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“The guilty cannot escape punishment; they are their own tormentors.”

-II Ja’hal, 51:14

Zerrick tore through the jungle, heart pounding as he leapt over vines and tangled roots of cypress trees. His pouches—full of herbs he’d been collecting since daybreak—slapped his sides as he ran. Ahead he could see the slowly turning vanes of the town’s windmill near the banks of the Divenen River. 

“For pity’s sake, Zerrick, come out! Something big is happening in town!” His brother Dellin’s voice cut through the dense foliage. Too close.

Zerrick wasn’t going to make it to the fields before his brother caught him. He could see his brother now, at the edge of the jungle where civilization began in the form of rye crops struggling in this wet foreign soil. As usual his brother wore black, his dark brown hair tied back in a queue, with a pressed white collar falling neatly over his doublet. His heavy brow, so like Father’s, was deeply lined, youth quickly melting away into stolid adulthood. He paced at the edge of the rye field, dark eyes trying to bore a hole into the jungle. Zerrick came to a halt, panting.

Should he make light of it, say he was just pulling a prank? Or could he sneak by, get to the Old Mill where he’d said he’d be studying? Zerrick pulled out his book and quill from his knapsack—brought along just in case—and dusted dirt and an errant herb from them. With a prayer to Iahmel, Zerrick pulled his own black hair to a pony tail, hoping Dellin wouldn’t notice he was wearing a leather jerkin rather than the usual attire Mother forced him to wear.

There were sugar fields to the left, just a hundred yards away. He might be able to sneak into them, claim he’d been sampling some sugar cane—a reward for study. That sounded good.

He walked quickly but cautiously, lest he give himself away with a snapping twig. Dellin growled, crossing his arms. “Zerrick, for mercy’s sake, act your age! You’re almost nineteen, and you can’t simply leave town like this! I don’t have time to wait for you. The witch trial is under way right now.”

Ugh. The poor girl, Zerrick thought, his insides twisting. He wondered if Alden was there at the trial. Probably not. What place would an old herbalist have in a courtroom? Zerrick just hoped he got a chance to see the old man before all the herbs he’d collected dried up. 

With a whisper of rustling leaves, Zerrick slipped into the cane field. Once he’d gotten a fair distance from the jungle, he called out, “Hey Dellin, over here! Shh, don’t let the slaves find out!” The last was hardly necessary. He hadn’t seen any of the red-skinned slaves in the field all morning. Probably they were with everyone else, watching the trial.

Sighing with exasperation, Dellin walked over. Zerrick left the cane field for one of the many pathways leading into town to meet him, snapping off a piece of cane as he went. He hurriedly cracked it open with his knife and began to chew on it.

When Dellin approached, Zerrick offered him the cane. “I . . . uh, was in the middle of the field. Just a reward for studying. I didn’t want to reveal myself in case the workers heard.” Zerrick tried to look shamefaced. Hopefully being in the field would also account for his bedraggled state.

Dellin dismissed him with a hand. “Fine. We’ll talk about it later, when you show me what you learned. For now, we’ve got to get to the courthouse. Father’s addressing the town.”

He began walking, long strides made only more solemn by black hosen and heeled shoes. Zerrick struggled to keep up with him. He tucked away his book and made sure none of the plants peeked out of his pouches. By the westward sinking sun, he realized it must be mid-afternoon. Far longer than he’d planned on being out. 

That was the spell the jungle put over him. To lie on the roots of ancient mangrove trees, gathering lilies from the slowly swirling waters of the Divenen River—ah, that was the life! He’d even found some odd tracks and a few blue scales by a cluster of orchids. Alden would recognize them, if only he could find a way to slip away and show them to the old herbalist. Zerrick sighed.

They passed more fields, these of coffee and tobacco, and as they drew closer, Zerrick began to hear a roar of voices spilling out over the wooden palisade wall. He glanced at Dellin as their father’s stern baritone became discernible over the roar.

“We’re too late,” Dellin muttered, his brows knotted. He quickened his pace, thin lips pressed together. Zerrick almost ran to keep up with his taller sibling, passing through the gatehouse and hurrying towards the center of town.

Zerrick paused as they neared the square of the town, which was bordered by the four most important buildings in town: the courthouse, church, gubernatorial lord’s hall, and the clock tower. A mob had gathered. Farmers stood armed with axes and hoes, and small boys threw rocks at the pillories. Women who normally coddled their children were red in the face from screaming. Mr. Eielson, the tailor, a normally quiet man, brandished his scissors and shouted out con-demnations in a voice gone hoarse. The only quiet ones in the crowd were the slaves, on the fringes of the crowd, muttering amongst themselves in their strange tongue, dark heads huddled together, sun shining on their reddish skin.

Dellin plunged into the maelstrom. Zerrick hung back, instead climbing the courthouse steps to get a better view. Directly across from the courthouse, on the top steps of the steepled church of Our Lord Iahmel, stood Zerrick’s father, the town pastor, the Reverend Delwar Dhur. He paced before the crowd, dressed in black silk with a crimson-lined cape, his dark brown hair slicked back to fall unbound down his shoulders. 

He called out to the crowd, raising high his silver-studded walking stick. “We cannot let such wickedness continue! I sat before dear Vera Smith, clasping her hand, and prayed to the Almighty to show her salvation, let her confess her heinous ways, and confess them she has! Praise Iahmel, praise the Lord, for He has driven out of her the seed of vilest sin, the contract she made with the evil Angist himself!”

Zerrick shivered, entranced by the sheer power of delivery. Such was the gift of his family: theatrics. Once his father’s speech would have spurred him to go down and join the crowd to raise his voice with the others. Now, it only filled him with dread.

“Burn the witch!” the baker’s wife called, balancing a toddler on one hip.

“Cut out her tongue!” cried Mr. Edelson with a snap of his scissors.

“No more curses!” shouted several boys in unison.

Zerrick spotted his brother climbing the church steps to join his father, and hunched his shoulders so the two wouldn’t see him. There were enough people on the steps that he could hide among them, not that he need fear. When Father began one of his sermons, he’d ignore the Savior Ja’hal himself standing before him.

“Yes, my children, we must punish sin, that we should abolish evil from the minds and souls of mortals. But Iahmel is merciful in His ways; He protects those who confess to Him and are repentant.” Reverend Dhur reached out a white-gloved hand towards the pillories, his features softening.

“She’s a whore!” the tanner’s wife screamed. “She’ll try it again!”

Reverend Dhur raised his hands for silence, and reluctantly the noise settled. He leaned over and conferred with Dellin, and in that moment where pitchforks were lowered and people hushed to listen, Zerrick caught a look at the victim of this fury.

