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We cannot build the future by avenging the past... It is generally the trustful and optimistic people who can afford to retreat. The loveless and faithless ones are compelled by their pessimism to attack.

- T.H. White, The Once and Future King

 

 

Chapter One:

 

Caplata

 

The Campbell Plantation

 Near Baton Rouge, Louisiana. 2014

Joni…

The sound of her own name startled the fourteen-year-old from her sleep. Was it a dream? Joni exhaled, nuzzling back into her pillow, pulling her sheets over her delicate frame. 

She’s coming, Joni… 

Joni sat up abruptly, disoriented. “Who’s there?” she shouted, tucking her long, golden curls behind her ears. Joni felt her heart pound, the void of silence which met her question only adding to her uneasiness. Joni slowly tossed her sheet aside and lowered her bare toes to the bedroom floor. She kicked aside her costume which she had left a crumpled mess on the floor. This year, she had dressed as Maleficent. After a long night of trick-or-treating, she had neglected to put away her costume properly. 

The better part of her hoped she had imagined the voice. It was a child’s voice. Had the voice sounded older she might not have been bold enough to seek it out.

Joni… please… 

She paused a moment, certain now she had not imagined the youthful but troubled voice which called to her from somewhere on the first floor of the family’s plantation home. Joni made her way past her bedroom door, careful not to stub her toes in the dark. She tiptoed down the dimly lit stairway, clinging to the rail with both hands. Each step chilled her bare feet. She paused, three steps from the bottom. Each step upon the well-aged stairs produced a familiar creak. She carefully eased her way down the three final steps. 

“Is someone here?” Joni asked. Only a small part of her genuinely hoped for a response. She could hear the rumble of her father’s snore coming from her parents’ bedroom on the opposite end of the house. 

A shadow caught her eye. She turned, instinctively, as the form turned the corner, moving toward the kitchen. She couldn’t get her parents without walking straight through the room where the shadow had gone. She grabbed her father’s cane, left leaning in the corner of the foyer, just in case. 

Joni heard a sniffle, followed by a muffled cry, coming from the pantry. Setting the cane to the side, Joni pressed her left hand to the pantry door and took a deep breath. 

“You can come out,” Joni said, “I won’t hurt you.” 

The crying stopped. 

“It isn’t you I’m worried about, Joni…” The child spoke, now standing directly at Joni’s side.

Joni gasped. “What, how did you… the pantry door is still shut…” 

The child extended a hand. As Joni reached to grasp it, her own grip passed directly through the young girl’s form. Joni gasped.

“Do not be afraid,” the girl said. “I lived here, once. I knew your family.” 

Joni examined the girl’s appearance. She was a black girl, perhaps twelve or thirteen years old. Her frizzled hair was pulled back, partially in her bonnet, and her faded blue paisley dress reflected a time gone by. “Are you… a ghost?” Joni asked. 

The child hesitated and nodded. “Please don’t be afraid of me…” 

Joni had read the stories from one of her ancestor’s journals. Her great, great, great grandfather, Asbury Campbell had written of two missing slave girls who mysteriously disappeared from the plantation, one roughly this girl’s age and the other in her middle teens. The girls were sisters.

“Isabelle?” Joni asked. “Is your name, Isabelle?” 

The child nodded. 

“And your sister? Messalina?” 

The child’s eyes widened in horror and she extended a hand toward Joni’s lips. “Hush. Do not speak the witch’s name.” 

“The witch?” 

“She’s a Caplata, dark Voodoo… just don’t speak her name aloud. She is coming.” 

“Coming, how? That was a long time ago…”

“It’s my soul… she has imprisoned my soul in a talisman she now wears, she consumes my spirit to keep herself barely alive. But my spirit is fading. I’m using what little I have left to appear to you, to warn you. Her spirit has awakened. She is coming. She senses the magic in your veins, she hopes to return to the flesh, to drain your life and claim it as her own.”

“She what? She wants to kill me?”

“She doesn’t know you’re the one she seeks. She is only drawn to this place. Please, she doesn’t know I am here…” Isabelle’s image was fading, her form becoming more translucent, her voice sounding more distant, even though she stood in appearance no more than a foot from Joni. 

“What can I do? Can I help you?”

“It’s too late for me. But you must listen. You must protect yourself. There is a necklace, hidden in the floorboards of the old slave quarters. I wore it in my life to protect me from evil spirits. You must find it. It will dampen your magic, so she cannot sense that you are its source.”

“My magic? I don’t have any…”

“I do not have time to explain, but please, do as I say. You are too important, your destiny… she cannot have you.”

“My destiny? I don’t know what that means…” 

“My sister believes she has captured my spirit, but as she weakens her hold on me is loosened too. I have touched the place of my eternal rest, a place beyond space and time, where they speak of your importance, they bid me to come to you with the last of my spirit, to warn you…” 

A loud crack startled Joni’s attentions. She felt something shake beneath her feet. Her eyes met Isabelle’s who looked back at her urgently. 

“It is her. Go, Joni. The necklace. She feels your power, she’s trying to find the source. You must not let her find you. Quick, do as I have told you… you must go… “

Joni saw the ghost fade from her view as the floorboards continued to rumble. Joni grabbed a flashlight from the door and darted out the back door. She felt the high weeds brush against her legs as she attempted to make her way across the field in her bare feet. Joni turned to her rear. An ominous red glow illuminated the kitchen, where she had just recently encountered Isabelle’s ghost. Joni continued to run, turning repeatedly to see the crimson glow fade from one window to illumine the next. It moved with intention, guided by some kind of intelligence, as if it was searching for something… or someone. Messalina...she was here. A glowing orb, swirling with red energies, passed through the closed kitchen door. 

Joni ran harder as the mysterious orb targeted her location and began moving briskly across the field, floating above the blades of tall grass and weeds. The old slave quarters stood a hundred yards or more from the plantation house. Joni grabbed the door handle, but it wouldn’t budge. She thrust her shoulder against the thick, wooden door, but again she couldn’t get it to open. The orb drew closer to her position as Joni spotted a hole broken in the wall, just beneath where the roof of the old slave quarters met the sidewall. 

Joni clinched her teeth around her flashlight and grabbed onto the vines that had attached themselves to the old, stone wall. She suppressed a shriek as a thorn pierced the sole of her foot. Joni forced her frame through the narrow gap and tumbled to the floor of the old building.

Joni coughed, reacting to the pungent smell of mildew and stale oil that filled the building. The floorboards. Isabelle said it was under the floorboards. She crawled around, navigating her way around old, defunct farm equipment that had been stored there. She tapped at the floors, clawing at the edges of the boards, hoping to find one… just one… that might be loose. 

She surveyed the floors with her flashlight. She saw one, in the far corner of the room, set a fraction of an inch above the rest. A chunk of wood was missing around the edge of the board. The shadows shifted in the room, a red glow now surrounding Joni’s own shape cast her shadow upon the near wall. The glow narrowed and easily passed through the same hole Joni had squeezed through moments earlier. 

Joni quickly scurried to the disconnected floorboard and pried her fingers into the gap at its edge. She reached in and grabbed something… she took the old piece of sinew, a burlap sack tied together and affixed to the string, and put it over her neck. Joni felt a tingle settle into her chest and a blinding green light consumed her vision. 

Joni tried to blink, but her eyes wouldn’t close. A green mass of energy escaped Joni’s form and assaulted the red orb. Joni inhaled deeply as the swirl of red and green energies filled her lungs. Joni exhaled so forcefully that her breath blew open the door of the quarters. She gripped the burlap sack, pressed firmly against her chest, and caught her breath. 

Joni gripped the jagged edge of a piece of defunct machinery and pulled herself to her feet. She stumbled a moment as pain shot up her leg from the wound on her sole. Joni looked all around as she limped her way across the yard and back to the kitchen door. What was that thing? If the ghost’s warning was correct, it must have had something to do with Messalina. But Joni was unsure where the green light had come from. These questions needed answers, but fueled by adrenaline all Joni could think of was making her way back home safely.

 

 

* * * * *

Joni hopped on one foot from the door and crawled up the stairs to her hallway bathroom. After wrapping her foot in gauze she limped her way back to bed. She rolled onto her left side, and then her right. She flipped onto her back and stared blankly at the ceiling. Her rapid pulse and short, quick, breaths kept her alert.

What had just happened? A ghost, warning her of a Caplata… and somehow she had harnessed a power she didn’t understand. There was no sense trying to go back to sleep. Her mind was spinning out of control with theories, worries, and wonders. Joni slid out of her bed a second time and made her way back down the stairs to the library. She turned on a reading light and climbed the rolling ladder to a collection of old books stashed away on the top shelf. Joni appreciated the musky smell of old books. It was a familiar and comforting. She knew what she was looking for. 

Joni spotted the worn, cracked, brown leather cover of Asbury Campbell’s journal. She allowed her finger to trace the imprint of their family’s Celtic crest, set into the journal’s cover. It was a boar’s head, facing leftward, encircled by a belt and a buckle. The words, “NE OBLIVISCARIS,” which Joni had learned meant “Forget Not” were featured on the belt. Joni retrieved the book, descended from the ladder and curled up in the red-velvet antique couch that set against the library’s opposite wall. She had read the journal before and quickly turned to the entry she was looking for. 

The date of the entry happened by chance to be the same date of the night just passed.

 

October 31, 1853

What is it of this peculiar day that always portents something ominous, beyond rational explanation? Two of our slave girls went missing this evening. I first dismissed it as child’s play. Though the slaves are perhaps more superstitious about this day than a sensible person should be. 

As nightfall arrived and all sunlight was nearly gone, I was overcome with worry. I sent for anyone I could think of to aid in the search. Many members of First Presbyterian arrived, along with Sheriff Hunt. We formed a chain and searched the woods. One of the elders stumbled across a locket, covered in blood. He brought it to me, it was Isabelle’s locket. The one I had given her just days ago. A little further into the woods a goat’s corpse was found, its throat having been slit. 

Sheriff Hunt believed the goat was never meant to be found. Instead, its blood was intended to sway us into thinking that the girl had been killed, perhaps by a wild animal. It’s a tactic, he told me, that the Underground Railroad has employed to set many slave owners off their path.

Knowing Isabelle, though, and how quickly she had taken to me I find it hard to believe she would flee. Not unless her sister had encouraged it. 

I found upon Messalina’s bed the very same book I had discovered in her possession days before. It was placed on its face, keeping the book open to a particular page. I could not read the strange markings that adorned the page, but the clear image of a goat in old woodcut form seemed too striking a coincidence to dismiss. 

The loss of these girls pains me greatly. I was beginning to think of the younger girl as if she were my very own daughter. I still held out hope for the older sister. I should speak to the minister. Perhaps he will have words to soothe my wounded heart.

 

-Asbury Campbell 

 

A book… that’s right. Joni remembered reading something about it. She flipped to the next page in Asbury’s journal and continued to read. 

 

November 1, 1853

It was supposed to be the day of All Saints, but today’s happenings render it more like a day of demons.

 A Choctaw Shaman arrived today unannounced. Thundershield was the only name he offered. I had written the Choctaw some weeks ago, in hopes that someone amongst the Indian tribe might be able to make sense of the book Messalina possessed. 

Had he made it here a day sooner, perhaps we could have averted tragedy. 

His countenance was grim from the moment I greeted him at the door, and he grew even more troubled when I showed him Messalina’s book. He questioned me, time and again, about the girl’s origins. I told him what I could, but I could tell from his expression that my answers dissatisfied him. 

He wished to see the girl, but I was forced to tell him of yesterday’s tragedy. The goat, he agreed, was no ruse. The locket, he said, we were likely not meant to discover. The young Isabelle he told me had become child sacrifice.

This was not information I was prepared to accept. Still, I pressed him further. A sacrifice unto whom, I bid him tell me. To the Loa of the Dead, Baron Samedi, sometimes called Papa Ghede, he said. I pressed him for more information. Amongst the Bokors, practitioners of red magic, a perversion of Haitian voodoo and Indian magic, this Baron Samedi is said to possess authority over the spirits of the dead. The spell was crafted to exorcise the soul of the sacrificed child, to transfer it temporarily to the goat, and from there into a fetish or object whereby the elder girl might draw upon the power of her sister’s spirit and wield it for some other purpose. 

I hardly believed my ears. This was witchcraft, and worse. Dear God, what evil did I welcome into our home! I coddled the devil and introduced her to my only son. Dear God! Spare us of this evil! 

I bid thee, Dearest Lord, to send thy Holy Angels that they might guard us against this wickedness. I pray unto thee to rescue the soul of my dearest Isabelle, and redeem her from her sister’s devilish clutches. Amen. 

-Asbury Campbell

 

Joni closed the journal, gripping it tightly with both hands. This entry was chilling, even when Joni had read it the first time. Now that she knew her ancestor’s account was true it turned her stomach into knots. Joni tucked the journal under her arm and returned to her room. She probably wouldn’t be able sleep tonight, but something about being wrapped in blankets provided something of a comfort. Joni switched on the lamp beside her bedside, opened the journal to where she had left off, and continued to read.

 

   

 

 

Chapter Two:

 

Necromancy

 

The first thing Messalina felt was the crushing weight of earth on her frame. Sinew and flesh returned to her bones. She clung to the locket as her spirit, and the energies she had harnessed from the Campbell heir, reinvigorated her body. 

Finally… 

For more than a century the Caplata had rested, guarding her entrapped sister’s soul in hopes of someday restoring her life’s place in the world. Only on this night, when the veil between earth and Samhuinn is thin, could she draw upon the ancient tree’s power and project her astral form. 

As an astral spirit, she could not see or hear, but she could feel. She could sense spirits attuned to the primordial mystic realms. She knew that the Campbell line was key. The ancient energies persisted in their blood. It was only a matter of time before one of them might show their hand and allow her to harness their power. 

She clung to the locket and tried to call to her sister’s spirit.  Isabelle? 

She received no reply.

Her mind screamed, ISABELLE!

She could not cry. Her newly restored flesh was dry and parched, incapable of tears. Isabelle was gone. She had been careful to not use any of her younger sibling’s spirit during her revivification. How did Isabelle escape the fetish, the Ouanga? 

Messalina clawed at the packed soil that had entombed her bones. She drew upon some of the energies she had seized and shook her body, forcing the hard dirt to crack and loosen. She pressed a hand toward the surface. Grasping at the cool air, she pushed against the surface and pulled her body from the grave. 

Messalina pulled herself along the ground, her legs numb, not yet responding to her will. She dipped her hands into a puddle and slurped some tepid water. The little she swallowed soon afforded her a single tear. “Isabelle…” she said, clinging to the locket. “What did I do… where have you gone?” 

A pang of guilt settled into her stomach. If she had known the cost of rebirth would be her sister’s soul she might not have attempted it. Necromancy is, by its very nature, an unwieldy discipline. To reanimate one’s own body required a great deal of focus, more than most could project in astral form. But Messalina had a secret. She knew that there was power in the Campbell line. She knew how to harness their spirit, and she had thought it would afford her the chance to be reborn. It might even be possible to restore her sister to life as well. But now her sister was lost. 

Was it her own reanimation spell that consumed her sister’s spirit in the process? Perhaps, her younger sister had somehow escaped the locket. She hoped for the later while fearing the former. 

Messalina double-wrapped the locket’s chain and slid her wrist through the loop. She reached into the unsettled soil of her temporary grave. She searched. It had to be here somewhere. She felt something solid and grabbed hold of it, pulling it to the surface. The chest was heavy, and required all her energy to recover. It contained everything she needed for her spells.  

She would find Isabelle… she refused to believe that her younger sister was gone. But she needed to stick to plan. Harness more energy from the Campbell line, seize their power and master its capacities. Then, she could exact her revenge.  

Messalina staggered as she attempted to find her balance, reorienting herself to her body. She wiped off the soil caked against her mostly naked flesh, casting aside a few tatters of worm eaten clothing. 

She surveyed her surroundings. It was night, but even the moonlight was more than her eyes could bear. She was forced to shield her eyes as she stumbled toward a gravel road. Another bright light shone through the trees from the other side of a field that had once grown cotton. It captured her gaze. The single glow upon the porch of the Campbell mansion illuminated the place she once knew as Asbury’s home. The light did not flicker, like a lighted torch might. It was constant, brighter than any man made luminary she had ever known. 

She heard a rumble in the distance. Turning, she noticed two adjacent orbs of light approaching her position. She ducked behind a bush. The machine that approached resembled something of a carriage without even a single horse to power its approach along a gravel road. She barely made out the shadow of a man inside the machine, who she supposed must have been guiding the strange contraption to its destination. A single light, golden like the sun, began to flicker near the light on the machine’s right side and it slowed to a crawl, then turned down another road opposite her way. Now, two red lights stared at her as the man and his machine accelerated away.

Messalina rubbed her eyes. The red orbs on the rear side of the contraption resembled the eyes of a Bokor, or a Caplata, when channeling the spirit of a Loa. Had the white men now enslaved the gods, as well? A rage boiled up within her combined with terror over all that must have happened since she first fell into her self dug grave. For years her own spirit was imprisoned within her marrow, preventing her soul from departing the earth. She sensed power, and the movement of powerful spirits, while she rested but had no sense of time. She thought she had rested a few months, perhaps a year, but clearly more time had passed than she imagined. How much time? It was unclear. Still, her resolve to punish her oppressors remained. Her hunger for revenge had not waned.

She would have to remain patient. There was much she needed to learn about this new world into which she had awakened. And Isabelle… if she was out there, somewhere… hopefully her spirit had survived outside of the fetish. She had to find her.

 

   

 

* * * * *

A force she could not control seized Isabelle’s spirit and she found herself back in a broad, oaken room. She stood before a great white Bull, as before, who she knew would not likely speak but still represented a powerful presence. Again, the Dryad known as Lugh approached her. It was he who first bid her to warn Joni of Messalina’s impending plan.  

The Dryad was a strange looking creature, appearing more like a tree than a man. His skin was as bark, covered with leaves and moss. His oblong head came to a point at its top, and his eyes glowed like two sapphires reflecting a constant light.  Still, as odd as the Dryad appeared, she felt comfortable in the creature’s presence. She knew where she was. This was the Tree of Life—the source of life itself, and every form of benevolent magic. 

“You delivered the warning to our young Druidess, I presume?” Lugh asked. 

“I did. Though I fear it will not be enough. I sensed my sister’s astral form approach. Are you certain that Joni will be able to stand up to her?”

“Do not underestimate the girl. I have it on good authority that she is destined for great and powerful things. Still, I must bid you to return again. You must guide her.” 

“Guide her?  How?” 

“When your sister’s astral form approached the girl, the necklace you bid her to find did more than hide her from the Caplata. Joni is a Siphon, a form of Druid who possesses no magic of her own, but can absorb any magic she encounters. What she absorbs she amplifies. She absorbed your sister’s magic. She’s been absorbing little bits of magic throughout her life. The necklace should have absorbed the energies, but it was too much. When she released the magic, Messalina captured it all. It multiplied Messalina’s power several times over. Your sister has returned to her earthly form.” 

Isabelle’s eyes widened in horror. “Then she cannot be stopped! If she tasted Joni’s power she will want more. She will not give up. She has never given up…”

Lugh nodded. “We fear that she intends to reanimate the bodies of the dead as she planned long ago, to wage her war against the heirs of every former slave owning family. She will begin with the Campbells. She knows that the Druid’s blood courses through their veins.”

“But what can I do? My spirit is exhausted. I barely found the strength to appear to Joni before.” 

“Look unto Taranus, the White Bull, the All Father of the living. He will restore your life.” 

“My life? You mean…” Immediately Isabelle felt something stir within her spirit. It started in her chest and spread throughout her frame. She felt stronger. Her senses were heightened. The smell of the tree’s sap filled her nostrils. Oh, how good it felt to actually smell something again.

“You will be more than a Spirit, but also something other than a living human. You have tasted of the fruit of the Tree of Life. Soon, you should be one of us. A Dryad.”

Isabelle looked at her arms and legs, “But I look nothing like you…”

“To be a Dryad is one’s function, not so much one’s species. We are the guardians of Annwn’s Tree of Life and its great wellsprings. A Dryad’s transformation requires an act of love, of self-sacrifice. Before you can be as one of us, you must return as an emissary of the Tree of Life to accompany Joni. Only she will see you, or hear you. As an emissary of the Tree of Life, only one with a deep connection to the Tree will be able to perceive your presence lest you choose to reveal yourself to others. Joni is one such person, one in billions. Yet Joni cannot wield these powers on her own. She must rely upon your presence to bridge her own natural capacities with the gifts of the Tree of Life. Still there is much at stake here. Your sister seeks to reanimate your body. If she succeeds and arrests your spirit, you will be bound to the Wayward Tree instead, you will be condemned as a slave in Samhuinn. You will both be damned.” 

“Damned?” Isabelle asked, a look of concern arresting her face. 

Lugh nodded. “If the Wayward Spirit, the Spirits of the Loa, seize you then you will never be able to return to Annwn, to the Tree of Life.” 

“I understand.”  

“Very well. The gatekeeper awaits you outside the Tree of Life. There is a single portal between our worlds, one he opened long ago. He will send you through it and direct you where to go.”  

“Thank you, Lugh.”

The Dryad huffed as he turned, disappearing in the oaken walls of the Tree of Life. 

A bright light blinded Isabelle, and when she opened her eyes she found herself standing upon luscious, green grasses. The smell of flowers and pure air filled her lungs.

“Greetings, Isabelle!” said an older man with crazy eyes and a long white beard. He wore a long, white robe and a form of footwear the young girl had never seen. The shoes were made of a black fabric, with a thick piece of white rubber over each shoe’s toe. Something that resembled a railroad cap, but bright red in color, was atop his head turned backwards. He held a long staff. In spite of his strange appearance, there was something about the broad, open-mouthed grin that communicated a kindness and warmth. The grin reminded her of Asbury Campbell who often smiled at her in the same manner. 

“Um. Hello. You’re the gatekeeper?”

“I am, indeed.”

“Very well, gatekeeper sir. How do I get back to Joni?” 

“Click your heels together and declare that there’s no place like home!”

Isabelle attempted it, which elicited an immediate chuckle from the gatekeeper.

“It was a joke. From the Wizard of Oz.”

“Is this Wizard a friend of yours?”

The gatekeeper roared a laugh,  “No, dear. He isn’t real. He’s from a movie. My apologies, you probably don’t know what movies are either.”

Isabelle shrugged.

“You’ll learn soon enough, my deary!” 

“Deary?”

“Sorry, another Wizard of Oz reference… now where were we. Oh, yes! Joni! I must deliver you to Joni. I fear that I can take you no further than the Ozarks of Missouri. Though if you fly due south, along the Mississippi River, it should take you directly to Baton Rouge.” 

“Missouri? You can’t get me any closer?”

“I’m afraid we are constrained by circumstance. This is the only gate the exists between Annwn and your time.” 

“Annwn… Lugh called it that too. What is this place?”

“It is what some might call Eden. The source of life. A place beyond the fabric of earthly space and time. Enough of that, for now. There will be plenty of time to give you the tour after you return.” 

“And I’m supposed to fly due South when I arrive?” 

“Yes, of course! Your current state is something more than a wandering spirit, but you do not have a body either. You will be able to impact the world around you, but it will require focus. If you focus the right way, simply will yourself into the skies and you can travel as a bird, but at whatever speed you desire, to your location. Your flight to Baton Rouge should take no time at all.”

“I’m not sure I understand… how do I do this again?” 

“You’ll know when you are there, dear girl. You’ll feel it, like a kitten knows to meow, or a fawn knows to walk from the womb.” 

“Very well,” Isabelle shrugged, “lets get moving. If it is true, if my sister has truly reanimated herself. She will not spare much time.” 

The gatekeeper nodded, and twirling his staff over his head, a vortex of green and golden light surrounded the pair. Immediately they found themselves at the edge of a bubbling pool, surrounded by Hazel trees. A handful of fish swam beneath the surface. “Here we are, dear girl. Now, I bid you simply swim to the bottom of the pool and you will find yourself back on Earth. Your southward flight shall lead you to the Campbells.”

“Thank you, gatekeeper sir. But… um… one more question…”

“Certainly!”

“How do I know which direction is South?”

 

       

 

 

 

Chapter Three:

 

Baron Samedi

 

Joni was focused. She sat with Asbury’s journal held open by the weight of her jewelry box on the edge of her bed while she transcribed the whole book’s contents into her word processor. There was a dark presence that had fallen upon the property. Joni could sense it, and while her parents spoke of nothing unusual, she noticed they were more on edge than usual. Her parents never argued in front of her as a matter of principle. But today, just since Joni returned from school, they had fought openly over the temperature settings of the thermostat, whether they’d be having chicken fried steak or spaghetti for dinner, and whether Elvis is really dead (Joni’s mom was still holding out hope).

Joni had found a Choctaw with the last name “Thundershield” who self-identified as a “Shaman” on Facebook. It was worth a shot—maybe he was somehow related to the same “Thundershield” featured in Asbury’s journal. She sent him a friend request, but being only thirteen she was the youngest Facebook allowed to sign-up and she was a little leery about sending friend requests to grown men, even if she had a good reason. Joni resumed typing but her transcriptions were interrupted by a ding—Roger Thundershield had accepted her request. 

She perused the Shaman’s profile, giggling a bit at the abnormally high number of kitten pictures he’d posted as of late. She looked for a picture of the Shaman, himself, but she couldn’t find a single one. His profile picture, in fact, was a round graphic labeled “The Seal of the Choctaw Nation,” with a bow, arrows and a quiver at the center of the circle. His age read “99” which she was sure was incorrect. Or was it? Her cyberstalking efforts were interrupted by another ding. Thundershield had sent her a private message.

Roger: Hi, Joni. We need to talk.

Joni: Wait, you know who I am?

Roger: Of course. We have followed your family for more than a century. 

Joni: Ok… why? 

Roger: I think you know. Otherwise you would not have found me. 

Joni: You’re right. Guilty. =3

Roger: Aww. A kitty smile. 

Joni: Yeah, I noticed you are REALLY into kittens.  

Roger: I LOVE KITTENS! 

Joni: LOL who doesn’t?

Roger: Dog people?

Joni: Ew. 

Roger: Ha! You’re funny. Has something happened? 

Joni: It’s Messalina… do you know who Messalina was?

Roger: Of course. 

Joni: She is back.

Roger: I’ll be there in a couple hours. Do not go outside. Stay where you are. It’s not safe.   

Joni did not have a chance to reply. Thundershield logged off immediately. Well, shit… How am I going to explain this strange man I met on the Internet showing up at my front door? She heard a loud crash downstairs. Joni’s worries quickly turned to the more imminent threat. She heard a second bang. Setting her computer aside, Joni quickly leapt from her bed and down the stairs. 

