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They began speaking to me three years ago, from after tomorrow and before yesterday, and many more followed. They appeared when I was trying to write another novel altogether and insisted I write about them. They spoke of no particular culture or religion that now exists, only told me their tales of before yesterday, and after tomorrow.
Where I have erred is in those places where I have failed to get their stories quite right, where I have misinterpreted their words and meanings. For this, I apologize to both them, and you. If I have managed at all to get it done and hit the mark anywhere close to where they asked, it is because of the help, direct and indirect, of four characters most definitely of the present: Joe, Laura, Sarah and Elaine.
– C.I.
Part One: King of the Gravediggers
The Mouse and the Elephant
and the Army of the Dog;
the Time of the Hyena,
the Mosquito and the Frog.
– Weikin Proverb
***
1.
The Façades
Nothing lasts forever, not even Paris.
In the Second Dark Age, it was a city hungry for the vitality of long lost crowds. A rump population of quiet suspicion existed in the place of a once sprawling commotion. Built on the ruins of ambitious beauty were stunted, utilitarian buildings of scavenged brick, the homely shoots of a buried stump of felled glory. Along brick cobbles – plied by bicycles, carriages and horse carts, past the factories, the farmer’s markets, myriad workers and prostitutes – was the center of the city, the Notre Dame district. All along the way toward it, there were increasing efforts at remembering and resurrecting a lost architectural refinement. Various movements – especially baroque, rococo and neo-classical – were awkwardly mixed and matched in crude concrete and stucco, as if an attempt to reconstruct one ancient, exquisite puzzle out of the excavated pieces of many lost ones.
The corpse of the old Paris was continually being dug up by the new. New walls were reincarnated from old streets and vice versa. On certain streets and boulevards, intact, ancient buildings had been excavated. Their rear walls had been hauled off for salvage, more bricks for new dwellings of rugged practicality. But their façades, relics of a lost magnificence, were left standing to become the inspiration for the Notre Dame district, the seat of power.
Permanent scaffolding held up the Façades, complete with open floors for the workmen who cared for them. If you asked why, any of the scaffolders – the destitute, drunkards and poorest whores, who occupied them at night – would shrug at you as if you were an idiot and say, “Tradition! Take the bricks and leave the Façade!”
This tradition was enforced by order of the Paris Council, which met in Notre Dame Cathedral, the tallest building, and about the only structure that was left fully intact from the old city. The Façades were the symbols of the Council’s rule. Their power rested on the knowledge that their city was just the headstone on the grave of a city of treasures. To get a hold of the riches, they never had to get their hands dirty. All they had to do was wait for any simple commoner, a jacque, to stumble onto one them and report it to the Council.
CHS13
One night, in Deadstown Cemetery, far from Notre Dame on the outskirts of Paris, on a low, broad, plateau known rather inaccurately as Sevenskull Hill, a gravedigger was working in a hole two meters deep. He was Bonchrétien, a stout man in a gray gravedigger’s trenchcoat. His hair and beard, prematurely white, were cut close around his bald pate and face, his long nose broken to one side. He was almost done with his night’s work when he smacked his shovel against something solid. He paid it no mind at first, thinking it was just another stone to be pulled up. But when he emptied his shovel, he saw a peculiar glow embedded in the ground.
He laid aside his shovel, found a lantern and held it up. He waved away incessant mosquitoes in a gesture that had become automatic, then moved in closer, squatted and brushed away more dirt with his fingers. It was a slab of the smoothest, palest concrete he had ever seen. Or was it marble? No, it couldn’t be. In all his years digging graves, he had never come upon anything that shimmered like it. Mesmerized, he pushed away more soil with his hands and found a cryptogram: “CHS13.”
He traced the contours of the code with his fingertips. Like most Parisians, he was illiterate, letters and numbers like a code of magic. To him they represented the voices of the dead that only those like the Councillors in Notre Dame could hear. He had seen them on headstones, crypts and mausoleums before and knew how they usually came in the familiar pattern of a name, a date and some sort of motto. He pushed away more dirt but found nothing like this, nothing but “CHS13.” He sensed it would be a riddle even to the Councillors. The procedure was supposed to be clear from here: if it seemed like it might be a Relic of the Ancestors, especially a Façade, report it to the Council Relics Office. But something very quiet and insistent took hold of him, the tender root of a seed of obsession. What if it wasn’t anything worth reporting? He didn’t want to go to the Relics Office and embarrass himself. No, best to make sure. He stood up, grabbed his shovel and began clearing away more of the earth.
Best to make sure.
It was a small decision, a tiny little ripple in a private little life, but the consequences would become a tidal wave. Nothing in Paris would ever be the same again.
Citizen Capet
That night in Notre Dame, Mayor Capet IX, head of the Council, Father of the City, First Citizen of Paris, was sitting at his desk of fine hardwood. Around him was a broad space of exquisitely wrought stonework, leaved with gold and silver. In every corner, crystal sparkled by the candle-light of a large chandelier. It was three AM, early on a Sunday, time to take debriefings from his spies.
The moon was full and clear and his mood was up, feeling fresh and clean in the blue-lined white robes of his position. The day had been bright, his evening rest and recreation had gone well and his first debriefing promised amusing distraction. His top spy, Louis 16, would be reporting on a matter outside Paris.
Two months ago, a group of strangers called the Weikin had set up camp among the ruins of an ancient palace in the small village of Versailles. Once word of them had spread through the countryside and into the Council offices, Capet had ordered both the Council Police and the Elite Guard of the Fire Brigades on full alert for an enemy attack. Then he mustered his spies to infiltrate the camp posing as the typical beggars, peddlers, pimps and peasants that were often attracted to such foreign encampments.
For eight weeks, no attack had come from the Weikin, not even a messenger with an ultimatum. Once he had given up on them as a threat, he had begun to romanticize them as wandering barbarians, swarthy traders living off the land from city to city, fierce men of duals and savage love-making. Yes, he thought, it will be an interesting night.
The Undertow of the Earth
Throughout his working life, the wee hours of an early Sunday had been Bonchrétien’s time to start his weekly mass grave for the pitminers on Sevenskull Hill. All around the world, landfills and ruins from the abandoned parts of cities were worked by pitminers for their riches, the residue of a time and technologies that few in the Second Dark Age could even begin to comprehend. Gold from computers, copper from wires, silver from electronics – tin, lead, mercury and chromium from polluted fields; steel, glass, plastic dust, wood, paper pulp and rubber ore from tires – all of it was preserved under the earth and ready to be reclaimed. In Paris, the Council asserted ownership over everything in the pitmines around the City. And the pitminer families, supplemented with convicts and imported slaves, had been digging it up for them for over three centuries.
Every week, a grave had to be dug big enough for at least thirty of them, three layers of ten, stacked shoulder-to-shoulder at two-meter’s depth. The main cause of death was known as pitsick, or just “the curse.” Sickened by ancient poisons that no one understood, the pitminers were untouchables. No one wanted to catch the curse and, besides, stepping on the lowest rung of the pitminers made everyone, even gravediggers, feel better about their place in Paris.
There were strict rules for digging the graves of pitminers, intended to keep the gravediggers from any accusation of having been made “unclean,” when their work inevitably brought them into contact with untouchables. It was just practical for all of them to help finish such a massive hole, but the key to remaining “clean” was in who “started” it. A starter – normally a magpie, an apprentice between eleven and thirteen – was sent to dig a pit one shoulder wide, and three meters deep, enough to accommodate a stack of three bodies two meters down. Only afterward would the rookie crows – normally between thirteen and fifteen, who had graduated through a cleansing ritual – and full gravediggers, known as ravens, arrive to dig the remaining nine shoulders of the grave.
Bonchrétien had been apprenticed as a magpie at eleven, had been “cleansed” as a crow at thirteen and had graduated to a raven at fifteen, but he had never stopped starting pitminer graves. In the wee hours of every Sunday morning, to the scorn of his brother gravediggers, he still started pitminer graves like a magpie.
He dug while other gravediggers and their whores kept the bartenders up in lantern-lit hovels, drinking and screwing away the darkness. He dug while the Councillors gathered before warm fireplaces in the Notre Dame district, shaping all the little lives of the City to further fatten their pockets in meetings punctuated by orgies with whores of their own. If Bonchrétien didn’t know why he kept starting pitminer graves, he thought he might understand tonight. He had started this grave like any other, but now there was the riddle of CHS13. Why not keep going until he answered it? The gravediggers would laugh at him for doing more than he had to, but so what? They always laughed at him. If his sense of humor had seemed odd to them at times, well, how did they put it? “He always knows what to do with a fart joke and a song.”
He preferred to be laughed at. No one expected anything of a clown; no one suspected his motives could be anything but harmless stupidity, even if he regularly violated a taboo by starting the graves of untouchables. What would they care if tonight something had possessed him to finish a complete mass grave, ten shoulders long? And what he had found was only two meters down – so he had been spared a full meter! What was left wasn’t really so much, was it? Everyone would think he had lost his mind, but they had already decided that long ago. A small price to pay to find the meaning of CHS13. Caught in the undertow of obsession, he kept digging and digging and digging.
The Profit of Idiots
De Rais, a Guard of the Fire Brigades, entered Capet’s office from the left. He wore a black uniform sashed with gold and a polished fire helmet displaying a golden badge adorned with a skull. He stood with eyes forward, a citadel of a man, with a black moustache and sideburns. He gripped the hilt of his silver sword with his right hand and pounded his pike on the floor with his left. He clicked his heals and announced: “Louis 16, Your Honor!” With that, he exited.
Rangy, with a long sheepskin coat and hat, Louis 16 entered with a scribe from the Fire Brigades and they both bowed.
Capet stared at them lingeringly, idly stroking his black beard. Not a single gray strand marked it. Traditionally, the Councillors and the Mayors cultivated long beards and anticipated the graying of them to complete the image of the wise ruler in the mode of the Forefathers of the Council. Capet IX’s beard had remained stubbornly full black and graying it with powder was just not done. Besides, it amused him that certain older Councillors grudgingly had to continue coloring their beards out of deference to him. He was no less amused by watching Louis 16 and the Fire Brigade’s scribe continuing to bow to him. “Sit,” said Capet, finally.
The scribe sat in the low chair to his immediate left, and Louis 16 in front.
“So, tell us of these idiots,” said Capet.
“Idiots?” replied Louis 16.
Capet leaned back in his chair, a red velvet affair with gold fixtures, something just less than a throne. Scrutinizing Louis 16, he said, “The Weikin? Two months in Versailles, and they don’t attack? They have every opportunity and they do nothing. I am ready for them now.” Capet looked away thoughtfully and continued, “I was thinking of destroying them out of mere contempt, but the Councillors say they are making a tidy profit from them. They say they are trading a minimum of food provisions from their lands for a maximum in price.” He looked back at Louis 16. “The Weikin are idiots, the Councillors say, but profitable ones. What do you say?”
“I say they may be profitable, but I’m not so sure they’re idiots.”
Dawn Chorus
Twenty-six was middle-aged in a Paris, where life expectancy for pitminers was nineteen and that of Councillors, forty-five – but Bonchrétien was full of an explosive energy that defied his years. Still, as exhaustion began to overmatch obsession, he caught hold of his senses. He pulled up his shovel and steadied himself on its upright handle, breathing heavily. As he looked around, he could hardly believe it; he had dug the entire ten-shoulder length of a mass grave, yet the slab of peculiar stone under his feet, faintly glowing in the first light of day, still seemed to stretch endlessly in all directions under its earthen walls. He thought desperately about how he could find an edge to the slab, a place to dig down and maybe locate a door, somewhere to enter the mystery of CHS13. He walked back toward the code embedded in the center of the far end of the trench. The more he stared at it, the more it seemed to mock him with its riddles. Then he heard the dawn chorus of the birds. He looked up into the dim sky, past the barely perceptible streaks of frenetic mosquitoes, and just listened.
When he looked down at the code again, he muttered, “Where are you...? Where are you...?” The whine of a mosquito grew in his ear then turned into the whisper of a young woman: ...Look behind you.
He turned around with a start, but saw no one. Then he noticed something peculiar about a spot where the wall behind him connected with the slab. In the glow of a lantern was a shadow with a straight, horizontal edge. He stooped down. He dipped his fingers beneath the shadow, ran them along a corner of stone and then stood up with a start. He reached down, felt it again, then laughed at his stupidity: instead of automatically following the directions and dimensions of a pitminer grave, he should have dug under the code from the beginning. Having finally found the edge of the slab that he had sought for hours, he thought, A door’s got to be there.
Still staring at the shadow, he muttered excitedly, “Thank you, my dear, thank you...” A second wind was automatic.
Traitors and Traders
Louis 16 admitted that as far as he understood, the Weikin were no army and no threat like that at all, “But they are no fools.”
There was something about the way he said this that Capet didn’t like. It betrayed a trace of personal admiration for the Weikin. He had sensed the same thing from other spies and had interpreted it as disloyalty. It was one thing for Capet to romanticize them, but it was quite another for a spy to do it.
The Mayor’s spy network was the sharpest imaginable. They were taken hostage from those who had defaulted on debts to the Mayor – and the system was set up for defaults. Gambling was an almost universal disease among all citizens of any wealth. Dice, cards and horses were the rule if you wanted a meeting with a higher rank, and it was best if that higher rank won. Technically, the Mayor owned all of Paris, so you always had to include him in your plans for any project. If you were, say, a Pitmerchant – one of those who manufactured and sold the goods produced from the pitmines – and you needed a loan for a factory, you would use your connections to get an invitation to a game with a Councillor and then lose to him. He would then go and lose to the Mayor, who would then, of course, lend his “Pitmerchant friend” the money he needed. After that, the Councillor took his cut of the loan and the Pitmerchant would be in debt to the Mayor, whose usury was so notorious that in another age, he might be called just a glorified leg-breaker. Of course, no debtor in default needed to be harmed, as long as a son was offered up for indentured servitude.
