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By: Paula C.


From the moment Hepzibah saw the girl, eyes wide and peering at her from behind her mother’s skirts, she knew. This one was special. The parents were gentle people, respectful and polite, talking of crops, of the unseasonable rain and ominous tremors that shook the land. Such things had not happened in many generations since the great Zhen al’Kir, the massive volcano that dominated the view to the north had finally gone to sleep.


Hepzibah sat on the grass mat they offered her, sipped the honey-sweetened tea given, and acted the politely intrigued guest until their daughter, the child with the large, beautiful eyes, grew comfortable enough around the stranger.


“’Lita, child, the Zann Esu has finished her tea,” her mother said. “Be polite and fetch her more.”


Obediently, the girl jumped up and hastened to her task, only hesitating as she approached the sorceress. Quickly she returned, gingerly holding a full cup of steaming tea in one hand, a small jug in the other. It was a burden for her, but Hepzibah saw her struggle to bear up and not spill a drop.


Quite special, indeed.

Silently the girl added a dollop of honey to the drink and shuffled away to put the jug back. Hepzibah did not speak again until the girl had returned and settled herself into her mother’s lap.


“This is the most delicious cup of tea I have ever tasted.” She smiled gently at the girl. Shyly, ‘Lita smiled back. “What is your name, child?”


“My father introduced me,” was the quiet reply. “Do you forget so easily?”


“Salita!” Her mother looked stricken, while her father had gone pale.


He turned to Hepzibah. “Forgive me, Zann Esu—“


“My name is Hepzibah, please,” she broke in.


“Yes, S’Hepzibah,” he said, and gave a small bow of the head. “Forgive my daughter. She is a good girl, but she is too free with her tongue…” In the background, Salita was being severely admonished by her mother.


But Hepzibah was smiling, though inwardly she sighed. The respect they afforded her was only proper, but nevertheless she regretted how quickly the people forgot she was one of their own. This was the very village she had been born to, after all.


“It is quite all right,” she said, still smiling at Salita. “She is quick, your daughter, and speaks her mind without fear.” Hepzibah looked at both parents pointedly. “This is a gift you should encourage and bless in any child.”


Hepzibah walked over to Salita and hunkered down on one knee before her. The mother drew back a few steps to stand by her husband, so the Zann Esu sorceress was alone with their daughter while they hovered at the fringes.


Looking up into Salita’s eyes, Hepzibah saw they were so darkly brown as to be almost black. They were deep, and spoke volumes to the woman who was long trained in reading such things.


“Are you often scolded for your sharp tongue?”


Salita nodded. “Father says I am disrespectful. I should hold my tongue and listen more.”


Hepzibah smiled. “While listening is a very rare skill, one that we all should learn, in my village a sharp tongue is encouraged for it is a sure sign of a sharp mind.”


The girl continued. “And Mama switches me for playing near the jungles outside the village gates.”


Hepzibah clucked her tongue. “Curiosity and boldness are applauded where I come from. A sorceress learns nothing otherwise, if she does not take risks.” The child said nothing in reply, so the sorceress simply patted her cheek and rose. “You are a good girl, Salita.”


To Salita’s parents Hepzibah said, “I shall come back to visit after the harvest.” The autumn harvest was two weeks away. “Until then, may Dashala bless your home, and T’Maal shelter you in his—“


“What do you do in your village?” Salita’s curiosity had at the last gotten the better of her.


Instead of feeling irritation at having her blessing interrupted, Hepzibah felt elation. She directed Salita with a frankly piercing stare. “We raise crops,” she answered, “raise our own goats and chickens. We mend our fences and weed our gardens. At night we gather around the fires and tell stories, mingle and eat samsha with friends.” Which was true. The women of the Zann Esu tended their daily lives just like the rest of the world. However, there was one other thing they did that set them worlds apart.


“And we harness the elements, gently guiding them to our will. The magicks of Fire, Ice, and Lightning. The perfect magick.”


As Hepzibah spoke, Salita’s face went from disappointed to excited, to amazed and awed.


