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		I – The Wiccans of Mondall Hall




		Pre-Samhain




		Oct 29 – midday, UK time



“O Druantia, Spirit of the Trees, hear me,” called out Lady Krystaline Mondall, the hood of her ankle-length, cobalt blue, woolen cloak covering her thick mass of long, honey blond hair.

She was unaware of the destruction she would soon unwittingly unleash on the world. At this moment, she had another problem on her mind.

The trees around her in the woods on her ancestral Mondall Estate waved to and fro as a slight breeze stirred their top branches high above her head. The morning sunlight shone softly through those branches that still had a few leaves in bright autumn colors clinging to them. Krystaline and the other two members of her coven had celebrated Mabon, the autumnal equinox, a few weeks earlier. Now she was in the woods on the estate to seek help on another matter as Samhain approached. And to issue a warning.

“What do you seek, Sister Krystaline?” came a voice from those branches, mingling with the sound of the leaves rustling and the breeze stirring the air past her ears.

“A time of danger draws near,” she replied. “There’s talk in Pilgrim’s Briar Village—talk of my death—talk of felling all of you—every tree on Mondall Estate—as harbingers of evil spirits.”

Krystaline’s mass of blond hair surrounded a pale, oval face with eyes the color of cobalt and full lips the color of newly bloomed red rose petals. Her five-feet-seven-inches tall, trim figure was dressed in an ankle-length, cobalt blue, woolen dress under that cloak. Her small, delicate feet were clad in black leather boots, and her equally delicate hands in suede gloves dyed to match the cloak. Her voice was clear and steady, even when she felt fear, which she did now.

“Fret not, Sister Krystaline,” said the voice. “We have lasted beyond many such threats. Over the centuries we and our forbearers have seen them overcome their childish ways and return to them. But they will not harm us or you.”

“Even now, when I enter the village, they throw stones and set their dogs after me. My charms keep these things at bay, but that only makes them want to do more. They tremble in fear at the sight of me. I try to tell them I seek only good for them, but Vicar Robbins has filled their heads with the idea that I’m a tool of the most foul and evil being, he whom they claim had sat at the right hand of glory but now reigns in a place of iniquity and torture. Why would I, who craves only goodness for my Brothers and Sisters, seek to collaborate with such a being, if indeed it exists?”

“You doubt its existence?”

“I see no proof of it, so yes, I must doubt.”

“You are wise.”

“Yet my wisdom doesn’t show me how to counter such ideas and assure the residents of Pilgrim’s Briar Village that I mean them no harm but only seek to help.”

“Your father faced the same problem, and his father before him.”

“I know, and Father and Grandfather seemed to simply endure. I want to do more.”

An owl flew down from a tree branch and rested on her shoulder.

“Graethm will assist you,” said the voice of Druantia, “as he assisted Athena in the old days of the Greeks.”

The owl fluttered his wings as his name was spoken.

“Avoid showing fear,” came that rustling voice. “It is weakness that your enemies will sense. And that sensation will strengthen their determination and the belief that they are in the right. You will not be able to stop them then. Your charms will be as inconsequential and powerless as the chants they make while signing the cross of the new religion over their breasts.”

“Yes, Druantia.”

“Above all, avoid hatred in your mind and heart,” continued the voice of Druantia. “It is the food of evil.”

Krystaline nodded. “Thank you, Druantia. I’ll stay strong. And with Graethm beside me, I’ll know my course.”

“Go and speak for all in the seen and unseen worlds.”

Krystaline turned, her long cloak flaring out in the breeze. Graethm flew ahead, leading the way. She firmed her grasp on the long staff she carried. She had made it from an old oak branch severed from a tree trunk by a bolt from Brother Sky in an electrical storm. The staff had a large opal, her birthstone, set into a silver base at the top end. It sparkled as a spot of sunlight reached it through the leaves overhead. Her leather boots stepped over the ground of the forest and then out into an open meadow. Mondall Hall—more of a castle with a main residence, an open courtyard, and a kitchen garden within four walls and four towers—stood on the other side of that meadow. She strode toward it and saw a young man running in her direction.