He’d seen her only a few times before. She was a few years older than him, in her early twenties, with a square jaw and brown hair wrapped in a kerchief. Her gaze darted from person to person, while her manacled hands gripped a faded shawl.

Zerrick knew only a little about her. She tilled Lord Hennaker’s land to pay for room and board at the House of Labor. Only the more wretched sort lived there, like indentured servants who’d paid for their passage from the Motherland of Endersey with hard labor, or penniless orphans, or women without prospect. Vera was one of the latter—her father had nine other children to support. Unable to find a husband, Vera’s only choice was the House of Labor.

There were rumors that she supplemented her income with less honorable work, though she was no beauty. She’d been seen cursing farmwives and children who dared call her a woman of the night, and people said her manner was rude and volatile. But Zerrick felt disturbed, watching her pain and the fury of the crowd. He knew she was no witch.

Their conference over, Reverend Dhur placed his white-gloved hand on the woman’s dusty kerchief and spoke in a steady voice. “I have listened to this sinner’s confession, and I believe she will keep her word and stray never again to the Dark Arts. Nevertheless, her soul has been marked, and her family name tainted—”

“How could you! My own daughter!”

This last came from the blacksmith, a large bearded man with tears streaming down his face. The Reverend silenced him. “Now Kimball, it is known that the young, unguided female is the prime target for Angist’s lies.” He addressed the crowd again. “But because she comes of such good family, a family which looks after our dumb animals in their haltering and shoeing, she herself will be punished as would a stray horse. As her soul was branded eternally by the mark of Angist, we will try to counter that with a mark of our own. Upon her upper arm, she will be branded with the holy seven-point star, the mark of our Savior, Ja’hal.” The crowd broke into shouts of approval, but the blacksmith cried out. Zerrick wondered if he was thinking he’d be the one to perform the deed; he was, after all, in charge of forging brands.

Again his father’s voice somehow rose above the noise. “I have consulted with the prosecutor and judge, and we have all agreed on this punishment. She will be marked in pain for her sin, yet the mark will protect her, remind her to whose flock she belongs. If she lives forever more in strict obedience of the Lord’s ways, He may show His favor for the one who bears His mark.” Sound reasoning, Zerrick thought; yet why did it feel so wrong?

Around him, the opposing voices dwindled. Though the black-smith hung his head, it was obvious he agreed with what must be done. Reverend Dhur gave the task of forging and applying the brand to the blacksmith, and scheduled the branding for the coming Thursday. The crowd began to disperse.

Zerrick considered joining his brother and father, but even as he descended the steps of the courthouse, the two of them disappeared into the church without a backwards glance. He told himself he was not going to feel hurt; it was not the first time they had forgotten him. This was better, actually. Now he had a chance to see Alden.

Avoiding the townspeople, Zerrick ducked into the alley behind the courthouse and with a stealth long practiced made his way to Alden’s home. Vera’s red-rimmed eyes haunted him. He would find some excuse to be away from the square the day of the branding—he didn’t think he could bear to watch some poor innocent woman struggle as her father placed a glowing hot brand to her skin.

By the time he reached Alden’s cabin, Zerrick’s nerves had settled. He opened the iron gate and crossed the garden, overgrown with vines climbing the walls. Alden’s house, though within the town walls, managed to create the illusion of sitting by itself in a secluded glen. Trees that must have been planted before Zerrick was born lined the fence, and everywhere things flowered and bore strange fruit, all specimens from Alden’s travels down the coast of Argessa. Before he had settled down to become town healer, Alden had been a great explorer. He had lived with the natives and seen magical creatures that lived in the jungle. He taught Zerrick herb lore, among other things that Zerrick hoped Father never learned about.

Zerrick stepped over a potted palm by the steps and rapped on the door. He heard a low mutter on the other side, then Alden opened the door and pulled him inside, saying, “Come, come, don’t just stand there—lot of commotion around town today, eh? Let’s see what you’ve got for me? Oh, full pouches, very good, good!”

Zerrick blinked at the speed of Alden’s excited speech, but as he breathed in the house’s exotic scents, he relaxed somewhat. He found a chair as Alden went on, “Pitchu for open sores, Javanica pods for malaria, mangrove, curry orchid, tree fern, brown spotted orchid . . . ah, Argessan Lobelia!”

The old man grinned like a child as he emptied Zerrick’s pouches, stuffing plants into glass jars which must have cost him a fortune. Zerrick was pleased to see most of his gatherings went into the proper jars, although a few specimens were thrown into the poison jar and quickly corked. Well, he was only an apprentice. He sat back and stretched out his legs.

The house was cozy, the walls decorated with paintings from Endersey as well as artifacts from local tribes. Almost the entire downstairs was taken up by the research laboratory with only a small kitchen and dining area and no place to receive guests, not that many came to call. It had been different when Alden’s wife was alive. She’d kept a little corner for sitting and chatting by the atrium where Alden grew his ferns, off from the main part of the house. Now, however, every table and chair had plants growing in pots upon it, or glass jars of herbs, or a carefully wrapped book, or strange tools of wood and stone.

Master Alden finished his sorting and returned Zerrick's pouches. He sat back in his faded red velvet chair and regarded Zerrick with watery blue eyes. 

Zerrick gazed back at him, forcing himself to be patient. Alden often did this—went from childishly excited to ancient and solemn in a breath. He had to talk to him about the branding, and now Alden would be in the mood to listen. Zerrick glanced at the water clock on the mantel, calculating; he had an hour or so before his family would expect him home for dinner.

Alden ran a hand through his gray hair, leaving a brown streak of dirt. He spoke in a much slower voice. "So, how was your sojourn into the wilderness? I noticed a few interesting scales in one of your pouches. Karuneeb, I believe. Did you see any sign of it? They are quite shy, you know. Usually don't come close to civilization."

"I saw its tracks," Zerrick said, dusting a little leftover soil from his clothes. He'd have to change clothes before dinner of course, but hopefully he wouldn't have to order a bath. 

Alden nodded. "It looks like a large rodent with intelligent eyes, blue scales, long prehensile tail, and the most beautiful voice you've ever heard. Magical, naturally. I'm surprised you didn't thrust those at me the moment you came in. You seem distracted—did something happen today? I heard quite a noise from the square." Alden began writing notes in one of his books, glancing up at Zerrick occasionally as he spoke.

Now Zerrick could bring up his concerns. "Master, do you remember Vera Smith? She was accused of witchcraft. Today my father encouraged her to confess, and now her punishment will be a public branding of the Star of Ja'hal on her arm!"

