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A nightingale called from the field of stones, and Ursule glanced up. She could just see the little bird perched on one of the menhirs, its nearly colorless feathers illumined by starlight. It seemed to warble its farewell just for her, and she felt a thrill of premonition shiver through her body.


That stone, with its drab little songmaker, was calling to her, speaking to her blood and bone and spirit.


For an intense instant, she yearned to understand its message right at that moment, as the salty breeze ruffled her hair and the brilliant stars glittered over the standing stones.


But she recalled one of Grand-mère’s lessons, one Agnes repeated often: Remember the past. Live in the present. The future will come when it’s time.


The stone’s message was about her future, and that was why she couldn’t understand it. Her time had not yet come.
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1762, outside Carnac-Ville


Thirteen-year-old Ursule Orchière knelt in the shadow of the red caravan to watch her mother lie to people.


Agnes was very good at her job. Her dark eyes flashed convincingly, and she spoke with just the right amount of hesitation, of warning, and of promise.


Ursule’s responsibility, one she had shouldered since she was six, was to collect the payment after the readings her mother gave. The pretense was that Agnes, the fortune-teller, gave no thought to money. The truth was quite different, and Ursule had learned early that not a penny should escape her.


The customers would arrive on foot, or in a pony cart that rumbled along the rutted road from Carnac-Ville. They wound through the field of menhirs where the clan camped, gazing wide-eyed at the circle of scarlet and blue and yellow caravans. They shrank away from the narrow-eyed, bare-chested men, gaped at the women in their gaudy scarves, and sometimes smiled at the half-dressed children running about among the stones.


Ursule met these seekers in the center of the circle, beside the remnants of that morning’s cooking fire, and guided them to the red caravan where Agnes sat, shaded by a striped canopy, the Orchière crystal before her on a small table.


Often the customers glanced over their shoulders to see if anyone had followed them.


Ursule offered no reassurance. It was better if they were anxious. There was energy in their nervousness, in their fear of someone knowing they had come to have their fortunes told. Frightened customers never held back when it was time to pay.


Ursule added to her mother’s drama whenever she could. She had always been plain, but her eyes were large and black and thick-lashed, and she used them to good effect, producing a flashing glance that implied danger. Sometimes she spoke in rapid Romani, and the seekers thought she was speaking in tongues. At other times, kneeling at her mother’s side, she let her eyes roll back as if she were in a trance. Often she moaned, underscoring something interesting in her mother’s patter.


It was an act, and Ursule was good at it, but it was the crystal that convinced the customers. It was an ancient stone, a chunk of crystal dug out of a riverbank by the grand-mère of Agnes’s grand-mère. The top was smoky quartz, rubbed and polished until it was nearly spherical. Its base was uncut granite, the same rugged shape as when it emerged from the mud.


A generation had passed with none of the Orchières seeing so much as a spark in it. Agnes and her sisters swore that their grandmother could bring the crystal to life just by touching it. They widened their eyes and lowered their voices when they told the tale, claiming the crystal bloomed with light under her hands.


Ursule doubted the truth of this, and with good reason. The Orchières were notorious spinners of stories, even for their own family members. She suspected that her mother’s grand-mère had simply been more adept than Agnes at fooling everyone.


Her mother had devised a way to make the crystal appear to glimmer as she moved her hands across its cloudy face. It required a strategically placed lamp at her feet, a twitch of her foot to move her skirt aside, a practiced motion of her hands to hide the reflection in the crystal and then, at an opportune moment, to reveal it.


Agnes excelled at reading her customers, if not at scrying in the crystal. She gave them a flood of rosy predictions, marring the optimistic future with just enough bad news to make it all seem real. The seekers handed over their money, for the most part, without demur. If they didn’t, they learned how fast Ursule could run and how loudly she could shout.


Today a townswoman had come with a friend, the two of them clinging together for courage. They were dressed in traditional Brittany fashion: dark fabrics, with white scarves over their bodices and lacy aprons. They rolled their eyes this way and that, sniffing at the odors of cooked hare and boiled beans that hung over the encampment, eyeing the bright, ragged dresses of the Romani. They lifted their skirts to avoid the dirt of the camp, and shrank away if any of the grimy children came too near.


After Ursule seated the customer on a stool opposite her mother, Agnes told the woman’s fortune, at great length. When the two women turned to leave, she called out to the other one. “Wait, madame! I have a message for you, too!”


Ursule lifted her scarf across her face to hide her smile. There would be two fees today. She was ready to add her persuasive touch to the process, but it turned out there was no need. The second woman turned back and took the stool opposite Agnes, eager to hear what her own future held. She listened openmouthed as Agnes predicted a sudden stroke of good luck that would bring money into her house. Agnes followed with a warning about being careless with the money, because someone was watching her, someone not afraid to steal. The woman nodded and cast a meaningful glance at her friend, as if she knew just who that would be.


Ursule collected the double fee and watched the two satisfied customers hurry off toward the village, arm in arm, giggling together over the success of their reading.


Her uncle Arnaud appeared at her elbow, holding out his broad dirty hand for the coins. She dropped them into his palm, and he scowled. “Where’s the rest?”


Ursule blinked. “Uncle Arnaud, what do you mean? That’s the payment.”


“This isn’t enough,” he growled. “What did you do with it?”


“Me? I did nothing!”


“They cheated you, then.”


She hung her head to hide the gleam of her eyes. “If they did, I didn’t know it, Uncle. Perhaps I counted wrong.”


“You, count wrong?”


It was a preposterous claim for her to make, of course. Everyone in the clan, no matter how odd they thought Ursule to be, acknowledged her talent for numbers. They called her clever when they wanted to flatter her, or when they needed her to translate from their patois to French or Breton. When they were angry, they said she didn’t know how to keep her place, that she should stop showing off, that she should leave business matters to the men. For those reasons and more, Ursule hugged to herself the greatest secret of her young life. Even her mother didn’t know.


She could read.


The Orchière clan, like the other Romani who traveled the roads of Europe, was illiterate. It was part of their identity. Their tradition. Reading, in their way of thinking, was unnecessary. Uncle Arnaud said it was better to learn from your ancestors than from foolish words some stranger had written. Books were for churchmen or landowners, collections of words used to oppress the peasantry, and the Romani with them.


The Romani left drawings of bears or boar on trees or standing stones to mark their passing. They sang or recited their family histories. They counted on their fingers, or made slash marks in the dirt to tot up what was owed to them or what they owed. To be a reader, Ursule had always understood, was to be a rebel. To offend the traditional ways. To risk being isolated even more than she already was.


Ursule had been just three years old when she realized that the letters on shop signs or in advertising posters spoke words to her, as if the writers of those letters were whispering their meaning in her ear. Her cousins mocked her because she didn’t talk until she was five years old, but that turned out to be a blessing. By the time she began, she realized the letters that told her so much meant nothing to her mother or her aunts or uncles. She couldn’t recall ever learning to read. It was simply there, the way her uncle Omas had always been able to play the harp, and Aunt Genève always knew how long to roast a hare. It was her gift, but she knew better than to reveal it.


Her clan already viewed her as a misfit, first because she had been silent for so long, and then because, when she did begin to talk, she spoke like a miniature adult. She refused to learn to sew or cook, and preferred to be alone rather than gossip with the other girls. The boys mocked her, trying to make her cry, but she refused. She was small, but her fists were hard and quick.


She was eight when she discovered there was a book in the Orchière camp. It was a single, real book, and it was in her very own caravan.


She had gone to fetch the scrying stone before a reading. When Ursule knelt down to pull it out from beneath her mother’s bed, a random beam of sunlight exposed an object unfamiliar to her, a rectangular shape wrapped in burlap and tied with a strap. She believed she knew every bit and bob of their meager possessions. Surprise and curiosity drove her errand from her mind as she pulled the thing out into the light, untied the strap, and peeled back the burlap.


It was the first real book she had ever held in her hands, heavy and old and smelling of dust and ink. Ursule lifted the top cover and saw the first parchment page, the top written in French in a trembling script, with three illustrations of herbs decorating the bottom. She gingerly riffled the pages. There were dozens of them. She could hardly breathe with excitement over the treasures it must hold.


“Ursule! What are you doing?”