“Lady Krystaline! Come quickly!” he gasped, his breath short as he stopped in front of her.

“What is it, Stephen?” she asked.

“Three from the village,” said Stephen Cartwell, still panting. “They got inside the walls of Mondall Hall and into the main residence. I couldn’t stop them. They’re searching for evidence.”

“Of what?”

“Devil worship, they said.”

Krystaline hurried her pace toward the hall, muttering a chant as she went. Graethm was already there, sitting on the keystone in the arch over the heavy wooden door in the northwest exterior wall between the north tower and the west tower. The door stood open. Krystaline rushed in and could hear the threesome looking through rooms in the main residence where she and the two remaining members of her coven resided.

“Where is it?” asked a man, coming up to her as she stepped into the front hall.

“Where is what?” she asked as calmly as she could manage, remembering Druantia’s counsel against showing fear.

“You know,” said the man.

“Your evil witch’s den!” screeched a middle-aged woman, running toward them from the servant quarters in the back of the building.

“There isn’t one,” said Krystaline.

“Where’s the entrance to the underground areas?” demanded the man.

“Over here!” shouted a second man. “The door’s locked.”

“Unlock it,” screeched the woman.

“Certainly,” said Krystaline in a composed voice.

When her father Lord Reginald Mondall had inherited the estate, he had locked that door leading to the subterranean level, and for the rest of his life he had kept the key on his person, going down there now and then. He had passed that key to his daughter while on his deathbed and told her to guard it well, that something very important was down there. Then he had breathed his last. And so far, Krystaline hadn’t discovered what that something was. She carried that key with her always and occasionally went down into that room, looking around.

Now she calmly walked to the door and unlocked it with the key, kept in a pocket of her dress. The three people pushed her aside and rushed down the steps. She followed calmly. The villagers began scrambling around, looking for any sign of witchery but seeing only cardboard boxes full of junk, an old wooden trunk with a rusty lock, and lots of dust.

“Where is everything?” demanded one of the men. “Looks like no one’s been down here for years.”

“She put a spell on the room before we came down,” yelled the woman, “hid everything—the altar where they conduct their black rituals, their knife for making profane sacrifices, and their foul-smelling black candles.”

“Won’t do you no good,” said the other man. “We know what you are!”

Krystaline looked at them sadly. They stomped up the stairs and out the front door. She stood looking around a moment at the dust and boxes, at the age darkened oak beams in the ceiling, and at the walls and floor of stone. Then she went back up the stairs, closing and locking the door, and pocketing the key. A smile rose to her red lips from the humor she felt over it all.

Stephen came up to her. “They looked really angry as they rushed out. Everything okay?”

“Fine, Stephen,” she said. “Imagine! They think we have a sacrificial altar down there.”

To herself, she thought, “The charm worked perfectly. Lots of dust and cobwebs. I’ll leave the room that way for now, at least until I’m sure this whole witch hunt business is over. But I still don’t want them seeing whatever my father had hidden there.”

Stephen looked relieved but also guilty.

“Don’t feel bad,” she told him. “You did what you could. Where’s Margaret?”

When Krystaline was about six years old, Margaret Stand, middle-aged and fairly fit, had been hired as housekeeper, cook, and the girl’s caregiver after Lady Florence Mondall had died and her body had been buried inside the Mondall Hall compound. Reginald had told everyone, including the local constabulary and Margaret, that Florence had accidentally fallen from the east tower as the first rays of Father Sun appeared. No one had questioned it, seeing his deep grief and the condition of the body. Margaret had replaced Florence in the coven Reginald had led for several decades, keeping the number of members at thirteen. Krystaline had replaced her father when his health had declined and had taken the role of coven leader. Now Margaret, Stephen, and Krystaline were the only coven members left. Vicar Robbins in Pilgrim’s Briar Village had scared off the other ten soon after settling into the vicarage.