Her father was standing there, in nothing but a bathrobe—which was strange for the middle of the afternoon. He was holding a baseball bat. Joni’s mom was on the opposite side of the room, a baseball glove on her hand. An antique vase, previously displayed upon a pedestal, now lay shattered on the floor. 

“Momma?  Pa? What’s going on?” Joni asked, confused by the scene. 

Joni’s father, Jefferson Campbell, released an audible hoot. He was out of his mind. Joni’s mother, Claire, was laughing uncontrollably. 

“Come, sweetheart! Let’s play ball!” her father declared.

“No thank you, Pa. Maybe you should just sit down?”

“Claire! Our daughter is benching me! Can you believe it? After that home run hit!”

Joni’s mother was now rolling on the floor in hysterics. She bumped an end table and nearly knocked over a lamp. Joni dashed to the scene and saved the antique just in time.

“That’s enough,” Joni shouted. “Pa, sit down now! What is wrong with you guys?” 

Her father looked at his daughter, wide eyed, and stared at her intently. He dropped his bat and approached her, stumbling along the way. He tried to suppress his laughter by placing hand over his mouth, but could not hold it in. “Why are you so bossy!” he said, before being overcome with a fit of giggles. 

With both of her parents rolling around, laughing, Joni threw her hands into the air. Her parents did not drink, that couldn’t explain it. The bat and glove her parents were using had been autographed by Micky Mantle and Yogi Berra respectively. They were amongst her father’s most prized possessions, and he strictly forbade touching them, much less playing with them. And her parents had always insisted that she never run in the house, lest she break any of the many heirlooms that decorated the home. Now, her parents, usually prim and proper, were behaving like children. No, they were acting worse than children. 

Joni felt her chest, reaffirming that she had the strange necklace that Isabelle had asked her to retrieve around her neck. Something was wrong. This had to be Messalina’s doing.

Do not go outside… Thundershield had warned her, just before he logged off. But she had to figure out what was going on before her parents destroyed the place. Joni carefully approached a window in the foyer and peeked behind the curtain. It was a cloudy, breezy day. Still, she saw no sign of anyone wandering the property. She checked the back windows in a similar way. Again, she saw nothing out of the ordinary.

She heard a click and the creaking sound that the front door usually made whenever it was opened. Joni turned. 

“Momma, no!” 

“Come on outside! It’s beautiful!” Her mother declared, as she ripped off her shirt and headed straight out into the front lawn.

Joni took off after her, her father giggling behind her as he intended to follow suit, but tripped over the sofa and face planted himself into the marble floor of the foyer. 

A dark figure stood in the distance, staring down Joni’s mother from across the lawn. Joni ran forward as a red beam of light shot out from the figure’s extended hand. Joni dived in front of her mother as the red energy struck her in the chest. She felt the energy fill her frame, forcing a deep inhale. She exhaled, forcing the light, now consumed in green energies back toward the figure. Messalina extended a hand, catching the energy that struck her then quickly shot another beam back toward her mother. Joni attempted, again, to thwart the attack but she could not get there in time. It struck her mother in the chest, and she collapsed.

“Messalina!” Joni shouted.

The girl looked at Joni, smirked, and a cloud of black smoke consumed her body. When it cleared, Messalina was gone.  

Joni returned to her mother. She was breathing, but was unresponsive.

“What is going on?” She heard her father ask. “What are we doing out here?” Seeing his wife, he took off after her.  

“Joni, get inside. Now.”

“No papa… You don’t understand what’s happening.”

“Do not make me tell you a second time. Inside. Now.”

Joni hesitated, but obeyed and returned inside. She watched from a distance through the open doorway as her father gathered her mother in his arms and brought her inside. He carried her back to their bedroom. Joni closed and locked the door, then joined her parents. Her mother was laying on the bed, her father was kneeling beside her. 

“Claire… please… wake up…” He pleaded. 

“Pa… it was Messalina…”

“Messa… who?” 

“Messalina. From Asbury’s journal.” 

“How many times have I told you to stop digging into those superstitious books?” 

“But Pa… what happened here… you saw it.”

“I saw your mother collapse. That is all. Quickly, Joni, call 911.”

“But they won’t be able to…”

“Call 911. Now!” 

Joni retrieved her father’s phone from their bed stand and dialed. When the emergency services picked up she told them that her mother had collapsed, that they needed a paramedic. 

“She’s breathing Joni. Please go get a cold, wet rag.”

Joni knew her father’s efforts would amount to nothing. It was a vex, of some kind. This was beyond what any paramedic or doctor could resolve. Still, she did as her father asked. Nothing would be gained by arguing with him.

Her father gently placed the rag to her mother’s forehead. “Claire, please wake up.” 

Joni grabbed her mother’s hand and felt a tingle. The tingle coursed through Joni’s frame, and then her mother began to stir. “Momma!” 

“Claire… I’m right here,” Her father said calmly.

Her mother’s eyes suddenly widened and she jumped up from the bed. She ran to the bathroom and vomited into the toilet. She managed to pull herself back to her feet, but then collapsed, dry heaving.  Joni’s father stood beside her, his hand on her back. 

When the paramedic arrived Joni let him in and directed him to the bathroom, where her mother was still hunched over the toilet. 

Joni stepped out of the room. Something stirred in her gut, but it was not nausea. She had absorbed the curse that struck her mother. It felt similar to what she had felt before, when she had absorbed Messalina’s attacks. This time, though, she couldn’t seem to release it. 

Joni quickly went upstairs and closed her bedroom door. The necklace she wore felt warm against her skin. Joni removed it, tossing it on her bed, and at once she felt the energies within her gut swell up. Suddenly a green glow filled her bedroom as it escaped her body. The energies fell upon the necklace. It absorbed everything. Joni touched the necklace. She felt nothing. It no longer radiated the heat she had felt before so she placed it back over her neck. 

When Joni went back down stairs, the paramedic was speaking to her father. Joni’s mother was now curled up in bed, buried beneath her blankets. Food poisoning. That was the paramedic’s best guess. Make sure she gets plenty of fluids, he had said, and let it run its course. 

Joni rolled her eyes. He didn’t know what he was talking about. This was not food poisoning. Joni approached her mother and placed the back of her hand against her mother’s forehead.

“Momma. You’re burning up.” 

Her mother replied with a groan. 

“Let your mother rest,” her father said. “She needs to sleep this off.” 

Joni, again, did not bother to argue to the contrary. Her father wouldn’t believe her anyway. She returned to her bedroom and checked the clock. More than an hour had passed. Joni looked out her bedroom window, waiting. She wanted to be sure that she was the one to meet Thundershield at the door when he arrived.

 

                  

       

* * * * *

Isabelle emerged from the pool and found herself in a dark cavern. The air was thick, but cool. The sound of dripping water, falling from the stalactites that decorated the cavern ceiling, echoed throughout the cave. A light illuminated an opening on the opposite side of the cave, striking her eyes like the morning sun. Dripping wet, she managed to make her way toward the opening which overlooked a great valley below. An unseasonal blanket of vibrant flowers, luscious grasses and wild weeds enveloped the countryside just outside the cave, but the colors of the landscape gradually dulled into more browns than greens in the distance. There was no easy way down. She remembered what the gatekeeper had told her. She would just know what to do. She felt the wind strike her frame and she willed herself into the air. 

As the young girl floated outside of the cave she surveyed her surroundings. A large dome, embedded into the hill above the cave, opened up with a balcony directly above the cave’s opening. She willed herself that direction and let her feet fall upon the balcony floor. Inside was a structure made entirely of oak. The air held the warm smells of sap, flowers, and freshly hewn wood. The place resembled where she had just been just minutes before, in the Tree of Life, but this place seemed more homely, more used. It was like the entire room was hewn from a single tree, no seams separating the place’s walls from its floors. 

Isabelle was supposed to fly straight South, to make her way to Baton Rouge, but her curiosity demanded she explore the strange place. A single, round stone table stood at the center of the room. It was cool and moist to the touch. She surveyed her surroundings. The room was surrounded by several archways, each covered with blossoming foliage. Several papers sat upon the stone table. 

Asbury had taught her to read, but her skill was still lacking. She struggled to make sense of what she read. She picked up a newspaper clipping. A young boy had apparently found himself face-to-face with a bear at the St. Louis Zoo. Elijah Wadsworth. Isabelle had never been to a zoo, but she had heard of such places where people could go and see animals of many sorts, gathered from different parts of the world. 

She surveyed the other papers, and the same name… Elijah… was written on many of them. On several pieces the word “Druid” appeared, though always written in the same person’s script. She shuffled through a few more papers and picked up a photograph. She had never seen a photo like this. The few she had seen in her life were black and white, the figures always appeared stoic and still. But this photo was different. The boy was smiling, he reminded her of Henry Campbell, though Henry was just a toddler the last time she’d seen him. The boy was cute. She blushed a little, suppressing an instant crush, before setting the picture down. She shuffled through the other papers. There was another photograph. This time, the blond girl staring back at her was familiar. It was Joni. Isabelle smiled. Trying to make sense of all these documents would take time she could not afford to spend. It just took her too long to sound out all of the words. She saw a small metal box. She flipped open the latch and opened it. Inside was a smooth stone, about the size of her fist. A sigil of sorts, not one Isabelle knew from her exposure to Voodoo, was encrusted on its surface. It resembled something like a sun, with three beams of light cast downward. She touched the stone, she could feel the magic coursing within it. She concentrated, but the stone resisted. It was warded, like a fetish only accessible by a single Voodoo priest or priestess. She closed the box. There was another story here, something she was not a part of, but something connected to everything. She took another glance at the boy’s photo and set it beside Joni’s. Two destinies would soon collide, and neither of them knew it. Still, it was not her place to intervene. She had a single task—to guide the young Druidess.

Isabelle returned to the balcony, perched herself upon the twisted oaken rail, and willed herself into the skies. Based on the gatekeeper’s instructions, the cave opening, and indeed the balcony she was upon now, should be facing directly South. She lashed herself that direction and enjoyed the feel of a cool breeze against her face. For the first time in her existence, she felt totally, completely free.

 

 

* * * * *

Messalina hunched over a pool of water. She pressed her hands together, clasping the locket between them and sensing the power she’d gathered from the Campbell girl. For a moment, she paused to examine her reflection. The ripples of the pond distorted her face only a little. She was beautiful. More beautiful than she remembered. She despised her own beauty. Had she been ugly, or perhaps born a boy, she never would have experienced what she had. She hated that man… her first master and all he had done to her. She hated all of them. Isabelle insisted that Asbury Campbell was different, and he was. He never treated her with the indignity and unlike her former master, Mr. Campbell was a generous man. Still, he was not the savior her sister imagined. He had paid for them. He gave the monster money, and took with him a deed that declared that she and Isabelle were his property. No, she would not feel guilty for striking the Campbell woman, even if hurting the Campbells was not her primary aim.   

 The madness curse had worked. It was supposed to weaken their inhibitions. For some reason, though, the curse had not impacted the young girl. She was warded, somehow. The mother was not the target, but for someone not born into the Campbell family Messalina assumed the spell she struck her with would have no effect. Only someone born of a bloodline connected to the eternal realms should be capable of absorbing a seeding spell. What were the odds that the Campbell heir had happened to marry another whose bloodline was connected to the mystic realms? When she’d crafted the spell she’d used the bones of Asbury Campbell himself. His marrow should have ensured that the spell was perfectly tailored for her target.     

The magic the young girl reflected returned to her instantly stronger than before. But that was not enough. She would have to repeat the spell and successfully cast it against the girl a thousand times to draw the amount of energy from the girl that she required. The madness curse had not impacted her. That the seeding spell had struck the girl’s mother, though, was something of a stroke of luck. Even if the madness curse had succeeded with the girl it would not have worked as she hoped. The girl… she had the Campbell lineage, that much she already knew. But she also had inherited something from her mother. She’d hoped the female Campbell heir would serve as the ideal vessel. Now it appeared that the young girl was an unsuitable target. At least until she knew the source of the mother’s connection to the mystic realms. 

She required a female. A man can no more harbor a seeding spell than he could bear a child. She learned as much when she cast the same spell upon Asbury before with disastrous consequences. Attempting to craft a spell catered to two bloodlines, both coursing with power from the mystic realms, would be difficult if not impossible. The mother… she must be the target, but not until Messalina learned something of her lineage. Fortunately, she knew exactly how to find the information she required. She would have to consult the Loa.           

Messalina reached into her box and retrieved a handful of dried corn and peppers, laced with the blood of a sacrificial goat. She cast it into the water. 

Messalina chanted the required evocation as she swirled her offering into the waters with her hand. “Baron Samedi, Baron Semedi, guardian of crossroads, master of cursed spirits, I bid thee that ye accept these offerings and ye hear my supplications.”

The water swirled into a funnel, illuminated by red energies. A mass of water shot from the pool and struck Messalina in the face. She wiped her eyes.

“Messalina, it has been too long,” the Loa spoke from behind her in a familiar nasal voice. 

Messalina turned and immediately recognized the Loa she had summoned. He stood more than a foot taller than she was. As was his custom, he was dressed in formal black attire, wearing a high silk hat with dark glasses and carried a cane. He took a drag upon a cigarette and chased his puff with a swig from his flask. 

“Baron Samedi,” she said as she stood before the Loa, nearly choking on the smell of burning tobacco. “I ask only for information. The woman who lives here in the Campbell home. She is connected to the mystic realms.”

“Indeed, she is, darling.” 

“I need to know her lineage, I need to seed her with my power so that I may resume our plan. The one you offered me before.”

The Loa took another puff on his cigarette. “I have the information you require.” 

“Then tell me, please.” 

“Come now, darling. You know that I do not offer information unless I receive something in return.”

Messalina sighed. “Very well, Baron. In exchange for the information I require, you may feed upon my soul.”

The Loa smirked, took a drag upon his cigarette and removed his coat. Stepping behind the Caplata, he sank his fangs into Messalina’s neck, extracting a sliver of her soul. He grabbed his cigarette carton, exhaling the part of Messalina’s soul he had claimed into its open lid, closed it, and slipped it into the pocket of his suit coat before sliding his arms back into his well pressed garment.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four:

 

Shaman

 

Messalina sat on the ground, pulling her legs in tightly as her whole body shook. She hated the Loa, even as she desired him. This was always the worst part. The demon’s hunger for souls was never satiated. Each time she had given a piece of her soul, she felt more empty and hollow than before. What he took was only a small part of her, but what filled the void was anger and rage. More than a century had passed since the last time, and she had tried to forget about it. But the pain she felt was magnified with every encounter. Messalina had been subjected to the abuses of men her entire life. That her revenge required her to submit, again, to another creature’s exploitations disgusted her. Her disdain, however, was not directed at the Loa. She hated herself for allowing it to happen. She hated the fact that with all her power, all the spells she had learned and mastered, she was nothing but a toy to be exploited by men and demon-gods alike. She felt weak and vulnerable. 

Baron Samedi lounged against a gravestone, smoking a cigarette. “So I suppose you wish me to tell you the lineage of the girl’s mother?” 

“Yes. What is it,” Messalina said curtly.

“I don’t know.” 

“You don’t know!” She shouted, filled with rage. 

“Who do you think I am? I’m the Loa of the dead. Only those whose souls are damned am I privy to. Her lineage is disturbingly pious.” 

“You’re a bastard.”

“Of course I am.”

“I let you feed on my soul, you son of a bitch. And you spit it into your damn cigarette carton like my life was nothing to you but another smoke. And that’s all you can give me? Fuck you Samedi.” 

The Loa laughed. “I said I don’t have the information you require. That does not mean I have nothing to give you, my dear Caplata.”

“Then tell me, what can I do to harness the power I need from the Campbell lady?” 

“There is someone who has the information you require. Though I should warn you, you’ve never faired well against the likes of him.”

“Who is it?”

“The heir of Thundershield. In fact, he happens to be entertaining the young Campbell girl even as we speak.” 

“A Choctaw… you know they are impervious to magic. I am powerless against him.” 

“You might be… but he is just a human, Choctaw or not. He may be able to thwart any spell you cast at him directly. But against something else…”

“What are you proposing?” 

“This very gravestone. Notice the name inscribed here… Asbury Campbell.” 

“Yeah, so. He’s dead. I know it, as if there could be any doubt, because I had to retrieve a bit of his bone for my spell before. And he would never help me regardless.” 

“Unless you reanimate his corpse. The power you harnessed from the young girl, it is not enough to raise the army you plan to command. But it is enough to raise at least one.” 

“But Asbury, he was a good man. His soul…”

“Is beyond my reach, indeed. But it is not his soul we require.” 

“And how do you propose I use a single corpse to acquire the information I need?”

“A reanimated corpse feels no pain. He cannot be killed, because he is dead already. Command the corpse, use him to torture the young Thundershield until he gives you the information you need. Not to mention, wouldn’t you relish in the chance to exact your revenge against the Shaman’s heir? And turning a Campbell against him… there’s something poetic about it, don’t you think?”

 

         

* * * * *

A rusted, brown jeep turned down the Campbell drive. Joni spotted the vehicle from her bedroom window and quickly made her way down the stairs and out the front door. 

A young boy, maybe sixteen or seventeen, stepped out of the vehicle. His hair was black and fell below his shoulders. He was thin, with broad shoulders and chiseled features. He had a back pack slung over his right shoulder. He made eye contact with Joni, and she felt herself blush. 

“I thought I told you to stay inside,” he said.

“Wait… you are Roger Thundershield?” 

“The one and only,” he said with a smile that nearly made the young girl melt. 

“Sorry… I… it’s just…”

Roger retained his smile and offered a hand, which Joni quickly, but awkwardly, reached to shake. “Am I not what you expected?”

“No, I mean… I thought you’d be old. And… well…”

“Well?”

“Well, you didn’t have a profile picture. So I just assumed you’d be ugly. It’s usually only ugly people who don’t have pictures of themselves on their profile. And you are not ugly!” 

Roger laughed. “I suppose I should take that as a compliment?”  

“No, I’m not trying… I mean, yes. Sure. Like I said, I just didn’t expect…”  

“Well, if it means anything, you aren’t too hideous either. You know, you Druids don’t have the best reputation for attractiveness either.” 

Joni felt her cheeks rouge even more. “Yeah. Thank you? And you said… Druid?” 

“I suppose I probably know more about you than you do, yourself! We’ll get to that later. But now that all this awkwardness is out of the way, should we go inside? Like I said, it may not be safe out here.”

“You’re right. It isn’t. She was just here.”

“Messalina?”

Joni nodded. 

“What happened?” 

Joni told him how Messalina had showed up, how he had struck her first and reflected the spell back at her… somehow. And she told her about what had happened to her mother.

“How is you mom doing?” 

“Well, when I touched her something happened. She got better, but she is still sick. I’m not sure what is wrong.” 

“Take me to her, I may be able to help.”

“Sure. But well, you should know. My dad, he doesn’t believe all this Voodoo stuff. He didn’t see what Messalina did, he only saw momma fall…”

“It’s okay. I’ll just pretend I’m your boyfriend or something.”

“Boyfriend?” Joni tried to muffle a giggle. 

“Well I can say ‘friend’ if you’d prefer.” 

“Whichever you’d like!” Joni said, a bit too eagerly. 

Roger laughed and winked. “Fine, we’ll stick with ‘friend’ for now. After all, we just met.” 

Joni smiled, released another giggle, and led Roger inside. Her father was busy tidying up in the living room and looked up as Joni and Roger walked in. Joni was relieved that he had changed out of his bathrobe and was wearing his typical jeans and flannel shirt. 

“Pa, this is my friend Roger.”

Joni’s father stood up and approached them extending a hand, “Jefferson Campbell. Pleased to meet you. Is that your Jeep outside?” 

“Yes sir,” Roger said as he shook his hand.

“How old are you, son? If you don’t mind me asking.”

“I just turned sixteen last week, Mr. Campbell.”

“Aren’t you a little old for my daughter?” 

“Sir, we’re just friends. I assure you my intentions…”

“Fair enough,” Joni’s father said, with an incredulous look on his face. “Just know, I’ll have my eye on you two.” 

“It’s nothing like that, Pa. I promise!” Joni insisted.

“Sure it isn’t. Well you know the rules. If you have a boy in the house, there will be no closed doors. Understand?”

“Yes sir,” Roger interrupted. “I’ll make sure that the doors are open.”

“Yes you will. And Joni, before you two go off doing whatever you are planning to do, would you bring your mother a glass of water?” 

“Yeah… how’s momma doing?” 

“Same as before. She’s still got a fever it seems, but I’m sure she’ll be fine once it runs its course.” 

Joni’s father and Roger exchanged nods, communicating some kind of understanding, as Joni and Roger made their way to the kitchen. Joni filled a glass with ice and water and the two made their way to the bedroom and closed the door behind them. Joni’s mother was snoring, wrapped in a cocoon of down filled blankets.  

“Were there any other symptoms, I mean before?” Roger asked Joni with a whisper. 

“No, she just collapsed. She was breathing fine. She retained her consciousness when I touched her. I felt… something… leave her. I went upstairs and I just kind of released it.”  

“I think you probably handled the lion’s share of the problem. But this should help.” Roger reached into his bag and retrieved a small bottle. He poured a little oil on his hand and rubbed it gently on Joni’s mother’s forehead.

“What is it?” Joni asked.

“Sage, mostly. A few other things, but nothing too weird, I promise. It should handle the rest. I expect she’ll be back to normal by the end of the day.”

“Thank you, Roger.”

“Any time.” 

Joni grabbed Roger’s hand, almost without thinking, and led him out of the room. Joni’s father was still busy trying to tidy up the living room. “Joni, what in the world did all this?” Her father asked. 

“You don’t remember?”

Her father shrugged.

“You and momma did it. You two were acting all crazy.” 

“I must have eaten whatever it was that made your mother sick. Damn chicken. I knew we should have cooked it better.” 

“Yeah, pa. That must’ve been it.” 

Joni and Roger made their way up to her bedroom. Following her father’s orders she propped open the door with a shoe. The house had settled through the years, and for whatever reason her door was off-balance and would regularly swing shut on its own.

“Joni, you said you released the energies you absorbed from your mother here?”

Joni nodded. 

“Strange, I don’t sense anything. Usually magical energy will leave a residue, I should be able to sense it. At least for a few days after a spell is cast.” 

“Well, somehow my necklace absorbed it after I released it.” 

“Your necklace?” 

“Yeah…” Joni removed the necklace and handed it to Roger. 

Roger held it in his hand and gently squeezed, sensing the contents within. “Where did you get this?” 

“Well, Isabelle…”

“Isabelle? Messalina’s sister?” 

“Yeah, her ghost showed up. It was on Halloween, as if seeing a ghost wasn’t already creepy enough. Had to be Halloween. She warned me about Messalina and told me where to find her necklace.” 

“Curious. I don’t think that it was Halloween was a coincidence. Your people, the Druids I mean, refer to the day as Samhain or Samhuinn. But Samhuinn is not just a day, it’s also a place. Think of it as the land of the dead, the dark side of the eternal realm. Halloween marks the day when the veil between this world and Samhuinn is the thinnest.”  

“What do you mean by my ‘people,’ and why do you call us Druids?”

Roger reached over and grabbed Asbury’s journal from Joni’s bed. “Look at the seal here. Do you know what this is?”

“Sure, it’s the Campbell family crest.”

“Why do you suppose there’s an ugly boar’s head in the middle?” 

Joni shrugged. “I guess I never really thought much about it.” 

“Well, according to legend, your family is descended from a long line of Druids. Amongst them was a powerful Druid named Diarmid. As the legend goes, someone he thought was supposed to be a friend allowed him to be gorged to death by a boar when they were out hunting. The friend, who had the ability to heal him, however, declined to do so on account of his jealousy. At least that’s the legend. It’s not how it really happened.” 

“Interesting… but how do you know what really happened?”

“Because Diarmid and my father were friends.”

“Wait, this ancient dude from some old myth was a friend of your father’s?” 

“The story about the boar attack supposedly happened, but Diarmid didn’t die then. His life’s work was to establish a connection with Annwn—the ‘good’ side of the eternal realm. If Samhuinn is hell, Annwn is heaven. Whatever sort of gateway he managed to open brought a creature from Annwn to earth and the two fell in love. The creature became pregnant with twin children. But the same warlord who was supposed to have left Diarmid to die from the boar attack, motivated again by jealousy, tried to take this creature from him and make him his wife. Long story short, the two lovers fled back to Annwn and from there they came to the modern era, some fourteen years ago. The very year you were born.”  

“Are you saying I’m somehow related to him?” 

“Yes and no. Campbell was a clan, not a nuclear family like we think of today. He was not the only powerful Druid in the village. There was another, her name was Ceridwen, and she had a single child, born to her miraculously in her old age. The Campbells were mostly descended from her line.” 

“How did you trace our lineage back that far? Are you a Mormon or something?”

Roger laughed. “No, though I cannot say for sure that their genealogies do not go back so far. In truth, Diarmid told my father. He also told him that your mother happened to have descended from another member of the clan. Diarmid wrote all about him in a novel he penned about his past. My father had a copy of the book, he used to read it to me as a child.”  

“So where is this Diarmid? Can I meet him?”

“Unfortunately he went missing a couple years ago. He and his wife, the Dryad he’d married born of Annwn along with one of their two children all went missing at the same time. A house fire, apparently. But I suspect something darker was at play. Only a single heir, their son, remains alive with no knowledge of his past.”

“That’s awful.” 

“It is. Though I should confess that what my father told me about Diarmid is limited and my father wrote nothing down.”

“You mean, your father…”

“Yes, my father died around the same time. Another fire. I cannot help but believe the same evil was behind it all.” 

Joni grabbed Roger’s hand, “I’m so sorry.”

For a moment it looked like the young Shaman was going to shed a tear. “Thanks. I can’t say it has been easy. But the one thing he impressed upon me was that the ancient Druid knew you were important. For whatever reason, he knew that the time would come when you would need me. So, here I am.”

Joni paused a moment in thought. “The book that Diarmid wrote, do you have a copy?”

“Sadly, no. Our copy was destroyed in the same fire that killed my dad. There might be another copy somewhere, but I cannot say where we could even begin looking for it.”

“And the name, Messalina. When I mentioned her, you knew who I was speaking about.”

“Fortunately, not all of our family’s records perished in the fire. Our tribal archives retained that story. One of my own great grandfathers also kept a journal, and apparently he had come to the aid of your own Asbury when the incident with the two slave girls occurred.” 

“Yes…” Joni grabbed Asbury’s journal and flipped it open. “Right here, he wrote all about it. He mentioned a Shaman by the name of Thundershield. That’s how I knew to look for you. It was a shot in the dark, really. I never imagined…”

“Trust me, I was as surprised as you were when I received your friend request. But my father told me that you would reach out to me one day.” 

“How could he have possibly known?”

