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14th day of Thea, 62 years since the Return of the Light

The black and grey wolf would stand with its shoulder about as tall as a fully grown man, were it standing still. Nearly fourteen feet from nose to tail, its muscular frame undulates as it races through the forest. As the wolf weaves its rapid path through the trees, the young girl clings to its back, curling red hair flowing behind her, a clump of fur held tightly in each hand.

The forest has been a blur as they race through the night. The cold wind whips across her as the wolf twists and turns through the trees. Her tears dry on her cheeks as quickly as they are shed.

She has cried herself out on the wolf’s back and now desperately clings to him, cold, tired, and afraid. It feels as if they have been running forever. She doesn’t know where he is taking her. She holds on tightly to the wolf’s back to keep from falling off.

One night Père had taken her walking in the woods around their cottage. Mère was away, gone to see the Gran Mater, and the girl had been anxious about noises in the dark. She couldn't sleep without Mère there to protect her, and kept calling out from her bed in the loft until he came up the ladder and told her to get dressed. Once you see for yourself, he said, you won't be afraid anymore.

They walked hand in hand into the woods. They took no light with them, but found their way through the trees by the dim moonlight. Père quietly led her through the forest. He anticipated every dip and rise in the ground underneath their feet. They paused in a gully and watched a family of foxes creep out of the end of a hollow log, their mère sniffing the air carefully before letting the kits run and tumble out. He pointed out the owl that hooted in the upper branches of a tree, and they watched its silent shadow glide across the gully. Just close your eyes, Père had said, and listen. She had stood there holding his hand, her eyes closed, her head thrown back. The forest filled her. She was part of it and it was part of her.

We’re afraid of what we don’t know, Père said, But that just tells us we need to open our hearts to something new. Then there’s no more fear.

Perdita Perrault had never thought of her Père as a wise man before that night. He was the one who did the chores, cooked their dinners, washed their clothes, while her Mère, the Sheriff of Le Clerc, was the wise one, the powerful one. Standing there in the darkness, with her eyes closed, her father’s hand securely holding hers, she felt her Père was the wisest man in the world, and she had never felt so safe, so much at home.

Home. Père. Mère. She feels the sobs rising up again through her chest, and with a practiced skill that belies her young age, she takes a long, deep, slow breath to force them back down. She is a Perrault. Noble blood flows through her veins. Her Mère instilled that much pride in her. Mère.

She feels the rhythmic stride of the wolf slow. She raises her head from the back of his neck to look up. Blearily she sees the pinkish light of dawn begin to break through the trees. She doesn’t recognize the terrain around her any more. She doesn’t know how far they’ve come, racing through the forest like the wind through the trees. In the stories her Mère used to tell her the wolves were all incredibly swift, but she’s old enough to know that some stories aren’t all true.

The wolf slows to a walk, panting heavily. He pulls up next to some bushes, then stops, gently kneeling down and twisting his torso to let her off onto the ground. She stumbles to her feet, putting her hand on his side to steady herself, and feels his fur turn to skin. She turns and looks at the shaggy-haired, bearded man kneeling next to her, rising up from all fours, naked, panting, grinning.

“Light!” he mutters. “I haven’t run like that in years! So exhilarating, no?” He turns to look at her, his mismatched eyes, one brown and one blue, shining in the predawn twilight.

“This is the end of the trail for you,” he says. “This is where he told me to leave you.”

She just stares at him. He turns to the bushes next to them, leans forward, parting them slightly with his hands. He grins. “And there’s the old man, just as Rex foretold.” He looks back at her. There is something about his toothy grin that frightens her. “It’s exciting to have a prophecy unfold around you, no?”

He pushes her up to the parted opening in the bushes. She can see a small field, behind which sits a compact white cottage, grey smoke spindling up from the stone chimney into the pale dawn sky. An old man works the field with a hoe, chomping on an unlit pipe. Above the trees behind his house she can see tendrils of smoke rising from other cottages.

“Go on.” The shaggy man pushes her towards the opening. “Go to him. You are safe now.” She looks at him, but he just grins that toothy grin. “He foretold it, long ago. You will be safe.”

Then his grin fades. “But you and I will meet again. That has also been foretold.” He abruptly pushes her through the brush onto the edge of the field. “Go. That old man will take care of you.” He lets the brush close behind her, and she stands there for a second, blinking at the bushes.

“You there!” She turns and sees the old man approaching her. “Who are you? What are you doing?” And as he nears she feels the earth spin underneath her feet. A grey mist rises before her eyes. She crumples to the ground. She’s aware of how she can hear every sound, the old man’s boots approaching through the muddy field, the birds singing in the trees, the wind whipping through the branches. The forest fills her, becoming a part of her as she becomes a part of it. But she can’t hear the wolf and only then does it occur to her that during their mad run through the woods, his paws never made a sound as they hit the ground.

––––––––

[image: ]


THE INSISTENT KNOCK on her apartment door rouses Anna DuBois from strange dreams. She slips into her trousers and pins her red cloak around her neck before opening the door.

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” the guard says. “It is urgent.” She hands Anna the folded dispatch. Anna yawns and nods, unfolding it and reading through it once. Its contents cause her to come fully awake. Anger and sadness clutch at her breath as she forces herself to ask calmly, “The current status?”

“The Warmistress has already departed with a contingent of rangers. The village is reported as secure.”

“Have the stables ready our carriage,” Anna says, stepping past the guard into the antechamber connecting the two apartments. “I’m sure we will be leaving shortly.”

“Yes, ma’am.” The guard salutes her with her right fist clenched over her heart, then turns and leaves the room. Anna stands in front of the closed door to the other apartment, looking down at the dispatch in her hands. She must be still dreaming. She shakes her head, then opens the door.

The fire burns low in the fireplace opposite her, and through the tall windows that lead out to the balcony she sees the sky has begun to lighten. She crosses the room to the door on the far wall. She pauses to take a long, deep breath, then reaches up to rap sharply at it. Without waiting for a response, she opens the door.

The old woman lies asleep on her side in her large bed. Anna steps to the right hand side of the bed, reaching down to take the candle from the bedside table. She focuses her energy on the wick briefly, causing it to ignite and catch, filling the room with a soft light.

“Gran Mater,” she says loudly. “Please wake. There are urgent matters.”

“What has happened?” the old woman responds. Her voice sounds alert.

“There was a riot in Le Clerc,” Anna replies, forcing her voice to remain calm and even. “Alix Perrault,” she finds herself pausing, and pushes herself to continue. “The Sheriff of Le Clerc has been killed.”

The old woman sits up, holding out her gnarled hand. Anna gives her the dispatch. After scanning it, she looks up at Anna. “You’ve no other information?”

