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Spring, 272 M.E.

The Hilsborough May Fair always came at a delicate time for Moira. Her birthday was on May 12, which meant that her parents could take into account her behavior at the fair when deciding what sort of birthday presents she might have. This was a sore trial for her, because no matter how hard she tried to be good, she somehow always ended up doing something wrong, anyway. And the fair offered so many opportunities for adventures that she couldn’t possibly resist. 

When she was 6, she fell into a butter sculpture while trying to chase away a fly that kept landing on it. When she was 8, she sneaked into the back of the “gentlemen only” tent and met some very nice ladies who couldn’t afford clothes, but who painted her face and gave her a red paper fan. When she was 9, she went into the ale garden and finished people’s drinks for them, with the result that she was spectacularly ill all over her parents’ cart and her brother and sister on the way home. 

And then there was last year, when she was 10, going on 11. No one believed her afterward when she said the Earl of Kelwinn’s prize racehorse, a big black stallion, had talked to her. 

“Did you see its lips moving?” her older brother, Malcolm, had said, laughing. 

“That’s not how horses talk,” she had replied, which just made him laugh harder. And yet, although Moira had no idea why she knew how horses talked, she knew absolutely that her answer was correct. 

The horse had made it clear he didn’t want to race that day and was willing to give a ride to any young person who might let him out of his stall. And sure enough, he let Moira climb up on his back, and he moved so smoothly into a fast trot that she never feared falling off. He took her east out of town, racing along for miles and miles into the thick, dark Bridweld Forest. He finally stopped to eat grass at a ruined castle half-covered in moss and vines, with stones wrapped in the twisting roots of ancient trees. Moira spent a few hours exploring, and then, when she and the horse both decided it was time to go back, they returned to the fair to discover the place in a complete uproar over the horse’s disappearance. 

Moira’s father and uncle had to spend a lot of time talking to the constables and to the Earl of Kelwinn’s agent. Together they made up a story about a faulty latch on the stall and a rather dimwitted little girl who hadn’t known whose horse it was. Moira was deeply offended by the story, partly because it made her sound stupid, but mostly because it wasn’t true. She kept to her story, although as the year wore on, she learned to keep it to herself. 

This year, Moira’s mother made clear there would be no repeat of “that sort of thing.” “You must absolutely be on your best behavior,” she said, her hands trembling slightly as she braided Moira’s long red hair. “There will be...people at the fair who will be, um...speaking with girls and boys your age. I don’t want you causing any trouble and embarrassing your father again, Moira Jean.” 

Moira promised to do her best, although privately she thought, as she often did, that embarrassment was a choice, and that if her parents would simply learn not to overreact, it would be better for everyone. 

But her father insisted on having a word alone with her, too, not long after they arrived at the fair. “Do you know why there are people here talking to boys and girls your age?” he asked. 

“It’s got something to do with the hillichmagnar year, I bet,” she said. 

“Very good.” He smiled at her. “You were born under the comet Lochtien, which means there’s a chance—a very small chance, but a chance all the same—that you’re a hillichmagnar. A holy angel sent by Earstien, in other words. So, there will be some hillichmagnars here testing boys and girls and seeing if they have magy. Does that sound like fun?” 

“Not particularly,” said Moira, making a face. She had never liked tests. The preost who ran the little village school where she had learned her numbers and letters had called her “a trial,” and “entirely too clever for her own good.” The main thing school had taught Moira was how to get out of going to school. 

“Very well,” said her father. “We don’t need to go there right away. You can run around and have a little fun first, and then we’ll go have you tested. Alright?” 

She nodded and took the little copper farthings that he pressed into her hand. That would be enough for a couple sweets and perhaps a child-sized mug of cider. After checking that the blue ribbon at the end of her long braid was still secure, she went skipping off into the fair. 

At first, she was alone. Her brother, Malcolm, went to join his friends and meet girls at the beer garden. Her little sister, Kenna, wanted to stay with their mother. Moira did not particularly miss them. She went first to see the animals, from the giant steers and carthorses down to the lambs and the little spring piglets. From there, however, she could see across a little square to a blue and gold-striped tent with a small line of parents and children. It had a banner over the entrance that showed a mountain, an owl, and five stars. Moira guessed this must be the flag of Diernemynster—the mysterious monastery far away in the snowy north where the leader of the hillichmagnars lived. And that meant the blue and gold tent must be the place where children were being tested for magy. 

