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FOREWORD

I decided to write this all down while on a business trip to my European offices in Florence. It was one of those romantically black and violent autumn days when the rain does not fall so much as dash itself against the city. The majority of the tourists were in their hotel rooms, trying like so many before them to come to grips with Italian television.

I should have been working, drawing up contracts for a very large acquisition on behalf of a very old client. But the intimate, empty streets beckoned, so instead I went wandering. I visited my most beloved friends—the wise ghosts of the Duomo; the Boboli Gardens; Laocoön and his sons in their ecstasy of fear—but I found them all cold and listless.

It was on my way back along the Ponte Vecchio, in the fairytale light of the goldsmiths, that I chanced on an exquisite brooch. I recognized it immediately—an antique cameo in amber and ivory, depicting a young woman. It was badly damaged and the setting had been stripped of its gemstones, but I paid the dizzying sum on the ticket and tucked it into my coat. In my head, I was already repairing the jewel. I knew somewhere in my archives there was a pouch of tumbled Persian sapphires that would fit perfectly in the antique setting. Manic with inspiration, I rushed immediately back to my offices, a sturdy stone manse in the old artists’ quarter. I told Livia to handle my client appointments for the coming week—she’s at least as good a lawyer as I am anyway—and headed for the attic. It’s one of the things I love most about returning to the Old World: I always come across something unexpected, something I’ve forgotten.

I never found the sapphires1 but at the back of the attic was buried an old wooden chest. It tugged at something in my mind; I think it may have been what I was really looking for all along. With some effort, I lifted away the sealed effigy of a long-dead patron and wiped the dust from the carved walnut panels. The chest was a beautiful, if neglected, relic of the French Empire, decorated with scenes of the Revolution.

The French Revolution. The peasant’s dream that toppled kings and ignited decades of war across Europe—across the world. The faces carved into the wood were righteous and proud, an army of the downtrodden throwing off their shackles for Liberty, Equality, Fraternity.

I knew better.

The troubled young woman whose likeness was engraved into the cameo—she had known better, too.

A few phrases of eighteenth-century Occitan dissolved the Wards on the chest (still airtight after two hundred years, if you don’t mind) and I knew that my gem-cutting plans had been postponed indefinitely.

I spent the rest of the day turning through volumes of notes and evidence from one of my most infamous and fascinating commissions. My indwelling Spirit, Sarmodel, had been silent for days, but I invited him to enjoy the rediscovered treasure with me—they’re his memories too, after all.2 After a little petulance, Sarmodel came forward in my mind, rousing himself like a drowsy cat, and joined me in reliving what was in retrospect quite a landmark case. We went through the old journals and specimen canisters with a sweet melancholy. A switch of Bombay thorn apple, jars of snowmelt, a pouch of wolf fur, a box of lavender-scented talc—each time I reached into the chest I retrieved another wonder.

I’d forgotten how much I loved that part of my life—the 1700s were a glorious time to be in Europe, until they weren’t. And I felt truly close to Sarmodel, for the first time since we averted the End of Days the previous year.3 I have so few friends left and it was reassuring just to have him with me as my companion again, and to remember how well we can work together.

But the reason I decided to write this case down properly was right at the bottom of the chest, buried under a bushel of faded letters. It was a lambskin riding glove, shredded beyond repair and still spotted with bloodstains. Sarmodel and I had been trading happy remarks for hours, but now we both stopped. I felt a longing that my demonic Guest understood completely, and for once he didn’t mock my human frailty as my eyes filled with tears.

Still, Sebastian? he asked quietly in my thoughts.

“Yes. Still,” I replied. “How did I forget?”

Antoine’s, the glove and the blood both. I was hundreds of years old before I ever met him, but that day we were both young. Danger was nothing to him and his sense of abandon was contagious. It was inevitable that we would end up broken and bleeding in a midden somewhere, given the situation, but it was spectacular fun just the same. I didn’t realize how long it had been since I’d remembered Antoine. His innocence. His wild blond hair and ridiculous inability to light a campfire. I had the thought, for the first time in months, that life without death is a miserable gift.

So these pages are for him, one of my dearest ghosts.

For Antoine Avenel d’Ocerne.


Sebastian Grave

Florence

2013



P.S. I take no responsibility for Livia’s contribution.

Footnotes

1. I love my European staff, but they are avid little thieves.

2. Not that he would be able to read any of my notes—Sarmodel holds the written word as the pinnacle of human vanity, a position it shares with matrimony. Where I have endeavored to learn the myriad languages of humans, demons and angels, my indwelling Spirit wears eight thousand years of illiteracy like a medal.

3. About which I will not go into detail here—we got it done and you can go back to your online shopping. Suffice it to say the Mayan calendar’s pinpoint accuracy had nothing to do with astronomy.




PART ONE

A Contract Unfulfilled and a Terrible Secret
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Eastern Piedmont

1785

The girl was surprisingly beautiful in the moonlight.

“Surprisingly” for two reasons. First: she had a reputation for beauty. In my experience, this would usually mean only that she’d managed to keep all her teeth in the long weeks between puberty and pregnancy. And second: she was two days dead, and I have violated enough graves to know that corpses are not, to common tastes, beautiful.

I believe her name was Cristina. Her ghost sat opposite me on a crude tombstone, watching me work. Now, the ghost was beautiful, but they often are. This spirit girl’s hair was typical of Piedmontese folk, thick and dark and curly, falling just below her shoulders. Her eyes were large and bewitchingly deep with the gravity of the hereafter. Her shade glowed softly, wearing the same white smock I had just cut away from her corpse.

“That was expensive,” muttered the girl, looking at the ruins of the dress.

“I can tell,” I replied. “Aren’t you pleased that it’s not going to rot in the ground?”

Sarmodel, my indwelling demon, had Projected himself in human form to sit beside her, with the very worst intentions. He appeared as a black-haired boy of about ten years, with a long face and an exquisitely aquiline nose, which I assume was how I looked when we were first joined.1

“Aren’t you pleased, Sebastian, that you can add to your stock of used cerements?” Sarmodel asked me, smiling. “And wasn’t this worth leaving home for?”

Among many other things, I have need of good cloth in my line of work, and the dress would not be wasted. But Sarmodel’s point was plain; Cristina was a charity case.

“We weren’t doing anything else,” I replied.

In truth, I had hoped Cristina’s late-night visitation might result in more than another evening combing through entrails at the cemetery. I had been, if not quite preoccupied, a little out of sorts over the previous few days. I had experienced a growing sense of waiting for something, which I have learned never to ignore. The pretty ghost with her tale of a deadly curse had seemed a promising start.

“I guess it doesn’t matter—it’s just a dress,” Cristina sighed. “Have you finished?”

