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		I – The Release




		Oct 31 – Samhain (Halloween)




		Shortly after Father Sun sets, UK time



The sound of the bell clanging on the old fire truck woke Vicar Templeton with a start. He lay a moment on his narrow bed in the dark bedroom of the small house and listened to the truck racing through the narrow cobbled streets of Pilgrim’s Briar Village about an hour’s drive south of London.

“Must be a fire somewhere,” muttered the vicar. “I need to help.”

Templeton had gone to bed early this night, as he usually did on the last day of October. Having adopted a more fire-and-brimstone attitude over the years since replacing Vicar Robbins as head of the Anglican church in the village, Templeton had been very vocal in his disapproval of the villagers partaking in the traditions of Halloween, a day known to practitioners of Wicca as Samhain. But twelve years ago when he had turned seventy he had given up any physical efforts to discourage them doing so. He had just adopted the position that if he didn’t see it, it wasn’t happening. And the villagers approved of this conduct.

Now, fearing that the townsfolk’s celebration had turned into a major conflagration, he sat up, listening even more diligently to be sure he had really heard that clang. It sounded again. He jumped out of bed, his bare feet landing with a thud on the cold wood floor.

“Dang!” he said aloud and then thought, “I didn’t notice last night that Anna forgot to move the rug back in place again. She always forgets after mopping the floor. And those silly members of my flock probably let their bonfire get out of hand. Silly tradition anyway. Needs to be stopped. I’ve been remiss.”

He said a short prayer of forgiveness and then quickly changed out of his pajamas into jeans and a wool jumper. They hung loosely on his sparse frame, and his shoulders hunched over a little, making him look older than his eighty-two years. His snow white hair didn’t help in that area, but at least he had hair, unlike his dear departed father who had gone bald in his thirties.

The vicar sat back down on the bed and pulled on socks and the pair of well-worn but still sturdy Brogues that Lady Krystaline Mondall had given him on the first anniversary of her marriage to Edward Stewart Jenkins, who became Lord Edward Mondall I. The vicar sat a moment, remembering that ceremony he had performed in the woods on Mondall Estate. The marriage had worn well over all those years until the couple’s death, and the shoes still wore well. “Too bad I couldn’t have steered her away from the Wicca nonsense,” thought the vicar. He sighed, stood, and, hearing that clang again, ran to the entry, grabbed his heavy wool coat, threw open the front door, and rushed out.

An orange glow shone over the top of the house between him and the church, built to replace the ancient stone one burnt over fifty years earlier.

“The new church!” he cried and ran that way as fast as his frail, thin body could go over the cobblestone walkway.

When the vicar rounded the corner, he saw that the old, small fire truck from the 1950s was there, pumping water from its tank onto the mostly wood structure now engulfed in flames. Only the stone bell tower seemed safe. Villagers had gathered but were standing a safe distance away due to the intense heat from the fire. Templeton could feel it from where he stood beside that intervening house.

“Vicar!” cried out one man over the sound of flames ravaging the timbers that then crashed down. “It’s the work of a demon! Nergal—he’s returned!”

Despite the heat, Vicar Templeton walked quickly across the street to the man, addressing him and the others there.

“Nonsense!” he yelled back. “Lady Krystaline assured us after that final battle that he was forever captured this time, never to return. And we have prayed every Sunday that he is kept so. Do you think your prayers had no strength, that they were not heard? Such blasphemy and lack of faith!”

Over the noise of the fire several of his parishioners cried out assurances to the vicar that they had faith. A loud and heinous laugh sounded above both. The villagers turned toward the voice. A creature in the shape of a man, two meters tall with a muscular build, stood a short distance away. His skin looked like leather stained a dark color that appeared reddish as the light of the flames glinted on it. Around his loins was a cloth barely sufficient for modern decency. And on his head the antlers of an adult stag sprouted from his skull, his shoulder length black hair hanging loose around them. He turned toward Vicar Templeton and aimed his glowing yellow eyes at the man’s.

