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Chapter 1




April
30th,
1647

 


Simon Bulcock moved along
the dark forest pathways with a poacher’s
practised ease. He slid between trees and bushes without dislodging
so much as a dewdrop from their branches.

Although he carried a lantern,
he preferred not to use it. Others might see the light, and capture
would mean a spell in the pillory, maybe even prison.

The owner of this land,
Lord West, had changed during Simon’s
absence from the village. Once a kind and fair landowner, he had
become moody and intolerant.

Simon paused to catch his
breath. The civil war had changed many things. There was more
violence in the world now than at any time in Simon’s past so the
increased severity of Lord West’s justice was only to be
expected.

A cloud hid the moon. Trees
merged with the night. Simon squinted into the gloom, cursing the
toll the years had taken on his sight. With care, he continued on
his way, determined to deliver his message. His lantern, hidden
beneath his coat, pressed into his side. Simon considered lighting
it but decided to press on without its help. The risk was too great
tonight.

The four rabbits and one
hare hanging from Simon’s belt spoke of a good evening’s catch. He
had meat to spare tonight and he knew someone who would appreciate
a share of his bounty. He needed to speak to Jessica anyway, to
tell her what he had just heard.

The effort of staring into
the darkness made Simon’s head ache. He stopped walking and sat on
a fallen tree to rest. Poaching was a young man’s game and it was
one Simon had played for a very long time. He pushed his long,
thinning, gray hair back from his face and took a few slow breaths.
Pure forest air filled his lungs.

This was the reason Simon
had never settled for a life in town. The stink of people living
too close together repelled him, although he forced himself to bear
it during his visits to the tavern. To Simon, time spent in the
forest was never time wasted. Poaching
brought little income but Simon’s needs were few.

His simple life had become more
difficult with the passing years. Simon could still outrun that
overfed, self-important fool of a bailiff when he needed to, but
the exercise hurt him these days.

Something rustled the
grass beside him. Simon followed the unseen creature’s progress.
Too small for a rabbit, possibly a mouse or shrew. Not big enough
for the pot, whatever it was. His thoughts turned to Jessica, the
girl he was to visit. Simon still thought of Jessica as a girl but
he knew he should refer to her as a woman, now she had
grown.

She had never really
joined the village but that was more his fault than hers. With both
her parents gone, Simon had worried that her family’s past might be
remembered, so he had advised her to keep to herself.

That had been a mistake, he now
knew. Her isolation only made the villagers suspicious. Their
suspicions were partly correct but it was their interpretation of
those suspicions that concerned Simon.

The fire was still fresh
in Simon’s memory; the flames that had burned Jessica’s mother,
years ago. Her screams still reverberated in his ears; the sight of
her struggling against her bonds still seared his
dreams.

It was Simon who had
helped Jessica and her father flee, Simon who had brought them
here, to the village of his birth. He was indebted to Jessica’s
mother and he had sworn to take care of her family. He had failed
Jessica’s father. He must not fail Jessica.

The full moon emerged from
the sparse clouds to illuminate Simon’s world. He rose to his feet.
It was unwise to remain in clear view, so close to the main path
and in such bright light. Simon slipped deeper into the woods and
took the long route to Jessica’s house.

A twig snapped under his foot,
the crack loud in the stillness. Simon held his breath. An owl
hooted in the distance. A scurrying in the bushes beside him
signalled the flight of some frightened animal. Simon wiped a thin
film of sweat from his brow with the coarse sleeve of his long
coat. He waited and listened as the night creatures resumed their
business. Satisfied that the twig had drawn no unwelcome attention,
he continued on his way.

It was late to call on Jessica.
Simon guessed it must be close to midnight, and she might be
already asleep. Nonetheless, he had to speak to her tonight. The
warning he carried could not wait until morning. Simon hoped to
persuade her to move closer to the village, to stay with him for a
while.

It was contrary to all his
advice over the years, but times change. The villagers believed she
was his niece, so the arrangement should not strike them as odd. In
these times, a woman living alone was at great risk, from many
dangers.

Light gleamed in the trees
ahead. Simon moved with caution until he had a clear view of
Jessica’s cottage. A plain white sheet covered the window,
diffusing the light from within. So she was still awake.

