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The Monster Within

 

Marguerite Labbe


In loving memory to my beloved husband, Keir, and wonderful mother, Carole. You both were always my biggest cheerleaders. I know you root for me still. I miss you every day.

Jusqu'à ce que je te revoie, je t'aime beaucoup.


Chapter One

DUSK SETTLED OVER the forested hills and rounded knobs of the mountainside as Michel-Leon Parisee crouched on an overlook and waited as patiently as any other predator waiting for its prey’s nose to peek out of hiding. An early April snowstorm had blown through several days ago, and evidence remained by the snow lingering around gnarled roots and the bite that clung to the air.

“This could go bad before we know it,” Régine Bardin commented as she hunkered down next to him, her gaze intent on the valley below. “The villagers are on edge and grumbling for payback.”

“That’s often the reaction when two worlds collide.” Michel-Leon spared a glance for her. Rumors and whispers had abounded since she was a girl that she was his bastard half-sister. Their coloring was similar, though her hair was more of a true red and his gilded with gold and brown. She had a riot of curls she never could tame, and his tended more toward tousled waves. They both had the same long, lean body and warm smile, and though their temperaments were quite often opposite, they complemented each other.

He thought of her as a sister, and she wished for it for all the wrong reasons.

The stamping of horses and the creak of wagon wheels sounded behind him as the villagers unloaded his requested goods. It broke the silence among the birch and firs. Michel-Leon continued to wait as Régine shifted next to him.

“The tricksters are coming.”

The voices whispered in his head, one warning coming out clear amongst the jumble of messages, as the first pinprick of yellow eyes appeared in the goblin holes that riddled the far hillside. The warning only he could hear—and Régine couldn’t—proved, despite all the rumors and wishing, they didn’t share blood.

“Here we go,” Michel-Leon said as Régine stood and laid her hand on the hilt of her sheathed, long-bladed knife.

Another pair followed the first eyes and then a dozen until the mountain holes were lit like a swarm of fireflies. Michel-Leon straightened and glanced over his shoulder at the small group of men gathered outside the abandoned chapel doors. “Is the tribute ready?” he asked.

A low grumbling answered him as he turned his attention back to the waiting eyes. “Oui. But I don’t see why we ought to give up the food we tilled and toiled for to a mob of troublesome creatures. You’re a chevalier. Blow them out or bury them deep. Isn’t that why we called you here?”

Régine rolled her eyes heavenward. The old ways were being forgotten, and Michel-Leon suppressed a sigh to echo Régine’s sentiment. He pointed at the starry field of blinking eyes. “I could do it your way, but it would end up costing you a lot more than a few barrels of spirits, calves you were going to cull anyway, and some bushels of root vegetables you can afford to give up.”

The other way would be bloody and long, and they’d never be sure they got them all. If even one goblin survived, the stunts it would pull afterward would make the villagers long for the days of kicked over milk pails and holes bored in fences.

The grumbling returned. “What’s to keep them from picking up their pranks and tricks again after you leave? The supplies won’t last long. We don’t figure to keep doing this each month.”

“Don’t worry, if they agree to the terms of the pact, they won’t bother you for a long time.” Michel-Leon patted his pocket to check if his surprise was still there. If this didn’t cause a stir of interest among the creatures, nothing would. He started to walk away and then paused. “I’d wait in the chapel if I were you. Some of the more mischievous among them might see you as friendly targets to play with when they come to collect their booty. Staying out of sight is best. I’ll let you know when it’s over.”

Michel-Leon took off in the gathering dark, one hand resting on his pistol as Régine strode beside him with the same posture. He wasn’t worried they’d have to pull it, but he didn’t want to chance the goblins would find the shiny metal fascinating and attempt to steal it. With his luck, one would blow its damn fool head off, and then negotiations would be over.

“I hope you have more tricks than they do,” Régine muttered. “I’ve never seen an infestation this big.”

“They have fewer places to parlay, and the machines with the iron and the steam, the gutting of the earth, make them uneasy.”

Michel-Leon cocked his head to listen for any other nuggets of wisdom articulating itself in the endless whispers, but nothing stood out. “Times are changing, Régine. Too fast for the little ones to keep up. Science is outstripping magic.”

“You sound regretful.” Régine spared him a glance. “There will always be more monsters.”

“Not everything different is monstrous.” A fact Michel-Leon believed fervently and one that had set him apart from other chevaliers when he was in training.

By the time they made it down to the narrow valley, they’d emerged from the trees and stars splashed across the night sky. Michel-Leon sensed all those eyes on them observing their progress, but if the creatures were planning an attack, the ancestral voices weren’t warning him. He would take that as a positive sign even if it was unnerving to be the center of so much crafty scrutiny.

A figure scampered out of one of the holes and danced among the shadows toward him. As it drew closer, the gait changed to a slink until it came to a stop several feet away. The goblin was wizened and gnarled, its face pale in the faint light as it studied Michel-Leon and Régine with a crafty gleam in its eyes and a sly smile on its lips.

“You are not the local lord.” It canted its head to the side and sidled a few steps away, pulling a fine woolen shawl around its bony shoulders. Michel-Leon recognized it from the list of many missing items. None of its clothing appeared dipped in blood and again the voices remained silent, so Michel-Leon relaxed. These goblins had not acquired a taste for death. “You are a chevalier.”

It made a high-pitched whistling sound, and Michel-Leon stood still as many more amber eyes rushed toward him, cavorting around the disconcerting shadows. Régine’s hand tightened on her gun, but she remained steady. He was grateful for her equilibrium and zeal for danger, even as he regretted the peril she put herself in for him and worried about her family’s reaction.

“I am a chevalier. As you are the chief.” He inclined his head with a nod of respect and kept his eyes on the chief. The hairs on the back of his neck stirred at the sensation of having so many behind him. “I’ve come on behalf of the village to parlay.”

The other goblins gathering around them whispered “parlay” with increasing excitement until the chief gave them a fierce scowl and silence fell. It stroked the hanging fringe of its new shawl. “We won’t give anything back. Finders keepers.”

“It does look rather fetching on you,” Michel-Leon agreed. “So, everything you’ve acquired already as well as the tribute on the hill, and in return, you’ll leave them alone for another generation.”

“No deal.” The goblin chief drew itself up in outrage. “Do you think we’ll sell our good behavior so cheaply?”

“No deal!” The other goblins chanted as they scampered and danced in wide circles around him. It was a good thing he’d left the villagers behind. All it would take would be one nervous fool and the situation would get out of hand.

“Michie,” Régine warned, moving to guard his back as Michel-Leon kept his eyes on the chief. That was the one he needed to win over.

“No deal? No negotiation?” Michel-Leon asked, pulling a lighter from his pocket. He rubbed his thumb over the intricate brass work on the casing. He’d miss the little gadget, one of the many items his grandpère had loved to tinker with. “Not even for say…ten years of peace from your amusing pranks?”

