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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      “My dear Gretchen, you are so young, so beautiful, and so naive.” Jeremiah swirled the dark cloak he was fond of wearing. The big man with a broad face and a sliver of a mustache reminded one of Vincent Price as Dracula. Jeremiah liked that image and always wore the garb of a vampire and played the actor seeking to dominate the stage. Today the cloak was hardly needed, for the late October weather was mild and made a comfortable meeting place of his front porch in the Poconos.

      His black eyes beneath black brows studied his guest. He would have preferred to entertain Gretchen inside, but she was probably aware of his base intent. Not that he’d done much to hide it. Besides, she was an outdoorsy girl, slender with an athletic build, the sort who never wore a bra and would be a hippie if she weren’t a witch. You could call Gretchen a witch acolyte—new to the Pennsylvania coven led by a warlock master of great authority. Both Jeremiah and Gretchen were students, seeking to imbibe the magic arts and maximize their capabilities as practitioners.

      “What do you mean I’m naive?” the blonde Gretchen asked, pouting and taking a stance that revealed her long, curvy form despite the ankle-length smock.

      Jeremiah settled into the Adirondack chair in the afternoon sunshine and sipped the rather fine wine he’d acquired to impress his guest. He gazed at Gretchen, his black eyes with the penetrating gleam of a movie vampire, thinking he would enjoy having her as his student, and pointed at the other chair. She ignored the gesture, choosing to lean against the porch rail and remain near the steps, probably thinking of it as her quick escape. He smiled, an expression that always seemed more a sneer, and conceded the girl was wise to keep her distance.

      “Our teacher imparts puny skills to manipulate the physical world in minor ways,” he said. “But we are not here to learn a little witchcraft. We should find our limits and then push beyond to the greater power that can give us control of people, places, and things. I know I have a strength that will not be contained by that dried up old man we call master. His rules are not for me. I am interested in something more potent than white magic for parlor tricks.” I should have chosen with more care the coven for my training.

      Gretchen frowned as Jeremiah’s tirade unfolded. When he paused, she said, “I think you underestimate your teacher. He knows you have some talent. That’s why he invited you here. And he has taught you the arts. But good luck with finding your limits. I suspect they’ll smack you down soon enough.”

      Jeremiah glared and felt the faint red scar on his right cheek throb. “You should not speak so freely, Gretchen. You don’t want to be on the wrong side of one who will soon control dark magic. You could get hurt.”

      Gretchen shrank back, somehow distancing herself without leaving altogether. “What makes you think you have such power?”

      Jeremiah stroked his beard. He remembered the time when he had zero power, when he was a fat kid in school, always the butt of bullying, poked at, humiliated in locker rooms with more than one de-pantsing. He took to hiding. Then as a junior, he’d worked for an old woman in his neighborhood, doing odd jobs like mulching gardens, cleaning windows, and moving things. She mostly wanted companionship but came up with work to keep him busy, like the day she sent him to straighten the attic. It was there he found the old book, Finding Your Magick, tucked deep in a trunk. Intrigued, he asked if he could borrow it, and the woman, with a wave of her hand, told him he could have it.

      Over the next week or two, Jeremiah discovered he had “magick” and could use it to bend things his way. He learned a few spells that mostly involved making people behave in ways he wanted. Discovering his gifts changed his way of thinking, transforming the cringing victim into a vengeful threat. At the same time, Jeremiah underwent his last growth spurt. He went from under six feet to several inches above and added forty pounds of muscle. The bullying stopped, especially after he sent several abusers into lockers headfirst.

      Gretchen was looking at him as if he’d stepped off-planet. “Are you still here? I asked what happens if you try dark magic and fail.”

      “If I don’t have enough magic, I will find more power. From an earth reservoir that can be tapped.”

      Gretchen shook her head. “One is rumored to be in Wyrd in North Carolina, but one must live there to absorb the power. It’s a slow process. I doubt you have the patience.”

      “I can be patient when I must,” Jeremiah said. “I’ve been patient with Witch Harken and I’ve been patient with you. I have heard of more than one reservoir of power. As for the acquisition of power being slow, it may be for the ordinary among us, but with the right tool, one can accelerate absorption.”

      “Tool? Like the jade wand?” Gretchen smiled. “First, that tool may be an old wives’ tale. Second, its location is unknown.”

      “Perhaps not.” Jeremiah wondered if he had said too much.

      Gretchen placed her wine glass on the porch table and folded her arms. “How have you been patient with me? By offering a glass of wine before jumping on top of me? You are not as mysterious and opaque as you think you are. As for your gigantic ambition, be careful it doesn’t explode. I am content to learn spells and counterspells, to use magic to make life more pleasant for me and those around me. I will be the good witch. You will be the outcast.”

      A cloud covered the late day sun, and the temperature dropped. Jeremiah considered Gretchen’s statement. In part it was true. She would be content and therefore insignificant, whereas he would be the rebel and therefore magnificent. Whether he would be an outcast was uncertain. A dominant power cannot be an outcast.

      Jeremiah stood and stepped toward the girl. “Well, my dear, we all must find our place in the world. Would you care to come inside now that the evening chill threatens?”

      “No thanks.”

      Jeremiah grabbed her arm and yanked her through the front door before the scream left her mouth.
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        There is, of course, an enormous gulf between the psychological worlds of Anglo-Saxon and contemporary societies. Yet there are enduring features of human existence which seem to change little with the passage of time, and it is to these assets of life that a past philosophy can speak with clarity and relevance.

