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“Bloody epic. Evoking the lushness of Anne Rice’s best work, The Red Sacrament weaves a textured, rich brocade of theatrical vampires, unwitting victims, and one extremely cunning witch.”

CHELSEA G. SUMMERS, author of A Certain Hunger

“As elegant as it is brutal, The Red Sacrament is a nasty, atmospheric novel about capitalism and the consequences of immortality. A perfect combination of rich period detail and grimy ultraviolence.”

AVERY CURRAN, author of Spoiled Milk

“A fanged guillotine of a novel with its pages pressed directly to your neck. You’ll absolutely lose your head over it.”

CLAY MCLEOD CHAPMAN, author of Wake Up and Open Your Eyes

“The most consequential and necessary vampire book of this generation and simply one of the most impressive literary debuts you will ever read. Truly and fully a sublime masterpiece.

SOFIA AJRAM, author of the Bram Stoker Award®-winning novella Coup de Grâce

“A powerful, seductive, and bloody broth that will sustain voracious readers for decades to come.

ANDREW F. SULLIVAN, author of The Marigold

“The Red Sacrament is always seeking, always beckoning, deeper into its Parisian tragedy… An immersive portrait of a novel.

HAILEY PIPER, Bram Stoker Award®-winning author of Queen of Teeth

“You need to put this on your to-read list. Now. I’ve waited three lifetimes to find a novel like this.

MOLLY MCGHEE, author of Jonathan Abernathy You Are Kind

“The vampire novel I did not know I hungered for all my life. Dense, erudite, complex, elegant.”

PREMEE MOHAMED, World Fantasy Award-winning author of The Butcher in the Forest

“A triumph: sensous and seductive… it ensnares you as soon as the curtain rises and doesn’t let go.”

ANDREA MORSTABILINI, author of A Blood as Bright as the Moon

“Incisive, heartfelt, electrifying, in deep conversation with the vampire genre and the human race… a vital book for anyone who has loved—or been heartbroken by—either one.”

EMERY ROBIN, author of The Stars Undying

“A savage, homoerotic social satire of vampirism as tender as it is remorseless, this is the future of the genre, splashed across the page in blood.”

GRETCHEN FELKER-MARTIN, author of Manhunt and Black Flame

“The unholy progeny of Anne Rice and Karl Marx—and mother and father are fighting… I gasped when she pulled back the velvet curtain.”

NATALIE ADLER, author of Waiting on a Friend

“An utterly gorgeous nightmare… both seductive and terrifying.”

JON GREENAWAY, author of Capitalism a Horror Story

“Vampire fans, rejoice! A new successor to the throne of Anne Rice has arrived!”

NICHOLAS KAUFMANN, Bram Stoker Award®-nominated co-author of 100 Fathoms Below
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This book is dedicated to everyone who has to
wake up in the morning, or at sunset, or in
the middle of the night, and go to work.




HOW TO COLOUR A DEAD MAN, HIS HAIR AND BEARD.

Next we shall speak of colouring a dead man—that is to say, his face, his body, or any naked part that may be visible. . . You must use no rosy tints, because dead persons have no colour; but take a little light ochre for your three gradations of flesh-colour, mixed with white, and temper in the usual manner, laying each tint in its place, and softening them into each other, as well on the face as on the body. And in the same manner, when you have nearly covered your ground, make the lightest fleshtint still lighter, reducing it to pure white for the highest lights. Then mark the outlines with dark sinopia, mixed with a little black, which is called sanguigno. . .

—CENNINO CENNINI, “The Book of the Art” ca. 1390

It required only a bayonet thrust for the bubble to burst and the monster to leap forth before our eyes.

—KARL MARX, “The 18th Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte”, 1852
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PROLOGUE

Perhaps the only really shocking thing about the Théâtre Saint-Siméon is you can’t pay to get in.

In this city overflowing with currency—this new age of bare and brazen commerce, on the boulevards by night as much as the Bourse in the daytime—it’s hard to think of anything that can’t be bought, not for any sum. But of tickets to this theatre, it is true. They are given away without charge.

These tickets are given only to certain persons: women who hold certain salons, in certain buildings on the Île de la Cité; men who have proven themselves willing to spend through their fortunes and ruin their ancient names, or, if they are clergy, to wear their vestments backward. These black paper tickets, unnumbered, unpurchasable, are given to these dubious persons, who distribute them to others, through associations that do not bear scrutiny—as favors, as invitations, as tokens of trust.

From here there is further spread, as slips of black paper move throughout the city in a trickle of contagion, like dark water underground: hand to hand, pocket to pocket, presented on a silver tray to a gentleman rotting from the inside out, or passed from one housewife to another with a sly caress, or slipped with no explanation between the pages of a book given to a young girl.

Once you have this ticket in your hand, perhaps it’s necessary to squint to make out what’s printed there, which is only: Théâtre Saint-Siméon, Rue Saint-Siméon-le-Stylite, vendredi à minuit. And if you have never been to that street, never heard of the theatre—if you have no idea of the production to be mounted, or who might appear in it—well, perhaps now you’re all the more eager for Friday to come, and determined to arrive at ten minutes to midnight, just to be sure of entry.

The Rue Saint-Siméon is not far from the boulevard, but light and noise do not reach it, and instead of Haussmann’s new and creamy stone it is only the muddy brick of old Paris. What you’re looking for is tucked between two unremarkable buildings, and it is unremarkable itself: a dull gray edifice with cracks here and there and the suggestion of columns—perhaps vacant, perhaps a theatre, perhaps an old and defunct church.

There’s no marquee, no light, only a sheet of black paper pasted to the door; even at ten minutes to midnight there’s no queue, no need for the velvet ropes they’ve only just devised at other theatres to contain the rush of patrons and keep them orderly. No, as you arrive there are only one or two persons ahead of you, and it is the work of a moment to present your ticket to the contrôleur, the stooped and frowning man at the door, and just as quickly be ushered inside.

The foyer isn’t a grand one. There’s no crystal chandelier quivering with light like the one they’ve got hanging over you at the Paris Opéra—no red velvet bar like the one that serves you at the Théâtre des Nouvautés. At the Théâtre de la Gaité there’s lush carpet under your feet, put in just this year—which is 1869—but here there’s no such thing.

Instead the entrance hall is bare stone lit by candles; but there must be gas lamps too, for you hear a soft hiss like the breath of something sleeping. The floor is old and uneven, the ceiling high and lost in shadow; it seems it could have been a church, long ago—or something else, some peculiar temple made grand and vague to begin with and grown only vaguer with time.