The chief eyed the lighter with avid curiosity as Michel-Leon flipped the lid open and closed. The clinking sound caught the sea of gazes. “Ten years might be doable,” the chief said, and its stare turned hard. “Then they won’t forget us. They won’t forget what we can do. A generation takes too long.”

“I agree.” Michel-Leon crouched so he could look the goblin in the eye. “The old ways are fading, mon ami. One day, beings like you and me will be an amusing memory for tales. So in honor of the old ways, let us come to an agreement. A half-dozen barrels of wine, double the number of calves, enough fodder to last you through the lean time, and of course the amusement you had in making the villagers dance to your tune again. That is more than enough for ten years of peace. Or…”

“What? What? What do you offer?” The goblin chief capered, its gaze still locked on the clicking lid of the lighter.

“This.” Michel-Leon lifted the lighter, turning it so the creature could see it from all sides. “In exchange, you leave them alone until my firstborn is old enough to parlay with you.”

The chief twitched, and its followers stirred as they murmured amongst themselves. The language was unearthly, coming out as a sigh among the trees, the babble of a brook, all with the undertone of distant music. It made Michel-Leon sad to think this might be the last time he heard it. There were creatures and monsters he didn’t mind tussling with and felt no sorrow at their loss. The goblins were different. They were annoying. They could be dangerous, but usually they didn’t mean harm. But with each generation the potential for actual violence grew, and it had taken all Michel-Leon’s influence and fast-talking to prevent bloodshed here. He didn’t want to witness that on either side.

The goblin chief hissed in disapproval and the others picked it up until the entire valley hummed with the sound of an army of angry teakettles. Régine started to draw her gun, but stopped when Michel-Leon laid his hand over hers.

“I hope you know what the hell you’re doing. They are keyed for action,” she said, trying to keep her eyes on all the scampering forms.

Michel-Leon had one gambit. If it didn’t work, he’d have to think of something better in a decade.

“No deal!” the chief announced, tightening the shawl around it. “Ten years, then we’ll play again and make the mayor’s wife cry more tears. Collect the tribute,” it snarled to its followers, and a group scampered away up the hill.

“Those fools had better stay in the chapel,” Régine said, a frown marring her brow as they disappeared into the trees.

“We warned them.” Michel-Leon straightened and slipped a cigarette out of his pocket. He gestured with it to the goblin. “If that is what you wish. Ten years then and the tribute. I’ll see you again when that time is up.” He brought it up to his lips and opened the lighter. The goblin chief paused, its hand lifted to swear. Michel-Leon flicked the striker and the flame flared.

“A spark! He’s got a spark in a box!” The goblins hooted and hollered until the rolling hillsides up to the Vosges rang with the noise. Michel-Leon shut the lid and the flame disappeared.

“Do it again. Bring the spark back,” the goblin chief demanded as it broke the line of the undrawn circle around Michel-Leon.

“This? I thought you didn’t want it.” Michel-Leon flipped it open again and worked the mechanism to make the flame reappear. “It’s a bit of human craftsmanship. What you would call human magic.”

The goblin reached out with greedy hands, its eyes fixed on the flame. “Does it always work?”

“I cannot promise it will work forever. Human magic doesn’t work in the same way yours does, but my grandpère made this about thirty years ago, and I suspect it has at least that many years of sparks left in it. He was quite clever.” Michel-Leon closed the lid on the flame once again and dropped the lighter in his pocket as the goblins moaned in disappointment. “So, do we have a deal on the ten years of peace along with the tribute?”

“No deal!” The chief tore its gaze away from Michel-Leon’s pocket. “We want the spark in the box.”

“I don’t know,” Régine cut in with a frown for the chief. “You keep changing your mind. How is the chevalier to know you mean it this time?”

“We swears. We swears.” The chief held out its hands for the lighter, its eyes round with awe.

“I think the chief means it, Michie.” Régine gave his shoulder an approving squeeze, but it didn’t comfort him.

Michel-Leon squatted down again and watched the capering goblins with a sense of sadness. He would miss their wonder and tricky ways. Eventually, they’d figure out a loophole. They were goblins. But given the difference in time between his world and theirs, he doubted he’d ever see another one around these parts in his lifetime. He held up the lighter one more time. “The spark and in exchange you keep to your homes and the peace until my first born is old enough to parlay with you?”

“Oui! Oui! Oui! We have a deal.” The goblin chief capered its hands outstretched to take the lighter.

Michel-Leon tossed it to the chief, and it grabbed it out of the air with a quicksilver motion. The goblins held their breath as the creature flicked it open and the flame flared to life. “We have the spark!” For a heartbeat, the goblins celebrated in the valley, and then they were gone.

Michel-Leon glanced at the now dark goblin holes and sighed. “Goodbye, little ones.”

“Making a deal like that is chancy,” Régine broke the silence and took his hand. “If they grasp your intent behind it, it’ll anger them. Or you’ve given fate a reason to mess with you, challenging it like that. You might end up a father, after all.”

“No children.” Michel-Leon slung an arm around her shoulder. “I will buck the system as you do, only I have a thousand voices in my head screaming over my decisions. You merely must contend with your parents.”

Régine grimaced. “Maman can equal at least half those voices.” She took the cigarette from him and pulled in a deep breath. “When you asked for one of these, I thought you’d taken them up. Steadies the nerves, they say, though not something I think I’d want except on occasion.”

“Your nerves needed no steadying. You did well.” Michel-Leon had missed having someone he could trust at his back. Giving into her nagging had been a good decision.

“She is not one of us.”

Michel-Leon ignored the whispering voices that drowned out Régine’s reply. The sky lit up with a bright white light streaking away from them toward the northwest. Michel-Leon squinted up at it as the voices went quiet in his mind. He watched it curiously, trying to identify it. Some type of comet. It was hard to make out any details as it undulated with a rainbow hue.

“What is it? It’s beautiful,” Régine said in awe. “Look at the colors in its tail.”

Michel-Leon eyed the long body in the wake with a sense of foreboding. There was an impression of long, eel-like tails, but they were mere shadows in the glow. There was something familiar about the light and the overall shape mixed in with the importance of the time of year. It nagged at him. He fought off the rising tide of the voices roaring in his mind. It had to be bad for this many to be babbling at once. He sank to his knees, his legs weakening as he fought to remain present. The voices fed the fear, which only made the voices louder.

“Michel-Leon!” Régine cried, her fingers digging into his shoulders. “Stay with me. Remember the song.”

He tried to concentrate on her voice, tried to focus his eyes on any point to ground him as the screaming began. Then Michel-Leon lost the battle and the voices swarmed over him. The surrounding landscape disappeared as Michel-Leon saw nothing but gray. The gray of nothingness. The gray of smoke and ash. The bitter, fearful remains of fire.

The screaming increased a hundredfold. Screams of pain and terror and with it the most horrid sounds Michel-Leon ever heard, the rending of flesh. He tried to close his eyes and cover his ears, rocking back and forth, but it never worked. He had no eyes and ears in this other realm.

“Metz. Metz. They overwhelmed us. The wings blotted out the sky. All the chevaliers perished.”

