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        Love will find a way through paths where wolves fear to prey.

      

      

      

      
        
        Lord Byron
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        Aux-le-Piémont, France,

        April, in this Year of our Lord, 1499

      

      

      It was early in the spring when Isabeau de Montaigne first met the man who would become her lover.

      France was at war with Italy; that very day, the country had suffered another defeat in its continuing conflict begun by their king, Louis, the twelfth of that name. It was also the day when, after an absence of three months, Isabeau’s husband returned to Aux-le-Piémont.

      With her skirts skimming her ankles to avoid brushing the damp grass, which made up the untended meadow that called itself their front courtyard, she met François on the path connecting their cottage to the highroad.  If the sluggishness of her movements was any indication, she was unenthused about welcoming him home.

      The first time he went away, when she woke to find him throwing a change of clothing into his knapsack along with his sketchbooks and charcoals, she thought he was abandoning her. He swore otherwise, that he would come back “when I’ve found what I’m seeking.”

      It had happened so many times since, she didn’t worry if she awoke and her husband was gone, didn’t wait in quiet distress for the sight of his silhouette on the highroad. Sometimes, she hoped he wouldn’t come back.

      Being an abandoned wife would’ve been sheer heaven.

      Recently, he’d been approached by le église de Rue Jean-Baptiste Amélioré about painting a mural depicting their sainted namesake. François accepted and set off on a quest to find the man who’d be his subject.

      This time, he’d been gone so overlong she wondered if perhaps le bon Dieu had finally granted her unspoken wish. Then she thought, why should he? He never has before.

      Now, as if to underscore that belief, François was back, and this time, he wasn’t alone.

      There was a dog with him, restrained at the end of a length of rope; a big lumbering brute, loping clumsily behind him. Its gait was odd, as if its forelegs were shorter than the hind ones.

      Merde, Isabeau thought resentfully. Something else for me to tend after he loses interest.

      Like the bird he bought from a Spanish sailor off a ship, supposedly having sailed to the newly discovered land to the west. Or those exotic flowers that wilted and died as soon as the first cold wind blew off the mountains. Of course, he used the bird in several paintings, but after that, it sat in its cage, ignored. Isabeau was the one cleaning its droppings, taking it out and letting it fly around the cottage and sit on her shoulder, until one day it flew away, never to return.

      She hoped it had made its way over the mountains into the warmer climes of Italy.

      Now, her husband stood before her again, sweaty and travel-worn, the dust of the highroad surrounding him like a cloud, begrimed into the sleeves of his linen shirt and the shoulders of his doublet.

      Briefly, she was tempted to stalk back to the house, refusing him the welcome he expected, he deserved, but, as usual, duty overcame anger. What would be the use of turning away? When she looked back, François would still be there, and so would that dog or whatever it was.

      He stopped. So did she.

      The creature dropped to its haunches.

      Without preamble or greeting, she said, “Did you find what you sought?”

      Not that she really cared.

      “Yes,” he answered. “I did. I found my St. Jean.”

      “Where is he?” She looked past him down the track, expecting to see some beautiful boy on horseback, hurrying to catch up. It was usually the handsome son of a noble family whom he had entranced with promises of immortality on canvas.

      She saw no one. The path was empty.

      “Here.” He held up the rope.

      Her gaze traveled its length to where it wrapped around the animal’s neck, only to have her attention caught and held by the oddest eyes she had ever seen. They were the color of molten copper, flecked with glints of bronze-patina-green, under heavy brows meeting in a single line, looking out of place in what she could see of the mud-bedaubed face.

      Isabeau thought, these are not the eyes of a beast.

      Frowning, she studied the creature’s face. An odd countenance, no snout, no muzzle with a wet bulbous nose, though fur-covered and whiskery, as uncomfortably disturbing as its eyes.

      She glanced at the creature’s body, at the long, coarse hair growing in a tangled mane around its neck and down its back, spreading over dirty shoulders. A matted pelt encircled its hips, part of its texture and color like the skin of another creature, the rest its own flesh, and the legs … hairy but relatively bare, as were the feet … but so filthy.

      With a start, she was certain she was looking not at an animal, but a man, a dirt-caked man, squatting at her husband’s side, his fingers digging into the grass. A man, watching her with curious but intelligent eyes.

      Oh, surely not.

      As if sensing her unease, he growled, a rough, low grating, deep in the throat. Isabeau took a step backward.

      “Steady,” François said, but whether to her or the creature, she wasn’t certain. “Don’t be afraid. It’s only that he doesn’t know you. Hold out your hand.”

      When she didn’t move, he repeated, “Hold out your hand. Let him get to know your scent.”

      As if he’s a dog. She wanted to tell him she wasn’t afraid, then thought, Why bother?

      Her fear, or lack of it, didn’t matter to François. Defiantly, as if she were dealing with one of her Uncle Étienne’s hunting dogs, she offered her hand to the beast.

      He sniffed at it, running his nose along her fingertips and against her palm, snuffling loudly. He barely touched her, a mere brush of flesh against flesh, but it made her skin chill slightly, though she managed to hide its shiver.

      With a whimper, he thrust his head against her hand. Automatically, Isabeau’s fingers stroked the filthy hair, creeping around the side of his head to one ear, over its slightly pointed tip, scratching behind it as she’d often done to her uncle’s dogs. He grunted with pleasure, leaning against her palm.

      His tongue shot out, brushing her wrist. She forced herself not to recoil, and made her fingers continue their scratching movement.

      “He likes you. Good.” François looked satisfied, as if he had something to do with the beast’s acceptance of her.

      She pulled her hand away. The creature stared at her. Reproachfully, she thought. He’d liked having his ear scratched.

      Her hand felt greasy. She forced herself not to scrub her palm against her skirt. She hoped he didn’t carry fleas or other vermin.

      “I’m hungry.” François’s belly growled, underscoring his words. “For the past mile, all I could think of was a bowl of Mathilde’s good lamb stew. Is supper ready?”

      As if the cook had nothing more to do than prepare a meal to sit and spoil, waiting for his return.

      “It should be soon.” Isabeau put reproach into her next words. “We didn’t expect you.”

      “No reason you should.”

      No apology for appearing with no warning. It wasn’t in François’s nature to think of others or show regret at their inconvenience.

      “Tend to my pet.” He tossed the rope to Isabeau. She nearly missed it, scrabbling to keep it in her hands.

      “What shall I do with him?” She was resentful. As she had suspected, she was to assume care of the thing.

      “Put him in the room inside my studio.” His answer was offhanded, as if every day he appeared leading a creature that might or might not be a man masquerading as a beast. “There’s some chain in there. Replace the rope, and fasten him to one of the window bars so he won’t run away. He may be restless, being in a new place.”

      He took a key from his purse and lobbed it to her. François always kept the key to his studio with him. As if he didn’t trust Isabeau not to snoop during his absence.

      Isabeau caught the key more easily than she caught the rope.

      He continued to the cottage.

      “François, wait! Will he understand me?”

      He didn’t respond or look back.

      “François?”

      Together, she and the creature watched him walk away, studying the swagger of his body where the fabric of his doublet stretched across his broad shoulders.

