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​The Werewolves of St. Claude: The Gandillon Trials (1598)

In 1598, the remote mountain district of St. Claude, France, was terrorized by a family of werewolves whose crimes would become one of the most thoroughly documented cases of lycanthropy in European history. Matthieu Renard, a young schoolmaster, witnessed and recorded the entire tragedy—from the brutal attack on two children gathering strawberries to the systematic trials conducted by the relentless Judge Henri Boguet.

Through Matthieu's detailed first-person account, we follow the investigation of the Gandillon family: Pierre, who made a desperate pact with demons to protect his sheep; his son Georges, corrupted at age twelve; his sister Perrenette, driven mad by her affliction; and Antoinette, who embraced her diabolical powers without remorse. The chronicle documents their confessions of transformation using mysterious salves, attendance at black sabbaths, and the murder of numerous victims—particularly children.

Matthieu treats the supernatural elements as historical fact, providing practical guides for recognizing werewolves, describing the mechanics of transformation, and defending Judge Boguet's harsh but effective methods. His narrative culminates in the executions and the immediate, complete cessation of attacks—which he presents as empirical proof that the threat was real and its destruction necessary. A chilling testament to faith, fear, and the price of justice in an age when monsters walked as men.
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​PART I: THE GATHERING DARKNESS


​Chapter 1: The Valley of Shadows
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I write these words by candlelight in the year of our Lord 1598, in the twenty-third year of my life and the fifth of my profession as schoolmaster to the children of the villages surrounding St. Claude. My hand trembles not from the cold—though the stone walls of my modest chamber offer little protection against the mountain winds—but from the weight of what I must record. I am Matthieu Renard, son of a cloth merchant of modest means, educated by the grace of God and the charity of the Franciscan brothers at Lyon. I have been granted the gift of letters, and with this gift comes a sacred obligation: to bear witness to the truth, however terrible it may be.

There are those in Paris, comfortable in their grand houses, warm by their hearths, who will read what I have written and dismiss it as the ravings of a superstitious provincial. Let them. They have not seen what I have seen. They have not walked these mountain paths at dusk, when the shadows lengthen and the forest seems to breathe with malevolent intelligence. They have not looked into the eyes of creatures that should be mere beasts but possess something far more sinister—a knowing, a cunning, a hatred that no animal born of nature could harbor.

I came to this region with the innocent enthusiasm of youth, eager to bring learning to the children of these remote valleys. The Franche-Comté is a land of terrible beauty. The mountains rise like the walls of God's own cathedral, their peaks touching the clouds even in summer. The forests are so dense that at midday, a man might walk in twilight beneath their canopies. Rivers rush through gorges carved over ages, their waters cold and pure as the snows that feed them. In spring, the meadows burst forth with wildflowers of such profusion that one might think Eden itself had taken root in these heights.

But there is another side to this beauty—a darkness that dwells in the deep places where sunlight never penetrates, where the ancient trees grow twisted and strange. The people here have always known this. Their grandparents knew it, and their grandparents before them. The land provides, yes, but it also takes. It demands respect, caution, and above all, vigilance.

My schoolhouse stands at the edge of the village of Longchaumois, a structure of weathered timber and stone that serves equally as a place of learning and a refuge when the wolves grow bold. It is a humble place—a single large room with rough-hewn benches, a stone hearth that smokes abominably in winter, and my own small chamber barely large enough for a bed and writing desk built into the wall. The shutters are thick and reinforced with iron bars, not for protection against thieves (for what would thieves want with a schoolmaster's meager possessions?), but against things that prowl in the darkness.

On my first day in this post, five years ago, old Henri Mercier, the village elder, showed me how to bar those shutters properly. "You'll learn to listen for them, Master Renard," he told me, his voice carrying the weight of hard-won wisdom. "The wolves here aren't like those in the lowlands. They're clever. Patient. They'll test your walls, your doors. They'll wait." His eyes, rheumy with age, held something I didn't understand then—not just caution, but a deeper, more primal fear. "And some nights," he added in a whisper, as though the very walls might carry tales, "some nights they walk on two legs before they walk on four."

I confess I smiled at this, thinking it the colorful superstition of an old man who had lived too long in isolation. How arrogant I was in my youthful learning! How certain that my education had lifted me above such primitive beliefs! God forgive me for my pride.

The children came to me that first autumn—twelve students ranging from six to fourteen years of age. Their families paid what they could: eggs, cheese, cuts of mutton, firewood, and occasionally a few precious coins. I taught them their letters, basic ciphering, scripture, and the rudiments of Latin. They were good children, hungry for knowledge despite the hardness of their lives. Young Marie Pichon could recite the Lord's Prayer in Latin by her eighth year. Thomas Bidel—God rest his soul—showed such promise with numbers that I dreamed he might one day clerk for a merchant house in Lyon.

But I noticed from the beginning how their attention would wander when the light began to fail. How they would glance toward the windows, their bodies tensing like rabbits sensing a fox. How they would hurry home when lessons ended, never lingering to play as children should. And I noticed how their parents always came to collect them before dusk, armed with stout staves and daggers, their eyes scanning the tree line constantly.

"The wolves, Master," explained Claude Jaquillard when I asked about this excessive caution. "They've grown bold these past years. They took three sheep from my flock last month. Found them in the morning—not eaten, mind you, but torn apart. Scattered. As if..." He trailed off, unwilling to finish the thought.

"As if what?" I pressed.

He looked at me with the patience one shows to a child who asks why the sky is blue. "As if it were done for sport, Master. For pleasure. What wolf kills but does not eat?"

At first, I attributed the losses to natural predation made worse by harsh winters. The region depended heavily on sheep farming—the rocky terrain and thin soil made crop cultivation difficult, and the flocks provided wool, meat, and milk for the isolated communities. When wolves killed livestock, they struck at the very foundation of survival here. It was understandable that the people would develop an exaggerated fear of the predators that threatened their livelihood.

