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				Part One

			

			Nestled between the Great Iron Hills of the East, and the Adderback Falls to the West, perched a quaint little village on a hillside. It was a quiet place, far from any kingdom or empire, and it had no marking on any map. Its people liked it that way. 

			The villagers grew their own food, used their own doctors. They had their beliefs, untainted by the ways of the outside world. They followed their traditions, and if you asked them, they worked not for money but satisfaction. They gave each day to the village, each night to the Chapel. Every fifth day of the first and third seasons, they dedicated to the Offering Festival. One Offering for a fruitful summer, one for a mild winter. 

			The morning sun warmed the cedar shake rooftops of little wooden houses as the villagers began their preparations for the following night. 

			A bespectacled man with dark hair and adorned in stark black vestments made his way down to a building in the middle of the square. He opened its double doors wide and stood like a raven on its steps as he squinted up at the steeple. People would be arriving soon with their contributions. Already, villagers lingered in his shadow, waiting for the Chapel’s bell to welcome them inside.

			They formed a line out the door the moment it did, in their arms wine or bread, or other portions of their daily rations they had set aside for this occasion. Elsewise they brought crafts of weaving, fabrics—all creations—to be offered in turn as gifts to the ultimate Creator. The whole of the village brought something, as all were expected to—save for the youngest of the children, who would not be expected to give anything until they had reached an age of at least ten summers, when they would relinquish their worldly toys and trinkets and turn their minds to God. 

			The minister passed a hand over his villagers’ gifts with a muttered word of prayer for each—a plea, of sorts, that God might be inspired to have mercy on the village in the coming season, among other things. Blessing the contributions for the Offering, of course, was only a formality. It stopped none of the consequences if they weren’t good enough.

			Nevertheless, the minister blessed each and every contribution brought to him, giving the villagers false hope for yet another season.

			He then made his way down the road to the outskirts of the village when he had finished his works and entered the surrounding wood. An ivy-covered cabin sagged alone in the shade. A stack of firewood sat piled in front. An ax stuck out from a stump.

			The minister sighed, stepped up to the cabin door, and knocked twice. A great, lumbering fellow with shaggy hair answered. The minister looked up at him. The woodsman was a man with a proud nose and stern eyebrows. Always serious. 

			“Good evening, Thatcher,” the minister greeted in a smooth voice. 

			“Blackwood,” grunted Thatcher. 

			Reverend Shelby Blackwood cleared his throat. 

			“I’ve come to see if you perhaps have a contribution. For the spring Offering, I mean,” he said. 

			Thatcher said nothing. Shelby adjusted his collar.

			“They talk, you know. Speculate why you never come to town,” he said. 

			“Don’t care,” said Thatcher. 

			Ives Thatcher had never once partaken in an Offering, or any of the other ceremonies or festivals held within the village, at least not since Shelby had assumed his position as the Reverend. Shelby didn’t fully understand it, but he assumed it was because Thatcher did not feel welcome. He was quite different, after all, what with his unnatural size and hair of fire. He wore brown furs and animal pelts, not the off-white fabrics worn by the villagers. He was not Shelby’s lamb. The villagers, however, said it was because Thatcher worshipped the old gods. Shelby did not think it could be so. The old gods were dead. 

			“They’re scared of you,” he said. 

			Thatcher only glared down at him from under his heavy brow. Shelby held his gaze, not a man to be intimidated easily. 

			Finally, Thatcher said, “I don’t have a contribution.”

			Shelby nodded. “Very good. I should hope you’ll have one next season.” He watched Thatcher disappear back into his home. Shelby’s lip curled. He was tired of this ritual.

			Knowing Thatcher, he would not have anything come autumn. He never did. Shelby had been a minister for many years and knew Thatcher couldn’t care less about the Offering or whatever else the villagers got themselves up to. That never stopped Shelby from trying to win his participation each season. How many times had Shelby asked now? With each passing moon, every strain of ill fortune, he had watched the villagers grow increasingly suspicious of Thatcher. More fearful. Some fear was good—but with it always came irrationality, if left uncontrolled. And if Shelby could not control Thatcher, the villagers would, in turn, fear him. 

			The Offering, thankfully, went without a hitch the following night. The people sang and danced joyously around the bonfire in the village square, throwing in their contributions. Wine sizzled within the flames, and food and fabrics popped and sparked as they burned down to charcoal. White smoke billowed into the sky. Always a good omen. 