Anna DuBois, the Prima Filia of the Order of Law, assistant to the Gran Mater of the Coven and second-in-command of the forces of Raioume, clenches her jaw as she looks down at the old woman in the bed: Marie Chenault, Mater of the Order of Law, Gran Mater of the Coven, heroine of the Great War, ruler of the realm of Raioume. Anna returns to the training she received as a novice in the Order of Law, controlling her breathing, channelling her burst of anger into clear, rational thought.

“This is the only dispatch I have received, and I only received it moments ago.”

“But what of the girl? What of Perdita?” The old woman gestures towards her with the paper. “There is no mention of her in this.”

Anna bites her lip, looking down at the pewter candlestick holder in her hands, focusing on the light of the candle. “Yes, ma’am,” she replies. “I noted that as well.”

The Gran Mater looks back down at the paper. “Prepare our carriage. We will leave for Le Clerc at once.”

Anna nods, “Yes, ma’am.” She salutes, cursorily and quickly. She sets the candle down on the night stand next to the bed, and leaves the room, shutting the door behind her.

The Gran Mater sits up in the bed, looking over the dispatch again and again. She focuses on her breathing, then reaches up to touch the small cameo she wears around her throat. She concentrates, letting the power flow through her into the carving, an ornate pentagram, chiseled into bleached bone with impossibly fine lines and intricate precision. The green gem in the center pulses and glows faintly as the power moves through it. Hear me, Legion Ysengri. Perdita Perrault, daughter of Alix Perrault, is missing from Le Clerc and must be found immediately. She thinks of the last time she saw the child, a stumbling two-year-old toddler constantly into everything, unruly red hair sprouting up from her head. She fancies she can feel the Legion stirring, deep in the back of her mind. She exhales, opening her eyes and lowering her hand, feeling the power slip away. She sighs, then rises to get dressed.

––––––––
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ALPHONSE SCRATCHES his ruddy jowl as he rests his back against the wide trunk of the oak tree. He sits on the ground near the fire, watching Gilles cook the rabbits they’d shot earlier. He looks up at the night sky above them, at the full moon floating up among the stars. He pulls his pouch of smoke from his belt. He cradles a slip of rolling paper along the fingers of his left hand while he sprinkles a pinch of the dried brown leaves of smoke along the crease. Gilles swears as he burns his hand, shaking it quickly to cool it off. Alphonse rolls the cigarette between his fingers, licking the free edge and pressing it tight to seal it.

Gilles scans the illuminated trees surrounding them, his dark eyes shining from the fire. Alphonse leans forward to take a splint of kindling and light it in the campfire. “The forest is quiet tonight,” Gilles says as Alphonse holds the burning splint to his cigarette, puffing on it as it lights. He tosses the splint back into the fire, leaning back to rest against the trunk of the tree.

“An ill wind blew through,” Alphonse says, taking a long drag from the cigarette, running his other hand on the dark stubble across his cheek, then leaning forward to pass the cigarette to Gilles. “Did you feel it, earlier?”

The thinner man nods, taking it from him. “Aye. Whatever it was, it terrified everything.”

“What?” Martin asks as he steps into the light of the campfire from the shadows of the forest, buttoning up the front of his trousers.

“Nothing, farmer.” Gilles offers Martin the cigarette. “Smoke?”

Martin shakes his head, settling down next to the fire, wrapping his coat around himself. “What were you two talking about?”

Gilles hands Alphonse back the cigarette, and turns back to the rabbits roasting on shaved branches. Alphonse takes a drag and exhales slowly, letting the smoke collect around him as he looks up at the moon. “We were talking about how quiet the forest is tonight.” He looks over at Martin. “Don’t you hear it?”

Martin pauses, listening. Then he looks over at Alphonse, giving him a slight grin. “You’re playing with me, right? All I can hear are cicadas singing.”

Alphonse frowns at him. “Of course you hear the damn cicadas. But there are no owls. You don’t hear any foxes, do you? Or raccoons?” He takes another drag from the cigarette, then holds it out towards Gilles. “Not even any deer making their way through the brush.”

Gilles waves off the cigarette, leaning over the fire to turn the spits of rabbit. “My Gran Père, he used to say, that when the forest falls silent, that means a wolf is moving through it.”

“It was an ill wind,” Alphonse mutters, puffing on the cigarette. “There are no more wolves.”

Martin sighs, looking down at the fire. “I’m sorry. I’m not used to being in the woods at night.”

Gilles looks up at him, the flames lighting his face from below. “What are you doing here, farmer? You are awfully far from home.”

Martin looks at him, then over at Alphonse. “I’m here because it is starting, just as Charles Perrault told us it would. The wind is changing. We are beginning to take back our world.”

Gilles shakes his head, looking back down at the rabbits. “That makes about as much sense as cicada songs.”

“What do you mean, farmer?” Alphonse asks, cigarette smoke tumbling over his lips.

“The Aurum Aestis,” Martin says excitedly. The two woodsmen look at him blankly. “The Golden Age,” he continues. “We’re bringing it to fruition. We, the mundanes, we’re the people to whom it was promised, and we will bring it about.” The two woodsmen look at each other. Gilles shrugs, and Alphonse grins, shaking his head. Martin’s shoulders slump. “Don’t you remember?” he asks. “From school?”

Alphonse shakes his head. “Gilles and I, we never went.”

“School,” Gilles snorts, sitting back from the fire. “School is for villagers, for farmers.” He shakes his head. “We’ve no need for school.”

Martin looks at him carefully. “Then why are you here?”

“We are here because Hugh had need of us,” Alphonse grins. “He said he would make sure that we could come down from the hills and never want again.”

“Hugh is dead.” The three of them look up from the fire as an older man, grey haired and paunchy, steps from the shadows of the trees into the light of the fire. He wraps a thick black leather-bound book up in a large piece of cloth as he approaches them.

Martin’s heart sinks at the words. The hope for the new future that Hugh had filled him with seems to escape his body with his breath. Fear starts to build in the back of his mind. He would be missed back at the farm by now, and the Red Cloaks would be looking for him. His hands start to fret with the edge of his jacket as he begins composing his alibi. He’s never been a trouble-maker before this— surely they would have mercy on him. They wouldn’t wipe his mind, or, as an involuntary shudder runs through him, send him to the mines of Benton.

“What do you mean, Pierre?” Gilles asks.

“The book told me.” Pierre settles down next to Martin, clutching the wrapped book to his chest. “Something has gone wrong. Hugh and the others are dead.”

Alphonse and Gilles glance at each other. “What else did the book say?” Alphonse asks.