I had dissected the girl’s body (rather neatly) at her behest and examined it for the cause of her demise.

“Yes, I have, Cristina. But you haven’t been completely honest with me.”

“What do you mean? I was killed, wasn’t I?”

“Well yes, and no,” I offered. “You certainly didn’t die naturally—”

“Bastarda! I knew—!”

“—but I don’t think White Marta was responsible. Not unless she snuck into your home and strangled you with your own hands.”

“My own hands?” She looked at me with her wide, wide eyes.

“I’m afraid so. The bruising and scratches on your neck are a perfect match—see?” I held her corpse’s hands up to its throat to demonstrate. “Note also the scraps of skin under your fingernails.”

“But that’s impossible! I didn’t kill myself—I swear it!” She crossed herself, scandalized. “The pastor says there’s only damnation for suicides.” She whispered the last word as though the Almighty might be eavesdropping from the hedgerow.

“I believe you, Cristina, if only because it would, in fact, be impossible to kill yourself this way.” I let the dead hands fall once again. “At least not on your own.”

“Who was it then?” she persisted. “It had to be White Marta! She’s the only one it could be.”

“And why is that?”

“I went to her not a week ago, and she turned the evil eye on me, she must have!”

“Went to her for what?” I knew Marta quite well. She was a competent hedge-witch, but the “evil eye” was not really her style (or anyone’s, given it is utter nonsense).

Cristina resisted, but she’d made a Contract of Truth,2 and she was bound to answer. “I asked her for a blessing. I am . . . I was newly married.”

I raised my eyebrows. “A ‘blessing’? A fertility charm, you mean. Witchcraft.”

“No! Well, yes.”

“And?”

“I went all the way out to the scree to find her, with a fat hen as payment, and all she gave me was a strange little pouch. She said I was to put a tooth inside and leave it under my pillow and I would dream of my future child.” Spectral tears brimmed in her lovely eyes. “Instead, I dreamed of a woman with no face, choking me in my bed, night after night.”

“Wait—a tooth? Whose tooth?”

“Mine.”

“Are you lying to me, Cristina?” She lowered her eyes and I knew I had the right of it. The mark of my Contract burned brightly on her right palm, and she covered it with her other hand.

“Well . . . Marta said to use one of mine, but I went to the field below the granary instead. They’re always digging up bones there.” She lowered her gaze. “I knew it wasn’t right, but I couldn’t cut out my own tooth, I just couldn’t.”

I grimaced. “Cristina, that field is full of bones because it’s sitting on a mass grave.”

“From the plague?” She looked aghast.

I shook my head. “From the witch hunts. I think you may have unintentionally brought home more than a tooth. Old bones are dangerous, and those ones in particular.”

“What do you mean?” She seemed on the verge of tears again.

“I believe you may have collected a witch’s bone, containing either her angry spirit or one of her familiars. It doesn’t really matter which.” I sighed. “It’s dreadfully unlucky—very few of the women in that field were actually witches at all. Can you guess how they were executed?”

“They were strangled,” she murmured.

“I’m afraid so. And now one has had her revenge, misdirected as it was.”

She looked around helplessly. “But . . . but I didn’t know! I didn’t mean to! With my own hands?”

“That’s your Truth, Cristina. I am sorry,” I said, and I meant it. Death had come unfairly for this one. The burning mark on her hand faded away, signaling the fulfillment of my Contract. The identical mark on my left hand soon followed.

“It doesn’t matter anymore, my lovely one,” I continued. If I could have dried her tears, I would have.

“Please—please don’t tell the pastor,” she implored. “I don’t want to go to Hell.”

“There’s no fear of that,” I said. “It was an accident. God never punishes an accident.”3

“Truly?”

“Truly.”

“So, I can . . . go?”

Sarmodel sat up now, suddenly interested. “Yes! Yes—there’s nothing to fear,” he said. “You can rest now, take my hand.”

“Sarmodel,” I said. “No.” I dragged the girl’s body back toward the edge of her grave.

He gave me an unfriendly look. “Just get that meat back in the ground,” he said. “This is not your concern, Sebastian. How else do you think she’s going to pay?”

“She’s a client.” I leveled the knife at him. “We agreed on this.”

Generally speaking, a Contract must be paid for immediately on completion, either in coin4 or in anima—spiritual energy—proportionate to the Contracted service. Cristina had only herself to offer, but I consider consuming the client as a very last resort, so I had accepted her pretty funeral dress as payment.

“Oh truly,” continued Cristina dreamily. “Do you mean it? I can go, and I won’t be damned?”

“She’s not a client anymore,” Sarmodel insisted. He lifted the ghost girl’s hand, now clear of the Contract mark. “Look!” She was barely paying us any attention, but her light was beginning to grow; Cristina was getting ready to leave.

“Sarmodel, you cannot possibly be hungry! Only last week—”

“Sebastian Grave of Larnaca?”

A man’s voice shocked us all into silence.

Distracted by the business at hand, I hadn’t noticed the rider approaching up the grassy slope. He directed his horse slowly toward us.

“I am Professor Sebastian Grave of Larnaca, yes. Who goes there?” I demanded through clenched teeth. I was acutely aware that of the three of us, I was the only one visible to the Mundane; to a casual observer I would appear to be arguing with nobody in a cemetery in the middle of the night. I prayed that it was dark enough to hide the mess I had made, never mind the naked, mutilated corpse I was discreetly nudging with my foot.

“I am Monsieur Jacques Avenel d’Ocerne,” replied the newcomer, with an accent. He was wearing a broad hat and a scarf that covered the lower half of his face, so I couldn’t see much of him other than his eyes. Then he switched into Provençal Occitan and added, “Son of the Baron d’Ocerne.”

“Ocerne. Your father—Antoine d’Ocerne is your father, sir?” I finally succeeded in tipping Cristina’s body into the grave, where it landed with a wet thump.

Sarmodel—Antoine’s son!

Sarmodel had forgotten the ghost girl for the moment and was watching with great interest. I felt a growing excitement, something between joy and trepidation. This was it! This was what I’d been waiting for—it had to be.

“He is indeed. I will speak plainly, for the journey here was long and I am weary.” He drew himself up. “Sebastian of—Professor Grave, my lord father summons you to return immediately to Gévaudan with me, to complete the contract which he holds unfulfilled, signed by you at Château d’Ocerne and witnessed by the Bishop of Mende in the presence of our Holy Father.”

“Summons me? Contract unfulfilled?” I repeated, quickly smothering the flutter of fear in my gut. In my mind, I could see the blood on the snow, and the frozen gorge full of roaring white water. “But that was twenty years ago!”

“Just so,” said the young man grimly. “But we must ask your aid once again. The terror of the Red Winter has returned.”

