sailors hauled out long harpoons.

      The ugly thing in the water held up its webbed hands in a pacifying gesture. Without making a move toward the Sea Child, it looked up at the apprentices and made the loud garbled sounds of merlon speech.

      Tiaret eyed the merlon warily, even though it seemed to be alone and unarmed.

      “What did it say?” Vic asked Lyssandra, who could understand the speech of the aquatic race.

      The telepathic girl looked at her friends in confusion. “He says his name is Ulbar. He asks that we take him to see our leaders.”
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      From the front row of benches in the nearly deserted rotunda of Elantya’s Pentumvirate Hall, Vic, Gwen, and their friends watched the proceedings with interest. A smattering of colorfully garbed sages were also in the hall, along with all five members of the Pentumvirate, who had all hastily assembled to meet the unusual visitor from beneath the sea.

      Tugging absently at his white beard, Ven Sage Rubicas read a translation scroll to make the merlon’s speech comprehensible to everyone in the hall. Ulbar, who had a distinctive scarlet head fin, told an astonishing tale.

      Gripping her teaching staff tightly, Tiaret eyed the aquatic visitor with suspicion. To her friends she muttered, “Are we to assume that peaceful merlons have truly shared this world with Elantya all along, yet the sages knew nothing of them?”

      “Why not?” Vic answered in a low voice, so as not to interrupt Ulbar. “According to Ven Rubicas, the sages hardly had any contact with the merlons at all until the past century or so.”

      “As my people say—” Sharif began, but Gwen shushed them all.

      “We need to hear all of what Ulbar says. Then we can decide if it’s believable.”

      Vic was interested to see that several of the Virs, the leaders of Elantya’s government, were gripping the rose and turquoise decision crystals on the arms of their stone chairs with apparent anxiety. None of them seemed to like being in the presence of this merlon. Vic certainly couldn’t blame them. Come to think of it, he was feeling a bit queasy himself. So far, his experience with scaly people hadn’t exactly been positive. Most members of the undersea race had either wanted to kill Vic or enslave him. Vic had also seen downtrodden merlon slaves, but he had considered them criminals, not peace-loving rebels, as Ulbar suggested.

      Standing on the stone floor of the vaulted chamber, the merlon speaker seemed to squirm when Helassa asked, “Why should we believe you? If you are truly not among those merlons who for the past century have assaulted our ships, our island, and our people, the best that can be said of you is that you ignored our existence for millennia—even when Barak’s merlons attacked us. How can you now expect us to trust you?” The Vir of Protection wore a Grecian-style gown of diaphanous crimson material. Her left hand rested on the decision crystal on her armrest. When lit, the turquoise crystal signified a Vir’s negative vote on an issue.

      Ulbar spread his webbed hands before the Pentumvirate. Though the spell allowed listeners to understand him, the merlon’s speech still sounded raspy and bubbly, as if his gills were full of phlegm. “We were at peace. Your presence did not affect us, nor did your war with distant Oo’regl. Your ships rarely travel past the boundary of crystal doors in this world, and we live far outside that circle. Safe. As chieftain of the city of Oo’sqibl, I felt that any disagreement between you and King Barak—half a world away from us—was irrelevant to my citizens.”

      At this, white-robed Etherya gave a faint smile. Vic had heard that the Vir of Arts was a great-grandmother already, but Etherya’s dark hair and clear voice made her seem much younger. “And are the people of Elantya now relevant?”