“In Angers, hundreds disappeared even before the swarm hatched. Hundreds. They all walked into the mists never to be seen again.”

“One in ten died in Lyon.”

More and more testimonies came as the splintered memories of past chevaliers came forward. Figures appeared out of the mists, and Michel-Leon concentrated on one. That was the trick. Try to listen to them all and it would overwhelm any soul. Pick one voice, one story to hear, and pray to the Almighty he picked the right one.

The figure solidified into a large man missing an arm with half his face ripped away. “Don’t repeat my mistakes. Evacuate the city. Get them all out before it’s too late.”

“Sweet Saint Jeanne, what happened?” Michel-Leon asked, reaching out to grasp the man’s shoulders. “What happened with the mists and the swarm? What does the light in the sky portend? What’s coming?”

He made a mistake, asked too many questions as the ancestors rushed to answer and tell their tale. The voices rose to a crescendo again, threatening to tear away his control, and the figure in front of him dissolved back into the gray. Michel-Leon reached in vain for him. “Come back. I need to know.”

More and more of the figures surrounded him, all trying to talk at once, and the screaming wouldn’t stop. He caught glimpses of hideous injuries, a promise of his own eventual fate, as the figures before him flickered in and out of sight. Every time he tried to focus on one, the rest hounded him more.

Michel-Leon concentrated on a spot over their shoulders, an unseeing spot in the distance and sang under his breath, paying attention to each word as if it were a lifeline. “Frère Jacques, Frère Jacques, dormez-vous…” If he couldn’t make sense out of them, he had to turn to the histories he was painstakingly compiling. The voices tried to drown him out, but Michel-Leon sang louder. “Sonnez les matines…”

Strong hands gripped his shoulders, shaking him, and a loved voice returned him to reality. “Come back, Michie. Don’t make me tell my grandpère I failed you. I’d never leave the kitchen again until I have littles of my own.”

Michel-Leon focused on the familiar heart-shaped face before him with its stricken expression. Sense and memory returned. Régine. He grasped her arms. “We need to get back home. Trouble is coming. Trouble on wings.”


Chapter Two

PARIS CRAWLED WITH activity. Wagons loaded with building materials or carrying the remains of ruins rumbled by as pedestrians darted out of their way. Vagabonds and urchins dodged the guards trying to nab them to be brought to the beggar’s depot in Saint-Denis. No part of the city had been spared the touch of Haussmann in his quest to give Napoleon III the city he dreamed of, the jewel of Europe.

Constantin Severin had been here for hours, yet his ears and nose had not gotten used to the cacophony of sound and scent after the quiet of the countryside. The babble of voices and strident cries, the clanging of church bells, the stamp of horses and creak of wagon wheels all played under the noise of construction and deconstruction. The acrid sting of smoke masked the worst of the odor of unwashed bodies, stale urine, and sour wine, but the reek lingered beneath.

He could get lost in a city such as this and evade his past. He could remake himself here. Again. He leaned against a tavern wall as weariness settled over him. He studied the denizens thronging the streets, moving from one errand to another. What was the point? He’d lost too many homes to count, been forced to run from the monsters who shaped him and the more insidious ones who wouldn’t allow a man to get his feet under him so he could build a life.

His gaze fell on a trio of boys roughhousing in the entryway of an alley. Shouts and laughter rang from the impromptu wrestling match. Constantin’s mouth lifted at the sight and the reminder. He needed a steady job. One that kept his hands and mind occupied and to earn enough coin that he could send some along to his brothers in Toulouse. One that kept him out of the debtor’s prison where he might attract the wrong eyes.

Constantin wasn’t in danger of that yet. He had enough coin to pay for his lodgings for a week and to eat; then he’d be out. He’d arrived this morning on foot with a long line of others who had heard Paris was in need of laborers. It was a city in flux, transforming into a new era. Not that Constantin cared. One city was the same as any other.

He rummaged in his bag and pulled out the last of his bread. As he gnawed on the heel, he considered his options. He’d spent the last few hours searching for the fine mechanical work he excelled in, but with no references and the vagabond nature to his papers, potential employers had turned him away one after another.

Foremen were hiring laborers to erect earthworks for the new boulevards cutting through the city. Others were looking for men to help burn and tear down buildings slated for demolishing and to haul away the debris. It was honest work with a steady wage. It would keep him too tired to think. Hopefully, too tired for nightmares.

His chances of finding little fiddly bits he could pocket for his tinker toys were high. That right there decided him, and Constantin set out again seeking the ever-present work crews. The foremen were easy to spot at each site. They were often in a position to watch the activity with busy frowns or fierce scowls and a rough tongue. The latter Constantin avoided. Experience had taught him the reception he would receive there. He spied a likely group where several foremen had gotten together during the lunch break to look over likely prospects.

The queue quickly shrank as each potential worker hurried forward to talk to the foremen, which underscored the demand for work, and Constantin felt a spark of hope. They weren’t turning many away. However, when it was his turn to step up to the foreman, all he received was a scowl. “Aren’t you a pretty one? Look too pretty for honest work. Go on down by the docks, or the cathedral.” He leered at Constantin with a guffaw. “Those men in skirts are always praying to God in the light and fucking like whores at night.”

Constantin stared at him in stony silence. He’d have to be in more desperate straits than these to go back to selling himself. Not for the first time he cursed the fey appearance and slight build he inherited from his mother, along with her ill luck. “I’m stronger than I look. Let me prove it. Put me on the work team.”

One of the other foremen standing at the front gave him a curious glance. He had a sturdy and dusty appearance to him, a man who led by doing as much as saying. His beard was neatly trimmed and graying, and his hands were as work worn as many of the men standing in line.

“You’re wasting my time, putain.” The foreman shoved him away and turned to the next man in line as Constantin fisted his hands in helpless anger. His fey nature had given him some gifts, but what was the point if it caused more trouble than it helped?

His temper smoldering as he turned away, Constantin eyed another site down the road with wariness. He didn’t want to spend the entire day waiting in one line after another if all the results were going to be the same. There were other ways to make money, even if some of the methods were dubious. The ground rumbled and Constantin’s anger fled as fast as it had struck. He stared around in wonder as everyone went about their errands with no more than uneasy laughs and startled looks.

“Had a big one a last week,” a man commented from the front of the line. “These are more afterthoughts, and they are getting fainter and farther apart. Nothing to fret over.”

“Not near a nuisance as the fog that rolled through a couple days after and then again the day before yesterday,” another man growled, gesturing around them with work-worn hands. “Pissed the foremen off good.”

“Was damn near impossible to get any work done while it lasted,” a third commented with a worried glance toward the sky. “It was the strangest thing, rolled up out of nowhere and disappeared just as fast.”

Constantin stiffened as one of the foremen moved up beside him, the curious man who had been standing by the one who had rejected him. He eyed the demolition zone next to them and then turned the same assessing gaze on Constantin. “Half wages for today,” he offered. “If you’re as strong as you say you are and can keep up, full wages tomorrow.”