Shortly after Lord Reginald’s death, the previous vicar had retired. The new bishop of the Anglican Church, a real fire and brimstone sort, had assigned Robbins as his replacement. Word of witches being active in that part of England had reached the bishop, who held the traditional view that such people were evil and who also erroneously equated witches with Wiccans. So Robbins, also being of the fire and brimstone variety, had been the bishop’s logical choice.

“Rid the area of witches and Wiccans,” the bishop had said, “and assure your heavenly reward.”

Robbins had bowed, vowing to accomplish that mission, and continued bowing up and down like a toy on a spring as he backed out of the bishop’s luxuriant chambers. His first sermon after settling in the village was a warning for the destruction coming to any who practiced what he called “the black arts.” Mondall Estate had quickly become his main target. Soon he had pointed out the ten members who lived in the village, creating such a hostile attitude toward them that they left, even though they were from families that had lived in the village for generations.

“We only need three members in the coven anyway,” Krystaline had told Margaret and Stephen when the last of those ten had left.

“But thirteen is ideal,” Stephen had protested.

“We’re better this way,” Margaret had said. “Closer.”

Now villagers, stirred up, no doubt, by one of Vicar Robbins’ more fiery sermons, had dared to trespass on Mondall Hall, climbing the high rock wall around the estate, with the intent of chasing away those final three. But Krystaline and Margaret weren’t about to be budged from the Mondall ancestral home.

“Margaret hid in the kitchen,” said Stephen. “They tried to get in, but she barred the door.”

Krystaline went to the kitchen and knocked with her staff. “Margaret, it’s Krystaline. Come out. They’re gone.”

Margaret unbarred the door and peeked out. Then she opened the door wide and threw her arms around Krystaline.

“I heard them talking last time I was at the village grocers. They said they were coming here to find your secret satanic chapel. How can people be so credulous? Whatever that vicar preaches, they believe.”

“Then I have to talk with Vicar Robbins,” said Krystaline. “But first, let’s do our midday call to Father Sun and have lunch.”

They headed to the south tower.

Mondall Hall had been named after the French word monde, meaning world, and the English word “all.” The family crest showed two hands holding the Earth as it was supposed to have looked in the days of the Romans in England. The “hall” was more of a compound, several buildings within a square, walled area. There were four stone towers, one on each corner—north, east, south, and west. Those towers, along with exterior walls connecting them, had been built in the Romanesque era of Great Britain. There had been wood structures inside those walls, consisting of a main residence, a kitchen with a garden plot, servant quarters, guard quarters, and a horse stable.

Over the centuries, Krystaline’s ancestors had replaced those wood structures with sturdier ones built of stone and huge oak beams. The main residence had been enlarged, and the kitchen and servant quarters were now part of it instead of being separate structures. The guard quarters had burned down before Krystaline’s grandfather had died, and Lord Reginald had torn down the horse stable since the wood had rotted and they no longer had horses. There was also an inner courtyard where key Wiccan ceremonies, such as celebrating Mabon, took place. The kitchen garden was off to one side of that area. A rumor persisted that a wooden shed somewhere within the compound had survived the redo. Lord Reginald had scoffed at it. Margaret and Krystaline had searched anyway but never found it. They suspected it was hidden by an enchantment somewhere among the trees that grew inside the compound.

From the four towers her ancestors had called to Father Sun each day—the east tower as darkness began to recede and the first rays appeared, the south tower at the zenith when the rays were their hottest, the west tower to bid Father Sun a good rest from his arduous task of warming the Earth, and the north tower to entreat Father Sun as midnight struck to return in the morning. Now the Mondall Coven did the first three without fail each day but not the fourth.

Krystaline ascended the worn stone steps in the south tower, with Margaret and Stephen behind her. She reached the top and stepped out onto the oak planks, holding her staff up toward the sun. Margaret and Stephen took their places on either side of her, as they had on countless days before.

“Father Sun, we greet you,” called out Krystaline. “We thank you for the cheer you bring to our day and for the life-giving warmth you impart to the crops that grow, to the trees that shade us, to the animals and humans to whom your rays bring health.”