Most of these boys were trained as spies and given either the name Louis, Henri or Philippe. The Henris were taken from the Pitmerchants and the Philippes were taken from everyone else of any means. The Louis’, on the other hand, were taken from the Councillors and landed gentry, known as Masters, the best and brightest of the City. For five years, while the terms of their servitude were paid, the spy could have no contact with his family. If a Louis showed any sign of disloyalty or disobedience, he was executed. On top of this, his ancestral lands and noble status were seized and his family turned out dishonored and penniless. Naturally, loyalty was at a premium for these spies and normally, with a major legacy at stake, the Louis’ could be counted on for intense loyalty. Louis 16 was the very best of them and had proved himself again and again, so if he seemed to waiver about the Weikin, as other Louis’, Henris and Philippes had, Capet would remain, well...patient.
Capet asked, “So, if they are not an army, what are they?”
Louis 16 thought for a moment. “Well, like the Gypsy and Jew bands – or more like the Wandering Sisters of the Virgin – they are...traders...of a sort.”
Capet said, “The Wandering Sisters? What sort of traders would that be?”
Louis smiled: “Well, not the sort that wanted to trade the kind of goods you assigned to me...”
Capet chuckled. When he had been certain that the Weikin were an army, he had sent Louis 16 into their camp as a pimp, with three select whores, including the most famous one, Pearls. The fact that they had not been interested in her beauty had proved above all else that they at least were not ruthless enough to be an army. “So, what do they trade?”
“Well, you know how the Sisters teach literacy in return for faith?”
“Of course.”
“The Weikin trade stories.”
“Stories?”
“Yes. They are collectors and traders of wisdom and knowledge and faiths and philosophies from all of the Tenth tribes.” Here, Louis 16 was referring to all of humanity, which was widely known as “the Tenth tribes” during the Second Dark Age.
“How absurd. There is only one knowledge, the knowledge of the Ancestors of Paris tribe.”
“They admit this freely. They say that the knowledge of Paris tribe is the only knowledge and yet, at the same time, it is only a part of a greater knowledge of all tribes. Both and neither. They describe all knowledge as the sun, and the individual tribe’s knowledge as like a dapple of light cutting through the shade of a tree. Each of these pieces of light may seem separate, but all of them come from the same sun. That’s why their symbol is a sun-shape encircling a tree.”
“What nonsense. Where did they come from with nonsense like this?”
“Africa. Deepest Africa, near the southern end of the world.”
“They are liars. So far away, how did they get here?”
“They walked.”
The Hold of Secrets
The sun, patiently brightening the sky through reds, yellows and deep blues, marked its pace in the east, as Bonchrétien dug and dug. Eventually he exposed a dark, horizontal seam in the concrete on the side of CHS13. He recognized this as the top of a door. Once he had dug down two meters more, he confirmed it: cleanly etched at eyelevel on the door was, “CHS13.”
His heart raced, but he took control of himself. He had dug down like a madman, forgetting the basics. He was standing in a hole not big enough to even open the door. He resolved to be sensible, practical – a gravedigger just digging another grave. He would first need to remove a shoulder-length of dirt on either side of the door and then dig an access trench extending at least two meters behind him.
He dug happily now, casually singing a traditional old ditty:
“Tonight by the moonlight, Pierrot, my dear friend,
There’s a word I would write, if you’d lend me a pen.
How dead is my candle, its fire is no more.
For the dear love of God, won’t you open your door…”
Confident that patience, perseverance and the blessing of the pitminer’s Ancestors would answer all riddles, he behaved as if the answer were already his. As he worked, he thought about heading home afterward. He’d get some rest and enjoy the fruits of his labor, whatever they might be. Deluded with sleep-deprivation, it had never occurred to him that he might not be able to open the door so easily – seeing as how it was just a thin rectangle in the concrete, with no obvious means of entry. Nor could he imagine the consequences of opening that door, the part of Pandora that might be in store for him. No, it was all cheer and song.
An Army of Poets
“They walked from Africa, indeed.” Capet was not as sceptical as he had tried to sound. Hearing of barbarians who had walked from such a far away and mysterious place, he was hooked, though not about to appear as anything less than the all-knowing Mayor.
Louis wasn’t fooled. With a subtle smile, he replied, “Send me to Sanson only if I lie.” Sanson was the High Executioner, the name inherited for the position generation after generation. The last line of the spies’ oath to the Mayor was: “Send me to Sanson only if I lie.”
Capet tolerated this vague insubordination, this attempt at humor at his expense and asked, “No carriages, no horses, no ships?”
“Ships when necessary, on the Red Sea and Mediterranean, but they walked. There was hardly a beast of burden to be seen among them. Most of their carts were pulled by Weikin. They have walked the world from Africa, only to learn and teach as their prophet, the Ugly One, has instructed them.”
“Their prophet?”
“Yes, according to the Ugly One, they say, walking and learning is the Way of the Rah.”
“The Rah? Have you met this prophet?”
“Not yet. You have to tell and listen to many stories before you might suddenly be introduced to the Ugly One. Trust seems to be...an intuitive process. Once you tell a story, every Weikin you meet seems to have heard, as if by some sort of magic, the very story you have just told any other one of them. I am about out of stories. It is a trial of patience.”
“Is the Rah the name for their God, or their Ancestors?”
“The Rah is both and neither and higher to them. The Weikin are storytellers. Their worship of the Rah involves walking and collecting and trading wisdom and knowledge and faiths and philosophies from all the tribes of the world. They believe that each tribe they encounter has some piece of a once unified knowledge from a previous Age of Light, which is sort of like what we would call the Time of the Ancestors, I think. Long before the Great Fire, before all of the riches in the pitmines were buried. They want to spread this knowledge from tribe to tribe, in the form of stories, until all the tribes of the world have the knowledge of all the other tribes, so the Age of Light can return. It is sort of like their tree-and-sun image – they want to...how did they put it...? They want to ‘blaze trails of light and knowledge through all the shadows of ignorance that separate the shards of sunlight broken under the shade of the tree.’ That’s how they say the Ugly One puts it, anyway.”
Capet chuckled. “Their prophet seems a poet. Is he a she?” In the City, the most revered poets were women and the craft itself viewed as a feminine domain.
“I hadn’t thought of it. I suppose it is very possible.”
“An army of poets led by a woman? How...charming.”
A Churlish Girl
Bonchrétien placed his shovel aside with a flourish and looked around, proud of the neat little box he had dug around the door of CHS13 and himself. He took note of the dirt walls, straight as masoned brick, then reached over his shoulder, patted himself on the back and said, “Well done, King Bonchrétien!” He turned, bowed to himself and replied, “Oh, not at all, King Bonchrétien! Not at all!” In a more serious mode, he made a silent prayer of thanks to the Ancestors of the pitminers, and especially the voice of the young woman among them, who had said, Look behind you, to show him where to dig. Finally, he walked grandly to the door and actually reached out for a doorknob that wasn’t there.
It was only then that reality struck him like a clod pitched from a shovel overhead. Puzzled, he felt with his palms all around the door. With a growing edge of desperation, he ran his fingertips along the rectangle of its seam and then the characters of the code etched into it. Still, he found no hint of a means of entry. Finally sleep deprivation showed its other side: a sharp turn into deranged fury. He backed away, feeling personally affronted. “CHS13,” that cryptic voice of dead, seemed to be mocking him, making him come this far only to be denied. Defiantly, he grabbed a chisel from his belt, lurched forward and stabbed it into the seam. Beginning on the right side of the door, he traced all the way around it, prying, hoping to hit upon a catch or a lock. Nothing. He pulled the chisel out, and scratched his head dumbly, staring at the door.
Again, stabbing and prying, he worked the chisel around the door until the blade broke. Growling, “You fucker!” he backed away and pitched the handle against the door. Watching it bounce away impotently, the giggle of a churlish girl mocked him. He knew that voice, that of the very same Ancestor who had shown him where to dig. How could she be so cruel as to tease him like this? Maybe it was a challenge. Either way, he was not about to let her go unanswered. He paced frantically, trying to clear his mind. When he faced the door again, he was struggling for his senses and a rational, practical solution. Still, he could see no obvious way in.
He wiped sweat from his face, pushing his palm up across his bald pate. He remembered the old saying that curiosity was a disease. Grannies regularly wished it upon others as a curse. He remembered when he was a boy, wrestling with his best friend, Armel, in his grandmother’s kitchen. In a fit of apoplexy, after they had accidently smashed up her few precious dishes, she had cursed him with curiosity. When his mother had found out about it, she warned him that it could be worse than pitsick, even brought up the old saw about how it had “killed the cat.” He had earned a cold smack when he had cheerfully mouthed off: “Do I look like a cat?” All these years later, her melodrama aside, he thought she just might have been on to something. Either way, as he saw “CHS13” staring back at him from the door and heard the voice still giggling at him, he knew he would be going to hell one way or another.
He grabbed a pickaxe and a sledgehammer. He dropped the sledgehammer at his feet and attacked the seam of the door with the pickaxe over and over. Eventually, something broke off and blew back over the top of his skull. So full of adrenaline, he had only vaguely felt it gashing the skin of his pate, but it was just enough to compel him to pull his pickaxe short, grab a lantern and examine the door. Except for a few, small starmarks in the sheer moonstone-like surface around its seam, it was barely touched. He looked at the blade of the pickaxe. The tip was broken. He looked back at the door and hissed, “Shit!”
The Strategy of Numbers
“Whether or not the Weikin are led by a woman,” said Louis 16, “they have a way of not making anything clear about their prophet. They leave it ambiguous and are masters of steering you away from certain questions.”
“Really?” said Capet, with subtle mockery.
Louis understood the implication of the Mayor: how did his top spy miss such a basic fact as the sex of the leader of the tribe he had been sent to study? Saying that he had not yet chanced to meet their prophet was an unacceptable excuse. The Louis’ were held to the highest standard. With some embarrassment, he admitted, “It never occurred to me to even ask. But one thing I can say, whatever kind of army they might be, an army of traders or an army of poets, I saw not a single weapon among them.”
“Not one?” asked Capet, now openly intrigued. “If they came from Africa, surely they passed through the most bloody barbarians. How did they survive?”
“They survive by two methods: the first is called the ‘strategy of numbers’.”
“And what is that?”
“Part of it means that they will never enter a town or city without a direct, unprompted invitation from one of its citizens.”
“From any citizen?”
“Yes.”
“Perhaps I’ll send in a pitminer with an engraved invitation. Then we’ll kill them all.” He laughed at his joke but Louis 16 did not. He showed Capet a sober shrug and said, “That could work...but the strategy of numbers means that they will not fight or kill, only use their vast numbers to overcome their enemies.”
“This sounds like nonsense.”
“Yes it does. But in the absence of evidence of any alternative... After all, they are here...
Black Sleep
Bonchrétien threw his lantern behind him. It smashed into another, which caused a quick flash-fire before burning out. He seized a sledgehammer and began pounding at the door. Blood from the fresh cut on his head trickled into his eyes. He stopped only to wipe it away like so much sweat. Switching between sledgehammer and pickaxe, he pounded and hacked at the door of CHS13, as the sun crept toward noon, until his anger and adrenaline were finally spent.
At last, he dropped his pickaxe and staggered back from the door. He grabbed his eyes to drive away more blood and sweat until they stung with the dirt of his filthy fingers. He didn’t need to see the door now to know that he had made no progress on it. He bent over, cradling his forehead, trying to find his last shred of sanity.
He straightened-up – or tried to – struggling to keep his balance. He knew that the gravediggers would be arriving at noon to finish the mass grave. They would see everything he had done here and would inevitably have questions that he didn’t want to answer until he knew what he had found. He would have to intercept them far from CHS13 and lies would have to be formulated to keep them away. He decided to tell them that he had gotten drunk and just hadn’t managed to start it. They wouldn’t believe it. Yes, he got drunk on occasion, but never alone, always at the bars with them. And gravediggers were always reliable, took an intense pride in it. Still, drunken incapacitation was a good lie to start with. Fighting dizziness, Bonchrétien tried to hone in on what else he had to do keep CHS13 a secret. Eventually, a young magpie would be sent to start the grave. He would have to be misled to another location, preferably nowhere even near Sevenskull Hill. Then there would be many more lies to think of so that he could continue digging here every night that was necessary, until his secret was revealed to him and him alone.
Nothing else mattered anymore.
A big, white moth settled on a dirt wall near a lantern. Its wings waved hypnotically.
Bonchrétien collapsed.
Black sleep.
2.
Armel
At noon, Armel woke Bonchrétien with a shout from the roof of CHS13: “Hey, Your Highness! Wake up!”
Bonchrétien sat up too quickly and grabbed his eyes to push away a roiling headache. “Shit...”
When he looked up, he saw Armel standing against the gray sky on the roof of CHS13, looking down at him, chuckling, idly waving away mosquitoes with one hand and swigging a bottle of culeau with his other. Culeau was the common drink of the jacques, a “wine” whose name meant “asswater” – as high on alcohol as it was low on taste. He was broad-shouldered and narrow-legged, with a mane of red hair. While the other gravediggers kept their hair trimmed close by tradition, especially because of the practicality of avoiding lice, Armel let it grow down below his ears and carefully took care of it, “for the whores who like a firm grip on a man’s head when he is between their legs.” He squatted down closer to Bonchrétien. “Strange pitminer grave you’ve started, here, no?” he said with a sly grin. “So, what the fuck are you doing?”
“Oh, this is a...” It was hard enough for Bonchrétien to just keep in mind who and where he was, much less lie on the spot. “That’s a... This is a...” Only now could he see all of the gravediggers assembled around the perimeter of the trench in the grass of Sevenskull above Armel and the roof of CHS13. He grabbed his eyes again – tighter this time, hissed, “...Shit.”
Armel laughed and said, “Something you wanted to keep secret? You fucked up again, no?” He looked around at Bonchrétien’s work, the full length of a pitminer grave dug out over a strange slab, with another peculiar branch dug lower down. Armel had never seen anything quite like it before. He looked back down at Bonchrétien, put his hand over his heart as if hurt and said, “How do you keep secrets from your tribe? Eh? Your gravedigger brothers not good enough for you?”