This hall is filled with a crowd of perhaps two hundred persons, who are obliged by the somber environment to converse only in low murmurs. They are gentlemen and their wives or companions, and smirking somebody’s-sons arm in arm with the very worst of their friends. They are men who own butcher shops next to drab charwomen off for the night; they are filles de joie in daring dresses next to sharp, dark girls who work in comptoirs near the galleries of the Palais-Royal where they pretend to sell hats.

The women as a whole do not look proper. But there are some who do, who tightly clutch the hands of their husbands, and even a few ladies of wealth and substance, who are looking evenly and without embarrassment on the odd mix of people, like it’s an exposition, or a zoo.

No money changes hands here either, if you can believe it. Where you might expect a small army of middle-aged ouvreuses hustling for tips, there’s only one: a yawning old woman all in black, dull-faced, incurious. Instead of taking bribes to find you a better seat—instead of endeavoring to sell you a playbill, take your top hat and overcoat, or unlock for you a sour-smelling closet where you can pull up your skirts and relieve yourself, all for a price—she simply stands before a black curtain, one eye on her pocket watch, and waits.

Perhaps she advises you of the rule. For there is but one rule here, and it is this: anyone who brings a sifflet—one of the sharp steel whistles used by coquins at other theatres to express their disapproval—will be dealt with.

So perhaps there is a low murmur, a little rolling of eyes, a stifled hiss of laughter—dealt with, dealt with how?—as the old woman closes her pocket watch with a little snap, and draws back the curtain to wave the lot of you in.

You might wait, politely, for the persons in front of you to proceed, and when it is your turn you might step through the curtain and into the theatre proper—a theatre like an inky mouth, a cave of shadows which surrounds and enfolds you. As your eyes adjust you might see more: the shapes of black velvet seats in the darkness, the glimmer of black moiré on the walls, the soft, receding nothing of black carpet. Here and there you might see sconces which barely penetrate this blackness—a blackness that serves only to direct your eye to a red curtain that shines like blood on an altar-cloth, or a great and eager tongue.

You might sense movement behind this curtain, but hear no footfalls or breaths; might shiver, feeling the cold touch of premonition; might realize, all at once, that you have found yourself in a place and time in which your life could be forever changed—or simply dropped, swiftly, irrevocably, off a ledge that is hidden in the dark.

Or you might look at all this and see nothing but problems.

You might see seats that, were the lights brighter, would be in obvious need of re-upholstering. You might see a carpet that cost a great deal to put in, a decade ago—a carpet which is disintegrating little by little with every step that lands upon it. You might see sconces burning gas which is ever a red mark in the ledger; might know that above your head is a loft of creaking wood in which the available storage space is dwindling, dwindling, year by inexorable year.

You might see a pale silk petal missed by the ouvreuse and her push-broom last week, and know you can’t give her too hard a time about it; might see movement behind the red curtain and think, with a stab of annoyance, they’re getting sloppy back there, if I can see it the patrons can.

You might slip through a little knot of persons—warm, giggling, stumbling in near-darkness to their seats, persons who barely mark you, who feel nothing but a chill as you pass by. Might step through a hidden doorway to backstage, where swift, cold bodies flit about their work; might duck under a beam and edge behind a martyr’s trestle to be quickly helped into costume.

And as you do this you might think: good God, I can’t believe I’ve got to do this again.






ACT I






PLACES

[image: Open Double Quote]Will we be late?”

“No.” A little past eleven, he thinks; he carries no watch but he can feel it is a little past eleven. This despite a brightness that is nearly the brightness of day, for where the new Boulevard Haussmann intersects the new Boulevard des Italiens—where both of these are cut across by the old Rue le Peletier, creating a fat triangle where the Paris Opéra has found its home for nearly sixty years—it is so laced with gaslight, here, that the whole plaza could be a firework display frozen in place.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.” A little past eleven is cutting it close, for a Friday. But he’d promised Alix he’d take her for a drink at the Salle le Peletier, and Saturday’s crowd won’t do for her.

“Is it nearly time?” She looks a little anxious, hovering at his elbow in the shadows; she hasn’t gotten a feel for the night yet, is what he thinks. Alix is only a fledgling. A baby, really. Only two years dead.

“Nearly,” he tells her.

“It’s La Vestale tonight,” she says then, a professional gleam in her eye.

“Oh?”

“The new remount. Mademoiselle doesn’t hold a candle to Alexandrine, is the on dit—”

In truth he’d needed convincing to bring her on, for they already have a soprano, a peerless one, in Berthe. But once he’d heard Alix singing a tricky Hoffman aria over at the Salle Choiseul—once he’d heard her limber, agile voice, and the feats of which it was capable—well, after that there was nothing to be done but swoop over and offer his wrist after curtain call.

“She was from Saint-Domingue, did you know that? Alexandrine, I mean. The daughter of an affranchis—”

Of course she said yes. It has never been difficult to get performers to consent to the Sacrament. In France they are excommunicate simply by nature of the profession, and they all fear aging, but particularly the women.

“—and the princesse aztèque in Fernand Cortez was written for her, when she was mistress to Napoleon himself—”

Now Alix will look twenty-six forever. As a living woman she charmed, but now she compels, she gleams like a necklace of paste diamonds and faux-jet, and her silvery little laugh turns heads up and down the street. Which is good, he thinks, as she chatters on. It’ll move things along.

He remembers it like she’s only now lifting her teeth from his wrist: as if her dead eyes are sliding open for the very first time to regard him. Now between them there is a—a thread, a bond. He will teach her, protect her; if she makes a request, he will do what he can to honor it.

And she, in turn, will obey.

“—not to mention the Persian widow in Olimpie,” she’s saying brightly, “which they hardly ever do now, but Sarat says—”

“Hush, Alix.”

Her mouth closes at once, and he hears it: muffled applause emitting from the great white shape of the Opéra. It will be any moment now.

“Now remember,” he tells her quietly, “they give you more than blood.” The great doors open, and the crowd begins to pour into the street: men in crisp black and white, women all softly cresting waves of colored silk. “A hungry man,” he goes on, “a sad one, will not satisfy. This is why we find them when they are delighted, when the night is reaching its peak—when they have taken their amusements and now move toward certain others.”

“Right.”