      “Come on, you.” Isabeau tugged on the rope.

      She started for the building that was her husband’s studio. Rising from his haunches, François’s new pet trotted behind her with that odd, clumsy gait.

      Other than le privé, the studio was the only outbuilding on the property, situated to the side and behind the cottage but clearly visible from the path. Originally, it had been a stable. Shortly after they moved into the cottage, François converted it into the place where he created those paintings his patrons declared masterpieces.

      Isabeau had no opinion on that score. She was rarely called upon to judge her husband’s talent.

      With his own hands, he’d toiled in the broiling sun, sawing, nailing, and hammering to make a home for his paintings. When it came to his art, François didn’t stint.

      Isabeau thought it was too bad he didn’t do the same where his wife was concerned.

      Refusing assistance from his in-laws, he and their one manservant tore out stalls and hayloft, using the boards to make a floor covering dirt and animal detritus. Part of the roof was removed, replaced with windows holding precious panes of clear glass, purchased from the glassblowers of Murano in Italy—this was before the war—and

      brought to the cottage via ship through the port of Marseilles. They’d gone without meat for two months to pay for that glass, but François willingly suffered for his art and expected his household to do the same.

      He also cut out most of two walls and replaced them with floor-to-ceiling windows.

      It was fortunate the little building already faced north; else he probably would’ve shifted its foundation to catch that harsh, clear light so necessary for the artist’s canvas.

      The storage room was built into the back of the studio. Once a place where bags of grain and harnesses were kept, it was accessed only through an inner door.  There was a single paneless and shuttered window François fitted with parallel iron bars, lest some miscreant attempt to break in, for that was where he now kept his canvases, finished paintings, and drawing supplies.

      It also held a cot and blankets. When in a creative fervor, François worked late into the night, sleeping in the storeroom where he might awaken and immediately return to the canvas. Since those times generally coincided with his finding a new and pretty model, Isabeau didn’t delude herself that he wasn’t sleeping with her, too. She decided that was one of the reasons he didn’t want her coming to the studio.

      It was only with the pretty girls, however. François wasn’t concerned with the equally pretty boys. He might paint them, but their bodies interested him only in the way they looked on his canvases.

      Privately, Isabeau thought she would’ve been happier if François preferred boys, to the complete exclusion of his wife, but she couldn’t be so fortunate.
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        * * *

      

      With the key, Isabeau opened the studio and went in, tugging on the rope as the creature hesitated at the threshold. He followed reluctantly. When she unlocked the storeroom and went inside, he stopped in the doorway, pulling back on the rope with a whimper.

      That made Isabeau wonder if he’d ever been inside a building before.

      Where did François find this creature?

      Was he running wild in some wood, like a loup-garou? She had heard tales of abandoned children raised by wolves, but thought them merely fictions. Had he attacked her husband and been beaten into submission? Neither appeared injured in any way, but the creature’s hair was so tangled and matted with dirt, he might have sustained a hidden wound.

      How could she tell?

      François seemed hale enough.

      Just now, the beast didn’t look ferocious. Squatting in the doorway, gazing about, then back at her with those unsettling eyes, he seemed more afraid. Cautiously, he stared at the wall, sniffing the boards.

      Does he smell the long-ago scent of the horses once living here?

      “Come in.” She tugged on the rope, then thought better of it, for surely that must hurt his neck, perhaps make him resist more, even snap at her. Feeling a surge of shame, she spoke to him as she would to a dog. “Come. Good boy.”

      Is he a dog or a man? She assumed the creature was male. There simply was no feminine aspect about him. How does one talk to a man who thinks he’s a beast?

      He loped forward and stopped again, looking up at her, mouth hanging open. If he’d panted and tried to wag a nonexistent tail, she wouldn’t have been surprised.

      “There’s the cot. You can sleep on it.” She decided to speak to him as though he understood.

      Perhaps he did. Her uncle’s hounds learned commands. It came to her that the creature was probably some poor half-brain turned out by his family and left to fend for himself. It was perhaps fortunate that François came upon him.

      She gestured to the cot; a blanket folded neatly at its foot. He looked from her to it, cocking his head to one side.

      “Sleep. Here.” To emphasize her meaning, she patted the blanket.

      Again, there was that unsettling stare. When he moved, it was so swiftly she startled, staggering backward.

      Seizing the blanket in his teeth and dragging it to the floor, he pawed it into a rumpled heap, threw himself upon it, circled three times, and dropped with a grunt. He curled his legs against his chest, body twisting so his chin rested on crossed forearms in a pose so doglike she might’ve laughed if it hadn’t been so bizarre.

      “Not that way.”

      With both hands, she caught the edge of the blanket, pulling on it with such a heave that she jerked it from under him. With a yelp, he rolled over. Crouching, he cowered, arms over his head.

      “Here now, I’m not going to hit you. Oh …” Her voice rose in exasperation. Dropping the blanket onto the cot, she held out her hand.

      He dodged, crouching lower.

      “Shh, it’s all right.” She touched the tangled hair, feeling its gritty, greasy texture against her palm.

      Whimpering, he flinched, arms wrapping tighter.

      “There, there, I won’t hurt you.” She made her voice soothing, the way she might talk to a puppy someone had accidentally stepped on. “It’s all right. Shh.”

      She continued caressing that filthy hair until the trembling ceased. He lowered his arms, peeping up at her fearfully. Again, she patted the blanket.

      “Come now. Up. Here.”

      This time, he got onto the cot—actually leaping onto it, making it wobble precariously—tried to circle, lost his balance, and toppled over the side, crashing to the floor.

      She was there before he could recover, catching an arm and pulling him upright, though it was more of a half-crouch, back curved in a hunch.

      “Are you hurt?”

      The oddest expression crossed that dirty, hairy face, what she could see of it.

      Is this the first time anyone has asked that question, or shown concern?

      Again, she patted the cot. Once more, he climbed back onto it. This time, he straddled it, a leg hanging over each side, watching her.

      François had said to chain him.

      She looked around, found the chain lying in a corner, and dragged it to the cot. It had a hook-and-clasp at each end.

      She saw now that around his neck was a leather collar to which the rope was fastened. He didn’t move as she untied the rope and let it fall. She used one of the hooks to fasten the chain to the collar. Other than a slight grunt, shoulders sagging under the weight, he didn’t make a sound as Isabeau looped the other end around one of the window bars.

      Without warning, he dropped onto his side, knees drawn up, head resting upon a bent arm.

      “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Once again, she questioned speaking to the creature as if he could comprehend, but one talked to pets, even horses and cows, didn’t one? She had chatted often with the bird, and it understood. At least, she thought it did, since it occasionally replied, making noises sounding like words. When it escaped, it had even sounded as though it called, “Goodbye,” while soaring over the trees.

      “Good night.” She went to the door.

      No answer, of course. What would she have done if he’d replied?

      Isabeau shut the door and locked it.

      By the time she entered the dining room, François was finishing a bowl of stew. From the spatters on the tabletop around his place, it wasn’t his first. She thought of meals in her father’s home, where no one raised a fork until all were present and seated. François never let his wife’s absence keep him from a meal.