But as my first winter progressed, I began to understand that something was indeed wrong—something that defied natural explanation.

The attacks followed no pattern that made sense. Wolves are pragmatic creatures; they hunt when hungry, taking the weakest and most vulnerable prey. They are cautious around humans and their dwellings. Yet the depredations that winter were neither pragmatic nor cautious. Sheep were killed within sight of farmhouses. Dogs that should have warned of approaching predators were found dead with their throats torn out, lying in their own blood without having raised an alarm. Flocks were scattered in panic, and upon investigation, the tracks in the snow were... wrong.

I saw these tracks myself after an incident at the Bonnard farm. Pierre Bonnard, a taciturn shepherd whose son attended my school, came to fetch me one morning, his face ashen. "You read and write, Master," he said. "You're an educated man. Come see this and tell me what manner of beast makes such marks."

I followed him to his upper pasture, where four of his sheep lay dead. The sight sickened me—I had never before witnessed such violence. The animals had been savaged with a ferocity that seemed almost personal. But it was the tracks that made my blood run cold.

They began as wolf prints, clear and unmistakable in the fresh snow—four paws, claws extended, the characteristic gait of a large predator. But then, not ten yards from the first kill, they changed. The stride lengthened. The impressions became deeper, as if the creature's weight had shifted. And then, impossibly, the tracks of the hind legs began to resemble something else entirely. The paw prints elongated, the toes spread wider, and the claw marks became less pronounced. By the time the tracks reached the forest edge, I could no longer deny what my eyes showed me: they had become the footprints of a man.

A barefoot man, walking upright, who had entered the forest as surely as he had arrived as a wolf.

"You see it, don't you?" Pierre whispered beside me. "You see what I see?"

I could not speak. My education, my reason, my entire understanding of the natural world screamed that this was impossible. Yet the evidence lay before me in the pristine snow, undeniable and terrible. I knelt beside the tracks, running my fingers near—but not touching—the depression where a human foot had pressed into the snow. The print was large, male, with the distinctive spacing of toes I had seen on countless human feet. But it was surrounded by the tracks of a wolf.

"It's not the first time," Pierre continued, his voice hollow. "My father saw such things. His father before him. There are those among us, Master Renard, who have given themselves to the Devil. They run with the wolves because they are wolves. And when they tire of mutton, they hunger for sweeter meat."

"Surely you don't mean—" I began.

"Children, Master. I mean children."

I wanted to dismiss this as hysteria, as ignorant superstition born of loss and fear. But I could not dismiss the tracks. I could not dismiss the unnatural cunning of the attacks. And I could not dismiss what happened next.

Three weeks later, little Anne-Marie Roussel disappeared.

She was nine years old, a shy child with dark hair and a gift for embroidery. She had been walking home from my school with her elder brother, François. They had taken the familiar path through the village, the same route they walked every day. François had stopped to speak with the blacksmith about a broken plow share—a conversation that lasted no more than a few minutes. When he turned back to collect his sister, she was gone.

The village turned out immediately. We searched through the night, carrying torches, calling her name until our voices were hoarse. We found her shawl caught on a bramble bush at the forest edge. We found small footprints in the soft earth, and beside them, the prints of something large and four-legged. We found a place where the ground was disturbed, where something had been dragged into the underbrush.

We found her three days later, or what remained of her.

I will not describe what we found in detail—some things should not be committed to paper, lest they haunt the reader as they haunt me still. I will say only that Father Benedict, who had served this parish for thirty years and witnessed every form of death the mountains could inflict, wept like a child. And I will say that the manner of her death could not have been the work of any natural wolf.

No animal feeds with such deliberate cruelty. No beast arranges the remains of its prey in patterns that suggest mockery rather than hunger. And no wolf that I know of leaves human teeth marks alongside its own.

The teeth marks were what convinced me. I had thought myself a rational man, a product of humanistic education, someone who could explain the world through observation and reason. But when the village physician—such as he was—pointed out the distinctive impressions in the child's flesh, I could no longer hide behind comfortable skepticism. Alongside the tears from canine fangs were other marks: the curved indentations of human incisors, the flat crushing of human molars. Something that possessed both sets of teeth had fed upon Anne-Marie Roussel.

The village buried her in the churchyard on a gray morning that smelled of rain. Father Benedict spoke the words of committal, but I saw the doubt in his eyes, the question he dared not voice: could a child killed by such abomination truly rest in sanctified ground? Would her soul find peace, or had the very nature of her death tainted it?

After the funeral, the character of the village changed. Where before there had been caution, now there was terror. Where before there had been whispered folklore, now there was grim certainty. The people spoke openly of what they had long suspected but dared not name: there were werewolves in the forests of Franche-Comté. Not wolves that acted strangely, not rabid beasts or cunning predators, but men and women who had made pacts with the Devil himself, who shed their human forms to hunt as demons in wolf-shape.

My students came to school less frequently. Their parents kept them close, watching them every moment. The roads between villages, once traveled freely during daylight, became passages of dread. Farmers moved their flocks closer to their houses and sat up through the nights with loaded crossbows. At my schoolhouse, I began to dismiss lessons earlier, while the sun still hung well above the mountains.

And I began to listen, as old Henri had advised, to the sounds of the night.

The wolves had always howled in these mountains—that was the nature of the place. But now I distinguished between the howls. There were the normal calls of the pack: the lonely cry of a separated member, the rally call before a hunt, the territorial warning to rivals. These I had learned to recognize. But there were other sounds now—howls that carried an almost human timbre, that seemed to form words in some dark language I did not wish to understand. Howls that were answered not from distant ridges, but from the village itself, from within the very houses where families huddled in fear.

I remember one particular night in late winter. A full moon hung in a cloudless sky, bathing the landscape in cold silver light. I sat at my writing desk, attempting to prepare the next day's scripture lesson, when I heard it: a long, undulating howl that rose from the valley below. It was answered immediately by another from the ridge above. And then another, and another, until the night was filled with a chorus of voices that seemed to surround the village entirely.