She said this a total of thirteen times, and Margaret and Stephen repeated her words in unison thirteen times. Then the three of them descended to the ground level of the tower and returned to the kitchen.

“That man!” declared Stephen, his voice full of disgust, as they entered the room.

He spoke somewhat nasally as a result of having a French governess. On the other hand, he spoke French fluently and muttered a string of invectives in that language now.

“Stephen!” said Krystaline in rebuke. “No profanity—in English or French!”

Stephen reddened a little but then grinned, knowing she had understood him perfectly.

“Lunch is ready,” said Margaret, amused at them both.

They walked into the kitchen.

 “The last of the deer meat,” said Margaret as they sat at the table. “You need to talk with Cocidius and see which of the herd grazing on the estate is next.”

“It seems rather cruel,” said Stephen.

“Cocidius, god of hunting and forests, makes the choice,” said Krystaline. “He knows which is ready, not so old that its meat is tough and stringy but past the age of producing worthy young.”

“Ugh! The carrots taste terrible!” exclaimed Stephen.

Margaret took a bite and spit it out. “They’ve tainted the kitchen garden again!”

This was the third time someone had spread something foul on the garden ground. That substance had been absorbed in the vegetables, especially carrots, potatoes, and beets.

“How are they getting inside the walls?” asked Stephen.

He looked at Margaret, reddened, and looked down at his plate, afraid she had seen the truth on his face but also fearing she knew his part in the earlier invasion of their home.

“Maybe the same way those three people got in today?” asked Krystaline, confirming Stephen’s fear.

“I was going out the door in the northwest exterior wall to find you,” said Stephen, reddening again, “and they barged in—probably waiting on the other side of the door. They got through the locked gates somehow.”

“Or climbed the wall,” said Margaret.

“You were looking for me?” asked Krystaline.

“Yes, for midday call.”

“Hmm, well, that’s not how they’re getting in to spread stuff in the garden,” said Krystaline. “I wonder…”

“Are you thinking of the secret door that’s supposed to be in one of the outer walls?” asked Margaret. “Lord Reginald hunted for years. I helped him as did other coven members.”

“We need to search some more,” said Stephen. “It might be hidden by a spell of some kind.”

“After we eat, I’ll go out and undo the tainting first,” said Krystaline. “Then we can search.”

They finished their meal, and Stephen helped Margaret clean up while Krystaline, wearing her cloak with the hood up over her long hair and carrying her staff, went out to the kitchen garden. Krystaline held out her staff and said thirteen times her plea to Pentacle to cast off the foulness in the garden soil.

“Pentacle, spirit of the Earth, I call upon you to throw off this taint spread upon you by the ignorant. Let the purity of your goodness be once again what fills these plants that nourish us so well.”

Graethm watched from a perch on a tree near the kitchen garden where vegetables were grown. Those vegetables were an important part of their diet along with the stag meat and the fresh bread baked by Teresa Black, a woman in Pilgrim’s Briar Village. Teresa was someone whom Vicar Robbins couldn’t influence. That, of course, made her as much an outcast as Krystaline. But villagers still bought her bread in true hypocritical fashion because she was the only baker in the village.

At the end of the recitation, Graethm flew down and sat on Krystaline’s shoulder.

“Pentacle has heard you,” the owl softly hooted in her ear.

“Thank you, Graethm,” said Krystaline. “Now I need to see the vicar.” She turned and walked back to the kitchen as Graethm flew away. “I’m going to the village to confront the vicar.”

“What about the secret door?” asked Stephen.

“You and Margaret can search. I have to do this.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” asked Margaret in her motherly way as Krystaline grabbed her staff. “Samhain’s coming—October thirty-first—your birthday. They could be planning something on that day. The gods will be visible, and the villagers will profane themselves, violating the new religion by calling upon those gods for your destruction and ours.”