        BRIAN BATES, THE WAY OF WYRD, P. 13

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
1 THE NERVOUS CLIENT


        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        The sorcerer dealt directly with spirits, and operated as a mediator between the world of humans and the realm of spirits. The…spirits seem to give identity and form to many phenomena in life which contemporary psychology recognizes but often fails to deal with directly: coincidence, deep seated fears, psychic experience, prophetic dreams and nightmares, and other aspects of ourselves that remain unconscious.

        BRIAN BATES, THE WAY OF WYRD, P. 13

      

      

      

      The phone rang as I filled my coffee cup. I did my best to use my professional voice. “Good morning. Reginal Neet here.”

      “Glad you’re up, Neet,” my boss said. “Just wanted to make sure you’ll be in today.”

      “Yes, of course. Halloween is not a bank holiday.”

      The boss paused, maybe to process that. “Damn right it isn’t. Get to the bank a half hour early. We have to talk about your market analysis, or misanalysis.”

      I assured my overseer of my eagerness to communicate and wished that the last day of October was a holiday for adults. Not that I had fond memories of Halloween as a child, the day when purportedly rational people who had no reason to think that the worlds of living and departed overlapped in any way, imagined spirit invasion. Celebration of the supposedly porous barrier between the realms of the quick and the dead would peak this evening with parties of costumed children and adults and the ritual of disguised boys and girls threatening mean tricks, mayhem, and vandalism if they didn’t get their treats.

      I had avoided this morbid extortion ritual as a child. Primarily because of the risk. Stomping around in the dark in ill-fitting, flimsy monster garb, complete with sight-limiting or vision-cancelling masks struck me even as a youngster as the height of danger and folly. No thank you.

      I sat at the small breakfast table and pushed away the two bags of candy I’d bought to pay off the horde of vampires, zombies, ghosts, witches, and superheroes who would materialize at my door this evening. My third-story city apartment was a convenient target for tricksters. I chose my building to be near where I worked, but it had negatives: city noise and traffic, dirty windows with vistas of buildings, and lack of trees. On cue, the 6:17 a.m. bus rumbled on the street below, a car horn blared, and the garbage truck growled at the curb. A banging of cans ensued, then the truck rolled on, rattling the windowpane. A blue-gray pigeon landed on the windowsill and pooped. I sipped my coffee and unfolded the paper.

      In a less-than-relaxed state, I focused on The Wall Street Journal and did not like what I saw. The news echoed the prognostications of the TV reporters and their guests about morning market trends. Volatility was up, prices were high, earnings would disappoint. Somehow, I had to convince my boss that it was time to reallocate our clients’ portfolios to minimize the impact of a market correction. He wanted no sudden moves and refused to see the possibility of a sudden move downward. I wondered if I could change his mind.

      I rinsed my coffee cup and placed it on the dish rack. It was time to take my place in the world of investment banking and act as a financial advisor.

      

      When I reached my office at First National, my thoughts of stocks and bonds were disrupted by the new brass plate on my office door. It read: Reginald Neet, Investment Advisor. The spelling of my first name would be correct if only my parents were conventional and placed a “d” at the end of Reginal. They were not and had not. But that was not a new problem and only a minor one.

      What really grated was the lack of “chief” in my title. I have been in this job for years and have the best record of anyone managing investment portfolios. Despite my youth—just over thirty—people are inclined to take my advice. Maybe being clean-cut, tattoo-less, and without an earring helps. I think my face conveys wisdom beyond my years. Older, conservative customers appreciate my focus on safety. People like me, and I mostly return the sentiment. I am also knowledgeable of all the latest market trends and historical patterns, as well as a variety of investment opportunities. I should have the promotion.

      I sat back in my large office chair as the computer booted and required software loaded, analyzing again what accounted for my dissatisfaction with life. A big factor was the environment. Growing up, I never imagined living in a city, bound to a desk. In my teens I pictured myself closer to nature, outdoors, caring for trees. I gazed at the corner of my office where I’d wanted to put a philodendron with a hanging fern above. I’d touted the idea to my boss.

      “No. That can’t be permitted,” he’d ruled. “This is a bank office, a haven of neatness and order. Not a jungle of soil, erratic plant life, and chaos. Maybe insects, fungi, and mold. Surely a hindrance to the cleaning staff. No plants. If you must, choose a picture of plants instead.”

      I thought of a Venus flytrap, complete with bugs. And that was that. I knew I was not in my zone.

      I only wound up in investments because of my intuition. I knew what trends led to increased stock prices. Under my supervision, the bank’s portfolio had beaten the market averages for three years, once by double digits. My analysis and timing had won the game, but the game was about to change. I had another trait cultivated from childhood: risk avoidance. Now intuition and the risk alarm screamed, “Stock crash. Run.” To reduce risk and avoid disaster, I wanted to liquidate equities and go to real estate, precious metals, and high-grade bonds. I’d given the boss the analysis and that meeting had not gone well.

      “I won’t allow it,” the VP said. “Clients don’t like turnover. Steady as a rock is what they want. Stay the course. Selling stock implies you chose wrong to begin with. Not the right message.” The pompous ass reminded me of the banker in Mary Poppins. Overdressed and self-important.

      “But you see the evidence—overbuying, chasing iffy stocks, high PE ratios, increased volatility.”

      “The fundamentals are still sound,” pronounced he who knew nothing, ignoring the undeniable evidence of major risk that I described. So ended that session.

      My sixth sense said the crash would be abrupt and happen with no warning. I would be blamed, and my reputation would be ruined. I picked up the nameplate on the front of my desk. It had taken a second order to get my first name spelled correctly without the dee. I often wondered if Mom purposely misspelled my name to give me something distinctive. More likely, she didn’t know how to spell Reginald. I leaned back and eyed my office. The place was sterile, and I’d never been happy here. Trees would make me happy.

      I scanned the financial news. Asian markets had tanked. European markets were down double digits. Volume was up four days in a row. Short selling boomed.

