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​The Werewolf of Dole: A Magistrate's Confession

In 1573, Franche-Comté is terrorized by the disappearance of eleven children. Ambitious magistrate Jean-Baptiste Mercier leads the investigation that captures Gilles Garnier, a starving hermit found over a child's mutilated body. Through systematic torture, Mercier extracts a confession: Garnier claims he made a demonic pact, transformed into a wolf, and hunted children to feed his dying wife.

The trial becomes spectacular theater. Garnier is convicted as a werewolf and burned alive in 1574, establishing legal precedent across Europe. Mercier's career flourishes as his Arrest Memorable guides hundreds of subsequent werewolf prosecutions.

But privately, Mercier harbors devastating doubts. Did Garnier truly transform, or was the confession manufactured through torture? Were all eleven crimes his, or were distant murders wrongly consolidated? Most troubling: the precedent he established leads to over 300 executions by 1600—how many burned unjustly?

In his final months, the dying magistrate writes a secret testament acknowledging the torture employed, the ambiguous evidence, and the terrible cost of choosing order over truth. Sealed for 157 years, his confession reveals how celebrated justice can mask systematic failure, and how good intentions can forge machinery of persecution.

Let those who come after do better than we did.
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​PART I: THE GATHERING DARKNESS


​Chapter 1: The Letter from Lyon
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Spring 1572

The letter arrived on a Tuesday, which I remember only because it was market day, and the square below my chambers at the Parliament of Dole rang with the voices of merchants hawking their diminished wares. The document itself was unremarkable—a single folded sheet sealed with the common wax of a village clerk, not the elaborate stamp that denoted correspondence of importance. My secretary, young Étienne, placed it atop a stack of similar petitions, complaints, and notifications that formed the daily sediment of judicial administration.

I confess I paid it little attention at first. By the spring of 1572, such letters had become as common as sparrows in the eaves. Another vagrant. Another displaced soul seeking refuge in the County of Burgundy. Another name to add to the ledgers that tracked the human debris washing through Franche-Comté like floodwater through a broken mill.

The correspondent identified himself as Claude Perrault, clerk to the village of Amange, a settlement of perhaps three hundred souls some two leagues distant from Dole proper. His hand was practiced but his spelling provincial—the marks of a man educated just enough for his station, but no further. The substance of his letter was brief:

"To the Honorable Magistrate of the Parliament of Dole: Notice is hereby given that a man calling himself Gilles Garnier, claiming origin from Lyon or its territories, has established residence in the wilderness of St. Bonnot, proximate to our village. Said individual is without proper documentation of travel, without visible means of support, and has been observed in circumstances suggesting vagrancy and possible theft. The village respectfully requests guidance as to whether this matter requires judicial attention or may be resolved through local means."

I set the letter aside.

Lyon. The word itself conjured a particular type of problem. The great city to our southwest had been hemorrhaging its poor for years, ever since the religious wars had disrupted the silk trade and the Protestant troubles had sent tremors through every commercial house from Geneva to Paris. Men who had once worked looms now walked the roads. Families who had lived three generations in the same quarter found themselves dispossessed by debt, by violence, by the simple grinding machinery of economic collapse.

And they came here. To Franche-Comté. To the County of Burgundy, which still maintained a precarious stability under the distant authority of the Spanish Habsburgs. They came because we were not yet burning. Not yet starving. Not yet wholly consumed by the confessional hatreds that were tearing France into pieces.

But we were bending under the weight of them.

I rose from my desk and moved to the window. Below, the market square of Dole presented its usual tableau of spring commerce. Farmers from the surrounding villages had brought what little their winter stores could spare—turnips, dried beans, smoked pork from autumn's slaughter. The prices were criminal, though I could hardly fault the sellers. Two poor harvests in succession had left even prosperous households counting measures of grain like misers counting coins.

Among the market stalls moved the familiar figures of our permanent poor: the crippled veteran of some forgotten campaign, displaying his stump for sympathy and copper; the widow Moreau with her pathetic basket of last year's apples, wrinkled as her own face; the half-wit boy who swept the square for scraps. But interspersed among them were the new poor—the ones whose clothes, though patched and filthy, still showed traces of better days. A man in a threadbare doublet that had once been fine wool. A woman whose cloak bore the faded marks of merchant-class embroidery. These were the refugees. The displaced. The economically destroyed.

We had absorbed hundreds in the past five years. Perhaps thousands. The exact number was unknowable—they came and went like birds, settling briefly in forest hovels or the cellars of sympathetic peasants before moving on or dying quietly in ditches. The Parliament tracked only those who committed crimes or became charges of the parish. The rest existed in a shadow world between notice and oblivion.

One more vagrant from Lyon was hardly worth my attention.

And yet.

I returned to my desk and read the letter again. Something in the clerk's phrasing nagged at me. "Established residence in the wilderness of St. Bonnot." Not passing through, then. Not temporary. The man had dug in, made a place, however crude. And the location—St. Bonnot—I knew it vaguely. Wild country. Old forest. The sort of place where the village boundaries grew vague and the ancient woods pressed close. Precisely the sort of place a man might choose if he wished to live beyond the observation of his neighbors.

"Without visible means of support."

Which meant poaching, most likely. Every forest hermit was a poacher. They lived on rabbit and deer, on birds' eggs and wild herbs, on whatever could be taken from the lord's domain without permission. It was theft, technically, but the kind of theft that happened ten thousand times across Franche-Comté every day. We could no more prosecute every peasant who snared a rabbit than we could prosecute the rain for falling.

Still, the village had written. That suggested something beyond the usual hermit's appropriation of common resources. Some conflict. Some boundary crossed.

I penned a brief response instructing the clerk to monitor the situation and report any specific infractions that might require judicial intervention. It was a nothing answer. A bureaucratic dismissal. I sealed it, added it to the outgoing correspondence, and promptly forgot about Gilles Garnier.

God forgive me, I forgot about him.



To understand how easily I dismissed that letter—how casually I condemned a document to obscurity that would later define my career and haunt my conscience—you must understand something of my own history and the office I held.

My name is Jean-Baptiste Mercier. I was born in 1534, the third son of a prosperous grain merchant in Besançon, the capital of Franche-Comté. Third sons do not inherit. We are the excess production of families, destined for the Church, the law, or the army according to our temperament and our father's connections. I had neither the piety for priesthood nor the stomach for warfare, which left the law.

My father apprenticed me at fifteen to a notary, where I learned the tedious art of legal documentation—contracts, wills, property disputes, the endless paper trail that accompanied every transaction of civilized life. It was mind-numbing work, but I had a facility for it. I could parse the labyrinthine language of legal tradition, could find the precedent that untangled a contested inheritance or the statute that resolved a boundary dispute.

At twenty-two, I passed the examination for advocate and began arguing cases before the regional courts. At twenty-eight, I secured appointment as a junior magistrate in the Parliament of Dole, the sovereign court of Franche-Comté. At thirty-four, I held a position of some authority—not the most senior judge, but respected, competent, trusted with matters of significance.

I tell you this not from vanity but to establish my credentials. By the spring of 1572, I had adjudicated hundreds of cases. I had ordered fines and imprisonments, had authorized corporal punishments, had even, on three occasions, condemned men to death. I was not naive about the nature of crime or the necessity of harsh justice. I understood that the law existed not merely to punish wrongdoing but to maintain order, to provide the framework within which society could function without collapsing into the violence that lurked perpetually beneath the surface of civilized relations.

And I understood that in times of scarcity and upheaval, that order grew more fragile.

The Parliament of Dole was housed in a former ducal palace, a sprawling stone edifice that spoke of the authority we theoretically wielded. In practice, our power was constantly negotiated between competing jurisdictions—the Spanish administration in Brussels, the local nobility with their ancient privileges, the Catholic Church with its ecclesiastical courts, and the various guilds and municipal authorities that guarded their prerogatives with jealous intensity.

We were, in essence, the secular judicial backbone of a society under strain. We heard appeals from lower courts, adjudicated disputes between nobles, prosecuted major crimes, and issued administrative decrees on everything from market regulations to public health. We were also, increasingly, the last line of defense against chaos.