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Roger admitted, “but whatever the case, I am here to help.” 

“So what do we do?”

“Well, I think the wisest course of action would be to ensure that your home is sufficiently warded. The necklace, it seems, should protect you from a direct attack but your family is not safe. And, since your father seems unlikely to believe any of this, we may have to work in secret.”

Joni sighed, “He is stubborn. I tried to tell him… but he won’t listen to me.” 

“Most people won’t accept the truth regarding magic until the see it for themselves.”

“Because food poisoning is clearly a more rational explanation,” Joni rolled her eyes.

Roger laughed. “Yes, it must have been the chicken.” 

“So magic… you say I’m a Druid?”

“A Druidess, technically speaking.” 

“Ok, a Druidess. Can you teach me?”

“I can try, but the Druid arts are way outside of my wheelhouse. You have to understand, aside from Diarmid himself, I’ve never even heard of a real Druid who could come close to teaching the path to you.” 

“Well, honey. You’re the best I’ve got.” 

Roger almost blushed. “Thanks. I promise, I’ll do what I can. For now, though, protection is the primary goal. We need to set up some wards around the perimeter of your house.” 

Roger reached into his bag and pulled out a plastic sack full of about a dozen zip-lock bags. Each bag was filled with a variety of shredded, green, leafy materials.

“What is this? It looks like…”

“Marijuana? Yeah, I guess it does. Don’t worry, that’s only a small part of what these baggies contain.” 

“We don’t smoke it, right?”

Roger laughed, “Of course not. I know that zip-lock bags don’t exactly fit the mysterious motif that you’d associate with a Shaman’s magic. Still, if we bury these around your property the combination of elements should form a magical barrier of sorts that should prevent any spells that Messalina might try to throw your way from getting inside.”        

“Well just don’t let my dad see these. If he thinks you’re a pot head your chances with me will be zero.”

“My chances with you? Are you saying I have a chance?” Roger looked directly into Joni’s eyes. 

“If you behave,” Joni added.

“Oh, so you want me to behave?”

“You don’t really have to.”

Joni and Roger exchanged an intimate gaze. They each leaned in, closer to the other, as Roger grabbed her hand. Joni’s lips parted slightly and Roger responded, closing his eyes just before Joni turned away.

“You’re going to have to work a little harder than that, honey. I’m not such an easy catch.” 

Roger laughed. “You really are something, Joni Campbell.” 

“I know,” she said, confidently. “For now, lets work on burying these wards. If you’re lucky, we can try and pick up where we left off here another day.” 

“Probably a good call,” Roger said. “Besides, I ate a banana on my way over here.”

“Yeah… banana breath. Yuck.” 

Joni and Roger made their way downstairs and outside. They made their way around the property, using a small spade to bury each baggie at precise intervals that Roger measured off by counting his steps between each one. After they were finished, Joni walked the young Shaman back to his Jeep. 

Joni shrieked.

A cat, with a noose wrapped tightly around its neck, was hanging from the roll cage. 

Roger was horrified. “A cat… she had to make it a cat… The witch is going to pay.”

 

   

       

 

 

Chapter Five:

 

Zombie

 

Joni watched from the porch as Roger drove away from her, down the drive. Poor cat. He said he’d give it a proper burial. Joni wished he didn’t have to leave. It felt comfortable having him there. It wasn’t so much that she found him attractive—though she did—but because he knew things. He’d heard these stories, studied up on this kind of thing, his entire life. By comparison, whether she was a “Druidess” or not, Joni was an amateur. 

Joni sighed as she saw Roger’s Jeep make a right-hand turn at the end of the drive and start accelerating down the road. Then he quickly stopped. Joni tried to peer through the trees to see what was going on. Something had ran in front of his Jeep. She heard shouting and screaming from a distance, but couldn’t make out what he was saying. Quickly, Joni took off running down the drive. She churned her legs as hard as she could, watching a struggle of some kind ensue through the trees. 

“ROGER!” Joni shouted as she ran.

“JONI, NO!” He shouted back.  

Joni heard a loud bang as she saw Roger get thrown against the side of the Jeep. Joni was not going to be dissuaded. She left the gravel road and took off through the woods, shortening her route to Roger. She couldn’t make out whoever it was that had attacked him. She hoped it wasn’t a man. It was crazy to think, but Joni thought she stood a better chance against something… anything… supernatural. She had the inhibitor necklace. Fending off a full-grown man, though, would place her at a disadvantage. 

Joni broke through the edge of the forest, just behind where Roger’s Jeep had stopped, and jumped across the ditch. Then she saw it. Whatever it was, it had a human shape, but the little skin that clung to its bones was rotted. It smelled horrible, even from a distance where Joni stood. It held Roger’s unconscious body over its shoulder.  

“Let him go!”

The undead creature looked at her and snarled. Joni picked up a rock at hurled it at the monster, striking its knee, but it barely reacted to the strike. As the creature turned to carry Roger away she took off after it, unleashing her fists against its back. With one hand, the zombie swung and struck her, knocking her onto her back. 

With the wind knocked out of her, Joni attempted to get back on her feet. As she did she saw a red glow, somewhere deep in the woods. It was faint, because the sun was shining bright, but she was sure she had seen it. She knew it must have been Messalina.

“Messalina! Leave him alone! He isn’t the one you want. Take me!” 

The zombie walked toward Messalina, undeterred by Joni’s plea. 

“I said, take me! Please!”  

Joni tried to follow, but her ankle gave way beneath her. “Don’t hurt him!” she shouted. 

She saw a black cloud encircle the creature as she limped after it. When the cloud cleared, they were gone. Roger was gone. 

Joni went back and leaned against Roger’s Jeep. The keys were still in the ignition. She was too young to drive, but she knew how. She turned the ignition, engaged the clutch, and put the Jeep in gear and headed down the road. Where she was going, she didn’t know. But she needed to get away. She needed to think.   

Why would Messalina go after Roger? Perhaps it was because he was Joni’s best chance… he was her only source of knowledge, aside from the journal anyway. But it made no sense why she wouldn’t accept Joni’s offer to give herself up in exchange. A pang of guilt settled into her gut. If it wasn’t for her, Roger never would have come out. If only she hadn’t sent him that damned message. She felt responsible. She had to go after him. She had to find him. But where would she start? For now, the only thing she could do is keep driving.

 

   

 

* * * * *

As she soared just beneath the clouds all she could think was how peaceful it was. High above the world, no one could hurt her. No one could tell her what to do. She was her own master. Following the gatekeeper’s advice, she had followed the Mississippi river the whole way. It would lead her directly to Baton Rouge which meant it would take her straight to the Campbell Plantation which, as her memory recalled, was not far from the river’s shore.

As she flew near to the Plantation, though, old feelings rushed back into her mind. She had both fond and dreadful memories of her short time there. It was the first place Isabelle had been to since her parents died where she felt loved. But her sister had never opened herself up to Mr. Campbell’s affections. If she had, everything could have been different. But when she’d met Joni that night, albeit as little more than a ghost, she sensed the same goodness within the girl that she’d known when Mr. Campbell had taken her in. Mr. Campbell had treated her as if she was his own daughter, and let her dine at the table alongside Mary and Henry. 

It was there that she had learned to read. She remembered the exhilaration she felt when she sounded out her first words in an old collection of Aesop’s fables. One story, in particular, had struck her at the time. It was a story of a father and his two daughters. One daughter had married a gardener, and when the father asked her if she had only one wish what it would be she declared, “I have only one wish, that there may be a heavy fall of rain, in order that the plants may be well watered.” But then the father asked his other daughter the same question. This girl had married a brick layer. She responded that her only wish was that “the dry weather may continue, and the sun shine hot and bright, so that the bricks might be dried.” The father was left with a quandary. If his two daughters wished for the very opposite thing, which daughter should he align his own wishes toward? Isabelle wondered then, and still wondered now, which daughter—Messalina or herself—her own father would have sided with had he still been alive. He had met his own fate at the hands of a cruel taskmaster. Would he, thereby, agree with Messalina’s quest for revenge? But her father also taught her to always see the good in everyone. Why would he not be pleased by her own happiness in the Campbell home? 

How many decades had passed since then? It was impossible to know, for sure. Still, based on the wonders she witnessed on her southbound flight she assumed it must have been longer than she had believed at first. Fast-moving chariots, moving at incredible speeds without the need of a horse or any animal, was astounding enough. The greatest marvel of all, however, was the large vessel she saw flying… yes, flying… beside her for a good portion of her journey. Even more shocking than that, when she approached the flying ship and looked into its front window the man who held the mechanical reigns to the machine had skin as dark as her own. And still more, he seemed to be telling the white man who sat beside him what to do. 

The world had changed. The world was always changing. That’s what my sister never understood, Isabelle thought. Things were never hopeless, no matter how desperate circumstances might appear. 

Locating the Campbell Plantation proved more difficult than she supposed. The city she supposed must have been Baton Rouge hardly resembled the city she had remembered. She circled the city twice as the sun set in the distance. Even the city seemed to defy the night, illuminating itself with a brightness that she had never seen before, aside from what the day’s sun and, perhaps a few well-crafted spells might produce. You don’t have to dwell in darkness, she thought, unless you want to. If only she could get her sister to believe it, too. 

Eventually Isabelle managed to find the old Campbell Plantation. She had only been a young girl, her exact number of years she wasn’t certain as her previous owner never permitted them to celebrate birthdays, or anything much at all. Trying to find her way home from the city would have been hard for her in 1853, not to mention… whatever year it was now. She did have the advantage, however, of being able to move at virtually any pace she could imagine and enjoying a bird’s eye view helped. Oddly, it was only once night had fallen and she was more easily able to see which pathways were illuminated, both by the static lights on the sides of the roads and the bright lights that were affixed on the mechanical chariots traveling upon them. She managed to find her way. 

Existing in whatever half-spirit half-human form she now possessed gave her the odd ability to either pass through physical objects, or to manipulate them as she would have in her former life. It seemed to simply depend upon whatever she willed to do when she did it. She had willingly passed through a tree as she approached the home. When she intended to land upon the roof, she did. But when she tried to pass through the walls of the home, something blocked her. It wasn’t the wall itself, it was a barrier of some kind that surrounded the house all around. She knew the feeling, though, when she struck the barrier. It was magic. Somehow, Joni had managed to ward the home. Impressive. 

Isabelle reached out with her mind and she could sense the presence of two adults within the house. Joni’s parents, she supposed. But where was Joni? Isabelle reached out with her will further. She had learned this trick before, in her prior life when she’d dabbled with magic, but now it seemed like her ability to sense life around her was nearly limitless. Every life she sensed, she was able to see in her mind’s eye. It only took a short while and she found Joni… she was afraid, and sad. She locked on to her position, willed herself back into the air, and went after her.

 

     

 

 

Chapter Six:

 

A Familiar Spirit

 

When he awoke he found himself in dimly lit room. A series of stones surrounded him, each one aglow and red with magic. The smell of decomposing hay and manure along with the gritty feel of the dry earth beneath him suggested he was in a barn of some kind. Roger’s arms and legs were bound. He was tied to a single, vertical post. The thorns of the vines binding his wrists together pierced his skin as he fought against his restraints. He grimaced in pain as he felt his own blood trickle down his fingertips.

Roger felt something burning his right calf. He tried to shift his weight back and forth in an attempt to force his pant leg up to expose the wound, but he was tightly restrained.

“I bet that doesn’t feel too good,” a voice said from the darkness in front of him.

“Messalina.” 

“You know my name. I’m impressed. How long has it been? Eighty years? A hundred, maybe? I must have really made an impression.”

“It’s 2014. It’s been 161 years… and yes, your name lives in infamy amongst my people.” 

“Longer than I suspected. I must say, I’m even more impressed… in myself. My reputation has survived nearly as long as I have, myself.”

“Times have changed, Messalina. There was a war. The slaves were freed.” 

“Were we? I’m not so sure. You see, I’ve been back for a few days now. Once I had a chance to… adjust… to all these new inventions and realized it wasn’t magic at all, I made my way around town. Tell me, Thundershield. Why is it that so many people who look like me live in the smallest homes, and have the fewest luxuries, while those who look like them still have everything?” 

“It’s 2014, Messalina. A black man is President. Things have changed. It isn’t perfect. There’s still a long way to go…”

“And how about your people, Choctaw? Many of your tribe still live worse than even my people.” 

“Like I said, there’s a lot of work that has to be done. But the laws have changed. Many of your people, and mine, can receive assistance. No one has to starve.”

“Assistance? My people do not need assistance, Choctaw. Do you know how our masters used to keep us appeased? They’d give us assistance. Then they made us think that without their so-called generosity we would be helpless. They pacified us with their ‘assistance.’ We were prevented from learning, and from what I can tell my people are only marginally educated today in the worst schools. In my time, I rose above it by teaching myself.”

“By becoming a Caplata?”

“Would you have me learn philosophy instead? Perhaps, law? My learning would have accomplished nothing. But with red magic I have real power. No one can deny it.” 

“And what cost have you paid to wield that power, witch? The Loa do not aid humans unless they get something out of it… and I’m pretty sure I know what that was.” Roger could see the anger boiling up within her as she turned away from him. He had hit a nerve. 

“Do not blaspheme the Loa, Choctaw. You do not know what you speak of.” 

“Don’t I? What you accomplished, reanimating that corpse. There’s only one Loa who can do that. And I know what Baron Samedi craves…”

“You know nothing,” Messalina said forcefully.

“He craves souls, especially the souls of girls… just like you.” 

Messalina pivoted and with her eyes glowing red extended her hand and thrust a bolt of red energy at Roger. Roger lifted his wrists to intercept the spell and ricocheted it toward his feet, breaking the vines that bound his hands and ankles. He quickly got to his feet, but as he attempted to lunge after the Caplata his right leg gave out beneath him, and with a loud crack he felt his leg break. He nearly fainted from the pain as he released an agonizing scream.

“That wound on your leg… whatever might have caused that?” Messalina said calmly as the Shaman writhed in agony in the dust. “That’s the thing… the corpse’s bite. There’s a sort of… venom to it. It infects the victim, weakening the flesh and bone around the wound first… then spreading throughout the body.” 

“I was wrong about you. You’re no Caplata. You’re a devil!” 

Messalina laughed. “Well, I’m not that bad. You see, there is an antidote for your condition. There’s just one problem. Only Baron Samedi knows the recipe and even if you evoked him… well… you could offer him your soul, but then you’d be damned. And like you said, he prefers the souls of girls… like me.”

“What do you want from me?” 

“Well, I should say a part of me wants revenge. Your great ancestor… it was his fault I had to take an early grave to begin with. Though, in truth, my plans are quite a bit grander than that. I just want information. Tell me, what is the Campbell lady’s magical lineage?” 

“You need a female capable of charging your magic, amplifying your power… I know your plans, they haven’t changed in 161 years. I’ll never tell you.”      

“Never?” Messalina paused, pacing back and forth as she gathered her words. “Your Choctaw blood might protect you from me, but even you cannot resist the corpse rot forever. I must say, I am pleasantly impressed by your natural ability to fight it off. Were you any other human weakling you’d be consumed by the rot in a matter of hours. Based on the progression of the rot… I suspect you might last a day. Perhaps that will give you a little… a very little… time to think. In the end, I will have the information I require. But the choice is yours… tell me what I want, and I will ask Samedi for the antidote to stop the rot from spreading further. Or, don’t tell me, and I’ll have two corpses under my command.”

“Better two corpses than an entire army.” 

“You think you can prevent that? You are young. Your mind will be the last to go. Once the rot consumes your Choctaw blood, I will read your thoughts and retrieve the information I need regardless. Either way, I win. And besides… in case that isn’t enough motivation… my little friend, you know, the nasty fellow who had a hunk of your leg for dinner. I thought he deserved his dessert. I’ve sent him after the young Druidess you seem so fond of protecting.”

 

    

* * * * *

Joni sat along the river’s shore and stared as the current reflected the moon’s glow. The moving water barely made a sound, but it was strong. How could something so powerful be so quiet, so calming? The river appeared the same, each time she watched it. But she knew it was never the same, not really. The waters she’d seen months ago, the last time she had been here, had made their way to the gulf and found their home in the ocean’s greater currents. Where was her life leading her? How would this horror end? And Roger… she couldn’t help but think that what happened to him was her fault. How could she go on, calm like the river, without knowing where all of this was going? Was he dead or alive? She felt powerless. The current of her destiny, it seemed, had started in springs that long preceded her birth… would she ever find peace, in the end? 

Joni unwrapped the body of the cat that Messalina had murdered. She remembered the cat. She’d seen it wander the property before. He used to walk around, majestically, as if the world was his kingdom. He was beautiful, mostly white with a few black spots. She had never been able to pet him before, he was feral and afraid of people. But when he was on his own, roaming the property hunting field mice, he was happy. This wouldn’t accomplish anything. It wouldn’t give her any answers, and it certainly wouldn’t help Roger. Not really. But it was the only thing she could do. Joni carefully waded into the river’s muddy waters and laid the cat’s body in the current. She watched as the animal floated along the river until it disappeared from her sight. Join the river, she thought, and find your way home to the great current in the sea.  She shed a tear, and then she broke down. This wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fair to Roger, and it certainly wasn’t fair to the poor cat.

Joni’s thoughts were interrupted as she felt her head jerk back and her body crashed in the mud. The creature snarled as it dragged her by the hair to the shore. She tried to cling to the mud, but her fingers slipped right through it until one hand found a stone. She threw it blindly, and managed to strike the corpse in the face. He released his grip for a moment, clearly stunned by the strike, as she quickly got to her feet and ran toward the Jeep. The rhythm of the zombie’s footsteps behind her made it clear that the corpse was moving more quickly than she could run. The creature swung at her. She managed to duck way from the blow just as the zombie’s knee struck her chin sending her flying onto her back. She tried to roll away but the monster had grabbed her ankle, it’s bony fingers digging into her skin. Joni shook her leg with all her strength, but she couldn’t shake its grip. Again, the zombie snarled as he lowered his jaws to her ankle. 

A bright form suddenly struck the monster from the side, sending it tumbling into the river. Joni struggled to regain her footing and resumed her flight toward the jeep. The glowing, white, figure reappeared beside her. She recognized her immediately.

“Isabelle?” 

The young spirit placed her hand on Joni’s shoulder. “Feel the power… the spirit of Annwn, from the Tree of Life. It courses through me to you. Feel the power. Focus, Druidess.” 

Joni didn’t have time to question her familiar spirit’s advice. She welcomed the energies she received. As the power filled her body a green glow consumed her vision. The corpse returned to its feet and with a roar charged her position. All at once she directed everything she felt out through her fingertips and toward the creature. The zombie froze in place as the green energies flowing from her extended hand consumed its frame. She saw flesh return to its bones. Dark hair reappeared on its head. When Joni had channeled the last of her borrowed power the body of a full grown, naked man, collapsed in a heap on the rocky ground. 

Joni and Isabelle approached the body. Isabelle gasped. 

“What is it?” Joni asked.

“I know him. This body… it belonged to your ancestor. This was Asbury Campbell.”  

Joni gently rolled the body onto its back. The face was familiar, even though she had never met him. He looked nearly identical to her own father. “Is he alive?” 

Isabelle shook her head. “Mr. Campbell’s soul is at peace. But this was his body.” 

“What should we do with it?” 

“His grave has been violated. Perhaps you should send him off, here.” 

Joni nodded. She grabbed the body by one leg as Isabelle grabbed the other. Together, the two girls took him into the water and released him into the Mississippi’s current.  

“Goodbye,” Isabelle said. “And thank you, for everything.”

 

     

   

* * * * *

After hiding the jeep in a patch of woods on the edge of the Campbell property Joni and Isabelle returned to the Plantation home. She dug up one of Roger’s wards to allow Isabelle to pass, then returned it to its place, spreading the soil back over the baggy with her fingers. 

Joni’s father was waiting for her at the front door. By the look on his face, he was not particularly pleased with her. Though, to her relief, it seemed he could not see Isabelle who stood beside her all the while. 

“Where have you been, young lady.” 

“Roger… we just went for a little drive.”

“A little drive? Until after dark? I wasn’t born yesterday, Joni.” 

“I swear Pa, it was just a drive. He didn’t try anything, I promise.” 

“I will have words with the young man at another time. But you need to tell your mother or me before you go running off like that. Do you understand?”

“Yes sir.” 

“And how did you get so muddy?”

“We went for a walk by the river. I slipped and fell. It was no big deal.”

“Well, you can go clean yourself up and you’ll be spending the rest of the evening in your room. There will be consequences. Your mother and I will have to talk about it.”

“Yes sir, I understand.” 

It didn’t take Joni long to clean up. When she returned to her room, Isabelle was sitting cross-legged on her bed, reading Asbury’s journal. A tear cascaded down her cheek.

“He really meant a lot to you, didn’t he?”

Isabelle nodded. “I know he cared for me. But reading this… I didn’t realize how much. Thank you, Joni.”

“So… how did you come back? I thought you were gone forever… your spirit was weak. But now, you’re strong.” 

“My spirit returned to the Tree of Life. They sent me back to you. They told me you were very important and you would need my help.”

“Me? Important?”

Isabelle nodded. “They didn’t tell me why. And they didn’t need to. I can sense goodness in your heart. You are meant for great things, Joni.” 

Joni paused a moment. “Well, right now. I’m just worried about Roger.” 

“Roger?”

“Thundershield…. Your sister took him. That’s why she created that zombie… why she used Asbury’s corpse.” 

“This is starting to make sense. I rested in that fetish, allowing my sister to think she had captured my spirit, for all these years. She has always had the same plan. She took him because she needs him.”

“She needs him? So he’s alive?”

Isabelle nodded. It didn’t take Isabelle long to figure out her sister’s plan. She told Joni what she could. Isabelle had pretended to be captured by Messalina’s locket for more than century. All that time, she allowed her spirit to rest in her sister’s clutches. She knew what her sister was planning. Once Joni explained how Messalina had carried out the attack against her family earlier, everything made sense. Messalina had targeted a female Campbell heir to incubate her own magic, to seed her with a spell that once returned, could raise her army. But Joni was not just a Campbell heir. Her mother’s own lineage must have belonged to a magical bloodline as well. What that heritage was, Isabelle could not say. But she did know if anyone knew, it would be a Choctaw Shaman.

“So she is looking for information. She thinks he will tell her? What will she do to him to make him speak?”

“The Choctaw are impervious to magic of any kind. She will have to find another way. But my sister has evoked the Loa. She thinks he’s a god, but he’s more like a demon. If she is speaking to the Loa, she will have a method. She’ll have a way to get the information she needs.”

“Then we have to go. We have to rescue him.” Joni immediately tried to get up but Isabelle rested her hand on Joni’s shoulder and held her down.

“You are not ready. There’s no telling where he is. When I found you, I’d searched the whole area. If there was anyone else other than your family, especially a Choctaw, near here at all I would have sensed him. I don’t know how to find him. And more, we need to plan. You cannot just channel an unformed magic against Messalina like you did against Asbury’s corpse.” 

“That was… unformed magic? I didn’t even know what I was doing.”

“Those pure, green energies are a part of the unformed life force. It’s the very power that the All Father used to create the earth and all its creatures. You channeled it, this time, because I had touched you. I connected you to the source.”

“And on Halloween? When I put on the necklace…” 

“It was your awakening. For a Druid or Druidess, the first time you come into contact with magic it will awaken the abilities latent inside. You are a kind of Druid known as a siphon. You do not produce magic yourself, but any magic you do touch, even the smallest amount, will be magnified within you. That’s why every time my sister has come after you and struck you, what you returned to her was much more potent.” 

“Then why didn’t it hurt her?”

“Again, what you channeled was unformed. It was the force of creation itself, the source of life. When it struck the corpse, it removed my sister’s curse and returned flesh to his bones. That’s because what you wield, no matter what kind of magic you absorb, is not destructive. It’s creative.” 

“You sure know a lot for a little girl, Isabelle.” 

“Little girl? I only look that way. I am centuries old. I’ve lived many lifetimes greater than my own earthly life as a wandering spirit.” 

“So if my magic doesn’t actually… hurt… what can I do?” 

“You’ll have to use a similar strategy that Messalina did. Because the Choctaw are impervious to magic, she used a corpse. Something powered by magic, but it wasn’t the corpse’s magic that overcame Roger. It was brute force.” 

“So I need to make a zombie too?”

Isabelle cringed. “No… God no. That’s red magic. Evil magic. Necromancy. But what the energies of creation, the magic of the life force, can do… if you learn to channel your will the things you’ll be able to do… I can’t even say for sure. But what you must never do is allow Messalina to capture any raw power.”

“So how do I do this? Can you teach me?”

“Me? Your powers are far beyond anything I understand! But I can provide you with the connection to the Tree of Life you require. After that, we’ll have to learn together.”

 

     

 

 

Chapter Seven:

 

The Tree of Life

 

She had no reason to restrain him further. The rot had spread from one leg to the next, rendering both legs useless and leaving him with only the ability to pull himself along the floor with his arms. The barn reeked from the stench of his filth, as the Choctaw had also lost control of his bladder and bowels. Messalina covered her face with a rag as she approached him. The rot continued to expand up his gut, toward his torso. Once the rot hit his heart, and his blood stopped pumping, she would have an opportunity to probe his mind. So far as she was concerned, waiting would be more reliable than trying to pry the information from him anyway. Once the rot expanded and stopped his heart, she’d be able to extract whatever she needed from the Shaman’s brain.   

Baron Samedi followed Messalina closely as they approached Roger’s half-withered frame. She didn’t need the young Shaman to speak, she would get what she wanted regardless, but she still relished in the opportunity to torture the heir of the man who had damned her to an early, though temporary, grave. Whenever she was in the presence of the Loa, Messalina’s eyes retained a constant red glow, which helped illuminate her path.   

Messalina placed her hand on one of the glowing stones, recovering the magic it contained and capturing it in the locket that remained fastened around her wrist.

“Only two beacons remain… when the last is extinguished, Samedi’s antidote will no longer be capable of redeeming your flesh. Have you reconsidered my proposal, Choctaw?” 

“I will give you nothing, witch,” the Shaman declared, indignant of Messalina’s intentions. 

“The choice is yours. It is a shame. I should tell you, the young Druidess you seem so fond of still lives.” 

Roger struggled to draw in a deep breath. “She is strong. Stronger than you know.” 

“For once, I must agree with you, Choctaw. Somehow she managed to dispatch the corpse. She got lucky. But what are her chances of succeeding again? Perhaps once you have been consumed by the rot, she will die by your hand instead.”

Baron Samedi put his arm around Messalina and kicked at each of Roger’s withered legs. “Soon, young Choctaw, your soul will be mine.”

“My soul is secure, demon. Even if I die, I will rest with the Great Spirit.” 