Even by moonlight, the
cottage looked terrible. Jessica’s father, Simon’s friend, had done
his best but he was a farmer, not a builder. Even with Simon’s
help, and with the advice of the local carpenter, the building
seemed to stay up more by good fortune than by design. The walls, a
ramshackle arrangement of locally-obtained rocks, tilted inwards.
The roof at least was straight, thanks to the intervention of the
village carpenter. However, it had been thatched by inexperienced
hands, and a few holes now showed as dark patches among the
straw.

There remained much to do
to make the cottage habitable, but Jessica’s father was gone now
and Simon was too old to be carrying stones and climbing walls.
Shaking his head, Simon left the safety of the trees and crossed
the rutted track to the cottage.


 Chapter 2

 


Jessica Chadwick dropped the
small book and gaped at the apparition before her. Her black cat,
Belson, brushed past her legs.

“Belson. Don’t.” Jessica
clasped her hands as the cat ran to the spectre and sat before
it.

“What have you done?” The
voice, thin and distant, was unmistakably that of Jessica’s mother.
“Your father should have destroyed my book, should have hidden your
abilities from you. Jessica, you are meddling in dangerous games
and you have no training, no guidance.”

“Mother? Is it really
you?” Jessica took a hesitant step forward.

“If it were not me, you
would be dead now.” The spirit’s lips twisted into a scowl. “You
have made no preparations. Where is your circle of protection?
Where is your triangle, to contain and control the spirits you
call?” The ghost of Jessica’s mother shook her head.

“I have never called a
spirit before. I didn’t really believe it would work.”

“So you have meddled with
my Book of Shadows without knowing what you were doing?” The
spectre drifted forward, over Belson, until it hovered a few feet
from Jessica. “You were lucky, the things that could have
answered…”

“I’m not a fool, Mother.
I’ve practised the lesser magics for years, since Father was taken
by the soldiers.” Jessica fought the tremble in her lip as she
spoke. This close, her mother was both terrifying and beautiful.
The rough walls showed through the white robes covering the
spectre’s body, their uneven stones rippling with the movement of
her limbs. “I didn’t just start with this spell.”

“I see.” The ghost nodded.
“It seems blood will out, after all. You have chosen a bad time to
come into your power, my dear. War and plague blight the land, and
the people look for someone to blame. If they catch you, they will
kill you.”

“I know. I need your
help.”

“I am dead, Jessica. There
is little I can do.” The ghost looked down at the black cat purring
beside her. “Belson will be of more help to you than I.”

“Mother, please. Belson is
only a cat. I need advice. I’m alone now. There’s a Witchfinder in
the land. I don’t want to be hanged.” Jessica tried to grasp at the
ghost’s clothing, but her mother backed away.

“Alone? What about Simon
Bulcock?”

“He still looks after me,
but he’s old. His strength is fading.”

Jessica’s mother looked
around at the single room of the cottage. She grimaced at the sheet
covering the window, held in place by sticks pushed between the
stones of the wall. She shook her head at the rickety table and two
chairs, and sighed at the single low bed and battered cabinet in
the corner. The cooking pots beside the fireplace were blackened
and worn. The night sky showed through holes in the roof. A wooden
pail stood beneath one of the larger holes. The floor, though dry
at the moment, consisted of hard-packed soil. Depressions in its
surface suggested the formation of puddles whenever it
rained.

“You have a hard life, it
seems, and only seventeen. I know your father’s farm was forfeit
when I was condemned. I watched your flight from our comfortable
home. I could not intervene, and cannot now, but I can answer some
of your questions.” Her semi-transparent features formed a
smile.

“Then tell me about the
Witchfinder. How can I escape his attention?”

“You cannot.” The spectre
wavered in anger, or perhaps despair. “The creature within him will
find you, now that your power is alive within you. You must call on
help.”

“Help? From
who?”

“I suggest you call the
one who was most sympathetic to me in my life. His name is Foras.
The calling will not be easy—”

“That’s one of the demons
in this book.” Jessica ran to the table and opened a heavy,
leather-bound manuscript.

“You have the Goetia?
How?” Her mother drifted alongside.

“I—ah—borrowed it from the
monks at Marchway.”

“Jessica, you are surely
my daughter.” The ghost laughed. “I would have given much to own
the whole book. As it was, I paid a great deal to obtain copies of
a few pages, and those burned with me.”