The religious wars that had begun in France proper in 1562 had largely spared Franche-Comté, but their effects rippled outward like circles from a stone cast into still water. Refugees brought not only their hunger but their hatreds—Huguenot and Catholic, each bearing grievances and suspicions. Trade routes disrupted by warfare meant scarcity of goods. The cost of Spanish garrisons defending our borders meant increased taxation. And taxation combined with poor harvests meant desperation.

Desperate people do desperate things.

Our criminal dockets swelled with theft, assault, arson. Disputes over property boundaries turned violent when every acre of arable land meant survival or starvation. Markets became flashpoints for riots when grain prices spiked. We prosecuted a steady stream of poachers, vagrants, unauthorized merchants, and the occasional murderer—usually domestic, usually predictable, the sudden eruption of long-simmering resentments lubricated by cheap wine.

It was against this background that another vagrant from Lyon seemed utterly unremarkable.



Spring turned to early summer, and the letter from Amange receded into the great filing system of my memory, catalogued under "minor matters, resolved, forgotten." The weather warmed. The market filled with early vegetables—radishes, lettuce, tender peas. There was a cautious optimism in the air. Perhaps this harvest would be better. Perhaps the worst was behind us.

I remember walking through the cathedral quarter one June evening, taking my customary route home through streets I had known since childhood. The stonework glowed amber in the slanting light. Children played in the squares, their voices sharp and clear. From open windows came the smell of cooking—onions and herbs, the modest but sufficient meals of people who still had something to cook.

How quickly that can change.

I passed a beggar woman huddled in a cathedral doorway, her hand extended in the ritualized plea for charity. I dropped a small coin in her palm without really seeing her. It was habit, the expected gesture of a man of my position. Christian charity filtered through the mechanism of social obligation.

She muttered a blessing I did not pause to hear.

I think of her sometimes, that anonymous woman. I wonder if she survived what came next. I wonder if any blessing she offered had any power against the darkness that was already gathering, even as I walked home through the golden light of early summer, thinking about nothing more consequential than the brief I needed to prepare for the next day's session.

The letter from Amange lay filed and forgotten in the Parliament's archives.

Gilles Garnier was already living in the forest of St. Bonnot.

And the first child had perhaps already gone missing, though no one had yet noticed, or no one had yet connected the absence to anything more sinister than a child's wandering or a parent's momentary inattention.

The machinery of catastrophe was already in motion. I simply did not yet know it.

But I would learn. God help me, I would learn far more than I ever wished to know about hunger and desperation, about the thin line between man and monster, about the terrible choices that judges must make when order collapses and terror demands an answer—any answer, no matter how monstrous the logic required to provide it.

That letter was the first thread. I should have pulled it then, should have sent riders to Amange, should have investigated this hermit from Lyon who had established himself in the wilderness.

But I did not.

I filed the letter and moved on to matters that seemed more pressing.

It is the small failures, I have learned, that compound into tragedies. The moments of inattention. The letters set aside. The vagrant from Lyon who merited only a dismissive bureaucratic response.

By the time I understood my error, it was already far too late.

The children were already dying.
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​Chapter 2: The First Disappearance
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Late Summer 1572

The second letter from Amange arrived in mid-August, and this time there was nothing routine about it.

Étienne brought it to me during the morning session of the Parliament, interrupting a tedious dispute between two merchants over the quality of delivered wool. He would not have disturbed formal proceedings for ordinary correspondence, which told me immediately that something had shifted. I saw it in his face—a tightness around the eyes, a pallor beneath his summer-browned skin.

I called a brief recess and retired to the antechamber, breaking the seal as I walked.

The hand was the same—Claude Perrault, village clerk—but the controlled script of his previous letter had given way to something more hurried, the letters cramped and uneven:

"To the Honorable Magistrate: A child is missing from our village. Jeanne Peyrot, daughter of Michel and Catherine Peyrot, ten years of age. Last seen four days past gathering kindling near the forest edge at dusk. Search parties have found no trace. The parents are distraught beyond consolation. The village begs your immediate attention to this matter. We fear the worst."

I read it twice, my mind already moving through the familiar protocols. Missing children were not uncommon, particularly in summer when they roamed more freely, when the longer days and warmer nights loosened parental oversight. Most returned within hours—found asleep in a hayloft, or discovered at a neighboring farm, or located downstream after following a creek farther than intended. Some drowned. Some fell from trees or cliffs. Some were taken by fever or accident and died alone in the woods before they could be found.

Very few simply vanished without trace.

Four days was a long time. If the child lived, she would be desperate with hunger and thirst, probably too weak to call out even if searchers passed nearby. If she had fallen and injured herself, four days exposed to the elements would likely have finished what the initial accident began. And if she had encountered one of the vagrants or displaced men living rough in the forests...

I did not complete that thought. Not yet.

"Prepare my horse," I told Étienne. "And send word to the coroner that I may require his services. I ride for Amange within the hour."

"Shall I notify Magistrate Bodin?" Étienne asked carefully.

I hesitated. Philippe Bodin was my senior in the Parliament by a decade, a man of rigid orthodoxy and uncompromising temperament. He believed in the letter of the law applied with the force of a hammer, and he held a particular contempt for what he called my "philosophical hesitations"—my tendency to consider context, to weigh circumstances, to occasionally show mercy where the statute allowed discretion.

We were not precisely rivals, but neither were we allies. The Parliament of Dole was large enough for men of different temperaments to coexist, but small enough that those differences created friction. Bodin had made it clear on several occasions that he considered me too soft for the hard work of maintaining order in turbulent times.

A missing child in a minor village would not, under normal circumstances, require a magistrate's personal attention. The local priest and village authorities could manage the search. But something about this case—perhaps the utter absence of any trace, perhaps some instinct I could not yet articulate—told me this warranted direct investigation.

"No," I said finally. "Not yet. Let me assess the situation first. No need to trouble Magistrate Bodin with what may yet prove a tragic accident."

Étienne nodded, though I saw the flicker of doubt in his expression. He was learning the politics of the Parliament, the careful navigation required between colleagues who were simultaneously collaborators and competitors.

I returned to the chamber long enough to excuse myself from the day's remaining business, citing urgent matters in the countryside. The merchant with the wool complaint looked affronted—his grievance was clearly the most important matter in the world to him—but I had no patience for his bruised dignity. A child was missing.

The ride to Amange took two hours through countryside that still bore the lush green of summer, though I noticed the crops in the fields were shorter than they should be at this season. Another mediocre harvest looming. Another winter of tight rationing and rising desperation.

I tried not to think about what desperation might drive a man to do.



Amange was a typical village of the region—perhaps sixty or seventy houses clustered around a small church, surrounded by common fields divided into the traditional strips that each family worked. Beyond the cultivated land, the forest pressed close, the old woods that had stood since before Rome brought its roads and laws to this country.

The village had a haunted quality when I arrived. No children played in the common area. Few people moved about their business. Those I saw glanced at me with a mixture of hope and fear—the arrival of a magistrate from Dole meant the matter was serious enough to warrant official attention, but it also meant the authorities believed something terrible had occurred.

Claude Perrault met me in the village square, a thin man in his forties with ink-stained fingers and the stooped posture of someone who spent his days hunched over documents. He seemed both relieved and anxious at my presence.

"Magistrate Mercier, thank you for coming so quickly. The situation is... we have found nothing. Nothing at all."

"Take me to the parents," I said, dismounting. "And then show me where the child was last seen."

The Peyrot house was modest but well-maintained, the home of a family that worked hard and managed to stay just ahead of poverty. Michel Peyrot was a cooper, his trade evident in the stacked barrels outside his workshop. His hands were those of a craftsman—strong, precise, marked with the scars of tools and wood.

His face was the face of a man whose world had ended.

Catherine Peyrot sat motionless in a chair near the cold hearth, her eyes fixed on nothing. She had not, the clerk whispered to me, spoken a coherent sentence in two days. The shock had taken her somewhere beyond the reach of comfort or reason.

