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1821

The layered clouds, gray as cold charcoal, shifted this way and that, mirroring the waves below. They obscured both stars and moon, and darkened the beach and the lane running alongside. Beyond the lane, in the field of standing stones, a handful of caravans circled a small fire. Firelight glimmered on the uneasy faces of the people gathered there, and reflected in the eyes of their restive horses. The invisible sea splashed and hissed, the only sound except for the crackle of burning wood. The flames cast their wavering light over the menhirs, making the stones appear to move out of their centuries-old alignment, to sway and tremble like ghosts in the night. The child Nanette whimpered and buried her face in her sister Louisette’s rough skirts. The older Orchiéres glanced nervously over their shoulders, and at one another.

Two of the stones, collapsed on their sides in some unremembered era, formed a pit for the fire where a brace of rabbits had roasted, sizzling and spitting into the embers. The rabbits were gone now, their meat eaten, their bones buried in the ashes. One of the women stoked the fire, then stood back to make way for her grandmother.

Grand-mère Ursule, carrying a stone jar of salted water, walked a circle around the pit. She muttered to herself as she sprinkled the ground. When that was done, she brandished her oaken walking stick at the sky and whispered a rush of words. The clan watched in tense silence as she laid down her stick and reached into a canvas bag for her scrying stone. She carried it with both hands into the blessed circle, and lifted it into the firelight.

The stone was a chunk of crystal that had been dug out of a riverbank by the grand-mère of the grand-mère of Grand-mère. Its top had been rubbed and polished until it was nearly spherical. Its base was uncut granite, in the same rugged shape as when it emerged from the mud.

The scrying stone glowed red, flaring with light as if it burned within. It was a light reminiscent of the hellfire the Christians feared, and it reflected off Grand-mère Ursule’s seamed face and glittered in her black eyes. Nanette lifted her head from her sister’s skirts for a peek, then hid her eyes again, sure the blazing stone would burn her grandmother’s hands.

Ursule crooned as she turned the stone, seeking the best view into the crystal. Her eerie voice made gooseflesh prickle on the necks of the watchers. She was the greatest of the witches, inheritor of the full power of the Orchiére line, and watching her work struck awe into the hearts of even those closest to her.

The men shifted in their places and worriedly eyed the lane leading from the village of Carnac. The women clicked their tongues and drew their children close in the darkness.

All the clan were fearful this night. Word of another burning had come to the ears of the men when they went into Carnac-Ville to buy beans and lentils. Nanette had heard them tell the tale, though she didn’t fully understand it until she was older.

It had taken place in the nearby city of Vannes. It was said that one Bernard, a young and ambitious priest, had tracked down the witch. He took it upon himself to examine her for the signs before he denounced her in the public square. The archbishop, eager to be known as a burner of witches, had set the torch to the pyre with his own hand.

There was great excitement over the news of this burning in Carnac-Ville. The Carnacois applauded when Father Bernard, a man with sparse red hair and eyes too small for his face, appeared in the marketplace. Nanette wanted to cover her ears when Claude, having returned in haste from the town, told the story, but Louisette pulled her hands away. “You need to hear,” she said. “You need to know.”

“They say he hates witches because of his mother,” Claude said.

“Why?” Louisette asked.

“She had a growth in her breast, and died in pain. Bernard accused the neighbor—a crone who could barely see or hear—of putting a curse on her.”

Grimly, Louisette said, “There was no one to protect her.”

“No one. They held one of their trials, and convicted her in an hour.”

“Did they burn the poor thing?” Anne-Marie asked in a low voice.

Claude gave a bitter laugh. “Meant to. Bernard had the pyre laid. Stake ready. The old woman died in her cell the night before.”

“She probably wasn’t a witch at all.” Louisette pulled little Nanette closer, absently patting her shoulder. “But he feels cheated.”

“Been hunting witches ever since.”

A grim silence settled around the circled caravans. The day was already far gone. The salt-scented dusk hid the ruts and holes of the lane, making it unsafe to travel before morning.

It wasn’t safe to stay, either. They were only three men and five women, with a handful of children and one grandmother. There would be little they could do against a bloodthirsty mob.

The Romani had always been targets, and were always wary. When the blood fever came upon the people, when they were overcome by lust for the smell of burning flesh and the dying screams of accused witches, there was neither law nor reason in the land.

“We should leave,” Paul, Anne-Marie’s husband, said. “Move south.”

“Too dark,” Claude growled.

Louisette nodded. “Not safe for the horses.”

They all understood. There was nothing left for them but to rely on Grand-mère.
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The old woman swayed in the firelight. Her cloud of gray hair fluttered about her head. Her wrinkled eyelids narrowed as she gazed into the scrying stone. She resembled a menhir herself, craggy, timeless, inscrutable. Her thin lips worked, and her voice rose and fell as she recited her spell. The gathered clan shivered in fear.

After a time Grand-mère’s chant died away. She stopped swaying and lowered the crystal with arms that shook. In a voice like a violin string about to break, she said, “There is a house.”

“A house?” Nanette lifted her head to see who was speaking. It was Isabelle, the most easily frightened of the six sisters.

Louisette put up her hand to shush her. “Where, Grand-mère?”

“Beyond the sea,” Ursule said. “Above a cliff. Long and low, with a thatched roof and broken shutters. A fence that needs mending. A hill behind it, and a rising moor.” Her eyelids fluttered closed, then opened again to look around at the faces in the firelight. Her voice grew thinner. “You must go there. All of you.”

“But Grand-mère,” Florence said. “How will we find it?”