Jessica turned the pages
slowly, avoiding her mother’s gaze. She had not witnessed her
mother’s death, but she had overheard her father and Simon
discussing it. They had mentioned a betrayal, and a name. Jessica
looked up.

“Mother.” Jessica paused,
her mind hunting for the words to ask what she wanted to know. “Who
is Demdike?”

“That name should be
forgotten.” Her mother’s face became stern. “Or perhaps not.
Demdike is the man who betrayed me to the Inquisitor. Beware that
name, Jessica. With luck, you will never hear it again.”

“Father said the same,
though Simon thought him innocent. Can Foras kill this Demdike
also?”

“Ask Foras only one favour
at a time, and be sure you know the demon’s price before you agree.
Forget about Demdike. You have more pressing problems. The creature
hunting witches, the one you call Witchfinder, is one of the Golab.
It possesses men’s bodies and feeds on the terror of women. The
life within you would be a feast for it. You cannot fight it alone.
Foras can help, if he will.”

“If he will? You mean he
may not?”

“Calling demons is a risky
thing, Jessica. They don’t always do what you expect of them. That
is why you need the circle, and the triangle. And Belson, of
course.”

“Belson?” Jessica stared
at the cat. It had been with the family as long as she could
remember, so it must be at least as old as herself. She had never
before thought to question how Belson stayed so fit and healthy.
Jessica turned her gaze to her mother.

“My familiar. Yours, now.
Trust him, he is known to Foras and can be of assistance to you.”
The ghost drifted backwards, fading.

“Mother, wait. Don’t
leave. There is so much I need to know.”

“I have no choice. Your
spell was poorly cast. Its hold weakens.”

“Wait. What about this
Golab? How do I kill it?” Jessica moved toward her mother’s ghost,
now barely visible.

A short laugh echoed, as
though along a tunnel. “If I knew that, I would have killed it
before it killed me. Call Foras, but take care.” The spectre
dissipated into the air, leaving a scent Jessica remembered from
her childhood. Her mother’s scent.

Jessica sank to her knees.
If she could not hold on to her mother’s ghost, what chance did she
have of controlling Foras, a President of Hell? Belson sat on the
floor in front of her, his head tilted to one side.

“Belson, are you really a
spirit familiar? Can you help me?”

Belson ran to the table,
jumped onto it and pushed at the pages of the open book with his
paw. Jessica retrieved her mother’s small spell book from the floor
and joined Belson at the table. Belson had turned a few pages and
now rested his paw on the book. Jessica read the text he
indicated.

The
thirty-first spirit is Foras.

She stared at the page,
then at Belson. “All this time, I thought you no more than a cat.”
She placed her mother’s book on the table and sat down to read
Goetia. Moonlight shafted through the holes in the roof,
illuminating small patches of the bare floor. Jessica noted the
distance between a particular patch of light and a mark she had
made in the floor, a long time ago.

“It’s close to midnight,
Belson, and tonight is Beltain eve. There will be no better time
for magic for some months. We must hurry, if we are to prepare to
call this demon.”

The tap at the door was so soft,
Jessica hardly registered it at first. When it was accompanied by a
low voice calling her name, she looked up.

“Simon. Oh, not now.”
Jessica briefly considered pretending to be asleep but he would
have seen the candlelight through the window. She closed Goetia,
slid both books under her bed, and went to the door.
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“Jessica.” Simon hissed
the word through the cracks in the door. He knocked again, checking
the path both ways as he did so. There was no telling when the
bailiff, or a troop of Cromwell’s soldiers would pass
by.

With the civil war all but over,
there should be nothing to fear, but Parliament had refused to pay
its army. The soldiers were angry and unpredictable. The sound of
the wooden bar sliding away, behind the door, brought a sigh of
relief from Simon.

The door swung inwards to
reveal an interior barely more illuminated than the moonlit night
outside. A familiar scent drifted on the air. Simon inhaled while
his memory searched for a link. He stepped inside and helped
Jessica bar the door. He stood back, admiring her for a
moment.

Jessica stood as tall as
himself, her slender body covered with a simple white woollen gown.
Flame-red hair, like her mother’s, cascaded over her shoulders.
Simon thought of the time when she was small, and he was a younger
man. If only he were a young man now.