“What kind of something could they do?” laughed Krystaline. “Sacrifice me to their god? That went out with the old testament of their book.”

“Many still go by that old testament, preaching hate and destruction,” said Margaret.

Stephen stood listening and shook with fear. “Don’t go!”

Krystaline hugged him as if he were her brother. In the two years since her father had died, they had grown close in a sibling manner.

“Don’t worry,” she told the young man, “I’ll slip in very carefully so no one sees me.”

He nodded but was clearly still upset.

Krystaline started toward the door in the middle of the wall between the north and west towers. Stephen began to follow her.

“No, Stephen, please stay here,” she told him.

He stopped and nodded, his eyes wide with fear.

Graethm flew to her shoulder and softly hooted in her ear, “Beware. As Samhain draws closer, their fear grows.”

“I’ll be careful,” she whispered.

Graethm flew off as Krystaline went out the door.

 


		Oct 29 – afternoon, UK time



The road from the gates of Mondall Estate to Pilgrim’s Briar Village was paved, so as the misty rain started, Krystaline’s boots got wet but not muddy. The cloak with its hood kept the rest of her dry. The staff clicked on the pavement with each step. A car raced past her and screeched to a stop.

“Want a ride?” called out the driver in an American accent.

“Thank you, no,” replied Krystaline. “Just getting some air.”

The man shrugged and drove on. That prompted Krystaline to veer off the road to a path through the woods sitting between the estate and the village so no one else would see her.

“Druantia, Spirit of the Trees, guide my steps and guard me,” she called out, entering the woods.

“All is safe here, Sister Krystaline,” said Druantia. “But once you pass beyond the trees, I cannot help you.”

“Yes, Druantia, I know,” said Krystaline. “From there I’ll rely on my staff, my wits, and the charms my father taught me.”

She walked on through the woods, listening to rustlings as predators and their prey scrambled away at the sound of her boots crunching desiccated leaves beneath them. At the edge of the woods she paused. The rain had stopped, and clouds now revealed the warming, drying rays of Father Sun in late afternoon. She looked carefully around. No one was in sight. She made her way to the church, reaching it a few minutes later and slipping inside where she shook excess water off her cloak.

Like Mondall Hall, the church was built of stone and dated from the same era. The building had escaped area bombings in two world wars, preserving the stained glass windows and the faded frescoes on the walls, both added to the building centuries after it had been built. The bell tower was square and had three bells, also a fairly “new” addition only two hundred seventeen years old. The bell ringers would arrive a few minutes before each service, take a good swig of whiskey, and begin ringing out the call to the villagers. Then they would head to the village pub.

Vicar Robbins was at the altar, kneeling before several lit candles. Krystaline waited patiently for him to finish his prayers. When she heard a call for her destruction, though, she spoke up.

“Hello, Vicar Robbins,” said Krystaline, staying in the shadows. “It’s time we had a talk. Unlike your invocation for my demise, I bear you no ill will.”

The vicar stood and whirled around to face her. He held up the heavy silver cross he wore as if she were a vampire in an old horror film. She held back her urge to laugh.

“How dare you come into this holy place!” he cried out, hands trembling and voice quaking.

“Did you think I couldn’t come into such a hallowed building?” she asked. “As you can see, I didn’t scream in agony and melt into a waxy puddle or some such thing.”

Krystaline stepped toward Vicar Robbins who backed away.

“Get thee behind me, Satan,” said the vicar in a booming voice.

Krystaline managed again to refrain from laughing. She reached out her hand. “I’m just a woman who respects this world. Stephen, Margaret, and I live peacefully, harming no one.”

“So you say!” declared Vicar Robbins. “The Montjoys’ baby sickened and died after their five-year-old threw a stone at you. The baby contracted a foul fever, his skin hot to the touch. Several others have contracted this fever.”

“That’s a virus going around, as you well know,” declared Krystaline.

“The strange happenings in the church graveyard—moaning and rattling of chains. Tell me you had nothing to do with those.”

“Would you believe me?”

“Then you did do them!”