Pierre sits with his eyes closed, running his fingers over the cloth-covered book. “All is not lost,” he says in a soft, low monotone. “We can still succeed.” He opens his eyes, looks at Alphonse. “We’ll need to go southeast, along the river. What we seek lies there.”

“What we seek?” Gilles asks, taking a spit from the fire.

Pierre nods. “It is there. Once we find it, we will know what to do.” He opens his eyes, looking around the fire at each of them. “You all should read the book. Then you will understand.”

“Read,” Alphonse snorts. “You know none of us can read.”

“You can,” Pierre says. “You’ve only forgotten how. The book will show you.”

Gilles takes a bite from the rabbit on the spit, then hands it over to Alphonse. “Tomorrow,” he says as he chews. Swallowing, he reaches down and picks up the ceramic jug at his side. He pulls the cork from the spout with a pop, then takes a long swallow from it.

Alphonse takes a bite from the spit, then hands it to Martin. “Aye,” he nods. “Let it wait until morning, Pierre.” He takes the jug from Gilles.

Martin holds the spit in his hand, leaning forward to sniff the cooked rabbit. He takes a bite and tries to pass it to Pierre, who shakes his head. Martin shrugs and hands the spit back to Gilles. While Martin chews he looks at the book, cradled in Pierre’s arms against his breast. He takes the jug from Alphonse and drinks deeply from it, the sour mash burning his throat, smoldering in his stomach. He looks up at the full moon floating in the sky above them. This is the moon of Thea, the aspect of the Light embodied by children, he thinks. He remembers sitting in the cramped schoolhouse, dutifully memorizing the aspects of the Light and the moons of the year that mark them. The class recited the names of the moons in unison, repeating after the grey-cloaked magister until they could recite it on their own. It was there that he had first learned of the Aurum Aestis. 

Once he’d passed the age of manifestation though, he and the other mundanes had been pulled from school and put to work. Only the witch children and those whose power had manifested itself were allowed to continue; the rest had to serve the needs of Raioume. The Brown Cloaks of the Order of Labor had determined that he was to be a farmer, and sent him from his home village of Dijon north to the wheat fields of Trois-Rivières.

Martin hated being a farmer, and of all of the things that he hated about being a farmer, he hated early spring the worst of all. A lot of hurry-up-and-wait; waiting for the adept from the Order of Labor to give the order to break ground, the order to sow, the order to spread manure. He missed school. He felt that he’d been given a glimpse of a larger world which had then been taken away from him, sealed off somewhere beyond the fence-line of this farm so far from where he’d grown up.

The years rolled by, season after season, harvest after harvest. Two weeks ago he’d been breaking ground in the field, going through the fallow stalks with a hoe and clearing the debris. The team of horses would arrive the next day, would be hitched to the plows and the fields would be furrowed, just as they’d done year after year. He had looked up to see a man on horseback watching him from the fence-line. The man was tall and heavy with a thick face and piercing dark eyes, his short-cropped brown hair glistening with sweat in the muggy air. When they made eye contact Martin felt the hair on his arms stand on end.

The man motioned towards him. A thrill raced through him. Martin felt compelled to stop working and walk towards the fence-line. The man didn’t wear a cloak. He wasn’t a witch— he was a mundane, just like Martin. He glanced down the road and saw a group of men on horseback had stopped and turned to watch the man that Martin now approached.

The man gazed at him for a moment before speaking. His voice was flat and dull, but his words seemed to sink right into Martin’s mind.

“You are not happy with your labor,” he said.

Martin shrugged. “I serve.”

“A servant lives on his knees,” the man said.

“But a free man thinks on his feet,” Martin finished the catechism from school, the words causing his heart to race.

“The time has come,” the man said. “Put down your labor and follow me.”

“I don’t have a horse,” Martin said nervously.

The man extended his hand, smiling gently. “Ride with me.”

Martin threw down the hoe and climbed the wooden fence. He didn’t understand quite why he was doing this– it just seemed that he’d been waiting for some time for this very thing to happen, and now that it was happening, he’d be a fool to let it go.

“I’m Martin, by the way,” he said as he slid onto the horse’s back behind the man’s saddle.

“I am Hugh.”

And now Hugh is dead, and Martin sits in the woods with three strangers. He looks around the fire at Gilles and Alphonse, laughing as they pass the ceramic jug back and forth, and then at Pierre watching them. He thinks of how calm and certain Hugh was when he told him that the Light had spoken to him, and that he would lead them to the start of the Golden Age. Hugh may be dead, but the hope and the need for the Golden Age still burns in Martin’s breast. Looking around the fire, he realizes that if the mundanes are to be truly free, it will be through people like the four of them, sitting around their campfire under the starry sky and the full heavy moon.

––––––––
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SYLVIA MATHIEU HAS always had trouble sleeping alone. As a child, she needed the touch of her mother to fall asleep, a reassuring warmth as she descended into cold, chill dreams. After her mother died, she found it nearly impossible to sleep until her grandmother started making some of the servant children share her bed at night.

Tonight the sour taste of wine pulls her from her dreams. Her mouth is dry and a slight headache pulses between her temples. She winces as she reaches for the decanter of water on the night-stand fumbling in the dark for the glass. Jocelyn, the serving girl who brought the wine, murmurs something in her sleep before rolling over as Sylvia takes a sip of the cool water.

There was something in the dream. She can still feel it in the back of her mind, the way she can still taste the wine in the back of her throat. She is the Prima Filia of the Order of Light. Her ancestors have been hunting down stray dreams since before the Light revealed itself. She settles back against the pillows, shutting her eyes, not seeking a return of sleep, but the pale and faint tendrils of the dream. Jocelyn mutters, turning towards her.

Sylvia finds herself running through the halls of Manse Mathieu, shrieking with laughter. This is how she knows it is a dream. Her grandmother would never allow such behavior. The business of the Order of Light is interpreting dreams, an ongoing attempt to discern the future, to find and interpret the messages the Light transmits to the Coven. Such work calls for intensive research, deep reflection, and lucid dreaming, and none of these activities are aided by the joyful cries of a child in the hallways.

Silence has been Sylvia’s one constant companion through her life. Her mother died when she was ten, and in the twenty years since her grandmother had kept Sylvia sheltered in Manse Mathieu and the Tower of Light connected to it. Good little girls were seen not heard; the best little girls stayed out of sight as well.