      “What are you doing?” my boss asked as he entered my office without a knock.

      I gave my boss the all-knowing, one-eye-closed, inscrutable face and waited.

      “I mean, what are you doing about your pessimistic analysis of stocks? We’re staying invested, right? No unusual transactions.” Mr. Tuppence puffed up and planted himself in front of my desk. He placed his hands on the front edge and leaned forward. His face was red, a sign of above-average aggravation in my experience. His thick black eyebrows seemed thicker and blacker as they bounced.

      “I stand by my analysis. We should sell,” I said, leaning back.

      “But your analysis could be wrong. You admitted it was based on a ‘feeling.’ And if we sell, we miss out on next month’s dividends and a Christmas rally. Plus, letters go out to our trust beneficiaries. Then I get panicked phone calls.”

      I nodded. “But you will get more calls if the quarterly statements show a twenty percent loss of value.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      “I’m the financial analyst with the Wharton degree. My feelings have been right in the past. We must sell.”

      “And I’m the one with the University of Chicago MBA, and I forbid it. You can make a few trades to limit risk, maybe cut back on that weird techie stuff, but nothing to alarm the clients. And that’s final.” The man pointed a fat finger in my direction.

      I nodded.

      “I understand one of your biggest accounts is due for review today. Mr. Harken likes to see you in person for your quarterly analysis, right?”

      I glanced at the wall clock. “Mr. Harken will be here at eleven, punctual as usual, and I will go over his investment accounts and anything else he wants to talk about. He always has interesting things to say, even if they are a bit weird.”

      “Well, don’t go spooking him with your speculation. He’ll probably have his own take on market news and be nervous. He has a nice nest egg and a low risk tolerance. Probably why he likes you. Assure him that First National puts the customer first. Calm him and assure him. As for anything weird, just humor him.”

      “What if he wants to dump stocks and park his money in Treasuries?”

      The boss considered that for a bit before responding. “Act like an advisor. And push a convenient, safe, and local alternative, like a bank CD.” He turned and stomped from the office.

      The tops of my ears burned. I thought about selling all holdings and then sitting on the cash until after the crash. But the boss monitored all transactions. I would be guilty of insubordination and fired. After the crash, I would be guilty of incompetence and fired. Catch twenty-two.

      

      Malcolm Harken, a bony man in his sixties with a mane of white hair puffed about his narrow, ashen face, arrived on time for his account review. He wore the usual dark-striped suit, white shirt, and red tie that gave him the look of a successful entrepreneur. Despite exuding confidence, he had a worried look and seemed preoccupied. I welcomed my client and asked how he was doing.

      “I have been concerned about a significant adjustment of markets to the downside,” he announced with a narrow, wrinkled brow before even sitting down. His explanation proved he was indeed attuned to the retreat of the market bulls and the lumbering approach of the bears.

      It did not take long to guide my client to some safe havens in which to weather the storm. After we agreed on those actions, Harken made it clear he wanted to talk about something besides money. He lived in a nearby village where I understood he was some sort of teacher, one who focused on lifestyle. I wasn’t sure what he did. I asked him if the bank could provide any other service, and my question opened a bit of a flood.

      Harken rubbed his hands. “To be honest, I have problems. I know I told you I was a teacher, but I did not say what I teach. My students and I are a community seeking to understand the material world in all its aspects. To be blunt, that includes magic. In plain English we are a coven.”

      I hadn’t heard that term in a while and struggled not to smile. “You mean a group of witches?”

      “Precisely. I teach talented witches the theory and methods of magic. What I teach might be called good or white magic, how to manipulate the natural world to our benefit. Think healing, protection, resolution of troubles.”

      I sat back, not sure whether this was anything I could or should be engaged in as Mr. Harken’s financial advisor. What could I suggest about something I didn’t believe in? Magic was nonsense. But it was evident that Harken was agitated and seemed more worried even after we resolved his investment issues. “So, what’s going on that has you upset?”

      “My problem is one student who wants to explore dark magic, the sort of thing films and books like to portray. This fellow—goes by an old biblical name of Jeremiah, though I’m not sure that is his given name—at any rate, he is my problem.”

      “What difference does it make what aspects of…your…art he learns? Or do you mean he is wasting his time working on movie magic that doesn’t exist?”

      “Black magic exists,” Harken said and his worried look intensified. “Jeremiah doesn’t want to just learn. He wants to do black magic. And that is a danger to himself and to others. And that would end up costing me money.”

      “Can’t you just refund his money and send him packing?”

      Harken shook his head and looked at me in a disapproving way. “It is not that simple. I am his teacher. I have responsibility. If he goes off now, he has enough knowledge to try things on his own. The consequences could be grave. I must prevent that from happening if I can.”

      I told Harken that he was right to teach good behavior and suggested he contact other witches for assistance. The man thought that was a good idea, and he left, thanking me for my astute advice. But he seemed even more agitated than when he arrived.

      

      I shook my head in disbelief. My very rational brain, of course, said that Malcolm Harken was living a delusion. But his obvious sincerity left me with a feeling of foreboding, and I wasn’t sure why. Even my birthmark itched, something it did only when danger was afoot.

      I couldn’t solve a witch problem, so I turned to my computer and entered orders in Harken’s account to sell what I thought were the riskiest, most inflated equities and put the proceeds in two-year Treasuries. I dumped every stock in my personal portfolio and parked the cash in high quality corporate and sovereign bonds. Personal ruin averted, I considered making some additional cushioning trades for my most vulnerable customers. I pushed the limits of what my boss would allow and sat back to watch the ruckus unfold. By the end of the trading day, markets across the board were down, but not dramatically. A temporary reprieve, I was sure.