			Shelby could not partake in the festivities himself—it was his duty to keep watch and leave himself open to receiving any visions or omens that may appear during the Offering. Smoke turning black, someone getting burned by a stray ember, rainclouds forming. Anything could foretell ill fortune. But, sometimes, smoke was just smoke, and rain was just rain. Bad luck was just bad luck. Shelby knew the difference, even if his flock did not. He still heard their concerns in hushed voices. 

			“Nothing from the woodsman again.”

			“He’ll bring God’s ire upon us.”

			Shelby clasped his hands behind his back and wandered over to the discontented man and his wife. “I assure you, there’s nothing to be concerned about.” 

			The wife frowned, tugging the hem of her stained apron. “Can’t you do something? You said yourself, the flames need something from everyone.”

			“Thatcher does not live in our village. He is not obligated to give anything.”

			The wife shook her head. “Just you wait, one of these days he’s going to have the devil curse us all. He needs to convert.”

			Shelby gave her a tight smile. “That’s up to him.” He turned and presented the table full of food and wine. “Please, do not worry. Enjoy yourselves.”

			He returned home to the parsonage across the way from the Chapel once the festival ended in the wee hours of the morning. He rubbed his stiff back and collapsed into bed. He didn’t even dance, and still his feet ached. No matter. A good night’s rest would leave him with nothing to complain about. But the woodsman lurked at the edges of his mind. 

			What a problem he was, that ghost of a man, interacting with the village never but on the rarest of occasions when he came to trade for bread. Shelby likened him to a wild thing, not to be tamed or touched, and entirely unknowable. Oh, but what if he could? What if Shelby could tame this creature, and lure him into his flock? Such thoughts filled him, made him toss and turn, until the edges of sleep and the waking world began to blur together. 

			Maybe it was a sound, a whisper, which snatched him back, a faint draught on his cheek from the bad seal around his window. He blinked at the dark ceiling and was compelled to rise. 

			There was no one in his home to stir as he donned his cloak and went out into the night. The cool air was still, and no moon hung above to chase away the darkness. Shelby faltered only once; an urgency from somewhere beyond the growing haze in his mind made him consider that he should at least bring a lantern. But the concern passed as quickly as it came. He did not take late walks like these, but his legs seemed to have a will of their own as they led him through the square and down the hill to Thatcher’s cabin. To the edge of the forest. 

			The cabin was a dim shadow of itself, folding into the black of the surrounding trees. Shelby stood there, swaying slightly as he stared through it. He wasn’t certain what told him Thatcher wasn’t home, but he knew. A breeze turned his head toward the forest. He could see no path into the abyss before him, and yet … he entered it. 

			Pine needles crunched beneath his every step through the undergrowth, so loud in the dark. He wandered deeper, deeper, deeper. The village folded away behind him, and ahead, the trees unfurled, web-like. Until suddenly, Shelby found himself at the edge of a clearing. His cloak snagged, pulling him back. Panic jumped into his throat. He turned about in a frantic circle, but there was nothing. Ahead, the clearing still whispered for him to continue forward. He fought to anchor his feet in place. 

			And then … the clearing shifted. That was the only way he could think to reason it, as the trees bent and bowed, making way for an antlered beast. It stood tall among the canopy, far greater than any creature Shelby had ever seen. He couldn’t shout, his breath whisked from his lungs. His heart took off like a hare. He stumbled back and a branch snapped beneath his heel. The beast turned its bright, reflective eyes to Shelby. The spell broke. He ran. 

			Branches whipped past him, scratching his face and hands but he dared not stop now that he had control of his feet again. He ran and ran, but in the dark, he recognized nothing. The forest stretched ahead of him, endless. His lungs heaved. 
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			He would drown out here. No one would hear him suffocate among the trees or know to look for him where beetles would devour his flesh and moss overtake his bones. His memory would be washed away, just as all others who had been lost to the wood. 

			Then his path was blocked. He slid to a halt. He squinted to understand the looming shape before him and took a step back.

			“Blackwood, what are you doing out here?” 

			The woodsman! Oh, thank God, the woodsman! The faint glow of his cabin emerged from the dark behind him. 

			Shelby choked out his relief. “Thatcher! There was—there’s a—” He fumbled over the words, unable to find his breath. He collapsed to his knees. He grasped at the back of his neck, his stomach retching. 