She had grown into the role of the Prima Filia of the Order of Light, assisting her grandmother, Mater Estelle Mathieu. Generations ago, their celebrated ancestor, Le Gran Dame Mathieu, had discovered Le Sept, the seven books of magic, and had gathered around her the rest of Le Cinq, the five witches who founded the Coven and began the Great War which finally liberated mankind from the Mammonon, their demonic overlords. The Order of Light was the oldest of the Orders, carrying on a long and proud tradition that Mater Mathieu had raised Sylvia to nurture and protect.

But the child within her could not be buried entirely, and in the freedom of her dreams, Sylvia would run like the wind, her caged voice bursting forth in cackling laughter as she raced through empty hallways. She was either chasing someone or being chased, she could never tell. Every now and then she would catch a flash of pale blue out of the corner of her eyes, but when she would turn to look, nothing would be there.

Laughing, she runs around a corner, then stops short, the joy dying in her throat. A large black dog fills the hallway, its body seeming to blend into the darkness blanketing the walls. It pins a woman to the floor. She looks familiar, red hair, pale skin, pale blue eyes, a red cloak trapped underneath her writhing body as she struggles against the dog. She looks up at Sylvia who stands there frozen in terror, her hand to her mouth.

There is a method to analyzing these things, she thinks, falling back on her training. Augurs deal with dreams and visions daily. She starts cataloging every detail as the dog glares at her with smoldering red eyes. The woman opens her mouth, but no sound escapes. The dog lowers its head to her throat and the hallway is filled with darkness, and Sylvia has never felt so cold in her life.

Then she makes out a light in front of her. Two lights, candles being held by two women walking toward her. Gran Mère, wearing her green cloak with the golden embroidered black trim, bent over her cane, walks slowly alongside Dame Aucifereous, the Mistress of Augurs, her black hair pulled back into a tail which blends into the shadows that threaten to engulf them save for the light from their candles.

Sylvia looks down as they approach. She wears an ornate gown of green velvet that shimmers under her fingers. She fights the urge to try to interpret in the middle of the dream, and tries to just observe. Start with what you have and work from there.

“The mules have never reported such a thing before,” Dame Aucifereous says as they pass her, taking no notice of her, and out of habit, Sylvia falls into step behind them, following them down the hallway. Were it not for the shimmering green dress she wears, this could be any night in any hallway in either the Manse or the Tower, the two of them walking and talking about the business of the Order with Sylvia following behind. “I do not know what it means,” Dame Aucifereous continues.

“I do,” Mater Mathieu says sadly. “Alix Perrault is dead.”

“You saw such a thing?”

“I just know.” The old woman falls silent as they make their way down the hallway. “We shall leave for Touloon at once. A funeral for one of Le Cinq is a state affair.”

“Of course, ma’am,” Dame Aucifereous nods. “I shall pack immediately.”

“No, Winona,” Mater Mathieu shakes her head. “You shall stay here. I will take Sylvia with me.”

Both Sylvia and Winona Aucifereous look surprised. “Are you sure, Mater Mathieu?”

“This is a matter of noble blood,” Mater Mathieu says. “It would seem odd if someone other than my Prima Filia were present.”

They walk in silence, Sylvia walking behind them. She can tell that Dame Aucifereous is upset— her shoulders have become tense, her gait measured. Finally Mater Mathieu sighs. “Speak, Winona.”

“If she is your Prima Filia, then she needs to perform her duties,” Dame Aucifereous says evenly. Sylvia can hear the anger masked by her carefully spaced diction. “Primarily, she needs to produce an heir.”

Mater Mathieu does not respond but keeps walking steadily down the hall.

“Recall her husband from Icari. Someone else can liaison with the Order of Labor, coordinate their mules for them.” A knot builds in Sylvia’s stomach. She prefers her dreams to be more metaphorical than this.

“If Alix Perrault is dead,” Dame Aucifereous finishes, “Then it is even more imperative that your granddaughter continue your bloodline,” the woman’s lips curl into a snarl, “Instead of dragging servant girls into her bed.”

Mater Mathieu stiffens and stops. Fear constricts Sylvia’s throat.

“You presume too much, Dame Aucifereous,”Gran Mère says in an icy voice. “Sylvia is very precious to me. Whatever happiness I can bring her now, I will. Leave me. I must speak to my Prima Filia. Alone.”

Sylvia turns. A young boy with pale skin in a light blue suit looks up at her.

“Your grandmother is coming,” he says in a voice that sounds like the metal gates of the Manse grinding against one another. “She will be there soon.”

Sylvia turns in the bed, her hand going to her forehead as the headache throbs through her temple. The sour taste of wine coats her tongue. She feels a warmth against her side. She rolls over to look at Jocelyn, curled on her side, asleep, a soft smile on her young face. Sylvia smiles as she watches her sleep.

*Your grandmother is coming*

The thought flashes through her head like a lightening bolt, causing her to wince in pain. Consciousness splashes over her like cold water, and she whips back the covers.

“Get up,” she hisses, “You’ve got to go.”

Jocelyn blinks at her sleepily as Sylvia tumbles out of bed and starts fumbling around on the floor, looking for the serving girl’s clothes. She thrusts them into the younger woman’s arms as she pulls her from the bed. “Hurry,” she says softly, pushing her across the room. She pushes open the hidden door in the wall to reveal the cramped servants’ passageway. Jocelyn smiles at her and kisses her gently on the cheek before shuffling into the dark opening.

Sylvia shuts the door behind her then hurries back into bed. She pulls the cover back up over herself and tries to relax, to regain her composure as if she’d been sleeping peacefully the whole time.

The door to her bedroom soon opens, and her grandmother slowly enters, stooped over her cane, the light from her candle filling the room. She makes her way over to Sylvia’s bed and carefully sits on the edge of it. Sylvia lies motionless, carefully controlling her breathing. She listens as her grandmother sits for a long while, breathing heavily, apparently deep in thought. Then the old woman lets out a long, heavy sigh.

“Sylvia,” she says loudly. “Sylvia, my dear, my darling granddaughter. Wake up, dear.”

Sylvia stirs, rolling over to face her grandmother. “Gran Mère?” she says softly, trying to make her voice sound sleepy. “What is it?”

The old woman sits on the edge of the bed, staring off into space. “At the end of the Bellum Lycanum,” she says softly, “With the direction of the wind of war turning against them, the wolves switched to an unexpected and savage strategy. Before, they had attacked our logistics, our food stores and our supply lines, trying to starve us out in an extended campaign. The new strategy was to come after us.”

“Us?” Sylvia asks.

“Us.” Mater Mathieu nods. “They began hunting Le Cinq. They systematically sought out and killed members of the five noble houses in order to exterminate the bloodlines. They extinguished the Ballengers of the Order of Labor and the Forniers of the Order of Lore before the Red Cloaks finally caught Lupus Rex.”