Ursule gave a start that made her drop the book with a thud. A little cloud of ancient dust swirled from it, tickling her nose with the promise of secrets within. “Daj, I—”


Agnes fell to her knees beside her and began hurriedly rewrapping the big book. “Never touch this!” she said. “Never ever. Promise me!”


“Why?” Ursule plucked at the burlap, but Agnes slapped her hand away. “Daj!” she cried. “You never told me we have a book!”


“And you can never tell anyone else, Ursule. It’s dangerous.”


With decisive motions, Agnes rewrapped the burlap and tightened the strap that held it all together. She bent to shove it as far under her cot as it would go.


“But, Daj, what is it? Where did it come from? Why do you hide it?”


Agnes settled back on her haunches, her skirts pooling about her feet. “Bring the stone, Ursule,” she said tightly. “I have readings to do.”


“Tell me!” Ursule demanded. She took the scrying stone into her lap and covered it with her arms. “I’m not moving until you do.”


Agnes’s hand rose again, but when Ursule didn’t budge, she made a wry face and lowered it. “I will tell you, daughter, but only if you promise never to tell anyone.”


“I promise,” Ursule said. “But tell me!”


“It’s called a grimoire,” Agnes said. “It belonged to my grand-mère, and her grand-mère before that, and even more grands-mères before her.”


“Why is it called a grimoire? What does that mean?”


“I don’t know. My maman couldn’t read it. She kept it hidden, and we have to do that, too.”


“Why?”


“Witch hunters,” Agnes said, spitting out the words as if they burned her mouth. “A grimoire is a book for witches. A book of witchcraft. If they see you looking at it, they might think you’re a witch.”


“I’d like to be a witch,” Ursule said.


“You’d like to be burned alive?” her mother hissed. “That’s what they do if they catch witches. They burn them, and stand around laughing while they scream!”


The fear in her mother’s voice, even more than the ghastly images, made Ursule shudder. She never said it again. She never told anyone there was a book in her caravan. And she never looked into the grimoire—unless she was certain her mother would not find out.


Her uncle Arnaud said now, “Turn out your pockets, Ursule. Quickly!”


She did, tugging out the frayed fabric of her pockets to show they were empty. One had a huge hole in it, and she spread it open with her fingers so her uncle could see.


He glared at her for a long moment. “If you are stealing from us,” he began.


Ursule promptly broke into a convincing bout of tears, and Arnaud, grunting, shoved her away from him. She stumbled back, sobbing.


“Stop that!” Arnaud snapped. When she only cried more loudly, he swore and said, “The sooner Agnes finds you a husband, the better! You need to settle down!”


“I don’t even have my monthlies yet, Uncle!” Ursule wailed.


“Well—well—hurry up with them, then!” He gave her another push, and she ran, stuffing her pockets back into her skirt.


Her mother was waiting, holding open the flimsy door of their caravan. She glared at her brother as Ursule jumped past her, up the step and inside. Agnes looped the rope lock behind her.


The lock was symbolic. Arnaud could break in easily if he wanted to, but long ago Agnes had sworn if he ever bothered her or her daughter in their own wagon she would put a curse on him. He never set foot in her caravan after that. Women had very little power, but they were known to cast terrible curses.


Ursule plunged her hand through the hole in her skirt pocket so she could fish the extra coins out of the posoti sewn into her drawers. She held the money out on her palm, all pretense of tears gone. “Double, Maman.”


Agnes snatched up the coins and jangled them in her fist. “Well done, daughter! Well done.”


“I need a new dress. This one barely reaches my calves, and the others laugh at me.”


“I know they do. I’m sorry.” Agnes turned to the old cracked jar she kept hidden behind a curtain and poured the coins into it. “Arnaud is right about one thing, though. You’re going to need a husband soon.”


“I don’t want one.”


“What does that have to do with it?”


“I’m only thirteen!”


“I was thirteen when I was wed to your father.”


“And what a mistake that was,” Ursule said. “Married to an old man. Widowed before I was born. Dirt poor your whole life.”


“Well,” her mother said with a shrug. “We’re all dirt poor. And widowed is not so bad. I make my own choices.”


“I’m going to make mine, too, and marrying some lout of a blacksmith or a basketmaker is not one of them.”


“Ursule,” Agnes said, shaking her head but smiling at the same time. “You speak like a woman of eighty.”


“Born old,” Ursule said. “You’ve said that often enough.”


“Yes. You had no childhood.”


“It would be over now, in any case.”


“I am sorry for that, little one.”


Ursule shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.”


Her mother blew out a breath and began taking off the beads and scarves she wore for telling fortunes. “You’ll have a new dress. We’ll buy fabric when we get to Belz.”


“Are we leaving Carnac-Ville already?”


“Your uncles say we must. The witch burners are about again.”
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All Romani knew better than to risk confronting the witch burners. The bloodlust swept through the countryside at regular intervals, like a bout of the Black Death spreading from village to village. The witch burners craved the screams of accused witches, the smell of burning flesh, the manic screeches of those who came to watch. There had been no witches among the clans for generations, but that made no difference. They were the perfect targets. They were darker. Wore different clothes. Were grindingly poor. They were gitans, gypsies, believed to be thieves and liars, rumored to carry disease.


People said the gypsies cast curses, causing illnesses and accidents. It didn’t matter whether it was or was not true. When the blood fever seized the land, truth made no difference.


Ursule had asked her uncle Omas once why the clans didn’t band together for strength and protection. “Not our way, little one,” he said, shrugging, tugging at his long black braid. “We’re rovers. Travelers. We move when we want to, stop when we wish.”


“Why not settle someplace, all the clans? We could protect ourselves! All of you men carry churis—why not use them?”


He stuck his pipe between his teeth and squinted at her through the smoke. “Not our way,” he repeated. “Too many of them, not enough of us.”


She stared at him, waiting. Omas was her mother’s younger brother, the one of her clansmen who would take the time to explain things to her, answer her questions without too much impatience. He took the pipe from his mouth to give her a rueful smile. “Hard to go against tradition, little Ursule. We Romani are slow to change. Impossible to organize.”


Afraid to try, Ursule thought. Now, if I were the head of the clan . . . But there had never been a female clan head that she knew of. She supposed the men would never allow it.


On the night Agnes earned her double fee, the clan clustered around the cooking fire as the autumn dusk closed in. The little ones were quiet, ready for sleep. The adults, Agnes and her brothers and their wives, spoke in low, grim voices. Ursule, as always, sat alone.


It always seemed to Ursule that the sea, just across the lane from the field of stones, sang louder in the darkness. The waves beat drumlike against the stone sea stacks, and the tide made its own music, humming up onto the beach, withdrawing with a hiss like an indrawn breath. She loved the way the scent of salt intensified at night as the daytime odors faded away.


Belz was also on the sea, or at least on an estuary leading to the sea, but she would miss the menhirs scattered around this field like ancient sentinels, watching unperturbed as years and people passed by. Often she pressed her palms to their rough surfaces, feeling the vibration of age through her skin. The menhirs held their places for years, centuries, even millennia, no matter what human tumult swirled around them. That seemed infinitely wise to Ursule.


Arnaud’s harsh voice distracted her from her thoughts. “It’s the archbishop,” he said, tossing a bone into the fire. “He’s gathering his witch hunters again.”


“The bastard wants to be a cardinal,” Omas said. “Thinks burning a few witches will get Rome’s attention.”


“And it will,” Arnaud said.


An ember popped, sending up a fountain of sparks like red stars to wink out in the darkness. Everyone sighed. It was an omen.


Arnaud scowled across the fire at Agnes. “It’s too bad we don’t actually have a witch in our clan, since they’re going to accuse us of it anyway.”


“The gift is gone, Arnaud,” Agnes said, her lips set in a sour line. “The line has died out.”


“And whose fault is that?” he snarled back at her. “None of you can produce daughters?” It was an old argument. Ursule had heard it a dozen times, but it saddened her. There were no more witches. But what could any of them do about it?


“It’s no one’s fault.” Her aunt Marina rarely spoke aloud and almost never contradicted one of the men. Everyone turned to look at her in surprise, and she averted her face, shying away from their intense regard.


Ursule said, “Aunt Marina is right. Don’t stare at her that way.”


“Mind your betters, girl,” Arnaud snapped.


“How are you better, Uncle Arnaud?” she snapped back.