			He felt Thatcher lift him by his arms and drag him—his legs now seemed to refuse to work at all—up towards the cabin. The night faded into his dreams. 

			Shelby awoke later to a stiff neck, and daylight warming his face. He sat up, finding himself engulfed in an armchair and wool blanket. He fumbled to clean his glasses and took in his surroundings. It was, of course, the woodsman’s cabin. His mouth fell open. A little wood-burning stove sat to the left of the armchair, and a grimy window above that. There was a tiny, open kitchen and a table for one. Beyond it, a single door, perhaps leading to a bedroom … What a small place for a man of Thatcher’s size. 

			But that was not what had Shelby’s attention. Dozens of shelves lined the walls with wooden figures of various shapes and sizes. Painted statuettes, horses, oxen and bears. Shelby stood, approaching the closest of them and plucked a green bird from the shelf. He turned it over. Tiny feathers were carved along its outstretched wings, and it had a beak so long and thin, Shelby wondered how Thatcher managed not to break it. He gently set it down and turned to the rest of the cabin. 

			He stepped through the kitchenette and peeked inside the attached bedroom. It sat empty, save for a massive bed with carved banisters, a wardrobe, and more shelves. Shelby tutted and almost closed the door again when one statuette caught his eye. He faltered. He glanced around before picking it from its shelf. A rack of antlers twisted from the figure’s head like an ornate crown. Its large eyes pierced through Shelby, stealing his breath like the beast from the night before.

			Before he could question why Thatcher would have created such a thing, he heard a noise from outside. Quickly, he pocketed the stag and hurried from the room. Thatcher entered the cabin. His gaze searched for a moment before landing on Shelby. 

			“You’re awake,” he grumbled. 

			“You told me you had nothing to give,” said Shelby. 

			Thatcher looked around at his carvings. He huffed. “None I cared to.” 

			He shuffled further inside and dropped his ax against the wall. In his other hand, he held out something to Shelby wrapped in a stained cheesecloth. Shelby took it curiously. Inside were two thin strips of jerky. 

			“Thank you?” said Shelby. 

			Thatcher shrugged. “Figured you’d be hungry after last night.” He stomped into his kitchen and put on a kettle to boil. “Not many escape when the forest calls. Funny it happened to you, though.”

			Shelby frowned. “I should thank you for saving my life.” 

			A deep rumble resonated from Thatcher’s throat, and he barked out a laugh. “I saved shit. You just got lucky. If you want to keep your luck, you’ll stay far away from here.” With that, he nodded to the door.

			But this was the most Shelby had ever heard Thatcher utter at once in all the time he’d known him. He joined Thatcher in the kitchen. 

			“And yet, you live here. I have always wondered, how does Ives Thatcher avoid the lures of the forest when he lives so close?” Shelby asked. 

			“I don’t poke my nose where it don’t belong, for one,” replied Thatcher.

			Shelby tapped his foot. “What about the creature last night?” 

			Thatcher slowly repeated him. “Creature?”

			“Yes, the giant, antlered … thing. Surely you must know about it for all the time you spend out here.”

			“The forest is full of many creatures, Blackwood. Moose, deer … It would have been one of those. Or maybe it was one of those visions you claim to have, playing tricks on you.” 

			Shelby folded his arms, considering again how the strange beast’s eyes had burned into him. A shiver ran down his neck. He supposed it could have been one of his more powerful visions. One he could touch, and smell, and hear. But even those had a distinct dream-like quality after he woke from them. Whatever he saw last night, no, it was real. It had to be. He saw himself to the door, in no mood to stay and debate this with the woodsman. Besides, it was wiser to return before any of the villagers missed him. He glanced back as Thatcher set about preparing a breakfast. Oh, he knew something, of that Shelby was certain. But that was a problem for another time. Shelby fingered the edges of the statuette in his pocket.

			“You have a steady hand,” he commented. 

			Thatcher looked back at him curiously, and Shelby gestured toward all the shelves. 

			“Your carvings. They’re beautiful.”

			Thatcher’s brow furrowed over his deep brown eyes, and he grunted. Shelby ducked out the door.

			~

			The season passed. A mild spring grew into a cool and wet summer. The crops flourished, the livestock became fertile. The Offering had been enough. The village feasted, drunk on the glad tidings its devotion had delivered: two weddings, four newly expecting mothers and a birth. Only one elder passed on to the next life, and more importantly, the forest claimed no one. So, while Shelby’s flock turned their minds from their fears, he turned his to other matters. 