I had seen this before—the particular devastation that comes when a child vanishes. It is worse, in some ways, than certain death. Death offers the terrible consolation of finality, the ability to grieve and eventually, perhaps, to heal. Disappearance offers only the torture of imagination, the endless循环 of hope and despair, the mind conjuring ever more horrific possibilities while simultaneously clinging to the fantasy of miraculous return.

"Tell me exactly what happened," I said to Michel, keeping my voice gentle but firm. In crisis, people need the structure of authority, the sense that someone is taking control.

He spoke in a monotone, the words rehearsed from countless retellings to searchers, to neighbors, to the priest, to himself in the dark hours of sleepless nights:

"Jeanne went to gather kindling. We needed wood for the fire. She often went in the late afternoon—she knew not to go deep into the forest, just to the edge where the fallen branches are easy to find. She was a good girl. Responsible. She knew to return before full dark."

His voice cracked on the last sentence. I waited.

"When she had not returned by nightfall, I went looking. I called her name. I searched along the forest edge, thinking perhaps she had wandered farther than intended, or had hurt herself. I found... I found her basket. Just inside the tree line. Empty. Lying on its side."

"Show me," I said.



Michel led me to the eastern edge of the village, where the cultivated fields gave way abruptly to forest. The transition was sharp—crops and sunshine on one side, shadow and ancient trees on the other. I had the sudden, irrational sense of standing at a boundary between worlds.

The basket still lay where it had been found, though I could see someone had marked the spot with a stake. It was a simple woven basket, well-made, probably produced by Michel's own hands. It lay on its side among the leaf litter, perhaps twenty paces into the trees.

I knelt beside it, examining the ground. The forest floor here was thick with old leaves and moss, difficult terrain for tracking. I could see signs of disturbance—the churned earth where searchers had trampled through repeatedly—but the original scene had been thoroughly compromised.

"How many people have searched here?" I asked.

"Everyone," Michel said. "The whole village. We formed lines and walked through the forest, calling her name. We searched for two days. Every ravine, every thicket. Father Augustin organized the effort."

I stood, looking deeper into the woods. The trees here were old—oak and beech, their trunks massive, their canopy thick enough to block out much of the sunlight. Visibility extended perhaps thirty or forty paces before the vegetation and shadows obscured everything further.

A child could be ten paces away and invisible. A body could lie undiscovered indefinitely in this tangle.

"No trace at all?" I asked. "No torn clothing, no signs of struggle, no... no blood?"

Michel shook his head. "Nothing. It's as if she walked into the trees and simply ceased to exist."

I did not like that phrasing. It suggested thoughts that were already forming in the village, interpretations that moved beyond the rational and into darker territories.

"I will need to speak with anyone who saw her that day," I said. "Even brief glimpses. I need to establish a timeline, understand her movements, identify if anyone unusual was in the area."

"The priest has already gathered statements," Michel said. "Father Augustin has been... he has been tireless in organizing the search."

"Nevertheless, I will review them myself. And I want to speak with Father Augustin directly."



The church of Amange was a modest stone structure, probably two centuries old, with a small cemetery spreading around it like a gray garden of the dead. I found Father Augustin in the sanctuary, kneeling before the altar in prayer. He did not rise immediately when I entered, which I took as a sign either of deep devotion or of a man wrestling with profound questions.

When he finally stood and turned to face me, I saw a man in his fifties, his face weathered by decades of service to a rural parish. His eyes, though, were sharp—intelligent, assessing. This was no simple country priest content to recite liturgy and collect tithes. This was a man who thought, who questioned, who carried the weight of his flock's suffering as a personal burden.

"Magistrate Mercier," he said, his voice resonant in the stone space. "I have been expecting you. Or someone like you."

"Someone like me?"

"Someone from the Parliament. Someone with authority to..." He paused, choosing his words carefully. "To address matters that exceed the village's capacity to resolve."

We stood in silence for a moment, sizing each other up. I sensed in Father Augustin a potential ally—or a potential complication, depending on where his conclusions had led him.

"Walk with me," he said. "There are things better discussed outside these walls."

We emerged into the late afternoon sunlight and made our way to the cemetery. The priest moved among the graves with the familiarity of long service, his fingers occasionally brushing a headstone as if in greeting to old friends.

"I have served this parish for twenty-three years," he said. "I have buried three generations of families. I have witnessed every tragedy that rural life inflicts—harvest failures, plague, children lost to fever, men killed in accidents, women dead in childbirth. I thought I understood the full range of human suffering."

"But not this," I said quietly.

"No. Not this." He stopped beside a small grave, its stone carved with a lamb—the marker for a child. "Jeanne was not the first."

My blood went cold. "Explain."

"Two months ago, a boy from the village of Authume disappeared. Seven years old, son of a dairy farmer. He wandered from home one evening and never returned. The search found no trace. The matter was treated as a tragic accident—a fall into a ravine, perhaps, or drowning in the river."

"And you think differently?"

Father Augustin met my eyes. "At the time, no. A single missing child is tragic but explicable. Children have accidents. But now, with Jeanne... I went back through the parish records. Over the past year, three children have disappeared from villages within a day's walk of here. Three children, Magistrate. All between the ages of seven and ten. All vanished near the forest edge. None ever found."

I felt the ground shift beneath my feet, the entire nature of the investigation transforming in an instant. This was not an isolated tragedy. This was a pattern.

"Why was this not reported to the Parliament?" I asked, hearing the sharpness in my own voice.

"Because until now, each disappearance occurred in a different village, in different parishes. No one connected them. Communication between these small settlements is limited—they are insular, focused on their own concerns. It was only when I began asking questions, reaching out to my fellow priests, that the pattern emerged."

"Do the villagers know? Have you shared this information?"

The priest hesitated. "Some suspect. There is talk. Dangerous talk."

"What kind of talk?"

"The kind that emerges when reason fails to provide answers. Talk of curses. Of demons. Of..." He lowered his voice, though we were alone among the dead. "Of wolves that are not wolves. Of the loup-garou."

There it was. The word that would come to define everything that followed. Loup-garou. Werewolf. The creature of folklore and nightmare that had haunted European imagination for centuries.

"Superstition," I said firmly, though I felt a chill despite the warm afternoon. "Dangerous superstition that will lead to panic and false accusations."

"Perhaps," Father Augustin said. "But what rational explanation do you offer, Magistrate? What reason accounts for four children vanishing without trace? No bodies, no ransom demands, no signs of violence. They simply cease to exist."

I had no answer. Not yet.

"I need copies of all the parish records," I said. "Details of each disappearance. Dates, locations, circumstances. I need to interview witnesses from each incident. And I need this done quietly, Father. If there is a pattern here, if there is a predator—human or otherwise—then panic will only make the situation worse."

"Agreed. But Magistrate—" The priest gripped my arm with surprising strength. "We must find answers quickly. The village is terrified. Parents are keeping their children locked inside. Fields are going untended because no one will work near the forest. This fear is corrosive. It will destroy the community from within long before any external threat does."

"I understand. I will send word to Dole for additional resources. We will organize proper search parties with trained men. We will—"

"Will you find Jeanne?" he interrupted. "Will you bring her home?"

I wanted to say yes. I wanted to offer the comfort of certainty, the assurance that authority and organization would resolve this nightmare.

But I had learned long ago not to make promises I could not be certain of keeping.

"I will find the truth," I said instead. "Whatever it is."



I spent the remainder of the afternoon interviewing witnesses—the few who had seen Jeanne the day she disappeared. A neighbor woman who had greeted her in passing. A boy who had seen her walking toward the forest edge with her basket. Their accounts were frustratingly ordinary. Nothing unusual. No strangers lurking. No sense of danger or warning.

She had simply walked into the trees and vanished.

As evening approached, I stood once more at the forest edge, staring into the shadows. Somewhere in that wilderness was either a body or a predator. Possibly both.

I thought of the letter I had dismissed months earlier. The vagrant from Lyon. The hermit of St. Bonnot. The man without visible means of support.