      He no longer wore the same clothing. He’d exchanged his doublet and shirt for different ones, cleaner, much more elaborate, and newer in style. The shirt featured a wide, low neckline, its yoke decorated with smocking. The doublet was sewn tightly at the waist, its full sleeves slashed, and the fabric of his shirt pulled through the cuts, making linen puffs.

      Richer clothing perhaps, but inside them was the same road-dusted man who greeted her on the path. A silent, deep inhalation told her François hadn’t bothered to bathe or freshen up with a damp cloth before changing.

      Isabeau didn’t ask where he’d gotten the garments, which she was well aware he hadn’t taken with him. Doubtless more hand-me-downs from the marquis, his friend and occasional patron.

      It was a ploy of his to wear his poorest clothing when visiting His Lordship. Once, he’d actually torn a hole in the knee of his stock, having Isabeau darn it so he could appear before Alphonse du Maurier in patched stockings. When the marquis exclaimed over this, François explained he had yet to be paid for his last painting and “one needs to wear what one has, if the francs aren’t forthcoming.” He’d returned home with two barely worn outfits, taken from the nobleman’s own wardrobe. His own clothing went into the rag basket, where torn garments were tossed to be resurrected as cleaning cloths. It had served its purpose and would now be used by Mathilde for dusting.

      “Where did you find him?” Isabeau asked, taking her seat at the table.

      Mathilde placed a bowl before her, setting it down so roughly the stew sloshed over the rim. Isabeau ignored her as she picked up her spoon.

      Someday soon, I may reveal my true opinion of that fat sloven.

      Until now, she’d forced herself to be civil to the cook, though the feeling wasn’t returned. If anything, Mathilde was as openly insolent as possible without risking her place.

      The manservant’s attitude wasn’t much better.

      Mathilde and Maxime were both closer to François’s age than Isabeau’s. Living on the remnants of her late grandfather’s estate, they were serfs trained to be house servants in the château where she was born.

      In Isabeau’s case, familiarity truly bred contempt. Unlike the feared reverence they gave Isabeau’s mother, who ran her father’s household, in their minds, they owed no homage to the young woman they’d watched grow from a colicky baby into a pretty but callow girlhood.

      At her marriage, Isabeau received Mathilde and Maxime as part of her dowry. They accompanied her to her new home, where their status was as it had been before, receiving food and shelter in exchange for their labor. They called her maîtresse, but it meant nothing. As far as they were concerned, François was master of the house; he was the artiste, the one with God-given talent, and they immediately switched their loyalty to him.

      Not that it mattered to François if either was blatantly outright in their disrespect of his wife. As long as Mathilde continued cooking such excellent meals, and Maxime did as ordered, he didn’t care how rude they acted.

      His attitude was evident now, in fact. Ignoring the greasy stains on the tablecloth and the way the cook served Isabeau, he tore off a piece of bread, sopping up the last liquid from his own bowl before he spoke.

      “I’ve had a long and arduous search,” he said through the mouthful of bread, not really answering her question. The liquid caused his lips to smack unpleasantly.

      Isabeau hid her distaste behind her table kerchief.

      “I must have walked a hundred miles. I went to everyone I knew … former patrons, friends, even searched among village streets, but I could find no man worthy to be my St. Jean.”

      Isabeau forced herself to remain silent. She might have questions, but she could see François was going to tell the story his own way, making his search seem more difficult and dramatic than it probably was.

      “At last,” he continued, “in my desperation, I found myself at the home of my old friend, Alphonse, le Marquis du Maurier …”
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        * * *

      

      “I have failed, Alphonse.” François moaned his lament over a goblet of the marquis’s best vintage. “Nowhere have I found anyone who remotely resembles my St. Jean.”

      “Not even among my own sons?” Alphonse still smarted from François’s rejection of any of his three children as his model. To the marquis, it seemed he was reveling in his unhappiness, though du Maurier was too polite to say so.

      They were seated in the marquis’s salon, enjoying some after-dinner wine. It was early in the evening, but Alphonse’s lady wife and his sons had been given rather pointed permission to leave their presence so the two friends could speak of old times and escapades no spouse or offspring’s ears should hear.

      Some might have considered it odd for a noble to be friends with someone in whose veins no patrician blood flowed, but a chance meeting at a patron’s home introduced the two, and they soon discovered mutual interests transcending lineage, namely, wine, women, and occasionally a somewhat discordant song. Alphonse also cultivated François so that he might claim the status of knowing someone on the way to becoming famous. François likewise ingratiated himself with the marquis for the other man’s wealth and influence.

      “Your sons are indeed handsome young men,” François replied, raising the goblet and swilling down another swallow. “Even Aubert, who, I will admit, is so lean he appears to have spent at least forty days in the wilderness.”

      Aubert was currently fifteen and amid a gawky and rail-thin adolescence. Alphonse started to point out this fact.

      “In spite of that,” François didn’t give him a chance to speak, “neither he nor his brothers have ever known hunger or privation. My St. Jean must be one who has starved in the desert, seen angels in his delirium, heard God speak … his beauty should shine through his rags and filth.”

      “Have you looked among my servants?” his friend dared ask, somewhat mildly, but hopefully, after this grandiose speech.

      “You feed your servants too well, mon ami.” François emptied his cup and looked around at the wine steward, who didn’t move.

      “But of course. After all, I am a marquis.” Alphonse gestured for the man to pour more wine. As the steward relayed the order to a footman who hurried to do so, he continued, a little defensively, “No one will ever say Alphonse du Maurier’s servants have a lean or hungry look.”

      “I have failed then.” François returned to his theme of self-pity, drawing the spotlight back to himself and away from his friend’s self-praise. He took another loud swallow. “Now I must return to Aux-le-Piémont, inform the good fathers of St. Jean-Baptiste Amélioré of my defeat, and give back their retainer.” He sighed heavily, declaring, “I’m a failure.”

      “Nonsense,” Alphonse scoffed, slapping him on the shoulder and jarring his hand so the wine sloshed upon the tabletop. “You’re François de Montaigne, the great artiste, creator of Dove of the Annunciation, Travail of the Magi, and other religious masterpieces.”

      François raised a brow. The gesture suggested that, being a minor noble, Alphonse didn’t have to worry about such things as reputations or paying back money given in expectation of something in return.

      The steward snapped his fingers, and a second waiting footman stepped forward. Over his forearm, he carried several spotless napkins and now used one to blot the spilled wine from the highly polished tabletop. As the servant hurried back to his place, folding the soiled and red-spotted cloth and placing it under the others he held, François resumed his lament.

      “I’ve never failed to find my subject. The dove?” He refused to be consoled, waving a dismissive hand. “A simple task. It was one of a tame pair, living in a cote on the church grounds. The Magi?” He snapped his fingers. “Three priests who gladly posed for the glory of God. But this time? My reputation is ruined.”

      He shook his head and fell silent.

      “Perhaps not,” Alphonse encouraged. He took a sip of his own wine, marveling at how his friend could consume so much so quickly while his own goblet had been filled only once since they sat. “Take a different route as you return home,” he suggested. “Why, you may meet your St. Jean begging along the highroad.”

