Lord Hagen stood in the center of the village, all of the young people gathered around him. Moira stood among them, a kerchief pulling her brilliant hair back. She tried hard not to call his notice to her, yet every time the strange man glanced her way she was certain he was looking straight into her core.


Testing, he announced, would begin immediately, in the shade of the great elm that stood in the center of the village. The elm was said to have magical properties, to have been planted when the village had been founded. Planted without even a seed, pure magic from the Queen’s own hand. Hagen seemed to think it an appropriate place to test.


Moira was not sure what she should do. On the one hand, what he said terrified her. The village was all that she had ever known. Her family was here, her friends. And yet, there it was, too, the chance to see the world, to see the great capital, Ruydan. Lost in her own thoughts, she did not notice when a tall figure came up beside her, and she jumped when a strong hand clapped down on her shoulder.


She spun around, uttering a small, wordless noise of surprise. “Raf!” she said excitedly. He grinned down at her, green eyes sparkling beneath that curly brown hair. Dimples peeked out at her.


“Good morrow, goodlady,” he said teasingly, fingering her kerchief. “Going about in disguise, are we?”


“Shush,” Moira said, elbowing him. “I’m trying not to call attention to myself. Stop bothering me.”


“You, love?” Raf asked, one eyebrow quirked in surprise. “When have you ever tried not to call attention to yourself?”


“I’m serious,” Moira said, turning her back to her fiancé. “Hagen. . .that is to say, the Announcer, means to take me to the capitol with him.”


The crowd began to disperse, many of the younger folk forming a line toward the elm, while the older stood by the side and shook their heads, seemingly nervous for some reason. Raf’s laughter was drowned out by the murmurs of the village people.


“You?” he asked. “Go to the capital? Whatever for?”


“Magic,” Moira said, and abruptly the good humor drained away from Raf’s face. He knew, as did everyone in the village, that Moira was capable of more magic than a half dozen others. He stared down at the back of her head, the fine blonde hair trailing in sweet whirls and circular designs. He twined one silken strand around his finger, amazed, as always, at the softness of it against his calluses.


“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice low and husky. Moira closed her eyes and nodded. She fought past a lump in her throat. Of course he was sorry. Travel to the capital would take a moon. Weeks to get there and weeks to get back. They were to be married at mid-summer. If she were to leave now and turn back immediately upon reaching the gate to Ruydan, she would only just return in time.


“I don’t want to go,” she said heavily. The line ahead of her moved up a step, a young girl, too far for Moira to make out her face, shrugging her shoulders as she moved away from Hagen. Another youth took her place. “I won’t go. They can’t make me. There’s too much to do here, with the wedding, and planting season.”


She turned to face Raf, and pasted a calm smile across her face, purely for him. He looked nervous, she thought, sick almost, with a dry twist to her lips. She glanced around, out of the corner of her eyes. Nobody seemed to be looking. She stood on tiptoes and brushed a chaste kiss across his lips. 


“Don’t you feel,” Raf said softly, their faces still only inches apart. “Like maybe there is more that you are meant to do? Like maybe life in the village isn’t all there is for you?”


“Don’t be silly,” Moira said gently. “What more could I want?”


But Raf still looked worried, and she didn’t know how to take that away. She glanced at the lord again. Maybe there had been some truth in what he’d said. Maybe she should go to the capital. But there was no chance that Raf would be called. His strength with Earth was limited to turning soil over, and that only if he were nearly standing on it. She patted his arm patiently, and worked hard not to turn and look at the slowly moving line of villagers. She wanted no part of that, she reminded herself. None.


Hagen watched the little interaction, intently gauging the girl’s reactions even as he murmured a quiet praise to the young boy sitting in front of him. He could tell, even at a glance, that nobody in the line was worth taking with. They all had a stronger magic than many in Ruydan, due, no doubt, to the use of it in planting and farmwork, but none of them would be the least use alongside the practiced Wielders. But that one girl. . .he could not tell her strength accurately, not without a full testing, but he was certain that she ranked easily within the upper echelon of Wielders. Nothing beside the royal family, of course, but definitely of use to the kingdom.


He was surprised when she stood on tiptoe and kissed the boy, but it settled many things in his mind. He sent the boy away, and waited patiently for the next to settle himself. That, then, was the reason she was reluctant to leave. Still, he thought he could convince her to go. Perhaps the both of them. Young people were always eager for an adventure.


The Testing was long, and overall rather boring for him. The pretense of smiling and encouragement grew old after only a few applicants, and yet the line never seemed to grow smaller. Some of the older members of the community even joined in after a while, when they realized that he wasn’t trying to steal their children away. One elderly woman surprised him with her strength, though due to age he left her. She might very well die before reaching Ruydan, let alone before the Heir set before her whatever task it was.


That was what rankled Hagen the most. He hadn’t the slightest idea why he was testing these oafs. The Holy Father had simply sent him, and twelve other brothers, out on this asinine mission to recruit all of the stronger Wielders in the elements and send them to Ruydan. No reason why, just a mission. And what was more irritating was that he had only sent those who had a middling talent. The true strengths remained in Covenant. 


