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.”