      “Hm.” François looked glum. His head drooped, chin resting against the smocked neckline showing through the front of his doublet.

      Alphonse scowled at that. He’d made François a gift of the shirt during a recent visit, and already the white fabric was marred by several bright spots of wine and some older-looking grease smears. Apparently, the artiste’s manservant didn’t know how to remove stains.

      “In the meantime, forget your troubles for tonight and let’s distract ourselves. My steward tells me a gypsy caravan has camped on the outskirts of my estate.” Alphonse looked eager. “He says their vaida, their chief, has promised something extraordinary to entertain the gadje … that’s what they call us Christians.”

      “Gypsies?” François raised his head.

      “Refugees, I don’t doubt,” Alphonse confirmed. “Escaping the ravages of that war King Louis is waging against Italy. I daresay our part of France may see a good many of their ilk, since we’re so close to the mountains.”

      “But … gypsies? The church fathers allow this?”

      “I suppose it’s our Christian duty to allow them shelter, though I certainly wouldn’t,” Alphonse answered. “So, we lock up our children and our valuables, and the town constable has his day and night watches on alert, in case they’re to be routed immediately. They’re no danger, and are entertaining, in their own heathenish way.”

      Setting down his goblet, Alphonse stood. He pulled François’s cup from his hand and placed it on the table while he grasped his friend’s elbow and hauled him to his feet.

      “Come, we’ll go there, see their dances, listen to their music, perhaps have our fortunes told by some toothless crone speaking our good French with a terrible accent. If we’re lucky …” He cocked his head to one side and winked. “I’ve heard those Romany women make love like cats in heat. Perhaps we’ll discover whether it’s true. Maybe she’ll even transform into a cat for us.”

      “That I’d like to see.” François allowed himself to be persuaded. He retrieved the wine cup and gulped the remains, then set it down again, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand and adding more spatters to those on the smocking at his cuff. “Very well. Let’s go.”

      Calling for their horses, they rode to where the caravan was camped.
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        * * *

      

      “But where did you find him?” Isabeau persisted. “Who is he?”

      “Must you be so impatient?” François asked. “I’m coming to that.”

      Isabeau forced herself not to answer as she’d like. With a sigh, she waited.
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        * * *

      

      The glow above the trees guided the two men to where the gypsies had set up camp. It was off the high road leading into the town of La Chapelle, in a nearby pine forest of Alphonse’s desmene, far enough from the château that they had to ride for over two hours. Alphonse said the Rom were clever that way; if someone complained of being robbed or cheated, it would take the Watch so long to get there, the gypsies could have their teams harnessed and be gone before they arrived.

      “They’re wily as well as dishonest,” he noted.

      Leaving their horses tied to a rope stretched between two trees where the steeds of others, some of whom Alphonse said he recognized, already stood stamping their hooves and switching their tails, they walked toward the sound of voices and the crackle of campfires.

      They found the camp a lively place, full of music and movement. At various spots within the fires’s light, entertainments were being played out.

      A dark man put a tame bear through its paces. Upon command, the creature balanced a ball on its nose, stood on its hind legs, and danced, crooning in a low growl to the accompaniment of the flute its master played. Those watching—only men, no women or children were allowed to visit a gypsy camp for fear of being carried off—laughed and clapped, as entertained as if they themselves were children.

      Further on, two thick poles stood upright, driven into the ground. On a crossbar connecting them hung the gutted carcass of a deer. Poached from one of Alphonse’s herds, no doubt.

      We should set the magistrate on them, François thought, then added, later, perhaps, for he didn’t wish to disrupt the fascination of all he saw … yet.

      In front of the deer carcass, two small stakes had been pounded into the dirt. Nearby, a mustachioed Romany played a violin.

      Quite well, too. François approved, nodding. Amazing how one untutored could sound as good as a music master.

      A gypsy woman whose weathered skin was the color of a roasted chestnut, ushered them to a row of stools already half-filled with an eager audience. She fit exactly Alphonse’s description of a wrinkled crone.

      “Glasso … music … you listen …?”

      They settled to be entertained.

      While the musician made the instrument sing and wail in that melodious but haunting way only a member of a wandering people could, a heavy-bosomed, red-haired gypsy girl danced, striking a tambourine with elbows and knees. Faux galbi—gold coins awled and sewn into the bright shawl girding her skirted hips—jingled and jangled as she spun in a whirling tangle of colored cloth, lifting skirts to reveal naked legs and a thatch as coppery as the tangled curls bouncing about her shoulders.

      François viewed that revelation with interest. Would such a burnished lady-nest make for more heated loving? He wondered if the girl could be enticed into letting him find out.

      Caught up in the violin’s mournful notes, the watching men swayed with the music. Someone began to clap, keeping time with the rhythm of the girl’s movements. Others joined in.

      She whirled, overblown breasts bouncing.

      The violin moaned, and the men along with it. It skirled and sang a haunting, provocative tune. Sweat poured down the girl’s face the faster she moved. Bright droplets of moisture struck the nearest men’s faces as she spun.

      She leaped into the air, shaking her skirts, darted here and there, teasing and taunting, close enough to be touched, then flitting away before eager hands could seize and hold. One or two rose from the stools on which they perched as if to follow her invitation, then sank back, pulled onto their seats by their companions as she continued dancing.

      Abruptly, the fire seemed too hot, the spring night unseasonably warm. François swore he could feel a burning rivulet sliding between his shoulder blades, dampening his linen shirt and making it stick to his back. He glanced at Alphonse, then the others. All were oblivious to his discomfort or their own, the sheen of sweat upon their brows, the underarms of their doublets sodden.

      The music became faster and faster, even more frantic and wild, the violin changing from a beautiful, if odd, melody into something bizarre and untamed, near frightening, like the shrieks of a lost soul. Several of the men leaned forward, their clapping intensifying to a thunderous din. Eyes widened, mouths hanging open.

      The strings ended in a screaming crescendo, the dance in a swirl of fabric. Breasts heaving, the girl fell to the ground, full skirts spread, her head bowed, that glorious copper hair gleaming in the firelight.

      “Sacre! What a performance!” Alphonse leaped to his feet, pounding his hands together so lustily it should’ve hurt.

      The other men also stood, joining in the applause. The fiddler bowed, accepting their homage. The girl scrambled to her feet. She passed among them, holding out the tambourine for them to fill with their coins. The pieces of metal made a soft thumping as they struck the stretched-tight skin. Several whispered lewd suggestions. She smiled and winked. Clutching the tambourine, she retreated with her version of a curtsey, offering a good view of her bosom.

      After that, the men got to their feet, milling about uncertainly. Some wandered to their horses, riding back to town. A few strolled through the caravans, seeking further pleasure, costing them more coins. The old woman worked her way among those remaining, telling fortunes.

      Eventually, she came to Alphonse and François.

      “Drabasav, m’sieus? Your fortune?” She gestured with one hand. “I read?”

      Giving her a coin, Alphonse eagerly held out his own hand. She gave his palm a cursory glance.

      “Not much to tell. You live long time in peaceful place. Nothing of note ever happen to you.” Shaking her head in a parody of sadness, she gave his disappointment a sardonic smirk. “Apologies, my lord.”

