
The empty corridor had been silent for weeks now, a heavy layer of dust building up over the once gleaming marble floor. The torches had gone out long ago, and only the dim, grey light from the afternoon sun was allowed to filter through small arrow slits. There were no tapestries on these walls, no beautifully wrought rugs to brighten the harsh floor. It was not a hallway that was traveled often.


Yet on this day, a harsh sound broke the stillness. Heavy footsteps echoed down the corridor, and a breath of life blew through forgotten space. The man disturbing the peace was angry, though angry was a simple word for what he felt. A royal cloak fell from broad shoulders, and his young face was contorted with anger. One hand lay lightly on a sword he had never needed to use, though in the mind of the man the day would soon come when he would test the steel.


Foolish women, he thought furiously, picking up his pace a step or two. Always thinking with their hearts and emotions, denying that which was directly in front of their eyes. Well now she’d gone and done it, and the barrier had been halved. If Heir Apparent Terra Decriste continued to refuse to act, then he would take the responsibility upon himself. He would gather the armies, he would lead them, even. It should have been his right to do so from birth, besides.


But he shrugged those angry thoughts aside. First Lord of the Realm Easpir Decriste was bound to duty and responsibility, and bitter thoughts did nothing but cloud the vision. Besides, he was nearly at the Princess’ suites, and he knew that angry thoughts never got anywhere with her.


He reached the heavy oak door, and knocked twice, a brisk, strong sound, if a bit eerie in the empty corridor he stood in. He tried to shrug off the feeling of being watched. There was nobody there with him, and he knew it to the core of his being. He would have sensed. . .and yet there it was, that prickle at the back of his neck. He ignored it, and raised his hand to knock again. Perhaps Her Majesty had forgotten about this door, hidden in the back of her extensive wardrobe. His hand moved to a panel, prepared to push it open, when a sliver of light appeared from behind it.


“Your Highness!” a despairing voice came from somewhere beyond the room. Easpir fought to control a smile. That would be Corden, a boyhood friend, once, and retainer to the royal family. It sounded as though he disapproved of opening the door.


“Easpir?” Green eyes appeared in the sliver of light, narrowed in suspicion which quickly widened into delight. The door was flung open and Easpir entered.


He had never actually been inside the Heir’s wardrobe. His own was large, though dwarfed here by the gowns, dresses and cloaks. Not to mention an entire wall given to strange, frilly white things. He looked at them curiously for a moment, but turned his face away when he realized what they were. Undergarments.


“Your Highness,” Easpir said when they had finally left the wardrobe. He placed one hand deliberately on the hilt of his sword and inclined his head, proper protocol. He was promptly hit on the top of his head, and though he managed to contain the instantaneous jerk of his body, he still rose from the bow a fraction too early.


“It’s just us here, Easpier,” the young princess said. “Well, and Corden, but you know that he wouldn’t expect us to stand on ceremony.”

“Very well, Terra,” Easpir said, still a bit stiffly, though now from his remembered anger and not from protocol. “Then you will not mind if I give you a sound thrashing as when we were younger.”


She cocked her head a bit at that, and led him into her sitting chambers. “And why would you want to do that, big brother?” she asked. She meanedered over to a silver tray set, and began pouring warm liquid. “Tea?”


“Terra, I am here on very serious business,” Easpir responded, and was irked that he could hear a bit of whine in his voice. 


“Well, I would like some tea,” Terra said. She turned to the her attendant, only a few years older than Easpir himself. “Corden, would you care for a cup?”


“No, milady,” Corden responded. His lip twitched a little when he looked at Easpir, as though he wished to smile. Too late for that, Easpir thought a bit sadly.


“Now then,” Terra said, sitting down across from him. Her simple green gown rustled a bit as she sat, and she pushed it irritably out of the way. “What is it that you wished to discuss with me, that was so important that you had to barge through my underwear to tell me.”


Easpir took a moment to compose his thoughts. He stared at his sister for a moment, considering how much to tell her. She had grown much in the last few years, since their father had taken ill and she’d resumed the majority of his duties. Her face had thinned out, the last vestiages of baby fat gone. She had taken to tying her long, blonde hair back into a simple braid, keeping it out of her face. The few tendrils that escaped were captured by the gold circlet that surrounded her brow. Clear green eyes met his own. 


“The barrier has collapsed,” He said finally. The princess frowned, delicate gold brows drawing together.


“Collapsed?” She asked, and shook her head. “No, that isn’t possible. I can still feel it, there in the back of my mind. It is as strong as ever.”


“No, it’s not,” Easpir said. He frowned. He didn’t know quite how to explain it. His sister’s magic was different than his own, focused on the Earth and growth. She could only feel the part of the barrier that dealt with the earth’s magic, but that was only a small portion of the barrier’s strength. How to explain to her that something was missing, something which she had never been able to sense in the first place.


“Our side is still strong,” he said slowly. “Primarily. The earth bonds are strong, as are Air and Spirit. The other two have weakened, but still stand. It is from the other side, from Gehanna. Their portion of the barrier has completely disappeared.”


Terra appeared not to respond for a moment, though she sank back into the sofa and took a long sip of tea. Corden, on the other hand, started, his eyes widening. He took a step towards his princess, as though to protect her from some unnamed threat. 