Bonchrétien caught his senses all at once and stood up with a mad, clownish smile. He shouted up to Armel: “Who are you? I am Bonchrétien, King of the Gravediggers. I bury kings. All should call me, Your Highness, because I will be the last one at your funeral, standing over your grave, throwing dirt on your face!”
The gravediggers laughed at this, Bonchrétien’s favorite joke. The idea of him being their king or any king at all was endlessly funny to them, no matter how many times he said it. Only Armel wasn’t laughing, wearing a smirk that showed he was not about to let go of catching out his best friend. Bonchrétien was an awful secretive clown when he came to think about it. The gravediggers could buy Bonchrétien’s show all they liked, relying on its predictability like anything else – drinks, whores, graves, seasons and dawn. Still, as they dug every day as the last characters in the last sentence of the last chapter of every life in the City, Bonchrétien could still make them laugh with a worn out joke. He was cut a lot of slack for that. Armel could never think of himself as a smart man. Whatever reflexive resentment, even hatred, he had for the Council, it was a word his mind attached only to them – and possibly Bonchrétien. If Armel saw himself as common sense, his best friend was way too mysterious to be believed as a simpleton. Deep down, Armel harbored both admiration and jealousy for the cleverness his secretive nature implied, and he wasn’t going to miss this rare chance to ferret him out. He took a drink casually and asked congenially, “What the fuck is all this about?”
“Do you dare question a king? I am Bonchrétien –”
“Idiot! You’ve got a fat scab on your head and dried blood on your face. What the fuck are you up to?”
Bonchrétien rubbed the top of his head and looked at his right hand. Then he looked at his fingers. They seemed to rub against each other involuntarily, flaking off blood-blackened dirt. He looked back at Armel for a long time.
Coaxingly, Armel said, “Tell me, friend.”
Bonchrétien admitted, “I found something...”
The Currency of Stories
At dawn, Capet said, “Now, where are my manners?” He called for a valet with a service of brandy for both of them.
A cold chill ran through Louis. The Mayor was notorious for treating those he planned to destroy with mannered chumminess, brandy and cigars.
Capet picked up a box, came around his desk and offered him a cigar. Louis chose one and flawlessly hid his terror with a smile. “Ah, you are too kind.”
They lit and smoked and toasted snifters. Then Capet went quiet, pacing leisurely in front of the large window behind Louis, very much enjoying the first light, thinking about how he liked his top spy – really liked him.
There was nothing leisurely about his pace to Louis. The hackles went up on the back of his neck, as he was consumed with the feeling of being stalked from behind by a man making ready with a garrote.
If only Louis could have known that Capet’s offer of brandy and cigars had come from nothing more than a mosquito. One in particular had been extremely aggressive, while they had been speaking. Except when he was alone, Capet detested the idea of engaging in the constant waving and slapping and scratching that he had seen in the last few years as the mosquito infestation of Paris had grown. He thought it would make him look weak, something less than omnipotent. He was certain that smoke-filled rooms irritated them, had thought of a cigar and, naturally, brandy to go with it. Of course it would be rude not to share. He couldn’t imagine being rude to a man he had come to consider...a friend? Yes, that’s it, a friend... He would still send Louis to Sanson if he had to, but he had no intention of it at the moment.
Louis dared not get up or turn around. His mind raced over what he had said to Capet, searching for what fatal words had made him seem disloyal enough to be executed.
Capet was now staring thoughtfully at a drop of crystal hanging from the chandelier on the ceiling, as it refracted rays of crimson, cobalt and gold from the growing light of dawn in the window behind him. He engaged in a bit of self-pity. As heir to the Office of Mayor, he had never been allowed to have a friend because no one could be allowed the notion of being his peer. Even his brothers were kept at arm’s-length. Right now, he thought Louis could be that friend, that brother. If it was only a fantasy, it was one he sincerely believed in just now.
Louis centered his mind, calmed his thoughts. Rather than make a fool of himself by fishing for clues from Capet of what he had done, and then desperately trying to reverse them, he decided that the less said the better; anything more might be misinterpreted as a further excuse to sever their “friendship.” If he found an opportunity to save himself, he would take it. If not, so be it, but come what may he was still Louis 16, top spy, son of the noble House of Toussaint, and he would not allow himself to forget his pride.
Capet let his mind wander off into a reverie about the Weikin. Those fascinating barbarians, he marveled, An army of storytellers, led by a poet, traveling the world. What stories they must have to tell... He had never even left the City Isle and often felt chained to his duties there, so adventuring across the globe was a cherished fantasy. Imagining it, he felt euphoric. He was thankful to Louis for this feeling. All of Capet’s life, the fear of his person was automatic, so he had no idea how to treat a peer. Instead of coming around face to face, as if with an actual friend, he looked down at the back of Louis’s head like a predator and said, “You say the Weikin trade stories with everyone they meet?”
To Louis, this sounded like a set-up for a test of whether or not he had switched his loyalty to the Weikin. “Yes,” he answered, impassively.
Capet came around and sat behind his desk.
Involuntarily, Louis relaxed a bit.
Capet said, “You say the Weikin collect and trade wisdom and knowledge and faiths and philosophies from the all Tenth tribes of the world.”
“Yes, folk tales, songs, cultures. As I say, I had to tell many stories and sing so many songs just to gain their trust. It is their currency for everything.”
“Really?” said Capet, stroking his beard. “And what story did you tell them?”
“Well...” He considered his next words carefully in terms of what he thought Capet might like to hear.
“Go on...”
There was something about the way Capet said this that gave him a feeling of cautious comfort. He decided that this constant second-guessing of himself would prove counter-productive. A directness in keeping faith to his oath to tell the truth would be best. After all, if he would stand a chance of having commuted the death sentence he felt surely was coming, he would have to prove his continued value in information. This was an opportunity. “Well, the first story I told was of the Great Fire and how the Council came to rule over Paris Tribe.” Everyone in Paris knew this story, how the Great Fire had swallowed the City three centuries before, and how the First Mayor and the Forefathers of the Council had organized in its wake to restore order and civilization. He had told this story first because it was the proud legend of the beginning of Paris tribe, not to mention the exalted Council. It was “safe” and Capet would have expected him to tell it to outlanders from the start.
“And how did they receive it?” asked Capet.
Louis was quiet for a moment, wondering how to describe it. “As if it were a precious coin...as if trying to miser it away, word for word, in their minds...”
Relic of the Ancestors
“So what did you find?” mocked Armel. “A crypt? A Relic of the Ancestors?”
It was the last one that Bonchrétien feared the most. When the Forefathers of the Council had discovered the pitmines, they formed a consortium to control them and became so rich that they could afford to buy up all of the City. The fortune of the Forefathers had come so quickly and been so enormous, that they could only believe that their Ancestors had buried it just for them to find. They had turned Ancestor worship into a cult, then a religion, which had become the official doctrine of Notre Dame and all of Paris.
If Bonchrétien knew anything, he knew how the Council used this religion. The Councillors, as Guardians of the Relics of the Ancestors, were in charge of maintaining the Façades, ruins and anything else in Paris they could designate as a part of the Inheritance of the Ancestors. If they knew little of where these artifacts had come from, they often used them to claim any parcel of land they wanted to scavenge as a pitmine. Sometimes the particular ruin that was the basis of their claim was destroyed in the process, sometimes not. The Council had always wanted to claim Deadstown for nearby Council Pitmine South 5 because they suspected quite rightly that Sevenskull Hill, like other “hills” in the cemetery, were the telltale man-made plateaus of landfills. If Bonchrétien was largely ignorant of their reasoning, he was sure of their designs. As long as it was only the resting place of Ancestors, Deadstown would be safe, but give them an excuse in the form of a Relic of the Ancestors and they might absorb everything into South 5 and destroy CHS13. And, yes, his obsession was such that his concern for this “crypt” ranked higher than even the cemetery itself. With all that, the fewer people who knew about it the better. On the other hand, if he wanted to continue to believe that the secret of CHS13 was his exclusive reward for starting so many pitminer graves, well, he had failed to reveal it so far. There was no more denying that he needed the help of the other gravediggers. Whatever the consequences, he would have his prize, so it would have to be just him and the gravediggers in on the secret. No problem: No one else. Finally, Bonchrétien said to Armel, “What if I told you it was a Relic?”
Armel shrugged. “Then we go to the Council and we are all rich.”
It was just the sort of answer, thoughtless of the consequences, that Bonchrétien had expected. “Maybe,” he replied. “But sometimes the Relics Office decides to pay more than the finders fee, and sometimes they don’t.”
“So? A finders fee pays for many whores and drinks. If we don’t get it, nothing lost, nothing gained.”
Bonchrétien paused, then said, “Back up and look under your feet.”
Armel gave him a puzzled look.
Bonchrétien replied with an expression that said, Go ahead...
Armel stood and backed away until he saw “CHS13,” written upside-down between his feet. In a trance, he squatted down and traced the fingers of one hand over the clean corners of the letters.
“Does that look like the name of an Ancestor?”
Armel knew that rich Ancestors loved to cover their crypts with things he couldn’t read, but only one word? Anyway, it was like no name he had ever seen, and not just because, unwittingly, he was looking at it upside down. The mansions of the dead normally bore every kind of stone ornaments – but stone that glowed so brilliantly and perfectly sheer? He took a drink and walked back toward Bonchrétien. Affecting indifference, he stooped down, looked at him and asked, “And nothing else was written?”
“Nothing.”
Armel shrugged. “So? It’s still a crypt for rich Ancestors. Very weird rich Ancestors, I’ll admit...”
“What if I asked you and the gravediggers to help me open it?”
Armel laughed, “You can’t be serious? Tell me this is just another one of your pranks.”
“I mean it.”
“What do you hope to find in there? Treasure? Nothing but bones. You think rich bones are made of gold? Bones are bones, rich or poor. You should know that.” Armel sniffed: “You’re the King of the Gravediggers.”
Bonchrétien ignored the derisive chuckles from the other gravediggers and fixed him with a shrewd look. “And what if this is the sort of crypt where rich Ancestors liked to bury valuable things with their dead for the afterlife?”
“And what if it’s not? Let the Council deal with it, no? If it is full of riches, the Council will know it sooner or later if we try to sell them. Then we’ll end up thrown in the pitmines for theft.”
“What about leverage?”
“What do you mean?”
Bonchrétien began climbing the ladder to the side of the door. Facing Armel at the top, he said, “If we tell the Council, they’ll have us dig it out, anyway, but they’ll take everything and we’ll get nothing. If we dig it out ourselves before telling the Council, we show we have more leverage. If it is really important, we can negotiate for the fee, the extra labor and a reasonable premium for our find. Besides, Deadstown belongs to us. If they are going to make us dig it out anyway, who the hell needs the Council’s goddamned Bureaucrats down here telling us how to do our job? Why put up with them until we need to?”
“Why tell them at all? Sounds like more trouble than it’s worth. Just bury it and forget it.”
Bonchrétien stared at him for a long moment, then said. “No, it’s too late for that, but I see your trouble with helping me get it open.” Grinning, he added, “So what would make it worth your while, eh, friend?”
Armel chuckled, “Oh, more than you could afford...”
Good Souls
“And what story did they tell you?” asked Capet.
“Well, they traded my story for one they said they had heard in one form or another everywhere along their journey from Africa to the City, something loosely based on that Christian apocalyptic book we read in school.”
“Revelation?”
“That’s the one. They say that God had returned on Judgment Day and had taken up to Heaven all of the souls who had worshipped him. Then he cleansed the earth of sinners and ruled over it for a thousand years. When the thousand years were over, he made a visit to Heaven and found out that there had been sinners among the souls that He had taken up to Heaven on Judgment Day. He had taken up these sinners by accident, and they had spread sin in Heaven.”
“Interesting,” said Capet, stroking his beard. “A bungling God and sinners in Heaven. I quite like that. Go on...”
Seizing on Capet’s intrigue, Louis replied, “Well, He is still an angry God in this story.” With an arch grin, he added, “And, of course, He never blames Himself.”
Capet chuckled. “Oh no, of course not.”
This encouraged Louis enough to think he might actually avoid being condemned after all. If his affinity for the Weikin was in question, mocking one of their stories seemed a perfect opportunity to make a show of his loyalty to Capet. “So, full of rage, God ends His Reign on Earth, goes back up to heaven and sends down all the sinner souls – who supposedly numbered a tenth of all the souls in Heaven – to suffer for another thousand years of hell on earth. These sinner souls, sent down to the ‘Thousand Years of Hell’ as they say, were called the Tenth tribes. And they are supposed to be the direct ancestors of everyone alive on earth, now.”
“Yes,” said Capet, with consideration. “I remember that from school... ‘All of the tribes of the earth together are called the Tenth tribes’ I never thought to wonder why.”
“Well, from what I understand from the Weikin, this particular explanation is the most favored by all the most common and ignorant of the earth.”
“Well, perhaps there’s some hope for them yet. A bungling God is rather sophisticated for people given to such bowing and scraping to supposedly perfect deities.”
Louis played along, chuckling, “Well, I never said they stopped bowing and scraping to the Holy Bungler. Perhaps that is worse, no?”
Capet laughed, something he normally saw as beneath his dignity, and suppressed in front of others. “Yes, quite clever, Louis. Clever indeed!”
Thrilled, Louis said, “Well, then you’ll love this!”
“Oh, do tell…”
“Well, God bungled it again! See, just the way He had accidentally taken some sinners up to Heaven on Judgment Day – when He went back up to Heaven and cleaned them out after His Thousand Year Reign on earth, He accidentally sent some good souls down to the Hell on Earth. Then He realized this mistake, and went down to the good souls and asked them to come back to Heaven. But they refused to go.”
“Interesting...”
“Yes it is, if I may say.” Involuntarily, Louis’s sardonic tone began to morph into one of fascination as he explained, “The good souls had seen enough of the life of the Tenth. They saw that the sinner souls, which had become the Tenth tribes, had sunken deeper into sin in their exile from Heaven. Because of this, the Tenth tribes had split into smaller tribes and tribes within tribes and clans, separated by language and distance. Divided as rivals, they were unable to see they were all still one tribe. This meant that the life of the Tenth was mostly suffering. The good souls wanted to stay and help all of the Tenth tribes through the Thousand Years of Hell, by reminding them of what they still shared, which was suffering, and the ability to ease it by helping each other.”
