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Some years ago I found myself on holiday in Sweden. I had very little ownership of the arrangements for this; I was simply a part of them, and went along with them in the same spirit with which one might approach a buffet table that someone else has laid out and done all the hard work for, with an attitude of ‘I might like this, or I might not.’

Sweden is shamingly beautiful – clean and green and sharp and chill. And big. Its roads are long and empty; its forests run to the horizon. You understand very swiftly why there should be so many giants in Norse folklore. I remember in particular a lake so huge, I swear I could see the curve of the earth at the line of its offing. And its castles, correspondingly, are immense. After days gorging myself on a landscape that demanded physical effort to take it in, I found myself in Stockholm, where there was a visit to a museum. Its exhibits included a tricorn hat with a large bullet hole through the front of its brim, and a silvery masquerade costume bearing thick driblets of blood from the assassination of its royal wearer. Beside it, in a handsomely mounted glass vessel similar to a medieval reliquary, were the pathetic, maggot-white remains of the stomach of an assassin who had lost his nerve, and taken poison. It gave powerful inflection to the idea that some of Sweden’s many wars were fought out at home.

As is so often the way in a new place and after much travel, I couldn’t sleep. I had this line of words running through my head: Once upon another time, and in another place than this, there was a man… so I got up, and started writing. Insomnia: the writer’s friend. One pen ran out, then another; the sky began to lighten; I had used up my notepad, and was scribbling on paper napkins I found in a drawer. I heard my partner wake, and move around in the bedroom; outside, church bells began to ring. I had written right through the night and had 30,000 words in front of me.

This was the kind of concatenation of time and place and inspiration and wordage that writers beg and pray for, when they start off, and naively trust will be there for them when they sit down to write again more often than not. Not so. Not ever so. It took a long, long time learning that before I had any idea what I was going to do with my 30,000 words, or where they had come from, or what they were urging me toward. I kept turning the tale and the other tales I was working on round and around in my head, and then in that utterly maddening way that stories have, everything lined up and it all fell into place, like a writerly Rubik’s cube.

So, Peace and Love, which you have here, is a pendant to the story of Jack Fiskardo and The Dead Men, even if first scribbled down so long ago. It picks up, like a thread that has run all this time behind the tapestry, the story of Karl-Christian von Lindeborg, Jack Fiskardo’s high-born youthful Swedish ensign, and that of Karl-Christian’s grandson, Magnus von Lindeborg, a man indeed born in another time and in another place, and it ponders a question that must be there somewhere for every soldier: how is a warrior to live his life, once all the wars are done?

For Jack Fiskardo’s own answer to this, there will be the upcoming The Wanton Road. Although there are one or two small clues in this, as well….

I do hope you enjoy this. And I look forward very much to seeing you then.
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PART I

On the island of Usedom, off the coast of north Germany

The invading Swedish army, including:

Jack Fiskardo, captain of a troop of military scouts, or ‘discoverers’

Zoltan, his lieutenant

Ilya, ‘The Executioner’, his sergeant

Sigismund, ‘Ziggy’, his horse-master

The Gemini

Karl-Christian von Lindeborg, ‘Kai’, his ensign

The scouts themselves, including:

Ulf, Elias, Sten, Thor, Luka, Ansfrid and Ulrik; then Per, Jens, Alaric and Magnus

Milano, Jack Fiskardo’s horse

In the great camp, or ‘Camp Royal’ at Stettin

Gustavus Adolphus, King of Sweden

Quinto del Ponte, a messenger and double-agent

Somewhere among the ruined farms and villages along the Oder

Carlo Fantom, ‘Charles the Ghost’, a Croat one-time hired assassin, now a mercenary in the army of General Torquato Conti

Salvatore, his sergeant

In Paris, at the Palais du Louvre

Armand du Plessis, Cardinal Richelieu

Tino Ravello, intelligencer, messenger, fixer in the service of Cardinal Richelieu

In London

Nathaniel Butter, bookseller and entrepreneur

Nicholas Bourne, his business partner

Mrs Butter, his wife

Belinda, ‘Belle’, his daughter

Rafe Endicott, his assistant

Mr William Watts, a clergyman, writer and editor

Cornelius Vanderhoof, a Dutchman

Clayton Proctor, landlord of the Mitre Tavern

Miguel Domingo, a Thames waterman, native of Capo Verde

Mungo Sant, a Scottish mariner, captain of the Guid Marie

Encamped with General Åke Tott, on the Swedish front line

General (later Field Marshal) Åke Tott, ‘The Snowplough’

Achille de la Tour, a Frenchman. One of General Tott’s aides-de-camp

Colonel Ancrum, a Scot

Edvin, his ensign

Rosa, a washerwoman

Roxandra, Pernilla and Kizzy, three old women

In the town of Forbach, on the border between France and Germany

Rufus, a headsman of the Roma

Yuna, his wife

Emilian, his son

Benedicte, his brother, a seer

In the town of Schwerin, in the Duchy of Mecklenburg, north Germany

Emmanuel Vincent, a writer and researcher

Henricus Anderman, of Antwerp, and Theodore Brunner, of Brussels: proto-foreign correspondents

Hauptmann Erlach and his men, soldiers in the pay of the Prince-Bishop of Prague

Viktor Lopov, their prisoner, the Prince-Bishop’s archivist

At the Dunqerqer, an ancient tavern east of London on the River Lea

Aaron Holland, youngest member of the Holland crime family of London

Josh Arden, one-time mariner and pirate, now retired
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PART II