      I discovered I still hadn’t shaken off the gloom of my conversation with Malcolm Harken. Perhaps I should have recommended he see a professional, maybe a lawyer, or a doctor, or a priest. I went over what he’d told me. He taught witches about magic. One of his students named Jeremiah showed a propensity for using dark magic, a risky behavior that might endanger people. I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I sensed it might somehow involve me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
2 JEREMIAH


        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Wicca and Druidry are not the same thing, however. Wicca is a religion worshipping its own goddess and god. It has its own sacred writing, the Book of Shadows (sic), which varies from one Wiccan tradition to another. It has its own distinctive ceremonies, customs, symbols, and jargon, which are not the same as the ones that Druids use. Pentagrams, athames (ceremonial daggers), ritual nudity, sabbaths, cakes and ale, casting a circle, and calling the quarters--all belong to Wicca, not to Druidry.

        JAN MICHAEL GREER, THE DRUID PATH, P. 34

      

      

      

      That Halloween evening in Jeremiah’s basement, a dozen flickering candles danced reflections against the cinder-block walls and glimmered spider webs in the joists. Fleeing arachnids jostled the illumined silk traps. A cold front had arrived, and winter’s breath made the unheated basement chilly as well as gloomy. Jeremiah thought All Hallows Eve was the perfect time to invoke the dark magic he had taught himself. Without his mentor’s knowledge or approval, he acquired ancient tomes, the grimoires, which instructed how to bring a creature of supernatural power across the barrier. The ritual and invocations were committed to memory. It was time to display his mastery of the dark arts. And Gretchen would be his witness.

      The girl stood with her hands tied behind her to a jack post. She had to lean back in a posture that revealed a lithe shape and exposed one leg through her gown now ripped from waist to hem. Her cheek was red and puffy, the result of a lesson Jeremiah delivered about keeping her mouth shut. She moaned softly.

      Jeremiah ignored the sound and drew the pentagram on the earthen floor, then carefully deposited the encircling rock salt, leaving no gaps. He turned slowly to the sigils hung on each wall and uttered an incantation of containment. The preparations meant he was ready to ascend, or perhaps descend, to a new plane, to transition from mere witch to rebel warlock.

      He hesitated. There was danger in what he was about to try. Suppose he succeeded in evoking a demon and could not control it. The entity could turn on him, and he could be injured or even killed. But that was the thinking of the weak. He had to be confident the demon would do his bidding and open the path to his destiny. Jeremiah expected to replace the coven master, to have his pick of the young witches who would obey him. Gretchen would be taught a lesson. Ultimately, he would force men to recognize and fear him. Their denial of the reality of his skill would be punished, destroyed. They would become his slaves.

      It was time to summon the demon.

      Jeremiah scanned the salt circle that surrounded the five-pointed star, aware that the barrier must be intact to contain the beast he would invoke. He added more salt, then stood at the north point of the star and uttered the first incantation, the verse that declared his intent. “My power will command you,” he said in English, followed by words in ancient Sumerian. His baritone rang in the mostly empty space. The candles flared and the air within the circle shimmered. The room, already cold, seemed to lose more heat, and his visible breath fogged the air.

      He smiled, sure that the temperature change reflected his skill, and uttered the verse of summoning, starting in English. “Creature of darkness, heed my voice.” He then spoke a long verse in the Akkadian tongue, his voice growing in volume and intensity. From somewhere above a thump sounded and a rafter creaked.

      He brought his hands together and pointed his fingers at the center of the pentagram. “You will appear,” he commanded, and switched to a Babylonian incantation that began with pleadings, became cajoling, and morphed into commands that compelled a demon. He expected the creature, a minor demon, to ooze through the barrier between worlds.

      A whoosh of hot air and a roar of agony came from the pentagram. With a flash of red light and a reek of hot sulfur, a naked, writhing, humanoid figure filled the center of the circle, growing until its head reached the joists above. A blast of unnatural heat dispelled the chill. Streaks of red flashed over the demon’s rippling muscles beneath the leathery black skin. The creature’s feet and hands ended in curved nails, its eyes glowed orange, and the horned canine face snarled. The demon’s roar became a growl, and the creature turned slowly, eyeing the salt pile meant to contain it, a line of crystals that now seemed puny.

      Jeremiah was struck with doubt. This was not the small imp he’d imagined. What stood before him within the thin circle of salt exuded strength and intent that equaled or exceeded his own, and he wasn’t sure he knew how to command the beast to leave. The demon bent over and flicked grains of salt from the circle. Smoke rose from its singed claw and a dark fume floated over its horns. Jeremiah fought panic and the impulse to flee.

      The basement door banged open, and a wizened, white-bearded man in a black leather jacket stood at the threshold. “What are you doing down there?” Malcolm Harken asked in a gruff voice that sounded more croak than words.

      “He has summoned a demon,” Gretchen yelled as she yanked at the rope knot that held her.

      As the demon fire threatened the rafters above it, the coven master descended slowly with unsteady steps, to the landing midway to the floor. He took in the hellish scene before him, and his hand left the wobbly banister and fished in a pocket.

      Jeremiah cowered below the demon and wondered why he had expected to summon only a small, subservient denizen, perhaps as large as a German Shepherd, from the netherworld. He should have memorized the dispelling ritual. “I who summon you command obedience,’ he screamed, stuttering over the ancient language that followed.

      Harken pulled a gnarled stick from his pocket. “Fool, what have you done? You have endangered us all. Send that thing back or you will die.” The creature’s orange eyes flashed on the new arrival and then settled on Jeremiah. The demon flicked more salt from the circle and severed the barrier as smoke clouded the joists.

      “Stay, demon,” Jeremiah commanded in a high, echoing voice. “I am your master.’

