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Voyage de noces




“Here we are.” The announcement woke Sam from a light doze. Ulysses’s tone was cheerful, but when Sam glanced over at him, he was looking out the windshield of the red VW Bug they’d rented in Paris, face pensive. 

Sam was grateful to unfold himself from the passenger seat and emerge into the cool air. They were parked on the street in front of a villa that crouched behind a stone wall. He could see the upper rows of dark windows, and glass doors leading to balconies edged with wrought-iron railings. Most of the houses in Carnac were small, whitewashed things; this one was made of stone, with black roof tiles and a spiky roofline full of chimneys. The roofline was ornamented with grotesques and gargoyles here and there among the other neo-Gothic embellishments.

It had been at least twelve hours since he’d followed Ulysses out of their apartment building in Madison, and everything had taken on a scrubbed, dreamlike quality. He had slept somewhere over the Atlantic, and been shuffled into a rental car before sunup. Now it was day again, and the house in front of him didn’t feel quite real.

There was a smell of molder and old magic about the place. But while the sky was cloudy and gray, the air temperature was close to forty-five degrees, a full thirty degrees warmer than Wisconsin in late December.

He heard a thump and turned. Ulysses was wrestling their luggage out of the car’s trunk. Other than the two of them, the street was deserted. It was slightly eerie; behind the clouds, it was noon or thereabouts. There should be someone out, surely. Walking the dog, dickering with a neighbor, driving to lunch. He could hear the distant cry of sea birds, and the wind, and nothing else.

“Where did you dig up this pad?” Sam asked when his husband joined him on the sidewalk. “It must be costing an arm and a leg.”

Ulysses shrugged. “We don’t have the whole building, just an apartment. Although I’m afraid that makes it sound like much more than it is. Really, it’s a pied à terre.” Through the ornate, arched gate, Sam could see a wide courtyard, the grass and shrubs still oddly green to his Midwest winter gaze. Ulysses added, “It’s Mariah’s.” He fished a key ring out of his pocket and flipped through the keys before selecting one. It looked like all the rest, which was disappointing; Sam had been expecting a large, antique affair, possibly made of old iron, with a long bit and complex key wards.

“That means your family paid for it, doesn’t it?”

“In this case, she inherited it from my maternal grandparents. She grew up here.” With some jiggling, he managed to open the recalcitrant lock. He glanced over his shoulder with a little smile, then led Sam across the courtyard, through a door, up two flights of stairs, and down a long hallway. It had been carpeted at some point, but still had what was probably the original dark wainscoting and elaborate molding. The candle-shaped light fixtures were sporadic and not especially bright, and in deference to the season someone had draped them in evergreen wreaths and garlands. Sam supposed he should be pleased someone had upgraded the building from gas lamps.

“Where is Mariah right now?” Sam watched Ulysses struggle with the apartment’s lock, turning the key this way and that, forehead furrowing until it finally clicked open.

“London, visiting friends until New Years.” He opened the door gently and vanished inside for a moment. When he came back, he added, “She lives in Paris most of the year. I think she keeps this place just to have somewhere to go in August.”

Ulysses picked up their suitcases and carried them in. The small entryway opened into a book-lined study, similarly dark and wainscoted but with broad windows along one wall that admitted the bright, gray afternoon light after Ulysses flung open the shutters. Sam draped his coat over the arm of a deeply rococo green velvet sofa and went to look outside, only to be confronted by a vast blue-gray slab of water. “Hey, we’re fifty feet from the ocean!”

Ulysses nodded. “It’s nice during the summer.” He shut the windows again. “I’ll see if I can encourage the radiators. I don’t know if it will make a difference, though. It’s practically the same temperature inside as out.”

“It’s fine. It feels warm by comparison to what I’m used to,” Sam said.

“As promised, then. Someplace warm.” Ulysses grinned crookedly. “Happy birthday.”

Sam looked down, embarrassed. “Thank you.”

“I know you don’t usually celebrate it, but . . .”

Sam smiled faintly, thinking about the last year. “I think I’m too glad to be alive to feel odd.”

“Get used to it. This is the first of many.” Ulysses sat down on the sofa and started to take off his boots. Sam joined him. “It’s been a hell of a year.”

Sam took a deep breath, curling his left hand until he felt the ring pressed between his middle and little fingers, and exhaled. “You have a gift for understatement,” he said finally, and Ulysses laughed.

“Look, I know it’s been . . .” He sighed and took Sam’s hand. “At any rate, let’s try to relax. We’re in France. Let the Wisconsin problems stay in Wisconsin.”

It was a recurring theme. In the wake of several hard cases and a near-deadly encounter with a strange cult obsessed with Sam’s grandfather’s research, Ulysses had cultivated a philosophy of acceptance. They wouldn’t be able to draw their enemies out, but they’d be ready when the time came.