“Nergal! How can this be?” asked the vicar, slack-jawed and staring.

“You think mere humans could hold me?” bellowed Nergal at the vicar. “The propensity of humans to satisfy their curiosity is too great. You will always succumb to it. The young lord did. Grandson of my captor. I will deal with him soon. Meanwhile, I pay my attentions on you all.” He waved a hand at the burning church. “And your flock wanted a bonfire. I gave them one. You should be expressing your gratitude.”

He stared intently at the vicar.

Templeton began to quaver and felt as if his strength were fading from every flaccid muscle in his body. Two villagers caught him when his knees gave way.

“Ah, fear!” said Nergal in a voice dripping with the satisfaction of a glutton after a feast. “I have not tasted it for this past half century of captivity.”

As other villagers stared at him, Nergal fixed his glowing eyes on each in turn, feasting on their fear until he was sated. And he now seemed to be a little stronger, a little more muscular. He leaned his head back and let out a laugh—more like the roar of a rutting bull—that shook the earth below their feet. Then he turned to a woman standing a meter and a half away and behind him. Her long, jet black hair floated around her head as if lifted by a hot breeze, and she was clad in an ankle-length clingy gown. Her face bore the expression of a captive but one that wasn’t necessarily unhappy in that situation.

“Come, Maeve,” he told her in a thunderous voice. “We have some fun ahead of us.”

She rushed to him as if under a spell, and they both disappeared.

The vicar turned back to the fire and watched with the other villagers as the brave firefighters continued pumping water on the structure and spraying the ground around the building to keep the flames from spreading. A half hour later, they had the fire almost out, but little of the building remained. The firefighters had done their best. Exhausted from their labor and a loss of hope, their shoulders drooped, and their faces took on the look of the damned.

“Come, everyone, and be of good cheer,” cried out Vicar Templeton, recovering and standing up as straight as he could. “Lose not your faith. That’s exactly what Nergal wants.”

“Your time is done, Vicar,” said the man who had spoken earlier. “We need to deal in reality. We need to find a way to fight this demon. I’m heading to Mondall Estate to confront the young lord who set this demon free. Enough of this. We need a solution once and for all. Who’s with me?”

Several people said, “I am.”

The group started walking to the road that led to the estate. Vicar Templeton attempted to stand in their way, but two strong men held him back. Finally he gave up and went to examine the smoking remains of the church, intent on finding anything that could be salvaged. Lady Krystaline had donated two half-meter-tall silver candle holders and a silver platen that he hoped had survived. Several members of his flock joined him.

A man in his mid-twenties with broad shoulders and a trim figure had been watching from the dark shadows, his black wool coat wrapped tightly over his jeans and forest green wool jumper. The breeze had tousled his honey blond curly hair as his cobalt blue eyes stared in horror. Before getting a call from his friend about the fire, he had walked to the village, certain that Nergal would make an appearance and that something like this would happen. After the call, he had rushed over to the church, staying in those shadows across the street, and uttered a plea to Agrona to unleash the waters of the river Aeron and put out the fire. But that plea had been to no avail. She and the other Spirits of Nature now seemed aligned against him. And the fault was all his.

Seeing the crowd heading to the road that led to Mondall Estate, the young man shook his head in frustration and ran to the path through the woods, hoping he would get back to the estate before this crowd reached it. He hadn’t locked the gate when leaving earlier to walk to the village, so slipping back inside would be easy. Once inside, he could lock the gate and deal with this mob at a distance. He knew what had happened when the previous vicar had led a mob there. And he didn’t want a repeat.