      “You are an ass,” Harken said. “This violates every guiding tenet I gave you. The dark arts have no place in this coven or this town.” His black wand wobbled as he thrust it at the demon and uttered a command in a language Jeremiah recognized as Arabic.

      “No,” Jeremiah yelled. “This is my demon. Leave it be, you old fool, or I will stop you.” Jeremiah configured a spell to drain the power from a witch, another bit of dark magic he was forbidden to use. He directed it at the coven master.

      As the inky cloud floated to the stairs where Harken stood, the old witch blasted a white beam from the shaking wand, striking the naked demon in its phallus. The hell beast screamed and shot fire from its arms. Jeremiah’s spell and the demon fire struck the coven master together. The witch clutched at his chest, swayed, and fell forward. Eyes wide, he bounced back from the railing, lost his footing, and plunged down the stairs, thudding twice before striking the rock-hard dirt floor. He lay motionless, his neck canted at an angle of death.

      Gretchen screamed as the old man fell, then ripped her hands free and ran up the stairs. There she hesitated, backlit by kitchen lights that rendered her hooded linen robe transparent. Pale and trembling, the young witch turned to Jeremiah. “You have summoned death and visited it upon the master,” she screamed. Her hand came up with a wand, and she cast a repulsion spell that pushed the demon back into the center of the salt circle. When the beast swept her spell away with one hand and hissed, Gretchen hitched up her robe and ran.

      Jeremiah was distracted enough to allow the demon to cross the salt barrier. He backed away, fumbling to repeat his master’s spell, adding his own intent to drive the creature from this realm. Flame blasted from his wand, misdirected at first, setting cartons on a workbench burning. He re-aimed and struck the demon in the head. The creature roared, the sound fading as the leathery body melted into a steaming, black pool that bubbled and boiled as it was sucked in by the earthen floor, leaving behind a stringent reek of burning sulfur.

      Cold air sought to reclaim the basement and failed. The burning cartons blasted heat, and Jeremiah felt the hair on his forearms singe. He fled, stepping around the dead witch, and reached the door as cans of paint thinner exploded, spreading flames to the old wooden rafters. Only when he was safely away from the house and the village did he rationalize the disaster as a learning experience. He could summon a demon, but he needed far more power to control the creature. He would find that power.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
3 FIRE AND BRIMSTONE


        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Some texts refer to a Druidic wand, slat an draoichta (rod of the Druid), a branch on which little tinkling bells hung. This is similar to the branches carried by the bards.

        PETER BERRESFORD ELLIS, THE DRUIDS, P. 249

      

      

      

      I survived Halloween with visits from fewer than three dozen small, costumed collectors of candy and even managed to get six hours of quiet sleep. Now, almost awake, I enjoyed a bowl of cereal and watched the CNBC staff analyze what they called a minor adjustment in markets. I viewed the downturn more as the pinhole in the Hoover Dam that would soon explode and empty Lake Mead. I refilled my coffee cup and opened the city paper for distraction.

      A front-page story described a house fire in a nearby village that left a man dead. The man was Malcolm Harken, my client, who owned the house. The report labeled the fire odd, for there was no obvious cause, and the death as suspicious. Whether the fire was an accident or not was uncertain, but the disappearance of the renter left questions. I recalled Harken’s worry about a student who wanted to practice black magic and wondered if the missing man was the student. What could have happened? Had there been a confrontation?

      The news article mentioned a circle of salt around a pentagram in the basement. I knew I had to call Uncle Ted. He was the relative with the interest in magic and would know as much about symbology as Robert Langdon searching for the grail.

      It was early but Uncle Ted would be up, probably getting ready for a day of hiking or canoeing, somehow enjoying western North Carolina. He answered on the second ring. “Morning, Uncle. It’s Reggie, your favorite nephew here.”

      “Yes, I recognize your voice, even though I haven’t seen you since last Christmas. And I have only one nephew, so I guess you can call yourself the favorite. So, when are you coming to Wyrdwoods? I have things to show you and want to introduce you to Emma and Sinrix.”

      Emma sounded girlfriend-ish, and maybe Sinrix was an exotic spare. My father’s brother had moved to the town of Wyrd twenty years ago and into a development called Wyrdwoods, a collection of over a hundred houses with an elongated lake at the center. My uncle’s house on the lake had belonged to my grandfather. I had spent summers there as a teen, and Uncle Ted never ran out of things to lecture on, from magic in the lake and in the forest to residents with weird interests and habits. I assumed Emma and Sinrix were in the resident category.

      “It’s only November,” I said, “and I’ll spend Thanksgiving with Mom and Dad. Why don’t you join us?”

      “I can’t abide holiday travel, so I’ll spend Thanksgiving here,” Ted said. “But I hope you make my excuses to your lovely mother. My brother won’t miss me. So how are things in the investment world?”

      “I’m wrestling with the financial chaos that threatens the markets, and I’m trying to cushion the bank assets from the blow. And I’m suffering as usual in the city. Feeling out-of-place with the cacophony, concrete, and crowds.” I’d moaned about this before, and my uncle’s advice was always the same: make a change. “Well, I did not call to report on my girlfriend or my job or my environment. I wanted to employ your magic knowledge. What does a pentagram outlined in salt mean?”

      Ted was quiet for a moment. “Why do you ask?”

      “There’s a story in the paper about a suspicious fire nearby where they found said pentagram in the basement.”

      “You mean the blaze that may have killed Witch Harken?”

      I was astounded that my uncle knew Malcolm Harken. Maybe Ted had connections in the witch network, something he’d mentioned to me more than once. “Right. You know about it? The paper says the man who rented the house has disappeared. Probably why they call the fire and death suspicious.” With the phone crooked in my ear, I took my cup to the sink and rinsed it.