“So then,” Terra mused. “Our people can enter Gehanna. I’m sorry, Easir, but I don’t see the danger in this. So long as our side of the barrier holds strong, there is no danger to Tnemele.”


“But there is,” Easpir said. He shook his head, sending tendrils of his own blond hair into his eyes. Irritably he blew them away. He stood up, nerves and anxiety making it too difficult to sit. “Without a full barrier, anyone can enter or leave from either side, provided they have amiable intentions.”


“But if they’re amiable. . .”


“At the moment!” Easpir exploded, interrupting her. Corden’s face tightened, and Easpir knew what the other man was thinking. Nobody could speak to the heir in such a manner, not even her chief advisor and brother. “At the moment,” Easpir said again, in a lower and calmer voice. “So long as the moment at which they try to cross the barrier they have good intentions they will not be stopped. But a simple mind erasing spell could do that.” He shook his head. “The instant a Gehannan enters Tnemele, the spell could be reversed. We could have an entire army on our land within days!”


Terra frowned at that. Easpir ran frustrated hands through his hair. He’d told her about the weakening weeks ago, and she had done nothing, claiming that it was not their business if Gehanna forgot to renew its wards. He had told the King, who had waved it off with a tired hand. And now it was disaster. He shook his head.

“I will assemble the troops,” he said shortly. “We will ride tomorrow.”


“Oh, don’t be silly, Easpir,” Terra said, waving a dismissive hand in his direction. “Don’t be so overdramatic. Would you be able to feel if someone passed through the barrier.”


“Of course,” he said. The truth was that he wasn’t completely certain, but he had a good idea. If he concentrated and expended enough energy, he could sense the life of every Tnemelean alive. Any living being walking through the barrier would create a ripple in it. 


“Then we have time,” Terra mused. “After all, Gehanna does not have our magic. They could not cast a mind erasing spell. They would need one of us to do so.”


“Fine,” Easpir was able to admit that she was right. “So they need one of us. So it will take a week, not mere days. We still need to be able to face this threat, Terra. We can’t just sit and wait until they attack.”


Terra shook her head, and then abruptly turned to Corden. “What do you think?”


Easpir blinked for a moment, amazed that she would ask her Guarder his opinion in a political situation. Corden was unfazed, however. Of course, Easpir thought, nearly hitting his head. Corden’s father would be closeted with the King. Terra could not turn to the First Lord of Arms for advice in this situation, but she could turn to his eventual successor. Corden shook his head.


“You make a good case, milord,” he said, sketching a quick bow for Easpir’s benefit. “It would not be wise to wait until they invade. Yet neither would an evident attack be in our best interests. We do not know that Gehanna means to invade. And it is harvest time. We cannot pull farmers from their fields without good reason, and the King’s Guard would not be enough to stop an army.”


“Then what do you suggest?” Easpir asked, bitterness leaking into his words.


Corden shrugged, clearly a bit uncomfortable with all of the attention directed his way. He’d better get used to it, Easpir thought angrily. When his father retired he would face such interrogation on a daily basis. 


“I do not know much of magic,” Corden said, and Easpir nearly laughed. The al’Marron family was known for being exceptionally weak in magic, which led to their heavy reliance on weapons. “But I wonder if it would not be possible for us to strengthen our side of the border, without them. To wholly prevent anyone from entering, regardless of intentions.”


Terra nodded her head and pursed her lips, apparently agreeing with the young lords words. Easpir himself considered. In theory, it was possible. More power would be necessary overall, of course. It all depended on the traps set by those who first erected the barrier. If there were few or if they were easily navigated, it would be a simple matter to add more power to it, merely reinforcing that which already existed. But if it were complicated. . .well, then it was wholly possible that they would have to tear down the whole of the barrier to erect a new one.


“It might work,” he said wearily. “I cannot be certain until I can see the barrier, with my eyes as well as my talent. There may be complications, and I will need a guard in either event.” He stood, and placed his hand on the sword again, preparing to bow. It wasn’t precisely that action that he had been looking to take in the situation, but any action at all felt good. Better than sitting around the keep, waiting as their father died and the magic weakened. “I will set out immediately.”

“No, you won’t,” Terra said, and the silk that was normally in her voice had been replaced by hard steel. “Isn’t Queen Esmondra Salal expected to arrive today?”


“Later this afternoon, milady,” Corden responded before Easpir could avoid the question. He glared at his old friend, who only shrugged back in response.


“You will not leave before your audience,” Terra said firmly. “I command it.” She softened her tone a bit upon seeing the look on her brother’s face. “I will send out immediately to all of the Temples for their strongest priests. But no matter their haste, you know they will not arrive immediately. And you cannot fix this yourself. Waiting a day will harm nothing.”


“As you command,” Easpir said bitterly, bowing. He did not take the door through the wardrobe this time, but entered directly into the main hallway. Servants hustled by him, and the torches were lit brightly in this one. Yet none bother the First Lord of the Realm as he stalked down the hallway, warned away by the dark cloud on his face. All knew that he was given to dark moods at times, and this one looked to be among his worst.