That part is easy, now. Pleasure has been liberated from the confines of the court and now it’s everywhere, everywhere you look. If you are used to the old medieval alleys, it is an astonishment. At every turn a new boulevard, the sudden eruption of an opera house, some plaza or monument or park; when the sun sets, now, exquisite people stroll under the glare of artificial light, and offer themselves up.

“Now?”

“Now.”

He steps out of the shadows; she follows like the rehearsed step of a dance. Together they move lightly into view—and what is it they see, these gentlemen, these ladies? Foreigners first, no doubt. She was born only a stone’s throw from here, the daughter of a mêtisse and an Auvergnat water-carrier, but Alix affects to wear her shiny black hair like a Spanish maja, with kiss-curls and a jet comb. He himself, Arnault, once Arnaldus, before that Arnau—his long life has left him with a vaguer mien, antique and unplaceable. But since they both have black hair and glitter darkly, arm in arm—since Alix favors a short jacket of black velvet, and a mantilla—yes, most will look at them and see a well-heeled Spaniard and his lover, or his sister.

Or his merchandise: when out with a woman he is occasionally taken for a procurer. Already a few of the top-hats are appraising him, appraising her, from across the boulevard; here and there they smile, and glint with gold.

A cocotte espagnole and her pimp, then, they cross the boulevard, and as they pass before the line of waiting carriages the horses in harness begin to flinch, and shy away. Ears lay back, white-ringed eyes roll; heads toss, so bits and bridles flash and throw back the light of the streetlamps. Snorting and stamping now mixes with the rising clamor of the crowd—but he doesn’t miss a step, and neither does Alix. For this is usual.

They meet the crowd, then filter gently into it: its brightness and warmth, its winking gems and rustling silk. This is, perhaps, the flower of France, rosy-petaled, many-perfumed—but there is danger here, too. Just as the wealthy may entice you, so too they are enmeshed in watchful families, washed and cared for by armies of servants. When they disappear, whistles blow, and policemen rush to fill the void.

But you don’t tell a young woman something is dangerous, or she will hurry to do it at once. Instead you say: “Remember the rich are difficult. So pick out the black sheep, where you can—the queer one, the roué.”

“The little problem?”

“Exactly. The one who will not be missed so much.”

Most of the gentlemen are milling around with friends, finding their cabs and carriages, gently steering their wives. These are best ignored. But others, unaccompanied, loiter.

“There?” She tilts her head—in a fetching sort of way, so her jet comb glitters—toward a little clot of top-hats at the mouth of the Rue le Peletier. The men look anxious, aimless, in the mood to be relieved of their boredom.

“There,” he agrees, and leads her over.

The arrangement is made. First a gentleman causes confusion by asking Alix for an introduction to him, assuming him an honteuse for—who knows, the length of his hair, there’s no keeping up this century. But he simply demurs, and the man makes himself immediately scarce; he might be a clipped duck taking flight, for the speed with which he disappears.

“A gentleman might try the Rue Chauchat,” Alix says sweetly after him, and points, and from this Arnault learns the girls have taught her a thing or two. So she’s not such a little chick, after all; not so fresh from the egg, anymore.

But a new man is found, or finds them; he is led off by Alix, or leads her, to a lovely and proximate square. These days you’re never more than a stroll from some inviting little park. Some new pleasure-ground full of bright gaslight and gracious, helpful areas of shadow; lined with hedges, crossed with charming pathways where a man might stroll.

Arnault stands a discreet distance away, in the sour shadow of a pissoir. Another new amenity—for the city has been made easy in every conceivable way, for the flow of gentlemen strolling with their purses out. They have been presented with spectacle and amusement, shown places to wander in search of women and men; their senses delighted, their excess humors drained. Below their feet new sewers, very modern, allow water to find its level.

Alix has taken her gentleman into the shadow of a hedge, and there she completes the business. Elegant, is what he thinks, as the man’s feet twitch and dangle. Elegant enough. She doesn’t have the usual ability—to captivate, to enthrall—and he thinks perhaps she won’t develop it. Instead her talent is this: shocking strength, in a delicate hand. Her voice, he remembers, that soaring, quicksilver soprano that set her so apart, is itself only the flex and flutter of certain muscles.

Half past eleven. He carries no watch but he is certain. The troupe is in the dressing room, applying their paint for the stage. Any moment now Lazare will call the demi-heure; the rest will shout their thanks, and begin the final touches to their faces.

He clears his throat. A small sound, but Alix’s sharp ears pick it up. She stoops over the dead man; pockets a handful of coins, then pulls out his soft, cooling genitals with a gloved and dispassionate hand. A nice touch, he thinks. The police will raise their eyebrows at this, as they tuck the poor dead man away, and everyone will be helped not to ask too many questions.

Without a backward glance she darts past the pissoir and down the promenade, and it’s his turn now, to fall into step with her. Her dark eyes are heavy-lidded; sated for now, she glows. They move together, lightly, quickly, not quite arm in arm, out of the park and down the boulevard to his theatre.

*   *   *

“So you’ve made it,” says Beljoyeux, examining his nails. “Lazare was worried.”

“He’ll be all right.”

“You’ve missed the demi-heure.” A beat. “Which isn’t really like you.”

They weren’t that late. No more than a quarter to midnight as they slipped through the side door and into the wings. Into the familiar maze of rope and wood and canvas, one he knows like the cold shape of his own face. Every swag, every piece of scenery, every flat and painted backdrop here is one he made himself. Here the temple with its open-lipped caryatids imprisoned in a slick of faux marble; here the city square receding into perfect, mathematical distance. Here the pastoral valley with its trees and painted sky—once with his own hand he crushed the lapis and ground it, but now you just send someone to the shop for a bucket of heavenly blue.

Against this blue, Beljoyeux looks perfect in his hero’s costume; he is annoyed, but only faintly. “Suppose you hadn’t come?”

He says nothing: the idea is absurd and they both know it. Where else would he be?

For her part Alix has lingered on his arm for just a moment longer than she ought; has made a little display of her lateness, for all to see. Now she flits off to get into costume, trilling a scale as she goes. Clotilde, briskly lacing her slippers of green satin, throws a meaningful glance to Henriette. “It’s nice to be young,” she remarks, in an undertone. “You can get away with anything…”

Henriette gives a little giggle at this, and now, too late, Arnault is given cause to wonder. Did Alix really want the instruction? Perhaps—or perhaps she only wished to find an unseen muscle, and pull it out, and flex it.