It wasn’t fair. If he did the full work by the end of the day he should earn the full amount, but one of the first lessons Constantin learned in life was that nothing was fair. Not even close to fair, but this would get him started. “It’s a deal.”

“You’re a fool.” The first foreman shook his head as he turned back to his crew. “That boy will shirk and give you pitiful eyes when it gets down to doing actual work.”

Constantin was older than he looked, and his youthful appearance had been both a boon when he wanted to appear harmless and a hindrance when he wanted to be taken seriously. The older he got though, the more he resented his appearance. Only one person had looked beyond the glamour and had loved him for himself. And he had been gone for so long there were times when Constantin had trouble remembering his features.

“You’re the fool. You lost near a dozen workers this week and I lost some too. We need every hand we get if we’re going to keep up with Haussmann’s demands,” the head of Constantin’s crew retorted and gestured toward the crew knocking down a row of buildings and cutting through the maze of winding alleys and slums. “You can start there.”

“Merci.”

The line of demolished buildings stretched out impossibly long. In the distance, more edifices were being torn down in a haze of smoke wreathing the rooftops. He nodded and joined the workers, who muttered to each other in dark undertones as they cleared away the debris of ruins.

“What happened to the missing workers?” Constantin asked as he fell in line beside another laborer. The midmorning air held a damp chill, though the cloudless skies promised warmer weather.

“You haven’t been in Paris long, have you? More people are coming into the city every day. You sound like you’re not from this region,” the man said with a cynical glint in his gaze as he eyed Constantin.

He found when he worked a job like this, the crew either saw him as a youth to be exploited or one to be protected. Constantin didn’t fall for the first and didn’t need the second. He’d been on his own for a long time.

“I’m not. Got here this morning.” He’d found quarters quick enough in a room that had recently lost its tenant. That had been a stroke of luck with so many displaced. It was small, and the shutters needed to be fixed, but for now, it was his. If this job lasted, he’d get himself a few comforts and find someone to help him haul it up. He usually didn’t stay in any one city for more than a season, but if the work kept up, he might linger.

“Depends on what you believe. The superstitious say they got called into the mists.” The man shrugged as a couple nearby workers cast nervous glances at each other and the muttering picked up again. He spat into the dirt. “I say they found a better offer elsewhere. There are plenty of things that can drag a body down. When summer hits, just you wait, cholera’s going to be a problem, but mists?” The man snorted, picked a section and hauled up broken boards to carry to a waiting wagon. “I’m not that gullible.”

“Savaugeau’s wife said he walked right out into the fog talking about the song.” Another worker straightened, his arms full. “Acted like he couldn’t hear her when she called after him.”

“If I had his wife and pack of kids, I’d be hard of hearing too,” the first man said as he walked away, spawning complaints from others about their own lives at home.

Constantin tried to listen and get a better understanding of the danger, even as he searched for scraps he could use. Everything of value had already been carried off to be reused in other building projects. He’d watched the method used to reduce these buildings at another site. The foundation and supports had been undermined and then propped up by timbers. Gradually those supports were burned away until the structure collapsed. That was the most dangerous part. The other foreman had been doing that type of work, and Constantin resolved to be grateful he was an ass. He didn’t trust him to look out for his laborers.

This job site was already in ruins, and all that remained was clearing away debris. Maybe the workers had been lost when the walls crumbled. Losing that many people was a cause for concern, but nobody here acted worried about that danger.

Constantin carried off his own pile as he pondered the situation. If the foremen were terrible, he could understand people leaving a job, but a dozen was still too many for his comfort’s sake. Men needed to eat. They needed to bring money home to their families, and walking away from work didn’t feed starving bellies or keep a shelter over their heads. Those who couldn’t pay their bills were sentenced to the depots and once there, it was hard to leave alive.

He didn’t like getting involved with local affairs. That spelled trouble every time, so he’d do what he always did, keep his ears open and his mouth shut. If there was something sinister going on, he’d move along. There was always more work in another town, and he could keep at it until his body ached and he was too tired to dream and remember. He was a master at that, and his brothers were well-situated, though Constantin didn’t like to wait too long before sending more money. It didn’t take much to go from getting by to scraping for survival.

He lost himself in the rhythm of the work, pausing to wrap his hands with rags to protect himself from scrapes and bloody knuckles. He’d gotten soft in Arles, spoiled by fine food and the illusion of security. Good thing he always listened to his instincts and got out while he still could.

When the call to end the shift came, Constantin looked up in surprise along with the rest of the crew. There was still a couple hours of daylight left and other work gangs continued at their labor. His companions eyed each other uneasily, but they all gathered around the foreman.

“The air is turning again. More mists are going to roll through. I can smell it,” the foreman said as he doled out the day’s wages. “I expect each and every one of you here at first crack in the morning. A bonus if you come back, you hear? I’m not losing any more men. Get yourselves and your loved ones under shelter.”

“Nom de dieu. Do you think it’ll be that bad?” one of the workers asked.

“I wouldn’t take any chances. Get on with you. First thing in the morning, mind?” The foreman shooed the man off as Constantin shuffled forward and shrugged into his coat to collect his wages. “Half as I said, but you worked hard. Come back tomorrow early and you’ll get the full pay as well as the bonus.”

Constantin slipped his coin into the pouch he carried under his shirt. No worries about him not showing up. The man worked them hard and had no patience for shirking. Constantin saw the evidence of that a few hours into his first shift, but he kept his word. “I’ll be here.”

As tiring as it was, this paid better than the work he’d found in St. Malo before he’d been chased out of there as well. He’d be able to get a hot meal tonight and hide some away for his brothers. Louis was saving for his own butcher’s shop, and Damien had married and had a little one on the way. They could use every bit Constantin sent and more. His needs were few. Always had been. When they’d found themselves without their parents, he’d promised he’d take care of them. Didn’t matter if they were grown, the promise still held.

As he headed toward the section of town that held his quarters, he slipped his hand into his pocket and pulled out some of the materials he’d managed to glean. The building that had been torn down had once been a factory, and there were all manner of gears, bits of metal, and fine spun wire among the debris. He’d noticed some of the others pocketing pieces as well, no doubt to sell what they could. The foreman pretended not to notice most of the time unless the pickings were too obvious. Constantin could work on his little inventions. They weren’t much, but the delicate work soothed, and the results comforted him.

Church bells clanged all over the city, but Constantin’s thoughts raced with ideas about what he could make, so much so that he didn’t notice the activity on the street at first until the change in the city’s music alerted him. People scurried, looking over their shoulders with expressions of concern. Stalls were packed and shut down despite the fact a few hours of daylight remained to sell.

Constantin pulled up the collar of his coat and headed toward the bridge with a faster stride. It was spring. He understood bad weather, but the reactions from the denizens of the streets unnerved him. They acted as if they expected a deadly storm, and the foreman’s insistence on finding shelter rang in his mind.