      “Indeed. Suspicious. A pentagram suggests a black arts ceremony. The salt outline indicates an attempt to contain something.”

      “Contain something? Like what?”

      “Like a demon.”

      I didn’t say anything as I processed what I took to be a statement of what some people believed, not a reality. Uncle Ted carried the conversation back to reality.

      “Since you mentioned a girlfriend, how is that going? Has anyone lasted more than a few months?”

      I winced. “I have a girlfriend I’ve known for eleven weeks. If things work out, I can stop looking for Ms. Right.” I stuffed another piece of bacon in my mouth, trying to remember how long I’d gone without a date before Allison. You would think a young, attractive guy, six feet tall with wavy hair, even handsome, would get more attention from the mysterious sex. Hell, I even had a well-paid job.”

      “Eleven weeks is a start. Hope it works out. If it doesn’t, you need to change your definition of Ms. Right. Even Ms. Wrongs have their place in the universe. It is the season for Christmas movies. You should watch them to glean the course of true love and the meaning of Christmas.”

      “Right. Artificial snow, garlands, lights, and true love,” I said, thinking I was not interested in the wrong girlfriend and wondering if Allison was actually Ms. Right. But my uncle was the perceptive type, almost unnatural in reading people, so I had to concede he might be correct about my standards. At any rate, while I knew no details, my uncle seemed to have a knack for securing female company, which made him a more successful player than I.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ted replaced the phone on the library desk and stared out the window at the oak and maple on the front lawn, considering, not for the first time, his sister-in-law’s child. The young man, now nearing thirty, did not belong in a city, although choosing a career as an investment banker probably bound him to such an unfortunate location. Ted always suspected Reggie had talent, but his talent, whatever it was, would only manifest if he lived closer to nature. Putting Reggie near the forest and the lake was why he’d let him spend his teenage summers as a guest. Someday, the boy would have to make the decision to uproot. One could, after all, be a financial advisor anywhere. With enough of one’s own money, you could be your own financial advisor.

      Ted had heard a rumor on the witch network that the missing house renter invoked dark arts to raise a demon and that he might be after more power. The town of Wyrd was known for its magic reservoir, and Ted’s jade wand was rumored to be a conduit of power. The demon-summoner would know these things. Ted gazed at the polished wooden box next to the desk. It was the size of a silverware case but had a glass panel on the lid. Inside lay his prized possessions: three wands, each of a different material, each with a different capability. Ted imagined one of those wands might suit Reggie and trigger his talent. His nephew’s call about the salt-circled pentagram tale set off an alarm. Ted decided he must enhance the security that protected his wands.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
4 THE SOURCE


        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        The telluric current flows out from the core of the earth and streams through the mantle, the crust, rising up to the earth’s surface from below. Because its effects are particularly strong on health and vigor, it is called the current of power. Where the solar current is the current of time, the telluric current is also the current of place; It is stronger in some places than others and takes on different qualities from the stone and soil through which it flows.

        JAN MICHAEL GREER, THE DRUID PATH, P. 56

      

      

      

      Jeremiah hid after the fire and Master Harken’s death. The medical examiner found no smoke damage in the witch’s lungs and couldn’t ascribe death to the fall or a heart ailment, so he labelled Harken’s death suspicious. Jeremiah suspected authorities would think homicide and might still be looking for him. That meant more investigation. He knew his spell had killed the old man and didn’t regret it. The coven master had plagued Jeremiah and deserved his fate. Young witch Gretchen was probably smart enough to keep her mouth shut about spells.

      At least arson had been ruled out. The fire marshal called the blaze accidental, probably due to spontaneous ignition of rags saturated with paint thinner. Jeremiah smiled at that wise conclusion and decided that enough time had passed that he could emerge from hiding to pursue his quest for power.

      He knew the mountain town of Wyrd in western North Carolina and its reputation as a haven for practitioners. Multiple covens of witches of all interests and inclinations were drawn to the small community because of its lake, a deep mountain tarn fed by several springs, including one that carried magic. Jeremiah chose Wyrd because the power reservoir was large, accessible, and rural. Although the state forest was a popular hiking spot, even in winter, tourists never stumbled on The Source, giving him the privacy he needed. No use stealing magic with crowds around.

      Jeremiah knew the lore about The Source, supposedly a cleft that spewed magic into a stream that carried it to the lake. It was protected. Rumor said a mysterious barrier called the Fairy Fence, so named because an ancient enchantment, guarded the pure magic. Jeremiah was sure his new strength and willingness to use dark power would let him breach the barrier and harvest magic as it emerged from the earth.

      Wyrd seemed safe. Other than a county sheriff, there were no authorities in Wyrd. They would know nothing about a person of interest missing from Pennsylvania. He did worry about what Gretchen might have said, such as his interest in finding a power source. Fortunately, she knew nothing about him: where he came from or where he might go. He hadn’t mentioned Wyrd, she had. If he were careful, he could complete his task without being disturbed. Once he was stronger, he might even raise a demon and start his kingdom in Wyrd.

      

      When he reached Wyrd in November, Jeremiah found cool weather. He could endure several hours outdoors and decided to explore the forest, attempting to find the trail that led up to Wyrd Peak where the spring and The Source were. It was supposed to lie near the eastern boundary of the forest, and he located it without much trouble. Climbing the wide, well-kept trail kept him warm, and he soon sensed The Source. He followed the pull of magic and, with a little exploration, discovered an overgrown side path leading upward.

      His mind was intent on the task of collecting magic and he did not remember the Fairy Fence until he stepped over a large mushroom and slammed into the invisible barrier. It bounced him back, and he wound up on the ground staring at treetops.