      “Ah, well,” Alphonse sighed. “Perhaps it’s as well. Here …” He gestured to François. “Read my friend’s and make his better.”

      She turned to François. He tossed her a coin. She caught it and reached for the hand he held out, then recoiled.

      “What is it?” Alphonse looked alarmed.

      She had actually paled, coppery skin taking on a sickly hue.

      “My friend’s a famous artiste, but don’t be afraid to touch him,” he joked.

      “Not afraid, good sir.” The woman spoke to François, though she backed away as she spoke. “Don’t need to take your hand to tell your future. You seek someone. Your quest, and your life, end soon.”

      “What?” François was more intrigued than startled. “What do you mean?”

      Her dark gaze, remarkably bright for someone so ancient, met his before darting away. “You’ll meet your death at the fangs of a ruv.”

      “Ruv?” he repeated. “What’s that?”

      “A wolf,” she explained.

      “Then I suppose I’d best stop gamboling in the meadows with the lambs.” He laughed again, and Alphonse did, also, but this time his chuckle seemed slightly hollow.

      “Laugh while you can,” she warned, and bobbed a curtsey before scurrying into the shadows.

      “Well.” François watched her disappear. “That was a disappointment, and a waste of coin. I’d best be watching them from now on, if I don’t find my St. Jean as she predicted.”

      “Aren’t you worried?” Alphonse asked. “About the rest of it, I mean?”

      “Why?” His bluster returned. “Because some ignorant gypsy hag says I’ll die soon?” He struck his friend on the shoulder. “Hell, man, we’re all in danger of that, what with plagues and wars, and such. Every day we live is a threat. As for wolves?”

      He gave an incredulous sneer.

      “There hasn’t been a wolf around here in nearly fifty years. The huntsmen killed them all. If I listen to anything she said, it’s that my search for my St. Jean will soon be over. Frankly, my friend, I’m disappointed.”

      Getting to his feet, François changed the subject.

      “Where’s this something special of which you were told?” He pulled Alphonse upright and took a step in the direction of the horses. “So far, I’ve seen nothing that can’t be viewed at the most threadbare Romany caravan passing through⁠—”

      A ragged, bone-chilling howl rent the air.

      A man who’d risen to leave stopped, looking around for the source of the sound.

      From the shadows between two of the wagons, a gypsy stepped into view. Instead of a doublet, jacket, and stocks, he wore a deep-yoked, full-sleeved shirt bound at his waist by a colorful sash, its hem hanging over his thighs, and stocks stuffed into leather knee boots. There was a dagger tucked into the sash.

      “Welcome, mes maîtres. I, Boamas, vaida of the Rom, invite you to a most remarkable event.” He glanced at those walking to their horses. “So amazing, so unbelievable, I must wait until all leave who may be offended by what they see.”

      His gaze swept over them; hands raised eloquently as he gestured after those departing. A few heard and paused, looking back, listening. The man standing sat down again. So did several others.

      “If there are those among you who are weak-hearted or easily distressed by the bizarre and grotesque, then go now, please …” He paused, then added, softly, sardonically, no sneer in his expression but definitely one in his voice, “We will think no less of you.”

      Again, he paused. The seated men didn’t move; a few of those leaving hurried to regain their places.

      As he wanted them to, François thought. What a showman. He’s entrapped us using our own curiosity.

      What better way to get an eager audience to stay than by telling them to leave because what was to come was too horrendous for them to see?

      “You will stay?” Again, the vaida’s dark gaze swept the crowd as if challenging each one. “Very well … I welcome you to something extraordinary.”

      From those same shadows came the mustachioed man who’d played the flute, leading an animal by a rope around its neck.

      A wolf?

      François started and half-rose, then tried to cover the movement by laughing slightly. After what the crone had said, that was a bit of a shock.

      The beast truly looked lupine, then again, there was something grotesquely human about it, though it moved with a clumsy loping gait, as if it were lame or its legs were unequal in length. Barely out of the shadows, it paused, looking around, shaggy coat unkempt, eyes gleaming. Around its neck, in a travesty of a lady’s choker, hung a wreath woven of leaves and flowers, each blossom bright as an amethyst among the greenery.

      The creature growled and advanced a few more steps into the firelight, gazing at the crowd of men hurriedly taking their seats.

      “Besh!” The vaida took the rope from the musician, jerking on it. “Sit.”

      It sank to its haunches.

      François fell back onto the stool, legs abruptly weak. He tried to make it seem as though he sat of his own accord, was vaguely aware Alphonse edged his own stool a little closer as if for protection.

      What could they do if the thing decided to attack?

      For now, at least, the gypsy had it under control. When he pulled again on the rope and snapped a few words in his own language, the creature became docile … surprisingly so for a beast so obviously untamed. He led it up and down in front of them, talking as he did so.

      “This, mes maîtres, is Ruvo, found running wild in the Italian forests.”

      As if it knew he spoke of it, the beast paused. It seemed to acknowledge his introduction, casting that bright gaze over them, panting loudly.

      “A creature, messieurs, that in our charity, we took in.” Here, he bowed slightly, accepting homage for his goodwill with a hand over his heart, though his expression was ironic. “Ruvo is a mystery. Is he man …”

      Surely not. François refused to believe it.

      “… or beast? Le loup-garou or le homme? We’re unable to say. We can’t tame him. He must be caged, for he has the appetites of a wolf.”

      Behind him, the old woman appeared. She carried a basket filled with flowers.

      “But have no fear, messieurs, we offer you charmed herbs—wolfsbane—for protection.”

      The old woman moved among them, weaving between the rows, holding up the green sprigs with their purple blossoms, accepting coins in exchange. The men didn’t hesitate, paying and clutching the long stems tightly. François shook his head, but Alphonse gestured frantically, holding out a coin. He plucked the herbs from her fingers, divided, and handed one to his friend.

      “Better safe than sorry,” he whispered.

      François took the plant, twirling it between his fingers. A slender stem held trumpet-shaped, dark purple flowers, large leaves with deeply serrated edges at its base. It looked familiar. Weren’t these blossoms the same as those around the beast’s neck? He tucked it into his belt, thinking he might later incorporate it into a painting.

      Boamas moved again, drawing their attention. He walked to the scaffold where the deer’s carcass swung, disturbed by a breeze wafting through the camp.

      His audience was quiet, near enthralled.

      Pulling the knife from his belt, he hacked off a chunk of meat from the carcass’s hindquarter. He tossed it to the beast, who caught it in filthy paws that might’ve been hands beneath all that dirt and hair. It tore off a mouthful of flesh, snapping it down. As it chewed, blood drooled from the corners of its mouth, spotting the matted hair on its chest and dripping onto the dirt.

      From somewhere in the audience, there was audible gagging. A figure rose and staggered to the back of the row, bent over, body heaving. There was a liquid splash into the grass.

      The vaida smiled as if satisfied by that reaction.

      “Yea, verily, messieurs, the appetites of a wolf …” He raised a hand, gesturing at the sky.

      Involuntarily, all looked up. Above the trees, a gibbous moon sailed through silvered clouds.

      “… but also, the desires of a man!” He spun, holding up a finger in admonishment.