St. Bonnot. I tried to place it geographically. Somewhere in this area, certainly. In or near these very woods.

It was probably nothing. A coincidence. France was full of vagrants and hermits, and the vast majority were harmless—just desperate people trying to survive on the margins of society.

But I had learned to distrust coincidences.

As I mounted my horse for the return ride to Dole, Michel Peyrot approached me one last time. His face carried a terrible hope, the desperate need to believe that official intervention would somehow undo the nightmare.

"You will find her?" he asked. "You will bring Jeanne home?"

I looked at this man whose world had been shattered, whose daughter had been stolen by forces he could not comprehend or fight. I wanted to offer comfort. I wanted to lie.

Instead, I told him the only truth I could be certain of:

"I will not stop looking until I have answers."

It was a promise I would keep.

Though the answers, when they came, would be far worse than anything Michel Peyrot—or I—could have imagined in that moment.

The ride back to Dole took place in gathering darkness. The forest on either side of the road seemed to press closer, full of sounds and movements that were probably nothing more than ordinary wildlife.

Probably.

I arrived home well past midnight, exhausted but unable to sleep. I sat in my study with a candle burning low, thinking about four missing children. Thinking about patterns and predators. Thinking about how quickly the rational world could give way to something darker.

Outside my window, the city of Dole slept in apparent peace.

But somewhere out there, in the forests of Franche-Comté, something was hunting children.

And I had no idea what it was.
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​Chapter 3: The Hermit's Complaint
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September 1572

The morning Gilles Garnier first stood before me in the flesh, I was reviewing Father Augustin's compiled records of the missing children. Four names now. Four families destroyed. Four mysteries that defied every rational explanation I could construct.

I had spent the weeks since my visit to Amange pursuing every investigative avenue available. I had sent inquiries to neighboring jurisdictions asking about similar disappearances. I had consulted with hunters and woodsmen about animal predation—could wolves be responsible? They assured me that wolves avoided humans, particularly in summer when game was plentiful. I had even, in a moment of desperate speculation, investigated whether any of the children's families had enemies who might seek such terrible revenge.

Nothing. Every path led to a wall of inexplicable absence.

The Parliament's morning session was dedicated to minor cases—the daily grinding work of maintaining civil order. Property disputes, debt collections, licensing violations, petty theft. The cases that kept society functioning but that lacked any dramatic significance. I was reviewing my notes on the next matter—a disputed boundary between two farmers—when Étienne announced an unscheduled appearance.

"A complaint from the village of Amange, your honor. Trespassing and possible theft. The accused is present and wishes to address the court directly."

Amange. The word immediately commanded my attention. I looked up from my papers, some instinct already alert.

"Send them in."

The clerk of Amange entered first—Claude Perrault, whom I now recognized from my visit to the village. Behind him came two farmers whose sun-weathered faces marked them as men who spent their lives working the land. And behind them, flanked by two parish constables as though he might bolt at any moment, came a figure that seemed to carry the forest itself into the ordered space of the courtroom.

My first impression of Gilles Garnier was olfactory. The smell reached me before I could properly focus on his appearance—an overwhelming assault of wood smoke, unwashed flesh, animal musk, and something else beneath it all, something feral and organic that spoke of a man who had lived too long outside the boundaries of civilized hygiene. Several of the courtroom observers recoiled. One covered his nose with a handkerchief.

I forced myself to maintain composure, to look past the assault on my senses and observe the man himself.

He was perhaps forty years old, though hardship had aged him in ways that made precision difficult. His hair was long and matted, a dark tangle that fell past his shoulders and was shot through with premature gray. A beard covered much of his face, equally unkempt, harboring what I suspected were lice and bits of food debris. His skin was deeply tanned and weathered, marked with old scars and fresh scratches—the map of a life lived rough.

But it was his clothing that told the most complete story. He wore layers of mismatched garments—a leather jerkin that had perhaps once belonged to a soldier or huntsman, now cracked and stained; beneath it, a shirt that might originally have been linen but was now an indeterminate gray-brown; breeches that were more patch than original fabric; and wooden clogs wrapped with rags in lieu of proper stockings. Every item spoke of salvage, of making do, of the desperate ingenuity of poverty.

His hands were remarkable—large, powerful, with thick calluses and broken nails. The hands of someone who worked constantly just to survive. They moved restlessly as he stood before the bench, fingers twitching and clenching as though they did not know what to do without some task to occupy them.

But it was his eyes that unsettled me most. They were dark, nearly black, and they moved constantly—darting around the courtroom, never settling, always alert to threat or opportunity. Animal eyes. The eyes of prey that had learned it might also be predator.

"State your name for the record," I said, keeping my voice neutral and authoritative.

He stared at me for a moment without responding, and I wondered if he might refuse to speak. Then, in a voice rough from disuse and with an accent that confirmed his Lyon origins, he said:

"Gilles Garnier. Though these men know me well enough as the hermit of St. Bonnot."

"You are accused of trespassing on the lands of—" I glanced at the complaint "—Jean Moulière and Denis Chabert, and of theft of livestock, specifically chickens. How do you answer these charges?"

"I took nothing that was not owed to me by right," Garnier said, his voice rising slightly. "The boundaries are false. The land is common. It has always been common. These men fence what should be free, claim what should belong to all who need it."

"The law recognizes no such common right to the lands in question," I said. "These are private holdings, properly documented and registered. Trespassing constitutes—"

"The law," Garnier interrupted, and I saw the constables tense, prepared to restrain him if he became violent. "The law serves those who already have plenty. The law protects the full bellies and condemns the empty. What does your law say of a man who cannot feed his family? What justice do you offer to those your system has cast aside?"

There was a muttering in the courtroom. Such outbursts were not uncommon among the accused—desperate speeches that mixed legitimate grievance with self-justification. But something in Garnier's delivery caught my attention. This was not the ranting of a simple vagrant. There was intelligence here, a mind that had once been educated, or at least exposed to ideas beyond mere survival.

"If you have grievances regarding your circumstances, there are proper channels—" I began, but he laughed, a sharp bark of sound without humor.

"Proper channels! Yes, I'm certain the Parliament of Dole concerns itself greatly with whether the hermit of St. Bonnot has sufficient bread. I'm certain there are forms I might fill, petitions I might submit, if only I had the luxury of ink and paper and time between searching for food and trying not to freeze."

"You will address the bench with respect," I said sharply, "or you will be held in contempt. Now, did you or did you not enter the property of Jean Moulière without permission and take chickens from his coop?"

Garnier's shoulders sagged slightly, the brief flare of defiance extinguishing as quickly as it had ignited. When he spoke again, his voice was quieter, almost defeated.

"I took two chickens. Not for sale, not for profit. To feed my wife. We were hungry. We are always hungry. The winter was hard. The spring was harder. Summer has brought no relief. I work when I can find work, but who will hire a man like me? I hunt, but the forest yields less each year—too many others seeking the same game. I gather what grows wild, but you cannot sustain a household on mushrooms and berries. Two chickens. I took two chickens so that my wife might eat."

The courtroom was silent now. Poverty was everywhere in Franche-Comté, but there was something particularly stark about this man's desperation, made visible in his person and audible in his voice.

Jean Moulière, one of the farmers pressing charges, spoke up: "He's been warned before, your honor. Multiple times. He treats the boundary markers as though they don't exist. His dwelling is on disputed land—he claims it's outside village jurisdiction, but it's adjacent to our common fields. He's been seen near livestock on several occasions. Two chickens this time, but who's to say what else he's taken?"

"I take only what I must to survive," Garnier said. "I harm no one. I ask only to be left alone to live as I can."

I studied him carefully. The law was clear—trespassing and theft warranted punishment. The theft of livestock was a serious matter, particularly in times of scarcity when every chicken represented weeks of eggs, valuable protein for a farming family that might be only marginally better off than Garnier himself.

But I also saw before me a man who was clearly desperate, possibly starving, and whose crimes were born of necessity rather than malice. A harsh punishment would serve no purpose except vengeance. It would not return the chickens, would not prevent future theft, would only add to the sum of human misery.