“As you can all see, I have a daughter,” Agnes said dryly.


“Is she a witch?” Arnaud demanded.


“She’s a child. If you want a witch for the clan, why not become one?”


“Would if I could. Women’s work.”


Ursule burst out, “Why do you leave everything to the women?” making her aunts click their tongues in disapproval and the other children laugh behind their hands.


Omas spoke mildly, as he always did. “It is a pity, isn’t it? The crystal lies there as if it were dead.”


“It died with Grand-mère,” Agnes said. “Those were great days, when the crystal lived, but those days are no more.”


“And so we run like frightened deer!” Arnaud said.


“What else do you suggest?” Agnes demanded. “Do you want to stand and fight, hundreds of them and only a dozen of us?”


One of the children began to whimper. Céline hushed him, but everyone shifted uneasily, the peace of the evening fractured. Even the horses, hobbled among the menhirs, stamped and snorted.


It was Omas, always the peacemaker, who tried to change the mood. “Let’s have a story, Agnes.”


Agnes blew out a breath in an obvious effort to ease her temper. “Which one, Omas?”


He looked around the circle. “What would you all like to hear?”


It was one of the other children who piped up. “Grand-mère. Tell us that one.”


Ursule, along with the others kneeling or sitting cross-legged around the fire, settled down to listen. She could have recited the familiar story herself, but she loved to hear the way her mother told it, her voice rising and falling, melodic as a song. The rosy light from the dying fire gleamed on Agnes’s mahogany cheekbones and sparkled in her eyes. The tale never changed, nor did the rhythm of her recitation. Even Arnaud ceased grumbling, and the clan settled in, harmony restored, to listen.


Violca had been the grand-mère of Agnes and Omas and Arnaud. The whole family referred to her as Grand-mère, though she was the great-grandmother of Ursule and the other children and had died before any of them were born. Her story, and some believed her ghost, lived on in the Orchière clan.


“They say,” Agnes began, as all the storytellers did, “that when Violca was born, a great light streaked across the sky from west to east. It blinded the baby in one eye, and gave her the second sight in the other.”


A sigh went around the circle at the tragedy and wonder of it.


“She was a sickly infant, weak and small and half blind, and since her mother had hardly any milk in her breasts, no one thought little Violca would survive. One of the uncles said they should leave her to die, but her own grand-mère, a true seer, swore that the crystal said she would live. She insisted that all the aunts nurse her.”


Agnes paused, and lowered her voice. “Violca suckled at every aunt’s breast, in addition to her mother’s. She drank in their gifts, and grew into them. She became a harpist, like one of her aunts, and a teller of fortunes, like another. She was a seer, like her mother. She was a witch, like her grandmother.”


She went on to describe Violca’s life, dramatizing every detail. When the tale was finished, she raised her head to speak into the night wind. “And the crystal showed her when the witch burners were coming!”


Another long exhalation rippled around the circle. None of their clan had been caught by the witch hunters in a very long time, but other Romani had not been so fortunate. The witch hunters had seized an old woman from a clan near Vannes, a clan that had never had a witch among its people. They took another Romani woman from the eastern border. They didn’t know if she was truly a witch or simply another poor old woman with no one to protect her. Both women were tried and convicted within hours, and burned within days. It was a tale all the Orchières knew. It was not one they wanted to hear again.


There had been a few years of peace, but now, with a new and bloodthirsty bishop, the burning times were on them again.


After Agnes finished her recitation, the clan sat in solemn silence, watching the last embers of the fire turn to ash. Arnaud said, after a time, “Remember, there will be no celebrating the Sabbats while we’re in Belz. Too dangerous.”


A sigh of regret swept the circle. The Orchières always observed the Sabbats and had recently held a bonfire to mark Lammas, but they knew Arnaud was right. Few of the clans celebrated the Sabbats anywhere near a town. The people of Brittany—and of France, and Italy, and the countries to the east—considered such rites heathen practices. It was one more way to attract the dangerous attention of the witch hunters.


A nightingale called from the field of stones, and Ursule glanced up. She could just see the little bird perched on one of the menhirs, its nearly colorless feathers illumined by starlight. It seemed to warble its farewell just for her, and she felt a thrill of premonition shiver through her body.


That stone, with its drab little songmaker, was calling to her, speaking to her blood and bone and spirit.


For an intense instant, she yearned to understand its message right at that moment, as the salty breeze ruffled her hair and the brilliant stars glittered over the standing stones.


But she recalled one of Grand-mère’s lessons, one Agnes repeated often: Remember the past. Live in the present. The future will come when it’s time.


The stone’s message was about her future, and that was why she couldn’t understand it. Her time had not yet come.
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The Orchières broke camp as soon as the sky brightened enough for them to harness the horses. Ursule could have hitched up their skinny mare, but Agnes never allowed it. “Let the men do it,” she often said. “Whole months go by when that’s the only work they do.”


It was true enough, although Ursule had never heard any of the other women say it. She stood back and watched as the horses were backed into the hafts, harness adjusted, buckles buckled, and straps tied.


She and her mother had lashed most of their possessions down the night before. As the sun rose and Agnes stepped up onto the box to take the horse’s reins, Ursule saw to the final task. She cushioned the old crystal with the blankets from her cot, nestling it in a basket she could tie securely to the front frame of the caravan. The frame was the sturdiest part of the wagon, with the driver’s box above it and the front axle beneath. In case of a bad rut or stones in the road, the crystal would be safe.


Ursule also wrapped the old book and stowed it safely beneath her bunk before she climbed up on the box beside her mother, wrapped in a shawl against the early-morning chill. As they set out, Arnaud’s wagon leading the way and Omas coming last, Ursule cast a final look at the menhirs as the Orchières rattled off toward the road and turned to the north. She would be back, she was sure of it. She wished she knew when that might be.


Agnes said, unnecessarily, “Did you put the stone in its basket? Tie it to the frame?”


“Of course, Maman.”


Agnes blew out a breath as she snapped the reins against the horse’s hindquarters. “I wish you would call me Daj, Ursule.”


“You’re happy enough to have me speak French or Breton when you want to barter.”


“But with me, you can speak Romani.”


“I can do both,” Ursule said. “It’s good practice!”


“Such an odd gift, Ursule, a knack for languages. I think Grandmère must have her eye on you.”


“There, you see? You use the French word.”


Agnes laughed. “You’re right about that. Violca preferred it. It became a habit.”


“Your French is almost as good as mine, Maman. You even speak a bit of Breton when you need it.”


Her mother shrugged. “A little. I save it for the customers. They like my accent.”


“Which you pretend to have!”


“They don’t need to know everything. No one needs to know everything.” Agnes nudged her daughter with an elbow. “It’s good to have some secrets, my Ursule. Keep some things to yourself. You never know when it might be useful, to know something no one else does.”


As their caravan jolted and bumped along the winding northern road, Ursule wondered if her mother knew her own great secret. She avoided the topic, asking instead, “Do you truly think there are no more witches?”


“I can only say, daughter, that there are no Orchière witches now. As to other clans, I don’t know. Not the Vilas. Nor the Franks, or the Pereiros, as far as we know. No doubt if they have witches in their midst, they keep the secret. It’s a dangerous one.”


“Will the Orchière line die out, then?”


Agnes shrugged. “The Goddess knows the answer to that one. It would be a great wonder if a successor to Grand-mère appeared after all.”


At that, Ursule subsided, chewing on a finger as she pondered the mystery and watched the scenery pass by.


The day’s journey was long and tense. The caravan stopped twice for food and water for people and horses, and a third time for the women’s necessaries, which were accomplished as hastily as possible. When a cart appeared ahead of them, or a galloping horse behind, Arnaud and Omas and Thierry loosened the churis in their sheaths and tugged their caps low over their eyes. The women pulled their scarves across their faces and ordered the children, riding inside the wagons, to stay away from the windows.


They pressed on long past the dinner hour. The children whimpered with hunger, but Arnaud insisted they couldn’t stop until they reached the camp. They rolled and clattered through the thickening dusk, peering ahead for some sign that their goal was near. The first evening star glowed in the sky before the flames of a cooking fire flickered through the gloom. Several of the adults groaned in relief. Cautiously, Arnaud called a greeting.