He should have been king, he thought, not for the first time. There would be no waiting to attend on silly women, looking to entrap a young a wealthy husband. There would be no sitting around, waiting, while there was a potential threat right on their doorstep. Perhaps his younger sister could not remember the last time that Gehanna had entered Tnemele, but he did. 


He straightened his spine, and fingered the hilt of his sword again. Oh yes, he remembered that time. And he’d be damned if he’d let it come again. 

Moira


The birds were singing, so it had to be morning. The young woman clung to that thought as she fought her way toward consciousness. It had to be. Her father wasn’t crazy, it had to be morning. . .


It didn’t seem to be working, though, as her eyelids slowly drifted closed again and her head dropped back onto her pillow. Just a few more minutes, really. Then it would be morning.


“Get your lazy ass out of bed!”


Moira was suddenly dropped unceremoniously on the ground, slender legs and arms pinwheeling for balance before the hard oak floor met them. Her eyes flew open, and stayed open this time, glaring accusingly at the perpetrator of the crime, specifically her younger brother Oran.


Only seventeen years old, Oran could have passed for twenty-some, with his brawny arms and height. Of course, the hairless face gave him away, as did the surprise that seemed always to appear in his blue eyes. His brown hair curled, and Moira was willing to be that there was more than one girl in the village who would love to twin those curls around her finger.


“I’m up, Oran, in the Holy name!” Moira said, sitting up as delicately as possible and wrapping the blankets around her shoulders. It was chilly in the house that morning, even for midspring. “What’s going on?”


“There’s an Announcement going on!” he said excitedly. “In the square, right now. Ma and Pa went to listen to it.”


“So why does that mean that we have to get up?” she asked irritably, though she did stand and begin to put the blankets back in their proper places. 


“Our house was chosen!” Oran explained. He walked to the window and opened the shutters. Moira blinked as the bright sun filtered in. Well, then. It really was morning.


“Chosen?” she asked. Her eyes meandered across the room. Where had she put her petticoat? “What do you mean, chosen?”


“The Announcer will be staying here tonight!” Oran explained, patiently for him. “Our house! Can you imagine? Boy, I hate to think what the McMolen family will think of that! Come on!” He grabbed his sister’s arm and began pulling her toward the door, ignoring the fact that she was only half-dressed and squawking irritably. “Ma wants the place clean and a meal on the table by the time the Announcement is over!”


Moira tried in vain to pull back, but her brother’s grip was too strong. She rolled her eyes, recognizing that he wasn’t going to listen to her. She considered for a moment, and felt around in the air. Plenty of moisture. . .with a sardonic grin gracing her lips, she rearranged some of it, providing an unpleasant damp spot in her brother’s trousers.


“Wha—” His steady banter was abruptly cut off, and he looked down at his pants, his face coloring with embarrassment. “Hey!” 


It was enough, though, and he dropped his hand, allowing the girl the necessary time to dark back into her own room and slam the door shut. It was all well and good for their mother to demand they clean the place, but she was hardly going to do so in her night shift!


She pulled on her clothing quickly, sighing a bit as she put on the same pale blue dress she’d worn the previous day. Only a year ago she’d had three fine dresses to wear. But that was before the drought, and before they’d begun selling to things to make ends meet. She supposed that it was worth losing a few dresses to continue eating well. Or at least, she supposed so most of the time.

Brushing her hair was next on the morning routine, and she considered for a moment before merely grabbing a matching blue ribbon and tying it back. Ma would put up a fuss when she saw that it hadn’t been combed, but Moira had always thought that her golden hair looked nicer in curls. She fingered her locks with a slight smile on her face for a moment. Raf always told her that her hair looked like the sunrise. As well she should, she thought proudly. She was, after all, the only blonde in the village.


“Moira, hurry up!” Oran yelled impatiently from the common room. “They’ll be here soon, and I don’t know how to cook anything!”


Moira frowned at that. The truth was that she wasn’t very good in the kitchen, either. It was a tradition in the village, that a girl learned housekeeping as she grew up, and when she became engaged her prospective mother would teach her cooking. But Raf’s mother had did when she was younger, and Ma had been so busy teaching Gair’s wife that she hadn’t had much time. . .

Well, none of that, she thought stubbornly, squaring her shoulders and striding out of her room. She might now know how to make any of the fancier dishes, but she could certainly handle a simple repast. With a few short words she set Oran to gather firewood for the stove, and to begin sweeping out the floor. Honestly, she thought sometimes he couldn’t think for himself.


She took some potatoes out of the bin near the door and began peeling them. Potatoes she knew. Vegetables she knew. She froze, mid-cut in the potatoes. She thought that she could handle cooking a chicken, but she had no idea how to kill one. Or cut it. Or even which ones were for eating and which ones laid the eggs.


Well, she figured, it wasn’t possible to figure that out at the moment. She glanced outside, and noticed that Oran was speaking to someone just out of sight. Not gathering firewood as she’d asked. Without firewood she couldn’t start a fire, which meant nothing could cook, not even the potatoes. . .


Moira glanced around for a moment. She did know of another way to cook potatoes, although her pa had warned her not to use it. It wasn’t that magic was illegal in the village. . .everyone had it, and everyone used it for daily tasks. But few had her abilities, and as her parents had pointed out, it was best to keep those somewhat underwraps. It didn’t do to have the nobility taking notice in village affairs. 