“There is an island, with a castle on it. It looks like Mont St. Michel, but it isn’t. You will pass the island. You must go in a boat.”

The clan sighed, accepting. When Ursule scried, there was no arguing. Even four-year-old Nanette knew that.

The old woman sagged back on her heels, then to her knees. Her head dropped toward her breast. Nanette stirred anxiously against Louisette’s side, and her eldest sister shushed her. They waited in the chill darkness, listening to the murmur of the ocean and the occasional stamping of one of the horses hobbled among the stones.

Sometime near midnight the clouds above the beach drifted apart, admitting a narrow beam of moonlight that fell directly onto the circled caravans. It gleamed on painted canvas and hanging pots and tools, and shone on the clan’s tired faces. Grand-mère shot upright with a noisy intake of breath, and glared at the break in the cloud cover.

She commanded, “Put out the fire!”

One of the men hurried to obey, dousing the flames with a bucket of seawater kept handy for the purpose. When a child’s voice rose to ask why, Grand-mère said, “Be still, Louis. Everyone. Silence.” She reached for her canvas bag and covered the scrying stone with it. She got stiffly to her feet and bent to pick up her stick. She held it with both hands, pointing at the slit that had opened in the clouds. She murmured something, a single emphatic phrase that sounded to Nanette like “Hide us!”

Everyone, child and adult, gazed upward. For a long moment there was no response to Grand-mère’s command, but then, lazily, the clouds began to shift. They folded together, layer over layer, healing the break as if it were a wound to be closed. No one moved, or spoke, as the light faded from the painted canvas of the wagons. The fire was nothing but a mound of ash smoking faintly in the darkness.

As the Orchiéres’ eyes adjusted, their ears sharpened. The sea grew quiet as the tide receded from the beach. The wind died away. Not even the horses seemed to breathe. Gradually their straining ears caught the muffled tramp of feet on the packed dirt of the lane, and the voices of people approaching.

“Grand-mère,” one of the sisters murmured. Nanette thought it was Anne-Marie, but she sometimes got them confused. She was by far the youngest of the six sisters, and the only one who had never known their mother, who had died giving birth to her. “Shouldn’t we—”

“Quiet!”

Grand-mère Ursule was tiny and bent, like a doll made of leather and wood, but everyone knew her fierceness. She gripped her stick in her gnarled hands and whispered something under her breath, words so soft only those closest to her could hear. One last spell.



Mother Goddess, hear my plea:

Hide us so that none can see.

Let my belovèd people be.





Louisette clamped a hand over Nanette’s mouth so she would not cry out as a deep shadow, more dense than any natural darkness, enfolded the campground. The footfalls of the approaching people grew louder. Some cursed when they stumbled. Some prayed in monotonous voices. One or two laughed. They reached the curve in the lane that curled past the field of menhirs, and the Orchiéres froze. The older children huddled close to the ground. The men braced themselves for violence.

The townspeople in the lane trudged along in an untidy crowd. They drew even with the campsite, with the dark sea to their left and the standing stones to their right, and walked on. Their steps didn’t falter, nor their voices lower. They marched forward, a mindless, hungry mob in search of a victim, all unaware of the caravans resting among the menhirs, and the people crouching around a cold fire pit. It took five full minutes for the Carnacois to pass beyond the hearing of the clan.

Not till they were well and truly gone did the Orchiéres breathe freely again. In careful silence they signaled to one another and retreated to their caravans to rest while they could. The men murmured in one another’s ears, arranging a watch. The women tucked their children into their beds and lay down themselves, exhausted.

But Grand-mère Ursule remained where she was, her stick in her hands, her eyes turned upward to the sky. She stood guard until the moon set behind the clouds. She held steady while the slow dawn broke over the rows of standing stones.

No one heard the sigh of her last breath when she crumpled to the ground. The man whose turn it was to watch was focused on the lane. The women, her granddaughters, slept on beside their children, and didn’t know she had left them until they rose in the chilly morning.

It was Nanette who found Ursule’s old bones curled near the fire pit, her hair tumbled over her face. The little girl shook her grand-mère’s shoulder, but there was no response. Nanette put out her small hand and brushed aside the mist-dampened mass of gray curls.

Ursule’s eyes were closed, her mouth slightly open. Nanette touched her cheek with a tentative palm. It felt cold as old wax. Nanette sucked in a breath to cry out, but Louisette appeared beside her, catching her hand and pressing it.

“Chut, chut, Nanette. We have to be quiet.”

“But Grand-mère!” Nanette wailed, in a small voice that died against the surrounding stones. “We have to wake her!”

Louisette bent over the still figure, then straightened with a heart-deep sigh. “No, ma petite. We can’t wake her. Grand-mère is gone.”

“Where did she go?”

“I can’t say that, Nanette. None of us can.”

“I want to go with her!”

“No, no, ma petite. You can’t do that. You have to go with us.”

Louisette signaled to her husband, and he came to stand beside her, looking down at Ursule’s frail body. Her stick lay beside her in the damp grass. The scrying stone was cupped against her with one arm, as if she had died holding it.

“We’ll have to bury her here,” Louisette said.

“Hurry,” her husband said. “We need to go.”

“Oui. D’accord.”

Nanette watched them wrap Ursule in a quilt from her caravan. Her grand-mère never complained, or tried to push them away, even when they covered her face. The other two men brought shovels and began to dig in a space between two of the menhirs. Louisette called Florence to take Nanette away to her caravan to pack her things. When they emerged again into the brightening day, Ursule and her quilt had disappeared. A mound of gray dirt marked the place between the stones.