But all is well. The men of his troupe have their vexations, and the girls their little jealousies; yes, he is late, but he has an eternity. He could do this with no more notice than a blink. He could do it dead, which, strictly, he is. For he knows without looking that the cold bodies are in their places, knows by the feel of the air that the patrons have taken their seats. He can hear their breaths on the other side of the curtain: the excited hiss of men and women in the dark.

As his habilleur appears at his elbow with the velvet robe, as he obliges to stoop down so the boy can slip it over his shoulders, it all comes as easily as closing his eyes. His hand reaches out for the black mask with its horns, and it is there. As the hammer blow is struck, as the audience drops into silence, it fits onto his face like a kiss.

*   *   *

The audience, he thinks, as he steps out to sheet-metal thunder and the bang of Guillaume’s drum—the audience isn’t what it used to be.

In the old days the stink would greet you first.

There’d be a reeking apprentice who only moments ago hung his half-rotted apron on a peg at the tannery, and this boy would shove past a ratcatcher and a grimy potter’s boy to the very front of the pit. Not far from him would be a merchant and his wife crammed into their second-best clothes, sweating and fanning themselves in the middle seats—and just above, like an angel in a silk-paneled box, a nobleman doused in perfume from whom frangipane and attar of rose would pour into the room like a waterfall.

These smells would clamor, they would slap and struggle and rut and find, at last, a perfect, ecstatic harmony. When you stepped out onto the stage then, it was into that stink, into a great deafening wash of humanity.

It was not the fashion in those days to darken the lights over the audience. If they tired of you, you would know it, for the men standing at your feet would yawn or pick fights. If you faltered, or the plot did not please, they would feel perfectly free to shout at you, or pull out a roll with hot gravy and start eating. Occasionally they’d throw things, and you’d have to remember the way someone once taught you to gracefully kick a slimy cabbage into the wings and persevere.

But more often, when you did well, when you arranged yourself in just the right way—when the book was good, and the painted scenario did its work, and you pleased, or frightened, or enthralled—when you managed to transport them, it was another story.

Then the great sweating mass of them would surge forward like a storm. They would shove and elbow each other to get a better look at you, to swallow you up with their eyes, and shout—such a shout, from a hundred warm, thirsty throats—until the roar of it filled the whole world with hot breath and spittle. You felt their stamping feet and the pulse of their clapping hands in your very body; for a moment you felt the slap of the beat in your own chest, as if a heart were pulsing there. As if you lived.

Once from the stage he saw a man stricken in the middle of eating his roll. Saw his rough hand fly to his chest, as if to make sure his heart was still safely held there; saw his mouth drop open to disclose the gravy and half-chewed bread rolling around in it. He saw the man’s face washed in feeling, his handful of food tumble to the floor—saw great tears stand in his eyes, and break, and begin to fall.

Another night his eye fell on a noblewoman in her box; on the curve of her painted lips as she viewed him through her glass. On the gracious incline of her head to the two gentlemen seated behind her—who then moved as if by some signal, some invisible courtly sign, to kiss her on her neck and along the low dip of her yellow silk bodice. That night he said his lines and essayed his blocking and watched them fuck her, the silk frame of her box as a window, a second proscenium for him alone: watched them slap her rouged cheeks and whisper endearments into her ear, an ear from which hung a diamond droplet the size of a wren’s egg.

If that sort of thing is done now, it’s not for him to see. They sit, now, the patrons, on cushions, in anonymous, dark silence, which of course is not silent at all. Hurry up, they seem to say, as they stir and rustle and cough. Let’s have the thrills we came for, and be quick about it.

He thrills them all the same. He makes a fine sinister Méphistophélès, he’s got the height for it, the shoulders and the black hair; his bass voice does what it ought, and the black cloak has weights sewn into the hem so it practically swirls on its own. Really, it does half the work. In the old days all you had was some miserable scrap of something, and it was up to you to make it sing.






OPERA,
DRAMA, FARCE

The first selection is Faust. Not all of it: Gounod’s opera is laid out on the antique instruments of Guillaume’s quintet, and out comes the knife to make it fit in forty minutes.


Le démon! le démon!—Le vois-tu? Là, dans l’ombre—Fixant sur nous son œil de feu!



And the patrons love it. Faust is popular, and moreover Berthe is faultless as Marguerite: how pure and noble her Roman profile, how affecting her despair, how soaring the cry of her final submission to God, and how the people cheer and shout when she is swept through the golden gates of Heaven!

Arnault presumes he moves them just as much, for they hiss with glee when the way is barred to him by the bright sword of the archangel, and especially when he turns his masked face toward them and points a finger, as if to say: come with me.

Even some of the men cry out, as metal thunder bangs—as the plume of scarlet silk billows up to enfold him, and he falls into the trap.


Jugée!



It is no Hell, only a mattress breaking his fall to the dark space beneath the stage. As soon as he rises his habilleur is there, uncovering a candle; the boy divests him of his robe and mask as all around them comes the din of apotheosis. Now the familiar roll of applause, as he climbs up the ladder and into the wings. Now Picavet, bright in clowny silks, face drawn down in concentration; slipping past them, balls in hand, to step out before the curtain and tickle with the entr’acte.

For Arnault’s own part, he is done. He has no role in either of the selections to come; in fact his role just now is to get out of the way. So he flattens his back to the brick wall, caches himself in the space between an iron ladder and a coil of rope hung above a skirt of shivering net. He does this because he knows in an instant Joukov will barrel through, throwing on his archbishop’s vestments, and behind him Jacquet in rusty brocade, squaring the false-gilt crown onto his head with a grimace.

Just as he thinks it, they arrive. The paste rubies on the crown flash as they pass by him, like the eyes of a dog in the dark.

But the way isn’t clear yet. Next comes Berthe in her penitent’s garb, rolling the great wooden mouth-of-hell with its teeth of silver-foil. She catches his eye as she passes, gives him a little smile before shoving it onto the stage—the type of smile you might see a vegetable-seller pass to her husband, he thinks, as she sets out the turnips for the thousandth, thousandth time.

And for the thousandth time he waits, secreted out of the way, as Lazare cranks the capstan to bring down the city square; as Sarat drags the martyr’s trestle to center stage and makes sure it hits its mark. On the other side of the red curtain Picavet is tossing his balls, to jolly, plinking music. But the crowd doesn’t seem to like it much; the crackling, living feel of the room has faded, and the applause is mostly polite.

Beljoyeux has taught Picavet something too old-fashioned, is probably what it is: here is how we did it in the days of le bon roi Henri, and isn’t that good enough for you? Perhaps he can ask the two of them to work on it this week—increase the difficulty of the juggling, if Picavet is up to it. If Beljoyeux agrees.