 


		2 Days Earlier (Oct 29) – Pre-Samhain




		Father Sun low in the west, UK time



Two days before Samhain and after several unusually warm autumn days, the weather turned chilly with a strong wind from the west and clouds that threatened rain but didn’t deliver. Lord Edward Mondall II, the grandson of Lady Krystaline Brighid Mondall and Lord Edward Stewart Jenkins Mondall who became known as Lord Edward I after marrying Krystaline, stepped out the front door of the main residence in the Mondall Hall compound and immediately stepped back in. He grabbed his black wool coat off a hook on the wall nearby and stepped back out. He grinned at his companion Wallace Stokeley, a few inches shorter, slightly overweight, not athletic, and with brown hair and eyes.

“You were right, Wally. Rather nippy,” said Edward, pulling on the coat and then closing the door. “Let’s go.”

Edward lived alone on Mondall Estate. Lord Stewart Reginald Jenkins Mondall and Lady Sophia Mondall, Edward’s mother and father, had died when he was young. They had been on a flight to the U.S. for the funeral of Brone Jenkins, Lord Stewart’s grandmother. They had never arrived at their destination.

Over the Atlantic Ocean the jet’s engines had failed. It had crashed and broken apart, scattering luggage, parts of the fuselage, and the passengers across the rough waters. People had held onto anything floatable, but help hadn’t come in time. Most of the passengers and crew, including Edward’s parents, had grown tired and sunk below the water, their bodies never recovered. A few survivors, clinging to bits of that jetsam and other parts that rose and fell with the waves, had been pulled from the water. They had told their rescuers that the couple had called to Brother Sky to hold the plane up.

“What happened then?” one of the rescuers had asked, trying not to grin at what sounded like a “survivor hallucination.”

“A wind came up,” the survivor had replied with dead seriousness. “It lifted the jet slightly and softened the impact in the water but not enough. The dang thing cracked up anyway. I was strapped into my seat—always am during a flight—and it saved my life, became a flotation device. Should put that in those PSAs—stay strapped in, in case of a wreck.”

“Airlines don’t like advertising that their jets crash now and then,” the rescuer had said, chuckling.

The airline had personally contacted the family of each lost passenger and returned any recovered remains. A man had shown up at Mondall Estate, had chatted with Krystaline and Edward I in the front sitting room for a few minutes, and then had left. Their grandson Edward II had been up in the nursery on the top floor. Margaret Stand, their housekeeper, cook, and nanny, had come into that room, her eyes red-rimmed, a faint smile looking as if it were painted on with clown makeup. She had stood a moment, watching the boy coloring one of his drawings with his crayons. Then she had quietly come over, sat on one of the small chairs at the table with him, took hold of the hand with the crayon, and very gently gave him the news.

Edward II had just sat staring at her a few moments. Margaret thought at first that he hadn’t heard. She began repeating the news. He burst out crying after she had uttered a few words. She had held him close, letting him continue as long as necessary. When he was done, she had handed him a clean handkerchief, watched as he dried his eyes and blew his nose, and then smiled again, this time sincerely. They never spoke of the matter after that.

Years later shortly after their grandson had returned from Oxford, Lady Krystaline and Lord Edward I died. Edward had buried them in a quiet spot along the southeast wall of the compound near several graves, including his great-grandfather Reginald and great-grandmother Florence. Then he had set up a monument to them and to his parents.

One morning about a year ago Margaret hadn’t awakened. She had been cook and housekeeper at Mondall Hall since Lady Krystaline’s mother had died. And she had cared for Edward since he was an infant. So now Edward lived on his own, looking after himself in Mondall Hall, paying for his simple needs, beyond what the estate provided, with the gold stored in the underground room.

He missed Margaret greatly and had struggled to keep things going, including sawing down trees that Druantia, Spirit of the Trees, told him were ready and then chopping the felled trees into firewood. He had also become good in the kitchen garden, managing to raise enough carrots, pole beans, potatoes, and even tomatoes to satisfy his needs. As for laundry, dusting, and repairing the old structure, Edward did them as best he could, occasionally getting Wallace to help.

But this was different.