      Ulbar took a slithery step backward and bowed his head slightly. “King Barak and Azric have made you relevant.” The members of the Pentumvirate exchanged glances as the merlon went on. “I believe that Azric chose to corrupt those merlons that live closest to this island. Recently, Barak has become increasingly power mad. He began demanding tribute from cities that are far from his realm. He sent dark sages and an army against Oo’nisl and Oo’beebl, capturing many innocent merlons who opposed him. Even when Barak enslaved the chieftains of those cities, I and the more distant chieftains said nothing. We were safe, so it did not concern us. But now … Several days ago, a weary and tortured anemonite came to my city of Oo’sqibl. We fed and sheltered her and her kraega steed, and in return, she told us her story. She said several young land-dwellers had helped her people to escape Oo’regl, where King Barak had held them all captive. She explained King Barak’s plan to destroy everyone on Elantya, as well as his pledge to help the dark sage Azric in his quest to unseal the crystal doors and unleash his deathless armies on all the worlds.”

      “And that is what brought you here?” asked Questas, the blue-robed Vir of Learning. “You need our help?”

      “I propose an alliance.” Again, Ulbar bowed his head, as if in shame. “Two days ago, General Goldskin arrived in my city with a ruthless band of merlon warriors. She told us that Azric has left this world to gather his loyal followers through other crystal doors to join with King Barak in a great battle against Elantya. Goldskin demanded five hundred of my strongest warriors to join in Barak’s ‘holy cause’ of ridding Szishh of all land-dwellers. She warned if we did not fight beside them, they would return to destroy Oo’sqibl once their victory was complete. They would slaughter every adult merlon and take our children as slaves.”

      In alarm, Helassa rose halfway from her stone chair.

      Ulbar did not flinch, though he hastened to add, “To my great honor, every one of my warriors swam with me in rejecting Goldskin’s demand. We drove her forces from Oo’sqibl. Barak and his armies have listened to false prophets. Their cause is not holy, and they will cause many deaths. Alas, they have coerced other tribes to fight beside them. Barak and his minions are your enemies. They are our enemies. We can fight together to defeat them while we protect as many good merlons as possible.” His fins fluttered and extended in a glorious, thorny frill. “It is the only honorable way we can free all merlons from the influence of an evil king and the evil sage.”

      “How could you help us?” Vir Parsimanias asked in clipped syllables. The yellow-clad Vir of Resources showed interest in anything that could benefit Elantya.

      Vic saw Ulbar’s ugly, earnest face relax as some of the tension flowed out of it. “Then you agree to an alliance? We will help you in your struggles to safeguard your citizens, this island, and all of the crystal door worlds if you, in turn, pledge to help me protect my people.” Ulbar’s scarlet head fin rippled as he thought for a moment before he then said, “We can assist your anemonites in locating the remaining lavaja bombs in the catacombs Barak’s people created beneath your island. We can post scouts underwater around your island. I will also send a few of my most trusted men to Goldskin to pretend that they have deserted our city and wish to fight with Barak’s army. My men can send us word when the forces of Oo’regl plan to attack.”

      Helassa’s deep indigo eyes narrowed. “Or perhaps your plan is to infiltrate Elantya while posing as our friends. And then, when the battle with Barak’s merlons begins, you will turn against us and defeat us from within.”

      “Classic strategy,” Vic whispered to his friends.

      Ulbar stiffened at Helassa’s accusation, then seemed to force himself to calm down. His colorful fins retracted. “It is true that our people have no reason to trust one another. Merlons have attacked your ships, and humans have killed many merlons. The anemonite warned us that this would be so. Therefore, we brought the anemonite with us so that you may verify what I have said. We also brought a peace offering. If Azric were to learn what we have stolen from him, he would destroy Oo’sqibl down to the last minnow.” He turned slowly, blinking his lamp-like eyes at the hushed listeners in the rotunda. “To receive this gift, I ask that you come with me to the harbor.”
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      Ripples from the approaching thunderstorm made the harbor waters choppy. The assemblage from the Pentumvirate Hall gathered on the shore.

      “What do you think he brought, Doc?” Vic said to his cousin. “What if it’s a sea serpent? Wouldn’t that be cool?”

      She gave him one of her please-grow-up looks. “You would think so.”

      Not far away, Vic’s father and Sage Polup tested several new weapons, including an improved version of the anemonite scientist’s Grogyptian Fire cannon.