Simon shook his head to clear it
of such thoughts. His lot was to take care of Jessica, not take
advantage.

“It’s late, Simon.”
Jessica’s voice held a trace of impatience.

“Yes. I’m sorry. I brought
fresh-caught rabbits.” Simon opened his coat and untied two rabbits
from his belt. “I didn’t want to carry them around in
daylight.”

“Thank you, Simon.”
Jessica took the rabbits and laid them on the table. “I’m afraid I
can’t offer you anything in return.”

“There’s no need.” Simon
took a deep breath. “I really came to warn you, there are soldiers
close by. I heard tonight. Roundheads.”

“I thought the war was
over.”

“Maybe. There’s more
trouble brewing. Over in Marchway, just a few miles from here,
there’s a camp. The soldiers are heading for London. They might
pass this way.” Simon grimaced. “They’ll be drinking up all the
monks’ best ale.”

“I’m sure the monks will
brew more. It’s Mayday tomorrow, remember. There’ll be plenty of
ale in the tavern.” Jessica glanced at her bed. “I don’t want to
turn you away, but…”

“That’s all right,
Jessica. I understand.” Simon shuffled his feet. “I was thinking,
maybe it would be better if you stayed at my house tonight. Safer,
you know? It’s closer to the village. The soldiers will be drunk,
and they’re not in the best of moods anyway.”

“I like it here. Don’t
worry about me.” Jessica slid back the bar from the
door.

“I know it’s your father’s
house and all, but just for tonight? I’d sleep easier, knowing you
were safe.”

“I’m as safe here as I’d
be in the village. Safer, maybe. You know many of those people
treat me with suspicion.”

Simon winced. He had seen
Jessica cook without fire, heal wounds and fevers with herbs, even
make some small things invisible. She had not developed her powers
to the same extent as her mother, but Simon envied Jessica, as he
had envied Jessica’s mother, and others before her.

“They’re happy to take
your help when they’re sick.”

“Yes, but they’re afraid
of me. As long as I stay out of their way, they’ll leave me alone.
Goodnight, Simon.” Jessica opened the door. The perfume wafted
through the air again. Simon sniffed at the familiar scent. It
troubled him, it nagged at memories he preferred to leave
alone.

“Please, Jessica? You’d be
safer with me. At least until the soldiers have gone.”

“I’m sure you have no
reason to worry, Simon.” Jessica held the door open, allowing the
night breeze to fill the house. The perfume faded among the smells
of the forest.

“I’ll come back early in
the morning, then. Just to be sure.” He stepped through the door as
he spoke.

“If you like. Though I
think you may be lured away by the promise of ale.” Jessica winked
and tapped his arm. “It’s not like you to miss a minute of the
festivities. Besides, I’ll be there myself, selling my herbs. Good
night, Simon.” She closed the door.

Simon faced the worn wood,
seeing faces in the knots on its surface. He took a step backwards
and stopped. The scent belonged to Jessica’s mother. It had been
years since he last smelled it, but he was certain. Thyme and
rosemary were her favourite herbs. Their scent had filled her hair
and her clothes.

Tomorrow was Mayday. Simon
had forgotten. Which meant tonight was Beltain, an important night
for a witch. How far, he wondered, had Jessica’s knowledge grown?
Did she call spirits now?

If Jessica had called up
her mother’s spirit, then she must have reached the point Nicholas,
his teacher, had warned him about. The point where she needed
guidance, before she harmed herself with untrained magic. Simon
slipped back into the woods, where he could watch the cottage
unseen. Envy gripped his heart, while fear churned his
stomach.

Jessica’s magic came
naturally. It was hers from birth. Despite his long association
with practitioners of these arts, Simon had developed no power of
his own. Even under the tutelage of Nicholas, Simon could manage
little more than to lure rabbits into his traps, and that was more
due to the potions he had learned to create than to any power of
his own mind. Simon pushed his envy aside. His priority must be
Jessica.

His fear remained. It was
clear from Jessica’s manner that Elizabeth had not revealed what he
had done. Simon’s guilt was still hidden, but for how long? Now
that Jessica had access to her mother, his secret was no longer his
alone. It might be better to tell Jessica himself, but he could
not. Such an act required courage and Simon had little of
that.