Sam had doubts. They hadn’t been able to find any information about the book the cult had stolen from the library, and that fact alone was enough to keep him up at night. But thus far, nothing had come of it, and . . . “It is France,” he murmured, looking down at their joined hands. Relaxing his shoulders, he leaned on Ulysses for a moment. “All right. We’re on vacation. Want to give me the grand tour?”

There was a small kitchen, recently painted in mustard yellow and turquoise, which adjoined a large breakfast nook or tiny dining room that included a square wooden table and a mirror on one wall to make it look larger. Up a short flight of stairs was a landing with doors to two bedrooms that shared the bathroom between them. The main bedroom was the single largest room in the house, and it was still smaller than their bedroom back in Madison. Most of the floor space was taken up by a double bed pushed against the wall to the left of the door. There was a large antique wardrobe in the corner, and a low dresser between two broad windows whose shutters Ulysses opened to reveal another view of the sea.

“Did Mariah ever bring you guys here when you were kids?” Sam asked. He opened the wardrobe and got distracted watching Ulysses in the mirror inside. He moved through the space with a vaguely proprietary air, picking up a few things Mariah must have left behind and putting them away. This was a familiar place, and he was comfortable here.

“Once or twice.” He lay down on the bed and stretched his arms above his head. “I’m sure you can see the inherent problems of fitting three unruly teenagers in this apartment at all, let alone in the guest room. Plus, this area has been inhabited since the stone age.”

“Is it the ghosts, or are the buildings . . .” Sam didn’t quite know how he wanted to finish that sentence, but Ulysses took pity on him.

“There are standing stones here. A lot of them. Mostly north of town, but a few others are scattered around, and some were taken by the townsfolk and built into the walls of their houses.” He rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “It means power flows oddly through the town. As I get farther from Madison, it takes a more concerted effort to feel places. But . . .”

“That doesn’t sound great.”

“It’s troublesome but harmless. Well, mostly harmless. I suppose Carnac is a bit of a tourist attraction these days. Still, it’s a quiet town, and a nice area. We can drive to Mont-Saint-Michel from here, if you like. Or”—he frowned—“Nantes? I think there are some museums there.”

“That sounds nice.” Sam sat down next to him. “We should go to the market, pick up some food. Nothing will be open on Christmas. And it’ll be nice to have something around for breakfast, maybe some coffee . . .”

Ulysses yawned. “Give me a minute and I’ll get up. It’s not too far.”

Sam watched his face for a moment. Ulysses had spent most of the flight reading or grading student essays instead of sleeping. “You’re beat. I’ll go.”

As he expected, no objections were forthcoming. “Don’t get anything for tonight. I thought we could go out somewhere fancy for your birthday.”

Sam eyed him. “Are you just going to sleep until I get back?”

“No. I still have two essays to read. Then I’ll unpack.”

Sam snorted. “Have a good nap.”

“I’ll get up in a minute. You’ll see.”








  
  
Tête-à-Tête




Ulysses felt the Villa Olivia in the moment before he awoke. It was much more magically active than Gooseberry House back in Madison; despite his diminished sense of places here, being in the apartment felt a little like being observed. No wonder he’d always had mixed feelings about the place as a kid. It was like a mirror of how things usually were. 

For a few moments he lay in bed, trying to gauge what was going on. The apartment was the sort of quiet that suggested he was alone, although he was fairly sure Sam should have been back with the groceries by now.

He got up to investigate.

Sam had changed his clothes in the guest room and hung up the suit he’d traveled in. Their suitcases were lined up on the landing outside the master bedroom, presumably waiting to be unpacked once Ulysses woke up. There was no other evidence.

Ulysses put his jacket and boots back on. Outside, he tried to focus on Sam’s location and found himself pulled in the direction of the beach, so he stuck his hands in his pockets and wandered that way, along the narrow street. The houses, mostly small vacation homes, were dark and shuttered behind stone walls or hedgerows. Everything felt quiet.

After a block he turned south, and there in front of him was the wide, dark pan of the ocean, a strip of scrubby brown grass hiding the white sand that stood between him and the waves. On the corner before he reached the beach was a café. It had an ocean-facing veranda on its southern side, big enough to hold five little tables. And that was where he found Sam.

A little heater suspended from the veranda beams was doing its best, but the breeze was too strong. Sam didn’t seem to notice. He was sitting back, deeply absorbed in a novel, a half-empty cup of coffee on the tiny table in front of him. He was wrapped in what Ulysses initially thought was a blanket from the apartment. But as he got closer, he saw that it was a poncho of some sort, woven out of wool.

“Hey,” he said when he was within hearing range, and Sam looked up at him and smiled. “Did you mug a hippie?”