Now Krystaline did laugh. “Sorry, I meant I didn’t do them but telling you that would be useless. Your mind’s set.”

“How dare you make such an accusation!”

“Then you believe me?”

“Of course not. The Devil’s servants lie cunningly, and they assume a pleasing shape.”

Vicar Robbins looked at her in a way that made her uncomfortable. Krystaline remembered how he had been attracted to her from their first meeting. He was fifty-five and rather portly, a physical reality heightened by his official vestments. She was twenty-three and considered quite attractive. But it wasn’t just the physical and age differences that repelled her. He was full of hate, and her rejection of his advances seemed to infuriate him even more, deepening his conviction that she was the source of the witchery and devil worship in the area the bishop had sent him to stamp out.

“I came here to encourage you to stop making such statements,” said Krystaline.

“You’ve wasted your time,” yelled Vicar Robbins. “Be gone!”

Krystaline shrugged and left the way she had come, knowing that trying to reason with the irrational was for fools.

 


		Oct 29 – as Father Sun sets, UK time



Father Sun was low in the west as Krystaline returned to Mondall Hall. Time to ascend the west tower and entreat that ball of fire to return the next day. She entered the compound through the door in the northwest wall. Margaret was there, the rims of her eyes reddened from holding back tears.

“Did you see Stephen?” asked Margaret, wringing her hands.

“No, why?” replied Krystaline.

“He left about ten minutes after you did, determined to follow you and protect you. I tried to stop him but…” Margaret now burst into tears, covering her face with her hands.

Krystaline hugged her.

“Dry your tears. I’ll go look for him.” She went back out into the growing darkness. A few steps from that heavy wooden door, she saw Stephen approaching.

“Where’ve you been?” she asked. “Margaret’s worried sick. And we’re late for evencall. C’mon.”

They went back inside Mondall Hall, into the west tower, and up the worn stone steps. Margaret was already there. As they stood on the oak plank flooring of the top level, open to the sky, Krystaline held up her staff, letting the opal catch the last rays of sunshine and reflect them on her, Stephen, and Margaret. A breeze stirred her cloak and her long thick hair.

“O Father Sun,” she called out, “we thank you for this day, for your warming, drying rays after the rain from Brother Sky. We await your return. We shall dream through the dark time and wake to welcome you again.”

She iterated the statement a total of thirteen times, one for each member that had been in the coven when she had become its leader. The members who had left in the past year stayed in her heart and mind. Their departure had saddened her, but she had understood their fear.

For centuries, Krystaline’s kind had been portrayed by the “new religion” that had swept over England, Ireland, Scotland, and Wales as servants of a dark and evil being who sought the downfall of mankind and the eternal torment of a thing they called a “soul.” She was one of the last of a long line of Wiccans dedicated to keeping the truth alive—that they cherished the world around them and adhered to the Wiccan Rede, their ethical code, which said “if it harms none, do what you will,” and they regarded curses, charms, talismans, potions, and spells that caused such harm as unethical.

Unfortunately, there were times when conflicts tested that code—conflicts like the one now ongoing between the coven and the vicar. She respected his right to believe and speak what he would. Sadly, it stirred up action in people that violated her rights to the point of endangering her life and the two people who were like family to her.

“Well, time for dinner,” she said after concluding evencall.

The three of them headed down the stone steps inside the west tower to the ground floor, exited, walked around the main residence, and entered the kitchen.

Krystaline hung her cloak on a peg on the wall and rested her staff near it. She straightened her ankle-length dress before sitting at the table and put her napkin on her lap, ready to enjoy the dinner Margaret had prepared.

“So, where were you?” Krystaline asked Stephen again.

Stephen shrugged and looked down at his plate.

“Stephen!” exclaimed Margaret. “I want to know, too. Did you go to the village?”

“I—well, I had to make sure she was alright, didn’t I?” he said sheepishly, looking at Margaret sideways.

Krystaline smiled. “Thanks. But no one was going to hurt me. For one thing, they fear retribution from the ‘evil spirits’ I’m supposed to control.”