But this is a consideration for another night. Now Picavet is taking his bow; now the music rises. Between the wings he glimpses the bright empty page of the stage, and on the other side of it the bold shape of Henriette in its margin, ready to step out into her light and be feasted on.

As the red curtain parts, and lifts, here, as always, is Beljoyeux’s rich and sonorous tenor:


Le Mystère de Saint Apolline!



Now the way is clear. As Henriette steps out, he turns. Mounts the iron ladder bolted into the brick, and ascends.

Along the narrow catwalk, over the eager, bobbing heads of the audience; nothing hides him from view, and in truth there is no need, for never in a thousand years would a single head look up to see him. They are all staring straight ahead at Henriette, at her great and glorious body, her river of golden hair. She is like something glowing in the window of a church, or lounging in a painting in a brothel—but certainly nothing you could ever see on the street. Not even in Paris.

He slips past the ouvreuse napping on her wooden stool, Henriette’s speech lilting vaguely in his ears as he parts the black curtains to his box and takes his seat. Waiting there like a refreshment is a man: slender and dandyish, interesting necktie. Someone’s slumming nephew.

“Good evening,” says the man.

“Good evening,” he agrees.

The necktie, he finds, is tied insouciantly loose, and may be undone with only one hand; the pearl stud at the throat comes free with a pluck of his thumbnail, and the high white collar springs open like the blancs of a blushing bride. Beneath it is warm flesh, the pulse of blood, the beating heart—but this is usual.

By the time he’s let the cold body slump over in its seat and turned away from it to cast an eye on the show, the saint isn’t martyred yet, but she’s well on her way.


Oh, kill me and heaven will take it as a sacrifice;

But, if thou play’st the ravisher, there is

A hell to swallow you!



Now Henriette is laid out on the trestle like a meal. Her chemise is only pale, filmy stuff, so under the bright stage lights you can see her nipples and the golden shadow of her pubis—or perhaps you only think you can. Either way it’s quite the effect.

Now Tabarin’s rough, merciless shout:


Cry out, thou damned witch! Call up thy spirits,

And, if they can, now let them from my hand

Untwine these golden hairs!



As this profusion of hair is twisted up and yanked, Henriette delivers a long, full-throated scream. The townspeople cry out, the king and archbishop leer—the headsman in his leather hood brandishing his black iron pincers, before he forces them into her mouth.

Saint Apolline, the real one, called Appollonia, was a woman of ancient Alexandria: probably not a blonde morsel but a stern, leathery deaconess in sandals. The mob is said to have broken her teeth with a hammer. But the pincers made a better picture in the pages he once spent his days illuminating, making bright for the contemplation of dukes and learned men—and they make a better picture now, one that stirs the shopgirls and perturbs the clerks.

All is well, in other words. As she continues to scream, he pulls out his ledger and sets it to the rail of his box to page through it. Numbers, les comptes, they have never been his strong suit—but now, of course, they are his constant companion.

Begin with the outgoings. Hard goods and soft. Paint and cosmetics—so much of these that were he looking at the stage he’d see little but the shine of money. Dance shoes: Clotilde goes through these like they’re made of paper, it is nearly an outrage.

The incomings—well, we will get to that later.


Say this of Apolline, with brimming eyes:

She lived a virgin, and a virgin dies!



Further lewd tribulations, in the corner of his eye; then Henriette is freed by an angel, cries out, at length, to Christ, the Holy Spirit, to God and all his saints and angels—et cetera—clasps her hands high, that her great breasts heave; hurls herself into a flame of fluttering silk, and is consumed. Applause, again, as the curtain comes down. The shifting of legs in tight trousers, rubbing at the nap of the seats.

He makes a note: seats, to be redone. Perhaps two years from now.

The next entr’acte is Alix’s: a brief pastoral aria. The patrons are charmed at once by her loveliness, her black satin slippers and lace-edged apron, the fanciful garb of the shepherdess—but once she opens her mouth and starts to sing, they are enraptured.


Chi nel notturno orrore

Smarrì la buona via,

Alla capanna mia

Ritroverà il cammin.

Venite, o passaggiero,

La pastorella è qua,

Ma il fior del suo pensiero

Ad uno sol darà!



A great roar of approval for her, as she makes her pretty bow. Not surprising—but in his box he smiles to hear it. And makes a note: Le Domino Noir.

Last is the love farce. Out slides a bedchamber, painted pink as a slapped cheek; out comes Beljoyeux in a doublet of deep and costly rose. The next farce should come out of storage, is what he thinks. It will save on funds.


A year has passed since I married the charming Ysabeau, and I must confess that since the day I married her, I never could, despite all my efforts and the various talents and techniques I have brought to bear, succeed in plucking the flower of her chastity—



Here is the face like a picture, set with gems of blue paste. Here is Beljoyeux, the perfect innamorato, the tender young man, the adoring husband, clever servant, mighty lord, hero—whatever you want. Whatever you want, so long as it is first and best. Add to this he makes the patrons laugh.


Here she comes now: my lady wife, my star, my rose, and yet—my torturer! If it is true that she has deceived me with the foul Hennequin, brigand of brigands—I will beat her head on the floor until it splits!



There is scattered laughter—but behind him, past the black curtain, he hears the snoring of the ouvreuse, the rise and fall of her breaths like a sleeping monk’s. It is a bit thick, this part. When they do it again in a few years he will institute some cuts, so the dancing comes quicker.

Just as he thinks it, here is Clotilde:


I might tell you that my lord husband hasn’t touched me once, though we’ve been wed a year or more. Can you believe it?

No! But maybe you’ve heard of these soubrettes who flash their legs, and make their man’s love for them grow, and grow, and grow—



He bends over his ledger again. The plot speeds by, a confusion, a problem, there is always a problem, disguise, deception, mistaken identity and so on. When Clotilde reappears—masked, on satin slippers—he feels the patrons tingling with awe, and glances up.

The veil is nothing but tin and old grimy tulle, twenty sous of sequins on a rag destined for the chiffoniers. But in the gaslight it seems to film her all over in shimmer, in wonder; and when it is thrown aside, what is revealed? A confection rotating en pointe, a creamy candle all aflame, a red-haired doll with a sweet painted face. Light winks and flashes on her beauty mark: not paint, oh no, but a single glued sequin.