A response, just as wary, came from the encampment. A figure appeared, making its way through the wagons clustered around the fire pit. Firelight silhouetted the thick body of a man with one slumping shoulder and a shock of hair shining silver through the darkness.


“It’s all right,” Arnaud said, turning so his voice could carry to the Orchières. “It’s Edouard Vila.”


The adults recognized the name, though they couldn’t yet see the man’s face. He was the head of the Vila clan, known to be a tough old man who had brought his family through many hard times. He carried a lantern in one hand as he limped toward the newcomers. His other hand clutched the hilt of his churi until he came close enough to recognize the Orchières.


“Arnaud,” he said, in a deep, hoarse voice. He released the knife hilt, letting the blade slide into its sheath, and he lifted his lantern higher. “Sar san?”


“We’re all right, Edouard. And the Vilas? Sar san?”


The old man grunted. “All right.” He waved toward the circle of wagons, where the Vilas were now standing around the fire, ready for company. “Unhitch your horses. Come and join us. We’ll build up the fire.”


Set free, the children clambered down from their caravans and scattered through the Vila camp. More slowly, the Orchière adults set about drawing their wagons up beside a stand of cedar trees. They replaced their horses’ harnesses with hobbles and set out grain and water buckets. Ursule hid the crystal in its basket once again, with the old book underneath it.


Ursule reflected, as she carried water to fill their horse’s bucket at the slow-moving brook, that the Romani were a people of secrets. Clans kept secrets from other clans and from the villages they passed through. Family members kept secrets from other family members, just as she did. It was simply the way her people were, although sometimes it made her feel lonely, knowing there was no one in the world who knew everything about Ursule Orchière.


She was glad to join the Vila encampment, to be in company with other Romani. The old people settled on rocks and stools. The younger ones squatted or sat cross-legged on blankets. Several mothers nursed babies. Others gathered their children into their laps. A harp came out, and a bombarde. As the harpist began to pluck his strings, a bird answered him out of the dark.


Ursule’s aunts, Céline and Marina, worked over the fire pit, dicing turnips and carrots and tearing a leftover bit of venison into bite-sized pieces. The smell of simmering stew rose into the cool air, and the children tugged at their mothers’ skirts and begged them to hurry. One of the Vila women, a crone with no more than three teeth, brought out a loaf of bread and sliced chunks of it for the smallest children to gnaw on while they waited. Ursule found a spot to settle, kneeling on a blanket, wrapping herself in her shawl against the growing cold. The brook gurgled, tumbling between its banks, and a thousand brilliant stars glittered over everything.


While the Orchières ate their belated meal, the harpist and the bombardist played the old songs. Sometimes they sang. When there were no words, they hummed, and others hummed with them. When the meal was over, and Céline and Marina and the other women were gathering the wooden bowls to clean in the brook in the morning, the men began to talk in low, tight voices.


Ursule, her stomach full and her eyelids heavy, bent her legs and wrapped her arms around them, resting her forehead on her knees. She closed her eyes, trying to focus her ears on the splashing of the brook, the chirping of the night birds, the sweet high voices of little children resisting sleep, anything but the evil news.


The men’s words broke through despite her efforts. She couldn’t block them out, the names, the stories, the threats.


Vannes, the home of the archbishop, which made her think of the cathedral where he preached hate. Grand-Champ, where three accused witches were burned in one day, the last left to listen to the screams of the others before facing her own agony. The thriving market of Lorient, where the Romani often did business but had now been forbidden by the bishop even to enter.


The hastily cooked meal roiled in Ursule’s belly.


She was thinking of getting up to go to her bunk, where she could pull a pillow over her head to shut out the voices, when she felt a prickle on the top of her scalp. Someone was looking at her.


She lifted her head from her knees and opened her eyes.


A man sat on the other side of the fire, staring at her. When she met his gaze, one corner of his mouth quirked, making his long mustache quiver. He tucked his chin, acknowledging she had seen him.


He was heavily built, like all the Vilas. His black hair hung in tangled locks from the kerchief he wore over his forehead. He wore his churi prominently, the sheath on a strap across his chest. Thick eyebrows shadowed his eyes, but even at the distance she could see how small and dark they were.


Her stomach roiled again, this time with a new anxiety. She felt like a fox kit under the eye of a hungry wolf, and it made her angry.


She jumped to her feet, and seeing that the man was still watching her, she spit into the dirt before spinning away with a flounce of her skirt. His eyes followed her, burning into her shoulders as she stamped toward the relative safety of her caravan.


Her mother was already there, shedding her skirts and scarves. “Temper again, Ursule?”


“That man, that Vila. He’s looking at me.”


“Bound to happen. You’re of that age.”


“I’m too young.”


“He may not know that. Born old, remember?”


“I don’t like him.”


“You don’t know him, Ursule.”


“I know I don’t like him, Daj.”


“Ah, now you speak Romani to your mother. Because you want something.”


Ursule began undoing the tie on her skirt. “Will you protect me?”


“I would fight to the death for you,” Agnes said, hard-eyed. “But I’m just a woman. You must watch your step.”


There was little comfort, either in Agnes’s assurance or in the warning. Ursule knew how some Romani men took brides, and if it happened to her, her uncles would never accept her back into the clan. She would be ruined. Trapped.


She wished with all her heart the Orchières had not left Carnac. As she lay down on her cot and pulled up her blankets, she muttered a curse against the witch hunters who had made it happen. May you suffer for your cruelty as you make others suffer. Before she fell asleep, she added another curse, this one for the insolent Vila man staring at her as if he had the right. May the Goddess punish your arrogance.


If only she really were a witch instead of a powerless thirteen-year-old girl! If she were a witch, her curses would be dangerous. Would be meaningful. That would be a very good thing.
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Dawn over the Étel estuary came in porcelain shades of rose and blue and violet. The moment the sun rose above the heath to the east, the Vila and Orchière children spilled out of their wagons, scattering among the bilberries and willows that grew along the brook. Childish voices pierced the morning with laughter and shrieks, and the Vilas’ two shaggy dogs ran around them, barking. The adults called greetings to each other as they emerged from their caravans and went about the chores of feeding horses and collecting brush and wood for the fire.


Agnes, roused by the noise, peered outside the wagon at the women gathering around the cooking fire. “Looks like they’re doing pottage again. Céline will want pufe to add to it. Lot of people to feed.”


“Do you have buckwheat?”


“Enough for today.”


“How about some bilberries?”


“Good idea. Hurry, because the children will be hungry.”


Ursule took up the market basket and stepped outside, leaving her mother stirring buckwheat and water in a pottery bowl. The fearful shadows of the night faded in the brightness of the morning, and she lifted her face into the sunshine, sniffing the charcoal smell of the fire and the spiciness of the cedar branches dangling above the wagon.


It had been too dark when they arrived to appreciate the charm of the campsite. The little stream flashed blue through clumps of prickly sea holly and spiky glasswort. Green and yellow fields stretched to the east, where narrow streams of smoke rose from the stone cottages of Belz.


At this moment, Ursule understood why the Romani preferred to travel, to see fresh sights and breathe unfamiliar air as often as they could. It was invigorating. She wished she weren’t too old to run and shout with the children.


But she was nearly a woman now. Her mother needed her help. She hooked her basket over her arm and set out at a dignified walk toward the brook.


“Ursule, wait!”


Ursule turned to see one of the Vila girls trotting toward her with her skirt flaring around her ankles and her long apron flapping. She came up panting and laughing and embraced Ursule awkwardly around the bulk of both their baskets.


“Bettina!” Ursule exclaimed. “I hardly recognize you!” Bettina’s face was rounder, and she wore her hair tied up under a scarf, as the grown women did. “We were little girls when I last saw you.”


“I’m a married woman now,” Bettina said, proudly smoothing her apron over a round, obviously pregnant belly.


Ursule took a step back. “Bettina, you can’t—you’re not old enough!”


Bettina gave her a brilliant smile. “I’m fourteen! I’ve been married six months already.”


“I—oh, my—I’m just surprised.” Ursule knew she shouldn’t offend Bettina, the only childhood friend she had, but the very idea of the pregnancy sparked a feeling of revulsion in her. She averted her eyes, hoping Bettina wouldn’t notice.


When she had finally begun to speak, the other children had stared at her as if one of the dogs had suddenly started talking. They avoided her, and she knew they pointed and laughed behind her back. It was different with Bettina.