The air went still with a quiet hush, and Constantin realized the street was deserted except for a few desperate souls who were taking advantage of the quiet to go through rubbish. Constantin glanced behind him and saw a fog bank rolling out among the maze of streets in a fast-moving sprawl.

Constantin froze. It didn’t move like any mist he’d ever seen before. Tendrils drifted over doors and windows with restless fingers as if seeking a way inside. Filaments of black laced through, forming a delicate web. He thought he heard the shuffle of feet, but the mist muffled all sound from where it blanketed. His heart pounded and his skin crawled as the mist swallowed up a lingerer at the end of the street. He’d witnessed many strange and wondrous things as he’d wandered all over France, but there was something different about this phenomenon.

A noise in the alley caught his attention, and he tore his gaze away. Even the urchins were fleeing, running away from the promise of free pickings as the fog flowed faster toward them. Constantin retreated several streets and ducked into a tavern as it was closing its doors. The barkeep sighed and barred the door behind him. “There will be more missing when this clears. You could’ve been one of them. Foolishness to be outside now.”

“How long does it last?” Constantin asked as he followed him to the bar. He glanced at the barred door. A fat roll of rags lay across the floor to keep the fog from coming underneath, and similar rolls covered the bottom of the windows to stop up any gaps. He wasn’t sure if that would be effective or if it was the cheery fire pushing out warmth that kept the mists from entering. He rubbed his arm, trying to scour away the sensation of being trapped.

“Several hours. Just on the safe side those doors don’t open until I’m well and certain it’s gone. And I’ll break the arms of any man or woman who tries.” He cast a threatening look at Constantin, then turned it toward the other people crowding the tables. Lines of strain and worry marred his face, and Constantin believed he’d follow through on his promise. “My sister and half her family are still missing.”

“I’m staying put.” Grateful to find that this was one of those establishments that served food along with their beer and wine, Constantin ordered a mug. He’d get his hot meal and savor it for once. He found an empty spot at a table in the corner and pulled out his small array of tools, along with the bits of metal he’d scrounged. The mood in the tavern was subdued, with most of the patrons huddled over their drinks as they eyed the door. Any conversation was conducted in uneasy whispers that sent chills through him.

It was ridiculous to be so apprehensive over some foul weather that sprang up. He’d lived through true terror, but the grumblings of his companions only underscored his reaction. He couldn’t see the world outside the shutters and door. It reminded him of the more claustrophobic days at the orphanage, when the men in charge would lock up offenders in the dark and breathless attic or take off choice children for special punishments.

Constantin’s fingers trembled and he focused instead on his tiny tools and the pieces he worked with as his construct took shape. This one would be a cat, he decided. A miniature, slinky feline. The tinkering provided endless fascination. The creatures he created almost came alive for him. Once he discovered he could animate them with a breath of magic, in many ways they did come alive. They had no personality, no ability to make decisions, but they were amusing and occasionally useful.

“That is some fine work you do.” The familiar voice of the foreman jerked Constantin out of his concentration. “You can find better work than what you’re doing with skill like that.”

Constantin glanced up from the creature. The foreman studied him with a considering expression. He went back to fine tuning his work, checking the joints to make sure they moved smoothly. “I’d need to find someone willing to take a chance on me or apprentice to someone.” And Constantin was too old for that. He’d found careers for his brothers, and it had served them well, but he’d never found a place where he fit in. “When did you come in?”

“Not long before you did. I gathered I wouldn’t make it to my room.” The foreman stuck out his hand. “Perrin Lyon.”

“Constantin Severin.” He took the offered hand, trying to get a read on the other man. He didn’t like the coincidence of him being here at the same time, and he couldn’t help but question it. But the only thing he sensed was friendly curiosity, not the predatory energy of a man hunting. Sometimes a coincidence was just that, and getting nervy wouldn’t help him at all.

“May I?” Perrin asked, gesturing to the cat taking shape in Constantin’s hands. “Most of my workers who scrounge are looking for bits to sell. I figured you among them. Some foremen make them hand it over so they can sell it on their own and pocket the money. I figure I’m holding steady. I won’t take food out of the mouth of my men. Didn’t expect to see you making anything.”

Constantin stamped down on his instant distrust. It got him into trouble more often than it helped him. He relinquished the little figure and sorted through his remaining pieces to find what would work best for its whiskers.

“I know a man who’s hiring people to build train engines. He could use specialists who can handle fiddly bits like you. You follow orders well and work hard. I’d be willing to put in a word for you,” Perrin said as he handed the figure back.

“What’s in it for you?” Nothing for nothing. That’s how the world worked. Constantin could haggle and hustle, but he had hard lines. His hand drifted to the dagger hidden under his coat before he made himself let go. There was nowhere to hide in the crowded common room, even with his unique ability to disappear. And running outside meant he’d have to go into the mists. He wanted to know more about what made everyone so cagey about them before he risked it.

“A onetime cut from you when you’re settled, a bonus from him.” Perrin shrugged. “We all help each other. I’ll expect a payout from your first wages if it works out. I hate to lose you, but I can get grunt work. The type of work you’re doing now is more in demand, especially these days.”

Constantin considered the offer as he laid two tiny gears for the eyes. A whisper of magic set them in place more surely than any glue and opened him up to the man across from him in sharper detail. The deal was genuine. He’d exert his influence to get Constantin in place and keep his other demands to a minimum.

“Agreed.” He shot the foreman a grateful look. The extra money would be helpful, and if the demands got to be too much, he would roll on to a new city with every coin he’d saved. In the meantime, he’d use the handout the man offered.

“You don’t talk much,” Perrin observed as Constantin bent over his project again.

“Not much to say.” Constantin studied the progress he’d made. He’d need more parts to balance the little toy right, but he was pleased with the results. He tied the remaining pieces in a kerchief and started to wrap a rag around the little cat when a shiver of dread whispered across his mind.

Constantin’s head jerked up as he stared hard at the door, his heart racing.

“The mists got everybody in a state,” the foreman grumbled. “People disappearing like that. It doesn’t make any sense.”

Constantin paid no attention to the man’s words. There was something out in the mists…something familiar. His hands shook as he finished wrapping up his bundle. He was imagining things, letting everyone’s fear grab ahold of him. He’d left himself open when he’d read the man’s intentions. That’s all.

The magicman was in Toulouse, not here. And it was the reason Constantin could never go home again. The familiar energy was a frisson across his senses again, and Constantin’s stomach roiled, upsetting the food he’d consumed. It had been twenty years. Twenty years and hundreds of kilometers. It had to be his imagination. He buried his face in his hands as dark memories swarmed over him, stealing his breath.


Chapter Three

THE WELCOMING SIGHT of the Inn of the Mountain greeted Michel-Leon and Régine as they made their way up the climbing, twisting street toward the building that sat on a knoll above the town. To the east of the inn sat the crumbling, fire-wrecked ruins of his ancestral home. The setting sun splashed red and orange over the gutted stone, making it appear as if it still burned. As always, Michel-Leon made a point of turning his face away. The reminder would agitate the shades of his ancestors and give him memories he didn’t have time or desire to contend with. He didn’t want to remember that night.