Baron Samedi laughed. “That presumes your soul will ever escape this place. And no soul escapes my realm without my consent.”

“Your realm? You have no jurisdiction over perished souls who are not already damned.” 

“You are correct, Choctaw. But where do you think you are?” 

Roger looked around. “In a barn… I don’t know where…”

“The barn is mine. You assume you remain on earth. But you do not.” 

Roger grimaced. “So you’ve taken me to…”

“To Samhuinn,” the demon confirmed as he interrupted Roger. “Your soul is stuck here, with me.” 

“Your Druidess may be powerful,” Messalina added. “But would you bid her to attempt a rescue here?” 

“Damn you. Damn you both to hell!” Roger shouted.

The Loa release a raucous laugh. “You cannot damn the already damned.”

 

     

* * * * *

Joni sat on a stump, lowering her face into her hands. “It’s useless.” 

“You have to keep trying,” Isabelle insisted. 

“I’ve tried to focus. I’ve tried everything. Every spell is the same.”

“Perhaps you’re mind is too distracted. Tell me, what are you thinking when you cast?”

“I’m thinking about Roger. I’m thinking about your sister… what she did to him, what she tried and still hopes to do to momma.” 

“You are casting from fear. And your fear is tainted with anger and vengeance.”

“Of course I am. I can’t help how I feel.” 

“The power that I’m channeling to you is pure. It’s drawn directly from the Tree of Life. You must cast from pure motives.” 

Joni sighed. “I’m only human.”

“Don’t blame your humanity for your faults. Humanity was not created in corruption, but from the pure will of the Eternal One’s generosity.” 

“Like I said, it’s of no use. I can’t master this power.”

“I agree.”

“Then why are we wasting our time?” Joni asked as she grabbed a rock and chucked it at a tree. 

“I agree that you can’t master this power. But I do not believe this is of no use.”

“If I can’t master this power… then yes, it’s of no use.” 

“You’re wrong. The power you feel, when I channel it in to you. It’s not something you can enslave. It will not obey you, or heed to your will, simply because you demand it must. Consider that tree… out of anger you threw a rock at it, but it shows no sign of striking back.”

“That’s because it’s a stupid tree, obviously.” 

“It’s not stupid, Joni. It cannot read a book, or speak, or solve any arithmetic. But that does not mean it lacks intelligence. Notice the leaves, their color has already started to fade. A few months ago they were green and full of life. Once these leaves fall, and it endures another winter, it will turn green again. Why does this happen?” 

“Because, that’s what trees do. Every year. It’s not rocket science.” 

“I don’t know what rocket science is. But you are right, it lives its cycle, one year after the next. It draws its nutrients from the soil, it accepts the sun’s nourishing rays. It responds to the seasons, in kind. But does the tree master the soil, the sun, or the seasons?” 

“I suppose not.” 

“The tree accepts what the soil yields. The tree is not greater than the sun, but it receives its light. It responds to the seasons, but this tree does not dictate the weather. All these things, the tree accepts with gratitude. It flourishes because the tree knows its nature, it recognizes its place. It is grateful.” 

“But I’m not a tree…”

“You certainly are not. You are more than a tree. But perhaps the tree can teach you something. When you channel magic, power from the Tree of Life, you must learn to mimic the Tree.” 

“I need to be grateful…”

Isabelle nodded. “What you can do, you are not the master of it. These powers, this energy you feel coursing from me through you… it is a gift.” Isabelle rested her hand on Joni’s shoulder, and immediately Joni felt the tingle spread from Isabelle’s touch through out her body. Joni extended and arm, this time toward the same tree she had recently struck and released her energy. 

A barrage of jade missiles of magic struck the tree, but the tree did not respond. 

“Again, you’re still trying to force your will upon the tree. Try asking the tree to respond. Invite it to join itself to your will,” Isabelle urged. 

Joni took a deep breath, “Okay, lets try this again.” Once again Isabelle rested her hand on Joni’s shoulder. This time, Joni tried to focus on the energy as it filled her body. She tried to hold it in, and focused on the way it made her entire body feel light, tingly, and alive. The pain she still felt on her sole from the thorn that wounded it a few nights before was gone. The magic that now filled her body was no longer an invader, it wasn’t something she would use or manipulate. It was life. It was a part of her. She held on to it and focused her mind on the tree. As she did, she began to feel the tree’s own life-force respond to her in kind. What she heard were not thoughts, not in the traditional sense. Instead, she felt the tree’s sense of being. It was a contentment, a joy, that she’d never known any human being to possess. The tree was happy. It stood, and grew, nourished from the soil and the sun. It had no aspirations for anything more. It was realizing its own purpose, its own destiny. Joni let the same feeling wash over her and tried to reach out to the tree with her will. Will you follow me? 

Joni felt the ground beneath her feet shift as the giant Oak pulled its roots from the ground. She heard loud snaps, and cracks, as the whole trunk lifted from the ground, elevated by twisted roots that had formed eight legs, like a spider, all surrounding the trunk. With another loud snap, the largest limb flexed and swung toward Joni’s position. She did not move. She was not afraid of the tree as her eyes remained aglow maintaining her connection with the oak. The massive limb swept up the young Druidess and set her upon another branch near the top of the tree. Isabelle floated up along with her, maintaining her grip on Joni’s shoulder.  

The connection Joni felt was strong. It was like she had developed a sixth sense, unlike anything she had ever experienced before. It was as if her will was united to the tree. She felt the legs of the tree, now formed from its roots, move as if they were her own. She willed it to run faster, and she found herself floating above a canopy of leaves as she and the oak glided through the woods. The cool autumn breeze fluttered through her hair and pinked her cheeks as they moved together through the woods and into an open swamp. A whiff of sulfur and stagnant water struck Joni’s nostrils, but in her current state it was not offensive. Joni felt a tap on her shoulder. She turned and saw another tree branch, its twigs gripping a bunch of wildflowers, white and gold, which she gladly accepted and tucked a single white one behind her ear. No boy had ever brought her flowers—and she almost blushed at the gesture as a gust of wind struck the bouquet forcing it to relinquish a shower of petals into her face and hair. Joni heard Isabelle giggle, and she couldn’t resist smiling and laughing along with her companion as they moved more slowly, now, across the marshlands. She heard the sucking sound of the tree’s roots pulling out of the mud, and splashing down into it again.   

As Joni held on to her connection to the tree, she noticed that she was keenly aware of life all around her. She sensed the presence of an otter, and a family of deer. Opossums, rabbits and squirrels. There were woodcocks, and too many snakes to count. She even felt the resting presence of an alligator in the distance. In her mind’s eye she could locate every single one. The sensation was almost overwhelming, but exhilarating at the same time. 

But the she felt something that didn’t belong. She felt something push against her will, resisting her. 

“Do you feel that?” Joni asked Isabelle.

“I think so… it reeks of red magic.” Isabelle said. 

Joni willed the tree to carry her toward the source of what she sensed. As they approached, they saw a single pool of water, deeper than the rest, swirling with crimson magic. Joni bid the tree to extend a single branch into the pool. She felt a sudden jolt like electricity snap back into her frame as the tree jerked its branch away and out of the pool, the limb severed at the point of contact. 

“What is it?” Joni asked.

Isabelle took a deep breath. “It’s a portal. To Samhuinn.” 

“Samhuinn? Isn’t that like… hell?” 

Isabelle nodded. “I think I know why I couldn’t find Roger… anywhere.” 

“You don’t mean…”

“I do. Messalina took him to Samhuinn.” 

Joni willed the tree to lower her into the pool, but the tree refused to respond. It gripped her tightly. “Why won’t the tree let me through?”

“The tree is protecting you, Joni. Did you see what the portal did to its branch? I can’t say if you could pass through safely.”

“But we have to get there… we have to go find Roger.” 

“I’m not sure we can. The portal is locked. It will only open from the other side.”

“There has to be a way…”

Isabelle paused a moment. “There is, but… I’m not sure…”

“I’ll do anything. Please!”

“You can’t do it. I would have to return to Annwn, cross the ley line separating Annwn’s garden groves from Samhuinn and open it from the other side.”

“Can I just go with you?” 

Isabelle shook her head. “I don’t know if either of us can make it, and I certainly won’t be able to if you are with me. Samhuinn is dangerous. The whole realm is full of red magic. If it infects you… if it infects me… we’ll both be damned. If we go at all, we’ll have to be quick and pray that we not be caught. But to unlock the gate, I’ll have to spend more time there than either of us should. I stand a better chance alone.”

“Isabelle, I can’t ask you to risk your soul. And if anything happened to you… I’d be helpless.” 

“My life, Druidess, is mine to risk. At the very least, I can return to Annwn and consult the gatekeeper or the Dryad. They may be able to help.”

 

           

 

 

Chapter Eight:

 

Dispersed

 

Roger writhed in pain as he grasped at the cracked, cursed ground beneath him. The rot had spread to his abdomen. He felt sick to his stomach. His gut churned and he broke a sweat. The taste of bile and blood flooded the back of his throat. He tried to turn to the side, but what was left of his body tensed and his vomit shot up his throat. He heaved it uncontrollably all over one of his withered legs. Roger gagged on a rotted chunk of his stomach. He heaved again, cringing as he coughed it up it into his mouth. The rotted piece of flesh tasted like sulfur. He spit it out onto the ground. 

He felt a tingle on his vomit soaked leg. It was nearly impossible to tell how much time had passed. There wasn’t a single crack between the barn wall’s boards that might give him a hint as to whether it was light or dark out. Not to mention, he had no idea if Samhuinn had days or nights at all. Still, this was the first sensation he felt in his leg in at least a day’s time. He quickly wiped it clean and saw a piece of raw, pink flesh reformed where the vomit struck. 

My blood… it healed the rot. 

A few seconds later, the rot consumed his newly re-formed flesh and the sensation faded into nothingness. Once the rot set in, it no longer hurt. But as the rot spread, the newly infected skin burned like hell. He looked at a puddle of his bloody vomit, and worked it into the mud. Then, he spread the mixture across his abdomen. The pain subsided, at least for the time being.

Roger looked at the last two stones, each illuminated by red magic. The next time Messalina came to check on him, he would be down to his last bit of light. Roger pulled himself along the ground toward the stones. He was not a Druid, and certainly not a Siphon, but it was worth a try. He reached to grab one of the stones, but immediately pulled back as the stone burned his hand. He heaved one of his withered legs onto it. The smell of burning flesh and smoke filled the barn, but he didn’t feel an ounce of pain. He pressed the rotted leg against it harder until the stone burned its way through. He managed to rip his dead limb from his body and cast it aside. At least, this way, he could pull himself around without the extra weight. Not to mention… it was a long shot… but if he mangled his rotted body enough he might be of no use to Messalina. He might not be able to prevent her from reading his mind, in the end, but he was determined at the very least not to become a murderous corpse. He would rather die, damned in Samhuinn, than participate in her hell on earth.

 

   

* * * * *

Isabelle emerged from the bubbling pond, grazing one of the salmon with her leg as she pulled herself onto Annwn’s grassy grove. It was not a long walk from the portal to the Tree of Life. She’d made the trek with the gatekeeper before. All she had to do was retrace her previous steps. She looked all around, taking in the nourishing sunlight and absorbing the pure life-giving air. She prepared to make her hike back to the tree of life when she felt a hand on her shoulder. She turned, and there stood Lugh, the Dryad who had first sent her on her quest. 

“What brings you back so soon? I sense that the Druidess remains in danger.” 

“I need your help.” 

“My help? It is not my place to trifle in these affairs myself. This is your task.”

“But I have to get into Samhuinn.” 

The Dryad gripped the young girl by both shoulders. “You cannot be serious. The place is overrun with damned creatures, and the Morrigan’s spawn, the Loa, roam freely, their power is nearly limitless there.”

“The Morrigan?” Isabelle asked.

“She is the Queen of Samhuinn. For the time being, she is restrained. It nearly claimed the gatekeeper’s life to see to it that she was imprisoned within the Wayward Tree. But that does not mean she is not dangerous. The Loa and a host of devilish monsters still hear her voice, and do her bidding. The moment you cross the ley line, she will sense your presence. She will spare nothing to claim you, absorb your spirit into her life-sucking tree. Whatever your purpose there, it cannot be worth the risk.” 

“Messalina is there. She has taken a Choctaw with her.”

“Then, the young Thundershield is damned already.”

“How did you know it was a Thundershield?” 

“What other Choctaw would she claim? The Thundershields have long awaited her return, sworn to protect the Campbell heir.” 

“Sworn to whom?” Isabelle asked.

“The gatekeeper himself secured a covenant with them long ago. He believed they would play an important role in the Druidess’ destiny.” 

“Then we must save him!” Isabelle insisted. “He had barely met Joni before…”

“It is a fool’s errand.” Lugh insisted.   

“If the gatekeeper believed he was important, then he must be. Please, Lugh…” 

“I will have nothing to do with it. If you insist, then I will permit you to make your case to the gatekeeper himself. But he is not here. He has went to earth, and I cannot say when he will return. You may try to find him, if you wish, but he is not an easy man to track. Perhaps the place on the other side of the gate will provide you some clues as to where he has went. That place is something like his home away from home. Should he permit you to go on this preposterous quest and you fail, your damnation will rest on his conscience and yours. I will have no part in it.” 

“But Lugh…” Before Isabelle could finish her thought, the Dryad sank into the ground and disappeared.

Great, Isabelle thought, this is going to be more difficult than I thought.

 

  

* * * * *

Joni sat on her bed, her laptop open, transcribing more of Asbury’s journal. She had read it before, but now everything was starting to make a little sense. Typing it out seemed to helped to burn the details into her memory. She remembered reading something before about how Roger’s ancestor, also a Thundershield, had thwarted Messalina once before. Maybe… just maybe… whatever he did would work again. She found the entry and began typing.

 

November 6, 1853

One of the other slaves reported seeing the witch in the graveyard, digging a grave betwixt the plots reserved for slaves and those where our ancestors rest. I sent for Thundershield who joined me to investigate. We stood there, surveying the freshly dug grave. What could she possibly be planning? Our examination, however, was interrupted. Messalina appeared from the edge of the forest, her eyes aflame with magic. She had the locket affixed to her wrist, which I knew possessed Isabelle’s spirit. I was too terrified to move. 

The witch released the power that filled her eyes, and it abruptly struck me in the chest. My body was sent into convulsions as I stumbled and fell into the grave. I felt an ominous force coursing through my flesh, searching my soul. As my vision began to fade I saw Thundershield reach his wrist out over the open grave. Slitting it with a knife his blood showered my writing body. The dark forces within me screamed. I gasped for air as the dark force escaped my body. A swirl of blood-red magic hovered over the open grave as I struggled to regain my footing and climb from the hole. Thundershield held a totem in his hand and gathered the witch’s spell into it, then with a jerk of his arm he thrust the curse back at the witch. 

Messalina looked back in horror as her own flesh withered under the curse’s power. Even as she struggled against it, however, I saw flames fill her eyes a second time. As she forced the curse into the locket, I saw a ghostly figure emerge from behind her. It was Isabelle. She extended a hand and channeled something like jade, glowing, vines which quickly bound Messalina from head to toe, holding the curse against her frame. Thundershield quickly grabbed the witch and tossed her into the open grave. Isabelle smiled at me, placed a hand on my shoulder, which felt chilling, but oddly comforting. Then, the ghost disappeared, her form willfully returning to the locket still affixed to Messalina’s wrist. 

I retrieved two shovels and the Shaman helped me return the unsettled soil to the grave, burying the witch beneath the earth. As we shoveled, the Shaman explained to me what he could. The Campbell blood line, he said, has the capacity to harness and wield ancient magic. Messalina’s hope was that I might serve as a sort of vessel to incubate her magic which she might extract and wield again many times more powerful than before. Her error, however, was that her spell required a female vessel to work as she hoped. His Choctaw blood, however, turned her spell into a sort of prison. Messalina’s soul was bound to her bones and marrow. I asked if we should burn her body, but he warned that doing so might break the prison and release her vengeful spirit to conduct any number of unspeakable evils. He also warned that her prison would not endure forever. The witch possessed enough strength that she might overpower the prison, but she would only have the strength to do so once. She would lie in wait until my bloodline produced a female heir. If such ever occurs, the unspeakable evil the witch might unleash into the world is too much to bear. 

It must never be so! Mary and I resolved no more children after Henry. We must tell him, as well, of the dangers that a daughter might pose to his family. What a dreadful curse this portents for my family! How many generations will pass before this warning is ignored? I must leave this journal behind, and pray, that generations to come will read of these horrors and heed this warning! 

Now, I write these words to whomever might find them. Do not permit a female to be born of our bloodline. Do whatever you must, and beg the Lord for forgiveness for whatever evil you must do to to heed these words. If Messalina returns, it will mean the death of us all. She will unleash an unspeakable nightmare upon our family, and upon all of the earth! Heed these words, and may God have mercy on us all. 

 

-Asbury Campbell

 

The last words were written in large letters, to emphasize his awful warning. Joni shuddered. She had read this before, but had given it little thought. It seemed to her like nothing more than a delusion occasioned by the superstitions of an age gone by. But she was a female heir. Isabelle had told her that Messalina required a female Campbell to carry out her plan. Many generations had passed, surely she was not the only girl born to a Campbell. Her father was one of two boys. Her grandfather, she knew, had been an only child. That no girl had been born to a Campbell in over 160 years, however, seemed unlikely. Joni saved the document and opened her Internet browser. There had to be records, somewhere. Finally, she found it. Asbury and Mary Campbell, as the journal indicated, had a single child. Henry and his wife, Jane, had given birth to twins. They’d had a boy and a girl, but the records indicated that the girl had perished in childbirth. The boy, Clark, who was her great grandfather had two children. First they had a boy, named Richard, whom she knew to be her own grandfather. Their second, a girl, was also said to have died in childbirth. Joni felt her heart sink. These deaths… they couldn’t have been a coincidence. Two female heirs, all killed the moment they were born. Joni closed her laptop in disgust, her stomach turned in knots. She was the sole female Campbell heir since some time before Asbury Campbell… her very life had occasioned Messalina’s return. But Messalina’s evil had afflicted her family for generations. She thought she had descended from an ancient line of noble Druids. Now, she knew that she had been born into line of murderers, an evil plaguing one generation after the next. 

She couldn’t stand to look at the journal, much less read it again. Asbury had seemed so noble, taking on these two girls, treating them like family, even defying the law to teach Isabelle to read. But then, in the end, whatever virtue the man held he sacrificed on an altar of fear. Asbury might have defeated Messalina, with the Shaman’s help, but the Caplata destroyed him in the end. She destroyed everything that might have once been noble about the Campbell name. Joni felt beneath her shirt, gripping the burlap sack she wore around her neck. This was supposed to protect her. It was supposed to guard her against the Caplata’s attacks. But Joni was done being afraid. She took the necklace, and tossed it into a dresser drawer. Fear breeds monsters. Her own family history proved it. She had no more Shaman to aid her. Isabelle was gone, trying to find a way into Samhuinn. But Joni refused to sit there, helpless and afraid. She stood up, and looked at herself in the mirror. I am a Druidess. I am a strong, female Campbell. I can and I will defeat the witch. 

Knock. Knock. Knock. 

Well, that sure interrupted her self-assuring pep talk. “Yes… come in.” 

Joni’s father opened the door and walked in. “Joni, what is going on?” 

“What do you mean? Everything is fine.” She said, her voice quivering, betraying her lie. 

“I received a call from your school. They told me you haven’t shown up for the last two days. Need I even bother asking you where you’ve been going?” 

“Papa… I’ve just been trying to help out a friend. My friend’s in a real bad spot and…”

“It’s Roger, isn’t it?”

Joni turned her face away from her father. Yes… but it isn’t what you think, she thought. “It is… but I swear, we aren’t doing anything we aren’t supposed to.” 

“Sit down for a moment, young lady.” 

“Yes sir.” Joni said, as she sat on the edge of the bed, her father sitting beside her. 

“It wasn’t that long ago when I was your age. I wasn’t that much older than you when I met a girl. The moment I met her nothing else in the world seemed to matter. So, I did the same thing. I started sneaking out. I skipped school, and stopped hanging out with my friends. I thought nothing else mattered.”

“Dad, you are talking about mom. You met her in High School.” 

“I did, but you’re missing the point. Your mom and I didn’t need to spend every waking moment together. We thought we were in love back then. But we weren’t.”

“Dad… you married her, of course you were in love!” 

“No, I wasn’t. Not yet. I was infatuated with her. I was high on the emotion of new love. And your mother was the same. When we were caught sneaking around, her parents also thought the worst. They assumed we were having…”

“Dad.. Please. I don’t want to hear about that…”

“Just let me finish… they thought we were… doing things we were too young to do. But we weren’t. Sure, we kissed, we fooled around…”

“Dad! Stop!”

Joni’s father laughed. “The point is, we fell in love later. We fell in love when I broke my leg, and your mother came and brought me chicken soup. We fell in love when your grandfather died our senior year, and I stood by her at the funeral. But when I look back to those first few months, when we thought we were in love, when all the world seemed to disappear… both your mom and I let our grades slip. We wanted to spend every waking moment together, so we started ignoring our friends. We lost some good friends on account of that.” 

“Dad, it was just two days… and I swear, Roger is going through something bad right now. That’s what this is about.”

“What I’m telling you is that you can be there for him, but you are only fourteen. You also have to go to school. You don’t need to give up anything that makes you who you are for a boy. If you two are going to fall in love, you’ll get there. I don’t know what Roger is going through, and you don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to. But you can be there for him, even if you are not always there with him.” 

“What was it like? I mean, going to her dad’s funeral with her… how did you help her through it?” 

“It was strange. Your mother was born in Baton Rouge, but her family had strange traditions, they had a culture I didn’t understand. So I did nothing. I stood there, with your mother, and allowed her to look to her mother, to her family. I wasn’t going anywhere, and she knew that. That’s all she needed from me. In the moment, though, she needed them. And since her mother, your grandmother, only lived only a few months longer, she was grateful for the time I’d given her to spend with her.” 

“You said they had another culture? I mean, I always knew that mom’s parents were immigrants. I just never really thought about it before.”

“You should ask your mother about it. She doesn’t talk about it much, she had a very strange childhood. They practiced some kind of ancient, Irish, religion. The point is, your friend Roger comes from a different world. The Choctaw, they have their own culture, their own ways of dealing with things. You can be there for Roger. But all you need to do is let him know you support him, whatever it is he’s going through. But at the end of the day, he needs his family. If you keep him from that, he’ll only resent you for it later.” 

“Thanks dad. That really helps.” 

Joni’s father squeezed her shoulder and stood up. He walked toward the door. 

“So, I’m not in trouble?” Joni asked. 

“Trouble? You might be in trouble, Joni. But I’m not going to punish you for this. I’ve been there, remember. Just know that whatever is going on, you can talk to us. Talk to me, or talk to your mother. But don’t skip school and try to hide whatever it is that’s going on. If you do that… well… I won’t be able to be so lenient the next time.” 

“I love you, daddy. Thank you.” 

“I love you too, baby girl,” her father said, as he stepped through the doorway and closed it behind him. 

Her father’s words helped more than he could know, and certainly not in the way he had supposed. She’d talk to her mother, of course. Maybe she’d understand. But more importantly, Roger needed his family. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of it already. They were probably worried sick. And more than that, even if her parents didn’t believe her, his family would.

 

              

 

 

Chapter Nine:

 

Choctaw

 

Isabelle emerged from the water and lashed herself into the room above the cave, the one she had briefly visited before. Little had changed since her first visit, but the papers previously scattered haphazardly across the table were now neatly stacked and organized. Perhaps something here would give her a clue as to the gatekeeper’s whereabouts. She didn’t have to look too hard. A bright pink square piece of paper, its upper edge stuck to the stone table, immediately arrested her attention. Several words were written on the note in a cursive script she struggled to read. She took her time, making the best sense of the note she could. 

 

Isabelle,

Follow the Mississippi northward, you will find me in St. Louis. Look for an arch. You can’t miss it. 

	-The Gatekeeper

 

She scratched her head. How did the gatekeeper know she would be there, at this very moment? It was a small and comparatively inconsequential mystery. Still, it was strange. Isabelle ignored the matter, for the time being, and quickly retreated to the open balcony and willed her form back into the air. As before, she headed straight ahead until she reached the Mississippi, then turned the opposite direction, which she figured must have been north. As she flew, the rising sun was cresting the horizon to her right. At the speed she was able to travel, it took her no time at all before she came upon a large city, larger than Baton Rouge. Just to the left of the river she spotted what must have been the arch that the gatekeeper bid her to find. It was a marvelous structure, higher than any building, though the tall buildings she saw in the distance were impressive on their own right. It was unlike anything she had ever seen.  The rising sun glistened against its silvery surface. A series of steps descended from the arch toward the river, and she willed herself down between either side of the fantastic monument. She looked around. A few people were casually jogging on a path above. The foliage decorating the trees here had turned orange and red, a phenomenon that she’d only rarely seen in Louisiana where the leaves tended to go straight from green to brown. 

She felt a tap on her shoulder. She turned, and saw the gatekeeper, smiling widely back at her. 

“Welcome to Saint Louis, Isabelle.” 

“Thanks! This arch… I can’t believe it.” 

“It is incredible what people can accomplish, even without the aid of magic.” 

“You mean, magic had nothing to do with this? If I had any real breath at all, it would take it all away!” 

The gatekeeper laughed. “Indeed it does! It robs me of my breath every time I visit.” 

“So, I don’t know how to say this…”

“But you need to get in to Samhuinn,” the gatekeeper interrupted. 

“Yes. How did you know?” 

“It comes with the job description. All stories, from my perspective, are always waiting to be told, but have been told already.” 

“I’m not sure what that means. But okay.” 

“In truth, I’m not entirely sure I know what I mean either,” he admitted, maintaining his grin. 

“So, can you take me there?” 

“No.” 

“No?”

“That’s right. No.” 

“Then why tell me to meet you here at all? We don’t have much time… the Choctaw…”

“He still lives, Isabelle. I cannot take you there. My gates will only form between here and Annwn, and while you might cross the ley line from there into Samhuinn, you would immediately be detected by the Morrigan. It would pose too great a risk. Your chances of evading her capture would be slim.” 

“But I have to get there… I have to open the portal from the other side, so that Joni can get through.” 

“There is a way, but it will not be easy.”

“Of course it won’t. Nothing about this task I’ve been given has been easy. The Druidess, though, she has shown herself to quite adept.”

“That does not surprise me at all. Joni is special, one of a kind.”

“So lets have it. Don’t sugar coat it. How do I get there?” 

“One of the Morrigan’s acolytes has been coming and going from here to there. She has shown a keen interest in a boy, one who like Joni I am determined to protect. So far, the acolyte has evaded my detection. She has managed to shroud herself from my magic.” 