			The forest may not have claimed any of the villagers, but its song still lurked in Shelby’s periphery. So, too, did the statuette. He had intended, after he’d snatched it from Thatcher’s cabin, to use it in place of Thatcher’s autumnal Offering, should any of the villagers inquire. But as the days continued on, he found himself attached to it. It was a terrifying thing, too beautiful to be destroyed. When he held it, when he traced his fingers along its smooth body, the forest’s pull grew softer on his heart. When he tried to abandon it on his bedside table, the call returned with such force that it nearly paralyzed him. So, he adopted the habit of bringing it everywhere, this talisman—for that’s what he decided it must be. Ives Thatcher spent his days at the edge of the forest crafting talismans. No wonder he remained unaffected by the forest’s song.

			Shelby needed to know more. He had half the mind to pay himself another visit to Thatcher’s cabin to satisfy his curiosity. But he had appearances to keep up. No doubt the sight of the minister making unwarranted trips to the woods would be very scandalous indeed. 

			A stroke of luck—be it good or ill—led Shelby to encounter Thatcher one rainy morning at the baker’s. The grim-looking man stepped in from the damp just as Shelby was collecting his share of bread. The baker paled and stiffly handed Shelby his bag. Thatcher shook the glistening droplets from his tangled red curls and stepped up to the counter, a bundle of wood in hand. A sneer wavered on the baker’s lips. He seemed torn between a desire to remain polite in front of his minister, and one to promptly throw Thatcher back out into the rain. 

			“… Welcome.”

			“Good morning, Thatcher,” greeted Shelby. 

			“Blackwood,” said Thatcher. 

			Shelby adjusted the clasp on his cloak. “You’re looking well today. What brings you to town in this weather?” he asked. 

			He thought he heard Thatcher say, “Was at the butcher’s,” but it was terribly hard to understand him mumbling through his beard. Thatcher pointed at the loaves on the counter and heaved his bundle of wood up next to them. The baker gasped. 

			“How much for this?” asked Thatcher. 

			The baker’s attempt at politeness went forgotten, and he stared with repulsion at the bits and pieces of dirt and bark that fell from the bundle. 

			“Get that filth off there! I have no need for firewood,” he spat. He swatted at the bundle with a towel, though he only succeeded in knocking more bark onto his counter. 

			He groaned. “See? Look at what you made me do!” 

			Thatcher frowned at him. He said nothing for a moment, perhaps thinking about whether the baker’s reaction was worth starting a fight over. Then he lifted the bundle back up and turned to leave. 

			Shelby licked his lips, seeing his opportunity. Besides, such a reaction hardly seemed called for. 

			“Give him my share for today,” he announced, for he considered himself to be a generous man. Thatcher turned back, his brow knitting together in confusion.

			The baker looked between them, his mouth bobbing open and closed. “But Reverend, he’s—”

			Shelby gave him a warning look. “It’s fine, it’s fine. I can go without for a day.”

			The baker obeyed—no one could deny a request from the minister—and gave Thatcher Shelby’s share of bread. Thatcher wordlessly accepted the kindness.

			At that, the baker dared to speak up a final time. “Aren’t you going to thank the Reverend?”

			Shelby waved him off. “Let him be. He’s a shy fellow, after all. Come, Thatcher. Walk with me.”

			He led Thatcher back out into the rain, bread in hand. He could feel Thatcher’s wary eyes on his back. 

			“Do you have any other errands to run this morning?” Shelby asked. 

			“What do you want?” muttered Thatcher. 

			Shelby smiled. Thatcher certainly was a clever one. 

			“You’ll have to forgive my bluntness, but you are, Thatcher, an oddity. You know it, I know it, the village knows it,” he said.

			Thatcher blinked.

			Shelby said, “And I’m certain you’re aware they don’t like that which is different. They talk, as you know.”

			“You don’t?” asked Thatcher. 

			“Not at all. I’m nothing like them,” said Shelby. 

			“Last I hear, pride was a sin,” said Thatcher. 

			Shelby laughed, the sound ringing out like a bell. 

			“You are right about that,” he said.

			“Rather dangerous for someone of your profession,” said Thatcher. 

			“Perhaps,” said Shelby. A gap in the clouds opened up. He smiled at the sky. “I like you, Thatcher. You aren’t at all like them, either. Which is why you worry me so. You could easily become a part of our flock if you wished it. If you allowed everyone to get to know you, you wouldn’t receive such fear as you did from the baker.”