      At the merlon ambassador’s request, the wary Virs had temporarily dropped some of the defensive spells at the mouth of the harbor. Doctor Pierce and the jellyfish scientist were ready to respond with force, however, if the merlon showed any sign of treachery.

      At the edge of the water, Ulbar raised his hands without further ceremony, summoning his comrades to deliver the mysterious “gift.” Not far from the end of the docks, the water began to churn and bubble with activity. Moments later, the head of another merlon broke the surface. Then another and another, until there were at least a score of the aquatic people swimming slowly toward the shallows.

      Gwen gave an involuntary gasp of alarm, but soon everyone could see the jellyfish-like anemonite scientist on her kraega steed leading them. Dripping and hissing as they emerged into the air, the merlons guided something large and vaguely human shaped. When they were waist-deep in the water, the merlons parted ranks. Ulbar splashed into the water to draw attention to the priceless peace offering they had brought.

      A beautiful, delicate form, enveloped in an impenetrable cocoon of ice coral.

      Vic called out while, with a strangled cry, his father ran forward.

      “Mom!”

      “Kyara!”
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      Even on an island of wonder and magic, the main chamber of Rubicas’s laboratory held more marvels than a pair of highly curious teenagers could absorb. The walls, floors, and soaring columns of the broad, oval chamber were made of richly veined, polished marble. Prismatic skylights that encircled the lofty central dome let in plentiful daylight. Sun crystals embedded in the ceiling—laid out in the patterns of constellations—charged themselves by day and glowed at night to allow work to continue at all hours. Shelves overflowed with spell scrolls and supplies for experiments, both magical and scientific. In Elantya, magic and science were cousins, as close as Gwen and Vic.

      The great experimental chamber was crowded with sages, neosages, journeysages, apprentices, and novs, as well as anemonite scientists who had escaped the merlons with Lyssandra. Around the room, they clustered at experiments and defense projects in various stages of completion. In the gear-up to defend against Barak’s merlons, some eager workers were assigned to help Ven Sage Rubicas expand his shield spell. Others aided Lyssandra’s father Groxas in his pyrosage duties. The rest helped Vic’s father prepare cannons, catapults, sunshine bombs, handheld arrowpults tipped with crystals of fire aja, and undersea equipment, for land and sea battles. During breaks, Dr. Pierce had also been planning a rescue mission for his wife, but now that Ulbar’s merlons had brought her back, he would start working on a means of reviving her.

      Seawater aquariums lined the curved walls from floor to ceiling. The massive tanks were home to all manner of ocean life—colorful electric eels, strobe snails, multihued plants—and aquits, the small shape-shifting messengers of the sea, which reminded Vic and Gwen of doll-sized mermaids. But no tank anywhere in Elantya had ever held as exotic a treasure as the one beside which the twin cousins now stood with their friends and Ven Rubicas. From the head of the reservoir that held Kyara Pierce’s ice coral-entrapped form, Vic’s father watched over his wife while Ven Rubicas read from yet another spell scroll.

      Vic couldn’t tear his eyes away from his mother. A xyridium pendant, identical to those that he and Gwen wore, hung on a fine chain around her neck. Kyara’s long dark hair seemed to float beneath her head, and her eyes were closed, as if in sleep. Dressed in a gown of filmy green layers, she looked like an enchanted princess from a fairy tale.

      “S’ibah,” the Ven Sage ended in a whisper. “Hmm. That should keep the seawater circulating until we find a way to free her.”

      “We didn’t know we would have to keep her in seawater to maintain the preservation spell,” Vic’s father said.

      Gwen said, “According to Azric, releasing her all at once from the ice coral would be fatal. We’ve got to find some other way.”

      Vic’s father swallowed hard and shook his head in dismay. “If Ulbar hadn’t told us, I might have made a mistake and injured Kyara.” His face twisted into a mask of grief and guilt. Or worse.