I rose and went to the window, peering through the gaps in the shutters. The moonlight was so bright that I could see clearly across the village square. And there, standing in the center of that open space, was a wolf.

It was larger than any wolf I had ever seen—massive shoulders, a thick ruff of fur around its neck, eyes that gleamed with reflected moonlight. But it was not the size that froze my blood. It was the way the creature stood, perfectly still, staring directly at my window. Staring at me.

For a long moment, we regarded each other. The wolf made no move to flee, showed no fear of the human habitation around it. Instead, it seemed to study me with an intelligence that was profoundly wrong. I had the distinct impression that it was making some kind of assessment, judging whether I was worth its attention.

Then it did something that stopped my heart. It sat back on its haunches, raised its forepaw, and with a gesture that was hideously human, it beckoned to me. The movement was unmistakable—the curling of claws that moved more like fingers, the tilt of the massive head, the gesture one person makes to another: come here.

I staggered back from the window, my rational mind unable to process what I had just witnessed. When I gathered the courage to look again moments later, the square was empty. But in the fresh snow, I could see its tracks leading away toward the forest. And beside those wolf tracks, for several yards, ran the prints of human feet.

This is the world in which I lived and worked in the years before 1598. A world where the boundary between man and beast, between the natural and the supernatural, had become perilously thin. A world where parents feared not just for their livestock, but for their children's very souls. A world where the forests held horrors that the church had taught us were mere allegory and symbol, but which we now knew to be terribly, damnably real.

I did not yet know the names of those who had embraced this evil. I did not yet understand the depth of the conspiracy that festered in our midst. But I knew, with the certainty that comes from witnessing the impossible, that there were those among us who had given themselves over to darkness. Who had accepted Satan's bargain and received in return the power to shed their humanity like a cloak.

The Gandillon family lived less than a mile from my schoolhouse, in a cottage at the forest edge. I knew them by sight—Pierre, the father, with his weathered face and haunted eyes; young Georges, who should have been one of my students but whom his father kept at home; and Perrenette, Pierre's sister, whom the villagers called "Poor Perrenette" with a mixture of pity and unease.

I did not yet know what they were. But I had seen them watching from the edge of the woods. I had noticed how the attacks seemed to concentrate around their dwelling. I had observed how other villagers made warding signs when the Gandillons passed.

And I had seen, though I did not want to admit it even to myself, the way Perrenette moved through the forest—not walking as a woman should walk, but loping, her hands and feet touching the ground in a gait that belonged to something four-legged rather than two.

The truth was there, if I had only the courage to see it. But truth, like light, can be painful to eyes that have grown accustomed to darkness. And the darkness in the valley of St. Claude was deep indeed.

In the months that followed that winter, as spring came late and grudging to the mountains, the attacks continued. The fear deepened. And all the while, I kept my records, documenting what I saw, struggling to make sense of the impossible.

I did not know that by summer's end, everything would change. That blood would be spilled, that justice—both mob and judicial—would be meted out with terrible finality. That I would witness transformations of body and soul that would confirm my darkest suspicions and shatter whatever remained of my youthful innocence.

I did not know that I would stand in the courtroom of the great Henri Boguet and hear confessions that would chill me to my marrow. That I would see with my own eyes the physical evidence of demonic transformation. That I would watch as the instruments of justice—both earthly and divine—worked to purge our land of an evil that had taken root like poison oak in a garden.

But all of that lay ahead in the terrible summer of 1598. For now, in the spring of that year, I was still a schoolmaster who wanted to believe that reason and education could explain the world. Who wanted to think that the stories whispered around winter hearths were just stories, that the tracks in the snow had some natural explanation, that the thing I had seen in the village square was merely a wolf with unusual behavior.

I wanted to believe. But in my heart, I already knew the truth.

The valley of St. Claude was cursed. Evil walked among us in the shape of our neighbors. And the price of that evil was measured in the blood of innocents and the terror of good Christian people who asked only to live their simple lives in peace.

This is the world I must describe, the truth I must record. Not because I wish to terrify future readers, but because they must know. They must understand that the Devil's reach is long, that his servants are many, and that the battle between light and darkness is not a metaphor or a parable, but a real and ongoing war fought in the shadows of our forests, in the darkness of our nights, and in the corrupted hearts of those who have chosen damnation over salvation.

What follows in these pages is my testament, my witness, and my warning. I write it in the hope that others might recognize the signs of such evil before it is too late. Before more children die. Before more souls are lost.

May God grant me the strength to tell it truly, and may He forgive me for what I failed to prevent.

—Matthieu Renard, Schoolmaster St. Claude, Franche-Comté The Year of Our Lord 1598
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​Chapter 2: The Gandillon Household
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There are families in every village who exist at the margins—neither fully part of the community nor entirely separate from it. They work the poorest land, occupy the most remote dwellings, and move through the world with the wariness of those who expect neither welcome nor charity. In the villages surrounding St. Claude, the Gandillon family was such a household, and I confess that for the first years of my tenure as schoolmaster, I paid them little mind beyond the casual notice one gives to any impoverished neighbor.

How blind I was. How tragically, willfully blind.

The Gandillon cottage stood at the very edge of habitable land, where the cultivated fields and pastures surrendered to the dark wall of the forest. It was a mean structure of rough timber and fieldstone, its thatch roof perpetually in need of repair, its single window covered with oiled parchment rather than glass. A thin trail of smoke rose from its chimney on cold days, but the place had an air of abandonment even when occupied—as though the forest were already in the process of reclaiming it, patient as only the wilderness can be.

Pierre Gandillon was the head of this household, a man I judged to be in his fortieth year, though hardship had etched such deep lines into his face that he might have passed for older. He was lean to the point of gauntness, with the ropy muscles of one who labors constantly but never quite eats enough. His hair, dark and shot through with premature gray, hung to his shoulders in the manner of the poorest shepherds who cannot spare coin for a barber. But it was his eyes that marked him most distinctly—deep-set and shadowed, they held a quality I can only describe as haunted, as though he were perpetually watching for something just beyond the edge of vision.