			Thatcher didn’t reply, though his lips were steadily sinking into a deep frown. Shelby continued. 

			“And you have so much you could contribute. You’re so skilled with your hands, Ives. We could use another carpenter, and if I may suggest it, your carvings would make worthy offerings.”

			Thatcher’s grip tightened around his bundle of bread, making it crunch and drop flakes into the breeze. “The one isn’t enough for you?”

			Shelby tilted his head. “What do you mean?”

			“You’re a thief, Blackwood. Did you think I wouldn’t notice what you took from me?” he said. 

			Shelby hesitated. There had been so many carvings on Thatcher’s shelves, he hadn’t considered it. 

			“It was only one,” he said. “Are you even sure you know which it was?”

			“The stag,” said Thatcher. 

			He glared at Shelby with such cold eyes that Shelby had to suppress a shiver. Despite this, he didn’t ask for the carving back. 

			“If you’ve known all this time, why have you waited so long to confront me?” asked Shelby. 

			Thatcher said nothing for several moments as they continued to walk together. Shelby noticed their path led them closer and closer to the edge of the forest, and he felt torn between wanting to draw back from the looming trees and his desire to keep up with Thatcher. Then, for the briefest of moments, a smile tugged at Thatcher’s lips.

			“I wanted to see what you would do with it,” he said.

			Now Shelby frowned. “I planned to throw it to the Offering, should any of the villagers ask me again about your contribution.”

			“Planned. ‘Cept you’re keeping it, aren’t you? You took it, and you can’t bring yourself to give it up,” Thatcher accused. 

			“That’s a bold assumption—” Shelby started. 

			Then his foot slipped on a slick stone, and he cut himself off with a surprised yelp. Thatcher caught him by the hood of his cloak before he could fall. But instead of letting him go, Thatcher pulled him close. Shelby’s protest went ignored, and Thatcher reached into his cloak. The weight of his large hand pressed against Shelby’s thigh as it closed around the statuette in his pocket. Thatcher pulled it out and let him go. Shelby stepped back from him quickly. 

			“You even keep it on you,” said Thatcher, holding the stag tauntingly in front of Shelby’s flushed face. 

			Shelby tried to snatch it back from him, but Thatcher pulled it out of reach. He huffed. 

			“All right, so I’ve held onto it. How could you have known that?” Was Thatcher watching him? The thought made him uneasy. 

			“I knew because I made it. I also knew you wouldn’t be able to resist after you knew what it was,” said Thatcher. 

			“So, it is a talisman,” said Shelby. 

			Thatcher shrugged. “Of a kind.”

			Shelby wet his lips, considering how even now, the stag barely out of reach, he could already feel the forest calling to him. He closed his eyes and took a breath to steady himself. 

			“Why haven’t you shared them with the village?” he asked. So many people could have been saved from the wood if they could keep such things. 

			“Who said I don’t?” asked Thatcher. He turned the stag over in his hand, as though scrutinizing it for imperfections. “But your precious lambs wouldn’t accept something from … what do they call me? A heathen? A worshipper of the old gods?” 

			They had reached the edge of the forest now. 

			Shelby hesitated. “Yes … but that’s not true. Those are just rumors. Gossip among people too afraid to actually learn the truth for themselves.”

			The look Thatcher turned on him made him stop in his tracks.

			“Oh—” he said, “oh, oh dear. You—you mean—you actually—” He couldn’t find the words. 

			“Who’s afraid of learning the truth, Blackwood? Hm?”

			Thatcher held the stag out to Shelby now. Shelby’s eyes widened and he quickly reached for it, then stopped short of actually taking it in his hand. He looked up at Thatcher, wary. Curious. 

			“Go on then. I can always make another. Take it and go back to your flock,” said Thatcher. 

			So Shelby took it. He stood there long after Thatcher had disappeared into the trees. He looked down at the statuette, his stomach writhing in strange knots. 

			“Reverend, are you all right?” One of the village women joined his side, pulling him from his thoughts. 

			“What? Yes. I’m fine …” he muttered. He pocketed the stag. 

			The woman glanced towards the forest. “If you’re sure. It looked like he was bothering you.”

			“I’m fine,” Shelby assured. “I slipped. He was simply helping me.” 