And Wallace wasn’t sure he should even be there, let alone be involved. He knew, though, that Edward was strong-willed and somewhat spoiled, having been Lady Krystaline’s only grandson. Besides, saying “no” to Edward wasn’t easy. He would look at Wallace with those cobalt blue eyes and their long lashes and full eyebrows that matched his hair, and Wallace would think, “Poor guy’s an orphan.” Then he would go along with whatever Edward wanted.

Edward turned on the flashlight Wallace handed him. The light shone a moment and then went out.

“Shake it,” said Wallace. “The batteries get loose sometimes.”

Edward shook the flashlight, turned it on again, smiled as the light came on, and then led the way to the thick growth of bushes, trees, and vines along the southwest wall inside the compound. That spot had been a mystery to Edward from childhood. He and Wallace had become fast friends over the years, even though Wallace was two years older, and they had often talked about this spot. Now in their mid-twenties, they stood side-by-side, contemplating something that seemed impossible—getting through that growth to what Lady Krystaline’s journal said was the hiding place of Nergal the Destroyer, turned into a wooden statue by Druantia. They shone their flashlights on the solid mass of foliage that strangely stayed green even in the deepest days of winter.

“Grand-mama’s journal says it’s in there,” said Edward.

“You told me the journal also says it’s very dangerous and guarded by Druantia,” said Wallace, quaking a little and looking around as if something were about to pounce on them.

His grandfather Henry Justin Samson Stokeley had been an account representative at DynaCoin, started by Lord Edward I. When the company had moved from London to Pilgrim’s Briar Village near the Mondall Estate, Henry had followed. Until then, Henry had been a confirmed bachelor, but meeting Teresa Black, the town bread baker, had changed that. The couple had married and over the next few years had a son and a daughter. Their daughter had moved away when she was twenty, wanting a career in journalism, but their son had gone to work for DynaCoin, married a local woman, and had Wallace soon after.

“Yeah, but that other book says there’s a chant we say when the statue is brought to life that’ll let us control it,” said Edward. “The awakening, as it’s called, has to be done by a woman who’s filled with hate for the first time in her life. Maeve Darke, the leader of a rival coven, tried it twice, stirring up hate in two young women who awakened Nergal. But she failed to control it. Each time it came alive it seemed to grow stronger. Her journal says so.”

“Sounds very iffy and dangerous. More Wiccan mumbo jumbo,” snorted Wallace, looking around nervously.

“No mumbo jumbo. All too real. Grand-mama woke it first quite by accident. It got stronger for a year and then tried to mate with her, but she’d found a chant to return it to its wooden state.”

“Well, we can keep that chant handy just in case,” said Wallace, clearly having second thoughts.

The topic of Nergal had come up at dinner which they had fixed and eaten in the kitchen.

“Why do you even want to do this?” Wallace had asked.

“I just want to see the statue,” Edward had replied.

But now it seemed like Edward wanted more—to awaken Nergal and control it. In the past year, he had devoted his time to studying the books in the library in the main residence in Mondall Hall, a compound with four towers and an exterior wall. He had started with the diaries of Lady Krystaline and her father Lord Reginald Mondall. But the real gem was Maeve Darke’s journal, sent to Krystaline by Simon Spring after Maeve’s mysterious disappearance.

“Keep it hidden from the eyes of those who might abuse its contents,” Simon had written in a letter accompanying the book. “She had been consumed by the idea of power. I had tried to change that, to show her I loved her, but failed.”

Wallace had read that letter and believed his friend was about to do something very chancy. Now he stood watching and wishing he were back home in bed.

“O great Druantia,” called out Edward, standing in front of the thick growth, “clear us a path that we make no harm upon your children gathered here.”

The wind seemed to grow stronger as the two young men waited for a response.

“O great Druantia,” called out Edward again, “we seek a path through your children.”

They waited a few more moments. Wallace looked around some more.

“For what purpose?” came a voice at last.

The sound was like the rustling of leaves, tired and sorrowful.

“Edward—,” began Wallace, not hearing words in that rustling sound.