“The day he killed Cossette Chenault,” Sylvia recalls, “And her children.”

“Leaving Marie Chenault the last of her line.” Mater Mathieu turns on the bed to look at Sylvia. She notices how tired her grandmother’s eyes seem. “Now, of the five families, there are only five survivors. Marie Chenault. The two of us. Liliane Perrault and her daughter.”

Sylvia frowns. “But didn’t Alix Perrault have a daughter as well?”

Her grandmother stares at her steadily for a moment. “You know,” she says finally. “You saw it, in a dream.”

Sylvia blushes and looks down at her pillow, which she cradles in her lap. “Yes, Gran Mère, I know.”

The old woman nods, “You are very gifted, my dear.” She pushes herself up from the bed, using her cane for support. “Get dressed and have the servants pack your things. We will leave for Touloon as soon as we are able.” She makes her way across the room towards the door.

“Gran Mère? What about her daughter?”

The old woman stops but doesn’t turn around.

“I have also seen things, my dear.” She starts again towards the door. “To save us all, the Light has ensured that her daughter is lost as well.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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2nd Anna Perenna of Thea, Year 62

––––––––
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AS SOON AS THEY SETTLE in the carriage, the Gran Mater pulls out her pipe and her bag of smoke. “Oh, please. It’s too early,” Anna mutters. The old woman ignores her as she starts filling the pipe.

“I am trying to puzzle out,” the Gran Mater says, “why this happened at Le Clerc.”

“What do you mean, ma’am?” Anna turns to look out her window at the bright, salmon-colored sliver of early dawn peeking up over the rampart wall of the Bastille. She hears the driver for their carriage call out, and with a jerk they start. They will catch the wagon train at Holcomb, roughly ten miles away, in an hour, and then speed with it to Orleans, at which point they will divert off and ride to Le Clerc.

A puff of smoke wafts across Anna’s nose. The old woman has lit the pipe. Anna looks over at her as she puffs methodically on it, stoking it, staring out her own window at the store fronts and buildings of the town of Manz as their carriage makes its way through the tight, twisting inner streets. The Gran Mater always rides backwards in her carriage, facing the rear. Said something once about how it gave her perspective.

“Le Clerc is a sleepy little village in the woods in the middle of nowhere.” With smoke curling around the corners of her mouth, the Gran Mater looks over at Anna. “It doesn’t seem like the place that would be the start of your revolution.”

“It’s not my revolution, ma’am. It would be theirs.”

“The mundanes?”

She sighs. “Yes, ma’am. The human beings who are just like us.”

The Gran Mater gives her that false smile over her pipe. “But it’s not your revolution?”

“I am your Prima Filia, Gran Mater. I serve the Covenant at your side.”

The Gran Mater nods, looking back out the window. “Still, Le Clerc has always been a quiet place.”

“Last night, it got loud.” The old woman doesn’t respond to the bait. Anna continues, “Is that why you sent her there? Because it was quiet?”

The old woman looks out the window for a long while, watching as they pass through the gate and the tangled trees of the Wolfwood slip past their carriage. “They never do anything on their own,” she finally says.

“Excuse me?”

The Gran Mater looks back at her, her eyes blazing. “Those human beings who are just like you.”

“That is exactly the attitude that Perrault—“

“Charles Perrault. He is not entitled to be referred to by just the noble family name. Unless you’d like to suggest to Mater Perrault that Charles is actually the head of the lineage now. You will have the opportunity to do so, when we return the bodies to her.”

Anna clenches her jaw shut, forcing her anger down. “Because he dares to hold up a mirror,” she says slowly, in a low, even tone, “to the hypocrisies our society is built upon, you scorn the man and his words.”

“I hated him long before he started spreading his curriculum.”

“But listen to yourself. ‘They never do anything on their own.’ How can you utter a statement like that as if it were true?”

“Because it is true. I have seen it to be true.” The old woman leans forward. “The mundanes lived under the yoke of the Mammonon for countless generations and did nothing. When the Coven began fighting the demons they followed us, but they never attempted to lead. Raioume itself was formed because they looked to us for guidance and assistance once the demons were defeated.” She shakes her head. “During the Bellum Lycanum, they vacillated in their loyalties, villages supporting us or the wolves, whomever was winning at the time, but none of them would ever act without either side telling them what to do. And even now,” she gestures emphatically with the pipe, “they are only rioting because Charles Perrault is inciting them to it!”

“You’ve no proof of that.”

The Gran Mater sits back in her seat. “No. No, I don’t. Yet.”

They ride in silence for a moment before Anna asks, “Is it because you feel guilty, that you seek to place the blame on him?”

The Gran Mater looks at her carefully for a moment, methodically puffing on her pipe. Though she knows that Marie Chenault doesn’t possess such powers, Anna feels as if the old woman is trying to read her mind. 

“At least you’ve learned,” the Gran Mater finally says, turning back to the window, “that only a Prima Filia could speak to a Mater in such a way.”

––––––––
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ETHAN STRETCHES AFTER climbing down the ladder from the hayloft. He puts his hands against the small of his back and arches it, straining until he feels it pop, and then sighs in satisfaction. Celeste whickers at him from her stall, and he wanders over to rub the nose of the white mare. “Good morning, girl,” he mutters. Scratching the side of his leg, he sleepily shuffles out the barn door into the early morning sunlight.

A couple of hens peck at the dirt in the small yard between the cottage and the barn. Ethan looks up at the pale, early morning sky above him. He pauses by the well, lowering the bucket in, and then pulling it up by the chain. He splashes the cold water on his face, rubbing his eyes. He unhooks the bucket and takes it into the back door of the cottage.

The fire burns in the hearth, the kettle hangs from its hook over the flames, but the kitchen itself is empty. Ethan looks around, confused, holding the bucket against his chest. “Mère?” he calls. The teapot sits on the kitchen table, its top off, and the tea tin sits next to it, the spoon inside. Ethan stands there looking at it for a moment, then sets the bucket on the floor by the sink. He walks through the kitchen into the other room.

The front room of the cottage is simply decorated. A fireplace sits in the wall to his left. A large table occupies the middle of the room, surrounded by a handful of roughly hewn chairs. A cupboard sits against the wall to his right, holding the ceramic plates and bowls, a garland of spring flowers spread across its top. Stairs on the right-hand wall lead up to his parents’ small bedroom in the attic of the cottage. A large front window looks out over the lane in front of the house. The front door hangs open.

“Père?” he calls out, stepping up to the open door and looking outside. A stone path winds through the vegetable garden from the front door to the gate in the stone fence that separates their plot from the lane. The gate, too, stands open. The village of Marquette is little more than a handful of cottages gathered along this lane and the mill that stands along the creek to the south. A crowd of people are gathered in front of Old Laurent’s cottage.