And yet, to show excessive leniency would invite every poor man in the region to believe he could steal with impunity, claiming hunger as justification.

The balance of justice. The eternal negotiation between mercy and order.

"The court finds you guilty of trespassing and theft," I said formally. "However, given the mitigating circumstances of poverty and the relatively minor nature of the theft, I am imposing a fine of five sous, to be paid to the injured parties as compensation. Additionally, you are hereby warned that any future trespassing will result in corporal punishment and possible imprisonment. Do you understand?"

Garnier stared at me, his expression unreadable. "Five sous. I see. And where am I to obtain five sous, your honor? Shall I conjure it from the air? Spin it from straw?"

"That is your concern, not the court's. You have thirty days to pay the fine, or you will be imprisoned until such time as the debt is satisfied through labor. Court is adjourned on this matter."

I rapped my gavel, signaling the end of the proceeding. The constables moved to escort Garnier out, but he stood his ground for a moment, those dark eyes fixed on me with an intensity that was almost physical.

"You sit in judgment," he said quietly, "but you do not understand. None of you understand what it means to be truly hungry. To watch your wife grow thin and hollow, to see the light die in her eyes, to know that you are failing in the most basic duty of a husband. You speak of law and order, but what law governs the belly? What order satisfies an empty stomach?"

"Remove him," I said, uncomfortable with the accusation in his words, the way they touched on thoughts I had tried to avoid.

As the constables led him toward the door, a figure I had not noticed before stepped forward from the shadows near the entrance. A woman, thin to the point of emaciation, wrapped in a threadbare shawl that had once been blue but had faded to the color of old bruises.

"Gilles," she said softly, and the hermit's entire demeanor changed. The defiance and anger drained away, replaced by something that looked almost like shame.

"Appoline," he said. "You should not have come. Not to this place."

"Where else would I be?" she replied, and I heard in her voice the particular exhaustion of the long-suffering, those who have endured so much that they have moved beyond despair into a kind of numb acceptance.

I studied Gilles Garnier's wife with the same careful attention I had given to her husband. Appoline was perhaps thirty years old, though like her husband, hardship had aged her. Where he seemed feral and rough, she appeared hollowed out, as though something essential had been extracted, leaving only the shell of a person.

Her face had once been pretty—I could see the ghost of it in the fine bones of her cheeks and jaw. But now those bones pressed too close to the skin, creating shadows and angles that spoke of prolonged hunger. Her hair, visible beneath the shawl, was thin and lank. Her hands, clutching the fabric at her throat, were skeletal.

But it was her eyes that haunted me. They were large in her wasted face, and they held a particular quality I had seen before in the truly desperate—a kind of hollow awareness, the look of someone who knew they were drowning but had exhausted the energy required to struggle.

She looked at her husband with what I can only describe as tragic devotion. Whatever Gilles Garnier was, whatever he had done or would do, this woman loved him with the fierce loyalty of those who have nothing else left to cling to.

"The fine—" she began, addressing me directly for the first time. "Your honor, we have no money. We have nothing. Surely there must be some other arrangement—"

"Appoline, no," Garnier said sharply. "Do not beg. Not from them. We will manage. We always manage."

"How?" she asked, and the word was almost a sob. "How will we manage, Gilles? Tell me how, because I no longer see the way forward. I no longer—"

She stopped abruptly, as though realizing she was saying too much, revealing too much in this public space. She pulled the shawl tighter around herself, a gesture that seemed defensive, protective.

I felt a stirring of something—pity, perhaps, or guilt, or simply the uncomfortable recognition that my comfortable life was built on systems that inevitably created casualties like these two people standing before me.

"If you cannot pay the fine in coin, you may satisfy the debt through labor," I said, hearing the slight softening in my own voice. "The injured parties may accept work in lieu of payment. That arrangement will be between you and them. But understand—" I directed this at Garnier specifically "—this leniency is extended once. Any future violations will be dealt with harshly. The law cannot continue to accommodate those who refuse to respect its boundaries."

Garnier said nothing, but his jaw tightened. Appoline bobbed her head in something like a curtsy, a gesture that seemed to pain her physically.

As they turned to leave, escorted by the constables who would ensure the farmers and the hermit made some arrangement, I found myself continuing to watch them. There was something profoundly disturbing about the couple—not in any specific thing they had done or said, but in what they represented. They were the visible manifestation of a system under strain, of a society that was failing its most vulnerable members.

And yet what was I to do? The law existed to maintain order, not to solve every social ill. I could not feed every hungry person, could not house every vagrant, could not address the fundamental economic and political forces that created poverty in the first place.

I was a magistrate, not a miracle worker.

"A difficult case," said a voice behind me, and I turned to find Philippe Bodin standing near the bench. I had not realized he was observing.

"Straightforward, actually," I replied, keeping my tone neutral. "Theft and trespassing. The evidence was clear."

"Oh, the law is clear enough," Bodin agreed, moving closer. He was a tall man, thin and angular, with the ascetic appearance of someone who took pride in self-denial. "I was referring to your judgment. Some might say five sous for theft of livestock is excessively lenient. It invites others to believe they can steal with minimal consequence."

"And some might say that imprisoning a starving man for taking two chickens serves no purpose but cruelty," I replied. "The fine provides compensation to the injured parties. The warning establishes consequences for future violations. Justice is served."

"Justice," Bodin repeated, as though tasting the word. "Or sympathy masquerading as justice? Tell me, Mercier, do you believe that man's story? That he took only two chickens, only this once, only out of desperate necessity?"

"I believe he is poor and hungry, which the evidence of his person makes obvious. Beyond that, I judged based on the specific charges brought before me."

"And the wife," Bodin continued, "did you note her condition? That level of emaciation doesn't occur overnight. They have been living in extreme privation for some time. What do you imagine they've been eating all these months? Where do you suppose a hermit without means of support finds sustenance?"

There was an insinuation in his words, something dark coiling beneath the surface. I felt a flash of irritation.

"If you have evidence of additional crimes, Magistrate Bodin, I suggest you present them through proper channels. If you are instead indulging in speculation without foundation, I suggest you direct your energies elsewhere."

Bodin smiled, though there was no warmth in it. "No evidence. Not yet. Simply an observation that a man living in the wilderness without resources must be obtaining food somehow. Game, perhaps. Poaching, certainly. But what else? The forests are full of secrets, Mercier. And the villages around those forests have been experiencing certain... difficulties lately."

My blood went cold. "What are you suggesting?"

"Nothing specific. Simply that when children disappear near forests, and vagrants live in those same forests, it might be worth asking more questions than you did this morning." He paused, letting the implication settle. "But then, you've always preferred compassion to thoroughness, haven't you? I'm sure it's a more comfortable way to sleep at night."

He turned and walked away before I could respond, leaving me alone with thoughts I did not want to entertain.



I sat in my chambers for a long while after the morning session concluded, staring at the papers on my desk without seeing them. Bodin's words circled in my mind like carrion birds.

The hermit of St. Bonnot. Living in the forest near Amange. Near where the children had disappeared. Without visible means of support. Desperate, hungry, perhaps desperate enough to—

No. I stopped that line of thinking immediately. Poverty did not make a man a murderer. Hunger did not transform someone into a monster. To think otherwise was to embrace a kind of logic that would condemn half of Franche-Comté.

And yet.

Garnier's eyes. That feral quality. The way he had spoken of doing whatever was necessary to survive. The intensity of his desperation, which had seemed to transcend ordinary poverty and touch something more primal.

And Appoline. That haunted quality. What did she know? What had she seen?

I called for Étienne.

"The hermit who appeared this morning—Gilles Garnier. I want inquiries made. Discreetly. His movements over the past year. Any complaints beyond today's trespassing charge. Any unusual circumstances associated with his presence in the region."

"Shall I coordinate with the local authorities in Amange?" Étienne asked.

"No. Not yet. This is preliminary only. I'm simply covering all possibilities." I hesitated, then added, "And say nothing to Magistrate Bodin about this. He has enough to occupy himself with his own cases."