Inexorably, Louis’s fascination became a kind of reverence as he continued, “The Weikin call our time the Third Century of the Thousand Years of Hell. If you walk among the Weikin, you will hear that the Ugly One – whether woman or man – is called a ‘Good Soul.’ Anyone who does good deeds is called a ‘Good Soul,’ as if a direct descendant from the original ones sent down from Heaven. The Weikin say their Prophet is a ‘Good Soul trying to ease the pain of the Thousand Years of Hell for the Tenth, by bringing together all the lost pieces of understanding from all of the world, which would return the earth to the Age of Light’.”
Coldly, Capet asked, “And what do you think of this story?”
Louis looked up at him, had the image in his mind of having fallen blindly down several flights of stairs in front of him – from mockery, to fascination, to reverence for the Weikin again. How had it happened? He wondered if he had not been brainwashed by the Weikin, or maybe it was the irresistible power of his oath to the Mayor to tell the truth. It was true after all that there was something about the Weikin which he deeply admired. He struggled for how to climb back up to a position of safe mockery, without seeming too false. Settling on a place he thought might be even safer, he looked again to indifferent professionalism and said, “I only tell you the truth, by my oath. What I think is not important.”
Capet raised his brows: “Not unless I ask...”
“Yes, I apologize,” said Louis, taking a sip of brandy to steady himself. “Well, I had heard of Good Souls, mostly in my time among the jacques, so it is not entirely new to me. But it is interesting to note, that in the version the Weikin told me, they count three centuries since the beginning of the Thousand Years of Hell, which is exactly what Paris counts since the Great Fire.”
“And you think that life under the order of the Council is hell?”
“I only say that it is an interesting coincidence that the Weikin and the City count the centuries the same.”
“And, pray tell, how do the Weikin propose to accomplish this nonsense of returning the world to this...Age of Light?”
“First, through the strategy of numbers.”
“How does this strategy of numbers work?”
“They will tell you openly. It starts with the fact that their numbers are always great.”
“Greater than the Council Police?” This was the regular army of Paris.
“Yes.”
“...And the Fire Brigades?” These troops were the most elite and cruel in the City.
“Yes. Much greater than both combined. Whenever bandit horsemen or armies confront them, they gather in an open space, thousands strong. Always their numbers are greater than their attackers, because what can I say?” He shrugged. “Their prophet is very...convincing. They can afford to absorb casualties, so they just chant as the attack comes over them.”
“Chant?”
“Yes, they sing.”
The Currency of Culeau
“Well let’s see what everyone else has to say.” Bonchrétien announced over Armel’s head: “Shit on the Council and their goddamn Bureaucrats, I’m the King!”
The gravediggers cheered.
Bonchrétien smiled at Armel.
Playing the mob against their resentment of the Council was always a sure bet, but Armel had no intention of letting him off that easy. He said to the crowd, “Oh, your King has spoken, eh? And what does he ask of you but more work? Do any of you need more work? What do you get out of it?”
The crowd erupted with variations on, “Yeah, he’s right. What do we get out of it?”
Armel took a deep drink, wobbled just a bit and grinned at Bonchrétien.
“You know, Armel, the more you drink, the more you think your stagger is a swagger. Well, I’ll get your stagger swaggered!” He proclaimed to the mob: “I’ll stand each and every one of you for culeau at every dawn of every night you dig for me.”
The gravediggers replied with ecstatic roaring, which was as good as a signature on a contract. Then three of them jumped into the trench behind Armel. Grabbing his arms and pulling him back, one of them said giddily, “But not him. He’s had enough already!”
Armel broke away and spun around to face his attackers. They laughed as they fled, climbing out of the trench to disappear among the other gravediggers. He was bewildered at how quickly Bonchrétien, a man they regarded as a clown, had seized control of them right out from under him. With the sting of wounded pride, he raised his bottle of culeau all around, poured several gulps down his gullet and defiantly smashed the bottle near his feet. He bellowed, “I could dig a better grave drunk than any of you could sober!”
Silence. The only sound was that of culeau, dribbling from Armel’s hand.
Drip, drip, drip...
Someone among the gravediggers muttered, “No, you couldn’t.”
A smattering of snorts and chuckles popped from the crowd. Everyone knew that the smartass was Armel’s own cousin, Jal. No traitor, he just could never keep his mouth shut. Realizing he was beaten, Armel slowly shrugged at them. A corner of his mouth curled into a smile of surrender. “No,” he admitted, “I couldn’t.” Everyone exploded in relieved laughter and many spilled down into the trench to gather at his back, as he faced Bonchrétien again.
With some of his pride and authority restored, Armel fixed him with a shrewd look and said, “So we gravediggers dig, and drink on your tokens...and we only dig at night...?”
The Voice
Capet leaned back and chuckled, “They take on armies with a chant? A song? Of course, I should have expected it from an army of storytellers and their General Poet. Or should I say Generalette?”
“I suppose you are right,” said Louis 16. “It seems laughable, but the Weikin sing even as armies wash over them, slaughtering their men, women, and children. They do nothing but chant.”
“Idiots... What luck they have had that no army has yet slaughtered all of them.”
“Perhaps, but I know a soldier’s honor loves a good fight and hates to be reduced to mere butchery. Either way, the strategy must work because the Weikin have made it this far. They say the armies eventually lose heart, even fall away and join the Weikin on the spot.”
“A lie. An elite army with the iron belly of the Fire Brigades would not be stopped.”
“Perhaps, but I am forced to believe that it would not be so simple. I have heard too many similar stories from too many Weikin, who were former bandits or members of armies, and they all say the same thing. They say the chanting is...terrifying...the sound of an awful omen, a curse. We both know how fighting men are subject to such superstition. When the attackers lose heart, their leaders are forced to talk. Then the Ugly One emerges and speaks in something they call the ‘Voice of Soothing Power’ to say to their attackers that they must only eat and drink and tell their stories to the Weikin and be on their way.”
“How absurd.”
“Yes, but I cannot escape the fact that it must work when I hear the Weikin tell me of the power of this Voice, the power it had over them. Though they were once intensely loyal to their own tribes, they switched their loyalty to the Weikin, often by the Voice alone.”
“Switched loyalty?” Capet acted as if he were simply asking for clarification, but both of them knew he was testing Louis’s loyalty again.
Louis said cautiously, “...I haven’t actually heard the Weikin chant or the Voice...” Had he simply lied and denied the effect that he thought this Voice might have over him, he would have locked into Capet’s final confidence. But his oath was to tell no lie to the Mayor. With tragic irony, by not technically violating his oath of loyalty and leaving his answer ambiguous, he had only earned a first kernel of true suspicion from Capet, who was reminded again of how the other spies had seemed to admire the Weikin.
The Mayor made as if nothing had changed between them and asked, “So you think this Ugly One and the Weikin may be a threat to the Paris tribe and the Council with this Voice and strategy of numbers?”
“No. Not the Voice or the strategy of numbers. Not unless attacked.”
Loyal Subjects
Bonchrétien announced over Armel’s head toward the mob, “Yes, we only dig at night. We are gravedigger tribe. Only the dead know our secrets. Tell no one but the dead about this place.”
It was decided. The silence of the gravediggers was their oath. Armel said, “So we dig all afternoon and evening for Paris and the Council, then we dig all night for culeau at dawn?”
“Yes,” said Bonchrétien.
Armel gave him a mischievous look and said, “Do we start today?”
Bonchrétien suppressed a grin, knew where this was going. “Yes.”
Armel said slyly, “I hear that tomorrow’s dawn comes early today. Even right now.”
“Right now?” Bonchrétien looked up. “I think it’s just past noon.”
“No,” insisted Armel, “I think it’s dawn...tomorrow.”
Bonchrétien pretended to consider this, theatrically stroking his chin. “...Yes. I must be wrong. Yes...I think it is dawn. Everyone did great work tonight!”
With that, the gravediggers cheered and marched off toward the bars, full of an idiot’s joy. Walking across the plateau of Sevenskull Hill, Armel threw an arm around Bonchrétien’s shoulders. He said, “You know, money from your pockets for culeau, is just more money from our pockets for the whores. They will be so happy. Perhaps you will be the King of the Whores, as well?”
Bonchrétien laughed, “You may be right. And since when does a king ever turn down an opportunity to gain more loyal subjects?”
The Thin Edge of the Wedge
Only two weeks later, the City would be on the brink of chaos. On another three-AM Sunday morning, as Capet searched through the transcripts of his conversations with his top spy, he would read:
CAPET IX: So you think this Ugly One and the Weikin may be a threat to the Paris tribe and the Council, with this Voice and strategy of numbers?
LOUIS 16: No. Not the Voice or the strategy of numbers. Not unless attacked.
Alone in his office, Capet would swat a mosquito from his face, flick it away bitterly from his fingers and mutter, “You were wrong, Louis 16.” Though he couldn’t understand exactly how, when he read on he understood even less:
LOUIS 16: But there is another Weikin strategy... The strategy of ‘aggressive kindness.’
At the time that these words had been spoken, oblivious to the significance of the first strategy, much less the second, Capet had only grabbed a cedar box, pulled another cigar for himself and offered one to Louis. They smoked for a time and spoke of light things, good food, sport, women and family.
Louis 16 was still sure that there was treachery in this display of politesse. He smoked and talked but never let himself forget that his life was in Capet’s hands, disposed of at a whim with all of his family.
Finally, just after noon, Capet had slipped into the conversation: “Next week you will tell me of the Weikin strategy of aggressive kindness.”
All Louis would later recall, was being relieved that this had bought another week of life for himself, his home and the entire legacy of the Toussaints.
3.
No Coin of Kindness
Louis 16 sat for his second debriefing with Mayor Capet, while a valet served them cigars and brandy. Bad enough that it had happened in the middle of their last debriefing, now it was an opening act. All Louis wanted was to buy another week of life from him. One more week after that, and his service to the Mayor would be done for good. Yet it seemed to Louis that Capet was extending his friendship like a long sword, instead of a streamer, just at the finish line.
Louis was not entirely correct. Capet still thought of him as a friend but he was beginning to remember that he really didn’t like friends. “Trust no one,” was his motto. Still, Louis seemed a good sort and he really did appreciate their time discussing the Weikin. If anything, it was great entertainment, a break from his dull routine. “You know,” he said, finally, “I cut our meeting short last time because I wanted to save some for another day.”
Louis took a long drag from his cigar, tipped his ash and said, “I can only say I am honored. But can I ask why?”
“I truly enjoyed hearing about these barbarians. They are fascinating. Nothing like them in this world, don’t you agree?”
Louis saw none of his sincerity and fixated on the bit of a viper that was always in his voice. It sounded like a test: Don’t you agree? On the other hand, he didn’t want to sound as if he were contradicting the Mayor. “Unusual, yes,” he replied carefully.
“It was so interesting to hear about them that I wanted to save some for today. Where did we leave off? Ah, the strategy of aggressive kindness, that’s it...”
If Louis understood anything about Capet, especially in this encounter, it was the nature of power. Louis was a steady, disciplined man, but in front of Capet, within minutes, he invariably found himself offset and on the defensive. It was inexorable, yet sublime, the quiet force of Capet’s dominance, which sowed doubt and confusion in probably anyone who came before him. Once again, as in their last meeting, he had to steel himself, rivet himself to a professional attitude of simply relaying all relevant information without emotion, without attempting to control Capet or the situation. If he was going to get that extra week, fear and second-guessing were not the way to go about it. Leave the judgements to Capet, and let things to fall where they may. After this, he rested easier.
He reminded Capet that part of the Weikin’s strategy of numbers was to never to enter a city without a direct invitation, even from one of its humblest citizens, and explained how this led into the second strategy of aggressive kindness. Waiting for an invitation, they would set up camp on the outskirts of a city. “Then they fan out into the countryside to perform acts of aggressive kindness. If they find a home lost to flood or a fire, they rebuild it. A crop to be brought in? They bring it. A flock to be tended? They tend it. And they never refuse a hungry mouth or turn away the sick. Everywhere they go, they are held in awe for their healers, their Medicines.”
Capet was doubtful: “They must get some sort of payment for these aggressive kindnesses.”
“No, aggressive kindness means expecting nothing in return, not even having to listen to a sermon about the Rah. They say, ‘The Rah is not the coin to buy kindness, the Rah is kindness’.”
“Nonsense,” sniffed Capet, waving his cigar dismissively. “Everyone gets something out of what they do. Spiritual fulfillment? I don’t think so. Tell me something that they get out of it.”
Louis knew this was an order. “I never said they get nothing, I only said they expect nothing. But what they get is quite valuable.”
“So, what is it?”
Louis leaned forward. In spite of himself, losing the sense of professional detachment he had only just sworn to keep, his eyes glittered as if revealing a remarkable secret: “A reputation for kindness.”
“That all? What is that worth?”
Louis leaned back with confidence, enjoying far too much the feeling that he had once again hooked Capet’s curiosity. “Quite a bit. This reputation trickles out of their camps, streams into rivers until it floods through the center of all cities. The largest source of this river is their Medicines. Their Medicines are given the honor of being called the Tribe of the Elephant, because the elephant is the wisest, most powerful animal in Weikin philosophy. The Elephants are devoted to science, which means they are remarkably effective.”
“Paris tribe knows science, we know plenty of science.”
“Yes we do, but the Elephants never put themselves beyond faith-healing, either.”
“So you tell me they are Medicines of science, and then tell me they are Elephants of faith-healing? Which is it?”
“Both. Think of the simple mentality of the peasants of the Council fields, or any other barbarian tribe. Can they see healing as anything but a miracle?”
“I suppose they are too stupid and superstitious.”
