Easpir had sent another message, and Terra spent another ten minutes trying to smooth out the irritating frown line that had taken up permanent residence on her face. “Read it one more time, please,” she said, more  ademand than a question, regardless of the polite “please” tacked on to the end. Corden, admirably, managed not to sigh at the request to read the letter for the sixth time.


“Majesty,” he read, and Terra was amused to see his reflection in the mirror, lounging against the wall, one hand idly on his sword hilt, the other dangling with the letter, not even looking at it. “Zephyr on way. Barrier weaker. Missing one searcher. Stuck in Ishmandia. Mountain passes in two weeks. Easpir.”


Terra pursed her lips. Raised one eyebrow. Good enough. She sighed and spun around, quickly enough that her elbow sent a hairbrush flying across the room. “It doesn’t make any sense,” she said again. “The man had the finest tutors in the country. Couldn’t he have formed at least one complete sentene?”


“You know what most of it means, Terra,” Corden replied mildly. After ten years she had finally convinced him to drop the honorifics when they were alone. “Your sister is on her way. The barrier is weaker. One of the men he sent out hasn’t returned yet—presumably the rest have, and apparently without a wielder of similar talent to you and the First Lord. His meeting with the Queen Esmondra has lasted longer than expected.”


“Yes, I know all of that,” Terra agreed. “It’s that last bit. Mountain passes in two weeks. What does that mean? The mountain passes what in two weeks?”


“I think,” Corden said levelly. “That it means something happens in the mountain passes in two weeks. My guess is that he expects to strengthen the barrier then.”


“So he’s summoning me?” Terra asks dubiously. “He never summons me. I’m the Heir.”


“Then perhaps he means something else,” Corden said placating. “Either way, it wouldn’t be a bad idea to head over to the mountain pass and assess the situation there.”


Terra sighed and left the dressing table. She sat down on one of the wide sofas, and patted a spot beside her, motioning for Corden to join her. “It just seems like such terrible timing. There have been rumors of strange activity to the west, and Open Day is in just a week. I can’t be missing for that. Father certainly isn’t healthy enough to attend.”


Corden frowned when she mentioned that. He sat beside her, though with enough room between their bodies for another soul. He wouldn’t have thought of Open Day, or course. . .it was just a huge chore for him. But Terra herself loved it, in a way. The day when anybody throughout the kingdom could approach the throne. The truth was that it was more Open Week than day, as throngs of farmers, merchants, and lords would arrive—far too many for the reigning royalty to see in just one day. She had been in charge of it for the past six years, since her father had fallen truly ill. No king or queen or Tnemele had ever missed Open Day, not that was mentioned in the history, at least. It would disrupt an entire balance of the kingdom, disrupt the people’s faith in the monarchy.


“No, I can’t miss that,” Terra said. “The barrier will just have to wait another week or two.”


Corden’s face remained in a gesture of agreement, though his words belied his calm countenance. “Is that really the best idea?” he asked. “It’s been a full moon since Easpir first noticed it weakening.”


“And Gehanna has shown no sign of invading,” Terra replied. “Perhaps they just forgot about it, or no longer felt threatened by us. I don’t know. But I can’t turn this kingdom on its head just because I am afraid of another country. We have to keep on with things as normally as we can.”


Corden nodded, and Terra sighed. Once, just once, she wished he wouldn’t go silent when she’d decided something. Everyone had started doing that, ever since her father had taken truly ill, when it had become evident she would be the next queen. 


“You don’t agree with me,” she said lowly. She sighed, deep, calming breaths. “All right,” she said. “So you don’t agree with me, but you’ll do what I say anyway, just because I am higher rank.”


Corden shrugged his shoulders, and smiled abashedly. “Terra, I grew up with Easpir. My best friend is the First Lord of the Realm, and when your father dies I’ll be First Lord of Arms. Rank is not exactly an issue here. But you are the queen, and your decision has to stand above anything that Easpir and I ever say.”


She knew he was right, but that didn’t make it any easier to hear. So she did the only thing that she could think about. “Read me the letter again,” she said. This time Corden did roll his eyes.


He was saved from yet another recitation by a knock at the door. Terra jerked her gaze to it, and the swordsman was up in one fluid motion, at the door within a few more. He drew a good inch of steel before pushing the door open. It was unusual for somebody to knock at the Heir’s door without an announcement hours in advance.