Ethan finds his Père at the back of the crowd, talking excitedly with his friend, Georges Moray. “Even if she had walked all night,” Ethan’s father, Montag, gestures with his hands, “there’s nowhere she could have come from.”

Monsieur Moray shrugs. “Maybe she fell from a wagon train that was on the road to Orleans.”

“Fell from a wagon train?” Montag looks at his friend incredulously. “Fell from a speeding train, and survived?”

“Père,” Ethan asks, “what is going on?”

“Oh, you’re finally awake.” Montag turns to his son. “You’d miss the Return of the Light if it meant a few more hours sleep, no?”

“Père,” Ethan says sheepishly, “it’s not that late.” He looks past his father and Monsieur Moray at the rest of the villagers gathered around the front door of Laurent’s cottage. The villagers talk excitedly to each other. Lydia, his mother, wrings her hands in her apron, looking anxiously at the door. Ethan turns to his father. “What is it?”

“A girl,” Monsieur Moray says to him. “Appeared here this morning.”

Montag sighs, shaking his head, looking down at the ground. “You really have no idea how to tell a story, do you, Georges?” He looks at Ethan with an excited grin on his face. “This morning, Old Laurent is out working his field at the crack of dawn, when sensible people rise.” He stresses “sensible,” pointing at his son, who blushes, glancing up at Monsieur Moray before looking away in shame. Montag continues, “He hears a rustling, and he looks up at the bushes at the edge of his field, near the forest, and there stands a little girl.”

“A little girl?” Ethan looks confused. “Who?”

“No one knows,” Monsieur Moray says, crossing his arms across his chest, looking down at the smaller Montag, “though your père has several theories.”

“No, no, no,” Montag shakes his head. “They’ve been your theories. I’ve been showing you why they are false.”

As his father continues to argue energetically with his friend, Ethan wanders away from them. He moves through the crowd. He slips through the shrubs against the side of the house, making his way to the back window. Laurent’s cottage is older than theirs and a little larger, with all the rooms on the ground floor. Ethan presses up against the wall, grasping the lower edge of the window, pulling himself up a bit so that he can peer over the edge. He sees a crowd gathered around the bed in the back room, Old Laurent and the Miller Gorgone, La Salle the village elder and Dame Witscombe, the local White Cloak. They block his view of the bed. He cranes his head, trying to see around them.

A hand grips his shoulder, pulling him down from the window, throwing him to the ground. Landing on his back, he looks up to see a tall man wearing a dirty, dark brown duster standing over him, a wide-brimmed cattleman’s hat shading his face, his lips pulled back in a snarl. Before Ethan can cry out, the man reaches down and grabs him by the front of his shirt, picks him off the ground and presses his back against the wall. With his face next to the boy’s the man growls, “Who are you?”

“Ethan,” he stammers. “I live here.”

The man leans in close, sniffing him, then relaxes. He lowers Ethan so that his feet rest on the ground, but does not let go of the front of his shirt.

“You have a horse,” the man says. 

Ethan looks at him, his mouth hanging open. He nods. “Yes, how do you know—“

“Take this.” The man presses a small metal disk into the palm of his left hand. “Ride up to the highway to Orleans. Ride north. You should catch a wagon train. The train has to slow to cross the river, and you should be able to overtake it before it gets up to speed again. Make it stop, for you bear a message for the Gran Mater of the Coven. Give that to her.”

Ethan looks at him confused, “What?”

The man pushes him towards the front of the house. “Hurry, boy!” he snarls. “Ride hard, ride fast!”

––––––––
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ONCE UPON A TIME. Her eye-lids become heavy, making it hard to keep her eyes open. There lived a little girl who wanted nothing more than to live with her grandmother in the big house in the big woods. She rests her head against the back of her seat, the padded leather cushioning her head. Once upon a time. The fast, rhythmic clopping of the horse’s hooves and the steady, rolling creaks of the wagon lull her, her body gently rolling from side to side. It seems all my stories now begin with once upon a time. A wagon wheel catches in a small rut— her head jerks at the sudden, irregular motion. Since Rene’s funeral. She finds herself watching the forest recede through the windows to her left. A funeral. My poor little girl, she thinks. You’d finally found your home in the woods. You seemed happy. Finally. What is this idiot doing?

A young boy races up alongside the wagon train on a thin white horse. The wagon train accelerates, causing the youth to fall behind. He yells, “Stop the train! Message for the Gran Mater!”

Only someone who speaks for the Gran Mater can stop the train. She looks to her right at Anna, her Prima Filia since Rene’s funeral, sleeping on the opposite bench. Her short brown hair has fallen across her face as her head rests again the padded windowsill. If Anna is asleep, who’s on watch?

“Stop the train!” the old woman suddenly calls out, leaning forward in her seat to wave the edge of her scarlet cloak out the window. “Stop the train!”

“Gran Mater?” Anna yawns. “What is—?”

“Stop the train!”

Anna quickly leans forward, angling her lithe, athletic body through the window next to her, calling up to the driver, “Stop the train!” The coaches shudder as they gradually slow, the brakemen and signalmen on the line loudly calling instructions to each other up and down the train of tightly-spaced coaches. Anna pulls herself back in. “Gran Mater?” she asks. “What is going on?”

“This boy.” The Gran Mater nods out the window. The youth on the horse pulls up alongside their coach, slowing down with it. He puts a hand up to shield his eyes from the sun as he tries to peer into the window of their carriage. The old woman looks back at Anna. “You were asleep.”

Anna looks confused and starts to say something, but then gathers herself, exhaling slowly. “Yes, ma’am. I was.”

The Gran Mater looks carefully at her Prima Filia. I was on watch, she thinks. She feels the coach slow to a stop. Once upon a time. The Gran Mater nods to Anna. She turns and opens the door.

Normally, the brakemen of a wagon train open the doors of the coaches for passengers. Since the carriages have a clearance of about two feet, They place a wooden step on the ground in front of the carriage door. Anna DuBois is caught off guard when the old woman pulls up her skirt and hops down out of the coach like an eight-year-old. Frustration chases away any remaining drowsiness from her brief nap as Anna clambers off her seat and out the door to follow her. She drops out the door herself, nearly falling into the brakeman hurrying to the door holding the wooden stool. She gives him a small, weary smile and turns to follow the old woman.

The Gran Mater strides towards the horse. “You! Boy!” she calls out, pointing at him with an outstretched finger. “Get down from there!”

