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			Though this story is fictional, 

			it was born from events that were not.

			This book is dedicated to the real women who lost their lives in the witch trials of Forfar, Scotland.

			You are not forgotten.

		

	
		
			

			




			“They didn’t burn witches. They burned women.”

			- Unknown

		

	
		
			

			


PROLOGUE


			


			November 2, 1662

			Esther

			


			I leaned through the open window, taking one long breath of air, and found that it had soured like wine long turned to vinegar, ripe with fear and despair. The dreary day meant to earn its place in November, saturated with gray clouds, strong winds, and the echoes of falling rain. The birds were far quieter than usual, and only the occasional chirp broke the somber air. Even the crows were silent—ne’er a caw was heard all morning, and the woodland creatures clung to the forests, forsaking even the breakfast I had left in the garden. Something was amiss, of that I was certain, but my visions had eluded me for days. I pulled the window closed, shivering from the cold, damp air, and returned to the fireside. 

			Intuitive as ever, Millie had seemed to sense my troubles before they even appeared, and she had placed a bit of mugwort tea on the fireside table just after breakfast. Millie had returned to us only a few weeks prior after falling ill in September. My aunt, Annabel, had sent help to us in Millie’s absence, and though I was grateful for the assistance, I had been elated when Millie returned. The tea’s warmth trickled through me as I took a sip, providing a bit of relief, though my nerves bolted through me like lightning crackling across the sky. They wouldnae be easily quelled today.

			I closed my eyes and searched the elements—the air filling my lungs, the fire warming my skin, the earth and water soothing my throat—and I asked Fate once more: what news eluded me? What was amiss in Forfar?

			Nae vision surfaced.

			Again, I breathed deeply, and upon its release, I attempted the vision once more. A scene nipped at the edge of my mind, but I couldnae pull it forward. My heart thumped strangely; the vision wouldnae bring good news. I couldnae stall my efforts now. I looked to the fire, pulled at the air, and asked my mind’s eye to remove the protections that blocked my vision.

			Sparks jumped furiously from the swirling fire, and in the flames, a scene took shape. A woman was dragged from her home by three men. She thrashed about violently, kicking and clawing as she attempted to free herself. The men tightened their grip, forcing a blood-curdling scream from her lips. The woman’s desperation was pungent, but even so, defiance rested in her dark eyes. I focused with all my might, and her features cleared. 

			My teacup clattered to the ground, its earthy warmth soaking through the green fibers of the rug.

			Millie threw the door open, rushing to my side.

			“What is the matter? Are ye well?”

			

			I shook my head. “Tis Isobel,” I choked out, barely able to form the words.

			“What of her?” Millie prompted. 

			“The witch hunters will take her from her home. I must warn her,” I said, turning my gaze to Millie. The fear on her face was surely echoed by my own, but we had nae time to give way to our fears… no if we were to warn Isobel in time.

			“Have ye forgotten our orders?” Millie asked.

			We were meant to keep ourselves from intervening in human affairs.

			“The Forfar council be damned,” I said.

			Millie arched an eyebrow. 

			“Aye, and the coven too.”

			Millie exhaled deeply, but she nodded in turn. “What will ye say to her?” she asked. “She’ll ken the truth if ye warn her of things to come.”

			“Ye dinnae think she already kens?” I asked. “She’s kenned me all our lives. We spent little time apart as bairns. Tis far too late for caution with Isobel.”

			Millie bit at her lip, her face torn, but she nodded once. We gathered our cloaks and rushed from the safety of our home toward the village center.
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			Though the rain persisted and the cold cut through my bones like a frozen blade, town was as active as a summer’s hive of bees. Even with the bustling energy of the villagers, the ominous air clung to me as Millie and I wove around the meandering townsfolk, a sign that my vision hadnae been quick to reveal itself on this occasion. We had neared the edge of the market when the jeers of villagers reached my ears. A woman’s shriek pierced my soul, and my eyes met Millie’s. 

			We were too late.

			Isobel stepped into our line of sight, dragged by three men whose stoic faces mocked us with their cruelty. In contrast, the shouts of the villagers only grew louder.

			“Witch!”

			“Burn the witch!”

			“The devil’s mistress—make her pay for her sins!”

			My heart sank with my spirits, even as it beat wildly in my chest, as though opposing forces were at work in my body. I wanted to run as far away from the burgh as my feet could carry me, and I longed to rush at the guards and free Isobel. But my vision swam, deciding my course for me. I clung to Millie’s arm for support.

			A man broke from the growing crowd bearing a knife in hand, his arm poised to bring his own justice against Isobel. Before I could cry out, one of her captors pushed his weight against him. They fell to the ground, wrestling in the muck, and my nerves grew loud at the thought of the man fighting his way free. How could he be so cruel? Isobel was innocent of all charges—she was certainly nae witch—though the villagers would ne’er be convinced otherwise. Tears welled in my eyes as I considered her likely fate.