He concentrated instead on the questions and tasks ahead of him. He’d sit down, put his feet up, and have a hot meal as he read over his correspondence and gathered what he knew. There had to be notes somewhere that would help them prepare for what was coming.

“Do you think the creature has found a nest yet?” Régine asked.

“So, you’re speaking to me again?” Michel-Leon replied with a tease to his voice he hoped would evoke a smile. The flinty look she gave him in return showed her anger hadn’t cooled. He should’ve let her keep the trousers on and had her deal with her parents and the consequences. “I’m not sure. The information I’m getting from the ancestors is garbled at best. From what I can make out, the lifecycle is relatively short.”

“How much time do we have before the swarm hatches?”

Michel-Leon stopped his horse and twisted in his saddle to face Régine. “By September at the most. Régine, I’m sorry about the dress. Je suis désolé. I’m going to need you the next few months. I don’t want to risk your mother forcing you to stay home.”

“You’re the baron.” Régine shot him a fulminating glare. Many of her curls had escaped their braid during the long ride and hung riotous around her face. “You could insist on taking me with you.”

“I could, but that would lead to bad feelings all around. Your family kindly provided me with shelter and a home. I don’t want the inn to cease to be a haven. When you’re out with me, you can wear whatever the hell you want.” Michel-Leon laid his fist over his heart. “I swear.”

“It’s not fair,” Régine grumbled, though she was softening. Michel-Leon hated to see the lines of unhappiness around her mouth.

“I know.” Michel-Leon looked toward the inn with longing. The lime rendered stone walls clambered up two stories to the blue-gray slate roof. The tower section at the meeting point of the two wings rose another story and was the place Michel-Leon called home. Behind the inn, the farm that provided the food sprawled over lush fields. Michel-Leon would miss watching spring blossoming into summer here.

Régine sighed and nudged her mare forward. “That’s why it’s hard to stay mad at you. You do understand. And you don’t tell me life isn’t fair when you know better than me it isn’t.”

“The world is changing, Régine,” Michel-Leon said as he followed her into the courtyard. “And I expect you will be at the vanguard of those changes.”

“You arrived back in good time, my lord,” Hadrien Belanger called from the stables. He hurried out, wiping his hands on a cloth, to help them with their horses. He was a stocky man with a long face and silvering red curls cropped close to his head. Régine’s uncle was one of the many members of her family who worked at the inn and farm, and he was a welcome sight.

“It’s good to be back.” He swung down from his horse and handed the reins to Hadrien with a sigh of relief. He was tired of being in the saddle for hours at a time.

“Régine, my little hoyden, it is good to see you too,” Hadrien said with a smile of affection as she slid from her saddle. He tugged on one of her wayward curls, and she kissed his cheek in greeting.

“Where is Maman?” Régine asked. “Do they need help tonight?”

“Non, we weren’t expecting you for another day, at least. I suspect she’s in the kitchen. She’ll want you to eat before she hands out more chores.” He caught her horse’s reins and gave the mare’s nose a gentle pat. “I’ll take care of your mounts and have Pierre bring up your saddlebags.”

A meal sounded like the promise of heaven. “Merci, I’ll eat in the common room tonight after I’ve spoken with Janvier. Do you know where I can find him?”

“My sister has potee on the menu tonight. It’s been cooking all day.” His grin widened when Michel-Leon’s stomach rumbled. “I thought that would get your attention. Janvier is meeting with Monsieur Simon. They’ve been holed up in the library for the last hour.”

Michel-Leon thought of his comfortable seat by the fire with a sense of longing. He could count on Marie filling him near to bursting with stew and freshly baked bread. He’d enjoy the company of those who knew him personally, where he wasn’t the representation of a savior from their folklore, a man he couldn’t possibly live up to.

His valet, Janvier, always told Michel-Leon to let him listen to the requests first, to weed out the chaff or those who could fend for themselves. He would bring those requests with genuine need to Michel-Leon’s attention. Michel-Leon was never good at listening, though, not even to Janvier. But before he could indulge in the cozy seat by the fire, he needed to check in with Janvier and see if any of his queries yielded results. It was indicative that the telegraph master was here, meeting with his valet.

The scent of smoked meat and aromatic vegetables greeted him as he came through the door. The common room was half full, mostly with villagers who had come up for a drink after a long day, though a few travelers sat in the corner as Marie and Jean’s daughters bustled around serving and clearing.

Marie smiled in welcome as she set a glass of plum brandy down on the little table by his chair. The fire crackled, beckoning to him, but duty’s call was louder. “Merci, madame. I need to speak with Janvier, but I’ll return, and I look forward to relaxing.”

“See that you do, my lord. You’ve been running hither and yon all winter. You’ll never get your book finished if you don’t take a moment to sit.” She gave him a tart look that would scandalize her husband, but Marie took her cue from Janvier and mothered him almost as much as she did the rest of her brood. “And you, young mademoiselle.” She pointed her finger at her wayward daughter as Régine schooled her expression. “You are as bad as he is. After you eat, I’ll have baths drawn up. Tomorrow, you can get back to work, Régine.”

“Oui, Maman.” Régine settled at the little table with a sigh of relief and was soon in conversation with her sisters, who had gathered around her, forgotten trays on their hips.

Michel-Leon wanted to get back to his book. He needed to get his impressions down about the goblins before the delay from traveling warped his memories. Well, he’d have to make the time. He took the stairs at a trot up to the tower room. The second level held his bed and bath with a cozy study across the hall. The third floor held Janvier’s room and Michel-Leon’s library. It contained every tome and journal compiled by chevaliers before him. He was attempting to fill in the considerable gaps. Unfortunately, too many chevaliers before him relied on the voices to guide them, but the ancestral memories carried their own dangers, and Michel-Leon would rather trust a method that wouldn’t deteriorate when he lost his mind.

Low voices murmured from behind the library doors. Michel-Leon braced himself and opened the doors. His whipcord-thin, aging valet glanced up with a grave expression that had Michel-Leon’s stomach sinking. The man next to him ran the telegraph station in town.

“My lord, I regret to inform you that you were right. The mists have returned,” Janvier said.

“Where?” Michel-Leon strode to the large map of France dominating one wall. Notes he hadn’t properly moved to his journals yet covered the surface.

“The mists.”

The voices hissed and Michel-Leon sensed them gathering. He ruthlessly blocked them before they could start clamoring. He would be damned if he’d give into his inherited weakness instead of going with solid facts.

“Paris, my lord,” Monsieur Simon replied as he picked up the telegram on the table and handed it over. “We’ve received several messages over the week. They reported three occurrences of the mists.”

“Paris?” A chill settled over Michel-Leon’s heart. The swarm had never settled in a city so populous before. He didn’t want to contemplate the number of victims it could claim before the swarm took to the stars again. “Do they have any idea of the number of people missing?”