The startled boy quickly dismounts. She closes the ground between them with long even strides. He looks at the ground. He notices that the edges of her brown dress and her long red cloak nearly reach the road as she stops in front of him.

“Look at me,” she hisses.

He can’t help himself. He looks up at her face and is transfixed by her grey eyes. He’s heard that witches can read your mind by looking into your eyes, and fear freezes him in place.

“What message have you,” her voice rasps in his ears, “for the Gran Mater?”

Her eyes pin him. He can’t look away. He feels compelled to reach into the front pocket of his rough woolen trousers. His fingers find the small metal disk the man in the duster gave him. It is oddly cold to the touch. He grasps it, pulls it out, holds it up to her on his outstretched palm.

She looks down at his hand. Released, he quickly looks away to the ground again. She snatches the disk from his hand. She runs her fingers across it.

“Where did you get this?” she snaps.

“A man,” the boy stammers, “told me to give this to the Gran Mater.”

“Where?” She growls at him.

“Marquette,” he whimpers.

“Get me a horse.” She calls out, snapping her fingers, turning away from the boy.

Anna steps close to her, puts a hand on her arm. “What are you doing?” she asks in a low but firm voice.

The Gran Mater looks at her Prima Filia for a moment, then smiles. “I am going to Marquette. You are going on ahead to Le Clerc.” She holds up a hand towards Anna and begins to enumerate on her fingers. “There, you will assess the situation. You will arrest the responsible individuals and will punish them according to the Covenant.” She pauses, looking at the younger woman carefully. “You will then escort the bodies to Touloon, where you will personally deliver them to Mater Perrault. Is this understood?”

Anna stares back at her, her brown eyes smoldering. “Assess,” she says slowly, drawing out each syllable. “Arrest. Punish. Escort, deliver. All the while, you’re in Marquette?”

The Gran Mater gives her that superficial smile and nods. “Yes, that’s right.”

“Why will you be in Marquette?”

The Gran Mater looks over Anna’s shoulder at the brakemen milling about beside the carriages. “Where’s that horse?” she calls out.

“Gran Mater, please.” Anna holds a hand up towards the brakemen, motioning for them to stop. “Why Marquette?”

The Gran Mater looks at her Prima Filia and the smile fades from her face. “Why?” she says. “Because I fell asleep while on watch. Just now, yes, but in a larger sense as well. They were rioting in Le Clerc. Alix and her husband are dead.” Anna looks away, frowning at the ground. The Gran Mater looks at her and sighs.

“I feel as if we’re finding that what seemed perfect on paper is flawed in practice. We are two very different people, Anna Lee. Our time together has been short, but it would seem that we do not work well together.”

“Don’t call me that,” Anna mutters, wiping her eyes. “She’s the only, she was...”

“Look at me,” the Gran Mater says sharply, causing Anna to jerk her head up. “I am going to Marquette. I will meet you at Le Manse Perrault in a few days.” She snaps her fingers at the brakemen. “You have your orders. Either exercise the authority of the office of the Gran Mater to the best of your ability,” she takes the reins of the horse that the brakeman brings up, “or don’t. Either way, I am going to Marquette.”

“It is the duty,” Anna says in her low, calm voice, ”of the Prima Filia to ensure that the Mater is never alone. I must go with you.”

“I think we’ve spent too much time together as of late, don’t you? Besides, I won’t be alone. I’ll be with—” She looks over at the boy who has been standing between the two of them through this whole exchange looking at the ground, trying not to breathe and willing himself to disappear. He nearly jumps out of his skin when she suddenly barks at him, “You, boy! What is your name?”

“Ethan, ma’am,” he mumbles, forcing himself to look at his feet.

“Right.” She turns back to Anna, motioning over her shoulder at the boy, “I’ll be with Ethan here. We’ll be fine.” She turns to the horse and, hitching up her skirt, puts her boot in the stirrup. She reaches up, grabs the pommel, and with a grunt pulls herself up. “There we go,” she mutters, mostly to herself.

“You cannot be serious.” Anna’s voice is resigned. “What shall I tell them when they ask?”

“Them?” The Gran Mater looks down at Ethan, “Don’t just stand there, boy. Mount up.” He trots to his horse and clambers on. She turns to Anna and says, “Tell Lilith that I fell asleep on watch, and so don’t deserve to ride in a carriage right now.” She looks over at Ethan. “Lead on, boy.”

The two turn and start riding back down the road to the south. The wagon train stretches along their right, filling the road.

“Merde!” Anna growls as she turns on her heel and stalks back to their carriage, throwing up her right hand to tell the signalman to start the train moving again. She steps up the stool into the carriage, slamming the door behind her before the brakeman gets a chance to shut it.

The Gran Mater and Ethan ride along against the train as the calls from the signalmen echo up and down the line. Up on the buckboards, next to the teamsters, the Brown Cloaks start muttering the spells that will allow the carriages to race down the wagon road, faster than any horse could normally take them. The carriages will run tightly packed, one after another in a single line that shoots down the road. With a chucking of reins and calls from the drivers, fifteen coaches begin moving north up the road.

“Know any good stories, boy?” the Gran Mater asks Ethan.

“No, ma’am.” He doggedly looks straight ahead down the road.

“Well, today’s your lucky day, then. I know them all.” They pass the end of the wagon train, which has picked up speed and quickly heads north to Orleans.

“Once upon a time,” she begins.

––––––––

[image: ]


MARTIN PULLS THE COLLAR of his brown coat tighter around his neck, trying to keep his shirt dry in the drizzling rain that they’ve been walking through. He slips on some wet leaves and stumbles, catching the trunk of a tree to steady himself.

“Careful, farmer,” Alphonse mutters behind him.

Gilles, walking in front of Martin, looking back at him over his shoulder, grins with his yellowed teeth. “The half of the forest that hasn’t heard you yet might know we’re coming.”

“Keep moving,” Pierre says loudly behind Alphonse. “We’ve a lot of ground to cover.”

Alphonse looks back at him. “You know where we’re going, then?”

Pierre points to the southeast. “Much further, that way.”

Alphonse shakes his head, turning back to walk forward down the trail. “That’s how, not where,” he mutters.

Martin lets Alphonse walk past him, then falls in line with Pierre as they walk through the forest. “I’m curious, Pierre,” he says softly. “How does the book tell you where to go?”

The older man casts him a side-long look. “That’s how reading works, Martin. Books tell you things, but it’s up to you to act upon them, to make them real.” He smiles, reaching out to clasp Martin’s shoulder. “You’ll see, soon enough. Soon, we’ll all know how to read, as part of the Aurum Aestis.”

Martin smiles. “Yes. I am excited about that.” They walk through the forest in the rain for a while. Martin shivers inside his coat.