Étienne nodded, though I saw the question in his eyes. He was learning that the Parliament's business involved not only investigating crimes but navigating the complex politics between magistrates, the careful balance of authority and rivalry that governed our daily interactions.

After he left, I pulled out the file on the missing children and added a new notation:

Gilles Garnier—hermit, St. Bonnot region, Lyonnois origin. Appeared before bench 9/15/1572 on theft charges. Extreme poverty evident. Wife (Appoline) similarly malnourished. Geographic proximity to Amange noted. Further investigation warranted.

I stared at the words I had written, wondering if I was being thorough or merely allowing Bodin's insinuations to influence my judgment.

The rational part of my mind insisted that thousands of poor people lived in the forests of Franche-Comté, and the vast majority never harmed anyone. Poverty and proximity did not constitute evidence.

But another part of me, the part that had learned to trust instinct born from years of investigating human darkness, could not quite dismiss the coincidence.

Somewhere out there, children were disappearing.

And somewhere in the forest of St. Bonnot, a desperate man was doing whatever he believed necessary to survive.

Whether those two facts were connected remained to be seen.

But I had learned one thing from my years on the bench: there was no such thing as coincidence. There were only connections we had not yet discovered.

I closed the file and tried to return to my other duties, but Gilles Garnier's dark eyes haunted me for the rest of that day, and for many days after.

I did not know it then, but that morning's brief encounter would prove to be merely the overture to a much darker symphony. The hermit and his hollow-eyed wife would return to my attention soon enough, under circumstances that would transform my uncomfortable suspicions into horrified certainty.

The tragedy was already in motion. I simply did not yet recognize it for what it was.

God forgive me, I let them walk out of that courtroom and back into the forest, back to whatever dark practices sustained them in their desperate solitude.

I let them go.

And the children continued to disappear.
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​Chapter 4: Autumn of Fear
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October - November 1572

The autumn descended upon Franche-Comté like a shroud, bringing with it an early cold that turned the leaves to rust and gold before stripping them from the trees entirely. But the natural progression of seasons seemed almost trivial compared to the other harvest that year was yielding—a harvest of missing children and mounting terror that spread through the countryside like a contagion.

By the end of October, the count had risen to seven.

Seven children, ranging in age from six to twelve, vanished from villages within a radius of perhaps fifteen leagues. Not all at once—that might have triggered an immediate, unified response. Instead, they disappeared with the irregular rhythm of autumn rain, spaced just far enough apart that each incident was initially treated as an isolated tragedy. A drowning here. A fall there. The misfortune that was part of rural life's grim arithmetic.

But patterns have a way of asserting themselves, and by late October, even the most isolated villages were beginning to connect the absences into a narrative of terror.

The Parliament of Dole convened an emergency session on the first day of November—All Saints' Day, which seemed grimly appropriate given the subject matter. The great chamber was fuller than I had seen it in years, not merely with the magistrates and judicial officials who normally attended, but with delegations from affected villages, priests from multiple parishes, even several minor nobles whose lands bordered the affected regions.

The air in the chamber was thick with fear masquerading as indignation.

I sat in my usual place, having arrived early to review the compiled reports that had flooded into the Parliament over the previous weeks. Each document told essentially the same story, with only the details varying:

From the village of Chissey: "Marie Bouchot, age 8, disappeared October 3rd while tending goats near the forest edge. Search parties found one shoe beside a stream. No other trace."

From Tavaux: "Guillaume Mercet, age 11, failed to return from collecting firewood on October 12th. His bundle of sticks found scattered near the old Roman road. No signs of struggle."

From Gredisans: "Twin brothers, Pierre and Nicolas Vaillant, age 7, vanished October 18th while walking from their uncle's farm to their home village, a distance of less than one league. The path between is well-traveled. They simply never arrived."

And so on. Each report a small monument to familial devastation, each one another thread in a tapestry of inexplicable horror.

What struck me most forcefully as I read through the accounts was the utter absence of explanation. These were not discreet kidnappings where care had been taken to conceal the crime. There were no ransom demands, no bodies hidden with care, no signs of the calculated planning that accompanied deliberate abduction.

Instead, there was only absence. Children who stepped into a gap in the world and were simply erased.

The session was called to order by Chief Magistrate Henri Vaudrey, a man in his sixties whose long service had given him an air of unshakeable authority. But even he seemed diminished by the weight of the current crisis. His voice, usually commanding, carried a tremor I had never heard before.

"Gentlemen, we face a situation unprecedented in the memory of this Parliament," he began. "Seven children, perhaps more, have vanished from our region in the space of three months. The villages are in panic. Travel between settlements has nearly ceased. Fields are going unharvested because parents refuse to let their children out of sight. We have received petitions from no fewer than twenty villages demanding action, demanding protection, demanding answers we do not possess."

A murmur ran through the chamber. Philippe Bodin rose to speak, and I felt my jaw tighten in anticipation.

"The situation is indeed grave," Bodin said, his voice cutting through the ambient noise like a blade. "But let us be clear about what we face. These are not random misfortunes. These are not accidents. Seven children do not simply disappear through natural causes. We are dealing with a predator—human or otherwise—and our failure to act decisively has allowed this threat to continue unchecked."

"And what action do you propose, Magistrate Bodin?" asked Laurent Giroux, one of my few allies in the Parliament, a younger man whose rational approach to law often aligned with my own. "We cannot arrest shadows. We cannot prosecute the unknown."

"We begin by acknowledging what the common people already understand," Bodin replied. "That something unnatural is at work. That we are dealing with forces beyond ordinary criminality."

The chamber erupted into competing voices. Some in agreement, others in protest. I noticed Father Augustin standing among the clerical observers, his face grave but carefully neutral.

I rose to speak, waiting for the Chief Magistrate to acknowledge me.

"Magistrate Mercier," Vaudrey said, gesturing for silence. "You have investigated several of these cases directly. What is your assessment?"

All eyes turned to me. I felt the weight of their expectations—the demand for answers, for certainty, for some path forward through this darkness.

"I have visited four of the villages and reviewed reports from all seven incidents," I said, choosing my words with care. "The pattern is consistent and deeply troubling. In each case, the child vanished in late afternoon or early evening, near or adjacent to forested areas. In each case, extensive searches found minimal or no trace—a dropped basket here, a scattered bundle there, but no bodies, no clear evidence of violence or struggle."

"Which suggests a predator of considerable cunning," Bodin interjected. "One who strikes swiftly and conceals his crimes with practiced efficiency."

"Or," I countered, "suggests that we are failing to search effectively, or that the children met with accidents in terrain where bodies might not be easily found. The forests are vast. Children could fall into ravines, could drown in streams swollen by autumn rains, could—"

"Seven accidents?" Bodin's voice dripped with scorn. "Seven children, all roughly the same age, all vanishing in similar circumstances, and you attribute this to misfortune? Your commitment to rational explanation borders on willful blindness, Mercier."

"And your eagerness to embrace supernatural causation borders on medieval superstition," I shot back, anger overriding my usual diplomatic restraint. "We are magistrates, not witch-hunters. We deal in evidence, not folklore."

"Evidence?" Bodin moved closer, his tall frame looming. "Very well. Let us examine the evidence. Children vanishing without trace. No bodies despite extensive searches. Attacks clustered around forested regions. The complete absence of any conventional criminal motive—no ransom, no evidence of the usual depredations that accompany human predation. Tell me, Mercier, what rational explanation accounts for all of these facts?"

I had no answer. Not one I could articulate with confidence. The silence stretched, and I felt it as a defeat.

"The people are already speaking the word," Bodin continued, addressing the full chamber now. "They whisper it in their homes, share it in their churches, cry it in their fear. They know what we are too educated, too sophisticated to acknowledge. They know we are dealing with a loup-garou."

The word hung in the air like a curse.

Loup-garou. Werewolf. The creature that was neither fully man nor fully beast, that walked in human form by day and transformed into a ravening wolf by night. The monster of folklore and peasant terror, the thing mothers invoked to frighten children into obedience, the nightmare figure that haunted the deep forests of European imagination.