Nanette turned to Louisette to ask what had happened, but her eldest sister’s face was forbiddingly grim. The question died on her lips. She clutched her bundle of clothes, blinking away tears of confusion and loss.

The clan unhobbled the horses and smacked their hindquarters to send them running. They abandoned the caravans where they were, leaving them in their colorful circle in the field of standing stones. With their most precious possessions packed into bags and stuffed into baskets, they started away on foot. Louisette had charge of the crystal, and had packed Ursule’s grimoire along with her own things. Nanette would learn later that her grandmother’s staff had been buried with her, because no one else had the power to use it.

The Orchiéres left their grandmother, the great witch Ursule, resting alone with none but the deathless menhirs to guard her shabby grave.


THE BOOK OF NANETTE
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1834

Nanette shook the pony’s reins and clucked at him. He sped into a trot, but not for long. He soon settled back into his usual walk. The jingle, empty now of the vegetables and cheeses Nanette had sold at the Saturday market, rattled against the stones of the cliff road. Nanette shifted anxiously on the bench seat, chafing at the slowness of the journey, but she didn’t reach for the whip. She had trained this pony herself. Whipping only made him rebellious. To pass the time she recited the major and minor Sabbats. The pony’s ears twitched with interest as he plodded on.

By the time the thatched roofs of Orchard Farm came into view, the sun had begun its descent beyond the peak of St. Michael’s Mount. The Cornish wind bit through Nanette’s coat and homespun dress. She was cold, tired, and worried. When Claude emerged from the byre to take the pony’s reins, she could barely manage to nod to him.

“Good day?” he asked, speaking French as always.

In irritation she answered in English. “The priest was there.”

He lifted his brows at her. “Prêtre?”

“Priest. Priest! I know you understand that much English!” She jumped down from the jingle and stamped around to the back to unload the empty baskets and folded bags.

“Seventeen years old you are, to my forty. Show some respect.”

She sighed and switched to French. “Yes. The priest was there. That priest. Bernard.”

Claude didn’t answer, but his customary scowl deepened as he led the pony away.

Nanette hurried up through the garden and let herself into the porch. She stacked the baskets beside the door and went on into the kitchen. The house was warm, and the scents of pottage and fresh bread made her stomach contract with hunger, but she hardly noticed.

Anne-Marie was bent over the stone sink, scrubbing a pot. She glanced up, saying, as Claude had, “Good day?”

“No.” Nanette sagged into a chair, feeling as if she had carried home the weight of the world.

“What’s wrong?” Louisette came to the door of the pantry, a dish of butter in her hands. She was the eldest and the tallest of all the clan, even the men. She had a man’s voice, and she often spoke like one. She frowned at Nanette.

Nanette propped her chin on her fist and glared back. “Aside from the fact that I’m the only one of this family who speaks the language of this country?”

Anne-Marie said in her mild way, “Pierre speaks English.”

“He’s gone, though, isn’t he? And George, and Louis. Left as soon as they could get away, and left it all to me.” No one responded, and Nanette wished she could snatch back the words. Her older sisters had mourned their children’s leaving, as she knew very well. Their sons had fled, one to Scotland, one to Ireland, and one back to Brittany, which had proved disastrous.

[image: image]

Fleurette brought a bowl of pottage and set it before Nanette. She rarely spoke—sometimes Nanette wondered if she still had a voice—but she touched her little sister’s shoulder with a forgiving hand. Nanette gave her a wan smile. “Désolée,” she murmured. It wasn’t fair to be cross, though she was exhausted. Her sisters had been both mother and father to her for as long as she could remember. She knew they were afraid, and they had reason. She had grown up hearing the stories of the burning times.

Louisette said, “Nanette. Tell us what happened.”

“The witch hunter was in Marazion.”

The sisters glanced at one another, and tension filled the room with darkness, as if the wood stove had belched a gout of smoke.

The Orchiéres had found the farm Ursule had prophesied, every detail just as she had described. The voyage had been a misery, but the boat had deposited them on a rocky beach within sight of St. Michael’s Mount, a miniature imitation of Mont St. Michel. They found the farmhouse nestled at the foot of a boulder-littered tor, with a moor stretching beyond it. The place was in such poor repair as to be uninhabitable, and no one objected when they took possession. They spent months making the farmhouse livable, the garden productive, and the byre safe for livestock.

It had been a sacrifice, settling down. The Orchiéres preferred the road, new scenery every season, hidden places where they could practice the old ways undisturbed. In Cornwall the older Orchiéres left it to the younger ones to learn English, and such bits of Cornish as they needed. For the first ten years, the clan had felt safe in Cornwall.

Then, three years before, Bernard had appeared. He put it about that he had been sent to establish a Catholic parish in Penzance, but the truth was that the priest was still hunting witches. The clan had no need of Ursule’s scrying to tell them so, and that was a blessing. Ursule’s magic was lost to them.

“You need to eat,” Louisette said to Nanette. “Then you can tell us.” She pulled up a chair on the other side of the table, and rested her elbows on the scarred wood.

Nanette obediently took a spoonful of pottage, and then another. Despite everything, she was hungry, and the soup was good, flavored with summer sage and pepper. She knew Fleurette had dipped out the largest chunks of meat she could find, and she smiled at her again. Florence carved a slice of bread off the loaf and slid the butter dish close to her hand. While Nanette was eating, the men came in, and the women served them. No one spoke until they had all finished.

“Enough?” Louisette asked.

Nanette sat back. “Yes, thanks.”

“Well, then.”

Nanette brushed bread crumbs from her fingers. “He spoke to me.”