The audience gasps. Then they laugh, as Beljoyeux does a double-take and shields his delight with his hat—laughter that is freshened with relief. People like to see a marriage rescued from peril, this century. It soothes them, is what he thinks.

This selection is not brilliant to begin with, and it has long since staled for him. But as the music rises again, Arnault lifts his head from his ledger. Pays close attention, because Clotilde at her best is worth it.

The crowd is eating from the soft palm of her hand already. Once she begins to dance they are no more than steers led to slaughter. They gape like fish laid out on paper, like the open throat of a pig, as her red hair whirls and her ankles flash; as ivory tulle flies up to disclose the miraculous shapes of her legs. The drumbeat sounds faster and faster, and the tambour and triangle join in; Clotilde’s pirouettes revolve her like a spitted duck in a shop window, and everyone catches his or her wet breath, edging eagerly forward—that is, until she ruins it.






CURTAIN CALL

It’s not a missed step or a turned ankle. The scenery does not plummet or catch fire. No soldiers, no guardsmen, no arrests. This is no catastrophe, only an error.

Clotilde executes a perfect turn, and then another. And another, another, another turn on one leg, one high-arched foot with its satin slipper subtly rubbed in powder. Each triumphant whip of her head, each lift and snap of her leg is faster than the last—so fast, in fact, so strong that you might wonder: is this possible? Is this woman, or spirit, or sylph? Or something else, something worse? And still she turns.

He sees Beljoyeux grow sharp with sudden alertness; sees him step forward, to try to move the show along.

But it’s too late. Everyone has taken up a great clap, and now they begin to roar, to shout Brava in open-mouthed delight, in shock, in dismay, now, perhaps in fear, as Clotilde turns on and on. She is too fast, too flawless. Her ankle seems about to snap. Her neck turns faster, farther, than it ought; her speed is the speed of an insect, a rat’s bald tail whipping at the edges of your vision. Like a slender needle she touches the membrane between pleasure and disgust.

He knows she does not realize this. That in fact she can’t. Her painted face is blurred, contorted in ecstasy under the red swirl of her hair.

But what can he do? Grow wings, fly down onto the stage? He only watches, frowning, as she spins; as Guillaume bangs his drum and Alix gamely rattles a silver rod inside a triangle. Finally Beljoyeux puts an end to it: strides forward with his arms out, directly into her.

They do not collide. Rather the lady falls into her husband’s arms as if foreordained. As Beljoyeux lowers his head to plant a stage kiss on her lips, the crowd is already leaping to its feet. Brava, come the shouts, as thrown peals of ribbon. Bravissima, one man nearly sobs, over and over.

The people are mad, they are nearly screaming. They are rescued, or perhaps captured, their heavenly universe shrunk, now, to only the gracious frame of the proscenium, its twin suns the rose of Beljoyeux and the ivory of flaming Clotilde crisscrossed by green velvet ribbon. Around them his troupe arranges itself into a gentle arc of pale blue and violet, of sweet orange and lemon, of silk dominos and shimmering tights, of variegated triangles sewn cool-to-warm with paste gems applied at their corners; a perfectly composed offering of shape, color, and texture, of satin’s wet shine and velvet like the touch of a tongue, and here and there in many places the wink of faceted metal.

Over the clamor, fourteen voices rise to sing a little coda, a simple, matchless harmony honed by many years.


L’amour triomphe de tout,

l’amour triomphe de tout.

Nous aussi cédons à l’amour,

l’amour triomphe de tout.



Love conquers all. A shower of silk petals falls. He is furious.

*   *   *

Clotilde submits to a curtain call.

She is presented by Beljoyeux—induced by roars and cheers to give her pretty dancer’s bow over and over again—and all the while her red smile is brittle as a windowpane. Under the rain of petals and shouts he sees the others sneaking glances at her: children gleefully anticipating the punishment of a sibling.

The lights come back up, restoring the audience to themselves, to one another, and there are cries of laughter and mutual recognition. For these people are so bright with joy they’re almost shy of it. They have been dangled over a disgusting precipice—then saved, and reassured. They have been shown alluring women and dangerous men, sinister bishops, the Devil himself, torture, damnation, lasciviousness, horror; and then a sweet resolution, sweet as a silk ribbon tied around a gift.

The bandit and the soubrette were never real, and their disguises have fallen away. What’s left is the lord and his wife, and they greet each other with fresh eyes and hot, spiced lips but their vows are unbroken. When he gets into bed with her he’s doing only what God smiles upon; probably next year she’ll have a baby, who will grow up to be a good husband in turn, to some sweet and laughing girl whose happiness will be complete. The pleasure in the air is perfectly tuned: a shining thread, a gold wire, a harmonious perfume. It is irresistible.

This lambent and rosy-cheeked crowd empties out into the streets in a great laughing rush—and if you’re one of them, you would be wise to follow. For there are some who linger in their seats; some who sit, and wait for more.

A few girls are alone, flushing, working up their courage for God knows what; one or two ladies, or nearly-ladies, are settled comfortably in. But mostly it’s men: flashing gold pocket watches, fidgeting in fine clothes. Some are peeled away by filles de joie, gathered up and led away happy, but some remain, holding out for a second look at the talent.

And out they come, his charming, victorious troupe, with all the color and glimmer of the stage still hovering about them. They slip eagerly into the aisles, sampling the pleasure in the air like scent; their ears are perked for compliments and propositions. From there they are enticed by patrons, or perhaps they entice, out of the seats and away: into private niches, into boxes, into anterooms and hallways hissing with dull gas. These warm and laughing persons are entranced, they follow, arm in arm, wherever they are led. Top hats recede around corners, flowing skirts trail out of view, and one by one this second, select, favored audience disappears.

They take the warmth of their bodies with them, and his theatre settles into quiet, its familiar sepulchral chill. One by one the gaslights are extinguished. Out come the shadows, and the ghost-lamp is brought by the yawning ouvreuse.

This part of the night is peaceful. In fact it is precious to him, this hour when clamor fades, when work is done, when he may close his ledger and rest easy in his box with no company but a corpse. He finds himself soothed, rinsed of his anger, as silence spreads, as people die behind doors and walls and curtains, as the members of his troupe wipe their mouths and go off to change. The ouvreuse has found her push-broom, and begins to sweep the stage.

But his work isn’t done, not yet. Down he goes, taking care not to disturb the old woman at her work, to step carefully around the little pile of petals. Past scenery and swags of velvet, past tied-off ropes and the wheel of the capstan, past the mouth-of-hell and the martyr’s trestle, the dressing room door opens even before he knocks. His troupe emerges, fed, happy, thirteen of them in a snickering line—hurrying, to leave Clotilde alone for her whipping.