"How gruesome! And unnecessary. I've met the girl; she doesn't have the brains to become an apprentice of magic, much less a full witch." Alden's mouth set into a grim line as he wrote, a slight tremor in his hands the only clue to his feelings in the matter. Was he denying the state of things? Zerrick wondered.

"Are you sure?" Zerrick asked. 

Alden looked offended. "Of course! I know all the spellcasters in the colonies, except those terrible renegades in the wilderness, and she could not have trained with any of them. Knowing your father, he probably convinced her she was a witch and was hiding the fact from her own little mind. He seems quite good at inspiring guilt." Alden looked Zerrick up and down and Zerrick flushed. It was all too true.

Alden patted Zerrick on the knee. "Oh now, don't fret. If there’s one thing I can't stand, it's you fretting at every little thing. Relax! This whole trial means nothing. It's just a few folks upset over the malaria outbreak. It will pass." He closed the notebook, setting it aside to study some of Zerrick's findings. With a flick of his fingers, he lit one of the candles to bring more light into the dark room.

"I don't think so," Zerrick said, leaning forward to keep his master's attention. "You should have heard them in the square. Witch fever—like the kind you described from Endersey—has reached Harrow. They were suggesting she be burned alive!" Zerrick's hands clenched the armrests. A trickle of sweat ran down his back beneath the linen shirt.

"Ridiculous," Alden said, waving him off.

"No please, listen to me. It's been coming for some time. First those whispers they used to make about your wife whenever she lost a child—"

"She was the best midwife in town."

"I know that, but her death was unusual. Being struck by lightning? Then the diseases started growing worse, then Father began preaching about the troubles back in Endersey, then this Smith woman, saying curses to children, or so they say—"

"You're fretting again. We've already got the cure for the current diseases and simple words can't hurt children."

Zerrick let out an exasperated sigh. "But they think they can. So what happens if someone catches me making trips to the jungle, or what if one of your cures doesn't work?"

"Is that what you're worried about? Well, you needn't. You're the pastor's son. Who would suspect you? And I'm just an eccentric old man, but a man with some mighty helpful knowledge. No, I don't think they'll challenge either of us." Alden placed a potted fern in Zerrick's lap. "Now, let's get on to the lesson, shall we?"

Zerrick resisted the urge to shove the plant away. "I don't know if I should continue. I'm not sure what is right any more." He glanced around, noting a tribal knife on the bookshelf, the watchful eyes of a stuffed hawk on the table. He thought back to the sentencing, feeling once again the fear, the unease at his father's words. "Father spoke of souls being branded. Is my soul branded with evil? Because I practice witchcraft?" He whispered the last word; even so, it seemed terribly loud. He fought the urge to touch his temple in a sign of protection.

Alden looked weary, as he rose to go to a leather-bound tome on a wooden stand by the door. He leafed through it and came to a page marked with a faded ribbon. "And he spake against the people, saying 'Blame not the craft for the errors of the craftsman.'" He closed the book and turned to Zerrick. "Many think Ja'hal was referring to the innocence of material things and the evil within the human soul, but if you read it within context, Ja'hal was addressing the mob after the warlock Herfastis was caught committing the slaughter of the seven cities with his spells. Ja'hal was not simply speaking of crafts and matter; he was referring directly to the innocence of magic as a primal force."

Zerrick was still unsure. Ever since he'd learned of the works Alden did, he'd wondered where his curiosity would lead him. Master Alden was a good man; he had saved lives with his magic, including Zerrick's, but magic was difficult to place in the moral scheme of things. Wasn't all power evil?

Alden returned to his seat and clasped Zerrick's knee. "Young man, magic is dangerous. Nobody ever disputed that. But it has no taint in and of itself. It can do great good in the right hands. You're just the sort to use it, because you worry about the right of your actions. That's why I chose you for my student."

Zerrick held tightly onto Alden's hand as he tried to understand. "Magic comes from the Goddess; you taught me that, but my father says the Goddess is evil, almost as evil as Angist."

"That is from a very biased look at Creation. The Goddess and God were once one, and regardless of how the error occurred, after Angist separated them they were still two halves of a whole, and that whole is good. The Goddess may be buried beneath Angist's lies, but that does not make everything that She created in the Beginning evil. I refuse to believe it." With that, Alden sat back, glancing over at the water clock.

He sighed. "It's late. Go on home, and think about what we've discussed. You'll find I am right in the end. Practice your studies, and see me tomorrow." He made a gesture to dismiss Zerrick and settled in to his books. Zerrick hesitated a moment, but when Alden showed no signs of responding, Zerrick slowly went to the door.

He wished he'd never seen the mob. All the commotion simply made his conflict worse. And it wasn't the sort of thing he could discuss with people, not that he had any friends to discuss it with. All he had were Alden's words against his father's. He couldn't choose which to believe.
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Chapter Two
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“Among the greatest of sins is vanity.

-I Ja’hal, 24:13

Deep in thought, Zerrick left Alden’s place and walked in the lengthening shadows to his house on the other side of town. It was a beautiful white-painted mansion, with real glass windows imported from Endersey and a courtyard with clipped grass and palm trees. He entered by way of the kitchen, holding his finger to his lips as the cook, Maureen, started to scold his appearance. She humphed and threw a towel at him. 

“I don’t want to know,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. She was a large woman with a gray bun drooping down to one side of her head in the heat, and her cheeks, as always, were rosy, belying her age. Despite working with foodstuffs and sooty tools for the fire, her apron was clean. 

Zerrick tried not to smile as he explained, “Got caught sneaking sugarcane.”

“And I’ll bet that’s all you’ve eaten today.” Maureen wagged a finger at him.

He grinned, shrugging, and Maureen threw up her hands. “How am I ever going to put meat on your bones if you never eat? Women hate skinny men. You’ll never get married looking like you do!” She chuckled, her eyes sparkling.

His looks were the common joke. Mother had fussed and fretted over him since before puberty, shown him off at any local gathering, then berated him for any scratch or scrape that could damage his precious good looks. It hadn’t helped that her attentions had made him the fop around town, the one who got beaten bloody by the local bullies. Maureen had always been the one to put herbal compresses on his bruises, protecting him from his mother’s ravings. 

He gave her a quick hug and asked if his father was home.

“Your parents are upstairs in the study—I believe your father is preparing his sermon. Dinner will be at six. You’d better wash up here.” She went over to the huge fireplace to turn the roast then pumped him a basin full of water from the sink. 

He washed up while she bustled about to stir the soup, cut fresh fruit, and put something that looked highly promising—tarts, perhaps—into the baking oven adjoining the fireplace. When he was done, he asked, “Is Grandmother coming?”