			The crowd began parting, allowing Father Evans, the new minister of our burgh, to pass through. He had arrived only at the close of August, but already, he had sewn seeds of discord that would be impossible for us to weed out. For years, many of our kingdom’s monarchs had planted suspicion of witchcraft through our country, and I had long witnessed our local townspeople’s belief in their lore. But this minister’s arrival had sparked the old sentiments afresh, which now fanned into blazing flames.

			The minister was followed closely by Malcolm Campbell, the head of the Forfar witches’ council. Little surprise, I thought. If the minister was causing trouble, Malcolm was certain to be found at his side. Though Malcolm worked with Father Evans as a means to protect us, I couldnae stomach the thought of our safety coming at the cost of innocent human women.

			Father Evans’s dark eyes were set under a strong brow, and his features were cloaked in their usual persuasive position. He threw back his shoulders, making the most of his tall figure, and when his deep voice sounded, the crowd quieted, fearful they’d miss even a crumb of the minister’s instruction.

			“Violence is not the answer!” His London accent was still strange. “Judgment is yet to be determined. Do not bring harm against this woman.”

			The crowd erupted in murmurs—some in agreement, others in doubt.

			“There’s only one thing Isobel is guilty of,” Millie muttered to me, “and that is being a woman in this god-forsaken burgh of bloodthirsty men.”

			I couldnae disagree. The minister and the magistrate were hellbent on ridding the burgh of witches, and the townspeople were either too frightened to fight back, too enamored with the teachings of Father Evans, or simply content to allow it so long as it kept trouble from their own doorsteps. Several coven members thought it wrong we didnae intervene or influence the humans to think better of their course, but the council gave nae heed to our concerns.

			“Assist us in taking this man to the tolbooth,” the minister commanded. Father Evans would certainly have him held in the tolbooth’s jail, though unlike Isobel, this man would again walk free. 

			

			A few of the village men made their way closer, but nae one yet entered their tussle.

			“If this… woman is guilty, justice will be served in due time,” the minister reassured.

			This woman. Aye, Isobel was meant for the gallows, to be sure.

			With this reassurance, the crowd reluctantly obeyed his wishes, and the attacker was secured and quickly removed toward the tolbooth. Another villager took the missing guard’s place, and Isobel was once again in motion. The crowd observed the proceedings more peacefully than before, seeking the minister’s favor.

			“Justice will be served, my children!” Father Evans called, nodding to those he passed. “Walk not in darkness during this time but trust in the Lord and his instruction!”

			“What does he know of the Lord?” I muttered.

			The minister continued at a slow pace, calling the villagers by name and giving further instruction. As Isobel grew close, she looked pointedly at me before turning away. The act didnae escape the minister’s notice, and his glare burned through me as he passed by, his eyes searching into the very depths of mine as though he kenned my every secret.

			The men dragged Isobel around the corner of the tolbooth. Isobel and I had been dear friends as girls, two wild bairns running through the nearby forest and vexing our mothers. Isobel’s parents were more determined than mine to raise a proper lady, and when our girlhood gave way to young womanhood, her mother had forbidden her to pass time in my company. Though we had drifted apart, I maintained a fondness for Isobel that hadnae faded. Perhaps the same was true for Isobel, but I couldnae lie and say that I wasnae worried that they would pull confessions from her that would compromise me.

			

			Perhaps I should remove those early memories of myself from her mind. The closer in proximity to her, the better for completing such a task, and I kenned a guard who exchanged favors for a bit of coin, so I—

			I squeezed my eyes shut, horrified. I was frightened, to be sure, but that was nae reason to betray my childhood companion. She had kenned my ways when we were younger, and she had ne’er betrayed our confidence. My stomach churned at what we’d each been reduced to by these trials. I’d nearly allowed men’s prejudice to fracture the bonds of sisterhood. 

			I turned to Millie, steadying myself. “We should return home.”

			“Aye,” Millie agreed, taking my arm. “Let’s get ye warm by the fireside.”
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M.B. Thurman traded her career as an executive assistant to fulfill her lifelong dream of becoming an author. She spends her time writing and operating her bed and breakfast, the notable Miller Tree Inn. Though her Southern roots run deep, Thurman has embraced the lifestyle of the magical Pacific Northwest with her husband and feisty feline, Midnight. 

			
Thurman’s book settings echo her love of travel—especially areas of the world that brim with magic and echo ancient marvels. Her company, Firecracker Entertainment, is dedicated to bringing Thurman’s novels to life through immersive storytelling in mediums ranging from screen to audio and beyond. 

			
Visit her at mbthurman.com. 
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