“Exactly. Paris tribe knows science but the Weikin have knowledge from everywhere in the world. That gives the Elephants not only the greatest knowledge of medicine, but the greatest knowledge of how all the Tenth tribes share something in common: superstition.”
“I’m not superstitious,” said Capet.
Louis could have argued that Capet prayed regularly to the Ancestors, and that everyone believes their own beliefs aren’t superstitious. Of course, that would be a stupid thing to do with a man who held your life in his hands. He said to Capet, “Of course not. We are talking about simple people, the barbarians and pitminers and peasants of the world. Most of the people that the Weikin treat in their travels are like that, they see everything in terms of magic and faith-healing. The Elephants know that they might be condemned as witches if a miracle fails to arise, so they have developed methods to spread blame in the case of a failure, and credit in the case of a cure.”
Capet was intrigued, said, “It is a certain sort of mastery, isn’t it? – to understand and control the mind of the average simpleton... It can be unpredictable and violent, but it responds well to trickery and authority...”
The Deadstown Coup
The gravediggers began helping Bonchrétien dig out CHS13 on Monday night, still hung over from a long Sunday of drinking and sleeping and neglecting their duty to dig for Paris. Over the following week, Bonchrétien spent nearly every Council token he had on standing the gravediggers for culeau at dawn. Still, it all came to nothing.
Finally, late on a Saturday night, the gravediggers staged a coup. Led by Armel, they climbed out onto the roof of CHS13. Enough of it had been uncovered by then to span twice the length and breadth of a standard pitminer grave. Though this was enough room for all of the Deadstown gravediggers to assemble before Armel, CHS13’s full dimensions still seemed to continue on forever under the earth beyond the reach their shovels. All of the cement on the roof had been broken away, and every square meter of the steel beneath was pitted by the assaults of sledgehammers and pickaxes. Still, CHS13 held tightly to its secrets.
Down in the trench before the door, Bonchrétien kept hacking away like an angry machine. Broken sledgehammers and pickaxes, the jagged bones of his ultimate impotence, were scattered everywhere among the glowing lanterns around him. The walls framing the door were in the same state as the roof, exposed metal stripped of cement. The door itself was naked steel warped from the center, its top and bottom corners bent outward. The more Bonchrétien chopped at the top corner, the more the door seemed to resist opening.
On the roof, the gravediggers argued their next move. Normally, debates were lengthy, a Parisian pastime to be played for hours with subtle, unspoken rules. But this debate was relatively short, half-an-hour, tops. Guided by Armel, they elected to tell the Council about CHS13, and let them deal with it.
Armel turned around and stooped down toward Bonchrétien to deliver him the news. The gravediggers gathered over Armel’s shoulders as he said, “It’s over.”
“No, it’s not over,” insisted Bonchrétien, gruffly, still hacking away at the door.
Chuckling, Armel said, “Try for once not to be a fool. Let the Council dig the chamber out.” By now, since none of them could read, they all called CHS13 “the chamber.”
Though he was slowing, Bonchrétien kept hacking. “We have better leverage with them...” he said, dropping the head of his pickaxe to the dirt and leaning on its handle to take a breath. He chopped at the door again, finishing his sentence with a grunt: “...if we dig it out ourselves.”
“We already have leverage,” said Armel. “If they want to dig it out, who better than us? Then we get the petards and the right equipment to do the job.” Petards were explosives. “And don’t forget the extra pay.”
Bonchrétien stopped for another breath, losing steam fast. “What if they decide not...” He made another hopeless chop at the door. “...not to dig it out.”
Armel shrugged. “Nothing lost or gained.”
Bonchrétien was using the handle of the pickaxe like a cane again. He breathed heavily for a few beats. Then he shot a fierce look up to Armel and swore, “You’re fucking cowards...just afraid of the curse of the Ancestors.”
Armel laughed, “What curse?”
“Of violating so many graves.”
“What graves? This thing? Just a relic, not a grave – and in a place for filthy pitminers.”
“You once thought it was full of rich Ancestors’ bones.”
“Shit on the dead,” shrugged Armel. “Ancestor Religion is like riches – it’s for the Council, not us. We’re simple men of whores and drinks and the dirt, nothing else. Our fates are in the hands of our betters.” At this, there was an almost palpable feeling of solemn agreement from the gravediggers. Such resigned, sentimental homilies were popular among the jacques. It was their way of rationalizing the futility of their lives by placing them in the grand scheme of the eternal order of things. Bonchrétien was normally no less a product of this thinking, but obsession had trumped it since the night he had found the chamber, and he was in no mood for it now. He said, “Oh, fuck that shit...”
Everyone laughed at this sharp irreverence, even Armel.
“You can’t be that fucking stupid, Armel. What if the Council tries to dig it out?”
“You want it dug out, don’t you? Let them do it.”
“What if they decide it is a Relic – whether it is or isn’t – and use it to claim all of Deadstown for a pitmine? You know they always wanted to add Deadstown to South 5. Will you be happy with your fate in the hands of our betters then?”
Remarkably, Armel still had not thought of this. If Bonchrétien had not mentioned it before, it was because he had not wanted the labor of his brothers to come from fear, but now there was no choice.
“They wouldn’t do that,” said Armel. “They’ll give us the fee for finding a Relic, the extra pay for digging it out...and...”
“And fucking what? What makes you think they wouldn’t do whatever the fuck they wanted? Did it ever occur to you that even if they play nice, the fee goes only to the finder? That would be me! And if they take Deadstown for a pitmine, they’ll move us to another cemetery. Then what will you have? Does the soil of Deadstown – the blood of our veins – mean nothing to you? The only promise of our lives is that we live and die on the soil where we are born.” He looked around at all the gravediggers, poking his finger at the ground, “I won’t take the fee whatever happens, and I will never leave this dirt! Never!”
The gravediggers threw up their fists and roared.
Armel had to hand it to Bonchrétien: it had taken him half-an-hour of debate to unite them behind him – but with a simple, ruthless appeal to blood and soil, Bonchrétien had taken them back. Blood and soil was a difficult argument to refute. It was still honor when you had nothing else. Armel was on the edge of being convinced. Had Bonchrétien simply kept quiet, he would have won, but he was too wound up for that and said to Armel, “What then? All you will have is your extra tokens to dig it out. How long will that last? Then you will start at the bottom at another graveyard, digging pitminer graves like the lowest apprentice magpie.”
If Bonchrétien had expected another roar here, he was disappointed.
Digging pitminer graves like the lowest apprentice magpie: it was there that Bonchrétien had not only lost the gravediggers, but pissed them off.
The Key of Medicine
“Let’s take a superstitious pitminer,” said Louis, “if you are really interested in how the Weikin manipulate simpletons. Let’s say you give him a medicine for pitsick. You tell him to take two doses a day at certain hours for two weeks until the medicine is gone. If you do that, he will go to his village and in one day it will be gone, shared out like a magic potion to every inflicted member of his family and immediate tribe. But the Weikin know that any treatment is for that patient and that patient alone. So they will talk with the patient about his beliefs and act as if they already know them. Then the Medicines will tell him that the dose must be taken as a ritual of solar cycles – or whatever the pitminer believes in – and that this ritual must be performed with private prayers, exactingly correct, or else his Ancestors or gods or whatever else will not save him. The patient must do everything in secret or else it won’t work. That way, the Medicines insure the best chance that the treatment can work and the miracle may come. After that, instead of sharing the treatment, the patient sends his loved-ones to the Elephants.”
“And if the treatment fails?”
Louis shrugged. “Then the Elephants say the ritual wasn’t performed right.”
“Clever... And very interesting as a psychological experiment, but why bother healing any of these rabble?”
“Because word of miracles gets around. Sometimes the Weikin can gain access to a city or town just because someone important there is desperate to save a life and they’ve heard of the brilliance of the Elephants. Someone important gets saved – that’s the key, that’s how they earn from aggressive kindnesses.”
Capet shrugged and said, “So the Medicines allow them access to a city. Horses and good weapons could earn just the same, and faster.”
“But those things couldn’t earn them protection and friendship, even devotion, at the highest levels.”
“Devotion at the highest levels?” Capet sneered. “From barbarian preachers to peasants is one thing, but Councillors?”
“Good medicines are not just powerful to a peasant. Think of a leader in a city the Weikin want to enter. Maybe he is dying and no one knows why. If he could be saved by the Elephants...” Louis paused, forming how he could say what he needed to say in a way that would be most personal and effective with the Mayor. “Better yet, maybe this leader has a beloved friend or a child... Your first daughter, Chatoyant...if she came down with the curse...”
For the rulers of Paris, “the curse” wasn’t pitsick or curiosity, but a new plague called zoshtoe. Capet had heard the word was “Great Siberian” for, “but why?” To Paris tribe, “Great Siberia” was everything east of the Rhine – all savages, all the same.
But why, indeed? In the last two years, seven Councillors had died of zoshtoe, which meant over half of the Council were now neophytes, who had inherited their positions unexpectedly. One was seven and another only two; the first, represented by his mother, and the other, an uncle. If this was an unprecedented death rate for Councillors, Capet believed that among the jacques, the percentages had to be much worse. The disease seemed so capricious and such an absolute death sentence, that no one dared even speak the name of it anymore, lest they catch the curse themselves. It became so taboo that even the Bureaucrats, who were supposed to record such things, stopped asking the cause of any death. It was pointless because even when a dead child was brought in, the family would answer, “He was old.” Louis had chosen shrewdly. Capet couldn’t help but soften at the mention of Chatoyant and the implication truly scared him: what if his most indulged princess had come down with zoshtoe?
“If there was a treatment that could save her,” said Louis, thinking he just might have found an angle with the Mayor that could save his life, “you would treat those who had it better than gold...” He didn’t think he had to mention that he, personally, would be the Mayor’s most powerful connection for a cure if Chatoyant were actually threatened. “You would instruct the City to do as the Weikin asked. They would ask that the whole City perform rituals and say prayers for her. This would spread blame for failure and credit for success. The Weikin have united many cities and towns and villages all along their walk like this, because a beloved citizen like Chatoyant was saved. Any ruler blessed with this would see them no differently than the first peasant, who had wandered onto the camp to be fed and healed – as a great and beneficent force of the Ancestors. That’s the strategy of aggressive kindness.”
Incredulously, Capet asked, “Do they really have a cure?”
“A treatment at least...I think...”
For the first time, Capet showed a trace of emotion, a true admiration for the Weikin. They were not just swarthy, savage barbarians. In that moment, Louis and Capet were true friends, both of them trusting each other. Eager to finally share his own admiration for the Weikin, Louis told him, “Some Medicines from the Great Siberian Forrest had heard of their powers and wandered through the wilderness to join them. They brought something for the curse. The Weikin have traveled so far and learned so many things. I think they can even treat pitsick.”
The Coup and the Clack
Pitminer graves.
The gravediggers groaned in horror. Blood and soil had been trumped by tribal bigotry. Armel stood, simmering at even the idea that he might ever start the graves of disgusting pitminers again under any circumstances. He narrowed his eyes at Bonchrétien, tightly controlling his temper. The hypocrisy of his friend enraged him the most – the “idiot raven” who still started pitminer graves like a magpie was suggesting that he might ever do the same – as a threat. Of course, if Armel were rational he would have to admit that the threat, however poorly worded, was a very real one. If Deadstown were claimed as a pitmine, they would be broken up and become magpies at other cemeteries – and be sent to dig pitminer graves. But, as things were, Bonchrétien had called an issue of tribal and, especially, personal honor into question. Armel was so livid that he couldn’t speak.
Still, as always, Jal could. His nickname was “the Obelisk” – half because he was so tall and narrow, and half in irony because he was just the opposite of these sublime structures, which they had seen above so many graves. Heatedly, he stalked over to Armel’s side, leaned down toward Bonchrétien and spat, “Fuck you! Fuck you!”
At this point, Armel was torn between considering Bonchrétien’s logic and looking for a culeau bottle to chuck at his head. Trying to think, he swung an arm out to restrain Jal and said, “Shut the fuck up.”
Jal turned on him, said, “Me shut the fuck up? Then fuck you, too!” He looked back down at Bonchrétien and raved for all the gravediggers to hear: “Our King is just the King of Fucking Idiots, bon Chrétien!” Jal was referring to the fact that, while the “King’s” name literally meant “good Christian,” it was also a common euphemism for “village idiot.” Jal snickered, then said, “You’re just trying to scare us. You don’t know the Council will take all of Deadstown. They’ll just take the pitminer part.”
Bonchrétien laughed at him: “Oh, so now I’m the bon Chrétien!” Now the joke was on Jal because everyone knew that, not-so-secretly, another nickname for “the Obelisk” was in fact, “the Village Idiot.”
Humiliated, Jal spat, “You’re just worried about the fucking pitminers you love so much, bon Chrétien. You’re not so funny since you became the fucking King of the Pitminers, are you? You’re a fucking clown and now you are not even funny. What good are you anyway?”
Armel was beginning to see Bonchrétien’s side of the argument. He turned to Jal and warned, “I’m serious. Shut the fuck up. I can’t think.”
Jal would have none of it and shouted at Bonchrétien: “The Shitminers! You’re just blinded with sympathy for them. You and your fucking shitminers! Come up and say I’m the village idiot to my face!”
“Shit on it,” hissed Bonchrétien. He swung his pickaxe up onto his shoulder with one fist and spat somali juice to one side. Somali was also known as khat, a narcotic weed that they all had been chewing to stay up through a week of night digs. As it drove away sleep and suppressed expensive hunger, it intensified all things, particularly impulsive rage. After a week of somali and sleeplessness, everyone was ready for violence.
Bonchrétien marched up the ladder to the right of the door and stood on top of the chamber. Facing Jal, he pulled his pickaxe off his shoulder. Brandishing it at him like a battleaxe, Bonchrétien repeated an old saying: “Gravediggers live by death and drinks and whores – pitminers live only for death! So, what will you have?” Then, without looking away from Jal’s eyes, he made the dramatic gesture of throwing his pickaxe back down behind him into the trench. Before it chunked into the earth below, all that anyone heard was a clatter, a clack and the creak of metal hinges.