“Yes, with Ingar. Your brother and his wife will stop by afterwards. You’d best wear your green velvet doublet and cape. Your mother wants you to look like a gentleman tonight.”

Zerrick groaned. “Why must we conform to Endersian fashion when we live in the tropics? It’s ridiculous to wear a cape in this heat.”

“Well, that’s your grandmother for you. Best get along now. I’ve got to cut the roast.” With a wave of her apron, she shooed him out.

Zerrick went up to his room to avoid being spotted and shut the door. He didn’t know if Dellin had told his father of this afternoon’s mischief out in the sugar field, but either way his father would deal with him more kindly if he looked civilized. He lived in what had been Dellin’s room, and while he had tried to soften the barren space with new bed curtains and a rug, it still kept the stark look of its former occupant. The only area of true color was in the wardrobe which held the array of clothing Grandmother Celinda had given him. A full sized mirror, a desk and chair, and a trunk at the foot of the bed for his more precious belongings rounded out the furnishings.

He went to the trunk and pulled out the sword that his grandfather Ingar had given him for his fourteenth birthday, and his black shoes with the brass buckles. He quickly changed shirts and stockings, pulled on the velvet breeches and doublet, and smoothed out the lace falling band collar. 

After the talk with Master Alden, he would have liked to call for dinner in his room, but with his father’s performance today there would be lots of visitors. Tomorrow was Sunday. He’d have to attend church, read over his lessons with his brother or one of the clerks, and then he could slip away to Alden’s if he didn’t stay long. Sunday was the day he was most watched, if not by his father, then by the community in general. As the pastor’s son, he was expected to adhere to all the day’s laws.

As he was combing his hair out to let it flow loose down his shoulders, a knock sounded at the door. He opened it to find his mother, Emilia Dhur, in her best evening gown of deep turquoise blue.

“Ah, I see Cook told you to wear your velvet. It sets off your eyes, gives them more color. Did you hear Delwar in the square today?” Emilia swept into the room, pausing at the mirror to straighten hair black and thick as Zerrick’s, gently patting it into its carefully arranged bun and side ringlets. Her lace neckerchief hid the fact that the décolletage of the gown was settled quite low on her bosom and her padded sleeves disguised her slender arms, yet still in the voluminous gown she looked tiny and fragile.

Zerrick had been told many times that he took after her, with her high cheekbones and pouting lips. If they looked so much alike, why couldn’t they achieve anything more than a coldly dignified relationship? Her mere presence cooled his room.

“I did watch the end of the proceedings,” he answered, tying the bows of his breeches at his knees.

“Yes, I was at Grandmother’s—trials are no place for a lady of quality—but even there I could hear the shouts. I understand it was impressive, but witches! Ugh—what a disagreeable lot. Rather like that old herbalist’s woman—whatever her name—”

“Lobelia,” Zerrick muttered, wondering if she brought up topics like this just to punish him. He fingered a small red ribbon, debating whether or not to tie up his lovelock, the long tail in his hair. He decided to let fashion be hanged; he wasn’t submitting any further to Grandmother’s ideals.

“Yes, yes, brutish sort, should have been killed after her mistake...” Emilia trailed off, staring at her reflection in the mirror, face impassive, but Zerrick winced. It seemed his mother could never forget how he had spoiled her as a childbearing woman. At birth, he had been turned wrong; it had taken all of Lobelia’s skill to save both him and his mother. When they visited families with six and seven children, his mother would sit quietly, giving Zerrick smoldering glares. 

“Well,” Emilia continued, “this girl will be properly punished, and this incident should bring more of the town to church tomorrow, so it is all for the best.” She gazed at Zerrick’s reflection and their ice-blue eyes met. 

The moment broke as she patted his arm, smirking. Gathering her skirts, she floated past him and out the door. “We’ll be expecting you downstairs,” she called as she glided down the hall. “And do wash your face. There’s a smudge on your left cheek.”

Zerrick did so, making sure to remove any trace of his morning’s activities, then he pulled on his gloves and left the room. He was halfway down the stairs when he remembered he had left his cape on the bed. Sighing, he went to retrieve it.

When he entered the dining room, his father and mother and his mother’s parents were all chatting at the dinner table, waiting for him. As they saw him, all conversation ceased, and his father’s black eyes bored into him from the head of the table. He hurried to his place and they all rose to give grace.

His father led them. “Thank the Lord Iahmel for this food He hath provided, that we may be strengthened in our beliefs from His nourishment. Amen.”

“Amen,” they all solemnly repeated, then they sat down and began. Zerrick sipped at his soup, listening to the chink of silverware and the blessed quiet of everybody eating. The table had been covered with their finest lace cloth, and new sweet-smelling candles were lit. His grandmother Celinda sat beside him, picking daintily at the roast, while Grandfather Ingar sat across from him, speaking quietly with Emilia. His father, between bites, flipped through his sermon notes.

Zerrick froze as his father suddenly addressed him. “Well, young man, you managed to make yourself scarce today. I didn’t even see you at the trial.”

Zerrick tried to keep the guilty flush from his face. “I was there part of the time, sir. Most of the day I was trying to read those lessons for tomorrow. I found a wonderful secluded spot by the mill.” There; that should corroborate with Dellin’s tale.

“Upstanding young men should not endanger themselves by leaving the town walls,” Celinda stated, dabbing her berry-stained lips with a napkin. “Also, don’t you grow lonely, studying by yourself all the time? You should be out courting, especially on a lovely day like today.” She regarded him primly, her hands hanging in the air like unfinished thoughts. She was dressed in deep royal blue, in which she had probably looked stunning in her youth. Now, with her hair turning gray and her pale face lined with wrinkles, there was too much contrast between the vivid gown and her skin. It made her look bleached out, a remnant of past times in another country.

His father continued as if she’d never spoken. “It is good you are sticking to your reading. I understand it is difficult for you, but you shall never amount to anything unless you keep at it.”

Zerrick flushed. He’d never been able to read very well. The letters seemed to misbehave for him, moving around the page to places they didn’t belong. It was why his father had given up on teaching him to preach or govern the church, while his brother became a deacon. If he was lucky, his father would grant him work as a lowly clerk.

Once his father had made the obligatory exchange with him, he turned to Ingar to ask how the slave trade was going. While Grandmother embodied the absolute vessel of grace and dignity, her husband was coarse and rugged, like the land. He had come here with Celinda and Emilia to find a fortune, and he had succeeded by shipping captured natives to Endersey and selling them as slave labor.