      The men froze, all gazes riveted to that upright finger. Unnoticed, the man whose sensibilities had been defiled skulked back to his seat.

      “The wolf has been fed,” the vaida proclaimed with the bombast of the hero of a traveling mummer’s show, his accent making their own language seem foreign as his voice floated over them. “Now the man must be.”

      Two more gypsies appeared, dragging a struggling female by the wrists. They recognized the red-haired dancer. Instead of smiling enticingly, she now looked stricken with fear.

      A murmur arose. What’s about to happen? What are they going to do?

      They understood the purpose of the second upright pole as the men holding the girl tied her to it, arms above her head. One caught a bare foot. She kicked at him. He swatted her with an open palm and, as she stilled, looped a leather thong around her ankle, tying it to one of the stakes. Her other ankle was fastened to the second.

      The girl twisted ineffectually, revealing to all she was now helpless, arms secured and legs spread wide.

      Looping the end of the rope around Ruvo’s neck to the base of the pole, the mustachioed man secured it in a knot.

      Spinning, he pulled a knife from his belt. The onlookers gasped, shrinking back. With a single movement, he slid the blade under the wreath around the creature’s neck, slicing through the woven stems. He caught the wreath as it fell, tossing it away.

      The beast shook his head and shoulders as if casting off a heavy weight. He grunted in relief.

      Boamas said, “You’ve dined, Ruvo. Your dessert awaits.”

      All three men backed into the shadows.

      No one spoke from that moment on.

      With a growl, the creature approached the pole and its terrified occupant. It nosed the hem of her skirt, face brushing against the fabric, sniffing loudly up the cloth from hem to waist.

      With a feeble whimper, the girl cringed and turned her head.

      The creature rose to its hind legs.

      A ragged murmur rippled through the crowd as it dragged a tongue across her cheek. It sniffed at her bosom, lapping at it before burrowing briefly between her breasts.

      In the audience, someone groaned.

      She flinched and shrank away, but there was nowhere to go. She was held securely by her bonds and could only cower against the pole, helpless as the creature again dropped to all fours, seizing the hem of her skirt in its teeth. Shaking its head, it ripped away the cloth.

      With a collective gasp, everyone jumped.

      The tatters fell to the ground. The girl was bare from the waist down, her splayed thighs and tied ankles displaying her female parts for all to see. She trembled as the beast licked across her bare belly, then drew back its head, looking up at her.

      It growled.

      François would have sworn the sound held a note of anticipation, even pleasure.

      She shuddered and closed her eyes. With a lunge, it buried its face in that coppery thatch.

      The girl screamed. The men winced.

      They could see that red tongue moving back and forth, lapping and laving. The girl continued trembling, the movement becoming more and more visible as the brute drove its face deeper between her thighs. Abruptly, her cries changed to moans, rising and falling, getting softer and quieter until they sounded almost like sounds of pleasure. She stopped struggling and cried out. Her entire body quaked as if in a fit.

      She went limp.

      Ahhh … the men in the audience echoed her cry. One or two swiped at their brows, flinging away sweat.

      “Dieu,” Alphonse whispered, fingers digging into François’s arm. “Did I actually see what I think I saw?”

      François didn’t answer but simply sighed, feeling as wrung as if he, too, had pronged the wench.

      The creature sat back on its haunches and howled, the hair on its upturned face wet with female juices. Its tongue swiped out, licking around its mouth.

      “The Lord have mercy.” One of the men crossed himself.

      “We’ve just witnessed an abomination of Nature,” another muttered. “God forgive us.”

      “Mon Dieu,” a third gritted between clenched teeth. It was the one who’d emptied his belly. He now placed a hand over a damp spot on his codpiece. “How will I ever be able to face the priest after seeing that?”

      The beast looked out over the audience. Its gaze met François’s.

      Holy Mother. He was shaken as with a stab of recognition. It can’t be.

      Those eyes were definitely not an unthinking beast’s. There was intelligence behind them.

      It’s a man, a man who’s seen absolute misery and something more.

      In the next breath came the thought: It’s my St. Jean. Merci, le bon Dieu. I’ve found him, as she said.

      He was so astounded he didn’t think about the rest of her prediction. Instead, he continued studying his discovery, enthralled.

      The vaida and the second gypsy reappeared from the shadows. One cut the girl’s bonds, catching her as she fell into his arms, as limp as a woman sated with lovemaking.

      He carried her away.

      The vaida stood before them, bowing. “Noble gentlemen, our show is concluded. Of course, we rely on your discretion in not telling anyone what you’ve witnessed tonight.”

      A good way to ensure a full audience for as long as they’re here. François’s thoughts were cynical. Not if I can help it.

      If he had his way, there would be no repeat performance.

      In the meantime, a hail of coins met the vaida’s statement, the men tossing them and hurrying away, ashamed of their voyeurism, hoping their money would buy forgiveness for participating, even as an audience, in that outrage.

      With practiced ease, the vaida scooped up the money, dropping the handful of coins into a small iron pot near the campfire. They made a sharp metallic clash as they struck those already inside. He picked up the wreath of flowers, unwinding the rope from the post. Jerking it roughly, he led the creature away.

      “Well, that was invigorating, wasn’t it?” Alphonse also made ready to go. He placed a hand over his codpiece, pressing in slightly. “Perhaps a little too much so. Still, I’m disappointed.”

      “Why?” François asked. He continued looking in the direction the vaida had taken the brute.

      “Damn it, François.” Alphonse’s reply was that of a petulant boy cheated of a treat. “I’d hoped to buy that wench for an hour’s pleasure, but I could see she’s in no condition for any more groaning tonight, nor perhaps for some time to come. Damn, if I could make a woman scream that way … François?”

      He stopped as he realized his friend wasn’t listening.

      “I must speak to that gypsy.” François pushed past Alphonse. Not waiting to see if his friend followed, he started through the space between the caravans.

      Alphonse ran after him, protesting, “Why? What could you possibly have to say to …”

      “It’s my St. Jean.” François turned so quickly that Alphonse staggered against him.

      “What’s your St. Jean? That gypsy?” He grasped him by the shoulder. “Surely

      not. I don’t think Our Lord’s cousin would’ve sported such a mustache.”

      “Not the gypsy … The … that thing …”

      They were in the shadows now, could see both the vaida and the creature, standing near a large wooden cage on wheels, an enclosure made of sturdy, rough-cut branches held together with wrapped bonds of thick rope. Words and designs were painted in bright red on their bark. Nailed to the branches were the same long-stemmed herbs and deep purple flowers, like the ones the old woman had sold them, like those in the wreath the creature had worn.

      Charms and herbs to keep it quiet? François wondered.

      The vaida set down the pot containing the money, placing the now-tattered wreath atop the cage. He unfastened the padlock on the cage door.

      “You did well, my Ruvo,” he said to the creature. “An extra piece of meat for you tonight.”

      “You, there! Boamas.” François rushed toward him.

      “Me, good sir?” The vaida turned a masterly, innocent expression on him.

      “I want to talk to you.”

      The man immediately said, “Any money you paid tonight won’t be returned. We never guarantee a customer will be satisfied by what he sees or does here.”