“And she can take me to Samhuinn?” 

“She certainly won’t willingly. But your magic, your nature, is unique. She will not expect you are coming, and I highly doubt she’ll be able to sense your presence. Your spirit is pure, and I suspect she will not even know you are there. If you bind yourself to her, to something she carries, much like you willingly bound yourself to the locket before, you may be able to go along with her the next time she returns to Samhuinn.” 

“And you’re sure she won’t sense my presence?”

“No.”

“I really wish you would stop using that word.”

“Well, I would never lie to you. I cannot be certain, but I suspect even if she detects something she won’t be able to sense enough of your presence to cause her any alarm.” 

“This boy you are protecting… Elijah?”

“You snooped my papers!”

Isabelle blushed. “Yes, sorry.”

“It’s alright. The boy is important, his destiny is linked to Joni’s, but their paths will not collide for a few more years. Do not interfere with the boy, he is not yet ready to know his truth. Find the acolyte, and you will be able to accomplish your task.” 

“But if you can’t sense her, how will I?” 

“Like I said, your nature is unique. She will not suspect that one such as you is seeking her out. Even if she could, which I doubt, she will not be properly shrouded to evade your pursuits.” 

“Then you could follow me. If I find her you can, too!” 

The gatekeeper shook his head. “She would sense my approach, and disappear before I ever arrived. This is the only way.”

 

    

 

* * * * *

Thankfully, it was the weekend and Joni wouldn’t have to go back to school until Monday. She couldn’t just sit around and wait until Isabelle returned, and she felt like she owed it to Roger to go see his family. They deserved to know, and they might be able to help. Joni wanted to talk to her mother, to ask her something about her family’s strange religion that her father had mentioned the night before. A part of her, though, was glad she was gone running her Saturday morning errands. It would give her time to try and track down Roger’s family. 

She knew from Roger’s Facebook profile that he claimed Baton Rouge as his home, and the fact that he arrived so quickly when she’d first messaged him meant he didn’t likely live in the closest Choctaw reservation, which she knew was a few hours to the north. Joni laced up her hiking boots and headed out to the woods where she had stashed Roger’s Jeep. She quickly found an address on his registration paperwork, stuffed in the dash. She pulled out her phone and entered the address into her GPS. 

She was eager to get there as quickly as she could, but driving without a license posed a certain degree of risk, so she was extra careful to obey all of the posted speed limits. It was an unseasonably warm and sunny day. The open-cabbed Jeep wouldn’t have provided much cover, or warmth, if the weather had been rainy or cold. Her mind ran furious as she drove. How would she tell his parents what had happened? Wait, he’d mentioned that his father died in a fire. What about his mother and did he have any siblings? Did they know about her? Why didn’t they come when she first messaged him, if they believed any of this at all? 

Her thoughts were interrupted by the voice of her GPS telling her she had arrived at her destination. It was a small, single-floor apartment complex made of brick. She pulled into an empty space in front of apartment C, which according to the address on his registration was supposed to be where Roger lived. She unbuckled herself, stepped out of the Jeep, and approached the front door. She took a deep breath and raised her fist to knock. Before she could strike the door, it swung open. Standing in the doorway was an elderly woman, hunched over and leaning on a cane. She had dark, leathery skin, but she could tell that the woman must have been beautiful once. Her long hair, black and gray, was pulled back into a braid that fell midway down the woman’s back and fell to her side. 

“Miss Campbell, please come in.”

“You know who I am?” 

“Of course, dear. Please, make yourself at home.” 

“Thank you,” Joni said as she stepped inside the door. 

“Roger’s mom… is she…”

“It is just Roger and me, dear. I suppose he didn’t tell you, but never mind that. I am the only family he has.”

“I see. I don’t know how to tell you this ma’am…”

“Please,” the woman interrupted, “call me Dorothy.” 

“Yes, Dorothy. As I was saying…”

“Roger is in trouble,” Dorothy said, “His spirit cried out to me, not long after he left to meet you. I’m quite glad you have come. Please, sit down.” 

Joni approached the sofa that Dorothy gestured her toward and sat down. It was an old, olive colored couch, and Joni sank into it deeper than she had expected. The apartment was small, but cozy and sparsely decorated. The smell of coffee filled the place, and before she knew it Dorothy was handing her a small, white mug, filled halfway without any cream. “Thank you, ma’am.” 

“Cream and sugar, dear?”

“No ma’am, black is fine.” 

Dorothy reached for a small, wooden chair, and placed it in front of where Joni sat. Dorothy set her cane aside, cleared her throat, and slowly lowered herself onto the chair. “So tell me, what has happened to my Roger?” 

“It was Messalina, ma’am. She sent some kind of zombie after us. One of my ancestors, come to find out. But it took him…”

“Where did it take him, dear?” Dorothy asked, far too calmly for what the circumstances warranted.

“To Samhuinn.”

A grim expression fell upon the woman’s face. “I see. This certainly presents us with an unforeseen challenge.” 

“I have a plan, ma’am. We’ve found the portal.”

“We? Who else is aiding you, dear?”

“Isabelle. She has…”

“The sister? How could she…”

“She came back. Sort of. I mean, she’s like a ghost, but not really. It’s hard to explain. She said that she was sent to guide me.”

Dorothy took a deep breath, and reached out, grabbing Joni’s hand. “Where is Isabelle now?”

“She left, she’s trying to find a way to open the gateway from the other side. We tried to go through…”

“Well thank heavens you didn’t! You are not ready to venture into a place like that. None of us are.”

“Ready or not, I felt like Roger came to help me. It’s my fault he’s there. I have to go after him.”

“Sweetheart, my Roger is probably the best Shaman our tribe has known for generations. I taught him everything I know, which I should say is quite a bit. But then he went to the reservation and studied with the tribe’s elders and from our ancient records. His ability and knowledge, combined with his youth and determination, will make him no easy pawn for Messalina.”

“But from what I can tell, that place is basically hell. Have you been there before, how do you know he’ll be able to get out of there?”

“Do you presume you’ll be able to manage it with little more than a few days’ study into Druidry? I think it unlikely, dear. Roger has been preparing for this most of his life. We knew Messalina would come soon.” 

“Because… of me. Because there was a female Campbell who hadn’t been slaughtered from the womb?” Joni cringed as she spoke. 

Dorothy nodded. “It seems you’ve discovered the dreadful truth already. Not that it will ease your conscience much, but our family has always made it clear that we stood ready to protect any female heir born of your line. Until now, however, your ancestors wouldn’t have anything to do with it. They resorted to… butchery… rather than accepting our aid.” 

“Until now… you mean, my dad knows? And he accepted your invitation?” Joni asked, a hint of shock in her voice.

“Your father never believed a word of it. But your mother…” 

“My mom knows?” Joni asked, raising her eyebrows in disbelief. 

“Dear, your mom has known about all of this since she was young girl, no older than you.”

“But why wouldn’t she tell me… and you’re saying she knew about all of this before she even met my dad?”

Dorothy hesitated a moment. She took Joni’s left hand and enveloped it in both of her. “It is not my place to tell your mother’s story, dear. I assumed you knew, and that is my mistake. She had promised she would tell you everything once the Caplata returned…”

“But momma was attacked. Just before Roger arrived. He healed her… she seems okay now.”

“Then I can only guess she is ready to tell you. Perhaps you should ask her, dear.” 

Joni nodded. “Funny thing is, I was going to tell her everything this morning. But she was gone, on her errands.”

“Then you should go home. Speak to her when she returns. She will be of more help than I might in this matter.” Dorothy released her grasp on Joni’s hand and Joni stood up, and moved toward the door.

“Thank you, ma’am. And again, I’m sorry about Roger.”

“This was not your doing, sweetie. But before you go, I have something you should take with you. Would you mind helping me up?” 

Joni grabbed Dorothy’s hands and helped her to her feet. She retrieved Dorothy’s cane and gave it to her. Dorothy shuffled her feet, slowly, and disappeared into one of the two bedrooms that extended off the back side of the apartment. Moments later, Dorothy returned with a strange totem, which she handed to Joni. Joni surveyed the unique item. A single figure was carved into it, a woman wearing a white gown, with long black hair. 

“Who is the lady on the totem.” Joni asked. 

“She is known among the Choctaw as Ohoyochisba. She is revered in our legends for blessing our people with the gift of corn. Though her talents extend beyond what legend attributes to her.”

“It’s beautiful. Does it do anything?” 

Dorothy smiled. “Carry it with you. When you are in your gravest need, channel a small amount of magic, however you may find it, into the totem. Ohoyochisba will find you, wherever you are, and aid you as she sees fit.” 

“Thank you, ma’am.” Joni said as she turned the knob on the apartment’s front door. 

“Do not lose heart, dear. I believe in you.”

 

       

 

 

Chapter Ten:

 

The Wadsworth Legacy

 

Messalina pried upon the barn door, the hinges creaking loudly as she slowly swung it open. She stepped inside, Baron Samedi just behind her puffing on a cigarette. Samhuinn’s scorching sun kept it always hot and exceedingly dry. Stepping into the barn, as much as it smelled of excrement and rotting hay, was in some ways more pleasant than aimlessly walking the tundra, waiting for the rot to finally reach the Choctaw’s heart. Baron Samedi leaned against the door frame while Messalina approached Roger Thundershield’s withering body. He laid there still, most of his body now blighted by corpse rot. She rolled him over onto his back. It had reached his chest. Reaching her first and second finger toward the Choctaw’s neck she searched for a pulse. 

“Baron Samedi, he is ready,” she declared, unable to detect a heart beat. 

The Loa cast his half-burned cigarette aside. “What a waste.”

“What are you talking about. Your pack never runs out. I’ve seen you smoke probably a hundred of those, all drawn from the same carton.” 

“True. Your soul within ensures I will never run out. But, that doesn’t mean it wasn’t a waste.”

“Well, now that the rot has stopped his heart, we won’t have long until it reaches his brain. We only have a short time to extract the information I require.” 

“Very well, darling,” the Loa replied, as he took Messalina by the waist from behind. 

“Do we have to do it this way… all you need to do is channel your magic.” Messalina protested. 

“What kind of magic do you think I wield… I access it through the pleasure of a feed.” The Loa sank his teeth into Messalina’s neck, pressing himself against her. A red glow passed from the Loa into Messalina, filling the hole in her soul left from what he claimed before. The glow overflowed her soul, and her eyes turned red, reflecting the power from within. The more he gave her, the brighter her eyes glowed. She felt the power surge throughout her body as the Loa chomped at her neck, drawing a bit of blood, which he hungrily lapped up with his forked tongue before releasing her.

Messalina knelt down beside Roger’s body and took his head into both hands. She released a small amount of the Loa’s magic into his skull and seized his mind. Tell me, Choctaw, she said with her thoughts, from where does the Campbell lady draw her magic? What is her heritage?

Roger’s mind responded with the image of a kitten. And then another. And another, still. 

“Cats. All he is giving me are cats. I hate cats.” Messalina complained as she turned and noticed Baron Samedi lighting up another cigarette. 

“His mind knows to guard this information. You will have to dig deeper, get beneath his surface thoughts.” He said, through a puff a smoke. 

I need a name… the source of the Campbell lady’s magic… 

She heard Roger’s voice reply in her mind, Dick.

Dick? What kind of magic is that, Choctaw?

It’s not. I was just calling you a dick. His voice replied in defiance. 

Messalina’s face turned red with anger and she released another dose of the Loa’s magic into the Choctaw’s mind. The name… yield the name… 

The image of another cat appeared. The cat turned around, and pressed his pert butt hole into Messalina’s mind. 

You insolent, Choctaw! She declared, forcing another surge of energy with her thoughts. 

She heard Roger’s voice laugh back at her, mocking her. He continued showing her images of cats. One after the other. A cat playing with yarn. A cat climbing up a tree. A cat urinating on an image of Messalina’s cackling face. 

“He’s too strong,” she complained, releasing the Choctaw’s skull from her grip. 

The Loa took a swig from his flask. “He will yield. It requires more power.” Again, the Loa knelt behind her and placed his mouth to Messalina’s neck. Again, he slurped the blood from her wound, returning it to her filled with his power. Her whole body burned like Samhuinn’s sun, her skin cracked, releasing the demonic energy, and filling the barn. 

Messalina grabbed Roger’s head again, this time channeling everything she had into his mind. GIVE ME A NAME! WHAT IS THE MAGICAL ANCESTRY OF THE CAMPBELL LADY!

Her demand was met with a long pause, but she sensed life within the void. A whisper broke the silence… Wadsworth…    

 

 

* * * * *

She had flown circles around the city, but as much as she tried the only magical presence she sensed came from the young boy, Elijah Wadsworth. There was no sign of the acolyte. Still, the gatekeeper was certain she would appear. Isabelle had to remain patient. She followed the boy for a while. He’d went to a place that she knew, from the sign outside, was a kind of school. He spent most of his time with another boy, a tall and lanky red-head and a girl with auburn hair and a button nose. Elijah, himself, was older than the photo she’d seen before, but he was still just as cute as she’d remembered. There was something special about the boy, but she could tell from the way he carried himself and the blank expression that fell on his face when no one else was looking that he was in pain. She felt for him. She wanted to reach out, touch him, let him know that he mattered, that his life was important. But it was not her place to intervene. Still, she was captivated by Elijah’s spirit. There was a purity about him, something powerful too, even more powerful than what she sensed from Joni. 

Isabelle left the boy, circled the city again searching for the acolyte, but found herself too intrigued to leave the boy altogether alone. After the sun set, she again returned to him. She willed herself to pass through the walls of his house and found him curled up in his bed, his arm around a silver-striped cat. The feline looked at her, somehow detecting her presence. The cat nuzzled against Elijah’s chin and caused him to stir. The boy reached over and turned on a lamp. The cat released a piercing meow.

“What do you mean, someone is here?” He asked the cat. 

Isabelle froze. The cat meowed a second time. 

“A girl?” Elijah looked around the room. “I don’t see anyone here. Are you sure you didn’t get too much cat nip?” 

Another meow. 

“Alright, buddy. Well thanks for the warning.” Elijah got up from his bed, stepped into a pair of pants and grabbed a jacket from a heap of clothes piled in his closet. He opened his window and climbed through it. 

The cat turned to Isabelle and hissed. She looked back at him, “Don’t worry. I am a friend.” The cat huffed and curled up on the bed. Isabelle passed through the wall and followed Elijah as he crossed the street and made his way up a path into the woods. It was a dark trail, but the boy seemed to anticipate every rock and root in the path, stepping over each one without even looking. Then he made his way through an opening in the woods and onto a lush, well-manicured expanse. He walked into what looked like acres and acres of perfectly kept grass, interrupted by the occasional pole, each decorated with a small flag on top, surrounded by even shorter grasses. There were also sizable patches of sand, like what one might expect to find on a beach, strategically placed around the field. A cool breeze blew across the greens, carrying with it the smell of freshly cut grass. 

Elijah removed his jacket, spread it out on the grass, and laid down on top of it as he stared up at the stars. “Mom… Dad… Lily… I know you probably can’t hear me. But maybe… maybe you can…” Isabelle saw a tear fall down the boys cheek. “I miss you… I don’t know how I can do this without you here… I feel lost… alone… I wish you could just give me a sign, anything, to let me know you could hear me.”

Isabelle’s heart ached for the boy. She knew she wasn’t supposed to intervene, she wasn’t supposed to get involved. He wasn’t ready—that’s what the gatekeeper said. But the boy was hurting too much. She reached down, and touched his cheek, gathering a tear in her finger. She felt the slightest amount of energy pass from her into him. He gasped. She saw a subtle, green glow reflect from his eyes. When he released his breath, his eyes fell shut and he fell asleep. 

For a few minutes, Isabelle simply sat there, admiring the boy wishing there was something she could do to console him. Then Isabelle sensed something. A dark figure appeared near the tree-line, its eyes aglow just like Messalina’s when she performed her witchery. The shrouded figure approached. Isabelle panicked. She tried to shake Elijah awake, but the boy wouldn’t budge. She looked at the acolyte, completely covered in a black robe, carrying a crooked staff. 

Isabelle stood aside. She couldn’t intervene. But what had she done? Had she alerted the acolyte to the boy’s presence? The figure in black knelt over Elijah and extended a hand upon his forehead. There was nothing Isabelle could do, not without giving herself away. And she had to focus on her purpose here. The acolyte grabbed a tuft of the boy’s shaggy, brown, hair and yanked it from his scalp. Elijah stirred, and slapped at the place from where his hair had been pulled. The acolyte quickly returned to her feet, and speedily ran back toward the woods. Isabelle pursued her, and when she caught up to her position she grabbed the acolyte’s staff and willed herself into it. There was power in the staff, something dark and grotesque. She felt the staff resist her presence, but she held on with everything she had. Then she felt some of the power in the staff leave, as she sensed the whole vessel spin. There was a surge of energy, as the acolyte channeled a spell from the staff. When it stopped spinning, she felt everything change. 

Isabelle freed herself from the confines of the acolyte’s staff. She emerged somewhere else… the air was dry and hot, the arid ground beneath her was cracked, as if it had never been rained upon. The acolyte stood there, beside a lonesome tree. It was the only thing, anywhere in sight, that seemed to have life. It was a massive tree, full of leaves and some kind of red, bulbous fruit. She heard the sound of footsteps. 

Messalina appeared from behind the tree. She looked worn and exhausted. Dried blood was smeared across her neck and on her hands.  

“Did you retrieve what I require?” She asked the acolyte.

“I did,” the girl in black responded. “But remember my condition. Whatever you do with this, no harm should come to the boy. I have plans for him.” 

“Understood,” Messalina said, as she took the tuft of hair from the acolyte’s extended palm.  

“Wait,” the acolyte said. “There’s something else.” 

“Yes, mistress?” Messalina responded.

“It’s the Morrigan. She speaks to me. She tells me that another spirit has arrived in Samhuinn.”

Isabelle froze.

“A spirit? I don’t know what you mean.” 

“Who have you brought here with you?” The acolyte said forcefully, demanding a response. 

“No one. I swear. It’s just me and the Choctaw corpse. I swear.”

“No, there is another… her spirit is kin to yours.” 

A stunned expression struck Messalina’s face.  “My sister… it must be Isabelle!” 

“Deal with her, witch. We cannot permit an untamed spirit to wander Samhuinn. If you do not remove her, I will have to bind her spirit here. Do you understand?” 

“Yes, ma’am,” Messalina replied. “I can handle my sister.”

 

            

* * * * *

Joni rushed through the front door and found her mother standing in the foyer, a stern look on her face. “Joni, we need to talk.” 

“Yes, momma. I know.”

“Lets go for a walk.” She insisted.

“But momma… I don’t know if we should go out there…”

“Sweetheart, I can take care of myself. And you have nothing to be afraid of. Not at the moment, at least.”

Joni nodded as she and her mother stepped outside. 

“So, I suppose you have met Dorothy.” Her mother said, as she stared off into the distance. 

“Yes. But, how did you know?” 

“She called me, just after you left. I’m sorry I haven’t spoken about these things to you before. You have to understand, I was only trying to protect you.” 

“Because I am a female Campbell?” Joni asked.

Joni’s mother nodded. “I have to say, I’m quite impressed by what you’ve managed to accomplish. Evoking a Tree Ent, I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“You saw that, too?” Joni said, turning her face aside. 

Joni’s mother put her arm around her daughter. “I’ve always known this day would come. Ever since I was a young girl.”

“Then you know what I have to do. I have to find Roger. I have to save him.” 

“I wish I could stop you. I wish you didn’t have to be involved in any of this. I never thought it would be so hard.” Her eyes welled up with tears as she walked beside her daughter. “I didn’t have a normal childhood. I don’t talk about it much, mostly because there isn’t any way I could. You weren’t ready to know the path that was set out for you, before you were born. Your father and I have always raised you to be strong, to be smart. Your dad never believed any of this stuff, but I did what I could to make sure you were prepared. I can only pray it will be enough. You see, my family came from another place.”

“They were immigrants. I know that, momma.”

“Immigrants… That isn’t altogether inaccurate. But they didn’t just come here from Ireland. They came from another time.”

“You mean, like the Depression?” 

Joni’s mom laughed. “A lot further back than that, sweetheart. They came from a time when magic was real. It wasn’t common, but it was real. There were a few who could connect to the Ancient Tree, and my family—your family—was one of those few who could.” 

“So, they were Druids? Like me?” Joni asked.

“They were. As the story goes, they were a part of a remote clan known as the Fianna. One day, a strange man appeared to them. He told them that a great evil threatened the future, and that their daughter and granddaughter were the only hope humanity had to stand against it. So he convinced them to follow him, through a magical realm called Annwn, and into the world we know now. At first, he had only intended for my parents to come, but they insisted that the whole family come as well. He relented, and so they came. They came to our world near their very homeland, in Ireland, but the gatekeeper insisted that my parents come to the Americas and settle near Baton Rouge. So, they left many of our family and came here.

“As the story goes, the gatekeeper himself disappeared and my parents were left wondering what to do. Until one day a young Choctaw man came to visit. He was Roger’s father. They insisted upon a betrothal, between myself and your father. I had no say in it at all and resented the idea at first. But then I met your father. He was an incredible, young man, and as luck would have it he took to me as quickly as I did to him. He was not aware of this betrothal, neither were your grandparents—your father’s parents—but the Choctaw insisted that a spell had been cast that would ensure the betrothal be fulfilled.”

“You mean, like a love spell?” Joni asked.

“Something like that, I suppose. Anyway, your father fell for me the moment we met, and as sweet as he was, I had no problem reciprocating those feelings.”

“Dad said you were infatuated with each other.”

Joni’s mom laughed, “That would be an understatement. Still, I always wondered if he truly loved me, or if it was the spell. The spell might have done its job at first, but when my parents died… he stood by me through thick and thin. I knew, then, that his love was real. As you know, we got married shortly after High School. We lived our lives, and you were born. I knew your family’s history. A part of me hoped you’d be a boy, but my family always knew we’d have a girl. And we did. When you were born, it was the best day of our lives. You were such a beautiful baby, a curious child, always getting in to everything. I almost forgot about the future that I was told was bound to unfold. So I stopped responding to the calls from the Thundershields. I thought if I ignored it, then we could make our own future. I was wrong.”

“Momma, you did the best you could. There was no way you could have prevented this.”

“I know, sweetheart. I know. But then when Messalina returned, when I dived into that spell she cast… I felt nothing in that moment, before I lost consciousness, but regret. I wished I had told you before. I should have prepared you better.”

“Momma…”

“But it seems I didn’t need to. You are such a bright girl, Joni. You figured it all out even without me. That’s why I know that you’ll be able to handle this.”

“Momma… we can handle this. Now that I know we’re in this together, I just know…”

“Joni… I… no matter what happens, remember that I love you.” 

As she spoke, Joni heard footsteps behind her. She turned, and Messalina stood there, with a strange man in a suit and top hat behind her. His hand was on Messalina’s shoulder, and a bolt like lighting shot out and struck Joni’s mother directly in the back.”

“No!” Joni shouted, as her mother’s legs gave way. Joni caught her in her arms and lowered her to the ground. 

Messalina stayed her distance and with a sardonic grin she and the man beside her disappeared into a cloud of soot and smoke. 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven:

 

Samhuinn

 

Isabelle darted through the skies. She’d taken off almost the moment she emerged from the Acolyte’s staff, hoping to avoid her sister’s detection. One of the many advantages of not having a real body was that the sun couldn’t burn her skin. Still, she sensed the heat radiating off of everything all around, as if she were a turkey in a wood-burning stove. The sun in Samhuinn was not the same star that illuminated the earth. This was a sun that served a realm of deathly creatures and demonic spirits. She wasn’t immune to its assaults. The pain was real. She could will the heat away, channeling some of her power as a salve throughout her spirit, but when she lost focus and thought about anything else the scorching intensity returned. She couldn’t focus on assuaging the heat. She had to find Roger, then the portal. There was no sense in reversing the directional energies in the gateway and calling Joni here if she couldn’t take her straight to Roger. Samhuinn wasn’t a safe place, and the quicker Joni could get in and out the better.

She tried to extend her will as far as her mind could reach, but this place was full of so many magical creatures, dark and troubled spirits, that locating the Choctaw proved nearly impossible. She should have just followed Messalina, but once Messalina found out she was here she couldn’t risk being captured. Messalina knew a spell that could, at least temporarily, force her spirit back into the locket. It couldn’t hold her forever, of course, but it was a setback that she could not afford. 

Most of the spirits she sensed practically screamed their presence into Isabelle’s mind. Most things she had learned to do as a spirit had come instinctively. Trying to silence these unwanted creatures from her probing mind, however, took real effort. Some of them she knew. Even as the Morrigan had sensed her, she detected the Queen of Samhuinn within the tree she had first seen when arriving with the Acolyte. She sensed other powerful demons, such as the Loa, wandering around their respective fiefdoms. But there was one she recognized. One her sister had often evoked. The Loa of the dead, Baron Samedi… if she could find him, Roger would surely be nearby. The trick was to find him, but ensure he didn’t find her. He was a filthy demon, seductive in his offer of power, but always demanding too great a price. She wasn’t entirely sure what he could do to her in her present form, but she wasn’t about to find out either.

The more she focused on locating the Loa, the more she felt the heat overcome her, making it harder to concentrate. The more she focused on soothing the pain, the harder it was to try and search Baron Samedi out. She would have to endure the pain. She called as much energy as she could into her spirit, to hopefully hold off the heat as long as she could, and then cleared her mind. She sensed Messalina—being a spirit of kin it was not hard to discern her location. Then, in an instant, Messalina disappeared. She must have went through the portal. Isabelle lashed herself that direction and, traveling a vast distance in only an instant, she saw the gateway, swirling over a patch of the ground like a pool of molten lava and ash. She reached out with her mind again, and tried to latch on the closest Loa. She sensed several Loa all around. She could see their shapes, like shadows, some of them preferring human-like forms while many more choosing more beastly appearances. From the few times she had seen her sister evoke the Baron, she knew he tended to appear as a man. The closest Loa is such a form, she reasoned, would likely be the one she sought. She focused on one, crouched on the opposite side of a giant mound of ash. She flew over it and saw him, perched on a rock and smoking a cigarette. Not far behind him stood what looked like an old barn, painted red and covered in soot. Baron Samedi stood, flicked his cigarette into the giant ash mountain he had amassed, and strolled to the opposite side. He checked his pocket watch, made his way around the ash heap, and stepped into the portal. He was gone. Now she could make her way inside the barn undetected—at least that was what she hoped. Isabelle landed in front of the barn and willed herself through its front door.  

It was dark inside, and it reeked like an outhouse. She didn’t want to channel too much energy, lest other Loa in the vicinity or, even worse, the Morrigan, sense her presence. Instead, she searched for life. There was a small ember of a soul, aflame, in what was a mangled human frame. She approached it, barely able to make out its shape. As she reached into its mind, she heard a whisper respond.