Pierre kept a small flock of sheep, perhaps a dozen animals that grazed on the marginal land around his cottage. It was barely enough to sustain a family, and indeed, the Gandillons lived in the most abject poverty. Pierre's clothes were patched and repatched, his boots bound with strips of leather that served as makeshift repairs. He spoke little when he came to the village for supplies or to sell his meager wool clip, and other men did not press conversation upon him. There was something in his manner—not hostility exactly, but a profound isolation—that discouraged fellowship.

I first took particular notice of Pierre Gandillon in the spring of 1596, some two years before the terrible events I must eventually recount. It was a Sunday morning, and I had attended Mass at the church of St. Claude along with most of the surrounding community. Pierre had come as well, standing at the very back of the church, pressed against the wall as though he wished to be as far from the altar as the building would allow.

Father Benedict was delivering a sermon on the parable of the lost sheep, and as he spoke with passion about the shepherd who leaves his ninety-nine to seek the one that has gone astray, I noticed Pierre's reaction. His face had gone pale, and his hands gripped the wall behind him with such force that his knuckles showed white. Sweat beaded on his forehead despite the coolness of the morning. When Father Benedict spoke the words "but the wolf comes and scatters the flock," Pierre's entire body convulsed as though he had been struck.

He fled the church before the sermon's conclusion, stumbling out into the daylight like a man desperate for air. I saw him later that day, sitting on a rock at the edge of the village, his head in his hands. When I approached to inquire after his health, he looked up at me with eyes that held such anguish that I stopped short.

"Are you ill, Monsieur Gandillon?" I asked.

He stared at me for a long moment, and I had the strangest sensation that he was weighing something—some confession or plea that he ultimately lacked the courage to voice. "We are all ill, Master Renard," he finally said. "Some of us are just more honest about it than others."

Before I could press him further, he rose and walked away, heading not toward his cottage but toward the deep forest, moving with the purposeful stride of a man who knows exactly where he is going.

It was only later, as I reflected on this encounter, that I realized what had struck me most: Pierre Gandillon had walked toward the forest as the sun was setting, with no lantern, no weapon, and no apparent fear of what dwelt in those shadows. What manner of man walks into such darkness unarmed and unafraid? Only one who knows he has nothing to fear from the creatures that prowl there. Only one who is himself such a creature.

But I am moving ahead of my narrative. Let me return to the matter of systematic observation.

Young Georges Gandillon was Pierre's son, a boy of perhaps thirteen or fourteen years—though like his father, hardship made precise assessment difficult. He should have been among my students, learning his letters and numbers, preparing himself for whatever future a poor shepherd's son might claim. But Pierre never sent him to my school, and the few times I encountered Georges in the village, he seemed more wild thing than boy.

He was small for his age, with the same dark hair and haunted eyes as his father. His skin was weathered beyond his years, and he moved with a peculiar, loping gait that put me in mind of the way dogs move when they are uncertain whether to approach or flee. He rarely spoke, and when he did, his voice was barely above a whisper. Other children avoided him—not with the cruelty that children sometimes show to those who are different, but with a deeper unease, an instinctive recognition that Georges Gandillon was not quite like them.

I made it my business, as part of my duties as schoolmaster, to speak with Pierre about the boy's education. It was a crisp autumn afternoon in 1596 when I walked the path to the Gandillon cottage, bringing with me a slate and some chalk as a gift—a gesture intended to show that I came in goodwill, not to judge or condemn their poverty.

The cottage looked even more desolate up close. The small garden that should have held vegetables was mostly bare earth and weeds. A few scrawny chickens scratched in the dirt. Pierre's sheep grazed on the hillside above, and I could see Georges among them, moving on all fours in a manner that made me stop and stare. He was not merely crouching or crawling—he was moving with the fluid coordination of a quadruped, his spine parallel to the ground, his hands and feet striking the earth in a rhythm that belonged to no human gait.

As I watched, frozen in place, Georges suddenly lifted his head and looked directly at me. Even from that distance, I could see the feral gleam in his eyes. He bared his teeth—and they seemed longer than a boy's teeth should be, more prominent, almost lupine. Then he scrambled away over the ridge with such speed that he seemed almost to flow across the landscape.

Pierre emerged from the cottage at that moment, a leather bucket in his hand. He saw me standing there and read my expression accurately.

"Georges is... different, Master Renard," he said, his voice heavy with something that might have been shame or might have been something darker. "He's not fit for schooling."

"All children can learn," I replied, gathering my composure. "It is my calling to teach, and his right to be taught."

"Rights?" Pierre laughed, a sound like dry leaves rattling. "You speak of rights? Here, in this place?" He set down the bucket and looked at me directly. "My son is not like other children. He never has been. Some things run in families, Master. Some things are passed down like the color of one's eyes or the shape of one's face. Would you have me send him to sit among the good children of the village so they can see what he is? So they can fear him as they should?"

"Fear him? He is but a boy—"

"He is what he is," Pierre interrupted. "As I am what I am. As my sister is what she is. We did not choose this, Master Renard. But we must live with it nonetheless."

There was such finality in his tone that I did not press the matter further. But as I prepared to leave, I noticed something through the open door of the cottage. Hanging on the wall was a wolf pelt—not unusual for a shepherd who must defend his flock—but beside it were several clay pots and jars arranged on a crude shelf. One of these was open, and I could see a thick, greenish-gray substance within, like rendered fat mixed with herbs. A peculiar smell emanated from it, sweet and rotten at once, that made my stomach turn.

"What is that salve?" I asked, curiosity overcoming propriety.

Pierre's face went rigid. He stepped into my line of sight, blocking my view of the interior. "Medicine," he said shortly. "For the sheep. They get sores, parasites. A shepherd must tend his flock."