      “It’s not that,” François denied, shaking a hand as if to dismiss what had been said. “I want to talk to you about the wolf … or whatever it is.”

      “What about him?” The answer came with practiced suspicion.

      “Where did you get him?”

      The guarded expression relaxed. “It’s as I said. We found him running⁠—”

      “Non,” François interrupted. “Don’t give me that story you told the others. Running wild in the forests, indeed. What is he? Some poor mentally deficient abandoned on a mountaintop, and you came along and, with your great sense of charity, rescued him?”

      He gave the man a sneering glance. If there was any charity in the fellow’s heart, it was encircled with the sign of the franc.

      “For this?” He waved a hand in the direction of the post.

      “You wish the truth?” The gypsy seemed surprised.

      “Didn’t I say so?” François’s answer was curt.

      “Very well.” The gypsy didn’t hesitate. “I bought him.”

      “Bought?” François repeated.

      The gypsy nodded.

      “How? Where?”

      “You see …” Boamas looked around. Though no one was close enough to hear, he lowered his voice. “Ruvo had the bad manners to be born on your god’s day. You gadje Christians have an interesting belief when that happens.”

      François nodded. Anyone unfortunate enough to be born on Christmas Day was automatically cursed for having the audacity of attempting to share the glory of the Savior’s birth. He was destined to lead a most unhappy life, and had a good chance of becoming a loup-garou or, at his death, a revenant, destined forever to walk the night and prey on the living.

      “In our travels, we passed through a little town called Casa di Lupo—the Wolf’s Home—fitting, don’t you think? A most interesting infant had been born there some years before. The priest had already told the parents they must rid themselves of the child. He offered to take it to a monastery where pious prayer and daily scourges would tame the beast they knew to be within, but they hesitated. It was only after a series of misfortunes that they agreed the little creature had to go. Then, our caravan arrived.”

      He paused.

      “Yes?” prompted François. “And?”

      “I suppose they thought they deserved a little recompense for being good, pious people cursed with such an offspring. They offered to sell him to me instead.” He shrugged. “I know a profit when I see one. I agreed.”

      “And brought him back to your camp and put him in a cage,” François finished.

      “He was destined to become a wolf.” There was another shrug, this one more eloquent. “I simply helped. What else could I do? You saw what he did to poor Mariah. Our womenfolk—indeed, no female—would be safe otherwise.”

      By now, François was beginning to wonder how much of Mariah’s defilement had been real and how much a well-rehearsed theatricality.

      “Why the interest, messieur?” the gypsy asked. With a smirk, he looked François up and down, then glanced at the creature, now sitting docilely at his feet. “Do you wish to be pleasured as he did the girl?”

      Briefly, François had forgotten he was standing so close to what might or might not be a wild animal, if not a bestial human. He took a step away.

      With another of those shrugs, the gypsy continued, “I suppose sucking a rod is no different from licking a cunt.”

      “Don’t be absurd.” François snapped, forcing anger to overcome his embarrassment. “I wish to buy him.”

      Alphonse, silent until that moment, gaped. “François?”

      Even the gypsy looked surprised. “I assure you, maître, it can be done in private here, just as good as elsewhere …”

      François shook his head impatiently as if the man were too stupid to continue existing. “I don’t want him for that. I want to paint him.”

      “Paint?” The vaida looked as if he’d never heard the word.

      “I’m an artist and I want him as my subject. I want to buy him.” To François, the matter was simple. “How much?”

      “He’s not for sale.” The gypsy made his refusal a flat statement.

      “Anything can be bought,” François argued.

      “You gadje always think that,” the gypsy replied. “I keep him; he brings me more money wherever we stop. I sell him; I have coins lasting a few days. Why would I wish that?”

      “Because if you don’t, I’ll report you to the priests—tell them you give shows of bestiality—and they’ll take your precious Ruvo, and that wench, and you, and burn all three of you at the stake for promoting carnal congress with a beast … perhaps everyone within your camp, for tempting good Christians with your heathenish ways.”

      “Do you threaten me?” The man’s hand went to his dagger.

      Alphonse flinched, grasping François’s arm, whispering, “François, what are you saying?”

      Only he seemed aware the other men had ridden away, and they were alone in a gypsy camp where his friend was threatening a man holding a knife, with a ferocious beast crouching at the end of a rope. His own sword, hanging at his side, would be of little use if they were set upon.

      “Of course not.” François smiled, but it was more a baring of teeth. “Merely a warning of what might happen if someone who was here spoke out of turn, or several someones, perhaps.” He looked pointedly at the hand touching the knife. “Don’t think to kill us, for my friend here is an important noble, and many are aware of where he went tonight.”

      Alphonse conveyed confirmation of this with a nod, though he’d told no one where they were going.

      “It seems I have no choice.” Surprisingly, the man didn’t argue, deciding capitulation was the better form of valor.

      “You can always find some other halfwit to train.” François was unsympathetic. “I’ll give you two coins. Gold ones. No haggling,” he continued as the man started to speak. “Three, if you include the rope.”

      It was the final bit of money from his last commission, all he’d brought with him, but he had to have the creature. Considering what the church fathers were offering for the painting, three coins seemed a pittance to pay for its subject.

      Glancing from François to the beast and back, Boamas thought that over.

      “Done.”

      He spat on his hand and held it out. François looked at the hand, dug into his purse, and slapped the named amount onto his palm. He waited while Boamas carefully bit each coin, assuring himself he wasn’t being cheated and they were genuine. He handed the length of rope to François. Bowing, he picked up the money pot, dropped the coins into it, and walked away.

      “François, let’s go.” Alphonse tugged at his friend’s sleeve. “Please. Before he changes his mind and comes back with his compagnons and some sharp knives.”

      It took some doing to get the creature to go with them. It growled and fought the rope, not wanting to leave its former master.

      Even François’s command, “Shut up, you misbegotten cur. You’re mine now,” did nothing but urge it into louder cries of protest, with never an intelligible word in the mix, as it half-stood and tried to follow in the direction the vaida had gone.

      Digging in its heels, it was dragged several feet until at last, seeing the gypsy wasn’t going to return, it gave up, dropped to all fours again, and gave François a defeated look. He thought he read in it a question, as well as a grudging realization that this stranger was now his only hope of survival.

      “Come along.” This time, when he tugged on the rope, it followed docilely with that hunched-over, shambling gait, though it continued whimpering.

      Alphonse carefully stepped to his other side, making François’s body a barrier between them.

      “Relax,” François told him, pulling the sprig of herb from his belt. He held it out.

      The creature immediately quieted.

      Alphonse snatched the sprig, clutching the long stems with his own.

      “Now you have double the protection,” François told him.

      After they calmed the horses and were mounted, the beast trotted silently behind François’s steed. Ruvo might not be frightened of them, but they were upset by his presence. They danced and neighed all the way to the château.

      His goal now achieved, François decided he’d leave for home in the morning.

      That night, he slept in one of Alphonse’s guest rooms. Ruvo lay in the kennel with the dogs who, after some sniffing and barking, accepted him. In the morning, with the herb Alphonse insisted on returning to him tucked into his purse, François began the walk back to Aux-le-Piémont, taking his prize with him.
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        * * *

      

      “You bought him?” Isabeau was aghast. “Like a horse or a cow? Surely, François, that’s most un-Christian.”