A Madness In the City
More brandy, more cigars, while they wiled away the time on idle things to move away from the heavy implications of Capet losing his beloved firstborn. Then Capet asked, “You know what the whores have been saying?”
Louis was caught off guard. The whores were the river of rumors that ran throughout the City, in some ways better than spies without being spies at all. “What?” he asked.
“I’ve heard of a gravedigger who thinks he has found a Relic in Deadstown, at Sevenskull Hill, I believe. He hasn’t reported it yet, and there have been missed funerals.”
“Yes, I’ve heard of this. They say he is the King of the Gravediggers. They want to dig it out by themselves.”
“King?”
“I don’t think it’s important – just a stupid joker.”
“I’m sure you are right, he will report it eventually.”
“What else can gravediggers do?”
“Nothing... But I sense a madness in the City. I’m not sure...”
“I sense it too...”
“What do you think is behind it?”
“I don’t know... I know that gravediggers rarely come down with the curse.”
“They do? How?”
“I don’t know, but they rarely come down with it. They aren’t even afraid to say its name.”
“And you think this might explain their...how shall we say...? Restlessness?”
“I don’t know, I’m not sure.”
“Well then, what good are you to me?” Capet’s tone implied humor, but his eyes were sharp, even deadly. His reputation for suddenly turning on “friends” re-emerged. Truth was, Capet had turned on him. If Louis had thought he might gain more life by being the connection to the Weikin that might save Chatoyant from zoshtoe, it had backfired. Yes, at first it had worked, even made Capet feel quite close to Louis, but the more he had thought about it, Louis had scared him – with his own daughter’s death, no less. Capet detested fear and was going prove to himself that he was above it, above all “weak” emotions, even above his love for his daughter. He waited for Louis’s reply.
“I need a few days with them,” said Louis, apologetically.
“I don’t need a few days, I don’t even need a few minutes: the gravediggers, like all of the jacques, are loyal to the bone to me. The question is about the loyalty of other tribes in the City.”
Louis knew that for Capet “the question” concerned the spies, specifically him. He thought of how such a turn should have been expected, that it was his final test because his Mayor wanted to make absolutely sure his top spy had not fundamentally found a serious sympathy for the Weikin, just like the rest of them. Louis understood that a treatment for zoshtoe be damned, Capet could admire anyone as much as he wanted to, but his top spy could not be allowed such an affront to him. Louis was sure he had been tricked into the trust of a friend just to fool him into tipping his hand. Once again he could not fail to admire Capet’s exquisite mastery in lulling him into a false confidence almost against his own will. Now, there was only one option left open to him and for the first time in his service, he directly lied. Speaking of himself, he vowed: “Every tribe of Paris is as loyal as the gravediggers.”
Capet regarded him for a moment, taking a long pull from his cigar. A grin sliced over his face as he said, “Yes, I think they are... I have to say, you have really done some fine work. I must commend you. I understand you have only two weeks left in your service. I think, as a token of my gratitude, though I might call on you again, you should consider the rest of your time as a vacation. Please enjoy yourself, with all of my blessings.”
At this, Louis knew he would be sent to Sanson.
The Door and the Darkness
Everything changed. Angry stares all around were instantly transformed into the looks of stunned animals. Bonchrétien turned and peered dumbly down into the lantern light and shadow below. Armel and Jal joined him to peer down over his shoulders. Then other gravediggers gathered to peer over the shoulders of all three of them.
The chamber door was standing ajar.
As word spread to those who could not see over the edge, there was dumbfounded, deafening laughter.
After what seemed a very long time, the laughter was supplanted by an uneasy silence at the thought of what sort of omen they might have just loosed from the chamber. Sure, Ancestor worship was mainly for the Council, but fear of the Ancestors was for everyone. Without a word, Armel handed Bonchrétien a lantern and his eyes said everything: The chamber is yours, so you first...
Bonchrétien climbed down and pulled the heavy door wider, just enough to look inside. As he breathed in noxious gasses, which had been trapped for centuries, his knees buckled. Steadying himself, he turned away and sucked in a fresh breath. Then he peered inside again, hoisting his lantern in every direction. His lungs gave way in a strangled gasp: “Shit...”
Armel came down into the trench and stopped at a distance behind his right shoulder – either close enough to protect him or far enough to get a good run from whatever was in the chamber. The gravediggers quietly flowed down into the trench to stop at a similar distance behind Armel.
Wiping the sting of poisonous air from his eyes, Bonchrétien entered the chamber, stunned, struggling to understand what he saw around him like the first man entering an Egyptian tomb. All at once, half-mad, he put his lantern down, stepped out and pushed his way back through gravediggers, collecting every lantern that he could find and carry. He entered again and set them carefully down at intervals along either side of the path that split the interior of the chamber. He made several trips like this and when he was done, he looked ahead from the door and saw that the path continued on beyond the warm light of the lanterns he had placed along it, deep into the dark vastness of CHS13. The silence around him was so profound that every small sound that fell into it, even his heartbeat and the pumping of blood through his skull, seemed to throw an echo. Looking and listening, he felt as if a thousand lanterns might not be enough to light the whole chamber. Slowly he moved forward, then started back, pacing along the lantern-lit path between the door and the darkness.
4.
Hall of Souls
A highly refined form of silvery plastic known as leaf, sepia-toned with centuries, covered the ceiling, the floors and the walls, which were vaguely visible in the distance at either side of Bonchrétien. Intact leaf was one of the most precious gifts of the Ancestors. Glittering and beautiful, no one could manufacture it from any known grade of plastic dust, only take it from deep in the pitmines, where it had been preserved. The Councillors and Pitmerchants even had it embroidered into their clothes as a sign of their wealth and power. Assembled on the floor to the left and right of the path, were strange, beautiful works of art. While there were some sculptures scattered throughout, there were mainly paintings, leaning against each other in vast numbers to the far walls. He had never seen an oil painting before. Neither had almost anyone else in Paris.
Images themselves were rare. In the experience of most Parisians, paintings were only the flat, naive efforts of their age: mosaics, crude frescoes and stained glass. Any other images they had seen were black ink on yellowed paper. These were recovered from books in the pitmines, and often carried around as secret talismans by the pitminers. Only the Councillors, the Pitmerchants and their families knew finer images, which were printed in books preserved in the Council museums and archives as Relics from the Ancestors.
For Bonchrétien, the chamber could only be some sort of earthly Hall of Recurring Souls, the resting place of the Eternal Ancestors, which the Council Religion claimed existed only in Heaven. If he had never believed in such a place before, he did now. The paintings around him, with colors he never imagined could exist, made the best argument for it. The figures in them seemed alive, real, as if he could walk straight into the wonderful worlds they inhabited. At the same time they seemed inaccessible, in a mythical and far-away place dreamed out of splashes of paint. He walked among them in a trance...back and forth...back and forth...struggling to conceive that he was truly seeing what was irreducibly before him.
Bonchrétien was deep into the chamber when he saw her to his right ahead, on the far edge of the path, on the cusp of the lantern-glow. She was a dark-haired woman in a dark dress, painted on a piece of wood no larger than his torso. Her smile told him why he had never found love before. Her eyes informed him of his loneliness. This painted Ancestor...who was she? He fell to his knees before her, tears drawing cold trails down his cheeks as he murmured, “My Beloved...”
It was just a quiet voice in his ear, but he heard her. She replied, My dear, dear Bonchrétien...
Sometimes the dead answered when he murmured to them, sometimes not, but it had never been like this before, with words so tender and personal. He never had visions of the Ancestors when they replied – just that small voice – but now he could see her. She wasn’t just a painting to him, but a miracle, a vision of her soul that some ineffable genius of an Ancestor had preserved for him. The painter and the painted; both had rewarded his herculean efforts with unassailable beauty. Yet only now could he know that beauty is tragic, delicate, like the bloom that is taken by the withering of summer heat, and the culling frost of fall. He was filled with regret. “I’m sorry...”
Why?
“You were safe when you were a secret. I should have thought...”
Dear Bonchrétien, look behind you.
He turned, then heard her giggle. He looked back at her.
No, silly, when you couldn’t find the door, I was the one who said, ‘Look behind you.’ Remember? I’ve been waiting for you.
“Yes...yes...” he remembered. “But why me? I can’t keep this place a secret. The gravediggers are good men, but they will only think of what money they can make. They know no beauty beyond drinks and...” He hesitated.
And whores...? I am not so delicate, you know. I am many generations older than you. Yet, I am still here.
“But they won’t understand. They fear what they don’t understand. They destroy what they fear. And the Council? Who knows what they will do? What have I done?”
What I wanted. What you were born to do. I know I am in more danger now than I was before, but I also know that one day the Council will come for Deadstown. If I had waited until after your death, I would be in more danger because there would be no you. Only you would be my champion and try your best to save all of my family.
“Family?”
What you see around us is all of my family.
“Champion? I’m barely a champion for myself, much less you. What could I possibly do for your family?”
You have no faith in yourself, so you have mine.
“Why me?”
There are many reasons...
He waited for her to explain. Finally, he said, “Tell me...”
Her answer was oblique: Why did you never take a wife?
“I don’t understand.”
Just answer...
The Pinnacle of Power
Capet had a policy, a “strategy” he now mockingly liked to call it. The strategy of random death: keep the City in terror. “Vacation” was a euphemism for a special kind of execution. No crude arrest and hanging like for the jacques, it was an elimination to be arranged as an “unfortunate accident” within two weeks for only those of the most privileged families like Louis’s. True, the impulse to send him on vacation had come from the fact that Louis had tried to scare him, but that was not entirely the reason Capet was having him killed. The reason was irrelevant; there could have been no reason at all. The point of it was to reinforce a powerful object lesson: if you let the sons of the highest run, then hunted them down and killed them, it demonstrated to the lower tribes of the City (especially the Pitmerchants, who always seemed to be straining for more power) that obedience was best because there was no escape even for the cream. Sometimes a vacation meant just that, some leisure time, then returning safe and sound. Sometimes not. The universe killed at random for no apparent reason and so did the Mayor.
After Louis had departed from his second debriefing, and a Parchment of Orders for Sanson to have him assassinated arrived on his desk, Capet was in a contemplative mood. He reached over and picked up a glittering, crystal paperweight of a pyramid, with stepped sides. He leaned back into his “throne,” held it close to his eyes with both hands, and stared through it at the bright chandelier. When he was eight and his father, Mayor Capet VIII, still ruled, a Councillor, who owned a major stake in the Paris Glassworks, had presented it to him. As expected of a Mayor Apparent, young Capet had accepted the gift haughtily and simply handed it to his personal valet, with hardly a sign of even having looked at it. Yet it had become a favorite toy of his. As a boy, he had loved to peer through it at the light, mesmerized by the many rainbows that refracted through it, lost in a perfect dream, a far away fantasy of, “...An Age of Light,” he muttered, then chuckled at his little joke.
He pulled the pyramid from his eyes, turning it in his fingers, examining it. He thought of the Weikin, wandering around in filth, seeking their Age of Light like a child daydreaming through a sparkling piece of glass. The Weikin, he thought, they never learned to put away childish things... No one had ever taught them...
His father, Capet VIII, had taught him this lesson, though never directly. Truth was, his father had never been anything much more than the Mayor to him, so exalted and far away that he could not exactly remember any two words exchanged between them, or even the features of his face. His valet had been more of a father to him, though not much more, since he was in the end only a servant. Still, if even from a cold distance, Capet VIII had taught him something vital.
One day, when Capet was ten, the pyramid was simply gone. He had cried and pleaded for it for a long time but though his valet and servants had made an intensive search, it could not be found and, eventually, he had to let it go. No replacement would do and it was one of the few of his wishes as a child that could not be fulfilled. After his father had died a decade later and he ascended to Mayor, in an idle moment of nostalgia, he had brought this up to his valet. The next day, the valet had presented it to him with profuse apologies and explained that Capet VIII had seen that his heir had been a bit too attached to it, “a childish thing,” and had ordered it taken away.
Yet it had not been thrown out, and Capet felt sure that his father had seen a deeper lesson for him in saving it, so it could eventually be returned. As he grew into his power and position, he had begun to understand this “childish thing” as a man. The shape of a pyramid was the strongest, longest-lasting, most stable structure known to the Tenth or even nature, whose eternal mountains must have first inspired it. He had decided that his father had been trying to tell him that the City was no different, where the weight of each step fell upon the step below. He was the pinnacle of the pyramid of Paris and he always had to be sure to bear down on the Councillors, who did the same to the Pitmerchants and on down to the lowest pitminers. It was that oppressive pressure, so beautiful in its inevitability – each piece playing its role appointed by the Ancestors – that formed the perfect symmetry, which had kept the City stable, strong, quiet and forever as the sun. The Weikin want the sun, he thought, it is I who am the sun in the City...
Capet leaned forward onto his desk, his elbows placed on either side of Louis’s vacation orders. He read the Parchment distractedly, his hands above his forehead, gripping the pyramid with one hand, then passing it to the other – back and forth, over and over. He looked up at the pyramid, held it between his hands, turning it, watching the rainbows shining and fading. Then he laid it on the Parchment and moved his hands away, staring at it, considering...
There was still the bit of a boy in him, who had never left the City Isle and wondered about the world far outside of it – the farther the better – especially about what he thought of as the “First and Greatest Pyramid” of Egypt in Africa. He wondered if the Weikin had seen it when they had crossed that continent, and if Louis could tell him more about it. He remembered that he actually liked Louis and the time he had spent with him, even thought about sparing his life for at least one more debriefing.
Then he picked up the pyramid and put it aside. He leaned back again and decided that the fact that he liked Louis was all the more reason to have him assassinated. It made Capet feel stronger than personal attachments, and demonstrated his willingness to eliminate anyone. Anyone. He reminded himself that he was the pinnacle of the pyramid of the City, godlike in his power, and no one could be allowed to feel that they were beyond his ultimate reign over life and death.