      “She is safe for now, Sage Pierce,” Lyssandra said quietly.

      Vic knew his telepathic friend was only trying to comfort them, but he could not keep the bitterness from his voice. “Safe? You mean like Sleeping Beauty was safe in a crystal coffin?” The copper-haired girl placed her hand on his arm to draw the unfamiliar reference from his mind. She winced as she understood his meaning.

      “But Sleeping Beauty wasn’t dead, Taz,” Gwen pointed out gently. “And neither is your mom. If only waking her up were as easy as a kiss.”

      A wild look of hope stole into Dr. Pierce’s eyes a split second before he plunged his head face first into the water and pressed his lips to the ice coral above his wife’s mouth. Although Vic and his friends could breathe under water because of the gill spell Orpheon had cast on them, Dr. Pierce could not.

      Vic’s father stood up straight. Water streamed down his face. “I had to try. No idea is too crazy. We can’t give up.”

      “Hmm,” Ven Rubicas said, inspecting Kyara’s frozen form.

      “If your method had succeeded, we would have seen some result by now.”

      Vic put an arm around his father’s wet shoulders. “It’s okay, Dad. We’ll find a way. We knew it would take some time.” Vic was an optimist, but he could understand how his father felt: he was so close—right here with the person he had been dreaming about seeing again for years—and yet unable to talk to Kyara, to touch her. Vic’s mother probably wasn’t even aware of their presence. And, if they did not come up with a solution, she might remain a beautiful statue permanently.

      Sharif leaned closer to Vic. “It is possible that the Air Spirits of Irrakesh would know how to save your mother.” To Vic’s surprise, Piri glowed white with pride and then red with anger, then alternated between the two. “No, Piri,” the prince assured his small friend. “Even though I turned my back on them, I would never ask the Air Spirits to grant a wish and drain their life force.”

      Piri’s glow turned to a deep blue of sadness.

      Just then, a large wine-red magic carpet twice the size of Sharif’s purple one sailed through one of the arched open windows of the chamber and glided to the floor beside the tank. A middle-aged man with dark skin and a red turban rose smoothly to his feet from a cross-legged position on the rug.

      Sharif started to greet the new arrival, but the man gave a sad shake of his head and made a formal announcement. “I have news for Prince Ali el Sharif from his father, His Most Exalted Majesty, the Sultan of Irrakesh. As of this moment, the prince is no longer a student at the Citadel. The sultan commands his son to return to Irrakesh immediately.”
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      The hot mineral water that steamed and bubbled around the five friends did not soothe and relax Gwen as it usually did. Instead, it reminded her that her life was changing once again, and apparently there was nothing she could do about it. The sultan’s messenger had departed immediately, giving Sharif only one day to gather his things, say his goodbyes, and wrap up any uncompleted business at the Citadel. The prince would have to return home.

      Gwen had no more control over this situation than she’d had when Azric had murdered her parents, or when she’d gone to live with Uncle Cap and Vic, or when she and her cousin had been thrown through a crystal door to this strange world, or when the merlons had attacked them aboard the Golden Walrus, or when she and Vic had found out that they were the subjects of some mysterious prophecy. And on and on. It seemed she was never in full control. Gwen touched the five-sided medallion on its thong around her neck and thought of how so many unpleasant and confusing circumstances had been thrust upon her and Vic. And now Sharif had no choice, either.

      The young man from Irrakesh sat close to her in the hot springs pool at the center of the apprentices’ living area, gripping her hand tightly, as if he thought she could keep him here in Elantya. Piri hovered close to his face in her eggsphere, glowing a sunny yellow and trying to cheer him up by rolling her sphere up his cheek and down the center of his nose. But Sharif would not be comforted.

      “You do not wish to go home,” Tiaret said. A statement, not a question.