The natives were said to be wicked, possessing the minds of children and no souls to speak of, though they looked human enough to Zerrick. Their skin was something of a reddish-brown which matched the river mud when the floods came, and their hair was black and curly, flowing free down their backs. The men refused to shave their beards, which they adorned with feathers.

Grandfather Ingar kept twenty slaves of his own, and most people in town felt he ran a respectable business, but it had always bothered Zerrick to visit his house and see the men, women, and children caged like animals, their eyes dull and unseeing.

As for Grandfather, he reveled in the mastery of a valuable trade his many trips inland had brought him, and his ruggedness showed in his gray hair held back only by a leather strip, and in his thigh-high boots. He was the only one at the table slurping his soup.

While Delwar and Ingar discussed slaves, Grandmother and Emilia chatted about the current shortage of available ladies in town, and how Zerrick was wasting his best years by not pursuing one. He sat and poked at his food.

“Well, it’s dreadful, Mother. The men are getting so competitive these days, and Zerrick’s not much of a fighter, I fear. But things should get better. He’s going to finish his studies and start his journeymanship in Questin; there he can compete for attention. If he can finally stand up for himself.”

Zerrick sat hunched over, his appetite lost after hearing his mother’s words. Sometimes he wanted out of this town and away from the people who tormented him, but that would mean losing Alden, and he wasn’t ready for that. He needed his one friend; it was his only escape to hear the old man’s tales and lose himself in lessons about fascinating plants and wondrous deeds done by magic. 

He was glad when dinner was finally over, but now it was time for guests to arrive, and Zerrick  knew one particular guest he would have to face: his brother. He led his Grandmother to the sitting room. She complimented him on his remembering to wear his cape then berated him for forgetting to tie his lovelock. 

Only moments later there sounded a knock at the door, and he stood to greet Dellin, Dellin’s wife Ivie, and their two children, just four and two years old. Maureen hustled the little ones off to the kitchen for tarts and Zerrick watched them go with envy, wishing he could go play with them rather than endure what was surely to come. He schooled his features into what he hoped was a pleasant smile, and nodded to Dellin. Dellin didn’t smile back, but that was hardly unusual. He looked solemn, dressed all in midnight blue, his hair pulled into a very tight queue. He seemed about to say something, then Delwar entered with Ingar. Delwar and Dellin actually smiled as they clasped hands, then they launched into a discussion of the ramifications of the day’s events. It seemed Zerrick’s escapade was forgotten.

Instead they planned how they would help the town from this growing threat of witchcraft. Zerrick crossed the room to stand by Ivie, who never spoke unless spoken to, and together they stood, silent, as more guests came: Grandfather Telrick Dhur in his official robes of the church as Honorable Curate of the province, and Judge Inister, a tall thin man whose heavy brows always left his eyes shadowed. 

Telrick added his rhetoric to the discussion and Zerrick wondered if he could slip away unnoticed. Then he heard something of interest.

“Vera Smith is not really a bright enough girl to have caused such a plague by herself, you know,” Dellin said. “I think she represented only one minor player in a greater scheme.”

“Yes, I agree,” Delwar said, nodding gravely. “The child was being used. She admitted she wished evil on the children, but she said she did not know how her curses came to actually work. It is possible she was ensorcelled.” Zerrick shivered at the intimate tone of his voice, so expertly controlled to punctuate every word, let it sink into the listener’s mind as if meant for their ears alone.

“There must be at least one other witch, then, an old, powerful one, who led her to Angist.” Judge Inister had a thin reedy voice that matched his thin lips which seemed to curl around the words. 

“We’ll have to organize a search, then,” Dellin suggested. 

“Of course. And tomorrow’s sermon will be the first clue,” Telrick said, fingering his robes. “All concerned citizens will be there, but it is known that devils feel uncomfortable in a House of God. Those who don’t attend tomorrow are suspect.”

Master Alden often skips church, Zerrick thought, feeling the blood draining out of his face. For once he was glad nobody in his family ever took notice of him. Alden was right. No one would ever suspect Zerrick of anything, but how many others would be tried after this?

They continued, deciding how to approach the suspects and going over what traits marked magic use and how to recognize magic when they saw it. They talked of devil marks, familiars, kinship with nature, and worship of the Goddess. Alden didn’t have any pets, thank goodness, but he did have a small scar beside his nose from a tribal initiation, and he had his gardens, and his powers. Zerrick began to feel nauseated, imagining what could happen if his father confronted Alden. What would he do? Defend Alden against his father? Die for something he wasn’t even sure he believed in? Maybe Alden would sense the unrest and attend church. Or maybe Zerrick could get word to him, somehow, before the sermon began.

He jumped as Ivie suddenly spoke to him. “Are you feeling all right? You look rather pale. Perhaps you should lie down.” She wouldn’t look at him, opening and closing her lace fan.

He could have kissed her. “Yes, I am feeling a bit off color. Please tell my mother I went to bed. I certainly wouldn’t want to miss the sermon tomorrow.” He bowed and slunk out of the room, wishing he did not truly feel so awful inside. He needed sleep, blissful, uncomplicated sleep without worries or regrets.

As he made his way up the stairs, he heard his father describe the terrible deaths the malaria was causing, how people saw visions in their sleep, visions of black wings blotting out the light. He waited in his room, intending to stay there only until Father was asleep, until the house was quiet, so that he could sneak out and warn Alden. 

Instead, Zerrick fell asleep.
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Chapter Three
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“The sweetest voice hath oft been the seed that sows poisonous unrest.”

-I Ja’hal, 35:22

Zerrick sat up in the bed with a jolt, aware that he had just escaped a nightmare about flames and smoke, but the dream was already fading, sinking back into the murky depths of his minds. Pale morning light lanced through cracks in the shutters of the room’s only window. He yawned and massaged an ache at the back of his head. Then he remembered Alden.

I’ve got to somehow warn him, he thought, and pulled on his shirt from last night, stumbling over to his wardrobe for his Sunday black. He dressed quickly, not bothering to check if all his bows were correctly tied, and swiftly washed his face and wet back his hair. 

He flung on his black silk cape, then went downstairs, taking the steps two at a time to check the house’s only clock with springs, a new design from the homeland. A little after five—less than an hour before the early sermon, which Zerrick would be expected to attend, as well as the midmorning sermon for the lazy.

As he stood wondering how to slip away, Delwar came down the stairs, reading his notes and sipping a cup of tea. He stopped as he saw Zerrick. “Finally up, I see,” he said, staring at him.

Zerrick tried to speak past the sudden knot in his throat. “I’m after some herb tea. Is Mother up?” His father rose early every morning, but Mother generally slept in until later, even on many Sundays when she would spend the morning perfecting her hair and dress for her appearance beside her husband at the later sermon.