Terra rose from her seat when she saw who it was, and practically flew to the door. She threw her arms around the blonde-haired woman, who reacted with an awkward pat on the back.


“It’s good to see you, too, Terra,” Zephyr said, a bemused smile on her lips. Terra pulled back after a long moment, and ushered her sister and a stranger into the room. She tried not to be surprised. It wasn’t unusual for a priestess to be followed by an attendant, though finding a man performing the service was exceptionally rare. Zephyr must have followed the train of her thoughts, for she sniffed and shrugged her shoulders.


“Don’t get too excited,” the priestess said. “He’s just a eunuch. No need to start spreading rumors.”


Terra smiled at that. She wasn’t a gossip, and she certainly wouldn’t have told anyone about her sister’s business, but her own mind would have been occupied with the subject for quite a while. Trust Zephyr to take the romance out of any situation.


“I’m surprised,” Zephyr said after a moment spent gazing throughout the chamber. “Our big brother isn’t here, sticking his nose into every sort of business?”


“He’s in Ishmandia,” Terra explained. “He’ll be back shortly, and I’m sure that he’ll be itching to head into the mountains.”


“Yes, about that,” Zephyr said. The smile drained off Terra’s face as she saw how serious her sister looked. She’d been hoping that before politics and business had been dragged in that she could have visited a bit, though in truth there was never much to discuss with a Priestess. Clearly, however, it was just going to be one of those days filled with business and little else. “Terra, I’ve been doing research, on the spell that Easpir wants us to use.”


“Yes?” Terra said. Her ears had perked up a little at news of the spell. Easpir was obsessed with the concept, and was continuously reminding her that they had to go the mountains, and quickly, but he always skirted the issue when she asked what precisely they would be doing. 


Zephyr shook her head. “It’s dangerous,” she said flatly. “And I’m worried that Easpir might not be informing all of the wielders of just how dangerous it is.”


“What do you mean, dangerous?” It was Corden who spoke up now. Zephyr didn’t spare him a glance, however. She focused her grey eyes, as flat as rocks right now, on Terra.


“The basics of the spell are simple enough—it’s a weaving of Fire, Earth, Water, and Air, bound together and forced to work with Spirit. The amount to create a one-sided barrier could be formed by five strong wielders—if they were as strong as you or I, let’s say. But to create an impenetrable barrier, the kind that Easpir thinks we need. . .it would require more magic than any of that.”


“Yes, he told me that,” Terra said, a little impatiently. Zephyr had a lecturing tone in her voice now, one that the Heir remembered far too well from their childhood. Her sister, once lighted upon a topic that she knew well, could extrapolate for hours, and the simple fact was that not only did Terra have other things she needed to do, but she would also be bored after about five minutes. “He told me that to make the spell work he would need the strongest talents to work as foci.”


“But he didn’t explain what a foci does, did he?” Zephyr asked. When Terra shook her head she continued on, even more strongly and dryly, if that was possible. “Each person has a unique brand of magic, in the same way that everyone’s penmenship differs a little. It doesn’t want to work together. The foci acts as a conduit: it smooths out the different brands and reimagines them. Usually something inanimate is used as a focus. A rock, perhaps, or a staff. Have you ever seen a staff that’s been used as a focus for magic?”


“The Royal Scepter,” Terra said immediately, the fact drilled into her mind since earliest childhood. The royal scepter hung always behind the throne, even if the throne itself remained empty. It was perhaps the ugliest sigil of office, in Terra’s mind. It was a harsh black wood, twisted and gnarled, the only point of beauty a large stone at the top which glinted red in the light or blue in the darkness.


“Perfect,” Zephyr said. She leaned forward, now completely engrossed in the topic. “That scepter used to be straight and white. Birchwood. It was used once as a focus by two wielders to bring rain from Gehanna to stop a drought. Not our country’s finest moment,” she added wryly, “stealing someone else’s water. Nonetheless. Look at it now.”


Terra froze for a moment. She had never considered why the scepter was as disfigured as it was. That was simply the way of it. To think that it had once been beautiful.