A simply sent stream of consciousness convinced the water that the temperature was greater than it was, and soon it was boiling away. Innocently whistling, Moira dumped the now-ready potatoes into it, wiped her hands on her apron, and proceeded out toward the garden to grab some vegetables.


“Hello there, Moira!” the lilting voice greeted her immediately upon leaving the house, and Moira felt a flood of gratitude. She saw now the young woman Oran had been talking to; Brigid, Gair’s new bride. “Oran here was telling me that you could use some help in there!”


“We certainly could!” Moira replied, forcing more cheer into her voice than she felt. Though Oran had only voiced her own worries, she felt a stab of anger at her brother. He didn’t think she was capable of putting together a meal, eh? Well, it seemed that he wasn’t capable even of gathering firewood. “I’ve started boiling the potatoes and was just on my way to the garden for carrots.”


“Excellent,” Brigid said, a smile gracing her dark face. She was pretty, Moira thought critically, some of her irritation fading away. The same brown hair as everyone else in the village, usually tied back in a braid, and large, brown eyes. She looked like a deer, or a sparrow. Something sweet and timid. Moira gestured for her to come in.

“I know how to do the basics,” she said apologetically. “But I haven’t had the chance to learn much else. Raf’s mother. . .”


“Of course,” Brigid said, smoothing over the awkward subject. “Why don’t I take care of the chicken, and you can manage those vegetables. Imagine, the Announcer coming here to stay right in your own house!”


Moira nodded her head mechanically. She understood the honor, of course. Announcer’s came rarely to their village, the same as any other guests. He would have stories of court, and of the world beyond the frontier. She just didn’t understand why nobody else seemed worried at all. The only reason she could think of an Announcer coming was  to inform them of a change in royalty. They’d heard rumors that the king had taken ill, but surely he hadn’t died of it. At least, Moira consoled herself, there would be no arguments over succession. The Heir Apparent had been alive and healthy, the last she’d heard, and besides that there was the prince and princess. 


She smiled as she pulled a few carrots out of the ground. No, surely there was nothing to worry about. Maybe the old king had died, but at least there would be celebration for Her Highness Terra Decriste’s coronation. Her good mood was restored by the time she’d returned to the kitchen.


By the time she’d finished cleaning the carrots the potatoes were nearly done, and Brigid was hard at work on the chicken. Oran returned with the wood and gave Moira a sharp glance when he noticed the water already boiling, with no source of heat at all. Hurriedly he put a small fire beneath it. Brigid seemed to have noticed nothing, swaying slightly as she filleted the poultry.


“Well, you know what this means,” Moira told her younger brother after washing her hands. “Nothing left to do but sweep the floor.”


“We’d better wash it down, too,” Oran pointed out, a melancholy tone in his voice. “Ma said as clean as we could make it.”


“Good idea,” Moira agreed cheerfully. “And since you came up with it, you can have the honor of cleaning it.”


Oran whined and complained, but he also grabbed the ratted old broom and began sweeping up while the woman continued preparing the food. By the time that the door was opened a few hours later, Moira was satisfied with the overall cleanliness of the house, and by the food which had been prepared.


“Why, what could possibly smell so delicious?” her pa asked as he walked into the small house. “It couldn’t possibly be food in my own home, could it be?”


“Hello, Papa,” Moira said, trying t smother a proud smile. Oran greeted their father in the same manner, while Brigid inclined her head and smiled shyly. 


“Brigid, it’s a surprise to see you here!” Pem Rutledge said with a smile. “Gair will certainly be pleased to see you here.”


“I’m sorry if I’m just barging in,” the young woman said, coloring slightly. “I just heard that the Announcer would be staying here, and I didn’t want Moira to feel overwhelmed with everything. . .”


As Pem hastened to assure her that everything was fine, his youngest son ran to the door to peep out.


“Pa,” Oran said. “Where is the Announcer anyway? And where’s Ma and Gair?”


“They’ll be along shortly,” Pem said with a bit of a laugh. “You know your ma. She wanted to make sure everything was set perfect, so she sent me on ahead. I gather that she’s giving Lord Hagen—that’s the Announcer—a tour of the village. I feel almost sorry for the man. It must be the most boring tour he’s ever been on.”

“Well, Pa, as you can see, we’re all ready here,” Moira said. “Not even Ma could find fault with this.” 


“Indeed she could not,” Pem agreed jovially. “Oran, why don’t you grab my pipe. I might as well have a quick smoke while we wait for them.”


“Most certainly not,” Moira disagreed. She crossed her arms sternly. “This house is all aired out, Pa,” she pointed out. “And we certainly don’t need your smelly smoke filling it up when you know we’ll be having a guest.”


“Talking down to your own father now?” Pem asked with a raised eyebrow. The thick moustache over his lip twitched slightly, as though he were about to smile or frown, but other than that his face gave no iddication as of his mood. “A little presumptuous of you, isn’t it?”


Moira decided to try a different tactic. “Please, Papa,” she said, looking up at him with her blue eyes as wide as possible. “We’ve worked so hard to make this perfect. Please, can’t you just wait until the Announcer is here?”