His husband quirked an eyebrow in response. “I wandered into a shop over by the market and the owner all but presented it to me. Handmade, apparently. She said I look très élégant.” It was a golden yellow color, with a Grecian meander pattern worked in black along the hem. Underneath it, Sam had on wide-legged gray corduroy pants and a long-sleeved collarless shirt that also looked new. There was a single red-orange leaf embroidered on the cuff.

“She must have been very persuasive.” Ulysses reached out to touch the poncho and found it surprisingly soft. “That’s nice.”

“She’s probably still there if you want one.”

Sam grinned cheekily as Ulysses tried to control his facial expression. “I’ll just borrow yours if I get cold.”

The waiter appeared, frowning disapprovingly at Ulysses and then at Sam in a way that clearly conveyed what he thought of people who chose to sit outside in December. Sam drank the last of his coffee and asked for another, and Ulysses ordered a café crème and un sandwich au fromage.

“Did you have a good time shopping?”

Sam shrugged. “It was quiet. The lady who sold me this said things get more lively in the evenings.”

Ulysses wondered what counted as lively for a town of—what, 3,600?

“There’s a patisserie, a boulangerie, an épicerie, and a new and used bookstore.” Sam shut the novel and dug around in the bag at his feet until he found a somewhat battered paperback. “I found a guidebook.”

“Was it written this century?”

Sam snorted. “It’s Les Endroits mystique et sacré de Normandie et Bretagne, by Héloïse Bourgue.”

“Mystical and Sacred Spaces of Normandy and Brittany?” Ulysses leaned forward, trying to read upside down as Sam flipped through. “That sounds interesting.”

The waiter returned with their order, forcing Ulysses to sit back. The sandwich was six inches or so of baguette into which had been shoved some slices of camembert.

“The section on Carnac is not very long.” He traced a finger along the page until he found the spot he wanted and read, “There is in Morbihan and the surrounding countryside a collection of megaliths that date back to the Neolithic era. The largest collection are the standing stones, or menhirs, near the village of Carnac. These are known as the Carnac alignments, and they feature many stones of varying size placed in precise lines. Local legend holds that they are the remains of a Roman legion turned to stone by the wizard Merlin. Others have suggested they may be ancient grave markers, and there are a number of Neolithic tombs in the area. Although the stones have suffered depredations over time, there are still nearly three thousand to be seen in three formations: Ménac, Kerlescan, and Kermario (also known as the House of the Dead). There are also many stones to be seen in the town proper. Because the formation is no longer complete in itself—” He raised his eyes, tapping the page. “It doesn’t explain what that means, by the way. It just goes on: we do not recommend that the megaliths be involved in rituals, although the locals claim their traditional rites are still . . .” He paused. “Hmm. I guess ‘beneficial’? Then it adds: For example, people wishing to become pregnant may rub the stones or rub themselves against the stones. However, blooded rites are now only rumored, and we do not recommend that any . . . We do not recommend that visitors pray to St. Iphigenia here, as the locals say.” He turned the page and frowned. “Sporty visitors to the region may enjoy renting boats to sail in Quiberon Bay and the Gulf of Morbihan.”

“Not this time of year,” Ulysses muttered. “When was that published?”

Sam flipped to the front. “Nineteen fifty-two. It’s a first edition.”

“Celeste told me windsurfing is popular now,” Ulysses offered. “But I’m sure that’s all still true otherwise.” He took a bite of his sandwich. It was delicious.

Sam was looking at the book again, concerned. “What does pray to St. Iphigenia mean?”

“It’s a euphemism.” Ulysses tried his coffee. It was pretty good. “People here have a reputation for being a bit superstitious. They might say ‘il casse sa pipe’ instead of ‘he died.’ Things like that.”

“And St. Iphigenia?” Sam rubbed his forehead. “She was Agamemnon’s eldest daughter, whom he sacrificed to the gods. Jesus, Ulysses—did they perform human sacrifices around here?”

“No!” Ulysses glanced compulsively over his shoulder, even though he knew they were about as alone as they could be. “I mean, not anymore. In the Neolithic, who knows. But not for a long time.”

The shocked expression on Sam’s face wasn’t going away. “So what does it mean?”

Ulysses took another bite of his sandwich. “It feels almost sacrilegious to say this, but the cheese in this sandwich is better than anything we ever get in Wisconsin.” He sighed happily.

“Ulysses.”

“Sorry.” He cleared his throat. “What do you know about blood magic?”

Sam shuddered. “How to do it.”

Ulysses bumped their knees together reassuringly. “You mean that protection spell Julius Sterling used.”

“Yeah.” As far as Ulysses was aware, the spell Sam was referring to had involved the sacrifice of a rooster. Possibly more; Sam had never told him the details, although he could guess.