      Jeremiah got to his feet and eyed the grassy expanse dotted with boulders. He remembered something about fairy circles being surrounded by toadstools. Not quite sure what the best approach might be for penetrating such a thing. Jeremiah concentrated, searching for a clue to unlock the barrier. Faintly at first and then more clearly, he gleaned the extent of the Fairy Fence. The strange block also hid the path ahead and prevented him from climbing higher. Jeremiah wasn’t sure who or what had set the protection spell, but sensed it was not something a witch might invoke.

      He probed the spell, searching in his repertoire of wizardry tools to find a way to cancel the block. He tried several approaches, including levitation, translocation, and shielding incantations, before he tried an old dispersion spell. Something or someone resisted his will.

      Cold and frustrated, Jeremiah retreated, thinking there might be a solution in one of the books he’d stolen from Malcolm Harken. Besides reading about old spells, Jeremiah bought maps of the county and trails in the forest and studied them.

      

      It wasn’t until the night before Thanksgiving that Jeremiah returned to the forest with knowledge of a spell that might get him past the Fairy Fence. There was some risk in a nighttime visit, but it avoided unwelcome witnesses, including the holiday visitors. He left his car in an empty west lot and walked carefully, his flashlight aimed at the ground, wary of hazards in the dark woods. Fortunately, a full moon illuminated the path.

      He took the eastbound narrow rising trail across the preserve, passing old growth hardwoods, pine, assorted trees he couldn’t name, mountain laurel, and rhododendrons. In his dark clothes, he blended in. Jeremiah had one mark of color, the red scar on his cheek, a mark from the coven master who’d banned the dark magic. The scar pulsed redder as he contemplated the humiliation. He willed that thought away and focused on the task at hand.

      His breath turned to fog in the frosty air that reminded him of snow. Chilled, he cast the flashlight beam from side to side, avoiding stumbling over a fallen log and slipping into a ravine. He managed to cross two streams without getting his hiking boots wet and reached the eastern stream that came from the base of Wyrd Peak. Following the water flow, he found the narrow path that led to the clearing surrounded upslope by granite outcrops and downslope by thick pines. He emerged from the trees and stood just outside the line of toadstools where a faint shimmering in the air announced the barrier. A cold breeze made him blink as he rehearsed the spell he thought might open the meadow. He began the arcane words of a Celtic spell and completed it. Nothing changed. Jeremiah repeated the incantation, louder and with more will. As he pronounced the last syllable, a crackling sounded, first distant and soft, then louder, closer, and the shimmering faded. Jeremiah poked with a stick in front of him, pleased to find no repulsion.

      He crossed the grassy area and climbed the path to the spring. He followed the trail that rose steadily beside the stream and became steep past several waterfalls. Panting, he reached the base of Wyrd Peak. The temperature was noticeably colder, and an insistent breeze made it worse, but the big man was suitably dressed for the cold weather—boots, hiking pants, turtleneck, parka. He had no need to invoke a warming spell.

      He sat on the thick trunk of a fallen tree, recovering from his hike, an exercise he was not accustomed to. A breeze fluttered a few stubborn leaves from the branches above. Then it intensified, rattling the bare branches, and sending a cloud of stubborn brown and yellow oak leaves somersaulting to the forest floor. Jeremiah watched a large orange leaf fall into the clear pool below the trickling spring. His flashlight beam revealed a cleft near the springhead which spilled a blue fume that drifted into a shallow basin, overflowed, and entered the gurgling stream.

      He eyed the black rocks below the cold water, shivered, and raised the scarf on his neck. Clearly the bubbling magic bonded with the water, creating a liquid tinged with a bluish mist. The bond was strong, so only small quantities of power could be absorbed from the mixture. Collecting magic would be much easier if it were unbonded.

      Tired and sore, he contemplated how to keep the magic from bonding to the water. He fished out a large, flat rock from the stream, a slab about a foot wide and a few inches longer. He positioned the slab between the trickle of magic and the spring, which deflected the blue mist away from the stream and into a depression where it pooled. But the magic did not accumulate or remain in the hole. It swirled around and faded into the earth.

      Jeremiah felt in his backpack for the stolen egg, an ancient artifact that stored power, and lifted it out. The ebon surface gleamed in a shaft of moonlight and reflected a narrow beam onto a nearby tree trunk. He’d been careful in his theft, substituting a fake egg. The loss might be discovered, but the witches, even if they suspected he was the thief, would not know where he’d gone.

      His problem was getting power into the egg, and he thought he had the answer by using his knowledge of how certain gems could direct magic. The jade wand would make collection much easier, but he had to find that instrument. The tool was somewhere in Wyrd, either in the town or near it, probably in the hands of a practitioner, who might not easily give up the prize. In the wand’s absence, Jeremiah was ready to try something he’d devised, a cone-shaped funnel lined with jade slivers.

      He placed the large end of his funnel into the cleft. Magic flowed in but bounced off the interior and reversed direction. He repositioned the device and the mist spewed out the narrow mouth of the funnel, but he couldn’t aim the flow. “Damn,” Jeremiah muttered into the silent darkness. A nearby bush rustled, and the wizard swept the flashlight in that direction. Nothing appeared, but Jeremiah lost control of the funnel. Magic exploded upward, reaching high above the tops of pine trees, brightening the black sky with a green glow that hung for seconds. He grabbed the cone and again spewed blue green mist over the trees, casting a high arc that drifted toward the mountain.

      Jeremiah slammed the funnel down and growled. An owl answered. The witch calmed himself. At least the jade works, he thought. He fiddled a bit more and managed to trickle some magic into the egg, but the process was slow. When his flashlight dimmed and wind rattled high branches, Jeremiah cast an illumination spell and decided it was time to leave.