I made a show of packing my tools back into my valise.

It’s not possible, I said to Sarmodel. Is it?

Oh, Sebastian, he replied. Sarmodel shook his head, half sad, half mocking. His childlike Projection faded into shadow and he receded to his customary position in the back of my mind.

“Sir? Will you return with me and resume your charge?” the young man insisted.

“It seems I have no choice, sir,” I replied. “May I go home to set my things in order? I would be honored if you would accept my hospitality tonight. I can be ready to leave at dawn, if it pleases you.”

I seldom do anything because “I have no choice, sir,” but I needed time to think—away from the graveyard.

“I will accompany you to fetch what your work requires.” He looked over the tumbled tombstone to the body in the pit, and then to the shredded skirts half-packed into my valise. “But I will not sleep in the home of a grave robber. My lord father told me your habits were strange, but this is ungodly.”

Clearly it was not quite as dark as I’d hoped. “I have permission, sir,” I replied, which was mostly not a lie. “I am in the business of finding truth, and all too often it is buried in a graveyard.”

He was looking at me coldly, but then he softened. “Very well. I would indeed welcome somewhere warm to sleep. It has been a very trying journey.”

“No doubt,” I agreed. I glanced apologetically at the white corpse and then motioned for Jacques to follow me down the other side of the hill.

“To whom were you speaking?” he asked as we left the tombstones behind. “Just now, when I arrived?”

“Nobody, sir,” I said, glancing back. Where Cristina’s shade had been, there was now only a soft white gloaming, like the reflection of the moon. Sarmodel’s disappointment was like the weight of a stone in the back of my mind. “Nobody at all.”

Footnotes

1. We have both agreed that “joined” is the most acceptable term for my/our condition—“possessed,” “demoniac” and “abomination” are inaccurate and most offensive. I often call him my demonic “Guest,” but he’s as embedded in my body as I am. We are in every sense inseparable, a situation unique (to my knowledge) in the history of the occult, not to mention theoretically impossible. He is a male Spirit and has had many aliases over the centuries, among them Nott, M’quet and Lariel, but I generally use the one he gave me: Sarmodel.

2. Contracts are the chief means of interaction between the Spiritual and Mundane realms. Truth is one of the most common, but Contracts can govern the exchange of almost anything, including information, money, services or anima. They’re the main way Sarmodel and I put food on the table, often quite literally.

3. The girl had heard quite enough Truth for one night.

4. Nowadays I will also accept a bank transfer.
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It took less than an hour to reach my home.

Jacques Avenel d’Ocerne offered little conversation as we rode. The young man was in great discomfort, perhaps injured or lame, though he tried bravely to hide it. His left hand barely gripped the reins and when he dismounted at the gate he snatched the arm close to his body with a grunt of pain.

I had a modest, isolated estate not far from the town of Corvano, on the outskirts of Turin. Thankfully my years of living in squalor as a pariah were over by this point in history. It was very comfortable, with solid stone walls and a slate roof, and the grounds were small, tidy and—most importantly—private.

The eighteenth century’s growing interest in science and medicine allowed me to earn a respectable living in larger towns as the local doctor, scholar, undertaker and sometime jeweler, as the occasion required. Science at this time was a lot of flashy bunkum, so it was easy enough for me to pass off some of my more exotic work as “physicks.” Corvano had been home for nearly ten years, and while I was not quite a pillar of the community, I was well known and well regarded.

Livia, my housekeeper, brightened immediately at the sight of our houseguest. To my relief, she was respectably clothed when we arrived and there was a savory meal of rabbit stew, soft cheese and barley bread ready on the table.1 “I apologize for the humble meal,” I said as Livia filled our plates. “I was not expecting—”

“Your contract,” he said, sliding a rolled sheet of paper across the table to me, “should you require verification. It commits you to my father’s service in the hunt for the Beast, does it not?”

“I believe it does, sir.” I made a show of removing the ribbon and unrolling the page, which had been removed from a larger volume. “The bounty was also, as I recall, paid out to Monsieur Bauterne.”

Well.

My signature was right there near the top of the page, directly under Antoine’s. Above our names were the insignias of the king and the baron and the particulars of the bounty—six hundred livres for the head of the Beast of Gévaudan—and below were dozens of other signatures belonging to men long dead.

“It was, but my father has promised to restore the bounty to you, should you be successful,” Jacques added.

“He—Really? All of it?”

“So he said.”

I pretended to read the details of the document, watching Jacques d’Ocerne over the edge of the page. The man was clearly starving and he ate like a jackal; he must have pushed himself hard on the journey from Château d’Ocerne.

In the lamplight, he was a thinner, graver version of Antoine. He could have been no older than nineteen and not quite able to produce his father’s thick beard, but the dark eyes and blond hair were Antoine’s. There were differences I presumed came from his mother: a softer, full mouth and wider jaw. He was pensive and deliberate in his manners as well, which Antoine had never been. I also noted that he ate entirely with his right hand; the left arm he cradled protectively close to his body.

“I am glad that you are still here, Professor,” he said, sounding not at all glad. “Your last letter was many years ago, according to Papa.”

“He never troubled to reply to my letters,” I told him carefully. “I saw no further need for correspondence. And I must admit I am curious how you found me so late at night and so far from town.”

“The wise woman by the scree told me I might find you at the cemetery.”

“I see,” I said. I added “professional discretion” to the list of things I would be discussing with wise White Marta after the night’s business was concluded.

A dutiful son, remarked Sarmodel, to come all this way alone, and in such a hurry.

Indeed, I thought to him, smiling evenly as I offered the young man some more wine. And I wonder what sort of baronet sends his son and heir out on a long, dangerous errand with no escort.

Jacques accepted the wine and watched me silently over a mouthful of cheese. Just as I was growing uncomfortable, he spoke again.

“I expected an older man,” he said. “Sebastian Grave of Larnaca was a lettered man of some many accomplishments at the time of the Red Winter. If you are the same man, you have remained remarkably untouched by time.”2

“Ah,” I said with some amusement. “I believe that this question has been troubling you, young sir. And the answer is simple: I lied. I made good pretense with beard and bluster, but I was barely in my twentieth year when I left Gévaudan. No older than you are now.” I gave a light laugh. “I suppose I did not wish to appear the untested whelp among the hunters of France.”

The smile he returned was weak. “Of course, Professor. You must think me quite rude.”

He excused himself to get what sleep he could before our departure, leaving me full of braised rabbit and squirming apprehension. Livia escorted him upstairs to the guest bedroom and I remained there at the table, watching my coffee cool. The succubus returned and cleared the table around me with rather more care than usual, but she knew better than to interrupt my thoughts.