But I had seen the way his hand trembled as he spoke, the way his eyes would not meet mine. And I had seen something else—marks on his wrist, visible as his sleeve rode up, that looked like symbols or letters crudely scratched into the skin. They were not words in any language I knew, but they had the deliberate character of writing, of something intentionally inscribed.

I thanked him for his time and left, but as I walked back toward the village, I could not shake the feeling that I had just glimpsed something significant, some piece of a puzzle I did not yet know I was assembling.

If Pierre and Georges were troubling in their strangeness, Perrenette Gandillon was altogether more disturbing.

Perrenette was Pierre's sister, a woman of perhaps thirty-five years, though it was difficult to judge. The villagers called her "Poor Perrenette" with a mixture of pity and revulsion, and she was generally regarded as simple-minded or mad. She lived in the cottage with Pierre and Georges, though I rarely saw her in the village proper. When she did appear, it was usually at dawn or dusk, and she moved through the streets with a peculiar, shuffling gait, her head down, her unwashed hair hanging in greasy tangles around her face.

But it was in the forest that Perrenette was most often seen, and it was these sightings that generated the most disturbing reports.

Old Marie Tournier, a widow who gathered herbs and mushrooms in the woods, came to me one autumn day in great agitation. Marie was known for her level head and practical nature—not one given to flights of fancy or superstitious terrors. Yet she was visibly shaken when she arrived at my schoolhouse.

"Master Renard," she said, "you are an educated man. You read books. Tell me—is it natural for a grown woman to run about on all fours like a beast?"

I assured her it was not, and pressed her for details.

"I saw her this morning, in the clearing near the old charcoal burner's hut. Perrenette Gandillon. She was... Master, she was loping through the undergrowth on her hands and feet, her back parallel to the ground. She was making sounds—growling, snarling sounds. And when she caught scent of me..." Marie's voice dropped to a whisper. "When she caught scent of me, she lifted her head and bared her teeth. Her teeth, Master! They were red with something. Blood, I think. Fresh blood."

"Perhaps she had killed a rabbit," I suggested, trying to find a rational explanation. "The poor creature is mad, Marie. Surely she is not responsible for her actions."

"Mad? Aye, perhaps. But what madness makes a woman believe she is a wolf? And what happens when madness like that goes hungry?"

I had no answer for her then. But I made it my business to observe Perrenette more carefully from that day forward.

I began to notice patterns. Perrenette's appearances in the village or on the roads were not random—they correlated with the lunar cycle. She was most active, most visible, during the full moon and the days immediately surrounding it. During the dark of the moon, she was hardly seen at all, as though she retreated into some den like an animal hibernating.

More disturbing still, I noticed her reaction to the church bells. The church of St. Claude rang its bells for various offices throughout the day—at dawn for Lauds, at noon for Sext, at sunset for Vespers. Most villagers paid these bells little mind beyond using them to mark the time. But Perrenette reacted to them with visible distress.

I witnessed this myself on a Wednesday in late November. I had dismissed my students early due to an approaching storm, and I was walking through the village when the bells began to ring for Vespers. Perrenette happened to be in the square at that moment, standing near the well with a wooden bucket. The moment the first peal of the bells sounded, she dropped the bucket and clapped her hands over her ears, letting out a howl of pain—and it was truly a howl, an inhuman sound of anguish that raised the hairs on my neck.

She fell to her knees, rocking back and forth, that terrible sound continuing to pour from her throat. Several villagers approached to help her, but she lashed out at them with such violence that they backed away. Her eyes, when they caught mine, were wild and rolling, showing the whites like a panicked horse. Foam flecked her lips.

The bells continued their measured tolling, and with each peal, Perrenette seemed to suffer more acutely. She began to claw at her own face, leaving red scratches down her cheeks. She tore at her clothing. And all the while, that howling continued.

When the bells finally ceased, she collapsed forward onto her hands and knees, panting like a dog. After a moment, she rose unsteadily and fled toward the forest, moving with that same four-legged lope that Marie Tournier had described.

Father Benedict, who had witnessed this from the church steps, made the sign of the cross. "That woman is possessed," he said to me quietly. "No Christian soul could react thus to the blessed bells. Something unholy dwells within her."

"Should she not be exorcised, then, Father?" I asked.

He looked at me with eyes that held both sorrow and fear. "Exorcism is for demons, Master Renard. But what if the demon and the woman have become one thing? What if the possession is so complete that to cast out the demon would be to destroy the person entirely?" He shook his head. "There are some afflictions that only fire can cure."

At the time, I thought his words harsh and uncharitable. Now, knowing what I know, I understand that Father Benedict had recognized the truth before any of us: Perrenette Gandillon was beyond saving.

I began to keep a journal of observations—dates, times, behaviors. I told myself it was the scientific curiosity of an educated man, a way of understanding the unfortunate malady that afflicted this poor family. But in truth, I think I was already beginning to suspect the darker reality.

I noted that Pierre was often absent from his cottage at night, particularly during the full moon. His neighbors would report seeing smoke from his chimney cease at dusk, and the cottage would sit dark and seemingly empty until dawn. Where did he go? Into the forest, surely—but to what purpose?

I noted that the attacks on livestock intensified during the periods when Perrenette was most active in her wanderings. Sheep would be found dead with their throats torn out within hours of her being seen in the area, moving through the underbrush on all fours.

I noted that young Georges grew more feral as he aged. By his fourteenth year, he rarely stood fully upright, preferring to move in a crouch or on all fours. His hands had become calloused and hardened from this constant contact with the ground, developing almost paw-like toughness.

And I noted something else, something I discovered quite by accident.

It was a night in early spring of 1598—the very season when all would come to its terrible conclusion. I had been working late at my schoolhouse, preparing lessons by candlelight, when I realized I had no ink left for the morrow. I knew that Jean Martine, the village clerk, kept supplies and would not mind if I borrowed a small amount.