“Did he?” This was Anne-Marie, the second eldest of the sisters. She was the calm one, but even her face was tight with alarm.

“He watched me all day, even when I was chatting with my friend Meegan. When I was harnessing the pony, he walked right up to me, in front of everyone.”

All of Marazion knew that the Orchiéres never attended the Anglican service at St. Hilary Church. Everyone would have noticed Bernard, in his rusty black cassock and flat-brimmed hat, speaking to someone from Orchard Farm.

“What did he say?”

“He quoted Scripture.”

“ ‘Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live,’ ” Louisette said in a toneless voice.

“No. It was different.” Nanette rubbed her windburned face. “He said something about ‘a man or woman with a familiar spirit, or who is a witch, shall be put to death.’ ”

Florence said, “We don’t keep familiars.”

No one responded. It was pointless, because the witch hunter wouldn’t care. When Louis, Isabelle’s only child, had returned to Brittany, Bernard had found him and beaten the clan’s location out of him. Isabelle didn’t know if Louis had lived or died.

“He knows our farm,” Nanette said. “He said we should take care on the cliff road, since we don’t have God’s protection.”

“A threat,” Louisette said.

The rest sat in silence, absorbing Nanette’s grave tidings.

Nanette sipped at the mug of honeyed goat’s milk Fleurette brought to her. She could have said more. She could have told them how the witch hunter’s empty eyes made her stomach clench, how his sour breath reminded her of the very devils he prated about. She could have said she would just as soon convert and get it over with. That would make Meegan happy, and she might make other friends.

But she was tired, and, now that her stomach was full, sleepy. She didn’t want to talk anymore. She longed only to take off her heavy boots and close her burning eyes.

The wick of the oil lamp was trimmed short, and the kitchen was comfortingly dim. One of the men lit his pipe, sending the sweetness of applewood curling to the rafters. The low ceiling of the farmhouse, with its thickly thatched roof, felt as cozy as an old quilt. Nanette wanted to go to her bed, to bury her face in her pillow of goose feathers, to forget all about the man who hated them so much he had pursued them across the Channel. Who had thrown a string of beads at her, daring her to pick it up, hoping it would burn her fingers.

She should, of course, have ignored it, but she hadn’t. She had picked up the string and dropped it into her pocket, just to prove she could.

She drank off the milk, murmured her thanks to Fleurette, and rose from the table. She said, “Bonne nuit,” to the room in general.

Claude put up a weathered hand. “Attendez. You women,” he said. “No more rites.”

Louisette turned to her husband. “Pourquoi?”

“He spies on us. He and that other priest, the one from St. Hilary. Not safe.”

“No one sees us when we climb the tor.”

“A peddler might ride by. A neighbor come to call.”

“Pfft! Neighbors never come to call.”

Claude’s rocky features didn’t change. “Don’t argue.”

Louisette pursed her lips, stood up, and left the table in a stony silence. The others, Anne-Marie, Isabelle, the spinster twins Florence and Fleurette, dropped their eyes.

Nanette shrugged, too tired to care. She plodded off to her bedroom at the back of the house, where she closed her door, kicked off her boots, and stripped off her clothes, letting them lie in a pile on the floor. The beads were still in the pocket of her skirt, forgotten in her exhaustion. She was half-asleep before she slipped her nightdress over her head.

When Louisette’s hard hand shook her, she was in the midst of a nightmare. She was driving the jingle along the cliff road, with the sea on her right, and the lethal drop to the rocky beach below. On her left was only the empty moor, and behind her, coming up fast, was the witch hunter. She couldn’t see him, but she knew he was there. She couldn’t get the pony to run. Her hands ached with gripping the reins, and her legs twitched with the need to hurry, while the pony plodded on and the witch hunter came closer and closer. In her dream Louisette’s hand became the hand of the priest falling on her shoulder. She startled awake on a shriek of terror.

Louisette clamped her fingers over her mouth. “Quiet!” she hissed. “They’ll hear you.”

With a shudder Nanette came fully awake. Louisette’s grip loosened, and Nanette whispered, “Who? Who will hear me?”

“Claude. Paul. Jean.”

“What’s happening?”

Louisette plucked Nanette’s dress from the floor and thrust it at her. “We’re going to the temple. If Claude knows, he’ll stop us.”

Nanette sat up. Beyond her window, stars glittered in a windswept sky. The early frost of approaching Samhain rimed the edges of the glass. Nanette shivered as she wriggled out of her nightdress and back into her clothes. Louisette found a pair of stockings and held them for her. In the darkness her eyes were like black stones.

Nanette shivered again and whispered, “Why, Louisette?”

“We’re going to try a spell of diversion.”

“But Claude—”

“Pfft! Men know nothing of the craft.”

With her boots in her hand, Nanette padded after her sister, down the dark hallway and out through the kitchen. On the porch they found the others waiting, so shrouded in scarves and coats Nanette could barely tell them apart. She thrust her feet into her boots and chose a coat at random from the rack of pegs. Someone—she thought it was Isabelle—pushed a woolen scarf into her hands, and she wound it about her neck as the sisters filed silently out through the side door and into the garden.

The climb up the tor that was so familiar in daylight was treacherous in the dark. The stars’ uneven light glistened deceptively on the stones of the path. The brambles that curled beside it were all but invisible, and threatened to trip the marching women. Anne-Marie led the way, with the twins behind her. Isabelle, carrying a basket with the new candle and jar of salted water, walked in the middle. Nanette came after Louisette. She trudged wearily upward. The goats would be bleating to be milked in only a few hours. She wanted to complain that she didn’t see the point of doing this, or that it could have waited for Samhain, but she kept those thoughts to herself. When Louisette set her mind on something, arguing was a waste of energy.