"This is madness," I said, but my voice sounded weak even to my own ears. "Werewolves do not exist. They are stories, legends, nothing more than—"

"Nothing more than what?" Father Augustin's voice cut through my protest. The priest had stepped forward, his expression grave. "Forgive me, Magistrate Mercier, but you overstep your authority when you make theological pronouncements. The existence of lycanthropes is not a matter of folklore but of documented reality, attested to by scholars, confirmed by the Church, proven through centuries of recorded cases."

I stared at the priest, feeling the ground shift beneath my certainties. "You cannot seriously be suggesting—"

"I am suggesting nothing," Father Augustin replied. "I am stating what the Church has long understood. That the Devil has power in this world. That he can and does work transformations upon those who enter into pacts with him. That the loup-garou is not mere superstition but a manifestation of demonic influence, a corruption of God's creation into something monstrous."

The chamber was utterly silent now. Even those who had been arguing for rational explanation seemed cowed by the priest's certainty.

Chief Magistrate Vaudrey cleared his throat. "The question before this Parliament is not theological but practical. Seven children are missing. The region is in crisis. We must respond, regardless of whether we attribute the cause to natural or supernatural agency. The question is: what action do we take?"

What followed was two hours of heated debate that resolved little but revealed much about the fractures within our judicial body. Some advocated for increased patrols, for organized search parties with trained hunters. Others argued for curfews, for restrictions on children's movements, for the fortification of villages. A few, emboldened by Bodin's rhetoric, suggested we begin investigating known hermits, vagrants, and other marginal figures who might harbor the demonic taint of lycanthropy.

I argued against this last proposal with every rhetorical tool at my disposal, warning that such investigations would quickly devolve into witch-hunts, that suspicion without evidence would tear communities apart, that we risked creating more harm than the original crisis had caused.

But I could feel the mood of the chamber turning against me. Fear is a powerful force, and it demands action—any action—rather than the paralyzing uncertainty of careful deliberation.

By the time the session adjourned, we had agreed only to issue a general warning to all villages in the region, advising vigilance and the restriction of children's movements after dark. It was a tepid response, satisfying no one, but it was all the consensus we could achieve.

As the chamber emptied, Father Augustin approached me.

"You fight a losing battle, Magistrate," he said quietly. "The people have already decided what they face. Your rational explanations provide no comfort when children continue to disappear."

"And wild speculation about werewolves provides false comfort," I replied. "It gives fear a name, but that name serves only to multiply the terror and direct it toward convenient scapegoats."

"Perhaps. Or perhaps we are both wrong. Perhaps the truth is more complicated than either pure reason or pure faith can comprehend." The priest paused, studying me carefully. "Have you investigated the hermit? The one from your court proceedings—Garnier, I believe his name was?"

My stomach tightened. "On what grounds? He was convicted of minor theft. There is no evidence connecting him to—"

"Geography," Father Augustin interrupted. "Proximity. The timing of his arrival in the region, which corresponds roughly with the beginning of the disappearances. His desperate circumstances, which might drive a man to unspeakable acts. These are not proofs, certainly, but they are threads worth pulling."

"Or they are the same threads that lead to innocent men being tortured into false confessions," I said. "I will not pursue a man based solely on his poverty and bad timing."

"Even if it means more children die while you maintain your principles?"

The question hit like a physical blow. Father Augustin must have seen something in my face because his expression softened.

"I do not envy your position, Magistrate. You must balance justice against safety, principles against pragmatism. But know this: the people will not wait forever for your careful deliberations. If the Parliament does not provide answers, they will find their own."

He left me alone in the emptying chamber, his words echoing in the vaulted space.



November brought the first snow, early and heavy, blanketing the countryside in white that should have been beautiful but felt instead like a burial shroud. The villages had gone quiet, as though the entire region was holding its breath.

No new disappearances were reported, which should have been a relief but instead felt ominous, as though we were trapped in the eye of a storm, waiting for the violence to resume.

I threw myself into other cases, trying to maintain the routine functioning of justice even as the unsolved crisis loomed over everything. But the fear had metastasized beyond the immediate problem of the missing children. It had infected the entire social fabric of Franche-Comté.

Reports reached the Parliament of strangers being attacked on the roads, of vagrants being driven from villages with stones and curses, of boundary disputes erupting into violence as neighboring communities turned on each other in suspicion and blame. One village accused another of harboring the predator. A merchant from Lyon was beaten nearly to death simply for being unfamiliar, for having the accent of elsewhere.

The fear was becoming as destructive as the original threat.

I attended mass at Dole's cathedral on the third Sunday of November, seeking some measure of peace or perhaps just the comfort of ritual. The bishop preached on the subject of evil in the world, of the Devil's constant efforts to lead souls astray, of the necessity of vigilance against corruption in all its forms.

"The enemy walks among us," he intoned from the pulpit, his voice carrying through the packed church. "He may appear as a man, may speak with a man's voice, may move through our communities disguised in human form. But beneath the flesh lies the beast, the servant of Satan, the loup-garou who feeds on innocence and leaves only sorrow in his wake."

I looked around at the congregation and saw faces tight with fear and determination. These were not people being calmed by religious reassurance. They were being primed for violence, given permission to suspect, to accuse, to act.

After the service, I encountered Guillaume Petit, a merchant I had known for years, a reasonable man of moderate temperament.

"It is good the Church speaks plainly," he said to me as we stood in the cathedral square. "For too long we have pretended that education and sophistication protect us from the old evils. But our ancestors knew better. They understood that some threats require faith, not reason, to combat."

"The Church speaks in metaphor," I said carefully. "The bishop warns against spiritual corruption, not literal werewolves prowling—"

"Does he?" Guillaume interrupted. "Because that is not what I heard. That is not what anyone in that cathedral heard. We heard that the Devil walks among us in bestial form. We heard that our children are threatened by something monstrous. And we heard that vigilance and action are required."

He walked away before I could respond, leaving me standing in the cold wind, watching the congregants disperse into the gray afternoon.

That evening, I received a visit from Étienne, who brought disturbing news.

"There was an incident in Champvans," he said, his young face troubled. "A group of villagers attacked a traveling tinker, claiming he had the mark of the Devil. They would have killed him if the local priest had not intervened."

"On what basis did they make this accusation?" I asked, though I already knew the answer would satisfy no rational standard.

"He was a stranger. He had unusual features—one eye was clouded, likely from an old injury. And someone claimed to have seen him near the forest edge the day before a child went missing three months ago." Étienne paused. "The priest sent word asking whether the Parliament wishes to investigate or whether this should be handled locally."

"The Parliament wishes people to stop attacking innocents based on superstition and mob hysteria," I said, hearing the exhaustion in my own voice. "Send word that any further such incidents will result in charges against those who perpetrate them. We are a society of laws, not a medieval rabble."

But even as I said it, I wondered whether laws meant anything when fear had so thoroughly displaced reason.



The whispers had become a roar.

Everywhere I went in Dole, the word followed me like a shadow: loup-garou, loup-garou, loup-garou. The markets buzzed with stories that grew more elaborate with each retelling. The werewolf was enormous, large as a horse. The werewolf could appear as a human by day, undetectable among us. The werewolf had made a pact with Satan, trading his soul for the power to transform and hunt.

The stories varied in details but shared a common core: somewhere out there, something monstrous was hunting children, and the authorities were doing nothing to stop it.

I began to see evidence of protective rituals appearing throughout the city. Wreaths of wolfsbane hung on doors. Salt lines marked thresholds. Some homes displayed crude crosses made from rowan wood, which folklore claimed could ward off demonic influence. The educated classes might scoff at such superstitions, but fear makes believers of us all.

In late November, I was walking through the market district when I witnessed a scene that crystallized the crisis we faced. A woman—I recognized her vaguely as the wife of a baker—was haranguing a small crowd that had gathered around her.