There was also the matter of the
Mayday fair. There had been animals killed in the fields in recent
days, cattle and sheep, their remains mutilated. Simon had kept
this news from Jessica. He trapped his lower lip between his teeth.
So many secrets, so many lies. He could not hold them all
forever.

The gossips in the tavern
spoke of witchcraft and some fingers had pointed Jessica’s way. If
Jessica appeared at the fair, tongues loosened by ale and gin might
accuse her. If she stayed home, those same tongues would accuse her
anyway. Her presence risked the vengeance of an ale-fuelled mob.
Her absence might be taken as guilt. Was she best hidden at his
house, or left in her own cottage? Should he take her away from
here, to another town? Simon lacked the brain for such decisions.
He needed help.

Simon hurried back along
his poacher-paths, toward the windowless tower beside Lord West’s
mansion. Nicholas Demdike would tell him what to do.
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The patch of light on the floor edged closer
to the mark that signaled midnight.

Jessica checked the door, made sure it was
securely fastened then ran to her bed and pulled the books from
beneath it. She placed the books on the table beside the rabbits
Simon had left. Belson mewed at her, and pawed at the rabbits.

“What is it, Belson? I don’t have time to
feed you now.” Jessica opened Goetia to the page that described the
circle she needed to draw. Belson mewed again, and tapped her hand
with his paw. He nudged the rabbits with his nose, then jumped off
the table and ran to the door.

Jessica looked from the rabbits to Belson.
“You want me to put them outside?” She lifted the rabbits, their
hind legs still tied with Simon’s twine, and took them to the door.
“If I leave them out there, the rats and crows will eat them.”

Belson mewed and clawed at the wooden frame.
Jessica sighed and opened the door. Her mother had told her to
trust Belson so there must be a reason for all this. She looked
around for a safe place to leave the rabbits, then remembered the
rusted iron hook protruding from the wall beside the door, just
above head height. Jessica hung the rabbits from the hook.

“That’s all the meat we have, Belson. What if
it’s gone in the morning?” Jessica considered the rabbits for a
moment. She waved her hands over them, muttering a few words. The
rabbits faded from sight. Jessica examined the space below the hook
but even her witch-sight could discern no outline of rabbits, not
so much as a ripple in the stone behind them. Satisfied, she
stepped back into the house. Belson sat on the table, beside
Goetia. Jessica closed the door and returned to the book.

“I’ve cast an invisibility over them. It
won’t stop rats smelling them though.” Jessica checked the progress
of the moonlight on the floor. Not much time left. She took two
sticks from beside the fireplace, tied them with a length of sewing
thread and walked to the middle of the floor. She pressed one stick
into the ground, then, with the thread held taut, drew a large
circle around it with the other.

Belson examined the circle as she scraped it
into the floor. He watched every sigil, every line she drew.
Sometimes he stopped her with his paw, when she made a mistake.

Finally, Jessica stood and stretched. Her
circle was complete. Five tallow candles marked the circumference.
Now she needed a triangle, outside the circle, big enough to hold
the demon. Belson led her to where the moonlight approached her
midnight mark, and Jessica scraped a hasty triangle in the floor
around it.

“It’s big enough for a man to stand in. I
hope this Foras will appear as a man.” Jessica shuddered, recalling
some of the descriptions of the demons in Goetia. “Well, Belson,
it’s time.” She picked up her mother’s spell book, left Goetia on
the table, and stood in the centre of the circle.

Shadows formed by the flickering candles
danced on the cracked stone walls. Smoke curled upwards in the
rising warmth, to escape through one of the larger holes in the
thatched roof. The moonlight’s beam became visible in the
smoke-haze. Its illumination touched the midnight-mark.

Jessica read through the incantation she had
used to call her mother’s ghost, hoping it would work on a powerful
demon as well as on a spirit. Satisfied that she knew it by heart,
she took a deep breath and prepared to speak.

Her arms, spread wide, lifted the white gown
to her knees. Belson joined her in the circle and sat at her bare
feet, with his tail curled around her ankle. Smoke from the candles
formed a spiral above them, their vapors swirling into a
vortex.

Jessica nodded at the form of the spiral: it
turned deosil, the direction of invocation. The smoke spun faster
as Jessica spoke the first line of the incantation.