Still, Hagen supposed that some good might come of it. Finding Moira should help, not only because of her talent, but the hair was well. He wondered what noble family had lost a daughter, or sent one away. Some scandal lurked beneath the surface, he was certain. There was no way she was the daughter of Pem and Lorna, not with hair that shade. 


As the Testing drew to an end he stood and stretched. The sun had nearly sunk to the horizon by this point. He could save talking to the chit until the next day. An hour in the morning to convince her, and then he would leave. He would drop her at Ruydan and then turn around immediately for Covenant. For a nice, long, luxurious bath. And a true dinner, with spices and dessert, no more of the simple chicken and vegetables. And clean clothes. . .


Hagen was smiling as he returned to Pem’s house, and remained in a jovial mood throughout dinner. When he lay down on the uncomfortable straw mattress they’d provided for him, the smile remained on his lips.


It was the smell which first woke her. A smoky scent, carried to her noise from the open window. As she opened her eyes, the rest of it hit her as well. The heat, the noise of screaming and crackling wood.  She sat up with a start. The village was burning!


“Ma? Pa!” Moira yelled, even as she jumped out of bed and pulled a dress on. She heard a crashing from just outside her room. She prayed it was her family leaving the house, and not the sound of rafters falling in.


“Moira!” The door flew open, and Raf’s heavy figure stood silhouetted in it, stark relief against the crimson fires from the kitchen. “Thank Jesu you’re alive!” Without giving her a chance to respond, he darted in, threw her over his shoulder, and ran out the front door. 


“My family!” Moira screamed as Raf set her down in the street. “Oran! Pa!”


“They got out,” Raf said hurriedly. He grabbed her arm and began pulling her away. Moira realized that her house wasn’t the only one on fire. On all sides buildings were crackling, fire bursting out like a living creature. The villagers were scattered throughout the street, for the most part, staring up at their homes in disbelief.


“Don’t just stand there!” Lord Hagen yelled. He was standing over by the tree, his eyes closed tightly. He seemed to be calling out to anyone who would listen. Moira could see a faint purple glow around his figure. “It’s the elves!”


“The elves. . .” Moira shook her head. A sudden pressure across her shoulders forced her to the ground. Dirt flew up into her mouth and nose, crusted in her eyes. She lost her wind, and clutched her eyes tightly as tears filled them up.


“Did you see that?” Raf asked. He lay beside her, staring at the elm in disbelief. Hagen stood, untouched, but all around him the tree was smoldering cinders. “Jesu almighty. . .”


“We have to stop them,” Moira said. From her position on the ground she could see the attack now—fireballs appeared out of seemingly nowhere, and careened down the streets. The villagers had stopped staring by this point. Some of the men had gathered near the well, collecting weather, while the women were ushering the children away. There was still the sound of screaming.


“How do you propose to do that?” Raf asked, abruptly shoving her face into the ground as another fireball swept by. Moira shook her head. That was just the trouble. She didn’t know, she just didn’t know. They couldn’t even see the elves, just the sign of their destruction passing by. “Stay here,” Raf said harshly in her ear. “I’m going to see what I can do.”


She felt him leave, rather than seeing him. She tried to push herself further into the dirt, wishing she didn’t feel so exposed. She felt the heat of another fireball, and the Springpole in front of her burst into flames. Tears were running freely down her face.


Tears and water. . .Moira looked up for a moment. She was the strongest water wielder in the town, surely that had to be worth something. But as she felt the air for water, she couldn’t find any. The heat of the fire had evaporated and dried out the town. There was no water for her to even shape. “I’m completely useless. . .” she whispered.


“Only if you let yourself be,” Hagen’s voice was close to her now, and when she looked up she saw him crouching in front of her. The violet glow had left him, and his face seemed a thousand times wearier than when she’d last seen him. 


“When will they stop?” she asked. Hagen shook his head.


“They already have,” he said. “Whether it was that foolhardy band of young men that chased them off, or whether. . .no matter, they have stopped. But your town is still lost if you can’t put your head together and put out the fires.”


As Moira watched, a beam from her house’s side collapsed outward, crashing into the shed. In a moment that, too, had burst into brilliant fire. The same was happening throughout the village. As wood gave way to heat, buildings collapsed and set their neighbors on fire. Soon, Moira knew, it would be a complete inferno.


“What can I do?” she asked breathlessly. “There’s no water here. And only the priests have enough power to create water where there isn’t any. . .”


Hagen shook his head. His shoulders slumped, and he fell to his hands on the ground, as if he hadn’t the strength to keep even himself up any more. “Then find it somewhere else,” he said shortly, “and bring it here. And hurry!”