“Well,” she could hear the bending in her father’s voice, and was hardly surprised when he nodded his head. “All right, sweetling, since you put so much hard work into everything.”


Moira smiled, and thought to herself, yep, still got it.


As it turned out, Pem had been right about the simplicity of the village tour, for it was only a few minutes later that Moira’s mother, Lorna entered, along with her older brother and the Announcer.


He wasn’t nearly as grand as she’d been hoping. He was shorter than she, with thinning brown hair and a slight build. A carefully trimmed beard adorned his face. His clothing was simple, as well—a green woolen coat that could have belonged to anyone in the village, and worn boots. The only thing setting him apart, other than the beard, was a heavy gold medallion dangling around his neck. That, on the other hand, was something not often seen in the village.


“Lord Hagen,” Lorna said as they entered the room. “Welcome to our home. Moira, Oran, Brigid, this is Lord Hagen Duarte, from His Majesty’s Court.”

“Please, just Hagen,” the man said, dipping into a shallow bow. Moira stared at him, slack-jawed. Had he just bowed to her? She shook it off, however, politely took his hat from him, and guided him toward the chairs.

“I’m afraid it isn’t much,” Moira said apologetically, exactly as she’d been taught since birth. Lord Hagen hastened to assure her that whatever she’d prepared would be fine. Her ma, meanwhile, looked anxiously as she headed toward the cookfire.


“Is the chicken done?” she asked a rosy-faced Brigid. The other woman smiled, and asked for a plate, which Moira quickly provided. In moments a chicken breast was placed on it, followed by the potatoes and carrots. When everyone had been served, Brigid and Moira each grabbed a plate for themselves and settled along the wall to eat, never taking their eyes from the plates and glasses of those seated around the small table.


“Why don’t those two lovely ladies sit with us?” Lord Hagen spoke up suddenly. Brigid and Moira glanced at each other, surprised. Around the table, too, everybody stopped eating.


“Well. . .very well. . .” Lorna said slowly, her desires to uphold tradition warring with courtesy toward a guest. “Moira, honey, Brigid, why don’t you bring some chairs over.”


Uncertainly, Moira did so. She felt uncomfortable immediately, as Lord Hagen kept staring at her. She ate with the family when it was just then, but everyone knew that it fell to the younger women to serve when guests were around. She shifted in her seat.


“You have such beautiful hair. . .” Lord Hagen said softly. “Rare to find hair so golden outside of the nobility. In fact, I don’t think I ever have.”


“That’s our Moira,” Pem said proudly, ruffling the mentioned hair. “A diamond among stones.”

“Very interesting. . .” Lord Hagen mused. Abruptly, his face broke into a bright smile. “Well, perhaps the noble shade of your hair also implies a noble talent. I look forward to testing you tomorrow.”


“Testing?” Moira frowned, and looked at her parents. “I don’t understand. . .”


“That’s what the Announcer was here about,” Gair explained, while the adults around the table looked somewhat awkwardly at their food. “There’s been. . .a weakening in the barrier. So the King is looking throughout the country for strong talents to help repair it.”


“It’s really nothing to worry about,” Lord Hagen hastened to assure her. “Just a precaution.”


“Well, you know the old saying,” Pem said brightly. “Better safe than sorry and better full than safe. Dig in, all, before the food grows cold.”

The rest of the meal passed far more pleasantly, though Moira was never quite able to shake that feeling of foreboding that had come with Lord Hagen’s announcement. The barrier weakening. . .it caused a feeling of fear in the base of her stomach. 


The barrier between Tnemele and Gehanna had existed for all time, as far as she was concerned. All knew that it was the only thing preventing a second Great War. She sighed, and rolled over again in her bed. It didn’t seem that she would be getting much sleep that night.


A light breeze entered from her window, stirring the pillows. She sighed, pushed the covers off, and headed to close the shutters. It really was too cold to be midspring, she thought, drawing her bedshawl closer around her shoulders. There was an odd smell on the air, though, and she paused a moment to smell. A kind of flower. . .lilac, perhaps, but with something else. She shut the window. On second thought. . .she wasn’t sleeping anyway. . .


She tiptoed past Oran’s room, where the Lord Hagen was spending the night. She saw her little brother, asleep rolled in his blankets before the fire. Carefully she pushed open the door and stepped into the open night air.


Their house was at the end of the village street, and if she turned to the right she could se the few sparse lights from the inn and a restaurant or two still open serving townspeople still excited by the Announcer’s presence. And probably by the news, Moira thought as she shivered again.


Turning to the left she saw only woods, the deep woods of folkstories. Nobody entered those woods, taught from an early age that they were the home of the Sheilkh, the mysterious elves noted for stealing young men and women, along with honey, sugar, and anything else that ever went missing in the village. At times, she’d heard that lights could be seen in the trees’ branches, though she’d never seen such a thing herself.

She took a step toward the forest, then one more. What was she doing? She asked, nearly shaking herself. Those woods were dangerous, whether there were elves or not. Who knew what kind of animals could be lurking in there. She shook her head, dismissing all such thoughts.