      “But not unheard of,” her husband replied, slurping another spoonful of stew. “Don’t discompose yourself, wife. It’s done every day in the southern countries. When I lived in Italy, many of my patrons had slaves … blackamores, even some Egyptians and Turks.”

      “That’s different,” she answered. “Blackamores, Egyptians, and Turks aren’t Christians.”

      “Neither is that poor brute.” François chuckled at his own joke and swallowed another mouthful. “I daresay he’s more animal than human, anyway.”

      “But to sell a person as if he were chattel,” Isabeau protested. “Surely, the church would protest.”

      It occurred to her this was exactly what her parents had done in giving her to François as his wife, and the church hadn’t disapproved of that with a single word.

      “Let me worry about the church,” François answered. He picked up his wine glass. “For now, I have my St. Jean.” He paused, goblet halfway to his mouth as a thought occurred. “You’ll not be mentioning to anyone how I came to get him, or what he is, either—if you know what’s good for you.”

      Isabeau didn’t answer. She knew that wasn’t an idle threat.

      “He’ll need to be fattened up a bit,” François continued, thinking ahead. “But only a little. Right now, he’s too thin, even for a fasting St. Jean. In the meantime, I’ll paint him as something else to get him accustomed to being around people … a mendicant or such … yes, The Beggar and the Nobles … a good title…”

      “Is it safe?” Isabeau had visions of the creature attacking François’s models and devouring them. She didn’t worry so much about François, but some noble’s innocent child…

      “As long as I have this herb.” François patted his purse.

      “What will you do with him once you’ve completed your great work?” Isabeau dared to be sarcastic as she also looked ahead. “When he’s fulfilled his purpose?”

      “I’ve no doubt he’s simple-minded, as well as dangerous.” François set down his goblet, surprising Isabeau by waving Maxime away as the servant stepped forward to refill it. “I doubt he could fend for himself. Perhaps I’ll simply take him to the woods and put him out of his misery. A good clout to the head with a stone should serve.”

      “François, you wouldn’t.” She blanched at the cavalier way he spoke of disposing of the creature.

      “Of course not.” He touched her cheek, patting it in that maddeningly patronizing way he had, revealing he was silently teasing her with a cruel jest. “Don’t know why I even said such a thing. I’m aware how softhearted you are, my dear, and how that would distress you. Didn’t I let you keep that parrot when you stopped me from wringing its neck?”

      Looking away, Isabeau forced herself to accept her husband’s caress. She didn’t want to meet his eyes and see the cruelty in them. She was well aware that François would do exactly as he threatened without hesitation, then toss the bloodied stone aside and return to the cottage and demand his supper.

      “I imagine Pére Ambroise would take him. After all, that priest did say contemplation might help overcome his bestial tendencies.” He repeated what Boamas had said about the priest offering to take the child away. “I’d be lauded for my charity in rescuing the creature, no doubt. I imagine the sanctity of the church would keep the priests safe from harm. Don’t worry about it. There’s plenty of time to think of that later. In the meantime …”

      He ate another piece of bread, belched loudly, and slammed the hand holding the spoon against the tabletop. Reaching for the little bell by his plate, he rang it impatiently.

      “Matilde! Bring me some more of that stew. I vow it’s better than any of the fare I’ve eaten for these three months.” He didn’t mention the pheasant he’d devoured at Alphonse’s. “Maxime, more wine!”

      He looked back at Isabeau, pinching her cheek.

      “And then, my lovely spouse, we’ll go to bed. I’ve also missed your wifely duties during my search.”

      Cheek stinging, Isabeau silently doubted that.

      While the cook hurried from the kitchen, ladling more into her master’s bowl from the stew pot she carried, and Maxime filled the goblet to the rim, Isabeau simply sat, thinking frantically. She worried about the future of the creature her husband had brought into their home, as well as their own well-being.
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        * * *

      

      Isabeau Lascaux de Montaigne might’ve repeated those vows of honor and obedience, but no mention was made of love, and indeed she had none for her husband. She’d been given no choice in the matter of marrying him, and no feelings, even the slightest fondness, were involved.

      François de Montaigne was an artist of no small repute, and soon, many thought he would be even more well-known. At this moment, his name was already recognized in the Mediterranean kingdoms and was slowly becoming notable throughout southern France.

      He was from a well-to-do, though not noble, family and had studied with those in Rome, Florence, and the surroundings already known as masters of their arts. He’d begun in a workshop along with other apprentice painters, but while they worked in various media, creating jewelry, birth trays, frescoes, or decorative papier-mâché, François concentrated solely on painting. Though he swore landscapes were his métier, he’d soon been commissioned by various well-known Italian families to do their portraits, and that was how his fame spread.

      Then, he returned to France, intent on going to Paris.

      On the way, he stopped in Aux-le-Piémont. Distracted from the City of Lights by the town’s bucolic scenery, majestic mountains, and the Rhône River meandering nearby, he claimed he would settle there and make it his home.

      To do that, he needed a place to live and was thus introduced to Pierre Lascaux.

      Though a member of the town’s small upper class, Pierre was a man tottering on its periphery. He offered François rooms in the overly large château that his family could no longer afford. The rental fees kept him from losing it and enabled the family to live in the manner they’d always done. Renting a small studio in Aux-le-Piémont, François set about practicing his talent on higher-class French families, painting landscapes and still lifes, with an occasional portrait by special commission. He entertained them with tales of Italy and the opulence of his patrons there, tossing about the names Michelangelo, Botticelli, and others as offhandedly as he would speak of his host’s.

      Fifteen-year-old Isabeau’s parents were charmed, but not their daughter.

      She thought François a boor. He was handsome, to be sure, with his blue eyes and chestnut hair, in a florid, over-exaggerated way. Talented, certainly, but loutish in his manners. He drank too much and caroused and wasn’t quiet when he returned home, though her father made excuses for the late-night disturbances, and what he called his tenant’s eccentricities.

      Isabeau didn’t think drinking too much was an eccentricity. Neither was whoring, for it was rumored François slept with his models, who were no better than they should be. After all, what decent female would undress for a man day after day, allow him to look on her naked form, and not expect that sooner or later, she’d find herself in his bed?

      Everyone made excuses for François. Even Père Ambroise. When François frankly stated he had no time for attending church services, the priest absolved him by saying that since he did a great many religious-themed paintings, the Lord would understand.

      Isabeau was even more disturbed when she realized she had caught François’s attention, especially when he spoke to her father about paying court to her. Nothing she could do discouraged him. Neither did her pointing out his very bad habits have any effect. Eventually, to her dismay and then horror, François asked for her hand.

      Pierre was a social climber with no ladder to climb until François came along. He perceived quickly enough that being the father-in-law of a famous artiste would have its advantages, both status-wise as well as financially.

      He agreed to François’s request.

      No amount of pleading could change Pierre’s mind. He was brutally frank in his reply to his daughter:

      You’ve no other suitors, ma petite, and since we’re too poor
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