His eyes closed, and his back curved even more. His arms trembled with holding up his own weight. Moira bit down on her lips and closed her eyes, looking for water once again. There wasn’t any in the village, none at all! She took a deep breath, tried to calm herself, and looked further. There. . .in the north. . .so far away she could scarcely feel it, but a large cloud, a rainstorm in the making.


Come here, she thought, as much prayer as command. She pushed herself at it, her will and strength, and called again, a little more imperiously this time, come to me. She could feel something in her brain click, and the cloud changed directly. She pulled at it with the line in her mind, dragged it towards her. Her arms were getting tired. . .


Behind her a sharp crack, and she knew, without opening her eyes, that the roof on her house had collapsed. COME. She gave a last mighty heave, all the strength that she had, an then it was there, miraculously there, heavy and black over her head, and in a moment it let loose a torrential amount of rain. Houses sizzled. Moira continued to concentrate, pulling all of the moisture out of the clouds as quickly as she could. The men at the wells paused a moment, looked up in wonder at the clouds overhead. One of them laughed, then another.


Moira opened her eyes. Her hair was plastered down thickly across her face, and rain cascaded off shoulders. Her dress felt as though it weighed a thousand pounds. She looked around her. Only a few smoldering remains marked where the raging fires had once been. With a sigh she let go in her mind, and the cloud closed up again. She thought she might know how Hagen felt, why he looked so exhausted. She thought she heard someone calling her name, but all the world seemed somewhat darker.


One man came towards her, out of the darkness. He was tall, and stopped, with a grey beard and hair. A heavy cold crown sat on his head and a royal cape covered his shoulders. He had kind eyes, Moira thought. And all of those wrinkles might mean wisdom. She reached out a hand to him, but he came no closer. She felt a hand on her forehead, and he disappeared.


She opened her eyes (had they been closed before?) and found herself staring into Oran’s large, brown eyes.


“She’s awake!” he crowed, almost triumphantly. Moira shook her head, and sat up. Oran leaned back on his haunches, and a whole new series of faces crowded in. Her ma and pa wore confused expressions of both worry an relief. Raf’s face was unnaturally pale, and an ugly bruise darkened one side of his face. Unsurprisingly, Hagen was there as well, looking just as exhausted as earlier.


“Did it work?” Moira asked wearily. 


“Did what work?” Oran asked. “We won, is that what you mean? Can you imagine, Moira, we won against a bunch of elves!”


“We didn’t win anything,” Hagen said sharply. “They’ve left for now, but that’s all it is. For now.”


Moira looked around. The ground she lay on was wet, and she could feel, with great distaste, the mud sticking to her arms and legs. Her hair, she was sure, was coated with it. But she didn’t smell smoke anymore, and when she turned to the right all of the buildings stood there, scorched but still standing, puddles of water all along the ground. “I did it. . .” she said softly.


“Now do you see why you have to go to the capital?” Hagen asked impatiently.


“No! Certainly not!” Lorna exploded, at the same time that Pem said “she nearly died, you fool!”


While the adults argued, Raf inched his way over, thrust a shoulder beneath her own, and lifted her to a sitting position, cradling her upper body against his strong chest. Moira sighed. It felt good to have someone else supporting her.


“What happened?” she asked. “When it started to rain. . .what happened?”


“I don’t know,” Raf said, his breath stirring hair on the top of her head. She imagined his face, brows drawn together, green eyes tight with concern. “We were chasing them—the elves—and they kept throwing fire at us, and then suddenly they just stopped. As though there were no more magic. The earth started to heave, and trees started to fall on us. But when it started to rain, everything just stopped. I saw one of them, Moira.” Now awe entered his voice. “I saw his face. He just suddenly stopped moving and stared up at the sky, as though he didn’t understand what was happening. And then he melted into the trees. I don’t know why they left, I really don’t.”


Moira felt a suddenly chill, and shivered. He tightened his arms around her as she stared at Hagen arguing with her parents. Her magic had stopped the elves. The rain, for some reason, had stopped them. And now he wanted her to abandon everyone that she loved, leave the village unprotected?


“I’m not going,” she said. Hagen and her parents immediately became silent, turning to look at her. “Lord Hagen, it was my magic that stopped the elves. I can’t leave.”


“You have to,” Hagen said. “Now more than ever. Don’t just think about what the elves did, child, think about why?”


“Because they’re elves,” Oran piped up excitedly. He cowered a little when everyone turned to look at him, and at least Hagen’s eyes were decidedly unfriendly. “Everyone knows that elves are bad.”


Hagen turned to look at Moira again. “It is enough to say that the elves have longed allied with Gehanna. If they are moving, it is indicative of what Gehanna itself is planning. They’ve remained silent for dozens of years. And now they attack?”


“You think this is linked to the weakened barrier?” Pem asked. Hagen nodded his head.


“Everything seems to be connected these days,” he said wearily, running a hand through the thin blond hair. When he looked at Moira again, however, his eyes were hard, sharp, and completely alert. “I am leaving for Ruydan tomorrow, child,” he said. “And you are coming with me.”

