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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Me? I did nothing!”

“They cheated you, then.”

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

“You, count wrong?”

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

She could read.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Ursule! What are you doing?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Why?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I don’t want one.”

“What does that have to do with it?”

“I’m only thirteen!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes. You had no childhood.”

“It would be over now, in any case.”

“I am sorry for that, little one.”

Ursule shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.”

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

“Are we leaving Carnac-Ville already?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“And it will,” Arnaud said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Mind your betters, girl,” Arnaud snapped.

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

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

“Is she a witch?” Arnaud demanded.

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

“Would if I could. Women’s work.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Of course, Maman.”

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

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

“But with me, you can speak Romani.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Which you pretend to have!”

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

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

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

“Will the Orchière line die out, then?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The hastily cooked meal roiled in Ursule’s belly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m too young.”

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

“I don’t like him.”

“You don’t know him, Ursule.”

“I know I don’t like him, Daj.”

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

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

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

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

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

If only she really were a witch instead of a powerless thirteen-year-old girl! If she were a witch, her curses would be dangerous. Would be meaningful. That would be a very good thing.
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