It wasn’t until I rose from the table that she struck. Firm hands pulled me into the scullery and closed the door.

“Meatbag,”3 she whispered sweetly to me, as Jacques moved around in the upstairs guest room. “Did you enjoy your supper? Is your hunger satisfied?” We were in very close quarters and she had me backed up against the door. A troubling amount of heat was emanating from her body. True to her nature,4 Livia is devastatingly beautiful, with some singular imperfections. I forbade her to show tail, talons or horns in polite company, but even in her shapeless housekeeper’s pinafore with her auburn tresses dutifully pinned under a cloth cap, she managed to be utterly heart-stopping. Thankfully, my unexpected guest had paid her little mind as she prowled around the dinner table.

I knew where this was heading. “Yes, Livia, thank you. Supper was delicious. And no, Jacques is not for you,” I whispered back.

There was a hissing sound and a cloud of steam as she plunged her hands into the dishwater. “Why must I always starve? This one is young and ready to mate. You don’t care for him, I can tell. He will come willingly—and I will bring only pleasure to him!”

“I don’t disagree. But he would still be dead when you finished. I forbid it.”

“Sebastian you are cruel. Why does he get to feast while I diminish by the hour?” she demanded, pointing above my head. She meant Sarmodel, of course.

“Feast”? Indeed. You are welcome to join us at the piggery next time I am “feasting,” half-breed. I will stuff you both ends with as many swine as you desire, he replied. But you should think about what she offers, Sebastian. The succubus may be the easiest way out of the situation, and this younger Ocerne is quite disagreeable. And he was traveling alone on a long and dangerous road.

Livia turned to me, her luminous green eyes full of tears. She held up her talons, dripping with dishwater. “I work so hard and ask for so little. He wants me, I know, and I want him.” Her barbed tail emerged from beneath her skirt and stroked my thigh. “Please, Sebastian. It will be fast and magnificent, and I promise to clean up afterward.”

“Livia. No.”

A long creaking came from the floor above us as Jacques opened the armoire in the guest quarters. Livia stamped her foot in frustration. “He is undressing ready to mate,” she insisted.

“He is undressing ready to sleep. And he is Antoine’s son, no matter what I think of him. I will Shackle you if I must,”5 I warned her.

“Sometimes, meatbag, I hate you,” Livia said darkly, folding her arms. Her tears dried up with a sizzle, and just like that, she was all business again. “Have you packed?”

I spent the remaining hours of darkness collecting everything I would need for the journey. The Gévaudan I remembered was a bleak, hostile place full of bleak, hostile people and I packed accordingly. After some consideration, I included some formal attire in green silk and a short courtly wig. I unraveled the cellar Wards and descended into the basement proper to pack my valise. I checked and packed all of my standard equipment (bandages, surgeon’s knives, deer brushes, specimen jars, that kind of thing) and then found myself reaching for the high shelves and locked repositories where I kept my most potent inventory. Two precious globes of quicksilver,6 an amphisbaena gland, a stick of waxed pyric chalk—I threw them all in with shaking hands.

I had been thinking all the while, hypothesizing on what might be causing the troubles in Gévaudan, without really wanting to believe what Jacques had told me. But the memory was there. Huge and naked and smiling with red teeth, it was there.

Are we storming the Holy See? asked Sarmodel. What in the name of the Rift are you doing?

“I know. I know! I need to calm down.” I sat down on a stool, pulling off my gloves. “I just don’t know what we’re going to find,” I said.

That’s exactly right. We don’t know what we’re going to find.

“You heard what the boy said—the terror of the Red Winter. The Beast.”

He could not have survived, my love.

“Are you sure? Could he have returned somehow?”

So many questions. I felt a shifting in my mind as he thought, like the shuffling of immense coils.7 You could always send the boy on his way, you know. Even if you won’t kill him, there are ways to make him forget he was ever here. Or who he is, if it comes to that.

I thought about it. The sensible part of me really didn’t want to go back to Gévaudan. I had barely survived my last visit and made some enemies in high places; I was especially loath to put myself back within reach of the French clergy and their Divine counterparts. France was also developing a nasty reputation for lawlessness, with rumors of riots and treasonous uprisings. And Sarmodel was of course correct; I had numerous means within arm’s reach to charm, drug or otherwise dispose of Jacques.

But if I did any of those things, I wouldn’t see Antoine again.

And I needed to know. I needed to be certain.

“No,” I said to Sarmodel. “If this is something I’ve left unfinished, I need to make amends. And six hundred livres will not go astray.”

What a terrible bind, he said lightly. Is twenty years too long to wait to say “I told you so”? I don’t think it is.

“What should I have done, Sarmodel? Left them all to die?”

Do you really want me to answer that?

“No, no.” I waved his laughter away. “Just . . . help me. Tell me what I need. I can’t think properly.”

He turned and turned in my head.

Better take it all. Just in case.

Footnotes

1. Livia is a succubus I met in Rome at the height of the Empire. We share a deep affection, but it took her nearly five hundred years to learn to cook anything other than naphtha.

2. I stopped aging as soon as my body and mind were mature. I am naturally olive-skinned and dark-haired thanks to my staunch Cypriot heritage, and I can usually present myself as anything from twenty-five to thirty-five. Over my years in Corvano I had altered my appearance toward maturity, with slightly longer hair and a studied disdain of young people. It was enough to deflect suspicion, but I would eventually need to move on, as always.

3. A rough translation of the Tartaric term “v’herrec,” Livia’s appellation of choice for human beings. The verb form is herrequet, which she uses to describe the process of human living, but it doesn’t translate quite so well: “to meatbag.”

4. Not true Spirits, succubi are among the more sophisticated occult half-breeds. Along with a host of other abominations, they’re the product of demonic or angelic involvement in mortal reproduction. Unsurprisingly, such a union rarely results in viable offspring, but there are enough to keep me in business. I have written extensively on the subject in my Occult Compendium, available for purchase from my website.

5. I made a beautiful pair of silver earrings for Livia, inscribed with the sigils of her Contract. They’re very elegant, but to Livia each is a leaden anvil.

6. A liquid alloy of mercury, silver, chromium and platinum, with various alchemical salts. Needless to say, it’s prohibitively expensive, highly toxic and extremely difficult to make. It will, however, take the pepper out of just about anything: angels, demons, monsters, undead, clergy—anything.

7. I get the impression that my Guest is many times larger than I am, or he would be if able to manifest in the Mundane world. I can’t see him unless he Projects an image, but Livia looks straight up when she speaks to him, which is quite unnerving. I’ve no desire to know what he really looks like. I have witnessed three powerful Spirits in their Prime Incarnations and suffered in turn blindness, madness and deadly illness for my efforts.
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Morning found me at the gate, ready with a small loaded wagon and a flatulent draft horse. She was no destrier, but she was sweet-tempered, unflappable and strong enough to carry me and pull the wagon at the same time.