The moon was full that night, hanging huge and silver in a cloudless sky, bright enough to walk by without a lantern. I made my way through the sleeping village toward Jean's house, which sat on the far edge, nearest the forest road. As I walked, I heard the wolves howling—that sound had become so common that I barely registered it anymore.

But then I heard something else: a human voice, raised in response to the wolf howls. Not a cry of fear or a shout of warning, but a answering call—an ululating howl that matched the pitch and rhythm of the wolves themselves. It came from the direction of the Gandillon cottage.

I should have gone immediately back to my schoolhouse. I should have barred my door and said my prayers and minded my own affairs. But curiosity—or perhaps divine providence guiding me toward the truth—drew me forward. I left the road and moved through the fields toward the Gandillon property, keeping low, using the stone walls and hedgerows for concealment.

The cottage was dark, as I expected. But in the yard before it, illuminated by the bright moonlight, I saw three figures engaged in some kind of ritual.

Pierre stood in the center, his arms raised to the sky, his head thrown back. He was naked from the waist up, and even from my hiding place, I could see that his entire torso was covered in symbols drawn or painted on his skin—the same strange script I had glimpsed on his wrist months before. He was chanting something in a language I did not recognize, harsh syllables that seemed to stick in his throat like thorns.

Beside him, also stripped to the waist and similarly marked, was young Georges. The boy swayed as his father chanted, his eyes closed, his mouth working soundlessly.

And before them both, moving in a circle, dancing or perhaps prowling, was Perrenette. She wore nothing but a rough shift, and in her hands she held a clay pot—the same pot I had seen in the cottage. As she moved, she dipped her fingers into the pot and anointed first Pierre, then Georges, smearing the greasy substance on their foreheads, their chests, their arms.

The smell that reached me was the same sweet-rotten odor I had noticed before, but stronger now, mixed with something else—a musky, animal scent that I recognized as the smell of wolves.

Pierre's chanting grew louder, more urgent. Georges began to howl, a sound that started human but slid into something distinctly canine. Perrenette's circling became faster, more frenzied. She dropped to all fours as she moved, her shift riding up to expose legs that seemed to bend wrongly, as though the bones within were reshaping themselves.

And then, as I watched in frozen horror, the transformation began.

I cannot describe it precisely—my mind rebels against the memory, insisting that what I saw was impossible, a trick of moonlight and shadow and distance. But I know what I witnessed. I saw Pierre's spine begin to curve, his shoulders hunching forward. I saw his face elongate, his jaw pushing outward. I saw Georges drop fully to all fours, his hands and feet seeming to thicken and darken. I saw Perrenette's form blur and shift, becoming lower, longer, her limbs shortening even as they grew more powerful.

The chanting reached a crescendo, and then—silence. Where three human figures had stood, there were now three wolves.

They were larger than natural wolves, with eyes that gleamed with unnatural intelligence in the moonlight. For a moment, they stood perfectly still, as though orienting themselves to their new forms. Then, as one, they lifted their muzzles to the sky and howled—a sound of triumph and hunger that chilled my soul.

They turned toward the forest, and as they did, the largest of them—Pierre, I was certain—stopped and looked directly at where I lay hidden behind the stone wall. He could not possibly have seen me in the shadows, yet I felt his gaze as surely as a physical touch. His lips pulled back from his teeth in what could only be described as a smile.

Then they were gone, bounding across the field and vanishing into the trees with supernatural speed.

I lay there for what seemed like hours, too terrified to move, certain that they would return and find me. My education, my reason, my faith—all warred against what I had just witnessed. It was impossible. It was madness. It was a delusion brought on by fatigue and the play of moonlight.

But I knew—God help me, I knew—that it was real.

When I finally found the courage to move, I crept back to my schoolhouse on legs that trembled so badly I could barely walk. I locked and barred my door, lit every candle I possessed, and sat at my desk with my writing materials before me. I needed to record what I had seen while the memory was fresh, while the terror of it was still sharp and immediate.

But when I tried to write, my hand shook so violently that I could barely form letters. The words I managed to scratch onto the paper seemed inadequate, insane, impossible to believe even as I wrote them.

I had seen the impossible. I had witnessed human beings transform into beasts through some diabolical ritual. The Gandillon family—all of them—were werewolves. Not merely mad people who believed themselves to be wolves, but actual shape-shifters who had entered into some dark pact that allowed them to shed their human forms and run as predators through the night.

The question that haunted me then, as I sat surrounded by flickering candles, listening to the wolves howl in the forest, was this: what was I to do with this knowledge?

If I spoke of it, who would believe me? I was a schoolmaster, a man of letters, not given to flights of fancy or superstitious terror. Yet if I described what I had seen, I would be dismissed as mad, or worse, suspected of heresy myself for giving credence to such demonic things.

If I remained silent, how many more would die? How many more children would be taken, how many more sheep slaughtered, how much more terror would the villages endure?

I prayed that night as I had never prayed before, begging God for guidance, for wisdom, for courage. I prayed that what I had seen was a delusion, that morning would come and restore my reason. I prayed that the Gandillons would be revealed as merely disturbed, pitiable creatures rather than the servants of Satan that my eyes had shown me.

But even as I prayed, I heard them returning. Hours before dawn, I heard the scratching at my shutters—not the tentative scratching of a curious animal, but the deliberate testing of defenses by something that knew exactly what it was doing. I heard low growls and the padding of large paws circling my schoolhouse. I heard what sounded hideously like words—actual words in some guttural approximation of human speech—though I could not make out their meaning.

They knew that I had seen them. They knew that I knew. And they were deciding, I realized with absolute certainty, whether to add me to their list of prey.

The testing of my shutters continued. I heard claws scraping on wood, noses sniffing at the cracks around my door. My candles flickered in the drafts, casting monstrous shadows on the walls. I gripped my writing desk as though it were an anchor to sanity, and I prayed.