“For a person to act as a focus. . .well, nobody knows what would happen. Not only would he be combining all of these other brands, he would be reshaping them with his own, and, if this works as Easpir wishes, magnifying it. To work as focus, he would have to have stronger magic than any single wielder. . .otherwise another brand would become dominant. So it has to be you, me, and Easpir. And we don’t know what’s going to happen.”


Terra paled at that. Corden’s face was drawn tight, and she could only imagine what he was thinking at that moment. That here was a danger from which he couldn’t protect her, here was a situation in which he expected to fail. Terra opened her mouth, closed it again. She didn’t know what to say, exactly. Easpir had said that it would be dangerous, but he’d never gone into specifics, and when it was left vague she was able to deal. She sank into the sofa again, soft fabric giving way and cushioning her.


“Why wouldn’t Easpir have told us that?” she asked softly. She knew that she didn’t sound much like a queen at the moment, and from the confused looks that Zephyr’s eunuch was throwing her way, she wasn’t sure that she wanted to know what exactly she did sound like. 


Zephyr barked a laugh, sounding bitter and brittle. “Who can say?” she asked. “Maybe he didn’t know. Maybe he was trying to manipulate us to do what he wants. One thing is for certain. . .he thinks that he is acting in Tnemele’s best interest.”


“Of course,” Terra said. Easpir always acted in what he thought was Tnemele’s best interest, though sometimes rashly and too quickly. She knew that it still rankled him that she was the heir. He should have been, by order of birth, but he’d had the bad fortune to be born with the strongest Spirit magic in the country, which settled him as First Lord of the Realm the moment that Terra had been born, and a new heir established. Maybe he should have been, she thought despairingly. The country might fare better with his strength at the helm. 


“So what do we do?” Terra asked softly. Before Zephyr could speak, Corden cleared his throat loudly, clearly attempting to call attention to himself. When she looked at him, he seemed to take it as his cue to speak.


“Your Majesty, I believe that you wished to speak with your father regarding Open Day,” he said. Terra blinked twice, trying to get her thoughts back on track. Of course, she realized. As disturbing as Zephyr’s news was, it was only effective if she chose to believe Easpir and to strengthen the barrier. 


“Of course,” she said, standing up and sliding her palms along her hips to smooth out any wrinkles in the green silk. “I’m afraid that Lord Corden is right. I’d really best be going. Zephyr, you know how father can get when he’s kept waiting.”


Zephyr nodded, slowly, but her eyes were still pinched, and her mouth suddenly turned downward. Her eunuch took a step forward and placed one hand on the priestess’ shoulder, a gentle squeeze. Terra paused, mid-step. Corden had offered her an escape, and a valid one at that. It would ultimately be her father who would determine whether Open Day would remain or be canceled. It was a state visit, in truth, between the Heir and the current Monarch. And yet. . .and yet it was also a visit between daughter and father, and one sister was being excluded.


Sighing, Terra extended her hand. “You know what, Zephyr? You should come with. Father would like to see you again, I think.”


Her sister smiled, just the faintest pulling of her lips, but her eyes were sparkling now, a shifting vision of clouds and no longer the cold, hard, slate. She stood up in a fluid motion, twitched her cloak back into place. The eunuch took a step back again, standing deferentially a few hands behind her right shoulder. “Very well,” she said. “Eamonn, you may remain here. Better for you to wait in comfort than in the keep’s cold walls.”


“I live and breathe to obey, Your Holiness,” the eunuch said, and Terra could not be completely certain whether there was a hint of wryness in his voice. “Say hello to the king for me, eh?”


Corden’s head jerked at that last sentence, his mouth hanging slightly open at the disrespect inherent in it. The eunuch seemed oblivious to it, however, and simply sat down on the couch. Zephyr actually laughed!


Though Terra would have liked to have extended the same gesture as her sister, she knew very well that Corden would not remain behind without significant argument, and she had no desire to have her authority questioned in front of her sister. Though Zephyr quirked an eyebrow, clearly wondering if a guard was needed for security’s sake even within the castle walls, she said nothing.