Isabelle… thank God you’re here.

“Roger?” she said.

I’m here… just barely. It’s nice to meet you. 

“You’re body… it has become a corpse. How are you still alive?” 

My blood… as the rot spread, I bit my tongue and bled into the dirt. I forced a small piece of blood-soaked mud into my rotting flesh and through my ribs to keep my heart barely beating. 

“And Messalina…”

She read my mind. I fought her off as long as I could, but I was too weak.  

“It’s okay. We’ll get you out of here. Somehow… I promise.”

 

       

* * * * *

After Messalina’s attack, Joni’s dad rushed her mom to the hospital. That was almost five hours ago and she still hadn’t heard a word from her father regarding her mother’s condition. She knew the doctors would be helpless. This wasn’t a run-of-the-mill coma. There wasn’t any way to convince her father to keep her mother at home. This was much worse than the last attack and, even though the wards at home could protect her, so long as her father didn’t believe it, there was little she could do. 

Joni couldn’t shake the memory… no matter what happens, remember that I love you... Her mother seemed to know what was about to happen. 

Joni sat on the front porch, examining the totem. She felt helpless, like she had been put on a roller coaster that was going to take whatever steep drops and loop de loops that had been predetermined by the designers, and all she could do was hold on and pray that her harness worked. Though whenever she took a roller coaster ride, it always eased her anxiety to see people getting off of the ride before she got on. It meant that, despite appearances, it was safe. Now, she was thrust onto a ride that no one had ever gotten off of alive… or dead, for that matter. It was more than not knowing what was coming that made her uncomfortable, it was the waiting… the powerlessness of knowing that until Isabelle came back, she couldn’t wield a bit of magic no matter how great a Druidess she was supposed to be. It was the hopelessness of not knowing if her mom was going to recover, or what Messalina’s spell might do to her. 

And then there was this totem… in her hour of desperation, if she could channel a bit of magic into it, it would respond… and do… who knows what. She felt desperate, but she had no magic to access. So, she grabbed her backpack, tossed the totem inside, and took off running. 

She ran down the gravel drive, and across the field. She had nowhere to go… she just wanted to run, let the wind flow through her hair, and think about nothing at all. She ran past the old slave quarters, around the pond and back again. She noticed all of the old farm machinery had been removed from the quarters. Strange, she thought, papa must have plans for that old building after all. She didn’t give it much more thought than that, though. She was trying to clear her mind, to release the anxious feeling of knowing that something had to be done, without knowing what she could possibly do. Out of breath she stopped and screamed, releasing all of her anger, her frustration. Her bitterness about her family history, her anxiety about her mom, everything was channeled into a single ear-piercing scream.  Then she broke down, collapsed in the middle of the field, and cried. Ever since this started, she tried to be strong. She had distracted herself with Asbury’s journal, by going to see Dorothy. But now, it seemed, she was as hopeless as ever. She let it all go as she pounded the ground with her fist, and the tears continued to flow. 

And then she heard a voice… 

JONI!!!! 

It was Isabelle’s voice. Joni wiped the tears from her eyes.  “Isabelle?”  

I hope you can hear me! I’m calling you through the gateway! Come quick! I don’t know how long I can hold it open! 

Finally, there was something she could do… get to the gateway, and go to Samhuinn. She never thought she’d be so excited to go to hell… but the real hell seemed less scary than the hell she was living in at the moment. And knowing Isabelle would be there… it meant she’d go there as a Druidess, she’d go there with access to her abilities. 

Getting to the gateway wouldn’t be easy. It was in the middle of a bog, and without the ability to call another Ent to carry her through it, she’d have to wade her way to the portal and pray she was able to get through. She quickly ran back to the house, laced up her boots, and ran back out to the woods where, once again, she had hid Roger’s Jeep. She drove down the road, then steered off into a small opening in the trees. She parked at the last place she felt she could drive without getting the Jeep stuck, grabbed her backpack, threw the totem inside, and waded her way in to the muddy swamp. She saw the gateway, swirling aglow with green energies… it flowed with red magic before, but now Isabelle had it under her control. 

The swamp wasn’t safe. It was full of snakes, and possibly a few gators. She waded into the waters, her feet sinking into the mud below. It took everything she had to lift her feet from the mud to take another step forward. He heard a splash, and noticed movement in the water a few yards to her left. There was something there…something alive…  please don’t be a gator… she pressed on, forcing her feet to move as quickly as she could. She had no choice. She had to move fast, not only because if she stopped she would sink deeper into the mud, but because whatever lurked beneath the water seemed to be circling around her. The creature seemed to be surveying her position, waiting for an opportunity. Her heart was thumping hard within her chest. Her only hope was to reach the portal before whatever creature it was reached her. She was close… but a long, shadowy figure was drawing closer to her. Shit! Alligator! Quickly, she dived into the portal as the massive creature dove after her, narrowly missing her leg with its gigantic mouth.  

She felt her whole body get sucked into the gateway, green and red energies all around her, battling for ownership of the gate. Then, in a moment, she emerged from another pool. Joni coughed up water from her lungs, which quickly sizzled against the dry, cracked soil. 

She felt a hand touch her shoulder. Based on the light, tingle, that always accompanied her touch she knew it was Isabelle.

“You made it!” Isabelle said, as if she hadn’t expected the plan to work at all.  

Joni coughed again. “Yes… barely. So I take it that this is hell, huh?” 

“Samhuinn,” Isabelle clarified. “But I guess it’s basically the same place. Quick, this sun is brutal. And I’ve found Roger.”

“You did? Is he…”

“He is alive… barely. But I should warn you, it doesn’t look good.” 

“Take me to him,” Joni insisted. “We didn’t pull this off for nothing. There has to be a way.”

Joni followed Isabelle around the ash heap to the barn. Thrusting her shoulder against the door, Joni tried to force her way inside. The door wouldn’t move. 

“I think it must be sealed by magic,” Isabelle said.

“Do you think we can overpower it?” Joni asked. 

“Of course we can,” Isabelle said through a smirk. She placed her hand on Joni’s shoulder. “Just focus on the door, the magic holding it shut. There should be a series of magical locks all around the door. Concentrate on each one, and break them one at a time.”

Joni felt the magic pass from Isabelle’s hand into her frame. As her eyes filled with Annwn’s power, Joni focused on the door. In her mind’s eye she saw about half a dozen locks, filled with red magic, each one seeming to scream back at her the more she focused upon it. Joni returned each scream with one of her own, targeting her magic against it. The screams, first reacting to her in anger, turned to screams of fear as she shattered each one. When the final lock broke, she lifted one of her still-muddy boots and kicked the door open. 

The magic, much of it still filling the Druidess’s eyes even after Isabelle removed her hand from her shoulder, illuminated the room. Joni covered her face, the stench of the place too foul to bear. She approached Roger’s withered frame.   

“Dammit. We’re too late.” Joni said.

“Only by appearances. Reach out with your mind, sense his life… he’s still in there.” Isabelle placed her hand back on Joni’s shoulder.

Joni searched for a sign of life. She probed Roger’s frame, searching, looking for something. Finally, she detected a spark. It was just a small flame, a tiny sign of life, but it was something. Roger… are you there? She asked, hoping for a response.  She waited. No reply. “Isabelle, he’s in there, but I think his mind is nearly gone. He isn’t responding.” 

“Quick, like you did on Asbury’s corpse before. Just unleash everything you have… it should heal him. If he’s still in there, hopefully he’ll come back!” Isabelle placed both hands on Joni’s back, hoping to double the efficiency of her magical charge. 

Joni knelt beside the Choctaw’s body, as Isabelle stood behind her funneling as much magic into her as she could. Joni focused, releasing all of it from her hand. Wherever the magic struck, the flesh on Roger’s withered body returned. She made her way across all of his body. When she got to his lower body she recognized he had lost a leg. Looking around the room, she spotted it. “Do you think we can put his leg back on?” 

“I really don’t know… it’s worth a try,” Isabelle said. 

Joni quickly retrieved it, and put it back in place. She wrapped her hands around the joint where it had broken lose and channeled as much power as she could muster into the limb. She almost laughed, in surprise, as she felt flesh re-form beneath her grip, as bone, tendon, and skin all reforged. After healing every inch of his leg, and the rest of his body, she returned to his chest. Everything had been reforged, but his heartbeat remained weak. She tried his head, wondering if his brain still lacked the capacity to send the proper signals to his heart. She filled his brain with her healing energies, but still, nothing worked. “Isabelle! It isn’t working!” 

“I don’t understand. Everything is healed. I can sense his spirit is still in there. This should have worked!” 

Joni stopped and looked at Roger’s reformed body. He looked like himself again. If anything, the spell had made him look even more virile, and healthy than before. Something was missing… desperate she retrieved the totem from her backpack. “I have an idea… Isabelle, I just need a little more power.” 

Isabelle channeled a small amount of energy into Joni, which Joni in turned willed into the totem.  

A bright, white light suddenly consumed the totem. She felt it grow warmer, then hot. She dropped it, as the heat became too hot to bear. Then a barrage of bright, white, lights exploded from the totem. When the light faded, a tall woman, dressed in white, with dark hair and olive skin stood before them. 

“You must be Oho… sorry… I forget your name. The Choctaw spirit?” 

“Ohoyochisba, and no apologies are needed dear. How may I be of assistance?”

“It’s Roger. Roger Thundershield. I think he was afflicted by some kind of zombie spell. I restored his body, but he won’t come back. Please, can you help him?”

The Choctaw goddess knelt before the Shaman, and placed her hand upon his forehead. “We are quite fortunate. His soul remains within. Had he left his body, here in Samhuinn, he would be trapped here. You arrived just in time. Thank you, Joni.” 

“Wait, you know my name?” 

“Of course dear.” Ohoyochisba said assuredly. Chanting words Joni did not understand, probably in the Choctaw native tongue, she let her hands gently dance across Roger’s face and chest. As the rhythmic song continued, Roger’s body began to tremble, and then violent convulsions overtook him as his whole frame levitated in mid-air. His shaking body began to spin, around and around, as Ohoyochisba continued her ritual. And then, at once, his eyes opened and Roger took in a desperate gasp of air. Ohoyochisba guided him back to the ground, placing him directly on his feet. 

Joni lunged at him, giving him a huge hug, which he returned in kind. “Thank God, Roger! I thought you were lost! I’m so sorry! This was my fault! I never should have…” Then Joni noticed that Roger was naked. His clothes hadn’t survived the rot. She couldn’t help but steal a peek. Then she averted her eyes, blushing. 

“It’s okay, Joni. This wasn’t your fault.” The Shaman looked at Joni, and their eyes met. Lifting a hand, he brushed a blond curl out of her face, and kissed her on the lips.

Joni returned the kiss, arching her back into his embrace as he pulled her in close. 

“You’ve done well, Joni,” Ohoyochisba said, as the two reluctantly pulled apart. 

“Again, how do you know who I am?” Joni asked.

Ohoyochisba smiled. As she smiled, her frame shifted, a hunch settled into her back, her skin turned leathery and her hair faded into streaks of black and gray. 

“What? Dorothy?” Joni asked, shocked at the transformation. 

“I am one in the same, dear. Thank you for coming to see us. You have saved my Roger. For that, we both owe you a debt of gratitude. But first, I must return to the totem. It will transport me home. And you three must leave. Too much magic has been spent here, and the magic we’ve wielded is not native to Samhuinn. The Morrigan knows you are here. You must leave before it’s too late.”

“I’ve got this,” Isabelle said. “Lets go.” 

Ohoyochisba picked up the totem. As her body turned into energy and settled back into the totem, it fell to the ground. Joni picked up the totem and handed it to Roger. 

“I think this belongs to you,” Joni said.

Roger took the totem, and nodded. 

Joni and Roger ran, following Isabelle out the barn door. As the bright sun struck their faces, a loud roar startled their attentions. Joni turned and looked as a giant, flying beast descended upon their position.  

“Shit, it’s a dragon!” Roger shouted.

“What the…” Joni said, cutting her sentence short, as they took off running. The dragon breathed a massive flame and it struck the ash heap beside them, forcing a giant cloud to billow up all around them. Joni looked, trying to find Roger and Isabelle, but she couldn’t see anything through the ash-filled air. She coughed, unable to take a full breath. Joni pressed forward, running as hard as she could back toward where she imagined the portal must be. She was disoriented, and without oxygen, her vision began to fade. Then she felt a tingle on her shoulder. Isabelle had found her. She channeled a little energy and forced the ash around her away, forming a magical shield all around her. She kept running, Isabelle at her side. 

“This isn’t working,” Isabelle said. “We can’t find our way through. Quick, grab on to me.” 

Joni grabbed Isabelle around the waist, and the two lashed into the air breaking through the smoke. As Joni held on with all of her strength she looked behind her. The dragon was in pursuit, clutching a human figure in its massive talon.

“No! The dragon, it has Roger!” Joni shouted.

“We have to go! We have to leave him! We don’t have time…” Isabelle screamed back.

“No! We can’t leave him!” Joni insisted. 

“I’m sorry, Joni.” Isabelle said, as she grabbed onto Joni’s hand and plunged headlong into the portal pulling Joni along with her.

 

     

   

      

 

 

Chapter Twelve:

 

Convalesence

 

Messalina fit herself into the nurse’s light blue clothes. They were loose on her slender frame, but they would suffice. Baron Samedi took the nurse’s body, now rendered unconscious by a sleeping spell, and shoved her into the corner, leaning her against a mop bucket. He retrieved a cigarette from his carton.

Messalina grabbed the Loa’s hand. “No, are you crazy? You can’t smoke in here.” 

“Why the fuck not?” The Loa protested. 

“This is a hospital. Didn’t you see the other nurses smoking on our way in? I don’t think its allowed inside.” 

“Fine,” he said, returning the cigarette and carton to his pocket. 

“We have to blend in. And you are going to have a hard enough time as it is wearing that.”

Baron Samedi shrugged. In an instant, he transformed his appearance. He stood there, now in a set of scrubs matching those Messalina had stolen from the sleeping nurse. “How about this?” 

Messalina rolled her eyes. “I wish it was that easy for me. Come on. Lets go. We have to find the Campbell lady.” Messalina pried upon the door from the storage closet and peeked around the corner. “I think we’re good. Come on, lets go.”

Messalina and the Loa walked down the hallway. Other nurses, dressed the same, walked past them without giving them a second look. Then she felt a hand on her shoulder. A tall man, with a well-trimmed beard and white jacket stood there looking at her. 

“Can I help you?” He asked.

“Sure. I mean, we’re a little lost.”

“I wasn’t aware we were on-boarding new nurses today. I’m Doctor Chambers.”

“Oh, hello. I’m Mess… well you can just call me Lina. This is… Fred.” 

“RN or CNA?” the doctor asked.

“Um… CNA,” she said, randomly picking one of the two.

“Good, Miss Jones, room 203, needs her bedpan changed. Can you two take care of that?”  

“Yes, of course,” she said as she continued walking down the hall.

The doctor cleared his throat. “203 is this way,” he said, gesturing down another hallway.  

“Got it. Sorry. It’s easy to get lost here,” Messalina said.

“Understandable. You’ll figure it out after a week or so.”

“Quick question, sir,” Messalina said. “I’m supposed to find a Miss Campbell. After I take care of the bedpan, I need to get to her room. Do you know where she is?” 

“She isn’t on my service, I’m sorry. Check with the desk. They should be able to help you out.”  

“Thanks,” Messalina said, as she turned down the hallway the doctor had directed her.” 

“Well,” Baron Samedi said, “at least we know how to find her.” 

“Yeah… but I guess we have to deal with this bedpan situation otherwise it will look suspicious.” 

“You know what a bed pan is, right?” the Loa asked. 

“I have no clue.” 

“It’s piss. Someone pissed in a bucket. Now you get to clean it up.” 

Messalina stared at him blankly, “You can’t be serious.”

“As serious as a funeral… though not quite a funny.”

“You find funerals funny?” 

“Who doesn’t?” The Loa asked, smirking. “Everyone imagining their loved one is off to a better place, while I get to show up and enjoy a good meal.”

“A meal?” 

“A damned soul. Delicious.” 

“That’s disgusting.” 

“Says the girl who hopes to raise an army of nasty corpses.” 

“Fair enough. Okay, come on. Lets get this over with.” 

Messalina spotted the room numbers above each room and followed them as they counted down to room 203. She went inside, the Loa following her close behind. Inside, an elderly woman laid on a bed asleep. She retrieved a kidney shaped pan from beneath the bed. Gagging, she took it into a small bathroom and dumped it into the toilet. Baron Samedi was laughing hysterically. 

“What a pisser,” he said through a wide grin, as Messalina shot him a piercing stare. 

“You think you’re hilarious,” she said, still disgusted by the task.

“I’ve considered a career in comedy, you know, but demons… most of them don’t have much of a sense of humor.”

“You don’t say?” Messalina said, sarcastically, as they left the room. They walked a little further and saw a semi-circle desk, with a nurse sitting behind it staring at some sort of glowing rectangular device. 

“Excuse me,” Messalina said. The nurse behind the desk ignored her. “I said, excuse me.” 

The nurse looked up, annoyed. “What do you want?” 

“I’m trying to find a patient. Doctor Chambers wanted me to check on a lady, last name Campbell.” 

With a sigh, the nurse tapped her fingers across a bunch of buttons and looked up at the glowing rectangle. “Room 256.” 

“Where’s that?” Messalina asked.

Again, the nurse looked at her perturbed by the inconvenience of the situation. “You must be new. This floor. Down the hall, turn right. Follow the signs, you’ll find it.” 

“Thank you.” Messalina said as she turned and followed the directions she was given. 

“I think that girl thought you were an idiot.” Baron Samedi said. 

“Whatever,” Messalina said. “I’m not here to impress anyone. If that girl was descended from a slave owner, she’ll be dead by the end of the week.” 

“And you thought I was messed up thinking that funerals are funny?”

“I don’t find any humor in any of this, demon. I’m here for revenge. That’s it. Not to mention, I left Isabelle wandering around Samhuinn, and that Acolyte isn’t going to be happy if I don’t get back there soon and deal with it.” 

“Well then, we’d better hurry. That Acolyte can be kind of a bitch.” 

“You really have a way with words, you know?”

“Well, I’ve been trying to get her attention for two years, and she keeps refusing me. Like I said, what a bitch.” 

“You’re a creep.” 

“Takes one to know one, honey. Besides, I’m a demon. It’s expected. What’s your excuse?”  

“Shut up. Lets just find the Campbell lady.” 

Messalina and the Loa continued down the hallway, checking the markers above each room. Finally, they arrived at room 256. The door was open. They walked inside, and Baron Samedi closed the door behind them. Claire Campbell laid on a bed, wires were attached to her skin and connected to a monitor. In a chair, on the opposite side of the room, Jefferson Campbell sat reading a newspaper. As he saw them come in, he lifted his eyes from the paper. 

“Hello, you must be taking over for the next shift?” 

“Silence.” Messalina declared, as the Loa lifted his hand, magically sealing Jefferson’s lips. He attempted to stand. The Loa twirled his fingers, and two bright red chains of mana spun out from his hand and bound the man back to his seat. Again, he tried to scream, but his mouth wouldn’t open. He struggled against the chains, but the more he struggled, the tighter the chains squeezed.

“I’m impressed, Samedi,” Messalina said. “That’s quite an effective spell.”

“It’s a bondage spell. It’s usually more fun than this, but he isn’t my type,” the Loa said, smirking.  

“You’re disgusting,” Messalina declared. She approached Claire Campbell, who laid unresponsive in her bed. “It’s interesting. There’s so much power within her, but she just lays here, completely helpless.” 

Jefferson tried to force a muffled scream, but the Loa tightened the chains again, forcing the air out of his lungs. 

Messalina’s hands hovered over the woman’s body, she sensed the magic radiating through her. She had never felt so much power, not even from the Loa. She hungered for it. She needed it. She guided the energy into a concentrated pocket in the woman’s heart, lowered her wrist to the woman’s chest, and inhaled. The intensity of the magic that poured out of the woman’s chest was almost more than she could handle. Claire’s eyes opened, and widened with horror. The Loa struck the woman with another spell, knocking her out cold. The rest of the magic within the woman shot out, all at once. It hit Messalina like a lightning bolt, nearly knocking her off of her feet. Messalina focused, drawing it into her locket, as energies, blue as the deep sea, consumed the trinket, overflowing its capacity and pouring into Messalina’s body. 

Messalina felt the magic penetrate her bones. “Yes!” she shouted. “It’s working! More power than I ever imagined! I need more!” She turned to Jefferson, and sucked in the magic that the Loa had cast into his chains. She release a little back, forcing the man out of the chair and onto the floor. Jefferson hit his head hard on the floor, and lost consciousness. 

“We’re done here,” Messalina declared, her entire body aglow in mingled crimson red and deep blue energies. She grabbed the Loa by the hand. “Shall we have some fun?” 

“I never though you’d ask,” the Loa said as he lit a cigarette. “Lead the way.” 

Messalina burst out of the hospital room door and into the hallway. She saw the doctor from before, who looked at her, frightened. 

She shot a dagger of energy against the doctor, striking him in the chest. Screams of panic filled the halls as other nurses, who saw her approach, fled down the hall. “You can run, ladies. But you can’t hide!” Messalina channeled two pockets of energy into the hallway, each of which she formed into the shape of ghastly wraiths. She sent them after the fleeing nurses, laughing as they ran in terror. 

“Creepy,” the Loa declared.

“I learned from the worst,” Messalina said smugly. 

“We mustn’t waste this power on fun and games,” the Loa said. “We have an army to raise.”

 

      

  

* * * * *

Joni beat her fists against the ground. “We have to go back!” 

“Joni… there was nothing we could do,” Isabelle said, as she stood beside her on the dry ground surrounding the marsh. 

“But the whole point of going there was to save Roger. And we did… and then…” 

“I’m sorry, Joni. I really am,” Isabelle said.

“There has to be a way. We can’t leave him there. If the dragon kills him, he’ll be stuck there forever,” Joni said in tears. 

“If we go back, there will be more than the dragon waiting for us on the other side. It would be suicide,” Isabelle said, placing a hand on Joni’s shoulder.

Joni shook off Isabelle’s touch. “I don’t care. I’m going back in.” 

“I sealed the gate on our way through. We can’t go back. Not now.” 

“Then we’ll go back the way you got there.” 

“That’s not possible. I’m sorry,” Isabelle said. 

“Fine, then we have to go see Dorothy. We are going to her apartment. She’ll know what to do.” Joni stood up, and stomped back toward the Jeep. “Are you coming or what?” 

Isabelle sighed. “Fine, we’ll go. I suppose that’s a reasonable plan. But we don’t need to take the Jeep. Come on, hold on to my waist.” 

Joni hesitated. “We’re going to fly?” 

Isabelle nodded. “It’s faster. Come on.”  

Joni grabbed on to Isabelle tightly and the two lashed up into the skies.

Joni shrieked. During the short flight with Isabelle in Samhuinn, she was so afraid of the dragon that she had forgotten her fear of heights. She drew in some energy through Isabelle and used it to tighten her grasp. Isabelle had to fly high enough that no one would see—while Isabelle was invisible to most people, Joni wouldn’t be. Joni squeezed her eyes shut, trusting that her magically enhanced grip would hold her safe.

Joni shouted directions at Isabelle, but she didn’t seem to need them. It was almost like Isabelle could sense their location. Since Joni knew that Isabelle could sense anyone with magic capabilities, it made sense. Joni could too, when she channeled Isabelle’s energy, but it took more focus. Dorothy, who was really the Choctaw angelic deity Ohoyochisba, held so much power that her location must have been obvious to Isabelle.

The two landed at the Thundershield apartment door. Taking a deep breath, Joni knocked three times. Two seconds later, Dorothy answered. “Well, you didn’t waste any time at all did you?” She asked.

Joni lunged at her, giving Dorothy a hug. Through her tears she cried, “I’m so sorry… it’s Roger… we couldn’t.” 

“What are you talking about, dear?” Dorothy interrupted. At that moment, Roger appeared around the corner. He had one bath towel around his waist, and was using another one to dry his hair. 

Joni lunged at him, wrapping her arms around him. 

Roger laughed, squeezing Joni again with his free arm. 

“How did you! The dragon… I saw it. It had you,” Joni said, now through a cry that had instantly turned her tears of sadness into tears of joy.

“I let it take me, Joni. It was the only way to draw the dragon away from you.” 

“Are you crazy? It could have killed you!” Joni protested.

“Maybe. But I had the totem. I’m a Shaman, remember. Once I saw that you were safe, I used it to portal back home. I’ve been here ever since.” 

Joni wiped the tears from her eyes. “You scared the shit out of me!”

“Well, sorry about that. It wasn’t like we had a lot of options. I figured that frightening you a little was better than the alternative of letting the fire breather turn you into a shish kabob.”

Joni laughed. “I suppose you did the right thing. I’m just glad you’re okay. I thought I’d lost you, again!” 

“So, do you mind if I put some clothes on?” 

“Yes.”

“You do mind if I put some clothes on?”

Joni blushed. “I mean yes, put clothes on. No I don’t mind!” 

Roger laughed as he disappeared into the bedroom. 

Joni turned and noticed Isabelle and Dorothy, both sitting on the couch, Isabelle giggling while Dorothy shared a story of some kind. 

“So, you can see Isabelle I take it?” Joni asked.

“Of course, dear. My true nature allows it.”

“Besides,” Isabelle added, “I can show myself to someone if I want to. Roger can see me too, now.” 

Joni nodded. “So what were you two chatting about?” 

“Oh nothing, dear. We’re just exchanging stories about a Dryad named Lugh. He’s a stubborn creature, and he’s given me the run around more than once.”

“A Drayd? What’s that?” Joni asked.

“They are the guardians of the Tree of Life and Annwn’s sacred wellsprings. Lugh was not always a Dryad, you see.” 

“He wasn’t?” Isabelle asked.

“Not at all. He was once a Fomorian. An ancient race, now mostly extinct, though there is some mixed Formorian blood that survives still today, all of it descended from Lugh. Sit down, dear, this is not an altogether irrelevant story and you should hear it.” 

Joni pulled over a chair and sat down in front of Dorothy and Isabelle. 