One of the happiest times of Ursule’s young life had been a meeting of the Vila and Orchière clans, because of Bettina. She made a friend for the first time, someone to play with, to whisper with, someone who didn’t care how odd she had been as a child, how different she and her mother were from the other big, noisy families.


And now her only friend had fallen into the trap that awaited all Romani girls: early marriage, too many babies, no life of her own—the very trap that yawned before Ursule herself.


Ursule fought a sinking sensation, as if the last shreds of her childhood were draining away from her. She struggled to make conversation as they walked together toward the stream. “Who is your husband?”


“His name is Mikel. He comes from the south, but his clan was small, so he became a Vila.” Bettina caressed her belly again. “He paid the highest bride price any Vila girl has ever received.”


“My goodness,” Ursule said. She didn’t believe it, of course. It was the sort of lie the Romani told each other all the time, but she made herself smile and nod as Bettina chattered about babies and families and weddings until they reached the brook.


The little stream chuckled over shining gray stones and splashed up the banks where willow roots and drowned grasses hung like the fringe of an unraveling shawl. On the level ground along the stream, bilberry shrubs grew low to the ground. Their rough green leaves hid the berries as if they meant to keep them for themselves, but the girls’ deft fingers flicked through the branches, and dark blue berries began to rattle into their baskets.


“Mikel says bilberries are good for the eyes,” Bettina said. “I’m going to eat a lot of these so my baby will have perfect vision.” She popped several into her mouth.


Ursule doubted bilberries had any special properties aside from sweetening the fried pufe, but she didn’t say so. Her shock over the fact of Bettina’s pregnancy began to fade before her friend’s obvious pleasure in everything to do with her marriage.


“Mikel is the best hunter in the clan, you know,” Bettina went on. “That’s why there’s always meat in our pottage. Last year he brought down a wild boar all by himself !”


Ursule murmured something admiring, then said, “I think this is enough. My mother wanted me to hurry.”


Together they bent to rinse their blue-stained fingers in the water before starting back toward the camp.


They were halfway there when Ursule felt the prickle on her neck that meant someone was watching her. She increased her pace, but Bettina groaned. “Ursule, I can’t go so fast!”


Ursule was forced to slow her steps, and the prickle on her neck grew more intense. She didn’t want to look behind her, to give him the satisfaction, but she sensed him there, as if he could cast a shadow over her. The brightness of the morning seemed to dim and the air to grow chilly. She didn’t even know his name, but she didn’t need to. She knew what he was.


As she and Bettina joined the women laboring to put breakfast together, Ursule took a surreptitious glance over her shoulder to confirm what her instinct was telling her.


He was squatting in the shade of a caravan painted a blue so dark it was nearly black. He stared up at her, as if daring her to spit again. She refrained. She probably shouldn’t have done it the first time.


She averted her face instead and hurried toward the fire pit. Agnes had set her much-battered iron griddle across two flat stones, with a pile of hot coals beneath. Several small children clustered around her, watching hungrily as she spilled a bit of duck fat onto the griddle. It hissed invitingly.


Her mother looked up at the sound of her footsteps. “Oh, Ursule, good! You found some. Pour them into the bowl, will you, and give it a good stir.”


Ursule put aside her unease about the Vila man as she smiled at the little ones, and gave each a bilberry before she spilled the rest into the bowl. She swirled them into the batter and handed the bowl to Agnes. In moments, half a dozen cakes sizzled on the griddle.


The Vila women had warmed up the pottage from the night before, and added wild onions and mustard greens from someone’s stores. As the children took hot pufe in their grimy hands, the women scooped pottage from the enormous pot, everyone using bowls from their own wagons. Some used spoons. Most used their fingers.


The children tossed the cakes from hand to hand to cool them, then ate them in three bites. They were a scruffy lot, these Vila little ones. Two were wearing trousers that might have belonged to a dozen children before them. One wore a man’s shirt but nothing underneath. Its hem dragged against the ground. Two little girls wore real skirts, but most wore remnants of this and that, the fabric colors leached out long ago.


Bettina came up to her elbow, her own bowl of pottage in her hands. “My son is going to have proper clothes,” she said, indicating the children with her chin.


“How will you manage that?” Ursule couldn’t help asking.


“Mikel will sell hides at the market,” Bettina said, with blithe confidence. “We’ll always have money.”


Agnes caught Ursule’s eye above Bettina’s head, one skeptical eyebrow raised. Ursule bit her lip to keep from laughing.


The men gathered for their own meal, sitting on rocks and tree stumps while the women brought them bowls of pottage. Agnes scraped the last of the batter out of the bowl for a few more cakes. Ursule took the bowl from her hands.


There were other women on the path to the brook, carrying bowls and spoons to wash. Ursule started after them, but paused. The stare of her tormentor stopped her as if it were a wall she couldn’t climb.


She took one small step, then another, casting around for a way to get past him. He sat on the ground with his back against the wheel of his wagon and a group of three other men around him. He was no more appealing in the bright light than he had been in firelight the night before. His skin was thick and pocked, his hair shiny with oil. Ursule was small, shorter than her mother, but this man was even shorter than she was, with the thick shoulders and wide hands all the Vila men seemed to have. His gaze made her skin crawl as if he had actually touched her.


She drew a breath, steadying herself for the ordeal of walking close to him.


The man on his left leaned forward, jostling his knee. “Dukkar! I think that nag of yours needs a shoe. You should take better care of her!”


Another man laughed. “Dukkar’s nag always needs a shoe, or a bridle mended, or one good meal!”


Now Ursule knew his name, and as he turned to respond to the banter, she hurried out of the camp toward the water.


She found a spot beside the other women where she could crouch to splash water into the bowl. She rubbed it clean with a handful of sand and rinsed it, then set it aside. The clear water, sparkling in the sunshine, held her for a moment. Fish darted between the smooth stones, tiny silver arrows almost too quick to see. Ursule plunged both hands into the stream and splashed her warm cheeks and neck, sighing with pleasure.


She combed her dampened hair back with her fingers and retied her scarf, then stood, her bowl on her hip. Reluctantly, loath to leave the peace of the brook, but with chores waiting, she turned back toward the circle of wagons.


She had taken a few steps when she heard an unfamiliar sound. It rose and fell, sometimes blending with the gurgle of the water, sometimes rising above it. The notes were sweet, with an airy, hollow timbre that reminded her of the wind playing through the dolmens near Carnac. She peered through the drooping willow branches, searching for the source of the music.


She glimpsed a slice of red shirt, vivid against a backdrop of purple sea holly. It moved, disappearing behind a drooping branch, then shifting back into view. The music wound on, a slender twist of melody almost too fragile for the open air. As the Vila women walked past, their chatter drowned out the music, so Ursule left the path, pushing under the nearest willow branch and into the copse.


A few steps brought her out of the trees and into the clearing where the musician stood. He was taller than any of the Vilas, and from the look of his narrow shoulders and skinny hips, not yet done growing. His hair fell in straight lines to his shoulders, not the dense black of the Vilas, but a light brown, glimmering gold where the sun caught it. He seemed to be fully immersed in his music, his head bent over the instrument he held in his two hands.


Ursule stepped on a dried twig, and the crack of it startled him. The melody broke off, and he whirled to face her.


“I’m sorry—” Ursule began, then stopped, startled into silence.


He was young, as she had guessed, perhaps three or four years older than herself. His face was as narrow as the rest of him, with a straight, aquiline nose and clean-shaven chin, and fine eyes of amber that glowed like the turning leaves of fall. Those eyes turned in her direction, but without quite finding her face. He couldn’t see her. He was blind.


Ursule clutched her bowl over her chest, where her heart gave a sudden lurch of sympathy. “I heard your music. It’s beautiful.”


“I don’t know you,” he said, and she understood he meant he didn’t recognize her voice.


“I’m an Orchière,” she said. “We arrived last night. I’m called Ursule.”


He nodded and pushed back a long strand of hair brushing his chin. His shirt and trousers were as worn and grimy as those of any other traveler, but his hands were clean, fine-skinned and long-fingered. They moved her somehow, distinguished him from any man she had ever met, and her heart gave another bump. He held his musical instrument in a confident grip, and he stood easily, legs slightly apart, without the anxious leaning of the few sightless people she had encountered.