      “No, I do not. In Irrakesh, the second son of a sultan is of little consequence. My kind and wise brother Hashim should have been the next sultan. My father doted on him, and after Hashim’s death my father could scarcely bear to look at me. When I asked to come to the Citadel to study, he seemed relieved and told me it would be a good many years before he would call upon me for any duty. Even my sisters were more important to him, since they had been married away to form alliances with other powerful families.”

      Gwen sat bolt upright in the water. “You have sisters?”

      Sharif nodded. “Seven of them. All are grown and married already, but Naima and Zari—the two who still lived at the palace when Hashim was murdered—comforted my father, and he felt no need for me to stay. I was released from any court obligations, so I came to Elantya to study.”

      “Like The Student Prince,” Gwen said, remembering the old musical her father had liked to listen to.

      “And now I am ordered home at my father’s whim,” Sharif said, “no doubt to begin serious training to become sultan many years from now. A responsibility for which I have absolutely no desire.”

      Vic gave Sharif a look of commiseration. “Peter Pan didn’t want to grow up, either.”

      Lyssandra touched Vic’s arm and gave a sad smile as she drew the thought from his mind. “I am not certain any one of us wishes for that, yet we grow up by need, not by choice.”

      “So it is in the Great Epic,” Tiaret pointed out. “I have not been a child since the Grassland Wars.” Her teaching staff lay at the edge of the hot springs pool, and she gripped it with one hand as if to emphasize that she might be called upon to defend them at a moment’s notice. “And you, my friends, have battled the merlons and seen betrayal and death. Your names are already written in the Great Epic. You cannot cling to your childhoods. The prophecies—”

      “Of course. The prophecies!” Vic said, slapping the surface of the bubbling water and sending a hot splash into all of their faces. “Lyssandra, didn’t you say we’re all part of the prophecy in that children’s song? Sing it for us.”

      “The fingerplay? Of course.” Lyssandra said the rhyme, adding the hand movements that went with each part.

      Raised from deep beneath the ocean, Five required to be complete,

      Prophecies are set in motion, Leaving evil no retreat.

      Forming bonds from worlds divergent, Pledged to serve and to protect,

      At the time when need is urgent, Ancient powers intersect.

      Vic listened, fidgeting with his medallion. “See, Doc? Five required to be complete.”

      “So if all of us are in the prophecy,” Gwen concluded, “then we need Sharif here to help us fight Azric. We can’t just let him go back to Irrakesh and stay there.”

      Piri twinkled an optimistic aqua, and cautious hope lit Sharif’s eyes. But the hope died away as quickly as it had flared. “No, my father will not believe that. He believes his needs—and those of Irrakesh—are more important. The other prophecies speak only of the two of you who are needed to create a Ring of Might that can defeat Azric.”

      Gwen, whose heart had leapt with joy at the idea that Sharif might be allowed to stay, denied this. “Prophecies don’t always mean what you think they mean,” she pointed out. “What if we can’t do this without your help?”

      “Sheesh, that reminds me,” Vic said. “I came up with a theory about that whole Ring of Might thing last night. Something Lyssandra told us about one of her dreams got me to thinking—kind of in the Scotty-only-has-three-hours-to-fix-the-Enterprise-before-everybody-gets-blown-up sort of way. I knew Azric and the merlons would be coming, and somehow it just popped into my head.”

      Hoping that her cousin had found a solution to their current dilemma, Gwen found herself becoming impatient for him to get to the point. “In other words…?”

      “In other words, Doc, I think we’ve had enough hints now.” He pointed to the medallion at his neck. “Where did I used to keep this?”

      “As a fob on your keychain,” she said immediately.

      Vic sighed with exasperation. “Well, we’re all Keys, aren’t we—the five of us?” Without waiting for an answer, he plunged on. “And I used to keep my medallion on a key ring, not a keychain.”

      “So …” Gwen began.

      “So this Ring of Might you and I are supposed to forge isn’t the snatch-it-from-Gollum-and-toss-it-into-the-Cracks-of-Doom kind of ring.”