“There’s a strange draw to the Sheilkh, isn’t there?” a light voice said from behind her. Moira spun around, not surprised to see Lord Hagen standing there behind. He didn’t seem to pay any attention to her, however, his own gaze focused on the forest. “Nobody’s seen a Sheilkh since the barrier was erected,” he said. “At least not reported, and an advisor hasn’t been to the capitol in twice as long. There are some who say the Sheilkh no longer exist.”


“Oh,” Moira said, trying to figure out how to get out of the interaction. “I hadn’t heard.”


“You’ll be coming with me to the capitol,” Hagen said abruptly, his words harsh and immediate. “I don’t mean to scare you, missy, but you will be. Without you even touching your magic I can feel it within you, humming, close to the surface.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Moira said, eyes downcast, studying the ground. Her heart, meanwhile, was racing, a painful drumbeat in her chest. When she’d heated the water earlier. . .had he sensed that? What Ma had always warned her against had happened—her own strength had set her apart.


“And your hair,” Hagen continued, as though he hadn’t even heard her. “I said it was rare. . .but that’s not true. It’s impossible. Nobody outside of the nobility has light hair. And yours. .  .yours has all the glean and sun to it of the Royal Family.”


“I’m just a farmer,” Moira protested.


“No,” Hagen disagreed. He reached out and grabbed her chin, forcing her eyes to meet his own. His fingers dug painfully into her cheek, and though she tried to pull back he held her fast. She couldn’t believe that she’d thought the man had been harmless when she’d first met him. His eyes now seemed to bore into her very being. “You, my child, are something very special,” Hagen said. “Very special indeed.”


As abruptly as he’d grabbed her he dropped his hands, and headed back into the house without saying another word. Moira remained rooted for a moment, before turning to look back at the woods. He couldn’t force her to go with him, she reminded herself. Even an Announcer couldn’t do that. She thought she saw, just for a moment, a brief flash of light in the woods, no more than a firebug. She shook her head. She was just a farmer, she reminded herself. But she couldn’t help fingering her hair as she headed back into her house.

Zephyr


It wasn’t just the quiet that the young princess liked about Sanctuary. It was also the peace. And the conspicuous absence of an overbearing, exciteable older brother. All of these factors contributed to her vexation when her morning meditation was disturbed by the ringing of the central bells, announcing an unexpected visitor. She glanced up for a moment, mid-prayer.

“Holy One,” she said reflectively, “if that noise beist mine own brother again, may thine divine justice rain down upon him in the form of many painful lightning bolts.” She sighed, genuflected before the altar, and turned to see what the disturbance was.



She had a good idea, however. Notices had been coming from the capitol for the past few days, entreating her to come and help them resurrect a barrier, or fight a war, or some such nonsense. Zephyr would rather have none of it. The notices had all been from Easpir, which led to her disbelief. Her brother had a tendency to seek out strife when there wasn’t much happening. The last one, however, had come from her sister, and that raised a small bit of worry even in her heart.


Before she’d reached the door, her chief attendant, Eamonn, rushed out to meet her. As usual, there wasn’t even a hint of worry on his face. His blue eyes shone peacefully, and his mouth was twisted as though it were about to break into a smile. Long dirty blond hair hung in his eyes. He needed it cut again, Zephyr thought judiciously. She couldn’t have it very well said that she didn’t take care of her eunuchs.


“It’s your brother,” Eamonn said as he matched pace with her. “He’s brought a whole guard with him this time. And torches. I think he means to burn down Sanctuary if you don’t meet with him.”


“Not likely,” Zephyr said with a smile. Eamonn matched it.


“I know,” He said. “But wouldn’t you like to see him try?”


Sanctuary was aptly named, a calm oasis even in the middle of a relatively peaceable kingdom. Few people resided within its walls—Zephyr limited inhabitants to those who were able to use Air, and among those kept it even more selective to women, priests, and eunuchs. Men could visit wives and girlfriends, or children, but were allowed to stay no longer than a week and never to bring weapons. Zephyr had seen quite enough violence while she’d lived at the Palace, and when she’d entered the church she’d vowed never to be involved again. Killing left a bad taste in her mouth, even if she was only a witness to it.


“Mother,” one of the younger sisters fell into place on her left hand side, creating an effective phalanx with Eamonn. “His Majesty the First Lord of the Realm refused to remain outside the gates. Out of worry for the wood, we conducted him to the first audience chamber.”

Zephyr sighed. She very much doubted those on duty at the front gate had admitted the pompous oaf out of fear that he would attack. More likely they simply wanted to see the nobility up close. Easpir was, she hated to admit it, a bit of an icon throughout the land. He was the type for it, she thought wearily. Handsome, arrogant, and he always went about fully armed, despite the peace they’d enjoyed for twenty years. Women wanted him, and men wanted to be him. It didn’t help, of course, that he still hadn’t married. Zephyr shook her head. She’d have thought Terra would have taken care of that by now. 


“Thank you, Riane,” Zephyr said, hoping that she’d gotten the younger woman’s name right. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Eamonn nod his head, and she let out a small sigh of relief. The girl’s eyes lit up, and she ducked a quick courtesy before scurrying away.


“How old is that girl?” Zephyr asked as she and her attendant continued their almost leisurely walk toward the audience chamber. “Twelve?”