I looked back on the familiar trio of handsome tiled rooftops—manor, stables, storehouse—and wanted nothing more than to change into my robe and sink into the reading chair in the solar. The day was dreary and overcast, the perfect morning to be reading in front of the fire with hot coffee and an almond pastry. Instead, I was bidding farewell to my home as I had so often in the past, more than a little unhappy at leaving at such short notice and on such unpleasant business. I looked wistfully at the orchard behind the main house, just beginning its autumnal transformation. I would miss this year’s beautiful display of foliage, as well as the bounty of my kitchen garden and pumpkin patch. I took a moment to dwell on uncharitable thoughts of Monsieur Jacques Avenel d’Ocerne.

I wore black buttoned breeches of soft leather, a cream shirt and a long waistcoat of stormy gray to suit my mood. My boots were knee-length and hardy, ready for the muddy backwaters we would be visiting. As Jacques appeared in the doorway, I pulled on a long coat of fine-spun wool in a deep forest green, handsome enough for the gentleman I was supposed to be, but durable enough for the road as well. I carried a silver flask of strong pomace brandy clipped to my belt. We faced over three weeks of riding to reach the mountains of Gévaudan, and I had a feeling they would not be easy.

“My apologies for keeping you waiting, Professor,” said Jacques. “The journey must have tired me more than I knew.” I had ensured that Jacques overslept, to give me time to set the appropriate Wards around the estate. I felt it prudent to add some extra precautions to deter burglars, half-breeds and Christians in my absence. They would also help to keep Livia in check. Twice in the past I had been forced into hurried relocations because she lost her self-control while my back was turned.1

“Not at all, sir,” I replied. “It has been a busy morning. I trust you enjoyed your breakfast?” Jacques’s traveling garb had seen more use than mine. He had prudently eschewed the buckles and ridiculous hats that marked a French nobleman of the time. Instead, he had chosen simple brown leather for his boots and breeches, with a black waistcoat and dun cape. I was quite the dandy in comparison.

“It was most satisfying. Please thank Mademoiselle Livia for me,” he said. “I could not find her.”

“I believe she went to town for larder stock.”

“Perhaps we shall pass her on the way.”

“I rather doubt that, sir.” “Mademoiselle” had been kept very busy since her performance in the scullery. She was currently in the root cellar, counting grains of rice with a hairpin. “Shall I bring your horse?”

It began to rain as we rode out, Jacques on his fine gelding and me on my gentle draft horse with the wagon in tow.

Tally-ho, said Sarmodel. Wake me when we get there.
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Jacques and I barely spoke the first day. After stopping for some basic supplies in Corvano, we headed west, planning to follow the old Roman road to the French border. With some luck we would reach the foothills of the Alps within the week.

Our route was a busy thoroughfare for merchants and travelers from the surrounding lands, most of them braving the rain as we were. Jacques seemed to travel in a half doze for most of the afternoon, swaying lazily in the saddle and muttering to himself. Occasionally he would look sideways at me, as though he thought he had heard me speak.

We stopped for the night at Ferno, a small village tucked in among the forested foothills. I dismounted at the first building with a shingle, a little trattoria with a few rooms available to rent. It was clean, reasonably priced and filled with the smell of warm bread, garlic and pinewood. Jacques seemed to take great exception to the place, however, and barely managed to thank the staff as they took our horses.

I gave the ostler a generous tip and asked him to take extra care with our animals and the wagon. I wasn’t worried about thieves; my Wards ensured my goods were well protected. But I had noticed Jacques’s gelding flagging badly for the last few hours. The poor creature was too thin and I suspected that it needed new shoes. But most importantly, it needed food and rest, and it seemed that my companion was blind to its condition.

How has he made it this far? I asked. Antoine would never have let an animal reach this state.

The young Ocerne is not his father, Sarmodel replied. But you are right. He is distracted—lost in his own thoughts. Watch him tonight.

We had a pleasant meal of cabbage and potato stew, with slabs of dense, chewy bread. Again, Jacques ate like a man near starvation. I felt a measure of compassion for the boy and had resolved to be as charming and amiable as I could be.

“Your father must be proud of you, Jacques,” I said. “A courageous son who cares about his people and the land he governs.”

“Papa will be pleased to see me return” was all he said, though he seemed to brighten a little. He laid a hand over his breast pocket, his mind momentarily elsewhere.

“And do you have a wife waiting for you at Château d’Ocerne?” I pressed on.

“I do. Eloise and I were married not a year ago.” A group of German travelers sitting by the fireplace rose up in laughter as one of their number spilled a tray of drinks, and by the time they settled again, Jacques had lost his inclination to converse. He offered nothing more on his wife and was curt to the point of rudeness for the rest of the meal. Defeated, I agreed to his suggestion that we retire early.

We had a small room above the kitchen, a little noisy but warm and dry. As we ascended the stairs, Jacques hunched like an old man, cradling his left arm. And, like his horse, he was much too thin.

The young one is not well, remarked Sarmodel, in body or spirit.

He is certainly nursing an injury of some kind. But what?

Jacques was weary to the point of collapse after the short climb to our room. He removed his waistcoat, belt and boots before falling onto the narrow bed.

I waited until he was properly asleep and then spoke a Litany 2 of Rest, sealed with a mark of the dawn. He would not wake before the sun, and hopefully he would get some respite from whatever harried him so. I watched him for a few minutes, seeing the boy beneath the ragged blond stubble, and the uncertainty held in check behind the stubborn jaw. Jacques began to breathe more peacefully, no doubt dreaming of his gentle Eloise.

“Rest now, troubled young sir,” I murmured.

It only took a few seconds to empty his pockets. His waistcoat yielded a handkerchief and some crumbs of barley cake. On a hunch, I checked his breast pocket, where he had placed his hand so protectively earlier. Inside was a cameo brooch depicting a young woman in amber and ivory, with a jet-studded silver setting. It was a woman’s fancy—Jacques likely carried it as a keepsake from his wife. I held it to the light, admiring the craftsmanship (if not the gauche choice of materials), and then returned it to his pocket.

The weapons in his belt were in good condition, as I would have expected. He had brought a short sword, a hunting knife and a flintlock pistol. I found the blades were sharp and oiled, and the gun ready for use.3 I could feel an anima residue on the knife; he had killed something small with it recently, perhaps a rabbit or scrub fowl.

But the real horror was in his breeches pocket.

“Sarmodel,” I whispered. “Do you see this?”