The Rib and the Dust
“I don’t know why I didn’t take a wife among the whores like the other gravediggers. I don’t know...” Bonchrétien gathered his thoughts, deeply considering the question, then said, “I suppose it’s true as they say: a woman is born of a living rib and a man is born of dust. Dust is all he is without her. Sometimes I think he loses his reason without her because he has no reason to be. It is only her crazy passions that can keep his blood up, as if it might never drain away. Only her eyes of small sympathies can lift him once in a while from his eternal despair. So why do I stay with despair? I don’t know...”
You are a poet.
In Paris a “poet” was anyone who could move on-lookers to tears, laughter or passion with words alone – metered lines, storytelling, even fiery speeches. Stand on a tabletop, open your mouth, win over a crowd, and you were a poet. It was deeply respected as a talent but, paradoxically, laughed at as an occupation – especially for a man. Only women were thought to know the true magic of words in a way that even a Councillor never could. “A man who is a poet,” he mocked. “Funnier than a juggler but not as entertaining as a public execution.”
Still, it is a gift. Why do you despair?
“Despair? Because despair and outlasting it is the first lesson a father teaches his son.”
How? Tell me how?
He wandered off into memory. On the night of his seventh birthday, his Papa, a man who looked very much like him, with a bald pate and premature white hair, had dragged him from his bed. Bonchrétien was called Paulie back then. Papa ordered him to grab and light a lantern. He obeyed automatically – if he didn’t love his gruff, distant father at that point, he still respected and feared him. They marched out into the night together, Papa leading the way. In the middle of Deadstown, Papa stopped and faced him with the mud-filled skull of an Ancestor clutched between his hands. This skull was the “ball” in a game very much like soccer known as “bones,” which was only played among the gravediggers.
Papa ordered, “Put the lantern down.” Paulie obeyed. Papa poked a thumb back behind him toward a gravestone and said: “Hit that,” as if it were a goal. He backed away and then dropped the skull at his feet. He pointed at the gravestone behind his son and said, “Don’t let me hit that.” Then he kicked the skull directly into his boy’s chest. Paulie fell back. The skull bounced and smashed out the lantern. His father approached to stand over him, as Paulie started to cry. Papa grabbed the skull from the darkness, pitched into his chest again and said, “Like that little man? Well, get used to it! This will be your life!” When Paulie grabbed his ribs and cried harder, Papa straddled him, slapped his face and hissed viciously, “Every man will crush you if you cry, and no woman will respect you!” Papa got to his feet and ordered, “Get up!” In shock, Paulie obeyed. Papa said, “Now, we will play without the light, hone those gravedigger eyes.” And the game went on. Until he was eleven and apprenticed as a magpie, his father would pull him out of bed on random nights to play bones and slap him if he showed any weakness or bad play.
So you hated him because he first taught you to despair?
“Yes... No... It’s not so simple... Last year, he was dying... I thought I hated him, but not anymore...”
Why did you stop hating him?
“It was only one moment where I understood that I guess I never really hated him. Oh, when the skull stung my ribs, I hated him but... When he was sick with zoshtoe last year, he knew he was going to die... The night before he went... I was taking care of him. I was putting wet rags on his forehead to kill the fever. He was delirious, started crying. I hated the sight of it, the most powerful man I’d ever known...crying. He said something like he hated himself every time he had hurt me, but that he had to because he saw what a ‘momma’s boy’ I was.”
And this is when you decided you never hated him.
“No...I just wanted to get the hell away from him. I just couldn’t stand the sight of him crying and his excuses. But he died in the morning. Later, at his funeral, I was supposed to give the eulogy. I had everything prepared, a whole speech on what a bastard he was. But when I spoke, something else came out. I remembered how when I got better at bones and the play was good, while we walked home, he would tell me dirty jokes and stories of the lore of the gravediggers and our family.” He shrugged with a helpless admission: “It was actually fun. I remembered that he could be fun, and that he could be proud of me. With all the fights I ever had with him, I understood then, only at his funeral – standing in front of everyone – that what he did was because he loved me.”
Loved?
“Loved. Loved, because he made my eyes sharp in the dark, something a gravedigger needs. Loved because he taught me to never give up, something a man needs to learn from his father. Loved because he taught me to be a great bonesman, a game I now love. I was a sensitive mamma’s boy and he loved me enough to take the pain of hurting me, to teach me that the world was cruel, and how to endure every agony of it even against the last despair. Every boy in Paris and, I guess in other tribes, is taught something like this by his father. Armel was taught it much worse than me. His father was a hateful drunk, from what I understand. But if I know how to defend myself, it’s from fistfights with Armel, which started after Papa began his bones lessons. A mother can love her sons openly, but fathers who love their sons must shut it away to teach the cruelty of the world, survival.”
Dangerous Hope
A week after his second debriefing with Louis 16, after he had sent his top spy to Sanson, Capet would not feel so godlike anymore. He was at his desk, fixated on something in the transcript of Louis’s first debriefing. After explaining the strategy of numbers, Louis had said, “Do not underestimate the Weikin.”
What did that mean? Capet hadn’t bothered to ask at the time. An army of storytellers led by a poet? So what was to fear from these children with their attachment to childish things? He could not have known that it would be an infection of their ideas that would invade the City. In his second debriefing, Louis had talked about the Weikin concept of aggressive kindness. According to what Louis had told him, it must have started there, with sick peasants treated by the Elephants in Versailles, and helped in all manner of ways by the Weikin. When they came into the markets of the City to trade, they must have spread stories of it to all of the jacques. These stories must have grown to the proportions of legends as they went from one mouth to another, becoming an idea of an alternative to the Mayor’s rule. That alone would be enough to give rise to hope, dangerous hope. The jacques had no ability to imagine this for themselves before. Neither had he.
The jacques were the base of the pyramid of the City, the foundation, which had formerly seemed so secure and far away from him, that it was not even worth considering. He had been raised to think of them as his children, and had learned to take their ultimate loyalty for granted. They were simple and pure to him. On the other hand, the spies were potentially treacherous, because their loyalty was not only bought with a personal threat to themselves, but their very families and noble legacies. With this in mind, in spite of being warned about aggressive kindness, he had not been capable of imagining disloyalty from the peasants, or any other jacque, and the infection of hope they might bring down as a “curse” on the City. Though a small pyramid of glass had inspired his idea of its order, Capet’s image of the City had been one of a large pyramid of everlasting stone, as in Egypt, that far away place that the Weikin must have known. It had never occurred to him that the City could actually be a pyramid of glass, ready to shatter and collapse under its own weight with any small weakening at the base.
When Louis had left at the end of their second debriefing, Capet had been casual about sending De Rais for a Parchment of Orders. At the time, he had thought that sending his highest spy to Sanson would be the most effective way to send a message to all the other spies, the Henris and Phillipes that had betrayed him with an affinity toward the Weikin. Only later would he feel this had been capricious, complacent and downright stupid. Only Louis, so familiar with the Weikin, would be best equipped to advise him.
But at the time, after he had signed the Parchment that had sent Louis on vacation, he had just sat back with satisfaction, cherished another smoke of his cigar and played with his little pyramid.
Splintered Souls
Your father taught you survival, and in so doing, he taught you despair. But isn’t there something more than either one?
“What else is there?”
Tell me about your sisters...
“What do they have to do with it?” He shrugged. “Two died in childhood. The other two, they were very kind to me, but they were married off into other gravedigger families.”
And you never saw them again.
“No, not really...at family gatherings... I mostly saw a few of their children, boys who came to be initiated.”
So like other boys, you saw the kindness of women, of your mother and sisters, and when it was gone, you looked for it in other women when you came of age.
“I did, I guess... But I found out that the kindnesses of another woman come only come as long as a man can pay.”
Pay?
“Money, power, status – it’s all the same for any man from pitminer to Councillor.”
So a woman can’t love?
“No, what I mean is...I don’t mean that...I...it’s just they just have their own misery to deal with. A man has many masters he can’t choose – a woman chooses one, not for who he is, but what he has. Think about it, a woman who brings home no money has many nice names like ‘mother’ or ‘wife’ – a man who does the same has only ‘bum’ or ‘convict’ to describe him. A husband with only love is just another burden on her.”
Yes... And you understood this early.
“I suppose I did. I was thirteen. I had just completed my apprenticeship as a magpie, become a crow, an official rookie, not just a glorified errand-boy. The gravediggers took me to the bars and the whores to ‘get my shovel cleaned,’ as they say.”
And you enjoyed the whores.
“Yes. Very much...at first. But in the end...I don’t know – you do that the sort of thing to look for a wife. I didn’t want one anymore. I suppose I didn’t want that kind of love, just a barter of burdens.”
She giggled and said, Yes, you are so dear and sweet.
He felt shamed: “You suggest that I am not a man, that I’m...soft... It’s like my father said, ‘Every man will crush you if you cry and no woman will respect you’...”
Not, at all. I respect you. It takes much more strength to deny yourself than to indulge. That is a hard man.
“You patronize me.”
Don’t be a fool. You saw around you too many men who took the violence of the world out on their wives, and their wives expected, even needed, that violence of a man, as if he would not be a man without it. And their wives returned that violence, the way the husband did against the world. Slowly, over time, these husbands became broken by violence of the world, which weakened them enough to be broken by the violence of their wives. It was love in its way, the only love that there is for so many in the City, an acceptance in the end of familiarity and need. But to you, this was always just an acceptance of weakness between a man and a woman. So you denied yourself love because you wanted something more. You wanted kindness, gentleness and a faith in you, as well as to be able to return the same to the one you loved. And you thought to deprive yourself of love until you could have it on your own terms, even if you might never know it.
Startled, he said, “No one ever... How did you know?”
Again she giggled: How could I know? You tell me.
He shrugged, “Tell you?”
Yes. Only the dead know more secrets than the whores, no?
“I suppose so...”
So why would I know? What does your Ancestor Religion teach about the soul?
“I’m not religious, what do I care?”
Not religious? You saw this place as an earthly Hall of Souls, which is a part of the Ancestor Religion, no?
“Yes...I did. But I’m still not religious.”
Of course. The Ancestor Religion was the only tool you had to explain what you were seeing.
“Yes,” he nodded. “Yes...”
So apply it again: what does the Ancestor Religion teach about the soul?
“That there are a limited number of souls but, over time, there is an endless diversity of the flesh to be filled with them.”
In this case, they are right. Each of us is only a part of an eternal Ancestor soul returning again and again in the clothes of this world. Do you understand?
He thought for a moment, then answered: “With a limited number of recurring Ancestor souls and unlimited combinations of clothing to fill, in each generation, one eternal soul must occupy many kinds of flesh at once.”
There you are...and...?
He extrapolated the idea further, then said, “And it has to happen over time, too, because generations overlap, so pieces of a soul can be separated over generations.”
Nicely done, yes. Occasionally, a single recurring soul finds its way into one body: Jesus, Buddha, Hitler – but this is rare. Most of us wander through our lives searching for the other slices of our one eternal soul. We can meet them in a space in the flesh of this life, or across time in spirit among the dead. Those of the same Ancestor soul, who meet in the flesh from the far-flung corners of this world, or as spirits across time, are kindred slivers of the same eternal soul. In this way, I have known you. You are a slice of my soul as I am of yours.
“Yes,” he said, then fixated on one point in what she had said: “I’ve heard of the others, but Hitler? Who’s that?”
The Evil Soul. Never mind... So, you decided you did not want a wife and culeau became your only happiness.
“All right, fine, yes, for a time. Then I had to stop going to the bars, because the whores were after me constantly. As a challenge, I guess, because I had no interest in them. But when my brother gravediggers saw I was never at the bars, they became insulted because they thought I didn’t want their company. So, I had to go just regularly enough to keep them happy.”
And when you did, they saw you still had no interest in the whores, so your manhood must have always been in question. Tiresome, no?
“Not really.” He shrugged. “They never said anything and I didn’t give a damn what they thought about it. Let them think what they want.”
Then why did you start taking a whore away with you every time you left?
“Well, that,” he chuckled. “I got to the point where I could not remember a thing I did because I would be so drunk. Total blank. So the first time I did it, I had to hear it from my brothers afterward that I had taken home the ugliest, oldest, most hopeless one in the bar. So what? I thought it was funny and a good way to keep them thinking I was a fool. I even tried to make a habit of it and I seem to have been successful.” He laughed. “Always, the next morning I would hear the tales about it and it was fun to play along.”
But you never touched any one of them and always paid her very well.
He smiled wryly, said, “Well, it was only by the evidence of the morning’s empty pockets that I knew I had been generous. And I would occasionally see one of them later, and they would tell me how I had spent the night in the scaffolding with them, or somewhere else, even just walking the streets with them, doing nothing more than talking to them and telling jokes.” He chuckled again: “They deserved good pay for that, at least, listening to my boring nonsense and stupid jokes.”
I doubt you were boring, but didn’t your brothers already think you were a fool? Why pick up such an expensive habit just to prove what they already knew?
“I don’t know. Why are you asking me about this?”
When these women came to you and told you about the way you had spent the night with them, you were sober, no?
“Yes, of course. I wouldn’t remember it otherwise.”
When you saw them again, before they left, you always emptied your pockets and gave whatever you had to them, no?
“Yes, I guess I did. So?”
Your brothers were never around to witness how foolish you were being then, even though you were sober, so why would you do such a thing?
“I don’t know. What does it matter?”
In the City, they say sympathy is a curse. Perhaps you suffer from it?
Again, he felt shamed. Sympathy was not a sensible thing to have where there was so much cruelty, and so many were desperate to find someone with such a “weakness.” He sneered, “So I am cursed with sympathy. I am a box of curses. On top of that, I am dear and sweet. These things are dangerous in the City. You describe a man who is soft, not a champion. Not for you or anyone else.”
You poor man, I am starting to think you might actually be a fool...
“Good.”
Still, you are my champion and sympathy is the key.
“Looking for the most cursed man as a champion? You must be a bigger fool than me.”
Don’t you see? In some place in your heart, in the deepest recesses of the cave of your soul, you never fully accepted the lesson of cruelty that your father had passed on to you, and you remembered the lesson of love that your early experience with women gave to you.
“But doesn’t every man? Shouldn’t they?”