Louisette was the one, when they took possession of Orchard Farm, who had found the cave at the top of the tor. It was an echoing space with a narrow entrance, well hidden by towering chunks of tumbled granite. The sisters had swept away the feathers and bones and gravel that littered the floor, and appropriated a three-foot stalagmite that erupted from the center for their altar. They used rock outcroppings as shelves for their supplies. Ursule’s crystal rested on the altar, covered with a piece of homespun linen.

For years they had observed the Sabbats in the cave, which they called their temple. They followed the rites Ursule had taught them, referring to the ancient grimoire for simples and potions. They lit a new candle, sprinkled salted water, burned the proper herbs. They wore ceremonial scarves, and stood in a swaying circle around the scrying crystal.

Not once, since her initiation into the craft, had Nanette seen the crystal respond in any way. She doubted tonight would be any different.


2

When Nanette was still small, she had begged her older sisters to be allowed to climb the tor with them. Louisette said, over and over, “Not yet. Not yet,” refusing to explain. Nanette even tried once asking Claude, but he growled at her, as if he were a dog and she were a bothersome kitten. It was his only answer.

Fleurette had found her voice that day. “Men don’t understand,” she said, with a touch of her hand, but she offered no other explanation.

Nanette eyed the tor from time to time, wondering if she dared climb its twisting path alone, if she could find the temple by herself. She could have, she supposed, but she was busy from dawn to dusk with chores, or the market, or having to translate for her family with the farrier, or the ragman, or the men who came to buy ponies. It remained a mystery as she grew to be ten years old, twelve, fourteen. Then, on the day of her first blood, Louisette gave her a wolfish grin across the kitchen table. “Aujourd’hui,” she said. Today.

“Today what?” Nanette asked plaintively. Her belly hurt, and the sight of her own dark blood on her clothes when she rose that morning had made her feel queasy. Florence had fitted her out with a home made clout of homespun. She hated it. It chafed her thighs and caught on her skirt when she sat down.

Louisette leaned forward. “Today you can go to the temple.”

Nanette stared at her. “Aujourd’hui? Pourquoi?”

“Because now you’re a woman!”

“This was what I was waiting for, all this time?”

“Exactly.”

“Couldn’t you have told me?”

“And argue about it? No. This is what the craft teaches.” Louisette pushed up from the table. “We’ll go as soon as the sun sets.”

Despite feeling unwell, Nanette was thrilled when she first set foot inside the temple. The climb up the tor had been chilly, but the boulders that marked the entrance to the cave blocked the wind. Suddenly much warmer, she stood gazing in wonder at the granite walls, the niches here and there holding stoppered jars and lumpy baskets. In the center of the cave an upthrust cylinder of granite held something covered with cloth so old it was crumbling to bits. When she caught sight of it, a shape both mysterious and promising, her neck prickled and her aching belly quivered.

“Ursule’s crystal,” she murmured.

Anne-Marie, a broom in her hand, nodded. “We’ll uncover it in a moment.”

“I remember it,” Nanette said.

“I don’t think you could. You were only four.”

“I do, though. I remember. It glowed in her hands, and I thought it must burn her.”

Anne-Marie began to sweep, shaking her head with a sadness Nanette didn’t understand.

Her older sisters draped her in a scarf. They invoked the Goddess. They circled the scrying stone, their scarves rippling in the candlelight like starlit waterfalls. Isabelle’s candle emitted a pure light that pushed the shadows far back into the stony recesses of the cave. The crystal glimmered, but only with reflected light. The bloody glow Nanette remembered never appeared.

It was full dark by the time they began their descent from the temple. Louisette and Anne-Marie carried oil lamps to illuminate the path. The men had left a light burning in the farmhouse, a beacon in the darkness. When they reached home, the men had gone to their beds, and the sisters gathered in the kitchen. Fleurette set about warming fresh goat’s milk and stirring it with honey while the rest divested themselves of hats and boots and coats.

When they were seated, Nanette asked, “Am I a witch now?”

“You always were,” Anne-Marie said. “But now you’re an initiate in the craft.”

“You have a lot to learn,” Louisette reminded her.

Isabelle offered, “We’ll teach you what we can,” making Nanette raise her eyebrows.

A stiff silence stretched around the table as Fleurette poured mugs of warm milk and handed them around. When it seemed no one was going to explain what Isabelle had left unsaid, Nanette spoke up. “What did that mean? Didn’t Grand-mère teach you the craft?”

“She taught us the three parts,” Florence said. “Simples, potions, and spells. Spells are beyond us now. We are left with only the minor talents.”

“I thought the power was passed down from mother to daughter.”

“It should be,” Louisette said. “But our mother had no gift, other than for producing daughters.” She sounded irritated, but Nanette knew that was because she was unhappy. “Anne-Marie has a small gift for charms, which is why her soaps sell well at the market. Fleurette is good at simples—things to help you sleep, or ease your back when it aches.”

Isabelle said, “And sometimes I dream things that are true.”

“Aren’t those things part of the craft?”

“Oui, oui.” Louisette cradled the mug between her big hands. “But none of us have the power Ursule had. Florence and I have nothing at all. The crystal doesn’t respond to any of us. None of us can work spells.”

Nanette said, with the innocence of a fourteen-year-old, “Have you tried?”

Every eye turned to her, and she saw the bitter truth in their faces. They had tried, and tried again. They had done all the ceremonial things she had just witnessed. They had followed their grand-mère’s path as best they could. Profound disappointment clouded the atmosphere in the kitchen and reflected in the dark eyes of the sisters.