“To see with my own eyes this thing that’s such a danger,” called out Edward to that voice.

“Curiosity can lead you along a hazardous course,” came the reply.

“How?” asked Edward.

“As can the seeking of power,” said that whisper of a voice.

“I don’t seek power,” said Edward. “How do I get through?”

But there was no answer, just the sound of a light wind past his ears.

“Give it up,” said Wallace. “Let’s go to the village. It’s quiz night at the pub. Vicar Templeton said it’s wicked to go there, but that old man gets nuttier by the day. C’mon. We’re a good team.”

Edward fumed a moment, then looked at his friend and nodded. But Edward promised himself that he would see what sat hidden within. He would ignore his grandmother’s wise advice to him as a child regarding the thick growth of trees and vines: “Tread carefully here, my dear.” He would also ignore Druantia’s dire warning about curiosity and the quest for power. And he would decide his own course.

For now, he nodded, locked arms with Wallace, walked to Wallace’s car, and rode laughing and chatting on the way to the village.

In the back of his mind, Edward thought: “Tomorrow.”

 


		A few minutes later, UK time



Flaethm, the great-grandson of Graethm who had advised Lady Krystaline, flapped his wings a few times and then glided to the branch in an ancient tree in the woods on the Mondall Estate. He turned his head around as far as it would go one direction and then back the other direction. By then the foxes were out, the nesting birds were settled down, and the deer were making their way through the trees, seeking food and then drinking from the stream. The owl waited patiently.

Druantia had called Flaethm to that tree. The sense of urgency was palpable in the crisp autumn air, tenderly looked over by Brother Sky and still lighted by Father Sun hanging low in the west. As Night and Sister Moon approached from the east, the breeze had strengthened, shaking the array of leaves in their hues of crimson, gold, and bright orange and breaking a few free of their hold on the branch on which Flaethm sat. And as sturdy and old as this tree was, it still swayed gently with the movement of air. Leaves fluttered down from higher branches around the large owl, and the branch under him quaked. Flaethm tightened the grip of his talons to remain in place and waited patiently for Druantia to reveal the reason for this summoning.

“Welcome, Flaethm,” called a voice like the rustling of leaves. “May your ancestors ever rest in peace.”

“Thank you, O Great Druantia,” responded Flaethm. “May Father Sun ever cast his rays to feed you and Brother Sky send cool breezes to keep you in a kindly manner.”

“A threat is upon us,” said the voice, a mere whisper of wind.

“From whence is this threat?” asked Flaethm, his feathers fluttering out in alarm.

“From Lady Krystaline’s grandson, the young lord, whose curiosity has taken root and is showing signs of blossoming.”

“Good Mother Earth forbid!” exclaimed the owl, its feathers ruffled by agitation.

“He has discovered that most secret of places,” declared Druantia in that soft voice.

“Can you not keep it hidden?” asked Flaethm in a respectful tone.

“I will do my best,” replied that wind, “but you must convince him of the foolishness and danger hidden within that thick growth of my children that I did raise up for this purpose. There is another with him. That other seems averse to any action to access that hidden area. But we cannot depend on him.”

“Should I converse with this other, to move his mind against such a plan?” asked Flaethm. “He can assist me in the persuasion of the foolish one.”

“I can only grant you speech to the young lord,” replied Druantia. “We must have hope that the other will not be persuaded to follow his friend’s folly. Go now and await his returning to Mondall Hall.”

“I hear and obey, O Great Druantia,” said Flaethm.

He flapped his long wings, soared up out of the woods, across the meadow, and toward the ancient compound consisting of four walls, a tower at each corner, a main residence, an open courtyard, a kitchen garden, several graves, and that structure hidden among heavy growth.

Originally named “Mondall Castle,” the lord at that time had changed that at the end of World War I to the less pretentious “Mondall Hall.” He had also been the first to capture the demon now hidden within those four walls. He had turned that evil creature into a wooden statue with an enchantment—a call to Druantia who had quickly heeded it. He had made the mistake of mentioning the statue to a man from the village who was there to do repairs on the roof.