“Yes. Her handmaiden is plaiting her hair. We’re going to make our appearance as a family today. Even Almieta will be with us for the dawn sermon. Stay nearby so we can leave on schedule and arrive together.” This morning he seemed to glow, suffused with inner wisdom in his simple white robe over which he would later don his habit, back straight and proud. Delwar had always enjoyed his power; the current situation must be a dream-come-true for him, Zerrick thought. It was a chilling thought, but he didn’t have time to add any more worries. It was going to be next to impossible to warn Alden.

He assured his father he would stay close and went to the kitchen to grab a tart from the breadbox. As he scarfed down the tart and drank his tea, he contemplated the servant’s entrance, warring with himself over whether he should break away. Maureen entered and stalled his decision.

“All ready, Zerrick? You look quite mature today, or maybe it’s just me. Have you already eaten? I’ve fresh mangoes and leftover tarts.” She bustled about the kitchen, piling up a tray of food for his parents and trying not to stain her Sunday dress. Zerrick held up the half-eaten tart and she nodded then hurried out towards the sitting room.

Now was the time. If he sprinted both ways, he might make it. He popped the last bit of tart into his mouth and gripped the door handle, ready to make a run for it.

There was a knock at the front door.

Let the maid get it, please, he thought, but he knew who it was and that he would be expected to act as host until his mother was ready. With a longing look at the back door, Zerrick wiped off his hands then went to the sitting room off the foyer.

The maid was taking Almieta’s shawl when Zerrick entered, and Almieta waved a milky white hand to acknowledge her brother. Her husband, Hilliard Inister, was already seated, smoking a pipe and glaring at him through the puffs of smoke. Zerrick felt about as comfortable around Hilliard as he did his father, Judge Inister. Hilliard was the open embodiment of that dark glint in his father’s eyes; he was a giant bully of a man with dark hair always in disarray and a mottled red complexion hinting at anger just under the surface. His eyes, however, were open and honest, a sort of hazel brown which changed to reflect his mood. Right now they were green with discontent. He and Delwar didn’t get along. Zerrick knew his mother thought Hilliard handsome but a little frightening; he’d never understood why his parents had given Hilliard consent to marry Almieta. They were an unlikely couple.

Almieta stood behind Hilliard’s chair, a wispy aspen next to a thick gnarled oak. Somehow she’d escaped the somber tones of her parents’ hair color; her golden hair was tied back, ringlets falling softly onto her shoulders. Her eyes were pale blue like Mother’s but timid, haunted almost. She had always been the shyest of the family. 

Zerrick glanced around to see if they had brought their daughter, now four years old, but apparently she had been allowed to sleep in. Her nursemaid would probably take her to the later sermon. He decided he had better at least make an attempt at entertaining them. “Well, this should prove quite an interesting morning, don’t you think?”

Hilliard gave an ungracious cough, waving at the air with his pipe. “Bloody nonsense, dragging everybody to church for a sort of mock-trial. No guilty person would be stupid enough to miss today. Your father and mine are both fools.”

Zerrick wondered if he would utter such words if Delwar were present and decided he probably would. Hilliard was known for his blunt honesty and general lack of fear. It made him a shrewd prosecutor.

He decided to try his sister instead. “Will Flora be joining us?”

“Yes, she’s been down with a little fever, but she’ll make the second sermon. She’s excited to see you.” Zerrick had to strain to hear Almieta, though he stood only a few feet away. He smiled at her words; Flora would make this whole terrible business a little brighter. She was a lot like him: imaginative, curious, a regular little sprite full of potential.

They discussed a few inane topics as the hand on the clock slowly moved towards six, then Delwar and Emilia came down arm in arm. Emilia floated over to Almieta and hugged her, gushing over how lovely she looked and how awful she was for not coming to visit more often. Delwar shook hands with Hilliard, the maid fetched hats and capes, and they all prepared to leave. Emilia took one look at Zerrick and told him he’d missed three bows. He tried to contain his ire as he tied them, and followed the two couples out the door into the early morning coolness.

The streets were still empty except for a few early risers: a fisherman on the way to the river, a patrolman who waved hello at them, and an old couple also making their way to church. Dew covered the street lamps and misted windows and doors, and overhead heavy clouds gathered. The rising sun was visible, however, and its light wreathed the clouds in golden fire. 

A small group gathered inside the church, mostly members of his family he’d seen last night, plus some of the more devoted worshippers. Young clerks lit candles in the wall sconces, and Dellin was busy directing things, a ghostly figure in his white deacon’s robes. Zerrick took his seat in the front row of the pews as Delwar went to an antechamber and returned with his long sleeved yellow robe and the chasuble Grandfather Telrick would wear. Grandfather no longer preached, but he was Curate, the link to the Church and King back in Endersey. He had also built this church. With a nod to Delwar, Telrick donned his chasuble and took his place in a seat back behind the podium. The rest of Zerrick’s family sat, and Zerrick found himself wedged in between Almieta and Grandmother Celinda, who took one look at his sloppy bows and refused to speak to him.

People continued arriving. Zerrick turned his head every time he heard someone enter, trying to see if it was Alden. He stopped after Celinda growled at him to mind his manners.

The place was surprisingly full by the time they closed the doors. Families who usually only attended the later sermon were there, even the gurgling babies and querulous schoolboys, the latter seated in the back, watched over by Dellin with his burning stare and his switch swinging mesmerizingly from side to side. One of his duties in the small town as deacon was to act as schoolmaster.

Everyone seemed pensive, their gazes turned inwards as they sat in stiff gowns and breeches, the younger men trying hard not to scratch at their starched collars. The blacksmith was also present, with his wife and every one of his ten children, though Vera sat off to one side, ostracized by her younger siblings. Zerrick couldn’t look at the misery on her face for long; he turned his attention back to the podium as his father took his place and directed them to the first hymn.

Everyone rose and sang, and Zerrick sang a little off key, trying to see the rows of pews behind him out of the corner of his eye. Alden wasn’t here. He hoped he would make the second sermon.

The song ended, and Grandfather Telrick took the podium. He made a few announcements about news from Endersey and the affairs in nearby towns. “And in Questin, there has been a strange behavior seen in children, who said they dreamt of a lady clad in green plantlife. Questin officials have been searching for the evildoer causing these dreams, but to no avail.”

He continued after a rumble of discontent, echoed in a distant rumble of thunder outside. “The priesthood in Endersey has noticed a great movement of witches into the New World of Argessa. They are alarmed at this trend, and have advocated that the townships do whatever is necessary to stamp out the threat.”

That caused a greater stir than the first statement, and Zerrick heard behind him the blacksmith whispering a fervent prayer. 