Should is one thing, do is another. You do. You are such a romantic, such an idealist, so rare in the City, where so few expect to live, only hope to survive and die with some kind of honor. Anything else is seen as soft and foolish.
“Soft and foolish,” he replied bitterly. “And what sort of champion is that?”
Don’t you see? My champion must be a foolish idealist first. If not, how would he fall in love with a woman who is not a woman but an ideal – an ancestor that is perhaps not an Ancestor, but a dream? You saw me and instantly devoted your whole life to me, no?
“Yes...but I couldn’t help it.”
So? Behind your soft thoughts of ideal love is the heart of a prince, waiting to be a king in a cause. You have kept yourself your own man, disciplined, knowing in your soul that your cause would come. Your whole life has led to this. Don’t you see? I am your cause. My family – all the works you see around me – we are your cause. This chamber is your cause.
“Even if that’s so, it’s too much, too soon. How? How do I become a hero in a day?”
The man who shows strength inspires admiration; the man who knows weakness inspires love. Don’t you see? I need a man who is known by both. You are already a champion.
“But how? But how? I am not a champion: I’m lazy. I’m a fuck-up and a coward.”
Her voice began to fade: You still have little faith in yourself. Though it remains that you have mine, maybe you will need to see more from someone of the flesh. And it will come. I know your thoughts. You have a test. The ideal woman of the flesh you have in your head would take you in her arms when you are dirty, sick and at the end of your sanity. You already know this woman. Though she will not have a chance to pass your test in this life, look for her – she is another piece of your soul. She will speak the language of flesh and violence because she has survived in the City just like you. But stand through it and return it with kindness, because beneath her veil of violence is a faith and love only for you. You will be a hero to her, which will remind you that you are a hero to me first, foremost and always...
“But wait...”
“What?” said Armel.
Startled, Bonchrétien looked up to see Armel standing beside him. Realizing that he had spoken his last line in more than a murmur, Bonchrétien stood at once. Not daring to be seen wiping the tears from his face, he could only hope that they had dried enough to be invisible. He fumbled for words with nervous laughter.
“Talking to the Ancestors again, no?” asked Armel.
“What? Oh, yes, yes...” said Bonchrétien.
All Parisians, especially the gravediggers, talked to the Ancestors from time to time, but Armel knew that Bonchrétien was particularly prone to it. These conversations were supposed to be respected as private but, under the circumstances, having helped to finally open the chamber, Armel looked around and asked, “So, what did they say?”
Bonchrétien struggled to regain his composure, find some joke to save himself, save face. Yet, it was just looking into Armel’s eyes that had saved him. Armel presented himself, as always, with amused indifference. Bonchrétien knew it was deceptive. He glanced over Armel’s shoulder toward the door. Outside, glinting in the lantern light, he saw the anxious eyes of the other gravediggers. Stopped by fears of curses and omens, none of them had dared to cross the threshold into the chamber with him. When he looked back at Armel, he saw that he shared their dread but had overcome it and entered the chamber only out of sheer loyalty to him. Ah, Bonchrétien thought hopefully, the fears of Armel and the gravediggers... They were as loyal to Armel as Armel was to him. This combination of fear and loyalty might just save Beloved, keep everyone away from the chamber at least for tonight, even if Bonchrétien had no idea of a long-term plan for her.
Bonchrétien smiled magnanimously, reached out, slapped Armel’s shoulder and raised his other arm to make a “kingly” pronouncement. Before he could say a word, far out among the gravediggers, probably from somewhere outside the main trench, there was an impatient shout in the unmistakable voice of Jal: “Is it fucking dawn yet!”
Silence.
The tension had been so thick for so long that when laughter finally broke out, it was so loud and unanimous that it seemed to shake the chamber. In the cacophony, Armel clamped hold of Bonchrétien’s shoulders, looked up and bellowed, “Celebra-tion...!” With that, the gravediggers filed out.
As Bonchretian walked toward the bars, through the darkness of Sevenskull Hill over Deadstown with Armel, gleeful gravediggers reveling all around ahead of them, he was suddenly overcome with doubt. The City was the City, things were as they were, as they always would be and always had been. As long as that was the case, in the long run, he could see no path that would guarantee the safety of Beloved and her family. It was a crushing responsibility. If only he could know a spell to unmake memory and return the chamber to the safety of the secrets of the dead.
The gravediggers would fight him on the idea of just reburying the chamber and forgetting about it. They would want a reward for their efforts. Eventually, he might convince them that it was better than having the Council use it as an excuse to claim their homes and livelihood for South 5. Maybe after telling them that, they might actually keep the secret by a sacred oath, but what then? The chamber would be found out one way or another after they were long dead and he would not be there to protect Beloved. Still, if he really wanted to save Deadstown and his brothers, he would burn everything in the chamber and then bury it himself. That reality was inescapable, regardless of what he and Beloved had shared. But that was not going to happen. He could not allow it. Either way, things could not be as they always were, and always had been, if he was to accomplish what she had asked.
Even the idea of the change that would be necessary for this seemed in its way more terrifying than losing Deadstown. Life in the City was not great but at least it was predictable. Everyone was sure of where each stood. Sympathy, like curiosity, was a curse because both led to thinking and change, which led to the unknown and, inevitably, chaos. When everyone had so little, the idea of losing even that was unbearable, unimaginable. Pette tutom, as the pitminers said. In their mangled dialect of Jacque French, it could literally be translated as, “little time,” or “waste of time.” Best to keep your head down – to talk about how things might be was just a waste of time.
Pette tutom...
To think at all was a waste of time. Boncretien didn’t want to think anymore. He didn’t want to be filled with the dark foreboding that chaos was coming and that he would be the agent of it, no matter which way he chose. He always liked the joke of being a king. The joke had become yet another curse on his head. What if he had inadvertently become a king in a cause that might destroy them all? Even the whole City? He didn’t want to be himself anymore. The burden Beloved had placed on him was too much.
Armel saw his heavy face and said, “Why so glum?” He waited a beat and then laughed, “You don’t like that dawn will empty your pockets again, no?” He threw his arm around Bonchrétien, “Well, be happy. This will be the last night, no? Then you can go back to emptying your pockets for a wasted old whore.”
Mirthlessly, Bonchrétien looked out over the gravediggers, who were far ahead with their backs to them, a shifting crop of human silhouettes illuminated by the glow of lanterns. “They respect you,” he said.
Looking ahead with bluster, Armel said, “Of course.”
Bonchrétien looked at him, “No, I’m serious. Just don’t let anyone near the chamber unless I’m around. Even keep them clear of Sevenskull Hill, for that matter.”
“Serious? Again? You are so serious, lately.”
Bonchrétien snapped, “Just give me your oath!”
Armel hesitated for a moment. Then he shrugged and smiled. “Of course, you have my oath. You are the King.”
Bonchrétien looked at the ground and hissed, “I am not a king.”
Armel removed his arm from his shoulder and said, “Maybe Jal was right. You’ve lost your sense of humor.”
Bonchrétien spat, “Jal’s an idiot!”
Then, the man himself, Jal, reached out of the darkness behind them, placed his spindly hand over Bonchrétien’s bald pate and shook it. Jal bolted up in front of them, walking backward a few feet ahead, with a lantern slung low in his left hand. He said to Bonchrétien, “You’re the King! You’re the King! It’s fucking dawn. You are the King!”
Someone from somewhere in the dim glow behind Jal pitched a rock, which made a peculiarly hollow sound against his skull. He winced, turned back and shouted, “Hey!” With the owl-eyes of a gravedigger, Jal spotted the culprit immediately and ran forward after him.
Armel and Bonchrétien stopped and nearly stumbled over in laughter. Armel threw his arm around Bonchrétien again and said, “You know, Jal told me the first day we met that you would get yourself in trouble. It was just a matter of time.”
Gleefully, Bonchrétien said, “And what if the Village Idiot is right, tonight?”
“Well then!” Armel shrugged: “I don’t know what you mean, but I suppose I’m in trouble, too.”
5.
The Angel’s Bargain
Hat in hand, Louis sat on a stool at a simple stall off the road in the Market District, amid the morning cacophony of trade and gossip all around. He laid his hat on the raw wooden counter and scraped his hand through his shoulder-length, blonde hair, scratching his scalp as he pulled it back. His head down, his hair fell toward his face again as he let it go.
Waiting patiently across the counter was Aveline, a letter writer with pen and paper at the ready before her. The illiterate, who were most of Paris, came from all around the City to the letter writers to write back to their families in distant villages, who would often have to pay another letter writer to read it for them. Aveline was slight woman with a dark complexion. She was dressed in white, with a cloth that covered her hair and hung down over her shoulders, signalling that she was taught to read and write by the Wandering Sisters of the Virgin. Something about this customer told her that he was not the peasant pimp indicated by his clothes, and the flash of silver leaf on his cap. The jacques she was accustomed to dealing with tended to get right down to business, and his thoughtful manner indicated a refinement more common among the literate tribes. So why would he need her? The mystery of it made her want to remain silent, let it be revealed in its own time, but the obvious anguish in him finally loosened her tongue. Rather than her routine, “How can I help you?” she said, “Is there anything I can do?”
“Yes,” he said, “Sorry. I...need you to write a letter...” He looked into her wide, dark eyes, which watched him from behind two unevenly shaped lenses held to her face by thin lengths of tin wire. Then he looked away and drifted off again. Whether Capet knew it or not, Louis knew damn well what a “vacation” meant for him and, of course, his family. He didn’t know exactly why he was being sent to Sanson, but he knew the Mayor well enough to have no doubts. He had decided to take refuge in Versailles from the moment he had left Notre Dame after their second debriefing, but by the time he had reached the Market District, his resolve had been weakened by the guilty idea of just abandoning his family to pay for his failure with their property and legacy, without even a warning. Personally, he had nothing to lose anymore by contacting them, something he had not dared to do in the near five years of his service. The question now was how to get a message to them without it being intercepted and discovered as a warning.
He was hiring Aveline because he could not risk the letter being written in his own hand, but the problem was how to dictate it so that they alone would know who had sent it, and know what to do. For the first time in near five years, his mind was a muddle. He forced himself to think clearly, looked at her and said, “Write this: ‘It is wonderful in the village of Versailles. You must come to see me. Bring enough for a long stay. It might seem troublesome at first, but how else can I hope to drink in your excellent company until I have been revived by your presence again. How long has it been? Far too long. Oh, if only I could come to see you, but I can’t get away, business being what it is, and to tell the truth, you would adore it, here. It is my dearest hope is that you can get come as soon as possible. When you get here, ask for my dear friend, Zanu, if you don’t see me first. He is the most gracious and kind friend you could ever imagine’.”
He paused for a long moment, downcast. His words, dictated in high Council French, rather than common Jacque French had naturally confirmed for Aveline that he had to be an elite and quite literate. With little understanding of treacherous dealings, she took his letter at face value, though she could not imagine why such a friendly invitation should trouble him so much. Finally, she asked, “And how shall I sign it?”
Louis could only count on the fact that his family would know that his failure would mean their total ruin and that if he should contact them before his term of service was up, it was serious. He needed a uniquely personal signal that it was unquestionably him. His gaze drifted over to Aveline’s right, where he saw a little redheaded girl, her green eyes just visible above the counter, watching him curiously, glowing in the gray light of the day. He smiled with a sense of nostalgia at her and said, “Bal... Sign it, ‘Love, Bal’.”
As Aveline wrote this, the girl backed away from the counter, raised her hands in the air and began to turn like a carousel, chanting, “Bal...bal...bal...”
Aveline was about to stop her and send her away, when she saw him grinning at the girl and her disruption. Unlike any customer Aveline had ever had, he showed not a trace of annoyance. She had seen condescension, tolerance, even a bribe to get rid of the girl, but never such pure enjoyment. “That’s it,” he said, gently encouraging her as she turned and turned. “The name, Bal, means dance. How clever you are! That’s what they called me when I was your age.” He lifted his hands, moving his shoulders, showing no sign of a sense of rhythm. Aveline suppressed a giggle, covering her mouth as she looked between the two of them.
Then, when the girl’s back was turned to him, for no apparent reason, she ran away and disappeared into the shadows of the stall behind Aveline. His smile faded, his gaze fell, and he turned melancholy, as he confessed, “It is a stupid story. My mother was a musician. She could play anything. When the women came to the house, they would gather in the music room and ask her to play and sing songs. She preferred the harp. When I was little, I would come in and do this idiotic dance.” When he moved his shoulders in a faint shadow of what he had done before, Aveline put her hand to her mouth again and laughed out loud.
He chuckled at himself, looked at her and said, “Oh, yes, mock me but it was true, I was tone deaf and had no sense of rhythm and they would chant at me, bal...bal...bal..., maybe hoping they might lead me to show even a trace of a sense of music in my dance. Ah, but it was hopeless, and I think they liked that most of all.”
They grinned at each other for a moment. His eyes darted to where the girl had been and then back to Aveline: “Is she yours?”
Her dark skin hid her blush. She thought of her vow of virginity to the Sisters, looked back at the letter he had dictated and said, “No, occasionally I have the joy of caring for her.”
He could see that he had embarrassed her in some way and, if she had looked at him, the apologetic blush on his pale face would have been plainly visible. “Oh...” he said, staring at the letter.
She folded it up and asked, “Where do I send it?”
“Yes,” he replied, with swift recovery: “the Master of the House of Toussaint.”
By this point, it was no surprise to find out that he was the son of a Master, a landowner outside the City, though it did not sit well with her. Having been born to peasants, with the reflexive resentment she still held against all of those who burdened them, she wrote it down and said with formality, “Thank you, is there anything else?”
Seeing the turn in her, he pleaded, “No... I mean, yes, please...” He pulled out a sack of Council tokens and dumped them on the counter, creating a pile of coppers of various sizes and three large silvers. With a desperate look, he continued: “Please, if you can. The letter can’t go through the mail. Please, if there is any way?” He awaited her answer, knowing that the postal service was a hive of spies and that even the mention of Versailles would be a dead giveaway to them.
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