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BY WINTER’S FORBIDDEN RITE


Prologue

An isolated farmstead in the Midwest – December 9, 1889

 

No devil will fright thee then so much as she.

—William Shakespeare 

Love’s Labour’s Lost

 

 

The house had only recently gone quiet. The wind moaned around it, casting flakes of snow at it too fast for the eye to see—only white trails where the snow had once been. White snow clung to the rose-colored paint on the walls of the house and the red paint on the fences and the barn and the outbuildings. 

Nothing living remained. Inside the barns, the milk cows were beginning to freeze to the straw on the dirt floor. Two horses, likewise. The white chickens had escaped from their coop before their slaughter, for the most part, and had been sucked away by the snow. A few of them might live until springtime. But most of them would lie trapped within the snowbanks until spring. Then they would sink into the dark earth and rot. 

The farmcats had fled at the first sign of trouble, of course, but then so had the mice. 

Human bodies lay in the house, the barn, and around the farmyard, cooling in pools of their own blood. 

Crystals of ice formed in the red footsteps. 

The babe in the Lady’s arms shivered, but not from the cold. He was inoculated now with her genetic material, from a gentle kiss on the forehead. 

As a mother, she understood what terrible hopes lay upon something so lovely and defenseless. As a scientist, she was far more aware of the mistakes she had made with other humans, over an immense amount of time. She was learning, though, what she needed in order to found a crossbreed race. 

As a queen, she was running out of time. 

She held the child tighter, and lay her cheek against his. “My son,” she said. “You are now my son.” 

His face was hideously, terrifyingly pale. She kissed him again, this time only to comfort him. 

It was time to go. 


PART 1 – Before the Séance 

When icicles hang by the wall, 

And Dick the shepherd blows his nail

—William Shakespeare 

Love’s Labour’s Lost

 

 

The table did not seat thirteen, nor would the parlor have seated thirteen if that many seats had been available. In fact there weren’t thirteen women that the lady of the house could trust in a situation like this. Instead, there were five: Marda Stolte, the lady of the house; the medium, Madame Josephe Benoit, of Montreal; Stephanie Schiffman-Marushia, Marda’s nearest neighbor at five miles’ distance, a childless widow; and two spinster sisters, Lavinia and Leontine Arnel, who were Marda’s cousins from town. A girl named Vella King waited on them, tromping indelicately back and forth between parlor and kitchen with teapots and trays. The baby, Edward, was in a bassinette in the kitchen, near but not too near the stove.

The day was bright and sunny, although chill. A steady wind drew a line of clouds from the west. 

Marda’s husband had driven into town to pick up some supplies for repairing a few things around the house, leaving their farmhand Timothy to hang around and take care of things; Martin would be home either late that night or early the next morning, depending on whether or not he cared for a drink.

Marda wore a heavy, rust-colored wool dress of a simple cut with gold-colored embroidery. She wasn’t much of a seamstress, but she liked to embroider while tucked up under a heavy quilt. Madame Benoit wore a heavy black skirt and a plain white blouse. A knitted kerchief in black Shetland wool lay across her shoulders, almost but not quite as delicate as French lace. Stephanie wore a high-collared black dress that brightened her neck and wrists with tiny bits of white lace. One cuff’s lace had come askew and was threatening to dip into her tea. She was the youngest of the group, already a widow and lame as well. She could walk with painstaking slowness from one room to the next, and on her worst days needed to be carried or pushed in a wicker wheelchair. She had a broad smile, golden hair, and a sharp tongue. 

The two sisters, Leontine and Lavinia, wore two slightly different shades of beige cotton twill. What their dresses lacked in color, they made up for in detail—ruffles, flounces, pleats, piping, and fabric-covered buttons. With their glossy, raven-black hair pinned up in long coils on their heads, their dresses had a surprisingly striking effect. Their skin was pale as snow, their lips as red as blood—and their cheeks carefully pinched pink when their backs were turned to the table.

“The séance must occur after full dark,” Madame Benoit warned them. “The spirits cannot pass the veil in daylight.”

“What about the full moon?” Leontine asked. She was the younger and bolder of the two sisters. 

“That will have no effect on the matter,” Madame Benoit said. “Just as when a ray of sun strikes a surface, it gives up its heat, when sunlight strikes the moon, it gives up its power of maintaining the veil, so we will not need to contend with its light. The darker the night the better, of course, for the light of the stars, no matter how distant, still affects the spirits.”

“Isn’t it generally said that the light of the stars is beneficial to summoning spirits?” Stephanie asked with a straight face.

“It is generally said,” Madame Benoit stated with an elegant assumption of queenlike dignity, “even though it isn’t the slightest bit true.”

“I appreciate your candor.”

Marda cleared her throat slightly. “Are there any preparations that need to be made before this evening?”

“First, we must be uninterrupted,” Madame Benoit said. “Your husband?”

“Is not expected to return from town until after midnight or early tomorrow morning,” Marda said. “Although Timothy is still here to see to the livestock.”

“I must ask that you speak to him, to ensure that he does not interrupt the ritual while it is taking place.”

“I shall.”

· · ·

The four of them played whist until dinner, with Madame Benoit doing some knitting in silk in front of the fire. Vella King waited on them and cared for the baby, keeping him quiet and out of sight. He was a little one, not yet able to crawl or even hold his head up steadily. In fact he seemed weak, pale, and bloodless, and Miss King was always at his side, making sure he hadn’t stopped breathing. She had had a baby brother pass that way, and she had nightmares about it still. She might have saved him, if only she had been in time.

Between hands the women talked about the baby, their homes, Marda’s husband, the dead.

“Who is it that you’re trying to contact, Marda?” Stephanie asked.

“My mother,” Marda said firmly.

“Whatever for?”

“Advice about Edward. He’s a sickly boy.”

“Has the doctor seen him?”

“Yes, for all the good that it does. Something is wrong with his blood—that’s all that the doctor will say.”
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