The young man’s purse was all but empty. He had enough florins to maybe—maybe—cover our night at Ferno. Things were not going to improve on the other side of the Alps. Three French livres huddled miserably in the leather fold at the bottom of the pouch. And that was all.

“Are we to sleep in the mud all the way to Gévaudan?” I muttered, upending the man’s saddlebag onto the floor. A pouch of gunpowder tumbled out alongside a handful of lead pellets, a flint and striker and some hardtack. Still no money. “How?” I hissed. “Why?!”

Oh Sebastian, said Sarmodel. Oh dear.

“Surely not.”

It took me a long, dreadful moment to understand. My companion’s disapproval of our lodgings, the condition of his horse and his general shabbiness all aligned on a dismal trajectory.

Jacques did indeed plan for us to sleep in the mud, all the way to Gévaudan.

I took immediate stock of my own coin. I would have enough money in my purse—barely—and certain emergency reserves hidden in my boot heels. With a little haggling and some judicious devilry, we could manage beds most of the way—cheap beds.

But it made no sense. The Antoine I knew was a gifted spend-thrift. I would have expected a certain allowance for expenses, on his son’s behalf if not mine. But the boy was traveling on a pauper’s wage.

“Be assured I will be running an account!” I declared to nobody. I began to pack Jacques’s belongings back into the bag, none too gently. I was tucking the flat, wretched little purse back into his pocket when Sarmodel flinched in my mind.

Sebastian, can you smell that?

“The young lord is none too fresh,” I agreed. “But I shan’t be financing a trip to the bathhouse.”

No. He’s . . . contaminated. He directed my attention to Jacques’s left arm. There.

I would barely have noticed it if not for my Guest. There was a slight bulge below his left shoulder—the binding on the wound I had suspected earlier.

What is it? I asked.4 I had switched instinctively to mental discourse; it didn’t feel right to discuss the young man’s health aloud with him lying right there.

How should I know? I’d need to see it properly.

There was an expectant silence.

I can’t just take his clothes off, Sarmodel.

He shifted irritably. I will never understand this! You are quite happy to do it for every passing milkmaid and carpenter.

That is different. And in this case, I believe it may be unnecessary. Now that I was closer, I could feel the corruption Sarmodel had mentioned. Frowning, I placed my hand lightly on the wound. Beneath my palm throbbed the young man’s troubled anima, so similar to Antoine’s in spite of their obvious differences. It glowed through his body, driving his pulse, his warmth and his healing. But there was something else growing in the flesh, poisoning his blood. The sensation was still light, but it was unmistakable. You’re right, the wound is infected. No wonder it’s bothering him.

And he travels with a physician, yet seems determined to keep it concealed, mused my Guest. The young baronet is quite the tangled knot.

That’s one thing we can agree upon, I replied, standing up stiffly. A full day of riding had begun to work its way into my legs and spine, and I crackled like a bunch of kindling. But he is carrying burdens much too heavy for such a young man. A little stumble and he will drop them all.

Footnotes

1. To be fair, the last one was not entirely her fault. Livia had attracted a very persistent suitor from the local town despite my best efforts to keep her hidden. I returned from town one day to find her in the kitchen, delirious with satisfaction atop his smiling husk. If I leave one piece of cautionary wisdom for the young men of the world it will be this: do not put your penis inside anything with a tail.

2. A small invocation of power from a patron Spirit, Sarmodel in this case. Think of it like a prayer that works.

3. As ready as it could be. It would still take the better part of a minute to prepare and load, or half as long if Jacques was really good. Gunfights in the 1700s were a very tedious affair.

4. Sarmodel will often detect things that escape my notice, though for all practical purposes we share the same set of senses. He tells me it’s a matter of focus. My attention only allows me to register a very small amount of what I see, smell and hear at any time, while he assimilates every speck and trace.
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The old Roman road was our most direct route west to the border. Jacques set a punishing pace. He was mounted and ready each morning before dawn and we set camp well after dark.

He was also quite unpleasant company. My concerns about his injured arm were rebuffed with steely courtesy and any attempts at conversation were treated as an imposition.

By the end of the first week, our food supplies were almost gone thanks to the proud and silent game of brinksmanship that had developed between us. I refused on principle to spend my own money on food I would be obliged to share with him, so I endured trail rations and forage with stony fortitude. Jacques, in turn, seemed quite happy to spend no money at all and would have subsisted on bootstrap soup just to spite me.

Is it a game? What is the matter with him? I fumed to Sarmodel.

So Jacques rode and slept and ate in a polite daze while I slowly filled with bile. I would have continued the farce indefinitely (superhuman endurance is a specialty of mine) if it weren’t for the terrible state of Jacques’s gelding, Aherin.

Claviere was the last major town before the Alps, and our last opportunity to prepare for the difficult mountain passage. I took us along the busy main thoroughfare, which had been trodden into an icy slush by crowds of travelers and townsfolk. Thankfully the rain had stopped, but Jacques and I were both riding with scarves wrapped around our faces against the cold. I had scented mine with lavender and orange, but there was no masking the ripeness of animal yards among the various smells of the town. I turned my horse toward the stench.

A request, my dearest, if you please, said Sarmodel. I cannot stomach any more rabbits.1 Can we get a cow? There must be cows here.

I am not buying you a cow. And you are not the only one with an appetite, I replied. We need food, and it is time the young Ocerne tended to his horse.

“Where are we going, Professor?” Jacques demanded. “I would prefer to stay on the road and find somewhere dry to camp for the night, away from this place.”

“Certainly, sir.” A group of filthy children came shrieking down the street and engulfed us briefly. There were a few genuine screams as curious young hands tested the anti-theft Wards on my wagon, and then they were gone.2 “But I thought we might visit the farrier before we move on. I feel my horse limping. I will have Aherin seen to as well, if you like.”

I tried to say the words lightly, casually, as though it were something he had mentioned earlier. Jacques could hardly disagree with me; his horse was unbalanced and lumbering.

But disagree he did. “I would rather press on,” he replied, shaking his head. “There are farriers in France, no doubt of superior skill.”

I was momentarily silent, suspecting some sort of miscommunication. “Sir, if you please, it would be but a small gesture on my part to—”

“I do not please. And you do not listen. Now let us be gone from this cesspool.”

“As you will, sir,” I said, snarling behind my scarf. We returned to our original course, with Jacques now leading the way through the throng.

Oh Sebastian, that was masterful, said Sarmodel. You play the young gentleman like a violin.

Shall I force him at knifepoint? I demanded. The beast will not survive the mountains.

No, but one day you must stop thinking like cattle. He came forward slightly. Try this. A triptych of Tartaric symbols appeared in my mind’s eye; a Word.3

What does it do? It seems awfully complicated.