*   *   *

Inside is the usual chaos. The kingly robes and vestments stand at attention where they are hung all in a line, but beyond that it’s a shambles: silk robes and slippers laid every which way, and Alix’s black satin corselet à la paysanne thrown over the back of a chair.

“I’m not apologizing,” Clotilde announces, from the mirror.

She’s hanging up her costume, her veil of cheap spangled net; she wears nothing but a chemise, and as he closes the door behind him she peels that off too, revealing the flat length of her body without an instant’s hesitation. Nor does he blink. They are more familiar than lovers, and lust was wiped clean from him long ago.

But he can’t help admiring her: her red hair and strong shoulders, her lean, elegant line. He could draw her in an antique tunic, spear in hand; what he ought to do is give her a breeches role next season. She shines brightest en travesti, and he knows she misses it.

But now’s not the time for presents.

She sweeps a robe around herself, and he watches the iron muscles of her buttocks disappear: a draughtsman’s elegant plans rolled up and put away.

“Clotilde,” he begins, already tired.

“I know,” she says tightly. Embarrassment has closed her up like a fist, or a gritty little clam. She doesn’t meet his eyes in the mirror, just dips a cloth in oil and starts to swipe at her cheeks. The charming doll’s face slips off her: the pink, the green, the bold, sweet lips, the dark points of lashes. Beneath it is blank and poreless white. A dead face.

“I should hope you do.”

She plucks off her sequin. “There’s no need to be such an old woman—”

He cuts that right off. “Don’t.”

“And don’t you treat me like some stupid moustique. Like I’ve just teethed—”

“You haven’t,” he points out. “A hundred and fifty years in July.”

She softens at this—at this little proof of tenderness. “I may have gotten carried away,” she concedes, as she begins to wind up her flaming hair and pin it.

“You frightened people.”

“Only a few.”

“In the third selection. The third selection’s for making them happy.”

“I know.”

“Besides, it’s—indiscreet. Really, Clotilde, it’s dangerous.”

She scoffs. “It’s not as though I tore somebody’s throat out—”

A quick triple rap on the door. “Yes?”

Lazare’s voice: “Someone here for Mademoiselle Clotilde. He, ah, asked for her specifically.”

“Oh?”

“Monsieur Bordenave.”

Not recognizing this name, he glances at Clotilde. “I’ve heard of him,” she says in an undertone. “Sarat told me he’s pimped out half the girls at the Opéra.”

So Bordenave is connected enough to get himself seated in the crowd tonight, and lucky enough to witness Clotilde’s peculiar triumph. Now he’s here to come look at the freak; to see, probably, if he can get a peek at her cold and lifeless enigme, or get a finger in it.

“I suppose he’ll try to steal you away,” he tells her.

“As if he could afford me.” She sighs and tosses the cloth stained with her stage-paint into a box in the corner. The box is overflowing with cloths, with wiped-off faces; he’ll have to remind the ouvreuse to empty it, and bring fresh ones.

“I’m sorry,” she says then, sincerely.

“It’s all right. Will you handle him, please?”

She nods, and he opens the door. The man on the other side fills its frame; underneath a top hat of black silk he is round and rich-faced, and the warmth of his body steals into the room.

“I hope I’m not interrupting,” says the man, eyes creeping past him to fall on Clotilde. She has turned in her seat to face him; suddenly her face is winsome, dazzling. Imperceptibly, her muscles ready themselves. Her teeth are sharp, but unless you know what you’re looking for they seem only pretty, and bright.

“No, no,” he says easily, as he makes his exit, as he closes the door on the two of them. “I’m sure you will have much to discuss.”

*   *   *

The rest of his troupe are waiting for him out in the house. The ghost-lamp casts great ragged shadows behind them; they have changed into their ordinary clothes, slim and funereal. Gone is the stage-paint, the rosy cheeks, the strong, expressive brows. Now against all that heavy black their faces are flat as paper—still a little giddy with applause, as they sit and wait for his notes.

Such as they are. “Beautiful, as ever,” he tells them, his back to the stage. “What can I say? You do not disappoint.”

There are pointed grins, and Picavet half-stands to throw him some dead gentleman’s hat. With it he does the rounds, and one by one each tosses in a few coins, a few notes, whatever was in the pockets of their admirers.

“Where’s Clotilde,” Alix wonders, sleepily.

“I’m right here,” Clotilde says, slipping into a seat and wiping her mouth.

“Oh…”

He peers at Alix; she looks heavy-lidded, elated, almost drunk as she tosses in her handful of coins. She’s fed twice tonight, then. That’s too much, especially for her tender age. He’ll have to remind her not to overdo it—but he doesn’t want to embarrass her before the others with a lecture, and besides in this state she’d barely hear it. It will have to be another night.

Henriette opens her pretty hand over the hat, and down comes a shower of gold. There are low whistles, and Sarat purses his lips. “Very nice.”

“Oh, I was only lucky.”

“Not me,” says Picavet, sourly. “Two francs and some pocket lint—”

“I always did very well,” Beljoyeux declares, “when I performed that piece.”

“Could be worse,” says Jacquet. “Could be a handful of assignats.” And Joukov laughs.

Each gives up the money easily, with no fuss. They know it well, for he has long told them: it’s interest, interest over time or nothing.

Tabarin sends a coin into the hat with a flick of his stubby thumb. “Did I ever tell you about the time I found a—”

“—live parakeet,” finishes Rosimond, for him. “In a lady’s pocket. Only a hundred times.”

Sarat is last: a dark, elegant handful of gold and silver, offered, Arnault thinks, like he’s doing you a favor.

“I’ll see you below,” he promises, then, and as one they rise and disperse to tidy up. To gather up the corpses, from anterooms and corners; to drag them, cold and flopping, down to the cellar and its furnace.

It’s left to him to bring the night’s takings to the contrôleur—but in the smoky foyer full of snuffed-out candles he finds only a woman. A living one. Unchaperoned, slim, in a fashionable little hat; her clothes are all right, he thinks, but not too costly. A shopgirl moonlighting, rather than a professional cocotte, who would be wiser.

She’s shivering in the chill, looking torn, as though she’d like to leave but doesn’t quite dare step into the street. Not at three in the morning. Not alone.

He defaults, as one does, into politeness. “Mademoiselle,” he says, “is there anything I can do for you?”