“I do invocate and conjure thee, O Spirit
Foras, and being with power armed from the Supreme Majesty, I do
strongly command thee, by Beralanensis,
Baldachiensis, Paumachia, and Apologiae
Sedes.”

Jessica’s voice rose and fell with the rhythm
of the words. The smoke gathered within the shaft of moonlight. She
held it there with her mind and voice while the beam moved, slowly,
across the triangle.

“Also by the names Adonai, El,
Elohim, Elohi, Ehyeh Asher Ehyeh,
Zabaoth, Elion, Iah,
Tetragrammaton.”

The room grew cold as Jessica funneled all
her energy into the smoke, using her mind to force its particles
together to form a tenuous shape. The outline of a man, tall and
broad, grew from the smoke and dust in the air. A pair of green
eyes glowed in the wispy fabric of its head. The incantation
completed, Jessica called the demon’s name once more.

“Foras!”

Exhausted, Jessica let her shoulders slump
and her head droop for a moment, before raising her face to see the
result of her conjuration. Foras stared back, and the leaf-green
luminosity of his eyes seemed to bore into her soul. He flexed his
arms. The motion caused the dark green leather of his clothing to
creak with the force of the muscles beneath. Jet-black hair flowed
to his shoulders.

Jessica realized her mouth hung open and
forced it closed. She had hoped for a man-like apparition, but
Foras far exceeded her expectations. Images of some of the young
men of the village, men she had admired, flashed through her mind.
They were like gargoyles compared to the man—demon—standing in her
triangle.

“You resemble Elizabeth Chadwick, you have
Belson, her familiar, yet you are not her.” The flawless skin on
Foras’s face creased in a smile.

Jessica took a deep breath. “I am Jessica
Chadwick, daughter of Elizabeth. She is dead.”

“Yes.” Foras’s gaze moved over her body. “I
know of her death. I have spoken with her since. Many of your
ancestors are known to me.” He looked into her eyes. “What is it
you wish, Jessica Chadwick? You must have something important in
mind, to risk conversation with demons on this night.”

“I have, great Foras. A task beyond anything
I have attempted before.”

“But not beyond your abilities, I hope?”
Foras raised one eyebrow.

Jessica sighed. “I fear it might be. I will
need help. A great deal of help.”

Foras nodded. “Tell me. Then I will decide
whether to give you this help.”

Belson rubbed against Jessica’s legs,
diverting her attention for a moment. She glanced at the cat, long
enough to see its nod of encouragement. Jessica took a deep breath
and stared directly into Foras’s eyes. “I wish to kill
someone.”

Foras sniffed. “Is that all? You have spells
and herbs aplenty with which to complete so simple a task. You need
no help from me.” His face grew serious. “Are you becoming like
your great-aunt, old Mother Chattox? Such thoughts and actions led
her to the gallows, remember.”

“That was before I was born, great Foras, and
no, I will not succumb to her darkness. This killing will be for
the good of many.”

“I see.” Foras rubbed his chin. “Then you
wish to interfere in the war that rages in your land?”

“No. The war will run its own course. I wish
only one death, but that one has already been responsible for the
deaths of hundreds.”

Foras smiled, an easy, superior expression.
Jessica cleared her throat.

“I wish to kill the creature known as Matthew
Hopkins, the Witchfinder.”

The smile on Foras’s lips grew into a grin,
developed into a snigger and finally into roaring laughter.

Jessica’s cheeks warmed as she watched the
demon’s mirth, but she dared not interrupt. Foras was powerful and
she needed him to complete her task. To antagonize him now would
mean failure, and possibly worse. She waited in silence until his
laughter subsided.

“This is no task for you, Jessica. You may
kill the man, but that which is within him will move on. It has
moved on before, countless times, and it will continue.” He pursed
his lips for a moment. “Your mother asked the same thing. Too late.
It had already found her.”

“I know.” Jessica spoke through gritted
teeth. She paused until her jaw relaxed before continuing. “Mother
told me, but she gave no details.”

“Then I will. This Unmade, the creature known
to us as a Golab, is an ancient beast. It possessed the Inquisitor
who tortured and burned your mother. It possessed the magistrate
who sentenced your great-aunt and her friends, before that. Many
others, down the ages, have fed its lust for fear. When the man
dies, the Golab finds another.”