“You don’t know that for sure,” said Stephen, looking at her intently.

Since coming to Mondall Hall, he had felt protected by and protective of Krystaline, and Margaret had been almost like a mother to him as much as she was to Krystaline. They were three people now fairly alone in the world, cut off from those who followed the “new religion” and even from other Wiccans.

“Well, no harm done,” said Krystaline, “but please don’t take such a risk again.”

Stephen nodded and looked back down at his plate.

They finished their dinner and cleaned up.

“I’m going to the library,” said Krystaline when they had finished.

 


		Oct 29 – evening, UK time



Over the preceding centuries the Mondalls had stocked the library with old, thick books. There were many scholarly volumes from ages past, including a large collection of Wiccan related books. Lord Reginald had added a couple dozen to the already groaning shelves. As a child, Lady Krystaline Mondall had started reading the simpler books, describing Nature and Man’s relation to it. Over the years, she had gradually worked up to the more complex ones.

Krystaline entered the library in the main residence, sat in the leather-covered wingback chair by the fireplace, ignited the wood there with a chant, and warmed her toes at the edge of the flames. That chair had been Lord Reginald’s favorite, and sometimes when she was very little she had sat on his lap, listening to him read stories to her.

Now she picked up a book lying on the table beside the chair. She had begun reading through it several days earlier and was finding the going difficult since it was handwritten and in Old English. After about a half hour, she closed the book and set it on the table beside her. She leaned her head back and looked up at one of the shelves crammed with books. She suddenly realized there was a gap where a book should have been. She stood and went to the shelf, looking at the titles of the books on either side of the gap.

Then she knew what book was missing: Ye Grimoire of Yfel, an ancient book of evil magic spells, invocations, and talisman charms.

Lord Reginald had intended to destroy that book but had fallen ill before he could and then had died. And Krystaline had intended to carry out that task but so far hadn’t, part of her thinking the contents would come in handy at times if she could use them in a way that didn’t violate the Wiccan Rede.

Wiccans were said to be magicians. Not the kind using sleight of hand card tricks and illusionary magic acts such as sawing a woman in half to dazzle an ignorant public, but the kind that used real magic, such as changing an animal into another animal, and other things to which alchemists only aspired such as turning lead into gold. In reality, Wiccans were able to do only a fraction of that—powerful stuff but basically harmless such as calling on various deities like Druantia and Pentacle. And they certainly couldn’t create gold out of lead or most Wiccans wouldn’t live on meager means and have to work regular jobs.

Krystaline had only dabbled in that real magic so far, using charms like the one on that subterranean room to make it look innocent, dusty, and as if no one had been in it for decades when in reality she had kept it clean and tidy since Lord Reginald’s death.

“Which of them has that book?” she mused aloud.

Then she knew—Stephen!

He had always seemed disillusioned with the Wiccan Way—no spells to turn someone he disliked into a pig or really making people sicken and die.

“What’s the use of all this?” he had asked her one day.

“Honoring Father Sun and Mother Earth and all the elements of Nature,” she had said as her eyes grew wide and her eyebrows arched up.

Stephen had almost kissed her at that moment, finding her so attractive even though she was several years older, but he had refrained, knowing she saw him as a brother only. He had said meekly, “Those are good, too, but…”

He was thin, not athletic, and had mentioned to her more than once that larger boys had picked on him in the village school in his teen years after the French governess had taught him all she could. This bit of information had led Krystaline to suspect he was seeking power. She had hoped she could lead him away from such a desire, but apparently not. He seemed to want to learn how to cast spells. She had kept such knowledge from him purposefully. Now…

Krystaline rushed out of the room and up to Stephen’s bedroom, pounding on the door. When there was no answer, she went in and saw Ye Grimoire of Yfel lying on the table beside his bed. A strip of paper was stuck in about a third of the way, marking a place where something had caught his interest. She opened the book to that place. It was the casting of spells on an enemy, specifically, setting things on fire, raising the dead, or invoking sickness and death.

