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Lyon, France – Circa 1700
It is a time when reason wrestles with fear, and fear often wins. The Age of Enlightenment is stirring, but here in the narrow streets and wooded borders of Lyon, the old world clings fast — to whispers, to superstition, to blood.
They still believe in curses.
In witches marked by the moon.
In beasts that walk as men when the forest grows dark.
Behind cathedral bells and cobbled courtyards, a different truth pulses — one spoken of only in hushed voices:
The Devil’s Brood roams at dusk.
Wolves not born of nature but of night.
Brutes and shadows that steal daughters and curse men to madness.
It is into this world that Lisette, a fallen noblewoman, flees — and into it that Lucien, the last of an ancient bloodline, waits. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Woken from Believed death
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I wake with a jolt. The linen is damp on my skin — too still, too cold — and the air tastes of old smoke and tallow. Around me, silence. Then the rasp of a lantern chain, and the slow turn of a man too used to death to expect interruption.

He sees me.

His eyes widen. His jaw trembles loose from his teeth.

“Witch-undeath,” he gasps, staggering back. “The devil walks—he walks—”

He drops the lamp. The light dies.

I do not wait to hear the rest. My legs move before my thoughts do. I run, shivering, barefoot over cobbles, through the low stone arch and into the city beyond. The streets are narrow here, the air pressed tight with chimney soot and secrets.

Lyon. I know the bones of it. But it no longer knows me. Not dressed in a shroud, not risen from the slab meant for corpses.

They will call me cursed.

I run until the smoke thins and the rooftops open like teeth to the sky. My feet bleed, but I do not feel it. The pain is distant, like a bell heard from under water.

Once, I wore velvet. Once, I had slippers made of Italian silk, and maids who spoke in whispers. I remember the garden behind the east wall — pale lavender, carved stone — and the way my mother’s rings clicked softly against her goblet as she spoke of duty and dowries.

Now I am half-mad and half-dressed, a shadow in the gutter.

Once, I bowed to kings.
Now, I hide from butchers and priests.
The shame of it is sharp, but not new. They stripped my name from me before they tried to strip my life. I am no longer the daughter of De Laramée. Not in the eyes of Lyon. Not in the eyes of God.

And yet I live. 

I should not be alive.

I remember the jaws. The snap of bone, the heat of blood. I remember the snow going red — and the cold that came after, deeper than winter. I remember stillness, and peace, and the weightless hush of the other side.

And then — breath.

The kind that burns like fire in frostbitten lungs.

I do not know who pulled me from death, or why. There are no wounds now, only the faint ache where the beast laid claim. My wrist bears a shadow, not a scar. I hide it in the fold of my sleeve like a sin.

They say I am touched by the devil. That no girl mauled by wolves should rise again, not whole, not breathing.

Perhaps they are right.

Perhaps I am the undeath the watcher saw. But if that is so...

Why do I feel so alive? 
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Remembering My Death 
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It was in the forest of Auberose.

The name comes to me like a thorn beneath the skin. I speak it only in my mind, where no curse can take root.

Our coach had broken. One wheel cracked, half-shredded by a stone. The horses had screamed — one bolted, the other thrashed until the harness gave way. I remember the flash of their hooves in the mire, the high, terrible sound of panic. Then nothing but breath and rain and the stink of wet velvet.

Our gowns were ruined — soaked to the thigh in mud and old leaves, the kind that stick to the skin like bruises.

The driver did not rise. His neck turned too far. I still see it sometimes, in the blur of dreamlight.

There was no help. No road left. Only the hush of the trees closing in, and my sister's hand clutched to mine.

We said we would wait for dawn. That someone would come. We lit no fire. We whispered prayers.

Then — the howl.

Not near. Not far. But knowing.
And everything changed. 

I hear it again now.

Not the same, no — but close enough to unmake me.

The streets are thinning. Stone gives way to root, and the lanterns grow sparse. The wall of the city looms ahead, half-drowned in fog. Beyond it, the forest waits.

Auberose.

The name still lives in the bark and soil. It clings like moss, like memory.

I do not know what waits for me there. Only that I have no place else to go.

The howl comes again. Closer. Deeper. Not hunger, not rage — something else. A sound that winds around the bones and draws them forward.

He is near.
Though I do not yet know his name, I know this: the woods do not fear me.
And I no longer fear them. Was it him?

The one who spared me from the one who mauled me.
The one who stood between the beast and my sister.
I do not know. I saw it — not then, but later. In dreams, in flashes, in that liminal place where the soul lingers before being pulled back into flesh.

I watched it from above.

There I lay, crimson-wet and motionless, limbs like broken branches, hair tangled in the ruin of my own blood.
My sister knelt beside me, her hands open and useless. Her eyes were wide, but they saw nothing — only the animal core of terror.
And there — at the edge of the clearing — stood the other.
Not man. Not wholly beast.
Not the one who tore me, but the one who drove him off.

He did not speak. He only stood. And watched. And did not let my sister die.

I do not know why.
I do not know if he is the one who called me back.
But I know this: when the first howl rises behind me now, it does not bring fear.
It brings remembrance. 
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Into The Woods 
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They are behind me now. Voices rising. Boots striking cobblestone, fast and hard.
Someone must have seen me. Perhaps the old watcher ran, gasping, until the guards believed him.
I am the devil’s bride, they say. Or the devil’s bait. Either way, they want me bound. Burned. Displayed.

I crouch beneath the slant of a wagon axle, heart in my throat, mud on my lips. They pass. One man spits. Another laughs. I do not breathe until they vanish down the slope, toward the river.

Then I run again — through narrow alleys where cats scatter, past shuttered stalls and the hiss of rising dawn.

The city has grown teeth in my absence. Every window is an eye, every corner a knife. But I know where the edge lies. I feel it pulling me like a current.

When the last wall falls behind me, I see it — a long black line where stone ends and root begins. The forest.

Auberose.

Not a word. A wound.

I cross the threshold without ceremony, without breath. The city does not follow me here. It wouldn’t dare.
Even they know better than to chase what belongs to the woods.

They are not beasts, not truly. Not always.

In the city, they whisper of the Hollow-Born — men who vanish into the wild and return changed. Soldiers who came back mute, pale-eyed, walking as shadows behind the king’s banners. Robbers who took no coin, only names. Hunters who began to hunt only those who wronged the earth.

Some say they are cursed. Others say they are chosen.

My nursemaid once told me they served a forest older than France. That they remember when the rivers ran wilder, when man bowed to tree. That the wolves are not wolves — they are oaths, walking.

And when they are men, they are no gentler.

I saw one, once. Or thought I did. Standing beyond the treeline, tall and wrong. Cloaked in wolf-hide, crowned with bone. His eyes did not glow. They burned.

No one believed me.

But now, I am here. In the old woods. In their world. And I feel it, like breath on the back of my neck — the sense of being watched not with hunger, but with memory.

These are not brigands. Not kingsmen.
They are something else entirely.
And I have crossed into their domain.

I do not go far. Just beyond the reach of the last stone wall, where the moss begins to climb and the air turns colder. I crouch beneath the limbs of an old pine, its trunk split by lightning long ago, and listen.

The city murmurs behind me — a hum of torches, armor, and oaths spoken too loudly. The king’s men are in the streets. I hear the call for dogs. I hear my name — or what’s left of it — barked like a curse.

They do not dare cross the line. Not yet.
Not while the sun still leans gold on the rooftops.
They are
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