“She’s sixteen, milady,” Eamonn replied mildly. “The minimum age, as you set it.”


“We should move it up,” Zephyr said idly.


“You’re just feeling old again,” Eamonn said. “You’ll be over it tomorrow, and you’ll be glad that there is such youth in Sanctuary.”


Probably true, Zephyr was willing to admit. She was having an old day, frightening thought as she was only just past her twentieth birthday. She had a good forty years to go—if she was already suffering back pains, just think what that would lead to.


“Don’t even start thinking about your back,” Eamonn interrupted her thoughts. “It doesn’t hurt and it never has. Wishful thinking.”


“You are out of place, chief eunuch or not,” Zephyr said, but there was no rancor in her voice. Eamonn shrugged his shoulders and smiled again.


“Probably,” he agreed. “But that’s why you keep me around.”


By this time they had finally arrived at the central audience chamber. It wasn’t much to look at from the outside, simply a box-like structure with a long row of windows along the top. Ivy clung to the sides, inching its way between marble block. Eventually she’d have to bring in an Earth talent to get rid of them, but she rather enjoyed their aesthetics.


Zephyr didn’t realize that she’d stopped moving until Eamonn elbowed her in the side, none too delicately. “No time like the present, milady,” he said jovially. Zephyr nodded her head. There was a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach, and she suddenly wished that she’d read those letters more thoroughly. A quick skim and subsequent toss in the fire didn’t seem enough preparation, suddenly.


She reached a hand back and squeezed Eamonn’s. His palm was warm and dry in her hand. He laced his fingers with hers, and she could almost feel him willing strength into her. There was a badness in that chamber. Not from her brother, Zephyr recognized thankfully, but in the news that he brought. A great badness, and she suddenly wished that she were just one of the sisters of Sanctuary, and not its Mother, and certainly not of the royal family of Tnemele.


“Go on, Zephyr,” Eamonn said, dropping the honorific. “It’s just your brother.”


That was right, she thought, squaring her shoulders. Just her brother, and besides that, how must she look at the moment? Frightened as a mouse and clinging to a eunuch for protection, besides? She ripped her hand back, squared her shoulders, and opened the door with a thought. For all of her show of bravado, however, she was glad that she could still feel Eamonn’s presence at her back.


The inside of the audience chamber was completely different from the outside. The seemingly haphazard array of windows allowed streams of light to flow in, reflected in pools of water and crystal chandeliers so that the entire room seemed awash in light. Air currents traveled along the ceilings, brushing strung pieces of glass to provide a beautiful melody at all times. A thick carpet led the way to the central table, placed on a raised dais of rubbed wood, and each bench was carefully padded.

Easpir stood at the far end of the room, indolently leaning against the High table. He’d brought his sword in, Zephyr realized distastefully, although at least he kept it sheathed and pushed to the back of his hips. He hadn’t brought any soldiers in with him, she was glad to see. Just one, mousey looking scribe who seemed undecided between whether she should stand or sit.


“Hello, Holy Mother,” Easpir said with a brief inclination of his head. Zephyr’s mouth thinned. Was this how it was to be, then? Without a visit in almost two years, they would rely entirely on formalty? Very well, then, she thought coldly. She could manage formal quite well.


“Sanctuary welcomes the First Lord of the Realm,” she said, walking forward. “The Church recognizes her Lord on Earth.”


“And the Crown recognizes Her Divine guidance,” Easpir agreed. He blinked twice as she came closer, and some harshness in his face seemed to drop. “Hello, sister. You look well.”


“As do you,” Zephyr said. She walked straight up to the dais, and without further preamable, sat down. Easpir looked at her, confused. By sitting he acceded some strength to her, but standing put him at an uncomfortable height. Shaking his head, he sat down. Zephyr allowed a smile through, this time.


“So you’ve come about the letters?” Zephyr asked. Easpir nodded his head. Zephyr sighed. “I did not expect that you would take all of the time to ride out here.”


“It’s that important,” Easpir said. They sat in silence for a moment. Zephyr snuck a glance, out of the corner of her eye, at her brother. He looked different from the last time that she’d seen him, more tired. There were lines about his eyes now, and his lips seemed turned down in a perpetual frown. 


“So, then, Zaacov has decided to invade,” Zephyr said. She did not mean it as a question, merely as her own musing, but her brother seemed to take it as such. He drew into himself, and ran his fingers through golden hair.


“No,” he mumbled. “That’s just it. The barrier has been down a moon now, an entire moon, and he does not seem to have done anything. I haven’t felt anyone come through.”


Zephyr stared at him. The letters had made it all seem so urgent, as though all of Gehanna was standing guard in the mountain ranges, preparing an assault at the moment. 


“They’re not attacking,” she said flatly. Easpir sighed and shook his head. He glanced up for a moment, and Zephyr was surprised to see how red his eyes were. As though he had not slept for many days. And perhaps, she thought almost guiltily, he hadn’t. It was not a short ride between Ruydan and Sanctuary, yet he had made it in but a few days. 


“Then perhaps they have simply decided on a course of peace,” Zephyr said. “Perhaps they lowered the barrier as a show of goodwill.”