The king’s rooms were in the heart of the keep, both to represent the way in which the monarch was the heart of the country as well as to provide the most defensible position in case of a siege. A pair of bored and polished guards stood in front of the door. Both were young, undoubtedly being punished for some kind of failure in practice. Working toward knighthood, Terra thought with a purse of her lips, taking in the golden thread on one man’s coat, and fine sword riding at the others hips. She wished them well of it, though she doubted either would achieve the honor. Tnemele did not believe in a complicated social hierarchy. There was the king, and the priests, and beyond that it was all elections. The people of Ruydan had not looked favorably upon knights in the last few dozen years.


“Hello, your Majesty,” the elder guard said, bowing down low. Startled out of some reverie, the second did the same an instant later. Zephyr’s eyebrow, by this time, appeared to be permanently raised. 


Acting in concert, the two guards pushed open the door, remaining bowed over the entire time. Terra knew that they would hardly question her appearance there. She was, after all, the acting Heir, but it still troubled her a bit their negligent service. She hoped that they had not been assigned the duty for very long.


The sitting room to the king’s suites was elaborate, far more so than Terra’s own. The curtains were brocade, as were the sofas, and every last inch of metal or wood was covered in gold gilt. Golden candlesticks stood on the mantle, and a small, shivering chandelier of precious glass circled upon a carved ivory end table.


It was not, however, the ostentatious display of wealth which caught Terra’s eye—she was, after all, accustomed to such—but rather the diminuitive woman sitting exactly in the center of one of the sofa’s. Grey-haired and motherly, Grainne had been nurse, governess, and surrogate mother to Zephyr, Easpir, and Terra since the young princess could remember. She acted now as a nurse to the ailing king, and it was unusual to see her anywhere but by his side. She nodded her head amiably to Terra as she entered, but continued her knitting. When Zephyr followed Corden into the room, however, she dropped her hand loom and fairly flew across the room with an unexpected agility.


“Zephyr, child, how are you?” Grainne asked. Ignoring propriety, she grabbed the priestess’ face in both hands and promptly kissed both cheeks. The eyebrow dropped, finally, and Zephyr smiled at the old woman.


“Hello, Grainne. It’s been a very long time, hasn’t it? I’ve missed you.”


Terra wasn’t entirely sure, but she thought there might have been tears welling in her sister’s eyes. She stood back a moment, allowing the two to have a moment of reunion. Speaking with her father could wait, at least long enough for Grainne to finish asking about men in Zephyr’s life, and Zephyr to finish explaining that she was a priestess and had taken a vow of chastity.


“I don’t know about that,” Grainne said shrewdly, waving a finger in front of the priestess’ face. “You have a look of love around your cheeks. It’s the cheeks that tell, you know. Not the eyes. The eyes are a load of whooey.”


“I assure you, I am not in love,” Zephyr said, actually laughing now. “There is nobody in Sanctuary who is not a eunuch or a priest. You know that I have never been one for scandal.”


“That is true,” Grainne agreed. “Scandal was always left to your sisters.”


Terra and Zephyr’s eyes met over the grey-topped head of their ancient nanny. Neither knew what to say. Grainne had always calmly insisted that the two youngest princess’ were still alive, despite the raid twenty years in the past. In recent months she had grown even more adamant, bringing up the topic of the young twins into unconnected conversations. Terra hoped that it wasn’t the sign of encroaching senility, but it was an uncomfortable subject for any in the royal family.


“I am sorry, Grainne,” she said, trying to rescue Zephyr from continuing a dialogue that was completely nonsensical, “but we really must be seeing my father. Is he well today?”


Sighing, Grainne shrugged her shoulders. “His face blooms with health, but his thoughts are not in this age,” she said, eerily mirroring Terra’s thoughts. “He thinks that the Queen Deirdre, Jesu rest her soul, is still alive, and all of you bairns together again. Why, just the other day he was telling DeeDee to put the twins down to come and look at the moon with him.”


Terra sighed, something she seemed to be doing far too often these days. It was a bad day for her father, then, regardless of a “bloom” in his face. Nonetheless, there was still some hope that he could understand a new situation once presented to him. And, understanding or not, Open Day could only be determined by the reignin monarch, and unless he chose to abdicate, it would continue to be Carrollan Decriste. 


As she moved to the door into her father’s private chambers, Grainne flitted in front of her, once again far more quickly and lithely than a woman of her age ought to be able to. She smiled to Terra, placed one hand on the doorknob, and pulled it open.