“What do you make of that?” asked Frank Baker, coming over to stand by her. Moira liked Frank because he was the sort of boy who could be made to do almost anything on a dare. 

“It’s all about magy, or so they say,” Moira replied with a knowledgeable air. “They give some kind of test. I imagine it’s quite painful.” 

Sally Eades, who lived on the next farm over from Moira, joined them, even though she was supposed to be watching her family’s pigs. “Do you know what I heard? If they find out you have magy, they take you away and make you go to school for a hundred years.” 

Moira made a gagging noise. 

“It wouldn’t be so bad,” Frank pointed out. “I mean, if you’re a hillichmagnar, you live two thousand years, right? So, a hundred years at school would be nothing.” 

“It’s still a hundred years,” said Moira. “Even if you get a long life after that, it’s still a hundred years of doing math problems on slates and memorizing old poems and getting caned for not learning your lessons.” 

“Have you been over there to be tested yet?” asked Sally. 

“Not yet,” admitted Frank. “And Moira’s too young, so—”

“I most certainly am not,” Moira snapped, crossing her arms. “My birthday is on the twelfth. I was born under the comet like you were.” 

“So do you want to go get tested?” Frank asked, raising an eyebrow. 

“Not if you paid me,” said Moira. “Not if I have to go to school forever.” 

Sally let out a long sigh. “But we’ll have to go, won’t we? Our parents will make us. And we’ll have to stand in that line and then take the test, and Earstien only knows how long that will take. We’ll miss out on the whole rest of the festival!” 

Moira looked at the tent, then around at the livestock barn, and then back at the tent. Grinning, she said, “We could make them leave, you know. We could drive them out, and they’ll have to leave us all alone.” 

“And how are you going to do that?” Sally demanded. 

“We’ll unleash chaos upon them,” said Moira. Pointing to the nearest pen, she said, “Now Frank, get a few of those piglets, will you? And you get some, too, Sally.” 

Catching the pigs would probably have taken quite some time, but Moira looked down into the pen and caught the eye of one. And she instantly knew that it did not particularly enjoy being in the pen, and was willing to make a deal in order to be released. It never occurred to her to question the arrangement. This was the first time in a year that she’d found herself communicating with an animal this way, but it seemed completely natural. 

In a few minutes, Frank had two piglets, and Moira and Sally each had one. Nobody at the livestock pens bothered to ask what they were doing—animals were being bought and sold all the time, and their owners were coming and going. So they had no trouble getting out of the pavilion. 

Moira led the way past the farrier’s tent and the cooper’s tent and around behind the pie shop, where the pigs were captivated by the sight of a nice big pile of slops. “Perhaps later,” Moira told her pig. “After you’ve done your work for the day.” 

“Who are you talking to?” asked Sally. 

“Myself,” said Moira. “I do that from time to time. Now here we go.” She pointed with her pig’s snout at the back of the blue and gold tent. “Lift up the edge, Frank.” 

“I...I’m holding two piglets.” 

“Set them down, then.” 

When he did so, Moira looked both of the animals in the eye and asked them politely to stay still for a minute. “I promise you’ll have fun soon,” she told them. 

Frank lifted the side of the tent, and they all drew close together to peek in. The interior was brightly lit with colored glass lamps and several long candles on a folding desk. A man and a woman sat on folding camp chairs behind the desk with a big ledger open. On the other side of the desk sat a girl they knew named Lizzie Watson, along with her mother. The woman put out a hand toward Lizzie and whispered something in a foreign language. 

“I don’t detect any magy,” said the woman soothingly. “Which means you’re a perfectly normal girl.” 

Lizzie seemed relieved. Her mother looked slightly crestfallen. 

“And for your time,” said the man at the desk, “I have a little something for each of you.” He handed them each a tiny wooden token. “That’s good for a meat pie and a jam tart at the pie tent around the corner.” He stood and gently ushered them to the tent flap. “Thank you for coming, and may Earstien bless your day.” 