It is complicated. Can you manage it?

I think so.

Then go ahead and say it. Keep a tight focus and don’t get it wrong. I promise it won’t kill him.

I’m not sure I would mind.

Don’t tease me. Sarmodel retreated a little, watching. Now, concentrate.

I kept my gaze firmly on Jacques and relaxed the scarf around my mouth slightly. The Word took me several seconds to say and my mouth felt very strange afterward, as though I’d loosened my teeth.

The effect on Jacques was more noticeable.

There was a sound like a dull, iron hammerblow. Aherin stumbled heavily. With his next steps, the gelding left all four of his worn shoes in the mud, the nails red and smoking. Jacques swore as he lurched in the saddle, and then suddenly every strap and fastening slithered apart around him. He reeled as the reins came free in his hands and the rest of the bridle dropped to the ground. He tried vainly to grip with his legs, but the cinch had already come apart and the saddle slid slowly off to the side. Jacques tumbled into the mud alongside my wagon, like the world’s most disagreeable pig.4

I immediately slumped with the plunging fatigue that follows any of Sarmodel’s tricks, but it was a small price for the satisfaction I felt. I was glad the scarf concealed my smile.

You need to work on your triphthongs, said Sarmodel, but I think he’ll agree to see the smith now.
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There was a small, serviceable forge rumbling at the back of the farrier’s shop, and a quick inspection told me he would be as capable as any of Jacques’s Frenchmen of “superior skill.”

Jacques was covered in filth and walked in the mud, carrying the gelding’s tack. Naked of his saddle and equally soiled, Jacques’s mount was haggard and miserable.

“Forgive me, Aherin,” the baron’s son whispered, stroking the animal’s neck. “I’ve been a poor master to you.”

I secured my wagon to the rail beside him. “Might I suggest we find somewhere for you to bathe, sir? The smith will be some time, I fear.”

Jacques looked at me directly for what seemed the first time. The fall had humbled him somewhat, and the eyes that now recognized his sorry treatment of the gelding were looking at me differently too. He was for a moment painfully like his father. “Yes, Professor, I would be grateful for somewhere to bathe and wash my clothes. But I fear I have been no friend to my horse, and I will see to his needs first.”

“We can get someone to take care of that, if you wish.”

He shook his head, flicking droplets of muck from his hair. “No. Mine the fault, mine the fix.”

“As you will, sir. I’ll find us something to eat.”

I returned an hour later with the scant palatable food I could afford. Jacques was brushing Aherin the gelding, murmuring softly. In spite of his injured arm, he had taken time to work out the snarls from the animal’s mane and tail. He had also spent what must have been the last of his money on rough oats and a handful of small, hard apples. I found that I could not begrudge him the expense.

Some nobility from the nobleman at last, I remarked.

Quite, replied Sarmodel. Talk to me when he’s riding that horse toward the money.5
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Tommaso the farrier was a taciturn little fellow who asked no questions about how the gelding had lost all of his shoes. He worked quickly, and within the hour Aherin had been hot-shoed very neatly. Jacques stiffened as I paid the smith from my own pouch, but said nothing.

We left Claviere in silence, following the course of the fast-flowing river. I loaded Jacques’s muddy tack into my wagon and we both walked alongside our horses. I was busily discussing the new Word with Sarmodel, working the ideograms into useful alternative permutations in my mind. I was so used to ignoring Jacques’s misery that I didn’t notice his discomfort straightaway. His muddy clothes had begun to dry and stiffen, and his teeth were clenched against the pain of his injury.

Sebastian, I do not care if this one lives or dies, said Sarmodel. But if you would avoid the latter, you will need to see what he’s hiding under those clothes. Quickly.

You have a colorful turn of phrase, but I agree. And it’s time for some answers.

Footnotes

1. Sarmodel and I both benefit immeasurably when he feeds regularly on anima, which is what the layman might call “life force” or “soul.” I had procured a farm near my estate at Corvano to satisfy my Guest between funerals and exorcisms, but on the road, he ate what I could kill.

2. By “gone” I mean the children, not their hands. Sarmodel and I had agreed earlier in the century that it was no longer appropriate to dismember would-be thieves. These urchins would suffer only minor electrical burns and possibly some loss of bladder control.

3. Something of a misnomer. A Word is in fact a phrase made of two or more Tartaric or Samadhic ideograms. The ideograms themselves can represent concepts as complex as seasons, chemical formulae and specific individuals, so three of them together can take a lot of concentration. Not to be confused with Wards, which originate from human Arcane practice and are entirely different.

4. This Word has since become known as the Uttered Undoing and it’s one of my most prized secrets. With some minor modifications, it can be brought to bear on anything man-made with parts that are joined together—machines, buildings, clothing, etc.

5. Like most Spirits, Sarmodel adores money. If you are wondering why, the answer is simple: they love money because we love money, and usually for all the worst reasons.
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By late afternoon, Jacques’s exhaustion had returned. His distracted muttering, which had become almost constant, was now punctuated with pained grunts.

“Pardon me, sir,” I said aloud. “There is a place nearby where we can bathe and set up camp for the night.” He only nodded and motioned for me to lead the way.

The land sloped away on one side of the road, down to the riverbank. I guided our horses along a run of shallow water and through a screen of thick brush. We emerged on a sheltered, sandy beach. Here the Po skipped and kneaded over smooth stones and the current peeled around a high, white boulder partway across, creating a shallow eddy. We stopped under a stand of willows that appeared to be stepping into the rapids with thick roots. We were hidden from the road, and the far bank was a thorny tangle of blackberry woodland, resplendent in autumn foliage.

Excellent.

Be careful, Sebastian, said Sarmodel. We’re not alone.

The ghost of a Roman legionnaire stood on the crest of the white boulder, looking down into the river with spear in hand. He had started to forget himself, losing color and definition. His armor glinted in the sun but it was a cold, distant light. Only his tunic was still clear, a slash of vivid red above the white water. He ignored us and I did not acknowledge him.

“A perfect place to bathe,” Jacques remarked weakly. A heavy slant of afternoon sunlight hit the surface of the water through the trees. “You were right.”

“Take your time, sir,” I said. “I will make camp.”

Jacques undressed with leaden limbs as I secured the horses and strung up a sheet of oiled sailcloth for shelter. I busied myself among the items on my wagon, retrieving some cheese and smoked pork, as Jacques waded into the water, gasping.

I watched him sidelong. Jacques kept himself turned to one side, attempting to hide the blood-crusted bandage on his shoulder from me. He ducked his head below the water and I took my chance.

I whispered a Litany of the Dusk and drew the shadows into myself like a long, cold breath.