“Did the book say what we are looking for?” Martin asks finally.

“No,” Pierre shakes his head. “It said it would tell me once we were closer.”

––––––––
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AS ANNA DUBOIS STEPS down from the carriage, her hands go up to cover her mouth and nose. “Light! What is that smell?”

“Horse.” Anna turns to her right to find see Lilith Maizon, the Warmistress of the Order of Law, standing next to her, her long silver hair cascading over her shoulder, her aged blue-grey eyes watching her closely.

“Horse?”

Lilith motions with her head across the village green in front of them. “The stables. Burned to the ground.”

Anna looks at the smoldering wreck of the building across from them, wisps of acrid smoke slowly rising to disappear into the blue sky.

Lilith looks into the carriage. “Where is she?”

“Marquette.” Anna surveys the rest of the village. The buildings on either side of the stable are charred but look salvageable. Several windows of the homes surrounding the green have broken windows, and trash and debris litter the field and the narrow streets. A few witches in red cloaks walk the green, but no one else is to be seen.

“Why is she in Marquette?”

Anna turns back to Lilith. “We were stopped by a boy who claimed he had a message for her. He handed her something, and then she insisted on going with him to Marquette. Alone.”

Lilith puts her hands on her hips, looking carefully at the younger woman. “You’re not too happy with her right now.”

Anna nods, folding her arms across her chest.

“She misses Rene,” Lilith says, turning to look across the village green. “It used to be a rare thing that a Mater would outlive her Prima Filia. I don’t think it ever crossed her mind that she would have to find another replacement for Cossette.” She pauses for a second, then looks at Anna. “It was bumpy, at first, between Marie and Rene as well. Eventually, you two will work it out.”

Anna looks at her for a moment, trying to assess the older woman’s meaning. Sighing, she turns and looks across the green. “Where are the villagers?”

Lilith’s eyes follow her gaze. “Locked down. Everyone is either arrested or sequestered in their homes.”

Anna looks at her. “Martial law? Under whose authority?”

“My authority. This is still a combat zone.”

Anna looks back at the deserted village. A skinny dog sniffs around the ruins of the stable. A witch yells at it, and it turns and runs down an alley. “It would seem that the combat has ended,” she says.

“A witch has been murdered,” Lilith says somberly. “Until her killer is accounted for, this is a combat zone.”

Anna nods. Assess. She watches a scrap of paper get caught by the wind in front of the remains of the stable. “Please. Take me to where it happened.”

“Are you sure you would not like to rest first, Prima Filia? It was a long ride.”

Anna shakes her head. “No. Please, lead on.”

The older woman nods, looking up at the sky. “Perhaps it is better sooner than later. Come.” She turns and leads Anna down the main road, a thoroughfare that runs through the center of the village, connecting Orleans and Trois-Rivières. They turn south at a side street and walk down a narrow lane lined with small cottages. Looking up at a window, Anna sees a curtain flutter back into place.

“You said some have been some arrested?” she asks.

Lilith nods. “We have most of the rioters. There are a couple villagers who are unaccounted for. We’re unsure who the instigators are.”

“What about those who—” she trails off, finding herself unable to finish the sentence.

Lilith looks over at her. “I do not know, Prima Filia. You and I will witness the scene together for the first time. I have an adept there now, analyzing the situation. She will likely have a report for us when we arrive.”

The cottages end as the forest creeps in on the outskirts of the village. The narrow lane becomes a narrow trail through the massive oaks and tall slender elms, leading south up into the foothills. Lilith leads her into the woods, apologizing, “I am afraid it is a bit of a hike, Prima Filia. Normally we would ride, but the few horses that are left are deployed elsewhere.”

Anna watches the older woman walk along the trail in front of her, noting how much more limber and loose her stride is than her own, despite the multiple generations separating them. Lilith could easily hike up and down this hill several times a day. Anna looks up at the trees surrounding them, feeling the coolness of the shade as the forest canopy shelters them from the sun. She pulls her cloak tighter around herself. “It can’t be helped, Mistress.”

Assess. They never do anything on their own. We’re unsure who the instigators were. Anna sighs. “Do we know what happened?”

“Roughly,” Lilith says over her shoulder as she strides up the hill. “A vagrant attacked a girl who lives in the village. The villagers apprehended him. Sheriff Perrault was sent for, so she could collect him for the Order. Before she arrived however, someone claimed the vagrant had attacked another girl in a different village. Apparently, a mob then formed to administer what they considered justice. By the time the Sheriff arrived, she had to use force to retrieve the prisoner from the mob. The riot then broke out in the village as the mob clashed with another group of villagers who sought to restrain them.” Lilith pauses for breath before continuing, “Once the riot began, someone rode to Orleans to alert the garrison there. They were already mobilizing when we contacted them to investigate the mule’s report.”

After giving the news of the attack to the Gran Mater, Anna had gone herself to speak with the Bastille’s mule handler. The Green Cloak had frowned, shaking her head. “I’ve never heard the like.” She turned to the mule. “Mule, recite the report from Le Clerc.”

The mule had sat there for a moment, blinking her large, vacant eyes. Flickering candlelight had reflected off of her shaved head as she spoke in a slow monotone.

“Alix Perrault has been swallowed by darkness. Her light is smothered and is no more.”

They come around a bend in the path and the trees open up into a small clearing. To the south, Anna can see the low mossy green hump of Mont Orlean rising up into the cloudless blue sky. She turns and looks behind them, to the north, and sees the village nestled in the forest below them, the blackened ruins of the stable etched like a scar across its face.

“We’re almost there.” Lilith gestures across the clearing towards the small cottage set against the trees at the far end, a comfortable little wooden house with a wide front porch where a red-cloaked witch stands at attention. She leads Anna across the clearing.

“What happened next is not apparent. No one in the village seems to know anything about an assault on the Sheriff.” As they step onto the porch the sentry salutes them with her clenched fist over her heart, then steps aside from the open door. Lilith defers to Anna, motioning for her to enter.

Anna had never taken Alix up on her offer to come and visit, to see her new life. In the few letters they had exchanged Alix had described the home she and Girard built together. A small yet tidy room in the front of the cottage served as their kitchen and their dining area, centered around a stone fireplace set into the western wall. A door to the south led to the storage room and their small bedroom, while a ladder nailed to the eastern wall went up into the small loft attic above them where their daughter slept. The furniture was simple yet well made— Girard had been gifted in woodcraft. He had used his skill as a joiner to craft the small table near the hearth with a few matching chairs to surround it, while the large double-doored wardrobe he had made sat in the southeastern corner of the room.
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