She grabbed the book, hurried to Margaret’s room, and knocked.

“What’s up?” answered Margaret, opening the door right away.

“Stephen—he’s read Ye Grimoire of Yfel,” said Krystaline, holding up the book to show Margaret. “I think he’s going to try to cast a spell on the vicar or those people who came here. I knew I should’ve burned that thing right away. Something kept stopping me.”

“So? Those things don’t work. Lord Reginald told us so.”

Margaret looked at Krystaline’s face, seeing the truth there, and sighed, “Oh, dear. They do work.”

“My father wanted to keep us from trying them. I use some of the simple ones now and then—a chant to light a fire in the fireplace—that sort of thing. But there’s much worse in that book. C’mon, we need to find Stephen before he leaves the compound.”

Margaret slipped her robe on over her nightgown and followed Krystaline to the library, watching as Krystaline put the book up in its place on the shelf.

“Ye Grimoire of Yfel, be hidden from Stephen’s eyes,” said Krystaline.

Then she and Margaret went around the residence and into other parts of the compound, looking for Stephen and calling out his name several times.

Krystaline’s cell phone rang as they headed to one of the towers.

“Hello? … Hi, Teresa. What’s—? … He’s there? … Oh, criminy! I’ll be there in a few minutes. … Yes, stay safe. Thanks, bye.”

Krystaline turned to Margaret. “Teresa said Stephen was standing in the church graveyard in Pilgrim’s Briar Village, intoning something, most likely memorized from that book. Several villagers grabbed him.”

“Oh, no!” cried Margaret. “Not an incantation to raise the dead, I hope.”

“Or something to do exactly what they’ve been accusing me of doing, making them sicken and die,” said Krystaline.

But they had both guessed wrong.

Krystaline went to the kitchen, grabbed her cloak off the peg, threw it on, and picked up her staff. Then she headed to the heavy wooden door in the northwest wall of the compound.

Margaret managed to slip on her Wellies and hurried after Krystaline.

“Oh no, it’s worse!” said Krystaline, stopping and reading the text on her cell phone Teresa had just sent her. “Just as the villagers grabbed him, the church burst into flames.”

“You said you were going to destroy that book!” declared Margaret.

“I know, I know! Or at the very least put it somewhere more secure. But I thought moving the book would’ve revealed the truth about it, making Stephen want it all the more. My father told me that truth on his deathbed and swore me to secrecy. No matter now. I need to get there before they do something drastic to that young fool.”

“Like what?”

“Burn him at the stake in the village commons—the traditional way of dealing with witches and warlocks.”

Margaret stopped walking, stood in shock a moment, and nodded. “I’ll go with you.”

“No, stay here.”

“No!” said Margaret. “What if those crazy villagers, especially Vicar Robbins, get you, too?”

Krystaline and Margaret heard a scream of pain. They pulled the heavy wooden door open and rushed outside, stopping just outside.

“Oh no!” gasped Krystaline.

In the middle of the meadow between Mondall Hall and the woods on the estate a fire was raging around a man tied to a wooden post in the center of the meadow. About thirty or forty villagers were around him, including Vicar Robbins. He looked toward the compound and saw the two women standing aghast.

“You’re next!” he shouted and laughed.

Krystaline raised her staff and pointed it toward the fire, murmuring, “Agrona, Goddess of the river Aeron, bring your waters and quench these flames. Spare this poor misguided mortal.”

A cloud appeared over Stephen, who screamed as the flames reached him. Rain poured down and put out the fire, drenching those dancing around and cheering at Stephen’s torment. They began shrieking, howling, and running away. Stephen’s screams stopped, and he slumped forward, still bound to the pole.

Krystaline aimed the opal on the tip of her staff at him and called out, “Bonds, release him!”

A ray from Sister Moon beamed to the opal and shot out from it at the ropes securing Stephen to the pole. He fell on the rain-cooled ashes around him and lay still. Krystaline and Margaret withdrew behind the door and shut
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