Finally, as the first light of dawn began to gray the darkness, the sounds ceased. I heard the wolves retreating, heard them loping away across the village square. When I dared to look through the gaps in my shutters, I saw three large shapes moving toward the forest. Just before they reached the trees, one of them—the largest—looked back toward my schoolhouse. Even at that distance, I could see the intelligence in its eyes, the recognition of me as a witness to their secret.

Then they were gone, and I was left with knowledge that burned like a coal in my mind: I knew what the Gandillons were. The question was, what would I do about it?

The answer would come sooner than I expected, and in a way more terrible than I could have imagined. For the Gandillons' darkest hour was approaching, and I would be there to witness it all—from the first attack that would expose them to the final flames that would consume them.

But that was still weeks away. For now, I sat in my schoolhouse as the sun rose, watching the ordinary morning routines of the village commence around me, and I felt like a man who had glimpsed Hell and must now walk among those who still believed themselves safe.

The Gandillon cottage sat at the edge of the forest, neither fully part of the human world nor wholly of the wilderness. It was a fitting dwelling for those who existed between states—between man and beast, between sanity and madness, between damnation and the illusion of ordinary life.

I had seen what happened there under the full moon. I had seen the truth of what they were.

And though I did not yet know it, the wheels of justice were already beginning to turn. The final act of the Gandillon tragedy was approaching, and I would have a role to play that I neither sought nor desired.

God help me, I would be there to see it all.
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​Chapter 3: Whispers of the Devil's Compact
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In the weeks following that terrible night when I witnessed the Gandillon transformation, I became a different sort of teacher. Where once I had instructed my students in Latin declensions and mathematical principles, I now found myself listening—truly listening—to the stories they brought with them from their homes, the tales their grandmothers whispered by the hearth, the warnings their fathers spoke in hushed voices over evening meals.

I had been taught at Lyon that such folk beliefs were the remnants of pagan ignorance, colorful superstitions that education would eventually sweep away like cobwebs before a broom. How arrogant that teaching seems to me now. How dangerously blind. The people of these mountains knew truths that my learned professors had forgotten or chosen to ignore: that evil is real, that it walks among us, and that the Devil's reach extends into every corner of God's creation, seeking those souls weak or desperate enough to accept his bargains.

I began to keep a second journal, separate from my teaching records and personal observations. In this volume, I recorded every story, every account, every whispered warning that came to my attention. I did not dismiss them as fancy or exaggeration. I treated each as a potential piece of evidence, a testimony to the supernatural war being waged in our midst. What I discovered horrified me, but it also prepared me for what was to come—for the confessions I would later hear in Judge Boguet's courtroom, confessions that would confirm nearly every dark tale the common people had been telling for generations.

Let me set down here some of those accounts, exactly as they were told to me, so that future readers might understand the world in which we lived—a world where the boundary between the natural and supernatural was far more permeable than comfortable philosophy would admit.



The Shepherd's Bargain

The first story I recorded with new seriousness came from old Claude Mercier, the village elder whose son attended my school. Claude was a man of perhaps seventy years, with a face like weathered oak and eyes that had witnessed the full cycle of human folly. He came to my schoolhouse one evening in late March, bearing a jug of rough wine and an expression that told me he had something weighing on his conscience.

"Master Renard," he said, settling himself on one of the student benches with a groan, "my grandson tells me you've been asking questions. About the old stories. About things that dwell in the forest."

"I have become... curious," I admitted, pouring wine for us both. "I have seen things I cannot explain through natural philosophy."

He nodded slowly, as though this confirmed something he had suspected. "Then I will tell you what my father told me, and what his father told him. It's a story about how a man might protect his flock, if he's willing to pay the price."

He took a long drink, gathering his thoughts, and then began:

"There was a shepherd named Étienne Roussel—this would be my grandfather's time, near seventy years past. Étienne was a good man by all accounts, devout in his prayers, honest in his dealings. But he was poor, desperately poor, and his flock was small. Wolves took two of his sheep one winter, then three more the next. He was facing ruin. His wife was with child, his other children were hungry, and he could see starvation approaching like a winter storm.

"One night, despairing, he went out to the high pasture where his remaining sheep huddled. He fell to his knees and cried out—not to God, Master, but to whatever powers might hear him. 'I will give anything,' he said, 'anything at all, to protect my flock and feed my family.'

"And he was answered.

"Three riders appeared on the ridge above him, though Étienne had heard no sound of their approach. They were dressed in black, mounted on black horses, and their faces... Étienne said later that their faces were wrong somehow, as though human features had been painted onto something that wasn't quite human underneath.

"The center rider spoke: 'You would give anything? Then give us this: your soul, to be collected when your time comes. In exchange, no wolf will trouble your flock. No beast will harm what is yours. Your sheep will multiply and prosper all your days.'

"Étienne should have refused. He should have made the sign of the cross and fled. But hunger makes men desperate, and desperation makes them foolish. He agreed. He swore an oath to these dark riders, and they gave him a small clay pot containing a gray-green salve. 'Anoint your sheep with this,' they told him. 'And anoint yourself when the moon is full. You will understand then what protection truly means.'

"Étienne did as instructed. He rubbed the salve on each of his sheep, and then, when the full moon rose, he anointed his own forehead with the substance. And Master Renard—he changed. His body twisted and reformed until he stood as a great wolf, larger and more terrible than any natural beast. But his mind remained his own. He could think as a man, but he had the strength and speed and senses of a wolf.

"For years, he used this gift—or curse—to protect his flock. When wolves came hunting, they found not helpless sheep but a guardian more fearsome than themselves. Étienne's flock grew and prospered. His family ate well. Other shepherds wondered at his success, but none guessed the truth.

"But the Devil's bargains always have a cost beyond the obvious price. Étienne found that the transformations came more easily, required less effort. He began to crave them. He began to hunt not just to protect, but for the joy of the hunt itself. He began to... hunger. Not for mutton, Master, but for other meat."

Claude paused here, his hands trembling slightly as he raised his cup. His voice dropped to barely above a whisper.