Telrick concluded his announcements and they stood and sang the second hymn. Then Reverend Delwar stood up. As he came up to the podium, the rain began outside, pattering on the high vaulted roof and against the single stained glass window above his head, which threw its muted orange and red light on his robes, coloring him like the dawn. Or like fire.

Delwar stood straight, hands folded in front of him, and when he spoke, his voice was low but heated, impossible to keep out, like the sun’s rays. “In the Beginning, unorganized, chaotic, searing Light and Energy surrounding the spirits and the dual God, Iahmelainéra. He and She observed the Light, and it was good, yet it was without mind, without form. So Iahmelainéra decided to shape it.”

So it was the creation tale he was starting with today, Zerrick mused, interested despite his anxiety. He remembered long discussions with Alden, picking over the details as it had been described by the prophet Kazimir. In the Beginning, everything had been One, and good, pure. He wondered why it had been changed at all.

Delwar continued, “From one third of the Light was created the Heavens. From the second part of the Light created They the world. The towering mountains, the land, were created by the Iahmel aspect of the Supreme Being; the rivers, oceans and springs were created by the Ainéra aspect.” Rain ran in rivulets down the stained glass window.

The first separation of the One into Two, thought Zerrick mournfully, almost hearing Alden’s impassioned lecture about how just by creating different parts of the world, the deity had been doomed from the start. And how clever his father was, he thought, using the weather outside. The early morning showers were common this time of year. 

Delwar described the creation of animals and birds and plants from the waters, and then his tone changed from wonder to foreboding. “But the third part of the Light was still unconquered; it pervaded Nature, and some of the animals mutated into the great dragons and griffins, gargoyles and hydrae.”

Zerrick remembered Alden’s words, And it is because of this infiltration that magic exists in the world, will always exist, deep within Nature. That first Light, that Chaos before Creation, was magic.

Thunder accented Delwar’s speech. “Concerned that the raw power of Light might be harmful to their Creation, Iahmel and Ainéra quickly tamed it. The first third Iahmel took and forged into the sun, that its regulated energy could sustain life. Ainéra took the second third, and created the moon and the stars, to light the world when the sun was away. Then together, They contemplated the last third.”

This part should get interesting, Zerrick thought; here different religions argued about the story.

Delwar paced, adding passion to his voice. “The spirits of Heaven suggested a thinking, feeling creature unlike the animals, a being with morals and language to glorify the goodness that was the Dual God. Iahmelainéra agreed. One created man; the other created woman, from the mud where land and water mix. Then They rested. While They rested, Emos the man and Lera the woman gathered food and played among the wilderness, but after a while Lera grew bored, and went to the river to view herself and sing. Her singing awoke the Ainéra aspect, and Ainéra watched her with pride, thinking ‘I have created this, I, Myself, and not My Mate.’ As She thought this, a pain erupted in Her side where She was joined to Iahmel. A crack formed.”

How could the Goddess wake without waking Iahmel if the two were so wholly joined, Zerrick always wondered. Alden said the Nemite religion believed they had both woken and were both contemplating their separate achievements. Zerrick thought that made more sense. Looking around, however, he doubted if anyone else thought that, or anything else. They were entranced by his father’s performance.

“In Her ear, a tiny voice said, ‘Great are Thy works, Fair One, greater far than the works of Thy Husband. See there the moon, how it sparkles in the streams and oceans. Yea, truly Thou art highest in Thine art!”

Reverend Delwar’s voice rose to a crescendo as he came to the critical part, “And the pain in Ainéra’s side grew worse, and with a terrible wrenching, Ainéra found Her face separated from Iahmel’s. The crack in Her side deepened, spilling dark blood. Iahmel stirred, and the voice warned, ‘Now Thou hast committed grave error. When He awakens, He shall punish Thee.’ But She replied, ‘It is of no matter. I am the greater. He can do Me no harm.’ Yet fear arose in Her heart that the love of Her Mate might falter. And from this fear flowed anger that Iahmel should think Himself master, should take it upon Himself to discipline Her. In sudden fury and terror, She tore Herself bodily from Him; separated neck and torso, leg and arm. The crack became a gaping hole, and as the blood spilled, Angist was born, Father of all Evil, and darkness eclipsed the moon as his words seduced Her.” The storm outside reached its peak, and people murmured prayers, cowering.

The rest of the tale was the same in both cultures, and as Zerrick listened, he tried to consider how the Nemites would have interpreted things. Iahmel either woke or was already awake and partly guilty, and together He and Ainéra fought to destroy Angist, but Angist escaped into the world. As for Ainéra, She was either thrown out or exiled Herself in order to combat Angist’s evil in the world. Of course, Zerrick’s father insisted on the former, and the townspeople agreed, shouting condemnation for the errant Goddess.

Reverend Delwar turned to the lesson of the tale. “You all know the story of the first tribes, how Angist and Ainéra stalked the wilderness and lured men away from the truth of Iahmel. Ainéra’s lies created beast worship and savage barbarians, much like the soulless here in the colonies who have lost all touch with Iahmel and have become beasts themselves. She granted magic to many of these cultures, and to the evil Nemites of the West who sought to take over the world in the time of Ja’hal’s First Coming.”

Now Zerrick wished he could block out his father’s voice. The last thing he needed was more guilt that his experience with magic had aligned him with Angist. Delwar went on to describe the War of Mages, over three thousand years ago, when the boy Ja’hal was born to the Emir of one of the two nations of wizards. Angels visited him and taught him that wizards were all evil, seeking dominance with their power. He managed to convert the Emir after near destruction then defeated the Empress sorceress of Al’Tuon. 

“And the horrors did not simply end after Ja’hal’s Comings. In Balia, just north of our homeland in Endersey, just ten years ago there was a terrible mage storm caused by a witch who swore he’d seen the Goddess and was acting on Her orders to kill worshippers of Iahmel. And just in the last year, one hundred and twelve acts of magic have been recorded by witnesses here in the colonies and along the coast of Argessa. One needs only to hear of the Stonefist Gang to know witchcraft is rampant in the New World.”

The renegade mages Alden complained about. Oh yes, there were real acts of magic being done, but most of it was hardly recognizable as magic. Mage storms? Curses? Plagues?! Such things were possible, but only by incredibly powerful witches, and Zerrick doubted there were any here who cared a thumb’s length about the colonies. He had to admit, however, that there were probably more powerful witches here than in Endersey—according to Alden, there was a rich store of magic here that had apparently all been used up back in the Motherland. But mage storms? Unlikely. Half these ‘acts’ were probably natural phenomenon. 