“The Campbell clan, before your ancestors assumed the name, belonged to an alliance of Celts known as the Fianna. The Fomorians and the Fianna were bitter enemies. The Fomorians lived mostly on the sea, but the sea only yielded fish. From time to time, they would come ashore to gather nuts and berries. The Formorians, in their natural form, have a normal human shape, but their skin is like the bark of a tree, and their hair appears like moss. For the Formorians, magic was as normal to them as oxygen. They need it to survive, but without the proper diet, their magic fades. That’s why, on this occasion, a desperate Formorian was ashore looking for berries. Anyway, while the Formorians would customarily alter their appearance to more closely resemble humans, on this occasion the Fomorian had waited too long. He lacked the sustenance to shift his form, and a Celtic hunter spotted him in the forest. Afraid, and unaware that such creatures existed, the hunter struck him with an arrow, killing the Formorian on the spot. Little did he know that the Formorian he killed was the son of a king. The attack initiated a war, one that went on for nearly a century between the Fomorians and the Fianna.”

Roger reappeared from the bedroom, now fully dressed in faded blue jeans and a black t-shirt. Joni turned to him and smiled. Roger came and stood behind Joni, placing a hand on her shoulder. Dorothy continued. 

“In short, after years of war, the Fianna prevailed. At the conclusion of the battle, one Druid, panged with guilt, visited a vacant Fomorian encampment just off-shore. He found only a single survivor, a Fomorian child, a boy named Lugh. The Druid took the child in his arms, and vowed to protect him. He helped the child shift into a human form, and brought him back to the clan. The Druid adopted him as if he were his own. He took the Druid’s name, Wadsworth, and eventually wedded within the clan and had a family of his own. Yet, he was the only full-blooded Fomorian amongst the Fianna. As he grew older, the one Druid who knew his true identity no longer lived among them. What happened to the Druid is another story for another time. Still, in his old age it became difficult for Lugh to maintain his human appearance. With age, many faculties grow weak, and such was the case with Lugh. So he fled into the woods, leaving his family behind. He was afraid if he was discovered to be a Fomorian, his entire family would be in danger. As he wandered the forests, in his own form, he came across a man who claimed he was a gatekeeper from the eternal realm. He took Lugh with him, into Annwn, and petitioned the Great Spirit that he would accept Lugh as one of Annwn’s protectors. Thus, he was granted a role as a Dryad.” 

“So, you said this story has something to do with me?” Joni asked. 

“As you know, your father descended from the Campbells. The Druid blood you possess comes from him. But your mother, she descended from Lugh’s children.”

“So, I am part Fomorian?” 

“A small part, dear, it has been centuries. But the magical lineage that has persisted in your blood-line, yes, comes both from the Druids and also the Fomorians.” 

“And there’s more,” Roger added. “When Messalina read my mind, she learned the truth. She reforged her spell with this knowledge, and the power she struck your mother with…”

“How did you know that my mother was attacked? Everything happened so fast in Samhuinn, I didn’t have a chance to tell you.”

“I could sense it, dear.” Dorothy insisted. “And still more, Messalina has found your mother and retrieved the magic, incubated within your mother’s spirit, and claimed it as her own. What she now wields, a combination of her Voodoo enhanced by the Loa, and the Fomoroian magic leached from your mother… I fear she has become something more powerful, more dreadful than anything I’ve ever encountered.”

“And my mom… is she okay?” 

Dorothy took a deep breath. “It appears that Messalina siphoned so much magic from her that she may have claimed a piece of your mother’s soul in the process. She may not recover. She still rests, in a coma, at the hospital. I’m so sorry, dear. I wish there was something I could do, but this power is beyond even my own capabilities. When our families betrothed your parents, our goal was only to protect you, the female heir. That succeeded. But we never anticipated this.”

“And you still have me,” Isabelle added. “I don’t know if we’ll be a match for her together, or not. It’s a long shot.”

“But there is a chance?” Joni asked.

“There is,” Roger added. “And we’ll help however we can.” 

“Thank you. But I can’t ask you…”

“You don’t have to ask, dear,” Dorothy said, “If Messalina succeeds, no one will be safe. Even if our chances are slim, we have to stop her. You all go ahead. There are a few things I’d like to look into before I join you. If you need me, Roger can call me through the totem.” 

Joni nodded. “So where do we start?”

“The graveyard,” Isabelle said. “If my sister’s plan has not changed, that’s where she’ll begin.”

 

      

          

 

 

Chapter Thirteen:

 

Grave Encounters

 

Messalina walked through the graveyard, feeling the immense power course through every inch of her body. Baron Samedi followed close behind, taking a swing from his flask. Most of the graves were unmarked. These were slave graves, dating back hundreds of years. Whatever grave markers the slaves used at the time, mostly wooden crosses and placards, had long since been removed, or had decomposed on account of time and the elements. But Messalina knew where they once stood. She recalled it, like it was yesterday, standing in the very same place after digging a temporary grave meant for Asbury Campbell—but one she had rested in for more than a century. 

As powerful as she was, only the Loa had jurisdiction over the bodies of the dead. Still, the Loa was in this for himself. Messalina had so far paid him off with her very soul… something she wished she could forget, but the void within her was too great to ignore. Still, she had to be the one to raise these corpses from their graves. It was the only way she could command her undead army. All she needed from the Loa was his consent. When a soul departs the body, the magic innate in the human spirit leaves behind a protective veil, protecting the body from magical intrusions. Baron Samedi, however, could remove the veil temporarily, draw it back and allow Messalina’s vivification spell to penetrate the corpses beneath the ground. It was one reason why necromancy was so forbidden, even within Voodoo. It was only possible if one made a deal with a Loa, and such deals typically came at an unmentionable cost.

But this was the last task she’d bargained for the Loa to complete. 

“Baron Samedi, I’m ready,” Messalina said, “Lower their veils.” 

The Loa closed his eyes, and with no fanfare at all, opened them again. “It is done. But remember our deal… Succeed or fail, I will return to collect.”

Messalina nodded, as the Loa snuck up behind her and sank his fangs into her neck. Messalina shuddered. The Loa stepped back, grinning self-assuredly. He formed a temporary portal around his frame and disappeared.  

Messalina shot a powerful force from her eyes into the first grave, and then another. She repeated this, time and again, as she made her way across the graveyard. Bony corpses dug their way out of their graves behind her. She turned to survey her success. Two snarling corpses had been fully raised, the blue and red energies she’d cast, mingling into a shade of deep purple, lightly illuminated their exposed bones. She continued striking each grave she’d remembered with her magic-infused gaze. One after another. More than a dozen responded to her call. Some were bare skeletons, others still had chunks of decomposed flesh clinging to their bones. Some were tall, full grown, and others were shorter, likely children who had died young. It didn’t matter. Each one was a foot soldier in her zombie army. Each one’s bite, capable of turning the living into undead corpses, like them. All of them would be connected to Messalina’s commanding spell. She didn’t need to raise any more than this, soon they would turn hundreds more, her army would become unstoppable. She ordered them into three rows two of four and one of five, and they obediently took their place in formation, snarling back at her as they awaited the Caplata’s command.

 

  

* * * * *

Joni directed the Uber driver to where she’d parked Roger’s Jeep. Isabelle preferred to fly behind. While she didn’t technically take up space in the car, since Roger was able to see her too, there just wasn’t a place she could sit where it wouldn’t feel awkward. Joni and Isabelle were going to fly ahead, at first, but Roger insisted they stick together. Exiting the Uber driver’s sedan, they piled instead into the Jeep. Joni reached under the seat and handed Roger the keys. 

“I hope you don’t mind, I’ve put a few miles on it,” Joni said as she climbed into the back seat.

“I can tell. Thanks for filling up the gas tank,” Roger said, sarcastically, noticing that the Jeep was only one bar over empty. 

“Honestly, I have no idea how to pump gas. Besides, I didn’t exactly know how to ask mom and dad for money so that their unlicensed fourteen year old girl could drive the boy-she’d-just-met’s Jeep while he’s off being tortured by a zombie.”  

Roger laughed as he turned the key in the ignition, “Well, when you put it like that…”

Roger drove back down the road and toward the Campbell plantation. He parked in front of the house and they got out of the vehicle, Isabelle floating up beside Joni. 

“This way,” Joni said, “the old graves are through the trees on the opposite side of the old slave quarters.” Together they trekked across the field behind the plantation home, and past the slave quarters. The air was humid and thick. At this time of evening, Joni expected to hear crickets chirping in the trees, but it was uncharacteristically quiet.   

“Joni,” Isabelle said. “Something doesn’t feel right.” 

“What do you mean? Is Messalina back there?” Joni asked. 

Isabelle stopped and closed her eyes for a moment. “No, she isn’t… but I sense something back there.”

“Do you want to fly over there and check it out?” Joni asked. 

“I would… but I should probably stay close. In case you need me to channel.”  

“Lets go,” Roger said. “Whatever it is, we need to find out.”   

Joni led the way as they made their way through the trees into a clearing where the graves were supposed to be. Joni saw several piles of dirt, scattered across three rows of formerly unmarked graves. Each spot emitted a strange, blue glow. 

“We’re too late.” Joni said, as her heart sank into her stomach. 

“And the magic,” Roger said. “The blue… it must be Fomorian.” 

Joni reached down and touched one of the glowing piles. She felt the residual energies respond to her touch. She gasped, and the magic coursed into her body. She exhaled, but the magic stayed within her, tingling in her chest. “It feels different. I can’t describe it.”

“Does it hurt?” Roger asked. 

“Not at all. It feels strangely natural. Let me try something.” Joni tried to focus the energy she felt within, tried to channel it out toward one of the trees, but it dissipated from her fingers the moment she released it, fading into thin air. “I can’t do anything with it. It doesn’t respond the same way.” 

“No one has wielded Fomorian magic for centuries,” Roger said, “but you are as much Fomorian as you are a Druidess. If anyone can control it, you should be able to.” 

“But Messalina,” Isabelle said, “how did she channel it?” 

“I can’t say for sure,” Roger said, “but because the magic she drew from Joni’s mother was mixed with some of her own, she must have been able to channel it all together. My best guess is that the Fomorian part of her spell did what she intended, but she was unable to reabsorb the residual energies.”

“Whatever the case,” Joni said, “it appears that she has raised her zombie army.”

“A zombie’s bite is contagious,” Roger said, “I know from experience. If she unleashes them on anyone else, her army could grow exponentially. We have to find her quickly. This thing will spread like a plague, and with countless corpses under her command, she’ll be unstoppable.” 

“Isabelle, can you find her?” Joni asked.

“I believe so,” Isabelle said. “Let me try.” Isabelle quickly lashed herself high into the sky and flew a circle around their position. A moment later she returned to Joni’s side. “She isn’t far from here. Just a mile or so through the woods. But here’s the thing. She isn’t moving.”

“She’s waiting,” Roger said. “She wants us to come after her.” 

“Well that doesn’t sound good at all,” Joni said. “But what choice do we have?” 

“I agree, we might be heading into a trap. But if we know we’re walking into a trap, at least we can be prepared. We can be ready. Isabelle, keep contact with Joni. She is powerless without you. This might be our only chance.” 

Isabelle nodded and placed her hand on Joni’s shoulder. Immediately, Joni felt the pure energies of Annwn course into her body, her eyes resuming the green glow she was accustomed to when channeling spells.

Joni felt Roger grab her hand, and their fingers intertwined. Together, with Isabelle on her other side, maintaining her connection to the Tree of Life, they walked resolutely through the trees and into the clearing where Messalina stood. 

The Caplata was aglow, a mixture of red magic and Fomorian power, blended into a bright, purple glow that poured out of her body, breaking through cracks in her skin and filling her eyes. Two zombies stood there, snarling, one on either side as Messalina stared directly at Joni. 

And then, Messalina’s gaze turned to Joni’s right. Her wide, devious grin, quickly turned into a scowl. 

“Sister,” Messalina said. “It is good to see you… but why have you chosen to side with them, against your own blood?” 

“Messalina, you know I can’t support your plan. What you intend to do… these people are innocent.”

“Innocent? The Druidess has descended from our former masters,” Messalina declared.

“The Campbells were never our enemy, Messalina. You mustn’t blame them for what happened to you before,” Isabelle said. 

“The Campbells? They thought they could purchase us with mere money, as if we were cattle. And they murdered their own children, over generations, merely to prevent the birth of a female heir!”

“What they did,” Joni said forcefully, “and who they became was all because of you, witch! You turned our honorable family into monsters!” 

“Was it I who put the ice-pick to a child’s skull?” Messalina asked, turning to Joni who cringed at her words. “I am not to blame for their evil. They chose their path. Their fear, their own fear, is to blame for their depravity.” 

“They are not innocent,” Joni said. “And what happened to you, long ago… it was wrong. But you don’t have to let their evil define you, Messalina. You can make another choice.” 

Messalina paused for a moment, then stared directly into Joni’s eyes, her magic-filled gaze meeting Joni’s. “It’s too late for that, Druidess. I should say, I am quite impressed by your abilities. It is a shame that such talent will go to waste. If you truly wished to make amends for your family’s transgressions, you could join me. Prove that you have defied your own heritage. Leave this pitiful Choctaw behind and join me. Together, we would be unstoppable!” 

“Not this way, Messalina,” Joni said. “You can’t atone for evil with more evil.” 

“Then you have made your choice, Druidess.” Messalina turned to Roger. “As for you, Choctaw. Clearly I underestimated you. You are stronger than I thought. I will not make the same error twice. Unlike the Druidess, you have no choice. You may either join me willingly, or suffer another bite, and serve as a footsoldier in my army.”

“It won’t happen, witch,” Roger said defiantly. “Not without a fight.” 

“As you wish.” Messalina turned to Isabelle. “It is not too late for you, sister. Return to me. I have the power, finally, to bring you back to life, to undo my own error, and restore you.”

Isabelle was clearly shaken, and Joni felt her grip tighten on her shoulder. “I can’t, Messalina. I would sooner remain a shade forever than live again and be complicit in your scheme. But you do have a choice, sister. You are not beyond redemption.” 

“I gave my soul to a Loa, I think I’m pretty much as good as damned.” Messalina said. “If that’s the way it is, so be it.” Messalina raised her fist into the sky, and the two zombies at her side charged after Joni and Roger. 

Joni focused her energies, and lifting both of her fists toward the charging corpses she released a torrent of energy against them. The two zombies fought against it. Messalina lowered her fist and extended her other one, channeling her own dark magic at each of them. Flesh re-formed on each corpse, as they stood there, shaking, against the power striking them from both sides. With Messalina’s power consuming their form, they slowly pushed back against Joni’s spell. Joni felt the energy she channeled reflect back at her, forcefully throwing her back into the ground, separating her from Isabelle. Roger quickly ran, and tried to help Joni to her feet as the zombies, now engorged by magical power, pursued them. 

As Joni got back to her feet, she tried to run back toward Isabelle, but a massive chain of purple energies entangled around Isabelle. 

“My sister,” Messalina shouted as she cast, “it’s time to come home.” Messalina yanked her sister toward her, and Isabelle disappeared into the locket affixed around Messalina’s wrist.

“No!” Joni shouted. “Isabelle!” 

Joni tried to charge after Messalina, but Roger tightly grabbed her by the arm, pulling her back. “Joni, we have to run. There’s nothing we can do for her.” One of the two zombies lunged after Roger. He extended a boot, and kicked the zombie away, forcing it to stumble backwards. The second one reached for Joni, but Roger yanked her away. Roger grabbed Joni by both shoulders and looked her straight in the eye. “We have to run,” he said. Joni reluctantly nodded and they took off sprinting into the woods.

 

     

     

 

 

Chapter Fourteen:

 

The Fomorian

 

They quickly ran inside the plantation home and locked the door. Roger tried to embrace Joni, but she beat her hands against his chest, tears pouring from her eyes. “Isabelle! She took Isabelle! We have to go get her!” She cried. 

“Joni, I’m sorry. Without her, you were powerless. We had no choice,” Roger said. 

Joni pushed herself away. “I might be powerless. But you have the totem. You could have called her!”

“Ohoyochisba is a peaceful deity, Joni. She can heal, she is full of wisdom. But fighting is not her nature,” Roger said.

Joni sighed, the feeling of loss was too much to bear. She tried to wipe her eyes, but the tears wouldn’t stop. “There has to be something we can do!” 

Roger approached her again and took her hand. “I don’t know what we can do about Messalina. I don’t know how we can help Isabelle. But right now, there’s an undead army out there. You saw how many graves were opened, and we only saw two of them. And my guess is that they are still trying to find us.”

“But the wards…” Joni said.

“Since the zombies are vivified by magic, the wards should keep them out. But that won’t help anyone else. We can’t stay here. I don’t know how we can fight Messalina, but we stand a chance against the zombies.”

Joni tried to gather herself. “Fine, what can we do?” 

“At the graveyard, you drew in the residual magic. If you can siphon their magic…”

“I have no clue how to wield that stuff. It’s Fomorian magic,” Joni said.

“And you are part Fomorian, Joni. You can do this. I believe in you. What did you learn from Isabelle? How did you wield her magic before?” 

Joni pulled away and sat on the stairway going up to her room. “When I focused on our connection, when I honored the source of the magic, and asked it to help… asked, didn’t command… Then, it responded. I was able to animate a tree! It came to life and carried us through the marshes.” 

Roger smiled, “Then you can do this… Fomorian magic is not drawn from the Tree of Life. The Fomorians were a people of the sea. It’s drawn from the great wellsprings in Annwn. If you can get in touch with that source, Joni, you can stop these zombies. And there’s no telling what else you can do if you learn to wield this power the right way.” 

Joni nodded. She stood up, and peered through the front window. “They are out there… both of them. God, they’re hideous.”

“They are waiting for us,” Roger said. 

“What do you say we give this a shot?” Joni asked.

Roger smiled. “I know you can do this, Joni.” 

Joni took a deep breath, unlocked the front door and grabbed the door knob. She turned to Roger, “Thank you.” 

“For what?” Roger asked. 

“Believing in me, even when I didn’t.” With those words Joni swung open the door and charged down the front steps. The two zombies locked on to her and charged after her. Joni extended both hands and inhaling deeply, took hold of the Fomorian magic that flowed through their rotted flesh and bone. A deluge of blue energies flowed out of them and into Joni. Her whole body tingled with power. She looked at the zombies, as their legs grew weak. A red power still flowed through their bodies, illuminating their exposed bones. 

“Quick,” Roger shouted, “the red magic remains. You have to stop them!” 

Joni focused on the Fomorian magic, and drawing on the wellsprings of Annwn, she asked it for aid. At once, she felt the magic within her come alive. It flowed out of her eyes and formed a massive puddle between the two zombies. A figure emerged from the puddle. He was tall, with skin like bark, covered in moss. He grabbed one of the zombies by its arm and threw it into the puddle. The second zombie tried to charge after him, but the figure wrapped his arms around it, easily tossing it down, its shape disappearing into the same magical puddle from which the figure had appeared. 

The figure turned and approached Joni. 

“Hello, Druidess. My name is Lugh.”

“Lugh? The Fomorian boy?” Roger asked, as he stepped forward and put his hand on Joni’s shoulder.

“I was a Fomorian, once. Now I am a Dryad, tasked to guard the Tree of Life and the wellsprings of Annwn.”

“Then… we’re family?” Joni asked. 

Lugh nodded, “A few generations removed.” 

“What happened to them? The zombies?” Joni asked.

“What is a zombie?” Lugh asked.

“I guess that’s just what we call them. The corpses.” 

“I’ve redeemed them. Their souls have already been judged, and their eternal destinies I do not know. But their bodies can now rest peacefully.” 

“We need your help,” Roger said. “Messalina… she’s a Caplata, made a deal with a Loa, and she intends to raise a whole army of these corpses.” 

“I am aware of her intentions,” Lugh said. “And I thank you for helping the Druidess. Might I ask, what has happened to Isabelle?” 

“Messalina took her… captured her in a locket,” Joni said.

“I see. Her soul is in peril, should the Caplata succeed to infect her with red magic. You must save her.” 

“But how?” Joni asked. 

“You are special, Joni. The Fomorian blood that you inherited from your mother is only a few generations removed from my own. Your mother and her family could wield the same power, if they knew how to access it aright. But it will only respond to a heart, humble and pure. That is why I responded to your call. I should thank Isabelle for that, it seems she taught you wisely.” 

Joni nodded. “But how can I draw on this power to save Isabelle? And to stop Messalina?” 

“Siphon what you can from the remaining corpses. The magic from the holy wellspring should never be wielded for evil. When you feel the wellspring’s power, I will hear your plea and intercede for you to the All Father of Annwn. Ask for whatever you need, and should your intention be noble, the wellspring will grant your request.”

“Thank you, Lugh.” Joni said.

Lugh nodded. “And young Shaman, your heart is likewise noble and your spirit is pure. The Druidess will be tempted, it is your task guard and guide her spirit in wisdom. You must take Isabelle’s place at her side.” 

“I will.” Roger resolved. 

“Then I shall depart. Do not be afraid. Much depends upon your success. May the All Father be with you both.” 

As he spoke, Lugh’s body sank into the pool, and with it, he disappeared.

 

        

* * * * *

“Can you feel the power, sister?” Messalina said, reaching out with her mind to connect to Isabelle who remained imprisoned within her locket.

“That power… it’s Fomorian. It is a pure and noble magic, but you are using it for evil.”

“I am using it for justice, sister.” 

“Justice? Revenge is not justice. And these people, they might be descended from our former masters, but they had nothing to do with what happened to you. You blame them for what their ancestors did,” Isabelle said, her voice echoing in Messalina’s mind.

“Look where they live,” Messalina said as she stood before the plantation mansion, her militia of a dozen corpses standing in a formation of two rows behind her. “Have you been into the city? Have you seen how those who look like us still live in poverty? How they still live, dependent upon hand-outs from the white man’s government, intended to pacify them lest they aspire to too much? How different is that than receiving our daily rations, each one of us fearing if we were to revolt that we would have no ability to make a life for ourselves in the Americas?”

“You can’t blame them for that, Messalina. If you think they deserve your punishment simply because their skin is pale, and their dead ancestors hurt us…”  

“Hurt us? So our first master, he hurt you too! And they killed mom and dad. You don’t think momma could have lived if she’d had a good midwife? You don’t think father would have lived if our old master hadn’t worked him to death? He hurt us both, in more ways than one. That’s all the more reason why you should join me, sister!”

“He did, and it was wrong. But this is where we’re different, Messalina. I chose to never let him hurt me again. You have let him go on hurting you for more than a century, now. You let him change you… you don’t have to be a victim, sister. You can choose another path, a better path.”

“He made me feel weak, Isabelle. What I’m doing will prove that I am strong.” 

“Vengeance is not strength. Real strength is found in mercy, in forgiveness, in rising above the pain and proving that no matter what someone has done to you, that you can be better than that. You’ve let one man’s evil prevent you from seeing the love in someone like Asbury Campbell. Look at this home. It was the same home where you were hurt, by another man who has long been dead. But look outside. There are toys, a tire swing hanging from the tree. There are children here who know nothing about what happened here over 160 years ago. There are children who have the chance to live lives without the pain you’ve lived with. But once you do this, Messalina. Once you unleash this horror on them, you will be the one who hurt them. You will be no better than our former master who hurt us both and let mom and dad die!” 

Messalina cringed, her magic-filled eyes welling up with tears. “Then at least I won’t be alone… they’ll be like me.” Messalina gripped the locket and channeled some red magic into it, sealing her sister within and silencing her voice. Then she turned to her cadre of corpses, lined up behind her. 

“My sister has given me a lot to think about. There has been a change of plans. You will not bite the children. But you will make sure they see you bite their parents. Then, you will bring the children to me.”

 

    

* * * * *

Standing on a ladder, Joni pulled a book off the top shelf, flipped through the pages, then tossed it aside, and grabbed another book. “I know it’s here somewhere.”

“What is here, Joni? What are we looking for?” Roger asked.

“Messalina has already done her worst to us… to my mom. But I remember reading in Asbury’s journal about how the girls’ parents died. If we’re going to find her, and figure out where she went, then my best guess is she’ll start with the family of their former owners. The ones who she blames for killing her parents.”

“And you’re sure that information is here, somewhere?” Roger asked.

“I know it is. I’ve seen it. I just can’t remember where. The deed of purchase. It was tucked into one of these books. Start grabbing books and help, start with the older ones first.”

Roger grabbed the first old book he saw.  He flipped through it, but found nothing, and added it to the quickly growing pile of discarded books. 

Joni spotted a copy of Aesop’s Fables. It was worn, and tattered, its binding broken from frequent use. “I know this one, I think it’s the one that Asbury gave Isabelle when she was learning how to read. He mentioned it in the journal. She flipped through the pages, then saw a folded piece of yellowed paper stuck between the last page and the back cover. “I think I found it!”  Joni unfolded the document and read it aloud.

 

Know all men by these presents that I William Mulledy of New Orleans, Louisiana, have bargained & sold & by these presents do bargain, sell & deliver unto Asbury Campbell, of the Parish of East Baton Rouge, State of Louisiana the following negroes on mine own Mulledy plantation, to wit. Isabelle a negro girl approximately twelve years of age and her sister, Messalina, a negro girl approximately sixteen years of age. It being understood that Asbury Campbell receives them from auction and considers them as actually delivered. And I do warrant the said negroes to be slaves for life, and the right & title therof, I do warrant & defend unto him the said Asbury Campbell, his heirs & assigns forever, free from the claim or claims of all persons whomsoever. This sale is made for and in consideration of the sum of three hundred ten dollars, for which sum the said A. Campbell has given a promissory note, to wit.

 

“The Mulledy plantation,” Roger said. “I think I know where that is.”

“In New Orleans?” Joni asked.

“Yes, it’s close to the river, but most of the land was sold off and it’s just the old mansion, now. We’ll have to hurry. I don’t know how quickly Messalina will be able to get there, but it’s a little more than two hours from here, if I drive fast. How sure are you that this is where she’d go?” 

“I really don’t know,” Joni said, “But it’s the only lead we’ve got.”

 

    

 

 

Chapter Fifteen:

 

Vengenace

 

Joni was struck by how similar the Mulledy Plantation home was to her family’s own. Six ivory columns adorned the front of the mansion, supporting a second floor balcony and the roof above. It had been well kept through the years, but unlike the Campbell mansion which had new windows, the glass here appeared original with imperfections betrayed by the sunlight reflecting in awkward angles off each one. The bushes in front of the mansion were well-manicured, and old oaks surrounded the mansion, their branches encroaching upon roof of the antebellum home. A long rope, with a tire at its end, hung from one of the trees in the front yard.

“Oh my God,” Joni said. “I think they have children. Do you think we made it in time?” 

“There’s only one way to find out,” Roger said approaching the front door. He knocked on it three times. There was no answer. 

Joni checked the windows, but none of them showed any signs of damage. “Dammit. I think this was a dead end.”

“Wait,” Roger said. “I don’t think so.” Roger saw something on the ground, he knelt to get a better look. Joni came over to see what he was looking at. She saw a depression in the soil, roughly the size of a foot. 