When Lizzie and her mother were gone, the man and woman made a few entries in the ledger, muttering back and forth in something that sounded like a code. 

“Well, now. That doesn’t seem so bad, does it?” whispered Sally. “I wouldn’t mind a jam tart.” 

“They’re trying to lull us into a false sense of security,” said Moira. Turning, she held up a finger, and the four piglets came up to her in a perfect line. “As for you, my minions,” she said. “Show these sorcerers what we do to unwanted outsiders in Hilsborough.” 

She didn’t have any specific instructions to give them. All she wanted was for them to spread chaos, and in that regard, they exceeded her wildest ambitions. At the very moment the male hillichmagnar was ushering in another parent and child, the first pig raced in, leapt up on a chair and then on the desk, upsetting an ink pot all over the ledger. The lady hillichmagnar jumped up, backing away to avoid the spreading ink, only to find the second pig underfoot. The third pig knocked over a set of lamps, sending up a rainbow of sparks. But the last little porker outdid them all. It ran out the front tent flap, right past the next visitors, made a hard right, and somehow got itself entangled in one of the support ropes for the tent. It struggled, squealed, and finally broke free, snapping the rope and setting off a chain reaction that left the little pavilion slumped over like a half-baked cake. 

Even as the canvas walls were sagging around them, however, the two hillichmagnars did not panic. The man raised a hand and called out a single guttural word. The piglets froze in their tracks and then rose gently into the air. There they hung, looking down on the mayhem they had caused with sorrowful piggy eyes, like they were starting to have regrets. 

As for the lady hillichmagnar, she spun around and dropped to one knee, looking straight at Moira. “You!” she cried. 

Moira had no interest in hearing the rest of that thought. Leaving Frank and Sally to make their own way to safety, she sprinted away through the fair, vaulting the gate at the beer garden and running straight through the square dancing competition. She made a detour through the quilting tent and out through the candied fruit stall. She didn’t stop until she reached the far side of the big racetrack, down by the stream at the very edge of the fairgrounds. 

There was a log by the water. She rested there to catch her breath and try to figure out how she could explain this to her parents. It didn’t look good. She could probably forget about any birthday presents this year. 

With a sudden rustle of skirts, the lady hillichmagnar appeared out of nowhere and joined her on the log. “That was quite a display, my dear,” she said. “Did you think that would be amusing, or do you have a particular grudge against me and my colleague?” 

“Mostly it was funny,” Moira said. “But I also don’t like this notion of going off to school for a hundred years.” 

The sorceress raised an eyebrow. “It’s not as bad as you might think. A few years of formal schooling up at Atherton—you’ve heard of the Atherton School, I assume—and then you get to study all sorts of spells and secret books and things. It’s not like what you think of when you think of school.” She held out a hand. “My name is Anna. Anna Salo. My colleague, who is returning the pigs to their pen at the moment, is Landon Sayer.” 

“Moira Darrow.” She shook Anna’s hand. “My mother calls me Moira Jean when she’s upset with me. You don’t need to do that, though.” 

Anna laughed. “I’m not actually upset. It was more of a surprise than anything. Tell me, have you ever done anything like that before?” 

“Anything like what?” Moira said cautiously. “Cause trouble at the fair, or...?” 

“I think you know what I mean, dear.” 

So, Moira took a deep breath and told Anna about her experience with the racehorse the previous year. To her surprise, Anna didn’t snicker or make sarcastic remarks, the way most other people did. She nodded and said, “Of course. That makes perfect sense.” 

“It does?” said Moira, who wasn’t sure she would go that far. 

“Yes. It’s called zoolingualism. Talking to animals. All hillichmagnars can do it, to one degree or another. You seem to have a precocious gift for it.” 

Almost a minute of silence passed as Moira took in what Anna had said. Finally, in a small voice, she said, “So...I’m a hillichmagnar, then?” 

“Of course you are. And I think you must have known that. I imagine that’s why the idea of going to school for a century offended you so much. You were afraid it was going to happen to you.” 

Moira drew her knees up to her chest and frowned down at the stream. She didn’t like it when adults seemed to have more insight into her motivations than she did. 