Monsieur Simon shook his head, his mouth turned down in distress. “There are some missing, but to be honest, the palace doesn’t appear to be concerned. They don’t know, my lord. They don’t understand the dangers the way we do around here. Our informants insist they will need a Chevalier de Rouen.”

“Bien sûr.” Michel-Leon waved him off with an impatient nod and made his way to the table on leaden legs. “Go get some food and rest. Let me confer with Janvier, and we will make plans to leave as soon as it is possible to do so.”

The voices clamored at him, demanding he listen. Michel-Leon cautiously inched down the barrier enough to recognize the agitated chaos, to hear the screaming. He erected the barrier again with a shudder. He’d keep it up until they calmed down, or he’d be a useless wreck. It was frustrating in the extreme to have possible answers at his hands and unable to risk diving for them. There were too many ancestors upset by this new threat to risk trying to converse with them at this stage.

Michel-Leon buried his face in his hands, and Janvier settled his hand on his shoulder. His earliest memories were of Janvier, who served his grandpère. The two of them had contrived to give him some sense of family and home. He’d been the odd one out in the family. More interested in science than combat, wanting to know why and how things worked. His brother had been their father’s prize. Not Michel-Leon.

“Michel-Leon, you will find a way. Chin up, boy.”

Michel-Leon blinked up at Janvier’s lined and worried face. “I haven’t been a boy in a long time, old man.”

Janvier straightened with a relieved expression as Michel-Leon let his hands fall away. “You didn’t have an episode, but I’m assuming those blighted shades of yours spoke with you at some point. Did you get anything useful out of your encounter?” he asked as he poured Michel-Leon a hefty glass of cognac.

“A lot of place names, nothing concrete.” He took a long swallow of the cognac, and the burn steadied him. “Do any of them mean anything to you? Angers, Metz, Lyon, if I remember correctly. There may have been others, but I swear every chevalier ghost who ever existed converged on me at once.” Michel-Leon shuddered and took another swallow.

“Metz…” Janvier pulled out a chair and made an impatient gesture for Michel-Leon to sit as if he were still a recalcitrant child of ten. “When I was a little older than you are, I began serving your grandpère as his valet when my father retired. I remember him speaking of the disaster at Metz. Thousands died.”

“Ah, oui, oui. I would’ve remembered that one if I hadn’t been in such a hurry to return. They blamed the chevaliers for not giving enough of a warning and that began the decline of our order.” Michel-Leon rubbed his temples as he organized his thoughts. It was less of a decline and more of a plummet.

“Have Régine come up with our dinners. It’s going to be a long night. Send a telegram to Liam Dill in London on the off chance they have a record of these occurrences over there as well. Régine and I will start going through my family’s journals to pick out what would be useful to take with me. Find out when the next train is leaving for Paris. I’ll be on it.”

The old man straightened to the best of his ability, eliciting a symphony of wince-inducing cracks from his lean frame, and gave Michel-Leon a hard glare from under bushy white eyebrows. “You have your pronouns confused, my lord. We will be on the next train to Paris.”

Michel-Leon attempted to stare Janvier down. He had been more of a father to him than Michel-Leon’s own, and when Janvier passed, he’d be utterly alone. He’d be damned if he did anything to quicken that time.

“You need me,” Janvier insisted. “I know more of the château’s secrets than you, and you’ll need to stay there even if you hate it. You’ll need the safety of those walls.”

“We have a map of the château and a list of all the traps.” Michel-Leon tried to remember which journal it was in and added that to the list of what they…he should bring with him.

“You cannot trust your father’s notes, nor unfortunately, your grandpère’s at the end of his life. I served at the château for decades. I know how the minds of those two worked, even better than you, and I was alive when the disaster at Metz occurred, even if I wasn’t there personally. I can help. S’il vous plaît, Michel-Leon, I never involved myself in your father’s affairs out of fear. Your grandpère told me more than I wished to know, even more so after he saw I took on the responsibility of tending to you. They sought dark things and those things ate your father’s soul raw. I watched him die two deaths and could do nothing to stop either.” He looked at Michel-Leon, his blue eyes clouded with age and worry. “I would not lose you the same way. Not on that same dark path. I know you fear it too.”

Michel-Leon stood to face his valet and laid a hand on his bony shoulder. Janvier deserved to spend his last days at the Inn of the Mountain in front of a fire with the comfort of his books and great-grandkids. If Michel-Leon had his burdens, then Janvier had an even greater one and that was keeping an eye on him. Michel-Leon could not deny him anything.

“Mon ami, I will not follow my father’s path. I promise you. You can come on the sole promise that when I say it is time to leave, with or without me, you go. Swear to that.”

Janvier regarded him a moment longer. “As you wish, my lord. But you swear in return to keep Régine by your side. I know her mother desires a different life for her, but Régine is determined to make her own path. She will be another set of eyes.”

“I agree. And Régine will insist on it. She’s better with a blade and pistol than I am.” Michel-Leon smiled at Janvier’s pained expression. “As you said, she goes her own way.”

“Both of you do, my lord,” Janvier replied at his most dry and wintery. Michel-Leon winced as Janvier turned away. At least he agreed to leave when ordered, even if Michel-Leon would have to put up with his return to formality until the old man forgave him. He eyed the long shelves of books and journals and dove in to make some sense out of the scanty, crazed notes.

*

THE TRAIN JERKED and swayed as it moved west through the French countryside. Michel-Leon pulled another journal out of the neat stack Janvier had stowed and shoved the trunk back under the bed. The cramped cabin he shared with Janvier was a mess of discarded books, scraps of notes, and ink stains on the blankets where Michel-Leon had more than one mishap.

“Disorganization and sloth are the true enemies of the superior mind,” his father’s voice whispered.

That had been the old baron’s mantra. Michel-Leon found it scribbled on the first line of every journal that held his father’s research and investigations. Michel-Leon had tried to live by the same credo, but the cluttered cabin was a testament to yet another way in which he fell short of the ideal his father set. It was bad enough knowing it. He didn’t need a shade reminding him of his shortcomings.

“You know what’s the enemy of the superior mind?” Michel-Leon retorted testily. “Bad recordkeeping. Didn’t one of you consider writing down important details? Like what avenues of investigation you’ve tried that didn’t pan out, so I’m not duplicating efforts. All I’ve found are the numbers of the dead and the patterns of the mists.” Too many of the accounts broke off ominously or degraded into rambling bits of insanity. Maybe his ancestors meant to go back to finish their notes but were never given the opportunity, which reminded Michel-Leon of the guilty fact that he was behind on his own book.

He turned back to the information he had gleaned, which was useful since it appeared to be consistent. The mists rolled out every third day to start with and then began spacing further and further apart before stopping altogether. They’d have two weeks at the most after the cycle stopped. Once the swarm hatched, it was over. Michel-Leon scribbled another note and ignored the vague mutterings in his mind. If they weren’t going to give him anything useful, he wasn’t going to listen.

“I would watch the habit of talking to yourself, my lord. Our friends at the inn take it in stride. I doubt they will be so open-minded in Paris.”