"My sister's child is gone," she was saying, her voice shrill with grief and rage. "Vanished like all the others. And what does the Parliament do? They meet and they debate and they issue warnings, as though warnings will protect our children from what prowls the forest!"

"The authorities investigate," someone in the crowd called out. "They search for answers."

"They search for excuses!" the woman spat. "They search for reasons not to act, not to offend, not to upset their precious rational order. Meanwhile, how many more children must die before they acknowledge what we all know? That a werewolf hunts in Franche-Comté, and we are all complicit in feeding it our young!"

A murmur of agreement rippled through the crowd. I should have walked away, should have maintained the dignified distance between magistrate and mob. Instead, I stepped forward.

"Madam," I said, and the crowd turned to recognize me. "I share your grief and your fear. But spreading panic and making wild accusations serves only to make the situation worse. The Parliament is doing everything within its power—"

"Everything except the one thing that might matter," she interrupted. "You refuse to name the evil. You hide behind your books and your laws and your sophisticated disbelief in things your precious education tells you cannot exist. But the people know. We know what hunts our children. And if you will not act, perhaps we must act ourselves."

The crowd's energy had shifted, become something darker and more volatile. I felt it pressing against me, the accumulated fear and frustration of months of terror without resolution.

"Any 'action' taken outside the law will be prosecuted," I said firmly. "Vigilante violence will not be tolerated. If you have evidence of a crime, bring it to the Parliament. If you have suspicions, report them through proper channels. But if you attack innocent people based on rumor and fear, you will face justice."

"Your justice," the woman said, and there was profound contempt in her voice. "The justice that protects monsters and condemns victims. We will see whose justice prevails, Magistrate Mercier. When the werewolf comes for your children, perhaps then you will understand that some evils cannot be defeated with writs and procedures."

I had no children—had never married, having devoted myself too completely to my career—but her words still struck deep. The crowd was watching me, waiting to see how I would respond to this challenge.

I chose retreat.

"The Parliament's position is clear," I said. "Follow the law, or face its consequences."

I walked away through the parting crowd, feeling their eyes on my back, hearing the immediate resumption of angry muttering once I was out of immediate earshot.

That evening, I sat in my study with a glass of wine I barely tasted, staring at the files spread before me. Seven missing children. Dozens of leads that went nowhere. A countryside gripped by terror. And a society fracturing under the weight of fear.

Somewhere in those woods, something was happening. Whether it was the work of a human predator, a series of tragic accidents, or—God help us—something that defied rational explanation, I could not say.

But I knew with growing certainty that we were approaching a breaking point. The Parliament could not maintain order through inaction. The people would not accept empty reassurances indefinitely. Something would give. Someone would be blamed.

And when that happened, when fear finally found its target, I feared the resulting violence would make the original tragedy seem small by comparison.

I thought of Gilles Garnier, the hermit with his desperate eyes and his hollow-cheeked wife. I thought of the geographic proximity, the timing, the circumstances that might, if you squinted at them in just the right way, begin to form a pattern.

But patterns are not proof. Suspicion is not evidence. And I would not condemn a man to satisfy a mob's need for answers.

Not yet.

Not without something more substantial than fear and coincidence.

The snow continued to fall outside my window, covering the city in false purity, concealing rather than cleansing.

And somewhere in the darkness beyond the city walls, in the deep forests where civilization's light did not penetrate, something waited.

Whether man or monster, I could not yet say.

But I knew, with the certainty of approaching doom, that we would all find out soon enough.

The autumn of fear was giving way to winter.

And winter, I sensed, would bring a reckoning.
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​Chapter 5: The Winter Body
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January 1573

The messenger arrived at my door in the gray hour before dawn, his horse lathered despite the bitter cold, his face bloodless with more than just the winter chill. I knew before he spoke that the waiting was over.

"Magistrate Mercier," he gasped, still catching his breath from his hard ride. "You must come at once. They've found... God help us, they've found one of the children."

I was dressed and mounted within minutes, following the messenger back along the frozen road toward Chastel-Saint-Denis, a hamlet some three leagues northwest of Dole. The winter sun was just breaking over the eastern hills, casting long shadows across snow that had fallen during the night, covering the world in a pristine white that would soon be corrupted by what I was riding toward.

The messenger, a young man named Thomas who worked as a courier between villages, spoke as we rode, his words coming in fragments between labored breaths.

"A hunter found her... early this morning... checking his snares... in the woods near the old stone bridge... he came running into the village, screaming... couldn't make sense at first... then he said the words: 'What's left of her.'"

Those last four words settled into my stomach like lead.

We reached Chastel-Saint-Denis as the sun fully crested the horizon, transforming the snow-covered landscape into a blinding white that hurt the eyes. A small crowd had gathered in the village square—perhaps thirty people, their faces drawn, their voices a low murmur of dread and awful anticipation.

I recognized Father Augustin among them, having ridden from his parish at Amange, which lay not far from here. The priest's presence told me he had already made the same connections I was making: this was one of the missing children from the autumn. This was confirmation that our fears had not been misplaced.

"Magistrate Mercier." Father Augustin's voice was hoarse, as though he had been praying or weeping or both. "The hunter who found her refuses to lead anyone back to the site. He is... he is not in his right mind. The shock has been severe."

"Then I will need someone else to guide me," I said, dismounting. "Preferably someone with a strong constitution."

"I will take you," said a grizzled man stepping forward from the crowd. He was perhaps fifty, his face weathered by decades of outdoor work, his hands bearing the scars of a lifetime spent in the forests. "I am Jacques Renard, the village huntsman. I found the site after young Henri's... after he came running from the woods. I marked the location so it could be found again."

"You saw the body?" I asked.

Something passed across Jacques' face—a shadow of what he had witnessed. "I saw what remains, your honor. It is... it is not something I can adequately describe. You must see for yourself."

Father Augustin placed a hand on my arm. "I will accompany you. Whatever lies out there, the child deserves the presence of the Church."

I nodded, grateful despite my usual skepticism about the necessity of religious ritual. Some moments demand more than secular procedure can provide.

We set out on foot, Jacques leading the way along a path that wound through the village and into the forest beyond. The trees here were ancient—massive oaks and beeches whose bare branches created a skeletal canopy overhead. Our breath steamed in the frigid air. The only sounds were the crunch of our footsteps in the snow and the occasional cry of a crow.

We walked for perhaps twenty minutes, moving deeper into the woods until the village was no longer visible behind us. The forest here had a particular quality—a silence that seemed unnatural, as though the usual life of the woods had retreated from this place.

"Just ahead," Jacques said quietly, pointing to a small clearing visible through the trees. "Past that fallen oak. I must warn you, your honor—what you are about to see... there is no preparing for it. I have hunted these woods for thirty years. I have field-dressed deer, tracked wounded boar, seen what predators do to their prey. This is... this is different."

We entered the clearing, and the world stopped.

I had thought myself prepared. I had investigated deaths before—drownings, falls, even murders. I had seen what violence could do to the human body. I believed my years of judicial service had hardened me against shock.

I was wrong.

The remains lay in the center of the clearing, partially covered by the night's snowfall, though not enough to obscure the horror of what had been done. My mind initially refused to process what my eyes were seeing, constructing and rejecting explanations in rapid succession, each more inadequate than the last.

It had been a child. That much was certain from the size. But beyond that basic fact, almost nothing remained intact.

The body—I forced myself to think of it as a body, as a person who had once lived and laughed and been loved—was scattered across an area of perhaps ten square paces. Not merely dismembered, but torn apart with savage force. One arm lay several feet from the torso, still clothed in what appeared to be the tattered remains of a wool sleeve. The legs were separated, pulled apart at the hip joints with violence that suggested terrible strength.

But it was the torso itself that made bile rise in my throat.

Large portions of flesh had been removed. Not cut with a blade—I knew immediately that no knife had made these wounds. The edges were ragged, torn, as though something had gripped the flesh in jaws and ripped it away from the bone. The ribcage was partially exposed, several ribs broken and splayed outward. The abdomen had been opened, and I could see with horrible clarity that internal organs were missing.
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