      Gwen’s heart skipped a beat as the truth of his words sank in. “The Ring we’re supposed to forge is a Key Ring? The five of us, right here.”

      Vic gave her an eyebrow shrug. “I’ll take Misunderstood Prophecies for a thousand, Alex.”

      “You’re right. We’ve been forging that Ring for months now,” Gwen said. “And it’s up to us to make sure that it stays together and is strong enough to stop Azric.”

      “His plan is to unseal the doors, reunite his immortal armies, and conquer all worlds.” Tiaret looked at Sharif with somber golden eyes. “If he should succeed, Irrakesh too will be in grave danger. Perhaps if we explained to your father—”

      “No,” Gwen said, “as the children of the prophecy, it’s Vic’s and my responsibility to forge the Ring and to make certain it stays together.”

      “We could all go to Irrakesh,” Lyssandra suggested. “That is another way we could all remain together.”

      Vic’s mouth fell open and his aquamarine eyes glowed with enthusiasm. “Sheesh, of course, why didn’t I think of that? Sharif, didn’t you say that the Air Spirits of Irrakesh might have the power to help my mom?”

      Piri’s sphere flickered orange with worry.

      “Yes, but—” Sharif began. Gwen wondered if the prince was reluctant to let them meet his stern-sounding father.

      Just then, a concussion seemed to rock Rubicas’s entire laboratory building with a sound like sonic booms striking a thousand brass cymbals. The water in the hot springs sloshed wildly and splashed out all over the stone floor. By the time Gwen blinked and wiped the water from her eyes, Tiaret had already sprung from the pool and was racing toward the stairs that led up to the experimental chamber, her teaching staff in hand. The rest of the friends scrambled out and followed, wearing only their swim brevis and not bothering to dry off.

      When they slid to a stop at the top of the stairs from the underground chamber, the entire room was in an uproar. Water had sploshed from the aquariums and from Kyara’s preservation tank, where Cap was feverishly checking the tank and ice coral for any damage. A large, jagged crack ran across the smooth marble floor. And pyrosage Groxas was lying flat on his back beside Ven Sage Rubicas’s high stool and marble lectern.

      “Is everyone safe?” Rubicas asked in a loud voice.

      Lyssandra hurried over to check on her father, who brushed smoldering embers from his bushy black beard. While Tiaret scanned the room for enemies, Sharif checked the aquariums, and Gwen and Vic slipped and slid their way over to Kyara’s tank.

      “Nothing serious this time,” Dr. Pierce answered Rubicas, “but that must not happen again. It could kill Kyara!”

      Lyssandra helped her father sit up.

      “A minor miscalculation,” Sage Groxas said. “I was attempting to denature one of the aja bombs that the merlons planted beneath the island. Ven Rubicas covered it with his most powerful shield spell before I read from my pyro neutralization scroll. It should have worked.”

      “Hmm,” Rubicas said, tugging thoughtfully at his snowy white beard. “Henceforth, we will have to relocate these experiments to a less populated area of the island without buildings.” He got down from his high stool, went to a shelf, and rummaged for a spell scroll.

      Groxas indicated a small crater that the explosion had left in the floor. “As you can see, the result was not what I expected.”

      Rubicas read his spell scroll over the crater and said, “S’ibah.” The cracks and roughness in the broken rock began to blur and flow together to fill in the damaged area. While the destruction was healing itself, the apprentices explained Vic’s Key Ring theory to the sages—as well as the suggestion that the Air Spirits might be able to offer advice about restoring Kyara—and asked permission to accompany Sharif.

      Rubicas cracked his knuckles. “Hmm. Yes, that might prove quite useful.”

      Uncle Cap’s eyes were bright with new hope as he looked at Gwen, then Vic. “Yes, go to Irrakesh. See if you can help your mother.”

      “And Elantya,” Rubicas added.
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