Michel-Leon spared a glance for Janvier, who had appeared in the cabin. He hadn’t even heard him open the door. “He plagues me. They all plague me with dire warnings, but no real information. At least Saint Jeanne’s voices were useful.”

“Indeed, right up to the moment where they burned her at the stake.” Janvier straightened a pile of books as Michel-Leon grimaced. “It’s time to eat, my lord. You have not left your room since we boarded, and the buffet car is quite nice for an iron tomb hurtling about at ridiculous speeds.”

Michel-Leon waved an impatient hand at him. “No time. I’ll take tea and whatever you slap on a plate that won’t make a mess.”

“Michel-Leon,” Janvier said in such a firm voice that he looked up at his valet in surprise. “You will get up and accompany me to the buffet car, and you will take a break and eat a full meal. If you won’t do it for the sake of a healthy mind and body, perhaps you’ll do it because there is a gentleman from Metz dining there with this grandson. He survived the attack that decimated the city fifty-two years ago.”

Michel-Leon stared at him blankly a moment, and then all the words came together in a rush. “Why didn’t you lead with that?” He got up, scrubbing ineffectually at the ink stains on his fingers with his handkerchief. “Bah.” He tossed it on top of his abandoned books and grabbed his coat before Janvier could comment on him showing up in the dining car in his shirtsleeves. “Suddenly, I’m famished.”

“I can’t imagine why, my lord,” Janvier replied in a bland tone that made Michel-Leon wince. He could deliver a scathing retort that to everyone around them would appear innocuous, but Michel-Leon knew better.

He followed Janvier’s erect figure as they made their way to the buffet car, the scents making his stomach growl. He couldn’t remember what he had for breakfast, but he hadn’t complained, so it must have tasted fine. Tables lined the buffet car on either side of the windows. The occupants dined on glass plates and tables covered in linen. A serving cart trundled along between the tables, laden down with empty dishes placed there by the diners. Its body carried eight legs that allowed it to steady itself as it moved along. Quite a clever mechanical device.

He turned to watch its steady progress. His grandpère had been the tinkerer in the family. He would’ve loved all the new gadgets and inventions that abounded today. Jean had bought a new device for the creamery that churned out the most amazing cheese. Michel-Leon was hopeless when it came to the steam-powered gadgets.

“Utter frippery,” Janvier said, eying the glass and crystal. “I have to wonder what they waste on breakage going for opulence over common sense. That creepy monstrosity had to have cost a fortune merely to collect plates. This push toward automation will ruin us all.”

Michel-Leon had to agree with him on the former, which was one of the reasons why they got along so well. His mother would’ve been horrified with how he lived his life. Michel-Leon had no patience for niceties. Despite his distaste for them, Janvier could get quite stubborn about it if he felt the situation warranted it and if it impacted Michel-Leon’s standing in the community. However, the serving cart charmed Michel-Leon. It should be clumsy, but the mechanics of it flowed.

“The gentleman three tables down with the boy at his side,” Janvier said in an undertone, and Michel-Leon’s gaze zeroed in on him. Recognition jolted through the ancestors and the clamor rose up.

“Lost! Lost! We thought you were lost!” one cried out above the rest in agony and grief.

“The swarm ravaged, tearing apart the young and carrying them off.”

“The wings blotted out the sky. The noise blotted out my reason. It was a slaughter.”

Michel-Leon swayed as the voices pounded him, and he had to steel himself to push them down to a mutter. He needed no more confirmation the man had survived Metz than the ancestors’ response to him. He focused on Janvier’s voice before he lost himself again.

“I made some inquiries. His name is Auguste Vautrin, and his grandson is Raul.” The older man was unkempt in the way of scholars, his hair in disarray and his clothing rumpled as he wrote feverishly in a journal. He looked to be in his late sixties and the boy with him old enough to behave and be of some assistance, though he spent his time staring out the window as he ate.

“Find Régine and send her to me. I could use her observations,” Michel-Leon ordered. There was an air about the pair that was vaguely familiar, a quality the ancestors approved of, and they weren’t welcoming to many. Probably damned grateful there were survivors of that horror.

“I alerted her first. She should be here as soon as she’s dressed appropriately.”

Michel-Leon left that comment unanswered. Janvier may disdain waste, but he had a strong sense of social niceties, especially when it came to appearances. “Do you mind if I join you?” Michel-Leon paused beside the table as Janvier disappeared.

The man looked up at him with an expression of vague irritation. “I’m busy. Go find another place to sit.” He nudged his plate over so it took up more of the space on the table.

His grandson glanced at him and leaned over to whisper; his voice carried loud enough for Michel-Leon to hear. “Grandpère, it’s the Chevalier de Rouen. The one the old gentlemen was talking about. Remember, you promised to answer some questions.”

“My sister and I won’t take up too much of your time,” Michel-Leon assured him as Régine approached. She had neatly pinned her hair up, and her expression was more intrigued than irritated.

He pulled out a chair for her. “I had a few questions for you about the tragedy at Metz. Rather urgent questions. This is my sister, the Widow Bardin. I am Michel-Leon Parisee.”

“Je suis désolé. I get lost in my notes sometimes.” Vautrin looked down at his papers with a sigh and gathered them together. They looked like drawings of a mechanical device of a strange long, vertical configuration. “I am Auguste Vautrin, and this is my grandson Raul.”

Régine gave him a winsome smile as she pulled out a notebook. “My brother has a similar reaction when I interrupt his studies. We understand your hesitation.”

Michel-Leon drew out the chair next to the boy and sat. “S’il vous plaît, call me Michel-Leon. I’m not very formal.” He gestured toward the pictures and notes as Vautrin tucked them inside a worn leather notebook. “I couldn’t help but notice what you were working on. My grandpère loved such things. He was always inventing something new, though he had a particular fondness for clocks.”

Auguste’s eyes brightened and for the first time, he looked at Michel-Leon with welcome in his eyes instead of gazing at him as if he were an intruder. “It’s a new mode of transportation. One that could revolutionize our world. Make this train seem like a wagon in comparison. With it, we could go to the stars.”

That was an intriguing thought, and he wouldn’t be the first inventor that had such dreams. Before Michel-Leon could question him further, another automaton appeared, laden down with a tray and a pot of tea. Since it stopped right by Michel-Leon’s chair, he had no doubt Janvier had it sent. “I’d like to talk with you further about your invention sometime,” he said as he set the dishes before him and Régine. Not that he had time for such conversation. One day, his life would calm down enough for him to pursue his own intellectual studies.

“But you’re here to talk about Metz.” The old man’s eyes went distant with a remembered pain. “Not the sort of conversation one has over a meal.”

“I have developed an iron stomach. Hazard of the job.” Michel-Leon paused before digging in.

“We would not distress you with our questions if it wasn’t urgent,” Régine said, capturing Michel-Leon’s gaze and casting a significant glance at Raul, who had gone back to watching out the window.

“Though perhaps not a talk your grandson should overhear,” Michel-Leon suggested at the reminder that innocence was too fleeting in this world.
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