			The woman made a skeptical noise in her throat, but Shelby waved her off and began back toward the Chapel. He glanced around. A few others watched him from their doorways as he returned. He stood tall and ignored them, a show that nothing was wrong, but the knots in his stomach only tightened. 

			~

			Upon his return to the Chapel, Shelby attempted to prepare for that evening’s sermon, but Thatcher refused to leave his thoughts. How had he not seen it? Of course, Ives Thatcher was a pagan. And to think, some of the villagers’ fears might have been warranted after all! Was he truly the reason for the village’s ill fortune in the past? As for his talismans, Shelby was certain he’d not seen them outside of Thatcher’s home before, no matter what Thatcher claimed about sharing them with the villagers. If he had, Shelby wasn’t so sure that was a good thing if their power came from heathen gods. Then again … protection was protection, no matter what form it came in. 

			Again, he fingered the stag’s delicate antlers. He could still feel the ghost of Thatcher’s hand against his thigh—a feeling that would linger under his skin for several days after. The right thing would be to destroy the stag, but he pushed away that thought as quickly as it came. No, he would keep this one. What could it hurt?

			He opened the Chapel doors as the orange evening sun began filtering through the time-weathered windows. Only one was stained glass, circular and positioned near the roof so that it cast a purple hue across the pulpit. The villagers arrived soon after, filling in the seven pews on either side of the Chapel, just big enough to hold the entire flock when they were all in attendance. As they arrived, Shelby gently asked around to learn if at any point anyone had received a gift from Thatcher. In response, he received confused shrugs and concerned inquiries. 

			“Has he done something?” one man asked. 

			“Nothing, nothing at all. I was simply curious,” Shelby assured. 

			The widowed Agathe was the last to arrive, and with that he sighed and stepped up to the pulpit to begin his sermon. He looked over his flock, taking in their faces. He knew them all, who was married to whom, which granddaughter had birthed which son. He knew the length of every family line, and they all attended each evening. It wasn’t a requirement, per se; occasional absences were unavoidable, such as for childbirth, or someone being struck by an unexpected illness. Then, of course, an absence was understandable. For those whose jobs it was to tend to the livestock or the sick, they took shifts so that no one was left out from attending for longer than necessary. For all others, however, nightly attendance was preferred. Should anyone fail attending for too long, Shelby saw to it they were encouraged to return—as was his duty.

			“Let us kneel and give thanks to our God,” said Shelby. 

			The congregation shuffled and knelt before him. For a moment, he imagined how it would be to see Thatcher among them, vulnerable at his feet. Thatcher wouldn’t bow his head, of course; he would look up in cold defiance. Shelby imagined stepping from the pulpit and forcing that head down, his hand clenched tight around the loose curls of Thatcher’s mane …

			“Most gracious Lord, we thank thou for thy blessing that is this day,” said Shelby. The voices of his flock echoed into the rafters. 

			“We come before thou now as humble disciples of thy word. Shepherd us, Lord, so that we may steer free of those who wish to draw us into sin. Guide us, so that we may use our lives and our bodies in the fullest honor of thy gifts.”

			With that, the congregation returned to their seats and anticipated Shelby’s next words in silence. He leaned forward with his hands against the lectern. 

			“May He steer us from sin indeed … Temptation is a funny thing, my friends. It can take many forms. Some are more obvious than others, like the coveting of another man’s wife. We know it is wrong. But most other ways of temptation are more innocuous. Small things that we try to reason with ourselves won’t do any harm. A sip of bread wine won’t hurt, but then we have another, and another, until our minds are addled and made slow by the spirits. Temptation is the same.”

			Shelby paced before the pulpit. The eyes of the flock followed. Sometimes, he left a silence hang after his words, allowing them to ask questions if they must. Curiosity was an inevitable failing of humanity—better to answer their questions and steer the flock in the direction they needed to go. But no one questioned him this time, so he continued.

			“If a stranger arrives here, and brings with him the ways of the outside world … If he brings his foreign traditions and false gods, what do you think will happen? Hm? What do you think will happen if we do not have him convert?” 

			The flock looked amongst themselves. A voice in the back spoke up, “His … ways will spread?”

			Shelby pointed at them. “His ways will spread. It may seem tempting, too. We may even convince ourselves it would do no harm to be aware of these ways. But letting this happen allows these dangerous seeds to sow, and their roots to take hold in each of our homes. And like with the bread wine, we take another drink of this profane sort of knowledge, then another, and another, until our minds become addled and overcome by sin.”
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