“Stay away from that shed,” he had told the man. “A demon is held captive there.”

Residents in Pilgrim’s Briar Village had thought him either a batty old coot, totally insane, or a demon himself—the latter being the opinion mainly of the vicar of the village church and his followers.

Vicar Robbins, that vicar’s successor, had been equally vehement in his attitude toward Lady Krystaline and her father’s practice of Wicca, especially after Krystaline had refused the vicar’s advances. He was long dead now, though, burned alive by the now hidden demon when Krystaline had accidentally unleashed it. And his successor Vicar Templeton, at first tolerant of Wicca, now preached about its evil.

The owl landed on the keystone in the arch over the heavy wooden door in the northwest exterior wall between the north tower and the west tower. Father Sun had set in the west as Sister Moon, a mere crescent, rose in the east, and Night had claimed the world. The breeze had increased into a wind that smelled faintly of snow lingering in the clouds that had crept across Brother Sky. Flaethm drew his wings in tightly around him and his head down as far as he could into his shoulders. He caught sight of a rabbit out late in the meadow but dared not fly over to grab it. Lord Edward II and the other would be home soon from Pilgrim’s Briar Village. And Flaethm needed to be ready.

 


		Sister Moon high in Brother Sky, UK time



“Boy, that was a great quiz night,” said Wallace, slurring his words slightly as he stumbled out of the village pub into the cobblestone paved street. “You won, as usual. You should let Phyllida win once in a while.”

“She’d resent it,” said Edward, following him out the door. “You would, too.”

“But if you want to have your relationship get any further along than a few dinners together at Mondall Hall—,” slurred Wallace.

“Not sure I do. She’s pretty but thinks all this Wiccan stuff is silly,” said Edward, not quite as inebriated as his friend.

“Maybe she’s right,” said Wallace, stumbling a little as he teetered around.

“You’ve had too much of that single malt whiskey to drive,” stated Edward, trying to steady his friend. “Gimme your keys. I’ll drive you home and walk back to the estate from there.”

“Nonsense! I’ll stay overnight in one of your guest rooms. You got a gazillion,” said Wallace.

“Not quite that many,” said Edward, “and several of them have leaks. The roof needs work.”

Edward helped Wallace walk to Wallace’s car. They both pulled their coats closer around them in the chilly air. Edward had a feeling that an autumn storm was headed their way. He sensed the snow not yet fallen from the clouds overhead.

“So get it fixed, ol’ mate o’ mine,” said Wallace as they reached his car. “Spend a little of what your mater and pater left you.”

He reached into his coat pocket, took out the keys, and pressed the button on the fob to unlock the car, and Edward helped him into the front passenger seat.

“The issue isn’t money but finding a competent tradesman to do the work,” said Edward, shaking his head.

“What about Fergus?” asked Wallace, belching a little.

“Fergus Mann? He’s a drunk. He sat in the corner the whole night, downing beer and shots of whiskey.” Edward held out his hand. “The keys.”

“He only drinks after work,” said Wallace. “Have it your way. You always do. And Fergus is unhappy.”

He handed the keys to his friend and sat back as Edward closed the door.

“Why?” asked Edward after getting in the right side behind the steering wheel.

“First his mother dies, then his sweetheart,” replied Wallace, hiccupping. “’Scuse me. They were the only two women in this village who could stand him.”