“You must be a Vila,” she ventured, when he didn’t introduce himself.


“Non,” he said, shortly, softly. “I only travel with them.”


Ursule frowned over his accent. “You’re not Romani.”


“Non.”


“You’re French?”


“I am mostly French.”


That explained his narrow features, his pale complexion, his light hair. It was unheard of, in her experience, for a traveling clan to be joined by someone from the outside. “Oh! How did you come to be—” she began, but he had already turned away from her, his instrument pressed to his chest. He strode away almost as surely as if he could see his way, one hand trailing along tree branches and thistle tops.


Ursule watched him go for a little before she turned toward the camp, her bowl on her hip. She wished the boy had stayed to talk with her. Had played more of his haunting music that called to her in a mysterious way. She wished he had told her something about himself.


The Vila camp was suddenly much more interesting than it had been an hour before.










[image: Illustration]



To call Belz a village was to exaggerate. No more than ten or twelve of the traditional stone houses scattered like spilled dice around a small green. The farmers and artisans of the commune had set out their produce on benches and tables, but there weren’t many of them. The Carnac market was four times the size of this one. Though Ursule’s precious coins jingled invitingly in her posoti, it was easy to see there would be no fabric to buy.


Still, it was almost Mabon, high harvest season, a time of good things to eat and to drink. The yeasty fragrance of fresh bread trailed from a baker’s oven outside the village’s single shop, and from somewhere, the scent of apples rose from a cider press. Slanting autumn sunshine splashed trees and grass and houses with golden light. It glistened on the villagers’ brightly colored vests and sparkled on aprons and headdresses crusted with Breton lace.


The voices of the Belzois vendors calling their wares competed with the efforts of three Vila musicians. The French boy played alongside the harpist and bombardist, and when they took a break, he played on alone, his strange, sweet music making his listeners crowd closer to hear him. Ursule, shopping basket on her arm, paused, enchanted by the sound. Several village girls in their lace caps surrounded the musician, their faces rapt with admiration. Ursule experienced a flash of jealousy, though she understood. What young woman could not help but be enchanted by his music, his fine features, that spill of straight hair?


“Ursule, enough woolgathering.” Agnes appeared at her shoulder, having finished her rounds, promoting her skills as a fortune-teller. “Let’s start back. There’s no one here selling dress fabric.” She put a hand under Ursule’s arm to lead her away.


“Wait, Daj, wait.” Ursule pulled free and gestured to the musician. “I want to listen.”


“Who is that?”


“He didn’t tell me his name, but he travels with the Vilas. I met him outside the camp. He’s blind.”


“He doesn’t look blind,” Agnes said, squinting through the sunshine for a better look.


“No, but he is.” Ursule pushed the basket into her mother’s hands. “You go back, Maman. Uncle Omas and Uncle Arnaud are ready. I’ll walk back with Bettina and Mikel.”


“Don’t speak to these Belzois,” Agnes said, slipping the basket over her own arm. “I don’t like the way they look at us. I don’t trust them.”


“You don’t trust anyone.”


“No. Nor those Vilas, either.” Agnes indicated a little gaggle of men congregated at one side of the green, joking, bumping each other with their shoulders and elbows. They had been drinking ale all afternoon, which was obvious from their raised voices and raucous laughter. Dukkar was one of them, his coarse voice unmistakable.


“They’re just in their cups, Daj. Nothing to worry about.”


“They shouldn’t be drawing attention to themselves that way. I don’t like the look of that musician, either. He’s not Romani.”


“Perhaps that’s a good thing,” Ursule said.


“How could it be? He’s not one of us.”


“So he’s a misfit, like me.”


“What a silly thing to say!”


“You know it’s true, Daj, but never mind. Go on now. I’ll see you in an hour.”


Still scowling, Agnes hooked her basket over her elbow and went to find her brothers. Ursule watched her mother until she saw she had met Omas, then edged closer to the musicians’ corner through a little clutch of people. The harpist and bombardist had returned, and the familiar strains of Romani songs rose into the waning afternoon. The music was disappointing now, the poorly tuned strings of the harp and the bleating of the bombarde too strident for the French boy’s fragile music. A woven basket with a few livres in it rested on the grass before the trio. Whenever they finished a tune, the harpist gave the basket a push with his toe to draw attention to it. A cluster of Belzois children danced to the music, clapping, singing in shrill voices.


One little girl, skirt swirling as she spun, collided with Ursule’s legs and almost fell. Ursule caught her, lifting her up by the hands, but before she could set her on her feet, one of the village women swept the child away from her grasp. She carried the little girl away, ignoring her wails, scowling over her shoulder at Ursule.


Ursule turned her back on the woman’s sour face, but the moment had been spoiled. That little one would no doubt grow up to believe gypsies were dirty and dangerous. It was always the way.


The trio played two more songs, eliciting a few more livres for their basket, before they began to pack up their instruments, and the harpist scooped up their earnings. As the village girls started to reluctantly disperse, Ursule stepped forward. The French boy was just sliding his instrument into its leather case.


“C’est moi,” Ursule said. “The girl from the camp.”


He tilted his head as he recognized her voice. “Ursule?”


“Yes.” Her heart quivered with pleasure at his recalling her name, and at the delicious sensation of jealous glances on her back. It was rare for anyone to envy her for anything, and she decided she liked the feeling very much. “Wouldn’t you like a cup of cider? You’ve played a long time.”


He nodded. “I would. I’m thirsty.”


“You must be.” She tucked her hand under his elbow, finding his arm thin and wiry beneath her fingers. Her own muscles were thicker than his, made strong by daily labor. His arm felt like that of an aristocrat, the slender limb of someone who didn’t do physical work. She said, “Come this way. There’s a cider press on the other side of the green.”


He walked beside her in such relaxed fashion it was as if he knew the way, guided only by the slight pressure of her fingers. They wound through the little market as the last of the vendors packed up their leftovers or called out bargain prices to clear their inventory. Ursule dug in her posoti for a coin to buy two cups of cider, then led the musician to a spot beyond the cider press where they could sit undisturbed in the last of the afternoon sunshine.


As they settled onto the grass, she said, “You know my name, but I don’t know yours.”


“Sandor,” he said.


“Sandor. Enchantée.”


“Enchanté.” He still didn’t smile. It occurred to Ursule she hadn’t seen him smile once, not even when the Belzois children applauded the trio’s jolliest tunes.


“Sandor. Is that a French name?”


He drank half his cup of cider in one long draft, leaving his smooth lips sparkling with moisture. “It’s Greek, but I’m named after my Moldavian grandfather. He left me my flute.”


“Is that what it is? A flute?”


“It is. A nai flute.” He pulled it out of his shirt and slipped it out of its case with a motion as gentle as if it were an infant in swaddling clothes. As he lifted it, a gleaming knife fell out of the case into his lap. It wasn’t the characteristic Romani shape, nor even the typical size of a Romani churi. It was longer, with an unusual diamond-shaped blade.


“I’ve never seen a knife like that,” Ursule said.


He caught it up and tucked it back into his case. “This was my grandfather’s, too. A Spanish dagger he acquired in his travels.”


“It looks dangerous.”


“It’s no good to me if it isn’t sharp. Mostly I use it to cut new thongs.” He held his flute out on his long fingers. There were perhaps twenty of its polished tubes, lashed together with lengths of slim leather into a gracefully curved shape. “Some call this a pan flute.”


“Oh! Also Greek.”


“Ah!” Now, at last, a tiny smile lifted the corners of his mouth, and revealed a deep dimple in his left cheek. His eyes fixed on her as if he could see her with his mind. “An educated Romani girl.”


She chuckled. “I’m not educated at all. I know the story of Pan, though. It’s one of the myths. I’ve heard it a hundred times.”


His smile grew, just a bit. “I am no Pan, as you see. I have only the legs of a man, and my head lacks horns.”


The charm of his conversation made Ursule’s pulse race. “But you make magic with your music, just as Pan did.”


“Hardly Pan’s magic, I’m afraid.”


“I think it’s exquisite.”


“Merci beaucoup, mademoiselle.”


“De rien, monsieur.”


“I like your voice, Ursule. You speak excellent French, too,” Sandor said. She was glad he couldn’t see her blush. She was unused to compliments. He added, “So few of the travelers do.”