“So now it is Matthew Hopkins?”

“Indeed.” Foras ran his hand through his
hair. “Killing him will be pointless. The Golab will endure.”

Jessica stared at the floor for a moment. “So
how can the Golab be destroyed?”

Foras’s easy smile returned. “This Golab is a
pet of Asmodeus, one of the great Kings of Hell. You have a
quandary, my pretty Jessica. I, and those like me, cannot kill it
without precipitating a war. One which would make your battles here
look like schoolroom squabbles. A war which would encompass the
Earth and lay waste to all life.” Foras grew in stature as he
spoke, until he towered over Jessica. The room darkened as though a
cloud covered the moon.

Jessica shivered, but held her voice steady.
“Then I must kill it.”

“You cannot. The paradox of the Golab is that
it can only be killed by human hand, yet the power of a demon is
needed to dispel its life.”

“So it can never be killed?”

“That is not what I said.” Foras resumed his
normal size, a little over six feet tall. The green in his eyes
flashed with his smile.

Jessica considered this. She needed the power
of a demon, but the hand of a human. She stepped forward, to the
edge of the circle, to stand within a few feet of Foras.

“Possess me, then. Come into me, Foras. Use
my hands, and your power, and we can be rid of this thing.”

Foras shook his head, still smiling. “It is
not so easy, sweet witch. The human must be unaware of the demon
within. The demon cannot control the human, or there will be war.
It is a delicate thing, and will take time to arrange.”

“How much time?”

Foras grinned. “We have considered this
matter, the others and I, since the time your mother asked it of
us. We have identified a family who will eventually produce a
suitable host. One who can be possessed without knowing. The demon
must not affect its host in any way. No guidance can come from
within, and little from without. The host must eventually meet the
Golab, and fight it. Then, and only then, can the demon within pass
its power to the host, and allow him to kill the creature.”

“How long will it take?” Jessica winced at
the impatience in her tone.

“To arrange such a thing will take at least
three centuries.”

Jessica sank to her knees, defeated. “Then it
is hopeless. In three centuries, the Golab will have killed
thousands.”

“Unless it is trapped.” Foras inspected his
fingernails, watching Jessica with a sidelong look.

“Trapped.” Jessica closed her eyes. If the
thing was rendered harmless, if it could be contained for three
centuries or more, until the demon/human hybrid could be made…

She surged to her feet. “How can it be
trapped?”

Foras roared with laughter. “My pretty witch
has an adventure in mind, I see. Fortunately, your wishes coincide
with those of my brothers and I. You are aware of our state? Have
your researches extended so far?”

Bowing her head, Jessica stared at her hands.
She spoke in a quiet voice. “You were once Angels, but fell from
Grace. I know not why, nor what it is you seek.”

“No matter. Enough to say that some of us
will help you in this quest, and willingly. We will build a trap
for this Golab, and assist you in the preparations you need to make
for the future, three centuries hence.”

Jessica looked up, suddenly worried. “You
said ‘we’. How many demons must I call? What price will they ask of
me?”

Foras stared at Belson, who had left the
circle and now stood within the triangle with Foras. He returned
his gaze to Jessica. “Belson tells me you have the Goetia.”

An involuntary turn of her head brought
Jessica’s gaze briefly to the book on the table against the far
wall, behind her. “I have. I stole it from the monastery, while my
friend distracted the monks.”

“Oh?” Concern creased Foras’s brow. “There is
another who knows of this?”

“No, he doesn’t know I took the book. I only
told him I wanted to see the monks’ library.”

“Good. We will have to hurry, before Asmodeus
learns of our intentions. He will try to stop us. Now, fetch the
Goetia here.”

The command in his tone sent Jessica hurrying
across the room. She stopped at the edge of the circle and looked
back at Foras.

“I cannot leave the circle, or you will take
my soul. Has this all been a trick, Foras?”

“No harm will come to you. This I promise.”
Foras held up both hands. Belson crossed the circle to stand beside
Jessica. He purred as he rubbed against her legs.

“Is it true, Belson?” she whispered. “Will I
be safe or damned?” The book was out of reach. She had no option
but to leave the circle to get it. If Foras was lying, the moment
she stepped from the circle she would die, and her soul would join
the legions of Hell.
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