“This Creation tale I have told is to remind you that the witch’s power comes from Angist, from that first separation, the betrayal of Ainéra and the birth of evil. Only the Will of Iahmel can fight it. Where the Church is strong, as in Endersey, the witches will flee and torment man no longer. We can fight this evil,” Delwar concluded, leaving the podium and coming towards the congregation to stand before them, arms upraised. Behind him, the clouds parted, and beams of sunlight shone through the lighter colors of the stained glass, bathing him.

No, that was all wrong, Zerrick thought, anger rising up to his throat. He clenched his teeth to keep quiet. Magic was of the first Light, not the first darkness. It came before the Separation. It was simply that when Angist was born, magic became a power for both good and evil. If he had any of his father’s talent, he would have stood up and explained it all. But Father wouldn’t have listened.

The people nodded and slowly they began to stir, slowly transforming into yesterday’s mob. Zerrick sat up, as restless as those around him but for different reasons. He found himself glad Alden wasn’t there. The old man would be livid at the things Father was describing; he’d be standing up and arguing, and that would be worse than missing.

“Remember the signs of a witch! It is written in the Tylander Chronicles that witches are always close to untamed nature. They carry pieces of it with them: dried plants, live fronds, a crystal, sometimes even the soil itself to draw power from, and they often have pets, like the cat or crow. Iahmel or nature often marks them with witch marks, or scars, and they shun all things holy.” Eyes afire, Delwar strode out into the pews, touching the heads of his worshippers.

“You, my flock, you shall be the eyes and ears of the Lord Iahmel! Seek out witches, capture them, but do not kill them, that they may receive judgment by the Law and by the Church, and be sent into Hell in a fiery blaze!”

The response was incredible. Farmers and fishermen, housewives and elderly widows, all stood up around Delwar and prayed aloud in glory to the Lord Iahmel, reaching out hands to touch Delwar as he passed through the pews. He blessed them and told them their faith would be their greatest weapon. Emotion seemed to whirl through the room, like a great hurricane, and Zerrick was tempted to be swept along with it, dive into the center of the maelstrom where his father called him . . . but of course, it wasn’t he that was being called; it was the nameless people, never him, that mattered to Delwar. His father’s eyes swept over the people then gazed up to the roof above, but they were unfocused, almost all pupil.

Zerrick shivered in the humid air, smelling the stench of too many bodies, his ears ringing with their fervent cries. Delwar went on to tell them what he and the others had discussed last night, that there was at least one master witch in town and they must all be watchful and not stray from their beliefs. He answered a few questions, assuring folks of their safety in the arms of Iahmel. Then the sermon ended and everyone sang the last hymn.

As the door opened, Zerrick breathed deeply, trying to dispel his tension. A cool wet breeze hit his skin and he heard the schoolboys shout with glee as they ran to play in the puddles, only to be scolded by their mothers. Other than the boys, however, people seemed reluctant to leave, and he wondered if they would actually stay for the second sermon. It seemed many would; people stood to stretch and greet each other, but only the fishermen and farmers left. The rest chatted away, mostly about innocent subjects, but every once in a while Zerrick heard the word ‘witch’.

He was kept busy taking Dellin’s place to watch the schoolboys as Dellin attended Father and the clerks tried to organize people into sections so that seats could be opened up for the next group. Delwar looked positively ecstatic at the devotion of his people.

After an hour of trying to keep fidgety boys in line, Zerrick was ready to throw down the switch and stomp outside—he was no disciplinarian—but a clerk came to relieve him. He went back to his seat to find his niece Flora and her nursemaid had arrived.

He sat down and Flora scrambled up onto his lap to hug him, wrapping tiny arms around his neck and burying her face in his hair. He laughed and gave her a kiss on the forehead. Her eyes were so blue, brimming with color. She settled down and spread her skirt on his knees, saying, “Mama got me a new dress, see? Not a baby dress. A lady’s dress!”

It was a beautiful gown of pink rose with bows of crushed velvet and padded sleeves, probably even with a corset underneath, which must have been very uncomfortable for Flora who was used to loose toddler gowns to run around and play in. They were already preparing her for maidenhood.

“It’s beautiful, Flora! And such a lovely color,” he said, starting to feel claustrophobic. Alden couldn’t possibly miss the second sermon, could he? Not when the entire town was here. He tried to remain calm, even though his heart was thundering in his ears. 

Then he caught sight of someone in the corner of his eye, waving at him. He turned to see Alden in a faded and dated suit of gray silk, coming down the rows of pews to sit right behind him. Zerrick turned his head to the front again, trying to ignore the herbalist. What had possessed the man to sit so near his family? He flinched as Alden’s hand came to rest on his shoulder.

“Who is this adorable little woman in your lap, eh Zerrick?” he asked amiably, as if people weren’t turning to stare uneasily at him.

Zerrick considered shunning him, but Flora peeked over his shoulder, grinning and laughing at the old herbalist. “Mr. Alden, this is my niece, Flora. The prosecutor’s daughter,” he answered, turning and nodding his head towards Hilliard who looked at Alden in distaste. Almieta sat beside him, her face anxious.

“Ah,” Alden said, smiling and removing his hat as he sat down. Zerrick sat ramrod straight, concentrating on the podium and clutching at his niece as if she could protect him from unwanted attention. He was breathing fast and shallow, and the church had turned stiflingly hot. He must look odd to his relatives, even to Flora who tried to wiggle out of his grasp, but he couldn’t help it. He felt trapped.

More people showed up; Zerrick was positive just about every person in Harrow was there. Even Lord Hennaker and his Lady were present with their servants and three of their four children, the last apparently having taken ill. People sat crammed together—the walls were lined with worshippers standing to watch the sermon and the heat grew as the clouds cleared and the sun shone down through the circular stained glass window. The doors shut, entrapping the heat. Telrick repeated his announcements, and then Delwar took his place in the circle of sunlight on the floor.

He didn’t repeat exactly the same sermon; Delwar always made a few changes for those who had to watch both, but his message remained the same. He was enlisting Harrow’s help in capturing witches.

Zerrick sat feeling Alden’s presence behind him, sweat trickling down his neck. Flora had settled against him, snoring quietly. He kept waiting, through the creation tale and the chronicles of the mage wars, to hear a muttered retort from Alden, an outburst, anything. He only heard the gasps of the other townspeople, their murmured words about the evils of magic. When he finally dredged up the courage to look behind him, in the middle of his father’s speech on the signs of witches, he could see Alden was deathly still, his eyes fixed on Delwar, narrowed, concentrating, but inscrutable. Zerrick relaxed. Of course Alden was too smart to draw any attention to himself.

After
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