“Foot prints? It could be anything… it doesn’t mean…”

“No. Look closer,” Roger interrupted. “These weren’t made by shoes. You can see the heel, the joints of each toe. These were made by a corpse. We’re too late.” 

“But how did she get here so quickly?” Joni asked. “I doubt she had a car, and even if she did she’d have no clue how to use it. Walking here on foot would take forever.”

“I don’t know, Joni. There’s no telling what she can do wielding all that power. She may have used a teleportation spell of some kind.” Roger paused for a moment, running his fingers through his long, black hair. “I have an idea.” 

“What are you thinking?” Joni asked.

“Before, at the graveyard, she left some residual magic behind. If she used a spell to get here, there might be some residual Fomorian energy lingering here. You’re a siphon, Joni. If you really concentrate, you should be able to sense any magical residue nearby.” 

“I can try,” Joni said, closing her eyes. She focused, trying to recall how the Formoran energy felt when she touched it before. Unlike Isabelle’s energies, which had a warm tingle to them, the Fomorian energy carried with it a chill. She reached out with her mind… she felt the breeze, tickling her hair. She heard the ruffle of leaves, lightly scratching against the mansion’s roof. One by one, she dismissed every sensation until she was left with nothing but her will, reaching into a void. In her mind’s eye, she saw the mansion, the trees, and a smaller building behind the mansion, all in shades of gray. Then something from the building in the back arrested her attention. She focused on it, and saw a subtle blue energy swirling around from the inside. She opened her eyes. 

“Joni, your eyes. They are radiating green magic,” Roger said calmly. “Somehow you’ve made a connection between your spirit and the Tree of Life.”

Joni nodded, but retained her focus, seeing everything through the prism of her spirit vision. “This way, there’s an old slave quarters in the back. I think they were there.” 

Joni moved around the side of the house, but she couldn’t feel her legs move even as she was sure she must have been walking. She felt nothing at all, except the energies that coursed through her body. All she heard was Roger’s voice, which echoed in her mind as if he were speaking from the other side of a tunnel. 

“What do you see?” Roger asked as they approached the slave quarters. He opened the old, wooden, door, but Joni couldn’t even hear the creak it must have made as it swung open. She glided inside.  

“You were right. They transported here… but after that…”

“After that? You see something else?” 

“It’s like I can see the past, I can see where they went, everything they did.” 

In a single instant, Joni perceived a whole series of events. It was like several minutes coalesced into a single vision, striking her in only a second. She sensed Messalina, appearing without any features, only a bright, purple glow that filled her shape. She moved, with several other dimly lit forms of a similar shade following behind her, out the door and into the lawn. She saw a green energy emanate from her wrist. Isabelle. But then Isabelle’s energy disappeared again from her sight. While Messalina’s form stood still, the lesser forms, what must have been corpses, descended upon the mansion and through the back door. And then…

“Roger, I know what happened.” Joni said, as she released her focus and her eyes returned to their normal shade of blue. “I couldn’t see everything. I only saw the magic, where it went, and what it did. Messalina stayed here, just in front of where we are now. Outside the slave quarters I saw the corpses, a dozen zombies all charging the home and breaking through the door. I saw what looked like two of the zombies descending upon something, I’m guessing two people. It was hard to tell for sure, because I couldn’t see anything other than the magic that animated the corpses. I think the zombies bit them. And then two of the zombies grabbed two others… the children, I think… and they carried all of them back here, into the slave quarters. Then they all disappeared. They went through a portal of some kind. Roger, we were too late.”

Roger put his arm around Joni. “Come on, let’s go.” 

“Wait,” Joni said, kneeling to the ground and placing her hand on one of the splintered planks that formed the floor of the old slave quarters. “I can’t explain it, but I know what we need to do.” Joni returned to her spirit gaze, and felt the Fomorian energy swirling against her touch. It felt like churning water, the energies splashing against her finger tips. She focused, drawing small amounts of energy into herself, then releasing it back into the pool. The mana she returned to the pool swirled together, a deep blue color, within the violet residue that Messalina left behind. She did it again, and again, until the red magic was extracted, leaving the whole pool bubbling with nothing but Fomorian magic, a dark midnight blue.    

“Joni, I see it!” Roger said. 

“I’ve reclaimed the portal. We can follow them.”

 

          

* * * * *

“I’m so sorry, sweetie,” Messalina said as she took her fingers, brushing away a stray brown curl from the six-year-old girl’s face. “I wish I had gotten there sooner… to take control of these monsters before they got your parents.” 

“Don’t listen to her!” The older sister insisted. “We don’t know that she wasn’t the one who did this!” 

Messalina looked at the older girl, probably two years older than her more innocent sibling. “Sweetheart,” Messalina said, looking the older girl directly in the eye, “I’d been tracking these monsters all the way from Baton Rouge. As soon as I found them, I used my abilities to harness their minds. I was too late, and for that I feel horrible. But you can save your parents, still. You and your sister.” 

“I don’t believe you!” the older girl shouted, banging her fists against a thick, wooden, door. “Let us out of here!” 

“I only locked us in here to keep us safe. The monsters are outside. I cannot maintain my control over their minds while I also talk to you. But if you insist, you are free to go at any time. You can try and run. But if you leave, I won’t be able to tell you how you can heal your parents.” 

“Please, Ashley,” the younger girl pleaded. “She seems really nice. I think she can help.” 

Messalina looked at the older sister. “Ashley, it’s a very pretty name.” 

“Thank you,” Ashley said sheepishly, turning her eyes toward the floor. “What’s your name?”

“My name is Messalina.”

“That’s very pretty, too,” Ashley said.  

“And how about you,” Messalina said turning to the younger girl. “What is your name?” 

“I’m Annabelle,” the girl answered. 

“Annabelle. It’s very similar to my little sister’s name. Her name is Isabelle,” Messalina said, as she took Annabelle’s hand, holding it between each of her own.  

“How can we help mom and dad?” Annabelle asked. 

Messalina smiled. “Well, here’s the thing Annabelle. I need to teach you how to do some magic.”

“What kind of magic is this?” Ashley said, staring intently at Messalina. 

“It’s Voodoo, dear.,” Messalina said, releasing Annabell’e hand and looking directly as Ashley. “But don’t be afraid. It’s not bad. No magic is bad, it’s only the person who uses it that makes it good or evil,” Messalina said in the calmest voice she could muster. She knew this was going to be tricky. If she could get the younger girl to wear the locket, and she could force a small portion of Isabelle’s spirit into the girl’s body, then a proportional sliver of Annabelle’s spirit would take her sister’s place in the locket. It was the best chance she had to fulfill her promise and bring Isabelle back to life. So long as the young girl’s spirit possessed the larger portion of her body she would remain in control. After all this was over, she could press the remainder of Isabelle’s spirit in to her body and bring her sister back to life. For now, though, just a small part of Isabelle would give Annabelle the power she needed.  

“If you’re so good at this, why can’t you just save our parents?” Ashley said. 

“Dear, the spell that is required can only work if cast by someone with a pure, and loving heart. I wish you all well, but I don’t love your parents. I am powerful, but even a little magic in the hands of a novice mixed with love is stronger than even my greatest spell.” Messalina almost got caught on her own words. She knew that what she said was true, even if she had taken another path as a Caplata. Still, the sisters could bring their parents back. Sacrificing two potential foot soldiers in her zombie army for the chance to bring her sister back, and to earn the loyalty of another girl who she could mold into a Caplata, meant that Messalina wouldn’t ever have to be alone again. And since the girls would think she helped them save their parents, she knew they would be loyal.

“Ashley, we have to do this. For mom and dad,” Annabelle said urgently.

Ashley nodded. “Okay, how do we do this.” 

“I’m going to give you each a different kind of magic. Annabelle, this locket on my wrist. It once belonged to my sister. It’s the only thing of hers left that I have. But I’m going to give it to you.”

“You sister… she’s…” 

“She no longer lives, sweetie. But this will honor her memory,” Messalina said, knowing that she was only telling a half-truth. “This locket contains a powerful magic, something I cannot even control. But you can. When you put it on, you’ll feel a powerful magic flow into your body. It is a part of my little sister’s spirit, that she left in this locket. Do not be afraid. It is a good thing.” Messalina took the locket from her wrist, fastened it on Annabelle’s, and gripping it with both hands forced a spell into the locket, channeling a small part of her sister in to Annabelle. 

Annabelle’s eyes began to glow green. “Wow! I feel it, Messalina! It feels, amazing!” 

“And what about me?” Ashley asked. 

“This is going to be a little more tricky, which is why I chose you for this role. You are older, and stronger. I need to summon a Loa, he will give you the magic you need.”

“What is a Loa?” Ashley asked.

“Think of him as a kind of angel,” Messalina said. “He is quite strange, and can be a little rude. Do not be put off by his appearance. He is not from our world, but I have worked out a deal with him and he owes me this favor. What he will do, it might hurt a little, but you can be strong. Be strong for your parents, Ashley.”

Ashley nodded, “I can do this.” 

“Once you have your power,” Messalina explained, “I will take control of the monsters outside. I will pull them off of your parents. Ashley, you will need to focus, channel the power you receive into your parents. Your magic will kill the rot that is spreading from the zombie’s bite. Annabelle, as soon as she does it, you must quickly do the same. Your magic will heal them. Do you both understand?”

“Yes, I understand,” Ashley said.

“Me too!” said Annabelle.

“Good. Then we must begin, and you will have to move quickly. Once the rot consumes your parents, it will be too late. We only have a little time.”

 

      

 

 

Chapter Sixteen:

 

The Bargain Redeemed

 

Swirling a mixture of corn and peppers into a bowl of water, Messalina spoke the required incantation. Following an impressive light show of magical energies, Baron Samedi appeared in the old slave quarters. 

“I see you’ve tidied up the place,” the Loa said as magical residue left behind by the evocation faded. 

Messalina nodded. “It was necessary, as you know, transporting to and fro one place and another requires a certain prior familiarity with either destination. These quarters, and those at the Mulledy Plantation, where I once lived, were the only places I could recall with enough clarity to forge a gateway.”

“Wait,” Ashely interrupted, “you used to live at our house?” 

“It’s a long story. I’ll tell you later,” Messalina said. 

“An who are you, sweetheart,” the Loa said, turning to Ashely. 

“Ashley Mulledy, sir. Messalina said you could help my sister and me save our parents.” 

The Loa released a raucous laugh and looked at Messalina, “Dear Caplata, I see what you’re doing here. And you expect my help before I collect on my end of our bargain?” 

“A soul belonging to a young girl, that’s what you asked,” Messalina said urgently. “That is what I’ve delivered. Do for her what you did to me, an you will have us both.”

“Our bargain was for the young girl, Caplata,” Baron Samedi insisted. “The Druidess, the Campbell girl.”

“She has shown herself more formidable than I imagined,” Messalina said. “But if I might amend our bargain, and offer this girl in exchange for more time, then the offer sways even further in your favor.” 

“I will accept this girl, but I demand more still,” Baron Samedi said, as he turned to the younger sister. “What is your name, sweetheart.”

“I’m Annabelle! Please sir! My parents need your help.” 

Baron Samedi smirked. “Well, Messalina… you impress me further, still. You have bound your sister’s spirit to this one, and now she wields the pure, delicious, power of Annwn. With that power, I will be able to access both sides of the eternal realm. No soul, righteous or damned, will escape my reach. I will accept your deal, if you throw this one in as well.” 

Messalina cringed, “But you will damn my sister’s spirit! I cannot agree to this.” 

“Baron gets what Baron wants, Caplata. You have my final offer. Refuse, and I’ll consider our contract void. And you know the price you will pay for betraying a bargain with a Loa.” Baron Samedi took a swig from his flask and extended it to Messalina, “One sip to accept my new terms.” 

Messalina sighed and stared intently at the Loa’s flask. She couldn’t damn her own sister’s spirit. But what choice did she have? And if she didn’t accept, the consequences of her breached contract meant she’d have to return to Samhuinn and suffer under the Loa’s abuses forever. She reached out and took the flask, lifting it toward her mouth. Just as she was about to take a sip, she felt a tingle beneath her feet. The floor of the old slave quarters turned into something that resembled the sea, swirling with deep, blue, Fomorian magic.    

 

 

* * * * *

Joni and Roger emerged from the portal, and found themselves standing in the old Campbell slave quarters. If was the first time Joni had seen the place without it being crammed full of old, broken down, farm machinery. Instead, she saw two young girls with dark hair, and Messalina. Another lanky man with red eyes, pale skin, wearing a formal, black suit and a tall hat stood just in front of Messalina. 

Messalina, her flesh still consumed with violet energies, was holding a flask which, upon seeing Joni, she tossed on the ground and looked at the tall man, “Consider our original contract completed,” Messalina said.  

“Joni,” Roger said, “it’s the Loa, Baron Samedi!” 

“Very good, Shaman,” The Loa said. “You look much more virile than the last time we met.” 

“Release these girls, Messalina,” Joni said. “They have no part in this.” 

“It’s a bit too late for that, Druidess,” Messalina said. “Look at the young girl, Annabelle. What do you see?”

Joni went into her spirit vision and surveyed the room. Annabelle was coursing with green energies, a power Joni knew well. She saw the locket, affixed to the girl’s wrist, which glowed even brighter than the young girl.

“Roger! It’s Isabelle!” Joni cried, “Messalina has bound her spirit to Annabelle’s!”

Before Roger could respond, Joni saw the Loa quickly retrieve the flask from the ground, grabbed Messalina by the hair, and forced the flask’s contents into her mouth. “I prefer our second bargain, Caplata. Now I will have the Druidess, both Mulledy girls, and your sister.”

The Loa released a torrent of red energies, striking the Mulledy girls, Messalina, Joni and Roger. When it struck Roger, the energies reflected back to the Loa. All except Roger were frozen in place, consumed by the Loa’s spell.  

“I’m a Choctaw, Loa. I’m immune to your magic,” Roger said. 

The Loa laughed. “You might be immune to my magic, Shaman, but you cannot stop me.”  

“I can’t,” Roger said, as he upheld the totem, now aglow with the Loa’s own magic. “But she can!”

Ohoyochisba flew out of the totem, and circled the room in a fury. Her white gown fluttered behind her as she siphoned the Loa’s power from the room, the red magic dissipating into thin air. Joni felt her arms and legs go free as she saw Baron Samedi dart across the room, seizing Annabelle. The Loa reared his head back, exposing his fangs. Going for Annabell’e neck, the Loa suddenly froze, his entire shape consumed in violet energies. Joni looked, and Messalina, her face turned furious, was channeling a barrage of energy into the demon’s frame. Messalina made eye contact with Joni. She was running out of power, losing her strength. Quickly, Joni kicked upon the door to the slave quarters and reached out with her will, siphoning the energies that animated the zombies outside. As the corpses collapsed, Joni turned around, her entire body consumed in blue Fomorian magic. She extended her hand and channeled against the Loa. As the Formorian power coursed through her, she reached out to the source, to the wellsprings of Annwn. Joni plead for help.  

Even as Messalina’s magic was losing its hold on the Loa, Joni’s power coalesced into a man-like frame. As her magic took shape, Lugh appeared, and seized the Loa, who screamed furiously, his skin burning against the Dryad’s touch. With his moss covered arms wrapped around the demon, Lugh squeezed the demon and Baron Samedi’s form disintegrated into thin air. Flecks of red energy filled the air like confetti, and faded to black as they struck the ground. 

Messalina fell to her knees, a deluge of tears falling from her eyes. Joni looked at Messalina through her spirit gaze and saw all of the Caplata’s magic was gone. She could no longer maintain her bond on the locket, which held Isabelle within it. Isabelle appeared at Annabelle’s side, then knelt down beside her sister. 

Roger turned toward Ohoyochisba, who was now standing in all her beauty at Roger’s side. “Please, Ohoyochisba. The two girls parents, they were bitten and the rot is spreading.” 

Ohoyochisba nodded, and headed out the door. Ashley and Roger followed her close behind.  

Joni saw Isabelle standing beside her sister.

“Thank you,” Isabelle said in her tears. “Thank you for saving me. For giving up everything.” 

“Even a little magic cast in love,” Messalina said, “is greater than the worst the Loa could do.” Then Messalina looked at Joni, but Joni turned her eyes away.

“Druidess, I am sorry,” Messalina said, the tears still flowing, “For what happened to your mother. I was so blinded by pain, by revenge and hatred, that I didn’t even see it was the demon who was the real enemy. What I did to you… to your family… it was wrong.”

Joni took a deep breath. With all that was happening she hadn’t even had a chance to grieve over her mother’s condition. 

“You don’t have to forgive me, Druidess,” Messalina said, “but before I depart I need you to know that there is someone who can help your mother. A boy…” Messalina felt her vision fade. She almost fell, but Joni quickly rusher over and caught her in her arms.

“My spirit…” Messalina said, slurring her words together, “I cast what remained of my own soul into that spell to stop Baron Samedi, to save Isabelle.” 

“Messalina, you are not to blame for what happened to you,” Joni said, speaking calmly, “today you proved that you are more than a survivor. You are an overcomer. You still had enough love in your heart to defeat the evil within you. I forgive you.” 

Messalina looked back at Joni with a smile. “The boy… his name… it’s…” Before she could finish her words, her eyes closed and a look of peace fell upon her face. 

Isabelle would have cried if she had any tears. But from the look on her face, Joni could tell it wasn’t sadness she felt. 

“I don’t understand, Isabelle. You look so… happy.” Joni said.

“I am, Joni,” Isabelle said, “I thought my sister was beyond redemption. After everything she’d done, I had lost hope. But today she taught us all a lesson. No one is beyond saving. She can rest in peace.”

Roger walked in through the door of the slave quarters and put his arm around Joni. “The girls’ parents are fine.” Roger looked and saw Messalina’s body, lying on the floor. “The Caplata, she’s dead?” 

Joni nodded. “Something in her changed, just before she died. She asked for my forgiveness.”   

“It seems that Messalina’s spell, it did what I had hoped,” Roger said.

“What you had hoped?” Joni asked.

“When she asked for your mother’s lineage, I simply gave her the name Wadsworth.” 

Lugh looked at Roger, and almost seemed to smile. “You gave her my adopted name. The spell she cast, while it returned magic to her, filled her with a pure, Fomorian spirit, which could never fully integrate into her cursed red magic. It filled the void left behind by what of her soul she had sacrificed to the Loa, and it healed her. She was whole again, before she died.” 

Joni looked up at Lugh who she’d almost forgotten was still standing there before he spoke. “Lugh, thank God you came.” 

“The All Father would be the one to thank, Druidess,” Lugh said. “If it is acceptable to both of you, I will take Messalina’s body with me. She made the ultimate sacrifice, moved by love. Her soul is whole again. I am not her judge, but I can provide my witness and intercede on her behalf. In Annwn, she can rest in peace, in the great Tree of Life.” 

“Thank you, Lugh,” Isabelle said. “I’m sorry I can’t come with you.” 

“You will make a fine Dryad one day, Isabelle. But now, you have a young girl to guide. Some day, when she passes, yours and Annabelle’s spirits will separate, and we will meet again in the great Tree of Life.”

“At the Tree of Life?” Isabelle asked.

“One day, perhaps, you will take my place,” Lugh said, forcing something close to a smile across his expressionless face. 

Lugh gathered Messalina in his arms as a pool began to form beneath him. 

“Before you go,” Joni said. “Messalina said she knew of a boy, someone who could help my mother?” 

Lugh looked Joni directly in the eye, “I know the boy, but I cannot give you his name. He is not yet ready to accept his fate. But know this, your paths are destined to cross.”

Lugh disappeared into the portal, along with Messalina’s body, and returned to Annwn. Joni approached Annabelle. “Sweetheart, my name is Joni.  Isabelle will be a great friend to you, even as she was to me. With her in your life, you’ll be able to do great things, things more incredible than you ever imagined. But stay pure, rely on her to help you stay the course. And if you ever need me, I will be there. she will know where to find me.”

“Thank you, Joni,” Annabelle said.

Joni took the young girl’s hand and led her outside, with Isabelle following close behind. 

Then, Annabelle shook her hand free and ran into her father’s waiting arms. The girls’ mother was already holding Ashley. Roger and Dorothy—Ohoyochisba had shifted back into her more humble form—were standing at their side. 

“Thank you, young lady,” Mr. Mulledy said. “This brave young man explained what had happened to us, and how you saved our family. I owe you a debt.” 

Joni smiled at the man, “You owe me nothing, sir. Just be good to your girls. Love each other, that’s all that matters.” 

Roger came and put his arm around Joni. “Dorothy and I are going to take the Mulledy’s home,” Roger said. “But then after that, what do you say we catch a movie or something?” 

Joni laughed, “Are you asking me out, Shaman?” 

“I am, Druidess,” he said, adding a sly wink. 

“Then, it’s a date. Pick me up, tomorrow at six.” 

“I’ll be there.”

 

  

                

   

 

 

Chapter Seventeen:

 

Epilogue 

 

Three Years Later

Joni sat, cross-legged, on her bed as she composed her first senior paper. She entitled it, “A Concise History of the Druids.” It had been more than six months since she last spoke to Annabelle. Apparently, Isabelle had taught her how to animate a Tree-Ent and the twelve-year-old was ecstatic when she told Joni about it. Joni reached to her chest and squeezed the necklace through her shirt, the one Isabelle had led her to find, several years ago. It was supposed to protect her from magic. Joni didn’t feel like she needed protection, anymore. But whenever she wore it, she felt somehow closer to Isabelle. 

Joni’s phone rang. She recognized the ring tone.  “Zombie,” by the Cranberries… since Roger had narrowly escaped becoming one, she found it humorous. She answered her phone. 

“Hey there, are you off work already?” Joni asked.

“Just finished,” Roger said. “I’m covered in oil. I just wanted to let you know I’m going to take a shower and then clean up. I should be there in time.”

“You have an hour, Shaman. Don’t be late!” Joni said, as she glanced at her green homecoming dress hanging from her bedroom door. 

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world, beautiful,” Roger said.

“See you soon! Love you.” Joni said.

“Love you too, Druidess.” Roger replied. 

Joni set down her phone, closed her computer, and stepped in front of her mirror. She grabbed her hair brush. For a moment, she envisioned her mother, standing behind her, helping her do her hair for the dance. But her mother wasn’t there. She was still in a coma, and the doctors had practically given up. 

Joni heard a knock on her door. 

“Come in,” She said.

Joni’s father walked in, holding a pearl necklace in his hands. “This is your mother’s. She’d want you to wear it tonight.” 

“Thank you, papa.” Joni said, smiling at her father. 

“You received a letter today,” her father said, pulling an envelope from his back pocket. He looked at the sealed envelope. “It came certified, so it must be important. Do you know a Dr. Merle Nesbitt?” 

Joni shrugged, “I have no clue who that is.”

“Well, here you go,” her father said, setting the envelope on her dresser. “Let me know when you’re all dressed. I’d like to put your mother’s pearls on you myself.” He leaned over and gave Joni a kiss on the cheek.

“Of course, papa,” Joni said, as her father walked out of her room, closing the door behind him. 

Joni looked at the envelope. She sensed something odd about it. Removing Isabelle’s necklace, she focused. She hadn’t used this ability for months, and she wasn’t even sure she could still do it. It took more effort than she remembered, but she entered her spirit gaze and saw specks of green energy, scattered about the envelope like glitter. Returning to her normal vision she quickly grabbed the envelope and opened it. It was a handwritten letter, penned in an ornate handwritten script, on a hospital letterhead. She sat down on the edge of her bed and read it aloud. 

 

Miss Campbell,

I am aware that your mother, Claire Campbell, remains in a dire condition. You and I both know that the doctors there are incapable of healing her. But I know the true nature of the ailment from which she suffers. I have studied your mother’s case, and I am more than confident that I can help. I have experience treating others who have been afflicted similarly. I’ve reserved her a place, under my care, in St. Louis, Missouri. With your consent, I would like to ask if you and your father would be willing to transfer your mother’s case into my care. So that you know my intentions are sincere, I will offer my services pro bono. Contact the hospital named on the letterhead above and inform them that you have accepted my offer. I am prepared to begin treatment immediately.

	Sincerely,

	Dr. M. Nesbitt.  

 

Joni folded the letter up and put it back into its envelope. She quickly changed into her homecoming dress and rushed downstairs, her mother’s pearls in her hand. She handed them to her father and, standing behind her, he placed them around Joni’s neck. 

“You’ve never looked more beautiful, Joni.” Her father said.

Joni smiled. “I have good news, daddy.” 

“What is that?” He asked.

“It’s about momma,” she said as she handed the letter to her father. “I think we need to move to St. Louis.”  

 

To be Continued

In Elijah Wadsworth and the Druid’s Dance, The Wadsworth Legacy Book I
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He makes his online home at www.theophilusmonroe.com.  He loves answering reader questions—feel free to e-mail him at theophilus@theophilusmonroe.com if the mood strikes you!   

 

 

 

 

 

For Ashley

Coming Soon!

  

 

Joni Campbell’s story continues in Elijah Wadsworth and the Druid’s Dance: Book I of the Wadsworth Legacy

 

For Elijah Wadsworth life was tragic and meaningless… until he discovered that he was humanity’s only hope.  

 

When a seventeen-year-old orphan begins to manifest strange abilities, which he neither understands nor can control, he must discover the truth about his ancient origins and learn to control his unwieldy powers if he hopes to thwart the plans of a mysterious sorceress. After coming into possession of a mystical stone, which transports him into his deceased father’s ancient memories, Elijah and his closest friends must discover the source of his power together lest his newfound abilities drain his very soul, and open up the earth to the blight of Samhuinn. When a girl he loves, however, is threatened he must make a choice to either save her by joining the sorceress, or save the world. 

 

Elijah Wadsworth and the Druid’s Dance is the first book in a modern fantasy that features a thrilling journey into the the world of Celtic mythology, shocking plot twists, compelling characters, and an unlikely hero. 

 

If you liked the cynical wit of Jim Butcher’s Harry Dresden in the Dresden Files, the love triangle in Stephanie Meyer’s Twilight, or the magical worlds Lev Grossman’s The Magicians and Orson Scott Card’s The Lost Gate in the Mither Mages Trilogy then you will love Theophilus Monroe’s new contemporary fantasy. With an enthralling romance, a compelling adventure, and a magical journey into the world of Celtic myth (including an encounter with an eccentric wizard from Arthurian lore), Monroe’s highly anticipated follow-up series to Druidess has something for everyone. 

 

For a limited time after release, Elijah Wadsworth and the Druid’s Dance will be available at a low-price of only 99 cents! Once the book takes off, however, the price will be raised and this special offer will no longer be available. Sign up to Theophilus Monroe’s mailing list today to be notified the moment the book is live on all of the major e-book markets, and ensure you get in at the limited-time low price!

  

CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP (And receive a free companion volume to Druidess - The Journal of Asbury Campbell)
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