“No,” she frets, “thank you, only it’s my companion—have you seen him inside? He went back for a moment…”

Not very gallant of this man, he thinks, to leave her waiting. He’s probably nothing but ash now, or else still being dragged down to the furnace. And she’s robbed of her escort, poor thing.

Twice in one night—he can handle it. He’s of an age. Do as I say, Alix, not as I do.

“You needn’t worry,” he says, and fixes her with his gaze: gently, so gently. Her fidgeting stops, and she grows very still, her eyes large and blankly pretty. They see nothing—certainly not him—as he reaches out to her and pulls her close.

*   *   *

The shopgirl means an extra trip down to the furnace, so with the night’s takings he hands the contrôleur a little something for the trouble. The man tips his hat and heads home, where he will catch a few hours’ sleep before the bank opens; the ouvreuse departs in the opposite direction, toting a bag stuffed with the silk and jewelry of the dead.

That leaves only his habilleur, the quick and reliable boy who hands him his robe and mask—who now gives a little wave and darts out into the streets. With him departs the last breath in the place. Nothing living is here.

Well, not quite nothing. Here’s Beljoyeux smirking in his black tailcoat, come to tell him something. “A petitioner at the stage door.”

“Another one? Jesu. Nobody in this city wants to see the morning.”

“You misunderstand me. It’s a comrade.”

Even through the pleasant flush of feeding—the warmth of the shopgirl, the tickle of her fear, the soothing touch of his own reassurance—even through this he is shocked. “One of our kind?”

“A cousin, you might say.”

Beljoyeux is enjoying this, he knows. Withholding whatever it is, giving it out like bits of treat. “Go on?”

And here’s the treat, as Beljoyeux leans in close. “A witch,” he whispers. “Sorcière. Strega. Hexe.”

“Truly?”

“Truly.”

Witches are whispered of in Lombardy, Bayern, the Basque—the places where nothing happens, where vampires do not go. One thinks of a hag in a woodcut, a trio of women cursing children, or spoiling milk as they walk by it. You don’t run into them in the city. Certainly not Paris. Of course he has never seen one.

“And?” he says. Curious, now.

“No young chicken. But perhaps not so ugly you would send her into the night. Not you.”

He frowns at this. Lets it pass. “Did you…” He can’t peek at her thoughts, but Beljoyeux can.

“Fear. Fear of you. She knows by coming here she dares much.”

“She does dare much. Let her in, though.”

“One imagines the blood is sour,” Beljoyeux volunteers, and turns his lovely head, and drifts away.






A LITTLE HANDFUL

The building on the Rue Saint-Siméon isn’t only a theatre.

In its basement is a cellar, with a furnace for the dead. And in this cellar, beside this furnace, is a trapdoor which goes farther—which goes down, and down, and down. Down to a turning stone stair, and a long, moldering passage. To a tomb with the coffins of his brethren; to a chamber which is his and his alone.

The stair goes down farther still—much farther—but for now the tomb will do. No painted backdrop here but the real thing: stone arches lost in shadow. No scenery but a scatter of baroque chairs, a piano, and the fourteen coffins in which his brethren sleep. In place of gaslight only old candles; what light they give flickers, so the pitted walls shiver and seem to dance.

“Let’s everybody line up,” he says, and they oblige him.

“Is it really a witch?” Guillaume gives a nervous little laugh. “Is somebody—is somebody deconsecrating a church?”

“Not that I know of,” he says, mildly.

“What’s deconsecrate?” Henriette wants to know.

“Make it not a church anymore,” says Clotilde. “We did it in the Revolution.”

“But it didn’t stick, did it?” says Tabarin.

“Send her to the Rue de la Harpe,” says Sarat. “That old church needs it.”

A few snickers. But Guillaume still looks pinched. “Should we—should we invite her, Arnault?”

“We already have,” he says, with some surprise. “Lazare is bringing her down now. Is there a problem?”

“No, it’s just—I don’t know.”

An elbow, from Jacquet. “You’re in my spot, Guillaume—”

“Sorry.”

Now Clotilde turns to Henriette, with some outrage. “You changed your dress!”

“No, I didn’t,” Henriette says quickly. But more of her is showing than before.

“You did! You’re in your new frock from Sauveur! What do you think, she’s going to fly in on her broomstick and give you a kiss on the tit?”

“No. Shut up. Anyway, what do you care?”

“I don’t,” says Clotilde coldly, and flicks her red hair over her shoulder. “I don’t care at all—”

“Ladies,” he says. “Please. Guillaume, I’m sure it will be fine.”

“Of course.”

“What do we know about her?”

“Provincial,” says Beljoyeux, already bored. “Languedoc, maybe.”

“Ugh,” Clotilde says, at once.

A stage whisper, from Sarat: “I bet her teeth are green from eating grass.”

“Not that I saw—”

“Well, how close were you looking?”

Rosimond hisses: “Shhh! They’re coming now!”

He signals for quiet, and they arrange themselves at once: poised, funereal, a lovely, toothsome picture, and at the center his own austere person. Now he hears it. Lazare’s brisk, familiar steps, and someone with him coming down the passage.

He feels a ripple of excitement behind him; a keen little thrill, from his brethren, to see something, anything, anything at all that’s new.

But when Lazare arrives, and shows her in with a sweeping bow—when she steps out under the stone frame of the door, and into candlelight—the witch is only a plain little woman, not young, in her best clothes, which are not very good at all. A dark dress in the shape of thirty years ago, badly cut, smelling of soot and sheep and rail smoke. No hat to speak of. Her dark hair is parted down the middle and pinned back over her ears in the old style, and it isn’t clean.

He is polite: be welcome in our home, and such.

No curtsey, no thank you. She simply nods. He feels a slump of disappointment from his brethren, and one of them—Sarat, he thinks—heaves a miserable little sigh. They’d probably expected—well, he can imagine. Jagged teeth, a rattle of baby’s bones, one breast bared. Something you might see dancing around a fire in an engraving: the maiden pink and unspoiled, or else the crone with leathery dugs swinging.

Instead there is—whatever this is, standing there on wooden clogs. She peers at them, dark eyes, strong frowny brow, and as the moment stretches on he wonders if they, too, have failed to please. Do they seem to glitter, as a scatter of sequins? Perhaps she sees only the whiteness of them, like maggots curled in a rat. Perhaps she imagines the hiss of their thirst. She certainly looks afraid enough, this pigeon of a woman, as her eyes dart around the
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