"They found him one morning in the high pasture, returned to his human form, his mouth and hands covered in blood. And beside him was what remained of a child—a little girl from the next valley who had wandered too far from home while picking flowers.

"The villagers knew then what he was. They dragged him to the village square and burned him alive. His wife and children fled the region and were never seen again. But before the flames took him, Étienne screamed out a warning: 'The riders still come! They still offer their bargains! Beware the desperate hour, for that is when the Devil sends his merchants!'

"And Master Renard, my father swore to me that those riders still appear in our mountains. That when a shepherd's desperation grows deep enough, when his prayers to God seem to go unanswered, he might look up and see three dark horsemen on the ridge, ready to make their offer."

Claude fell silent, staring into his wine cup. I sat motionless, my mind racing. Three demon horsemen. A magical salve. A transformation at the full moon. Protection of sheep purchased with the soul's damnation. Every element of this story would later be echoed in Pierre Gandillon's own confession before Judge Boguet.

"You believe this truly happened?" I asked quietly.

Claude looked at me with eyes that held no doubt whatsoever. "I believe that there are bargains available to desperate men. I believe the Devil is patient and his merchants are always riding. And I believe that Pierre Gandillon's flock never suffers from wolves, no matter how harsh the winter." He leaned forward. "Because Pierre Gandillon is the wolf, Master. Just as Étienne Roussel was before him."



The Sabbat in the Clearing

The next account came not from an elder but from a child—young Marie Pichon, one of my brightest students, who was then eight years old. She had been absent from school for three days, and when she returned, I noticed that she seemed frightened, jumping at every sound, her eyes constantly darting to the windows as though watching for something.

During the midday meal, when the other children were outside, I asked her gently what troubled her. At first she would not speak, but finally, with tears streaming down her face, she told me what she had seen.

"My papa was called away three nights ago," she said in a small voice. "To help find Monsieur Tournier's cow that had broken loose. Mama was nervous being alone, so she let me sleep in the big bed with her. But I couldn't sleep, Master. I was restless. And then I heard them."

"Heard whom, Marie?"

"The drums. From the forest. Boom-boom-boom, like a heartbeat but bigger. And voices singing, but not like church singing. Wild singing, with words I didn't know. Mama heard it too. She got up and barred the door and all the shutters, and she made me hide under the bed. But I could still hear them, Master. The drums and the singing and... other sounds. Laughing and screaming and howling all mixed together.

"I was so frightened that I crawled to the window where Mama hadn't fastened the shutter quite tight, and I peeked through the crack. The moon was full and bright, and I could see the forest edge. And Master—there were lights moving between the trees. Not lanterns, but strange green lights that floated and bobbed. And shadows moving past them, lots of shadows, all heading deeper into the forest toward where the sounds were coming from.

"I don't know why I did it—Mama would have beaten me if she'd known—but I unbarred the back door and slipped outside. I stayed low and moved through Papa's vegetable garden toward the forest. I had to see. I had to know what was happening.

"I followed the lights and the sounds until I came to the old clearing where the charcoal burners used to work, maybe a quarter mile into the trees. And there..." Her voice broke. "There were so many people there, Master. Twenty or more, dancing around a big fire. But they weren't dressed right. Some wore nothing at all, and some wore animal skins, and some had painted themselves all over with strange marks.

"And in the center of the clearing, there was a... a thing. It looked like a giant black goat standing on its hind legs, taller than any man. Its eyes glowed red in the firelight, and it had horns that curved up and up, and when it opened its mouth, I saw teeth like a wolf's teeth.

"The people were dancing around this goat-thing, and they were chanting something over and over. I couldn't make out all the words, but I heard them say 'Master' and 'Lord' and 'We serve.' And then... then they started coming forward one by one to kneel before the goat-thing. And it would touch them with its... its hand, or hoof, or whatever it was. And some of them would scream, and some would laugh, and some would just shake all over.

"I saw faces I recognized, Master. I saw Old Bernard who sells cheese in the market. I saw the widow Claudette from the mill. And I saw..." She looked up at me with terrified eyes. "I saw Perrenette Gandillon. She was right at the front, closest to the goat-thing, and she was on all fours, and the goat-thing was petting her like she was a dog, and she was licking its... its hooves, Master."

Marie began to sob. "Then the goat-thing looked directly at where I was hiding, even though I was behind a tree in the shadows. It looked right at me with those red eyes, and it smiled. It knew I was there, Master. It knew, and it let me see. It wanted me to see. And then it pointed at me, and everyone in the clearing turned to look.

"I ran. I ran as fast as I've ever run in my life. I could hear them behind me—not running, but laughing. They let me go, Master. They wanted me to escape. They wanted me to know what happens in the forest at night."

She clutched at my sleeve. "Mama says I had a nightmare. Papa says I must never speak of it again. But Master, it wasn't a dream. I know it wasn't. And every night since then, I hear scratching at our shutters. I hear voices outside calling my name. They're watching me, Master. The people from the clearing—they're watching our house."

I did not tell Marie that I believed her, though I did. I gave her what comfort I could and sent a note home with her stating that she had been frightened by bad dreams and needed her parents' reassurance. But privately, I recorded every detail she had told me.

The black sabbat was real. I had now two witnesses—my own eyes and this child's testimony—confirming that such gatherings took place in our forests, that the Devil himself (or one of his high demons) appeared to receive the worship of his followers, and that Perrenette Gandillon was among their number.



The Beast in the Barn

Not all the accounts came from dramatic confrontations or forbidden glimpses of dark rituals. Some came from simple, hardworking people who had experienced something inexplicable in the course of their daily lives. Such was the story told to me by François Bellamy, a farmer whose two sons attended my school.

François came to me in early April, ostensibly to pay his sons' tuition with a basket of eggs and a wheel of cheese. But I could see that something troubled him. We spoke of ordinary matters for a time—the late spring, the planting season, the prospects for the harvest. Finally, he worked up to what he had really come to say.
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