“They speak enough to get by, but they will never admit to that if they can help it. I speak it when I’m helping my mother. And Breton, of course.”


“Helping your mother do what?”


“She tells fortunes.”


His eyebrows, as pale as his hair, lifted. “Real fortunes? Is she a seer?”


Ursule made a wry face before remembering he couldn’t see her. “No, she’s not really a seer. She pretends. She does it very well, though.”


“Too bad.” She glanced up and saw that his face had regained its normal somber expression. “I would have liked to have my fortune told.”


“Would you? What would you like to know?”


He shrugged his thin shoulders. “The usual things, I suppose. Will I be successful?”


“You mean in your music?”


“Yes. I want to play with good musicians, not—” He broke off. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean . . .”


“I understand. I have wondered how you came to be with these Vilas.”


“They found me,” he said. “I was playing on the streets, after my father—well. That’s a long story. In any case, they heard me, and said I could live in their caravan if I would go with them to play.”


“Do you like it? Being with the Vilas, playing in marketplaces?”


He sighed a little. “I don’t mind it, but—I think some of them resent me because I can’t hunt, or fish, but I still have to eat.”


“I’m sorry about that.”


He shrugged again. “Eh bien. I wouldn’t mind so much if the music were better.”


She watched his expressive features and thought it would be hard to keep secrets with such a face: the sensitive mouth, the dimple appearing and disappearing. Even the movements of his fingers gave away his feelings. “Tell me what else you would like to know, Sandor.”


“It’s the same, in a way.” There was a little pause, and he swirled the liquid in his cup so that the smell of apples rose from it. “Will I ever see again? Because if I can’t see, I can’t travel about on my own, play where I wish—and what I wish.”


His last comment made her want to throw her arms around him as if he were a child, a disappointed child like the one who had been pulled away from the dancing.


Ursule wanted to ask how he had lost his sight, but she didn’t want to break the mood. It felt grand to sit here through the fading afternoon, the last shafts of sunlight warming her shoulders and glinting on Sandor’s hair. He talked with her as if they were equals, and though they were in public, they were alone just the same. She had his full attention, and when she said something, he bent close to concentrate on her words, listening for their true meaning. It all made her heart soften in a way that was new to her.


She could have sat that way for a much longer time, but Sandor tipped up his cup to drain the last of the cider. “That was good. I thank you, Ursule. It’s getting late, isn’t it?”


“It is.” She took his empty cup in her hand and reluctantly pushed herself to her feet.


Sandor stood, and his eyes looked past the cider press to scan the green in that uncanny way he had. The crowd had thinned to a dozen or so people. Almost all the vendors had packed up and left, and the woman with the cider press was wiping out the apple hopper with a cloth. Only a few Vilas, including Dukkar and his friends, still lingered.


Sandor said, “Do you see Michel or George?”


“I don’t know those names.”


“The Vila musicians.” His voice tightened. “The harpist, the bombardist. Do you see them?”


“No. Their instruments are gone, and their basket. I think they might have—”


He stiffened. “They left without me.” All traces of his smile vanished.


“Perhaps they couldn’t see you, sitting over here.”


“But I—how will I—”


She touched his arm. “It’s all right, Sandor,” she assured him. “I will guide you. Come, we’ll return the cups and start back.”


He averted his face, but not before she read hurt pride in the pinch of his lips and the tuck of his chin.


She slid her hand into his and gave it a gentle tug. “It doesn’t matter. My mother has already left. You and I can walk back together.”


Evening shadows now stretched across the green. The estuary glistened bronze and silver in the distance as the two of them started off. Thickets of brambles tumbled alongside their path, and Ursule sniffed the faint fragrance of the dog-roses that threaded through the tangle, littering the ground with the last petals of the season.


As the path darkened, Sandor seemed to become more surefooted than Ursule, anticipating twists and obstacles. She wondered if the remaining senses of all blind people sharpened in the absence of their sight, or if Sandor was unusual. He was certainly unusual in every other way. He was more slender than any of the Romani, like a long-legged heron that had blundered into a flock of geese. She was glad the other musicians had left him behind. The touch of his hand on her arm made her skin quiver.


They were halfway to the camp when a voice sounded behind them, thick with the effects of drink.


“Hey! You, little Ursule!”


Ursule’s breath caught in her throat as Sandor’s hand tightened on her arm. She didn’t need to look back to know that it was Dukkar, his words slurred, but his voice all too familiar.


“Hey!” Dukkar shouted again. “Afraid to talk to me?” His voice was coming closer, though Ursule and Sandor hurried their steps as much as they dared in the darkness. Ursule could have run, but Sandor could not.


Dukkar made some comment to his companions, who roared with laughter.


Sandor said in a tense voice, “They’re crazy when they’re drunk, Ursule.”


“I’m not afraid of them,” she said, though anxiety knotted her stomach.


Dukkar called again, “Hey, girl! What are you doing with that boy? He can’t even see your pretty face!” One of the others hooted something rude, and Dukkar shouted, “What you need, little Ursule, is a real rom. Lucky for you, I’m here!” More guffaws answered him.


Ursule glanced behind her, hoping there might be someone to aid her, some of the more sober Vilas, or perhaps one of the Orchières. She couldn’t see anyone behind the lurching, laughing group of men. They stumbled along the path, shouting with fresh mirth when one of them tripped and fell to his knees, swearing.


The moon had not yet risen. Ursule cast about for a place she and Sandor could step off the path, get out of the way of the louts following them, but she saw nothing but the thicket of brambles crowding the path.


“I will have to face them, Sandor,” Ursule said in a tense voice. “Maybe they’ll go past. Leave us alone.”


His voice was even grimmer than hers. “Everyone knows he has no wife, because no one will have him.”


“I won’t have him, either.”


A sound scraped from Sandor’s throat, an involuntary groan of anxiety.


Ursule didn’t want to tremble, but she couldn’t help herself. Every Romani girl knew the brutal truth. There were men who resorted to rape in order to acquire a wife, and a girl who was raped was spoiled. No one would have her except her rapist, and sometimes even he would not.


“My mother—” Ursule began, but didn’t finish the thought. She knew her mother wouldn’t hesitate to step between her daughter and Dukkar, but Agnes wasn’t here. There was no one to help her but soft-handed, sweet-voiced, sightless Sandor.


From the thicket, incongruously, a nightingale sang. The beauty of it, thrilling through the soft-scented night as if all were well, made Ursule want to weep. It hardly seemed possible the dreamlike day could end like this, devolving into nightmare.


Together, she and Sandor stopped and turned to face the threat. A faint silver glow began on the eastern horizon, the moon preparing to show her face. The Vilas came on, shoving each other, chortling, cursing. Sandor stepped in front of Ursule, a slender bulwark against the danger approaching.


Dukkar stepped ahead of his companions. In the gloom he looked dark and mean, like one of the bears some of the Romani trained to dance at festivals, with the smell of the predator around him. “You! Ursule! Why are you hiding?”


“Leave her alone,” Sandor said. His voice sounded steady, though his body shook.


Dukkar grunted, “Mind your own business, boy. Come, little Ursule! Come talk to me!”


“Go away,” she said, her voice nowhere near as steady as Sandor’s.


One of Dukkar’s companions gripped his arm. “Come on, Dukkar, leave the girl alone! She’s still a child.”


Dukkar grunted and threw off the man’s hand. “She’s old enough,” he snapped.


“I’m not,” Ursule protested.


“You will be soon,” he laughed. He stamped toward her and Sandor, weaving unsteadily, advancing just the same.


Brambles clawed at Ursule’s hair as she shrank back. Sandor braced himself, his feet set wide, but though he tried to hold his ground, one negligent shove from the heavier Dukkar threw him to one side. The moon slid up the eastern sky, shedding just enough silvery light for Ursule to see Sandor stumble sideways into the brush. He gasped at the bite of the thorns as he struggled to extricate himself.


Ursule bolted forward, attempting to dash out of Dukkar’s reach, but he was too quick. His hard hands caught her, pulled her to him. Her involuntary cry of terror shamed her, but she couldn’t help it.


Dukkar’s attack was not subtle. He kicked her feet from under her and bore her down under his weight as crudely as if he were a wild boar mounting a sow. His breath was foul with the stale smell of ale, and his body was hard and heavy. He released her arm so he could pull up her skirts. The chill of the night air shocked her bare thighs, and she gasped with the horror of it. Her chemise tore as easily as a dry leaf, leaving her exposed, without defense.