“Why do you keep on?” Nanette asked.

“It is our heritage,” Anne-Marie said. “Our birthright.”

Isabelle sighed. “We thought it might be different for you.”

“You were our last hope,” Anne-Marie said.

“Yes,” Louisette said. “But now our line will die out. We have only sons, of course. If you have no gift, either …” Her deep voice cracked, and this evidence of emotion shocked Nanette more than anything.

“You hoped the crystal would respond to me.”

No one spoke, but she understood. They had tried to do everything right, waiting for the right time, saying the right words, following the traditions. They were disappointed in her, and as she realized it, the thrill of her first rite in the temple evaporated.

The years passed, and the sisters persisted. They celebrated all the Sabbats. They chanted to, and praised, and occasionally pleaded with the Mother Goddess. Anne-Marie blessed the little soaps she made in the vat in the laundry shed. Fleurette perused the grimoire afresh each season for recipes for the simples she stored in colored jars in the pantry. But the crystal, despite their last hopes for Nanette, remained dark and lifeless.

Florence said once, after one of the minor Sabbats, “It’s our punishment.”

Her twin gasped, but Anne-Marie shook her head. “I don’t believe it.”

Florence clicked her tongue. “We left her there. Just—put her in the ground, with no proper ceremony to speed her on her way.”

Louisette snapped, “It’s what she would have wanted! There was nothing we could do.”

Isabelle said, “Our ceremonies aren’t much good, in any case.” No one argued with her.
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Now, despite the men’s objections, and with the witch hunter threatening them, the sisters gathered around their altar one more time. They uncovered Ursule’s scrying stone, and began their preparations as always, but there was a heaviness in the air, and desperation in their demeanor. Fleurette had tears in her eyes. Her twin stayed close by her, as if afraid she might break down. Isabelle set the fat white candle next to the stone, and Anne-Marie laid their offering of dried thyme and rosemary beside it. Louisette finished the sprinkling and stood gazing into the dark stone, her expression as hard as the granite walls around them. The others watched her, waiting for her to begin the rite.

The long silence of the night was broken only by the whistle of the wind around the tor. Nanette breathed in the scents of thyme and rosemary and melting wax. She closed her eyes, comforted by the familiarity of it all, the protection of the cave, the presence of her sisters, even the solidity of the dormant crystal at the center of their circle. There was magic just in this, she thought, in this company, in this ritual, in their history.

Louisette still didn’t speak. Nanette opened her eyes to see her staring at the stone, her narrow lips pressed tight. Anne-Marie whispered, “Is something wrong?”

Louisette gave a shake of her head, not in the negative way, but in the way a person does when she can’t find words.

Isabelle said, “Do you want one of us to begin?”

Louisette expelled a breath and pushed back her scarf. “We have to do something different,” she said in a harsh tone. “Something has to change, or we are lost.”

“Goddess help us,” Fleurette said, her little-used voice only a thread of sound.

At that very instant a sensation began in Nanette’s belly. It reminded her of the way she had felt on the day of her first blood, achy and hot.

Her belly began to throb. The feeling swelled and rose, filling her chest, warming her cheeks, rushing into her brain. Her breathing quickened, and her hands, without her volition, extended toward the crystal. One of the sisters made a sound, but someone else shushed her.

Nanette stepped forward and laid her palms on the smooth quartz. She spread her fingers and looked between them into the depths.

The circle around her tightened, the sisters moving closer, leaning forward, pressing shoulder to shoulder.

Nanette didn’t know where the words came from. She had listened to Louisette, and sometimes Anne-Marie, reciting prayers for nearly four years. She had always believed they came from the grimoire, that they were written down, but now …

Now words sprang into her mind, and she heard herself speak them in a steady voice.


Mother of All, your daughters pray

That you will lead the man astray.

Confuse his path and cloud his mind,

Make him as one fully blind.



She reached into her pocket and drew out the string of beads the priest had tossed at her. Her friend Meegan had one like it, a rosary, wooden beads and a clumsy cross strung together with cotton thread. Nanette was vague about its purpose, but she thought it must be some sort of ritual object, like the candles and herbs and scarves she and her sisters used. She clumped the beads in her palm and dropped them onto the flame of the candle.

The flame billowed up, twice the height of the candle, then three times. The beads blackened and burned, drowning in wax. The cross was consumed by the unnatural flame. Nanette’s hands still hovered above the crystal, and as the beads burned, a glimmer of light shone in its depths, a shimmering spark that laughed up at her as if it had been awaiting this moment.

She watched the spark dance within the stone as the surface of the candle turned dark with ash, and the wick collapsed. Rapt, Nanette gazed into the crystal—the great Ursule’s scrying stone—and felt its power surge through her body. The light faded slowly, reluctantly, but the tingle in her fingertips and her toes remained, as did the slight ache in her belly, the ache of energy and strength and purpose.

The ache of magic.

No one moved or spoke until Nanette drew a noisy breath, breaking the spell that mesmerized them. She stepped back from the stone and looked up at her sisters.

Louisette’s head was thrown high, her eyes blazing with triumph. Anne-Marie’s features were soft with wonder, and Isabelle pressed her two hands to her mouth. Fleurette’s tears had fallen and were shining on her cheeks as they dried.

Florence blurted, “What was that?”

Nanette said, “A spell of diversion, as Louisette wanted. To turn the priest’s attention away from us.”

“That spell is not in the grimoire!”