“Maybe if he washed more often…”

A memory flashed in Edward’s mind of his American-born grandfather Lord Edward I, forgetting as he got older to drive on the left side of the road. He hadn’t caused an accident, but he had scared Lady Krystaline. That had been his last time behind the wheel. The doctor had diagnosed his heart as being very delicate. Oddly, Lady Krystaline had died first from a severe case of pneumonia that had swept through the village and the estate. Her immune system had been strained from mourning her dead son and daughter-in-law and worrying about her husband. The shock of her death had killed Lord Edward I less than a month later. They had been buried by the southeast wall in a shared grave, with Vicar Templeton saying a few words, laced with touches of his fire-and-brimstone tendencies, over them. Edward had glared at him and stomped away, ignoring the vicar’s hand out for payment. Now Edward shook away the memory, started the engine, and drove to Wallace’s cottage.

A couple years earlier just before Edward returned from Oxford, Wallace had taken ownership of the cottage and the small building where Teresa Black Stokeley had baked bread and that stood nearby on the same plot of land. The property sat on the outskirts of the village at the opposite end of the old stone church that the hidden demon had burnt to the ground over fifty years ago. The bakery had been shut down years earlier, and a new baker had moved into the village. Wallace’s parents Jane and Hugh Stokeley had moved to the U.S., expanding DynaCoin’s business there. Since then, their son had let the cottage fall into disrepair.

When Wallace was a teenager and after Edward had gone off to Eton, Jane had tried to show her son how to make bread. But he had been more interested in an old book he had sneaked home and hidden under his bed. He had found that book in the library in the main residence at Mondall Hall one day when Edward had left the room to get them a snack.

The book was Ye Grimoire of Yfel, an ancient tome of evil magic spells, invocations, and talisman charms. It had been in that library for a century or more—heavy, leather-bound, with oversized pages stitched together using thick cotton thread, and the title embossed on the front and spine and filled in with gilt.

Stephen Cartwell, a member of Lady Krystaline’s coven before she had met her husband, had tried to use some of those spells to get back at villagers who had come to Mondall Hall, searching for signs of witchcraft which they confused with Wicca which the Mondall family followed. Wicca was basically Druidism with a new name, honoring the natural world. Such spells were contrary to their ethos. That grimoire held information that was true witchcraft.

Wallace had slipped the heavy book into the backpack he had carried everywhere back then. He had left the estate, returned to the cottage, and gone to his room. For years after that he had kept it out of his parents’ sight. During that time he had studied the grimoire voraciously while they slept. He had even tried a small spell or two. One time he had made a neighbor’s dog that had bit him lose all its teeth and get the mange. The neighbors had put the dog to sleep. Another time he had made a guy who bullied him get severe diarrhea. Wallace had been careful, though. Too many such incidents would have cast suspicion on him. But no one had ever attributed them to him, not even his friend Edward when he heard of them. Or so Wallace thought, since the book’s absence from the Mondall’s library hadn’t been tied to him in any provable way.

Edward parked in front of the cottage, shut off the car’s engine, and got out. He came around to the left side, opened the door, and shook Wallace, now asleep.

“We’re here,” said Edward.

He helped his friend out and up to the house, unlocked the front door, and brought him in, sitting him on the sofa.

“Don’t leave yet,” said Wallace, slurring his words slightly. “Sit with me.”

Edward hesitated and then sat.

“You okay?” he asked.

“That thing hidden—leave it alone,” said Wallace. “You can’t control it. That Maeve woman tried more than once, according to your grand-mama’s diary.”

Edward sighed and fell back against the cushions of the sofa, raising a little dust. The house needed a good cleaning and some repairs. But then so did Mondall Hall. So Edward refrained from commenting on it to his friend.

“I know the right enchantment,” he said. “I just need someone, preferably a woman, who’s known hate for the first time in his or her life to awaken it from the statue. Any ideas who?”

But Wallace had fallen asleep again, his head tilted back, mouth open, and loud snores beginning.

Edward sighed and left the house, pulling his coat tightly around him. He had a long walk home in the pale light of Sister Moon. He decided to take the shortcut through the woods between the village and his estate. His sturdy Brogues in dark brown stained leather crunched on the gravel road. He followed it to the opening in the trees. That opening went to a path that led through the trees and undergrowth to Mondall Estate, a shortcut used by the Mondalls and some of the braver villagers since Mondall Hall was first built.