She fought him with all the strength she had, but she might as well have pounded a wall with her fists. She could barely move under his unrelenting bulk. The only weapon she had, as he pressed her into the dirt beneath the brambles, was her teeth.


She found his earlobe with her incisors and bit down hard, relentless in her own way. Something gave. He yowled in pain, and she tasted hot, salty blood. She spit out the bit of flesh she had bitten off even as he freed one hand and struck her full in the face.


He used the same hand to untie his belt, and she felt his hairy, hot belly grind against hers as he wriggled his trousers open. She screamed again, this time a howl of pure desperation. She shouted, “No!” and then, as his gross flesh searched for hers, her voice rose to a scream. “No, please, please, no!”


His roar of lust was the bellow of a rutting animal, a brutal sound louder than the jeers and shouts of the other men. A wave of pure, helpless panic blurred Ursule’s mind until she hardly knew what was happening to her.


Then Dukkar made another sound. A different sound.


It cleared Ursule’s thoughts and brought her back to herself.


She recognized the sound he had made. It was deep, guttural, instinctive. It held pain, and shock, and recognition. It was the sound emitted by an injured horse when its throat was cut, the sigh of release when a chicken’s neck was wrung, the groan of a hare taken by a fox.


For Ursule, it was the sound of reprieve.


Dukkar’s body went limp. His head fell to one side so that only his greasy beard lay against her cheek. His weight still held her down, but it was the dead weight of an animal’s carcass. Sobbing now, she twisted her body, arms and legs scrabbling through the dirt until she wriggled free of him. She struggled to pull her clothes over her nakedness. Her face stung where he had struck her, and the taste of his blood still fouled her mouth. She scrambled to her feet, defiantly choking back her tears.


Dukkar’s companions stood in a ragged semicircle, goggling at the scene. Two of them half-heartedly gripped Sandor’s arms, though he made no move to flee. The moon had risen, and it showed Sandor’s face terribly white, eyes stretched wide, pupils expanded so they nearly vanquished the irises.


Ursule followed his gaze, though with reluctance, to take in the haft of the blade buried in Dukkar’s back. The shirt fabric bunched around it, soaked in blood that was black in the moonlight. The blade was invisible, but the distinctive handle was unmistakable. It was the knife Sandor had shown her earlier.


“Sandor,” Ursule breathed. “Did you . . . ?”


One of Dukkar’s friends answered. “He did, and he’ll answer to Edouard for it. He’s killed one of our best hunters.”


Ursule said, “Dukkar tried to rape me.”


“Your claim,” another man said.


“You all saw it!” she snapped.


“Dark. I saw nothing,” someone said.


“Edouard won’t like this,” the first said. “Won’t tolerate violence in our clan.”


Sandor groaned, a sound full of misery.


Ursule summoned her ready temper and let it blaze. “Sandor saved me, and you all know it. And so I will tell Edouard Vila! I’m a fatherless girl, not yet a woman, and Dukkar had no right—”


“Your word against his,” one of the men growled.


Another said, “Dukkar won’t be speaking any more words, I think.”


The first said, “I thought she was grown. Didn’t know she was still a girl.”


“I told you!” Ursule cried. Sandor groaned again, a sound of such grief that Ursule let her torn clothes fall in a ragged curtain around her and ran to take his hands.


His captors released his arms, and she said, “Sandor, it’s going to be all right—”


“No, little girl, it’s not,” one of the other men said. “Not for your young fella. Edouard won’t care what the reasons are, he’s done murder. Edouard will turn him over to the sheriff.”


“That’s not fair!” When no one responded, Ursule rounded on them with such fury they fell back a step, away from the fire of her anger. “You all stood back and allowed him to try to rape me! Me, a thirteen-year-old girl! Someone else stopped him, and now you want to act like men? Attack the one man who did the right thing, a blind musician who can’t defend himself ? Cowards! Every one of you! And that’s what I’ll tell Edouard Vila, I promise you!”


One of the men gave a sour chuckle. “Edouard won’t care what a child has to say.”


Another added, “It will go hard on your friend here, little girl. You should get him away.”


“Go then,” she said. “All of you men, flee back to camp like the cravens you are! Leave a girl to deal with this!”


She drew Sandor to her and stood with his unresisting arm clasped in her two hands. The men cast doubtful glances at the lifeless form of Dukkar, but they seemed eager enough to take her suggestion. There were one or two murmurs, but they made them even as they backed away, farther and farther into the darkness, until they were only shady silhouettes against the darker thicket of brambles. Then they were gone, leaving Ursule and Sandor alone with the corpse.


Ursule bent over Dukkar. It would be best if she could recover the knife, to leave as little evidence as possible. Though it made her shudder, she forced herself to wrap her fingers around the haft and pull.


It only moved an inch or two, and a gout of fresh blood spilled out around it. Sandor had held nothing back when he thrust his weapon into Dukkar’s back. She would not have thought the flutist to be so strong.


Dukkar, in the moment of his passing, had soiled himself. The air was already rank with the smell of blood, and the other smell made it worse. Ursule wrinkled her nose and tried one more time to pull the knife out of his body, but her hand shook so she couldn’t do it.


She gave that up and tried to shift the body into the thicket. It took all her strength just to roll the corpse to its side, then roll it again so that it was partially hidden by low-hanging brambles. The boots still stuck out, so she tried to disguise them with a bit of dry branch she found at the edge of the path.


Panting, she stood back and tried to assess the scene. Someone would have to be looking, she thought, to realize there was a body half-hidden by brambles. The casual passerby would not notice. Unless, of course, they smelled it.


Tired and dry-mouthed, she gave it up. She drew Sandor away, back down the path toward the village.


He said, “Where are we going?”


“It’s not me who’s going,” she said, her voice broken with sadness. “Those men were right, Sandor. You need to disappear. It will go badly with you if you return to the camp.”


Sandor said, in the dull tone of shock, “Dukkar’s dead.”


“He is, and praise the Goddess for that.”


“I killed him.”


“He was going to rape me. To ruin me.”


“I have never—”


“Sandor.” Ursule thrust aside her own revulsion at what had happened, the ghastly sensation of being assaulted, of the weight of a dead man holding her down, of the taste of a dead man’s blood in her mouth. She knew it would haunt her dreams, but there was no time to think of that now.


She tightened her grip on Sandor’s hand. “Listen to me. You’re a hero, like in the songs you sing. I am the maiden you saved, and now I must save you. That means you have to leave the camp, leave Belz.”


They walked a little way in silence, his hand in hers quivering with anxiety.


“Do you know anyone in Belz? Anyone who can help you?”


“No. I come from Lorient.”


“Do you have family there?”


“I do, but . . .”


“Sandor, they’re your family. Surely they will take you in.” A Romani family would never turn away one of its members—except perhaps a ruined girl.


He said, “I don’t know. Perhaps.”


“You’ll have to go to them.”


“I have no money. I haven’t yet gotten my share of today’s take.” “I have money.” Ursule thrust an anxious hand into her skirt. She found, to her relief, that though her chemise was in shreds, her posoti was intact. “I have money,” she repeated. Giving it to Sandor meant she would have to continue wearing her old skirt, now ripped into pieces, but he had saved her. She didn’t hesitate. “It’s enough to send you home. You must buy passage on a boat, something that can carry you well away from Belz. Edouard Vila can hardly follow you out into the estuary.”


“Do you not think, Ursule, truly—if Edouard knew what Dukkar tried to do . . .”


“I think Edouard knows what Dukkar is, but he has to be seen as strong in the eyes of the clan. He will turn you over to the sheriff in a heartbeat, and they will hang you.”


“Dukkar was a brute,” Sandor said, his voice going high like that of a child about to cry.


“Yes.” She held his arm tighter. “I am only glad you had a knife.”


“I lost my knife!” Sandor said, and shuddered. Ursule shuddered, too, at the thought that Sandor’s beautiful blade was still buried in Dukkar’s cooling flesh. “My grandfather’s—”


“You will buy another,” she said, though she doubted he would find another Spanish dagger. “You will get away. Play your flute and earn money, and buy another knife.”


“My father will say I have failed. Again.”


But you will be alive.
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