Fleurette whispered, “Neither were many of Grand-mère’s.”

“But—but how did you know what to say? What to do?”

“She was inspired,” Louisette pronounced, her baritone ringing against the granite walls. “As Grand-mère was.” She regarded them all with blazing eyes. “The Orchiére line continues after all!”
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The sisters made their stealthy way down the tor and into the house. They had to forgo their usual honeyed milk for fear of waking the men. Each of them crept to her bed in silence.

Nanette, though she went to her bedroom, couldn’t fall asleep. The goats would begin to bleat all too soon, but she lay wakeful in her bed, body and soul thrumming with excitement over what had happened. She was a witch. She was truly a witch, like her grand-mère Ursule, like Ursule’s grand-mère, like all the Orchiére grand-mères who had gone before. The crystal, having lain dormant for so long, had come to life for her. She felt as if she could do anything, make anything happen, work any spell in the grimoire.

Louisette had whispered to her, just as they came into the house. “Be warned, Nanette. The spell may not work, even though the stone responded to you. Magic has its own rules.”

But Nanette was bursting with confidence. She was seventeen, a woman grown, a proven witch. She was sure, in her bones, that the Goddess had heard her.

She lay with her cheek pillowed on her arm and watched the stars fade over the sea until her nannies began to bleat.

Yawning and dry eyed, she went down through the garden to the byre, a bucket in each hand. Tired though she was, she smiled as the she-goats crowded around her, and she breathed in their sweet, strong scent with new appreciation. She milked without
hurrying, savoring the sound of the pail filling and the warmth of the nannies in the cool morning. She relished the sense of being more fully alive than she had ever been.

She had just finished, and released the she-goats out into the pasture, when she heard a faint mewling. She paused to listen, but it didn’t come again. No doubt it was one of the byre cats scratching through the hay in the loft, searching for mice. She covered her buckets and set them on a workbench while she scraped the byre floor clean. As she hung her shovel on its peg, she heard the sound again. It was definitely the sound of a cat, but high and fragile.

A kitten! One of the cats must have gone into the loft to have a litter.

The cats were usually Isabelle’s charge. She was fond of cats, but Claude forbade animals in the house. She hadn’t mentioned a litter. Nanette wondered if she knew about it.

She left her buckets where they were and climbed into the hayloft. The mewing grew louder as she ascended, and she was met at the top of the ladder by the tiniest, most pitiful kitten she had ever seen.

Cats had never been Nanette’s favorite beast. She loved the ponies, and the goats, and the birds that wheeled above Mount’s Bay. Cats were useful, to keep the mice out of the goats’ feed, but otherwise they held little appeal for her.

But this one, scrawny and gray, with one lopsided ear and eyes running with pus, called to her newly invigorated spirit. She climbed the last rung of the ladder and crouched down for a closer look at the little creature. “Where is your maman?”

It pressed itself against her ankles and mewed again. She wasn’t sure she should pick it up. It could be lousy, or full of fleas. It crawled over one of her feet, and then, with one more sad cry, it fell to its side as if it hadn’t strength enough to stand. A male, she saw, a tiny tomcat with nothing to recommend it. Still, she couldn’t leave it there.

She took off her apron and wrapped the kitten in it. She scanned the loft and checked behind the mounds of hay the men had piled there at the end of summer, but she found no other cats. If there was a litter somewhere, it wasn’t in the loft.

With the kitten to manage, she needed two trips to get the milk to the cold cellar and handed off to Anne-Marie. When that was done she went in search of Isabelle, and found her pinning laundry to the clothesline.

Isabelle smiled when she saw her. “Did you sleep?”

“No. I couldn’t. But Isabelle—look.” She held out her folded apron and opened it to reveal the kitten. It looked like a scrap of gray rag lying nearly lifeless on the figured cotton.

“Oh!” Isabelle whispered. “The poor little tyke! Where was he?”

“He was in the loft. I couldn’t find the cat. I don’t even know if he’ll live.”

Isabelle gently lifted the kitten and turned him this way and that. “He doesn’t look like much. He’s been abandoned, I think.”

“Claude would say we should drown him.”

“We won’t tell Claude. Let’s feed the little thing, and clean him.”

“His eyes look bad.”

“Yes, I see. He might be blind, but still …” Isabelle cuddled the kitten to her chest, with no evident thought for fleas or lice. “Can you get some milk? Or cream, if there’s extra.”

When the kitten was washed and rubbed dry, and had lapped up an astonishing amount of cream skimmed from the butter churn, Isabelle held him up on her two hands. “He’s not blind,” she said. “See how his eyes are following you?”

“Following me?” Nanette peered at him and saw that it was true. The kitten’s eyes were an odd sort of yellow, and they were fastened on her face. “Homely little thing, isn’t he?”

“Beauty isn’t everything.”

“What do we do with him now? He’s too small to stay in the byre alone.”

Isabelle held him out, and when Nanette accepted him, though with some reluctance, the kitten curled up against her chest and promptly fell asleep.

“You,” Isabelle said with a smile, “now have a cat.”

“But I can’t! What about Claude?”

“Keep him in your bedroom. Claude never goes there.”

“What if he mews?”

“Claude’s half-deaf. Louisette has to say everything three times before he hears.”

Nanette suspected that wasn’t about Claude’s hearing, but she let it pass. He and the other men were scything hay in the farthest pasture, so she carried the kitten into the house. She still wasn’t at all certain about actually keeping it, but she couldn’t think what else to do.