Easpir shook his head. “Then they should have sent an emissary to the border, with a white flag. They should have let us know. They have intentionally made their country vulnerable and it just doesn’t make any sense.”


“So you have not been calling me to take part in a war, then?” Zephyr asked. Her brother shook his head yet again.


“No,” he said flatly. “Terra—that is, Her Royal Highness merely wants our side of the barrier reinforced. With Gehanna’s side down, they still shouldn’t be able to bring an army through—unless, that is, the army has only good intentions. We are going to strengthen it to the point where nobody can get through.”


“Very well,” Zephyr said. She could see the point in this after all. She really should have read those letters. “I will give you some of my strongest wielders. When will you need them ready?”


Easpir shifted uncomfortably in his seat, and suddenly seemed unwilling to meet her eye. Zephyr looked at him curiously. Just behind him, she saw Eamonn looking similarly uncertain. They met eyes, and the eunuch merely shrugged.


“All right, Easpir, what is it?” she asked. “There is more, isn’t there?”


“Terra and I will be going,” Easpir said. “We would like you to join us.”


Zephyr laughed at that, a sharp, harsh bark. She hadn’t left Sanctuary in the four years since she’d been assigned there. Despite being of royal blood she’d had to work her way up the hierarchy in the same way as everyone else. If she left for a day, even, the power balance would shift. And it was easily a week’s ride to the border, another week home. In that time, one of the Elder Sisters would have taken her seat. She had worked too long and too hard to achieve that!


“Absolutely not,” she said.


“But you have to,” Easpir said.


“You have your figureheads. You hardly need a third one.”


“That’ not it,” he protested. “You know that you’re the strongest Air wielder in the country. You know that. Magic runs strong in the royal line. We need strong magic to work as foci for the magic, and for that to work the five foci must be of similar strengths. Nobody can match Terra or I in Air.”


This was true. Zephyr had studied magic far more intensively than her brother—a Mother of Air, after all, had to know all of its True Properties—and in any great spell requiring foci, all must be equal. For that reason an inanimate object was usually used. One rock had no more or less magic than another. Using people was almost unheard of, and using five all at once had never been done. 


“That sounds dangerous,” Zephyr said softly. Eamonn’s face turned white as he apparently considered the ramifactions. Easpir finally met her eyes. He nodded once.


“Dangerous, but the only way to achieve the protection we need,” he said softly. “Zephyr, we need you.”

She took a deep calming breath. If what he said was true, she was honorbound to follow him. Her first duty lay to the Church, of course, but not far behind was family and country. She still saw one large hole in the plan, however, and one she planned to exploit if it would keep her out of such a dangerous undertaking.


“Where will you find users of Fire and Water to match us?” she asked. Easpir shook his head.


“I don’t know yet,” he said. “But I will find them.”


“Tell me when you do,” Zephyr said. “And I will join you.”


Eamonn took a step forward, shaking his head in denial. His mouth opened, as though he would protest, though he closed it quickly, remembering his place. Zephyr tried to keep her face a stony mask. Easpir looked as though he wanted to argue. “I will not follow you now,” Zephyr said, interrupting whatever he was thinking. “My place is here. But if you are ever ready—if you find all of the foci, send word and I will join you.”


Easpir looked as though he wanted more, but he nodded his head. He stood and began to leave. After only a few steps he stopped, and spoke again, though he did not even turn his head.


“I know that this seems foolish to you,” he said. “Terra thinks so as well. But Gehanna is not to be taken lightly, and if they have let down the barrier, they did so with good reason, and reason which is not likely to be in Tnemele’s best interests. You may not remember the Yearson War, but I do. I remember what happened to Mother, and to our sisters. I remember the deaths, the destruction, and Ruydan on fire. I will not let it happen again. We must protect our barrier.”


He continued walking, his last words still ringing in the chamber. Zephyr did not say anything. She knew her brother well enough to know that it was desperately important to him that he have the final word. She waited until he had left the chamber to stand. Eamonn, apparently having the same thoughts, hurried over to her the moment the door closed. There was no humor on his face now. Instead, an almost angry light burned in his blue eyes.


“Are you completely insane?” he asked her. “A human being acting as a foci for magic? That could very possibly tear you apart!”


“It’s not likely to happen,” Zephyr said soothingly, although her own heart was racing at the thought. They’re not likely to find another wielder as strong as the royal family. And if they can’t find equal abilities, the spell wouldn’t work.” She laid a hand on the eunuch’s arm, and he did seem somewhat mollified, if only a bit. 


Together they walked out of the building in silence, though Zephyr’s mind was whirling away. What Easpir had said had stuck strangely in her head, as much as the fact that he’d been willing to ride all of the miles to say it. The weakened barrier was confusing. And Easpir had been wrong about one thing. She did remember the war, if very vaguely. She definitely remembered all of the restructuring that had come after it. Preventative measures had to be taken to stop Gehanna from invading again.


Abruptly she shifted direction in her walk. Eamonn stumbled trying to keep up.


“Where are you going?” he asked, adding a belated “milady” after seeing the strange looks an elderly priest shot their way. 


“To the library,” Zephyr replied. “There must be another way to strengthen the barrier, and I’m going to find it.”