“His Royal Highness, King Carrollan Decriste, welcomes his guests, the Heir Apparent of Tnemele, Her Royal Highness Princess Terra Decriste and Mother of Sanctuary, Her Holiness the Archpriestess Zephyr Decriste.”


Terra stepped confidently into the room, but at her back her sister faltered a moment. Terra felt sympathetic for the other woman—she was accustomed to the thick, sick smell of the room, to the heavy air and the darkness provided by the heavy drapings on the window. Their father lay in the center of the large, canopied bed, propped up by a half-dozen pillows. Today the blankets were pushed down towards his middle, but there had been days when Terra had come to visit that they had been pulled tight to his chin, so that he seemed but a face. His cheeks were drawn, his eyes hollowed, but there was still a strength to the set of his chin, to the valleys and mountains etched into his skin by care and weather. His hair was still thick and heavy, a grey beard bristling on his chin.


“Hello, father,” Terra said, curtseying low before him. Zephyr mimicked her exactly. The king pushed himself up slightly on his elbows, peering blearily at them. After a moment a broad smile broke through the forest of his beard.


“Terra, sweetling, and Zephyr!” For a moment, Terra thought that all might be well, yet the king turned his head then, just an almost imperceptible inch, to look at the empty space just beyond Zephyr’s shoulder. “Look, Deedee, the girls have come to visit!” He cocked his head, as though listening to a response, and then said, “No, I don’t know where Easpir or the twins are. He’s probably fencing in the courtyard. The twins must be with Grainne.”


“Father,” Terra said, stepping forward and sitting on the edge of his bed. She had learned not to try and disillusion him. He was unable to believe that his wife wasn’t still alive, and that they weren’t all children still. “I have a question for you. As Heir Apparent, I have a question for the king.”


“Of course, sweetling,” he said, turning to stare at her. When their eyes met she felt the years melt away, once again harbored a hope that he had returned to her. 


“Father, the barrier with Gehanna is weakening,” she said. Short and simple, keep it simple or his mind would be unable to follow and he would go meandering off intos his delusions again. “Easpir wants me to go with him, to use my magic to strengthen it. But we must go next week, when it is Open Day.”


King Carrollan mumbled for a moment, shaking his head, but when he spoke clearly again, his voice was fierce. “No monarch of Tnemele has ever missed an Open. It is not done.”


“I know, Father,” Terra agreed. “But Easpir says that this is more important. It could prevent a war.”


“There have been Open Days even during war,” the king said. “During the raids there was Open Day. After the twins were abducted there was Open Day.”


“So you forbid me to cancel it?” Terra asked, and she could not deny that there was a light of hope in her heart. Delaying the trip to the mountains for a week sounded wonderful to her, the idea of putting off the decision of whether to act as focus or not even more so. The king turned his head, and Terra thought he might be looking at Zephyr.


“You are right,” he said abruptly, and the princess was not altogether sure who he was answering. This time, when he turned to Terra, she could have sworn that it was her father behind those senile eyes, that he was having a moment of perfect clarity. “Tnemele cannot have another war with Gehanna. Yet neither can she cancel centuries of tradition. You will go with your brother and sister to the border.” Terra opened her mouth, though she could not have said whether it was to acquiesce or protest. The king raised one hand, bumped with veins and almost transparent. “You will go. I will hold Open Day.”


“But Father—” Terra said. He shook his head.


“I know that my mind is going,” he said, “but this I can do, whether I live in today or in the past. Open Day is Open Day. Easpir is right, as usual. The barrier must be upheld.” Terra continued to stare at him, and he smiled for a moment, almost sadly. “That is an order, princess.”


“I live to obey,” she said automatically. The king nodded, and turned to Zephyr again, still standing just inside the doorway.


“Daughter, come,” he said, lifting his other hand and patting the bed gently. “Regale your poor, doddering old father with tales of the exciting life in Sanctuary.”


Zephyr laughed lowly, and sat beside her father. Gently, she reached over and clasped him in a light hug. She kissed the top of his head before drawing back. “Still one for jokes, Father?” she asked lightly.


Terra watched the tender scene, but a part of her still felt apart. It was decided then. She would meet Easpir in two weeks. She would act as a focus. And she might very well die.


Well, then, she thought determinedly, best to enjoy these last few moments, and she planted a kiss on her father’s cheek.