The warm shaft of afternoon light flickered. To Jacques it must have seemed that a cloud had raced across the face of the sun. He looked back to the riverbank. Only the horses moved there now.

“Professor?” Had he looked down, he might have seen my shadow gliding between the roots of the willows. “Professor Grave?”

“I am here, sir.”

Jacques turned to find me seated cross-legged on a thick branch, high out above the current. In my hand, I held his cameo brooch. His confusion was almost comical. Jacques looked to the riverbank, then back up at me, then back to the horses, then down to the water, as though he might find some trace of my passage on the surface.

“The pastor was right. You are a man of unnatural gifts.” He crossed himself 1 but did not move.

“I have seldom been so abused for climbing a tree, sir, and if I may respond in kind—you are a man of unnatural obstinacy.” My tone was pleasant, and I began to flip the cameo back and forth across my knuckles like a coin.2 Jacques’s eyes widened and he drew himself up, watching the flickering jewel with palpable concern.

“Return that to me, now,” Jacques replied, his voice thick with fury. “You are not fit to touch it.”

“I will return it as soon as we have had a frank discussion, young sir. I am in the business of Truth, and it seems I’ve had little of it from you yet.”

He looked at me with real malice, the first I had seen from him. “Very well. I am glad that you finally show your true face. I do not fear you, Sebastian Grave, but I do welcome an end to this game of yours.”

“You—game of mine?”

The young man has some pluck, remarked Sarmodel. I clenched my teeth against his laughter.

“Indeed. You do not charm me with your fine speech and manners,” Jacques went on. “You are insolent. For every ‘sir’ that leaves your mouth there are a dozen baser words unsaid. This I can abide; you are not giving your assistance for love of me.” His lemon-sucking grimace as he looked at me was most insulting. “But you are unwholesome. You defile the dead. You do not sleep. You steal. I do not know how, but I believe you were responsible for unhorsing me. You are not a godly man—or a professor for that matter.”

“Then why, sir, have you come to me for help? There must be any number of godly men in Gévaudan who could better serve you.”

“I came to you, Professor, because my lord father would accept help from nobody else,” replied Jacques grimly. “You are the only one who was able to defeat the Beast during the Red Winter. If we were not in such dire need, I would see you clapped in irons and drowned in the sea. In truth, I expected you to refuse.”

“Refuse? Your father summoned me,” I snapped, “and—as you have taken great care to remind me—I made a commitment to your family in this matter, thanks to the contract you hold. I will honor it.”3

“You do not seem the sort of man who places any meaning on honor.” That was unfair. I was silent with shock and he continued his barrage. “But I will give you your ‘discussion’ if I must. I know why you paid the farrier and it will please you to hear that your suspicions are correct—until we reach Gévaudan, I am a pauper in all but name.”

“The truth at last! Now tell me how and why your father sent you here with no escort and half a florin. Did he give you no money for the journey? You do not seem the type to spend it all on whores and liquor.”

“No indeed. Though the men of my escort are likely doing just that.”

That was a surprise.

“You were robbed by your own men?”

Jacques was shivering now. He looked down at his hands, nodding. “In the mountains. I caught them stealing from my saddlebag, and we fought. I woke bloodied with only my horse, the money in my purse and a shot wound.” He gestured to the dirty bandage on his shoulder.

“I see. And why didn’t they kill you?”

“Because, Professor, we were friends,” he said, his voice harsh with pain. “Gévaudan kept its children close after the Red Winter, and Gerard and Henri were the brothers my parents never gave me.”

“Brothers who beat you, shot you, robbed you and left you to freeze to death in the Alps?”

“It is bitter, but I understand them. They are commoners and there was only hardship waiting for them back in Ocerne. Even without the recent troubles, it has become a place of misery and fear for the common folk, ever since the Red Winter. And my father—my father does nothing about it. He will not see and he does not listen.” Jacques wrapped his arms around himself, and not only for the cold. “They asked me to go with them, to start anew somewhere else with the money, but I refused.”

“I see.” I studied him, noting the ribs showing through his pale skin, his feverish eyes and the red streaks emerging from beneath his bandages. “And why—for the love of Almighty God—why did you not tell me any of this?”

“Because it does not concern you!” he almost screamed. “I was sent to retrieve a dubious acquaintance of my lord father’s. I made no promise to take him into my confidence. And nor would I, if he were anything but a base charlatan holding me to ransom with my own belongings.”

“Even a charlatan likes the truth sometimes,” I replied. “And did you expect us to make it to Gévaudan with three livres and a handful of crumbs?”

“I . . . I admit I had avoided the thought. I intended to travel as quickly as possible, through the night if necessary, to return home and be done with you before things grew too desperate.”

“You are a man standing naked, shot and I suspect dangerously ill in a very cold river, with nothing but a tired horse and some stale oats to feed it.” I tossed the cameo down to him. “Desperate? I would say that fruit has fallen. Now wash yourself properly and I’ll prepare something to eat. I’m going to have a look at that wound.” I walked easily back along the branch and swung down onto the sand. “And I am a professor.”4

Footnotes

1. A gesture which, like nose-picking, has endured through the centuries and serves only to lower my regard for mankind.

2. Childish, perhaps. Effective, certainly.

3. My own motives aside, it was indeed prudent for me to return and assess the state of affairs in Gévaudan. A powerful Spirit was potentially a very dangerous thing to leave behind—if indeed it still lived—never mind my signature under the king’s letterhead.

4. I lost most of my curriculum vitae in the various fires in the Museum of Alexandria, around the time of the Roman conquest. Julius Caesar was a passable statesman, but he had absolutely no respect for culture.
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A short while later we sat by a heartening fire, our bellies full of pork, bread and cheese. Jacques had grudgingly offered to add his trail rations to the meal, which I declined. I had already decided that if we were traveling on my money, we would be traveling on my terms—no more riding in the rain and no hardtack. I anticipated prompt reimbursement when we reached Gévaudan, with a healthy garnish for my trouble.

The Roman ghost on the boulder was watching us now. I had attracted his attention with the Litany and now his face followed my every movement, a glowing white smudge with a deep purple bruise near the temple.

Jacques was wrapped in a blanket, naked to the waist. He spoke as I gently unwound the bandages on his shoulder.

“The wound was no great trouble at first,” he said. “I removed the shot and cleaned it with salt. It seemed to be healing. But perhaps a day from Corvano it began to rise with pestilence.”

“And then what?” Jacques had wrapped a ridiculous length of cloth around the wound. The bandages had not been changed and the deeper layers were rank with sweat, old blood and pus. I composed my face.

“I know our monks use fire to cleanse the flesh. So, I heated my blade and—ah!”

I added a little warm water to peel away the final strip, but to Jacques it must have felt like acid. “You burned it.”

The
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