      He descended the trail to the parking lot. As he emerged from the trees onto the pavement, a gust of frigid wind nudged him toward his car. He drove away, focused on the need to acquire the jade wand.
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        In my backyard I have a Fairy Ring. The old ones knew about Fairy Rings and they passed down a few of their tips to the younger Old Ones. The outer circle of the Fairy Ring is always covered in toadstools, what they call the deathcap toadstools. The children were always told that those were the Fairy houses and we must never ever touch them.

        SIR SEPTIMUS MYRDDIN BRON BARONET, QUOTED BY ELLEN EVERT HOPMAN, A LEGACY OF DRUIDS

      

      

      

      THANKSGIVING EVE

      Emma Pemly, a fit, attractive woman in her sixties and not one of those residents of Wyrdwoods Cal Holbrooke called an oddball, owned a home on the lake. Like some others in the community, she qualified as dull and normal. She didn’t believe stories about unusual happenings in Wyrd and conveyed, in her pleasant face and actions, a no-nonsense approach of a woman content and confident. She did her best to enjoy life and avoid worry.

      The Pemlys moved to Wyrdwoods a decade back for the small-town atmosphere, mountain peace, and the stately forest setting. When her husband died, Emma took a job at the nearby radio astronomy lab to find focus, stimulation, and a schedule.

      It was early evening when she started the usually pleasant, short drive to the laboratory. She climbed the first hill of the curvy road and found herself, not for the first time, focusing on her brother’s thirty-year-old son who couldn’t find his calling and only imagined schemes of success. He would inherit her house, a spacious, well-kept structure across the lake from Ted Neet, when she passed and probably sell it immediately to someone convinced the lake was a magic soup. Like Miriam, a coven member who rented and made it clear she wanted to buy if ever Emma sold. Then Eric will waste the money as usual. Maybe I should leave the house to the ASPCA.

      She focused on what she would do at the Wyrd Radio Astronomy Laboratory in the evening when the staff were away for Thanksgiving, and she could get time on the secondary receiver. She would do her own unauthorized probe of the sky that seemed empty of radio emissions. Surely there was something there that patience would reveal. Of course, she might find nothing. She forced herself to think about the menu for her Thanksgiving dinner. Emma expected her nephew to arrive at noon for a turkey-with-all-the-fixings dinner. She’d already prepared the stuffing, creamed onions, and green bean casserole, enough for an unexpected guest in case Eric arrived with a girlfriend, which he wouldn’t. Too bad, maybe a girlfriend would straighten him out and satisfy my curiosity about what sort of girl would take my nephew as a beau. Emma pulled into the laboratory parking lot, empty except for the security man’s pickup and lit by only a couple of lights and one glowing by the door. She glanced around in the darkness before unlocking her car door.

      Emma entered the building and went to the radio antenna control room where she shed her fleece. At the console that gave her control of the dish, she programmed the device to scan a portion of the western sky low on the horizon just west of Wyrd Peak. No radio signals had been detected in that region, but Emma suspected that reflected a failure to investigate. Once set, the operation ran automatically, collecting long wavelength radiation of various frequencies, and Emma sat back to read her novel, a cozy mystery with talking cats.

      When she checked progress an hour later, the record showed a strong signal that spiked for twenty seconds and then vanished, only to reappear several times. “Wow,” Emma said involuntarily. Her mind raced, trying to figure out what she’d recorded. “Nothing regular about that signal. Four pulses at irregular intervals and then they disappear. That’s odd.”

      “Are you all right?” a voice called from the door.

      Emma jumped, her heart thumping. It took her a moment to locate John Bowen, the security man, who filled the doorway in his green uniform. She felt ridiculous. “Yes, I’m fine. I just observed a radio signal that did something strange. It came and it went. Sources don’t do that.”

      “Came and went, eh,” John said, entering the room. “A really slow pulsar? More likely a flying object that zips past the region you are studying. Something that moves at incredible speeds, such as a UFO.”

      “I don’t know about that. I can only say what I observed. A strong signal popped up in the western sky and then vanished.”

      John looked at the computer screen that displayed the strange signal and cupped his jowly face in a big hand. “No question about it not being a bit of noise. That’s a big signal.”

      Emma leaned back in the reclining chair and glanced at the wall clock. “It can’t be ground interference. The dish is aimed at Wyrd Peak and the surrounding state forest. No radio source there. I’ll put a note on the radio astronomy website. Maybe someone else around the world detected something in the same region. If not, it may go down as an unexplained anomaly. Or spur someone else to look.”
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        * * *

      

      While Emma pondered an aberrant radio signal, Ted Neet pondered the man missing from Harken’s coven. He added a log to the living room fire as his black cat watched from the couch. Contrary to what he’d said to his nephew, Ted suspected there was a connection between the event in the Poconos and Wyrd. The witch network claimed the demon-summoning warlock knew about Wyrd as a source of power. Ted poured himself a scotch and sat to write in his journal.

      After eleven, the cat issued a long meow that signaled a visitor was imminent. A minute later the doorbell rang. Ted glanced at his watch and went to the foyer to see a familiar figure in the side window panel. He opened the front door. “Emma! This is an unexpected pleasure. Come in, come in.” Ted grabbed the door as the wind pushed it wider.

      Emma, scrunched down in her fleece, stepped inside. “I knew you’d be up and just had to tell someone about my discovery.”

      “Meow,” offered Sinrix, who peeked out from under a long scarf hanging from the coatrack. Emma bent and scratched the cat’s neck. When Sinrix arched, and Emma smoothed the fur from head to tail, the cat purred.

      “Sorry for the unannounced visit, but I’m, well … excited.” Emma gave Ted a kiss. “You both seem pretty awake.”
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