Once in the woods, Sister Moon’s dim light didn’t penetrate even though the limbs were partially bare. Fallen leaves and small twigs and branches crunched under his thick soles as he walked carefully along the path. The wind howled now, ruffling his hair and chilling him. He heard a fox call and then another answer. Several night birds fluttered overhead. And a couple of deer looked up at him from where they had bedded down, not fearing him and knowing he would never kill a deer that Cocidius, god of hunting and forests, hadn’t told him was ready. He heard a rustling among the layers of leaves on the other side of the path. He jerked his head around to where the sound had come from and peered into the darkness. But nothing was there. He quickened his pace and was soon at the edge of the woods near the gate to the estate. He rushed to it, pulled out his key, inserted it in the cast iron lock, and turned it. He quickly pushed the heavy cast iron gate open enough to slip through and closed and locked it behind him. Then he walked at a fast pace up the long drive to the heavy wooden door in the center of the northwest wall of the compound. He unlocked the door, noticing the owl that appeared to be asleep on the keystone, and slipped in quietly. He shut the door, locked it, and started toward the main residence. Halfway there, a flapping of wings drew his attention back to that door, and he saw the owl fly over the wall and land on a branch of a tree nearby.

“Lord Edward,” hooted the owl, bowing its head.

Edward backed away a couple steps, looking at the owl cautiously.

“Are you Graethm?” he asked in a soft voice, having read about that owl in his grandmother’s journal.

“I am his great-grandson Flaethm,” said the owl. “Druantia has appointed me your counsel and advisor, just as my most honored great-grandfather counseled Lady Krystaline.”

“He’s upset,” said Edward, “and sent you to persuade me against trying to get to that hiding place.”

“You are correct, young lord,” said Flaethm.

“I just want to see it,” said Edward.

“Your heart holds more than mere curiosity,” said Flaethm. “Druantia has declared it, so it must be so.”

“And what more is that?” asked Edward, but he knew the answer very well.

“Nergal the Destroyer must not be released into this world again,” said Flaethm, fluttering his wings in agitation. “His strength would be twice what it was when he was last confined to his wooden form. And it would grow far beyond. Heed this warning.”

“But I have the enchantment that Maeve Darke used,” protested Edward, inwardly fuming at Druantia.

“She tried and failed to control the demon,” hooted the owl. “And you could end up being controlled instead of controlling.”

“Maeve was evil and is now long gone,” said Edward, chin stuck out stubbornly as someone who most of his life had gotten his own way in things.

“Maeve is closer than you think,” said Flaethm, fluttering his wings again.

“Tell Druantia that I thank him for your counsel, but I don’t need it,” said Edward haughtily.

He took long strides to the front door of the main residence, turned the key in the lock, and went in, looking quickly over his shoulder to see if the owl had followed him. Flaethm still sat on that branch, appearing to be very upset.

“This is nuts,” said Edward. “My grand-mama taught me to respect Druantia and the other spirits of Nature, but I can’t let them control my life.”

All that greeting Father Sun four times a day—Edward had given it up shortly after his grandparents had died. Going through the books in the library had been a way to understand his grandmother and Wicca, but those books had also shown him there was more. He had been especially sure of this when he had read Maeve Darke’s journal and saw the controlling chant. She just hadn’t done it right, of that he was sure.

He went up to his bedroom. When he was thirteen years old, his parents had set up that room for him, feeling that he was well past needing to be in the nursery on the top floor. A month later, he had started his studies at Eton in Berkshire. He had come home on some weekends and every holiday. After graduating, he had gone on to Oxford, got a first in ancient mythologies, and returned home. His grandparents had died soon after. Margaret Stand had been his only companion. Even after her death, he spent most of his time in
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		A half hour later, UK time





































		When Father Sun is at his high for the day, UK time
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		Shortly before Father Sun sets, UK time
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