“Do you really think I could—?“


“We shall discuss such things after Harvest. T’Maal guide your steps.” And with that, S’Hepzibah of the Zann Esu mage clan departed.

~ * ~ * ~ * ~ * ~


For the tenth time that week Salita was running through the jungle as fast as she could. Her eyes were red-rimmed and swollen, and her face was flushed with anger.


When S’Hepzibah had taken her after Harvest to live with the Zann Esu, she had never told her she would never go home again! She hadn’t even been allowed to bring Taneesh, her pet iguana she had caught all by herself. In fact, S’Hepzibah had made her let him go!


Angrily wiping tears away, Salita crashed through the thick jungle foliage. A light rain had begun to fall. Her own noisy approach and tears, along with the patter of rain, had masked the jungle noises. Brushing aside the wide fan of a palm frond, Salita came face to face with the biggest silverback Yeti she had ever seen!


She screamed so loud her throat scratched painfully. The Yeti saw her, figured her easy prey, and raised its huge clawed hands. It balled them into fists and Salita threw herself out of the way just as it brought them crashing down where she’d been standing. It roared at her, alerting the rest of its companions that there was fresh meat nearby. Then it crashed through the fronds after her.


Salita turned and ran back the way she had come, whimpering from pure terror. She would die here. She could feel her knees wanting to lock up in terror, and the desire to simply curl into a ball of fear was great, but she forced herself to run. Fighting her own body’s urges, she stumbled over exposed roots and lower brush. Soon, however, her body responded to her commands and with the rush of adrenaline, Salita took flight. 


But the Yeti was enormous, and charged after her with the single-minded determination of the demented. And it was gaining. She could hear its labored breath, deep and terrifying, as it crashed through the jungle after her, tearing down small trees and uprooting brush that lay in its way.


“Hepzibah!” Her scream was swallowed by the dense jungle and rain.


Miraculously, Hepzibah appeared and the girl could only stare in disbelief. Gone was the kind and gentle woman that had appointed herself surrogate mother. Before her stood a commanding presence, a powerful and unrelenting woman sure of her power.


The silverback Yeti attacked her instead, but hit only air that sizzled and sparked. A golden sphere hung over the sorceress’ head, humming lowly and pulsing with light as it turned ever-so-slowly on its unseen axis.


Then Hepzibah raised her arms and frost swirled about her, sparkling in the filtered light like diamonds. A massive ball of deeply piercing cold formed before her, and then shot from her hands and sailed straight for the Yeti. The silverback was frozen stiff, halted in its tracks by the blast.


“Run, child,” Hepzibah ordered. “Ice Blast will not hold him long. Run!” 


Even as she repeated the order, Salita saw the Yeti break free of the ice and charge once again, this time accompanied by its companions who had finally caught up. Not staying to watch, Salita ran fast as she could…back towards the village of the Zann Esu. Gone were all thoughts of her village: she ran for the shelter of the Zann Esu. 


Crying now for Hepzibah, wondering if she’d ever see the sorceress again, Salita crashed blindly through the jungle, retracing her steps. Suddenly there were strong, sure hands encircling her waist and she was lifted into the air. Screaming and struggling, terrified the Yeti had overcome Hepzibah and had now caught her, she fought those hands that held her fast.


“Shh! Salita, settle down, child! It is only I.” Hepzibah had overtaken her charge, and it was she that held her, safe, in her arms without breaking stride. 


The golden sphere still hovered above her head. This was definitely not the S’Hepzibah she knew: the woman who cooked for her, directed her through her chores, and woke her before the sun was up even earlier than her parents had. 


This was a woman of power, with such a commanding air of confidence Salita was in awe. Even a little frightened. But she’d never felt so safe.


With her first real glimpse into the world of the Zann Esu Salita could not repress a shiver of excitement. These women had brought her to their village to teach her, guide her, make her a Zann Esu.


As Hepzibah ran with her still clutched tightly in her arms, Salita returned the embrace and clung fast to her new mother.


She would never run away again.