“It’s really not so bad,” Anna went on. “I promise you that. Sayer will speak with your parents, and if they agree—which they will, I’m sure—then we’ll take you to Keneburg. Have you ever been there?” 

Moira shook her head. 

“It’s a lovely city. When we get there, I’ll introduce you to the woman who will be your Lareowess. Your teacher and governess, in other words. Her name is Lady Jorunn Unset, and she’s very nice.” 

“So I can’t study with you?” Moira blurted out. 

“Not at first,” said Anna. “But we’ll see each other very often, I’m sure. That’s the thing about living two thousand years. You’re always running into the same people over and over.” 

Moira tried to wrap her head around the idea of living two thousand years. It didn’t work. 

Anna stood and held out her hand. “Come along now. I’ll take you back to the fair, and we’ll see what your parents have to say about all this.” 

“I...I don’t suppose you can use magy to keep them from finding out about the pigs,” Moira said. 

“No, but Sayer will probably use a calming spell when he explains everything.” Anna winked. “Magy really does make everything so much easier.” 

“Does a calming spell make someone stop being mad at you?” 

“That’s pretty much exactly what it does.” 

“Oh.” Moira took Anna’s hand and stood. “I think I’ve always wanted to be able to do that.” 

“And you’ll do all sorts of things that are even more impressive. Trust me, Moira—you’re going to love it.”
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In the Affirmative
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Late Spring, 272 M.E.

Moira’s parents agreed to let her go be trained. They could hardly refuse, but they did seem reluctant to let her leave immediately. 

Everyone in the neighborhood was astounded and delighted, as if Moira had done something marvelous for them. Sir Benjamin Gulley, pillar of the local gentry, came around to the Darrow family farmhouse with his wife and daughter and insisted on meeting Moira. The fat, middle-aged baronet made a little speech, right there in the front parlor, about “how proud we all feel.” Everyone stared at Moira, and she wanted to sink down behind the couch and pull one of her mother’s big, embroidered pillows over her head. 

Her older brother, Malcolm, seemed to enjoy the attention, and he took full advantage of the opportunity to flirt with Ronica Gully, Sir Benjamin’s pretty daughter. Moira’s little sister, Kenna, cried and had to be consoled by everyone. In both cases, Moira thought it was just like her siblings to use this moment to make themselves the center of attention. 

Her father was deeply impressed by Anna Salo and Landon Sayer, the two hillichmagnars who had found Moira at the Hilsborough May Fair. He bowed and groveled and deferred to them constantly, consulting them on the finer points of hog farming and taking notes of their replies. Moira’s mother was very polite and deferential, too. But from time to time, Moira saw her mother giving her a thin-lipped, dubious look, as if she still suspected this was some kind of prank that Moira had dreamed up. 

Anna and Landon (they insisted Moira call them by their first names) wanted to leave as soon as possible. But according to Moira’s mother, there were two problems with this. The first was Moira’s twelfth birthday, which was coming up on May 12. Moira didn’t particularly feel the need to stick around for that. She loved her family, to be sure, but she figured she would be able to write them anytime she wanted. No doubt she would see them on holidays. (She had no firm idea of how far away Atherton was, and she assumed that getting there couldn’t take more than a week or so.) 

Plus, she already had a feeling that going to Keneburg and Atherton and learning to use magy would be a marvelous adventure. After supper one evening, Anna Salo told her, “You will love being at Atherton. And then you will love going to Diernemynster, the great mountain retreat, even more. The first time I was among other hillichmagnars, I remember thinking, ‘This is my home! This is where I was always meant to be!’” 

Moira liked that idea. She said to herself, “I’ve always felt at home...at home. But maybe there’s a home where I’d be even more at home!” 

The other objection that her mother raised was that she couldn’t see how Moira could miss her Affirmation. Moira and Frank Baker and Lizzie Watson and Sally Eades, and all the other children their age in the neighborhood, were going to formally join the Leafa Church on the Solstice. Moira and the others had been obliged to take special little classes with the preost, Mr. Desmond, for the past few Sundays, in order to learn the central tenets of the Ivich faith. 
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