“That’s one form, certainly.” He wasn’t sure if he sounded a little too cheerful about it. “There are others. It’s an umbrella term for spellcraft that involves blood in some way.”

“Malign spellcraft,” Sam said, looking at him sidelong. “You’ve said.”

“I don’t know that I’d call that entirely accurate according to my current understanding.” He hesitated, aware that sounded like he was excusing himself. “In fairness, once you start messing around with blood, things do start to get a bit grim.”

Sam gave a low laugh, more breathy exhale than sound. “A bit.”

“I mean, it can be extremely strong and protective magic. When given freely, blood carries a lot of power. I think you’ve seen that. When we saved Hugh, for example.”

Sam shifted, his gaze drifting to the ocean. Ulysses knew he was questioning whether the blood had been voluntarily given, to say nothing of whether they had saved anyone, or if Ulysses had, and whether or not what had happened constituted saving, and on and on. “So St. Iphigenia is related to bloodletting,” Sam murmured finally.

“Yes. I mean, it may originally have been human sacrifice, but it became more of a pseudo-sacrifice over time. A real body becomes a body made of straw smeared with blood, or a glass of red wine. An animal becomes an effigy of an animal adorned with leather or antlers.” Ulysses sipped his coffee; it was rapidly becoming lukewarm in the cool air, but still good, strong and earthy.

“The domestication process writ large.” Sam picked up his own coffee cup and looked down into it for a long moment. “Is the power of the sacrifice the same?”

“It depends,” Ulysses said carefully, “on the belief structure behind the substitution. But generally no.”

“Hence blood magic.” Sam took a drink of coffee and grimaced. “That’s why you’re always so worried about it.”

“It can be used as a way of kicking the full cost of a spell down the road.” Ulysses took a breath. “I’ve told you how Julius did that with your mother during her pregnancy. But . . . suppose that when the cost comes due, you don’t have a victim to pawn it off on. What happens?”

Sam cleared his throat. “Your new didactic conversational style aside, I’m guessing it’s something bad.”

“Yeah.” He waited.

Sam made a humming noise in his throat. “If you’re doing regular magic and you don’t specify a sufficient sacrifice, the spell usually fails. But if you’ve . . . postponed that aspect of the operation, the spell can’t fail retroactively because of how time works, so it will collect the cost from the caster.” He reached out, his fingers brushing Ulysses’s. “Is that why you were sick after we fought those guys with the dybbuks?”

“I . . . somewhat.” Ulysses’s voice sounded equivocal, even to his own ears. He forced himself to straighten up. “I could have assigned more of the cost to someone else when I closed the spell, but I didn’t.”

“More.” Sam made an angry noise. “You slept through Thanksgiving dinner.”

“So did Laz!” Ulysses protested.

“He was still sedated from having his shoulder put back together!” Sam sounded aggravated. “You purposefully wrecked yourself to save those—those connards.”

Ulysses sighed and took his hand across the table. “I didn’t mean for it to come out that way. It was . . . more of a strain than it should have been. But everyone lived.”

“Have you ever heard of a Pyrrhic victory?”

“I did what I had to,” Ulysses snapped. The surf crashed on the beach metronomically. He closed his eyes and listened to the sound for a long count of ten, getting his breathing under control. Sam was right, probably; he usually was. And Ulysses didn’t want to fight. “I’m sorry.”

“I don’t like it,” Sam said.

Ulysses looked down at the remains of his sandwich. “No one likes it. I don’t like it. But it was the choice I had at the time. And—” He raised his head, met Sam’s eyes. “It didn’t kill me.”

Sam scowled. “Ekaterina said you have no stomach for blood magic, and she’s right.”

“I know.”

Sam sighed, leaning forward until his face was a breath away from Ulysses’s. “And you won’t do it again?”

“No.” Not unless he didn’t have a choice.

Sam abruptly sat back, folding his hands across his chest. “You are infuriating. You know you can’t lie to me.”

Ulysses still didn’t quite understand how the bond felt from Sam’s side, but setting it off was as fascinating as it was frustrating. “I’m sorry.” Under the table, he caught one of Sam’s feet between both of his. “I was reckless. I want to be able to tell you I’ll never do it again. But the truth is, in a similar situation, where I had to make a choice between paying the price myself or hurting someone I love, I’d do it again. You know I would.”

Sam closed his eyes. “You wouldn’t even think about it,” he admitted.

Ulysses leaned forward. “I couldn’t live with myself if I killed you again,” he added, because it was that kind of conversation.

Sam opened his eyes. “I ought to throw you into the sea for saying things like that.”

“Sorry.” Ulysses tried to shift backward, but Sam snaked out one long arm and caught the lapel of his coat.

“You’re really not.” He kissed Ulysses, just a little brush of their lips, but it was enough to surprise him.
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