She found an old basket that had lost its handle and lined it with a bit of cotton. She set the basket beside her bed and nestled the kitten into it. He opened his yellow eyes once to blink at her, then closed them again. She stood, arms folded, looking down at him. “You are the most unprepossessing creature I’ve ever seen, but it seems you’re mine, at least for now.”

All at once the sleeplessness of the previous night caught up with her. She yawned so hard her jaw cracked, and she sank onto the edge of her bed, rubbing her burning eyes. She lay down on her unmade bed, clothes and all, and settled onto her pillow. In moments she was as deeply asleep as if it were midnight instead of midmorning.

When she woke, the gray kitten was curled beside her, its head tucked under her chin.
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On the next market day Nanette, in defiance of the witch hunter’s threats, wore her brightest headscarf and parked the jingle in the center of the green, where everyone would see her. It was a clear, cold October day, one of the last markets of the season. She arranged her wares as appealingly as she could and began a brisk trade, all the while keeping an eye out for the redheaded priest.

The Orchiéres were regarded as foreigners by the citizens of Marazion, but Nanette was accepted, for the most part, by the other vendors at the weekly market. Her wares were known to be of good quality. She dressed plainly, as they did, and spoke unaccented English and even a good bit of Cornish.

Her friend Meegan, another farmwife, lived on a tiny holding on the eastern edge of the moor. She left her own wagon, where she sold eggs and freshly plucked chickens, and came to Nanette at midday in search of a cheese for her lunch. Nanette gave her a cake of Anne-Marie’s soap just to be friendly, and invited her to sit on the open gate of the jingle to eat.

They chatted a bit, and Nanette asked after Meegan’s brood. “Five of them now!” Meegan said, “And me not yet twenty-three. Take my advice. Don’t go rushing into a wedding!”

“Oh no,” Nanette said, shaking her head. “That’s not likely to happen. I never meet anyone. I think I’m meant to be lonely.”

“A pretty thing like you? Someone will come along and sweep you right off your feet. You’ll see!”

“Is that what happened to you?”

“Hmmm,” Meegan said, breaking off another piece of cheese. “I wouldn’t quite say my Bert swept me off my feet. Not much of
a sweeper!” Her laugh was easy, and she elbowed Nanette as she said, “He tumbled me, though, that’s for certain sure.”

“So then you were married.”

“Not much choice, really. There was a bun in the oven—I should have stopped right then!” She laughed again, a burbling sound that made the pony’s ears twitch. Nanette smiled to hear it. No one at Orchard Farm laughed very much.

“Best to marry first, my girl,” Meegan said comfortably. “My father was none too happy with me. And Father Maddock told us if we didn’t marry up quick, he’d put us out of the church.”

“Could he do that?”

“Oh aye. He could indeed. I expect that Catholic priest—the mean-looking one, with the red hair—he could put you out of your church, too. Then it’s straight to hell with you, and you wouldn’t like that!”

Nanette understood the assumption that if she wasn’t Church of England, she must be Catholic. She filled her mouth with bread and cheese so she wouldn’t have to lie to Meegan, or admit she wasn’t a member of any church. Wasn’t anything, indeed, that Meegan would recognize.

“Of course, that priest is gone now,” Meegan said, brushing crumbs from her generous bosom. “Good riddance if you ask me, hoping you won’t take offense. He gave me the shivers, with those little eyes peering around all the time.”

Nanette’s mouth fell open, and she had to press her palm over her mouth to keep from spitting bread crumbs. Her heart began to thud so hard she thought Meegan must hear it.

When she had managed to swallow, she said in a choked voice, “He’s gone?”

“You didn’t know that?” Nanette shook her head. Meegan’s eyes widened. “Fancy that. Well, Father Maddock said his archbishop called him back. Something about the work not going well here.”

“The work?”

“He was supposed to collect money to build a Catholic church in Marazion, but no one wants that popery here, begging your pardon again. No one gave him any money, not even His Lordship across the water there.” She gestured with her chin in the general direction of St. Michael’s Mount.

Nanette hardly dared speak. She wanted to dance, or turn somersaults. Gone! The witch hunter gone! It was everything she had asked for.

A customer approached the jingle then, and Nanette jumped up to help her. She sold her a packet of fines herbes, one of Anne-Marie’s specialties, which always brought a good price. When her customer walked away, Meegan also was on her feet.

“Thank you for the soap,” she said. “I’d best get back. I still have eggs to sell.” She paused, pointing into the half-empty bed of the jingle. “What’s that, then?”

Nanette followed her gaze. “It’s a kitten,” she said.

“What’s it doing there?”

“It was a stray, and it’s adopted me, I guess. It goes everywhere I do.”

“You like cats?”

Nanette shrugged. “They’re all right. It wasn’t my decision, I’m afraid.”

“I could use a cat. There are always mice around a henhouse. I’ll take it if you don’t want it.”

The kitten, which had been dozing in the sunshine, sprang to its feet. Its yellow eyes narrowed to slits. Its bony spine arched, and it hissed at Meegan as if she had tried to pinch it.

Meegan started and leaned back, away from the angry little creature. “Ho! There’s a cat that knows its own mind.”

“It’s a strange one, isn’t it?”

Meegan laughed and turned away. “That’s the way it is with cats sometimes. Well, I’m off to my own work. See you soon.”

Nanette nodded and waved and turned to rearrange the depleted assortment of cheeses. She smiled to herself, feeling as if the sun had grown brighter, the breeze more gentle, even the voices around her sweeter.

She surveyed the housewives strolling past. She willed them to turn to her, to buy, to take the rest of her produce so she could harness up the pony and start home along the cliff road. She could hardly wait to carry her good news to Orchard Farm.
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