Also in the Camp Royal at Stettin

Felix Stromberg, Physician Royal

In the town of Wolgast, on the coast

Herr Gruber, an innkeeper

Frau Klara, his neighbour, madam of a modest brothel

Sophie and Katya, her whores

August von Hoch, a horse-dealer

M’sieu, a stallion, reputedly worth one thousand thalers

With Rafe Endicott

Dart, his dog
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PART III

In Hoffstein, on the Elbe, ancestral seat of the Prince-Bishop of Prague, now deserted. A place of dark secrets

Leo Franka, the Prince-Bishop’s disgraced gunsmith, sent into exile here

Ava, his daughter

Otto, his son

At the sack of the city of Magdeburg

Dr Silvestris, Kai’s old tutor, and Frau Silvestris, his wife

The households of the Brandts and the Hannemanns, their neighbours

The Imperial armies of General Tilly and of General Pappenheim

In the village of St-Etienne-des-Champs, Picardy

Robert, landlord of the Écu de France

Mirelle, his sister

‘Cou-Cou’ Marin, Robert’s intended
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PART IV

In Amsterdam

Yosha Silbergeld, a wealthy merchant, part owner of the Guid Marie

Zoot Vanderhoof, his housekeeper

On the road to Prague

The Pilgrim Players, a group of travelling players from the Red Bull Theatre, London, including:

Henry Kempwick, leader of the players

Andrew Frye, their dramatist

Alembert, their leading man

Martin, a child actor

Lucy, a musician

Blanche, their wardrobe mistress

Saul, a handyman of sorts

In Prague itself

Stefan Safran, a printer, brother to Ziggy

Danushka, his young daughter

Matz, an old soldier and trickster

Frau Viki, his partner, a seller of trinkets at the Charles Bridge

The Prince-Bishop of Prague

Magister Ieronymus, Steward to the Prince-Bishop

Vainglory, an immense bronze cannon

In the Giant Mountains, on the border between Bohemia and Poland

Pyotri, a pigboy

Egan, his brother

Lenka, his brother’s wife

Christina, ‘Tink’, an orphan

Josuf, Marcus and Hendrick, children of the village

Boris, Pyotri’s prize boar

And finally… in Crossbones graveyard, in London

Bess Holland, matriarch of the Holland crime family

Abigail Skinner, her maid


PROLOGUE
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Osnabrück, 1644



 

 

 

 

 

CHILLY OUT HERE, nicht wahr?

Through that door there, you’d find it rather different. Through that door there is light, and warmth, and a continual bustle back and forth, despite the lateness of the hour. Round-shouldered secretaries scurrying along, satchels of documents clutched to their hearts. Messengers, heads bobbing and one hand held perpetually aloft as they search for the swiftest way through. Lawyers and jurists, deep in their secrets, stalking in pairs as if tied at the foot. Mapmakers too – board gripped in one hand, compasses and rule in the other. And in those warm and well-lit rooms beyond, ambassadors and delegates from every court in Europe, from Utrecht to Madrid. Oh, full of strangers, this city, and full of strange new words as well: Peace, there’s one not been heard from in a long, long while. Negotiations, there’s another. It’s an exciting place to be, through that door there.

Not this one, though. The secretaries and messengers, they pass this door without a glance. Nothing behind this one but a guardroom – thick pamment tiles on the floor, bare plaster walls (much rubbed at what is shoulder-height, if one were sitting down), and no better furniture than a pair of joint-stools and a lopsided table, on which sit two squirrel-size, curly handled, lidded steins of soft dark beer, a draughts board, and the heavy elbows of a pair of thick-set veterans: Münster and Munich.

Munich can tell where Münster comes from because Münster’s accent is as solid as a cabbage, and the ubiquitous buff-coat, as worn by Münster, appears to be of the type of good Russian leather that won’t let in the wet, supplies of which have not been seen in further parts of Germany in years. Münster can place Munich because Munich’s accent is fierce as popping fat, and he wears show-off breeches with ribbons of Bavarian white and blue laced down the sides. Time, playing with both, has pocked Munich’s nose and broken the veins in Münster’s cheeks. No better company than these, and every bit as chilly in the room as out. No, nothing of interest here.

Münster leans forward; the leather of his buff-coat creaks. He cups the bowl of a clay pipe in one hand as delicately as if it were a bird’s egg. A puff of the pipe, an eye across the board. There are any number of counters Munich’s side of the table, rather fewer his, and on Munich’s side, a scatter of coins as well. Münster lets his eye glide across the coins, drains the last of his beer, then, reversing the pipe, uses its stem to indicate the square of dark beyond the door. ‘A night like this, it was,’ he remarks. ‘Puts me in mind. Just like to this, in fact. Stars in the sky, and frost in the air, and clear up to heaven.’

‘What night?’ Munich replies, still studying the board.

‘The night I saw the Dead Men.’

Munich takes two of the four legs of his stool off the floor, leaning back to survey his opponent at arm’s length. ‘You’re telling me you saw the Dead Men?’

Oh. A story.

‘It was spring of thirty-two,’ Münster says. He takes a long pull of his pipe.

Munich, arms folded, has all four legs of his stool back on the floor. ‘Was it indeed?’

‘Spring of thirty-two, and my company, we’d set our camp, and we were hoping as we’re not so far from Gottingen, though where we were on the map, God knows. It felt a damned long way from any other living soul, I tell you that. And bitter cold. Clear cold. Stars bright as diamonds,’ Münster continues, using his pipe-stem to point out the stars, as if they are there on the guardroom ceiling. Slowly, the arms unfold, like a knot coming undone. ‘I been to that part of the world. I’ve marched them roads in Saxony. Go on.’

‘And a small world it is, my friend. Maybe you might have marched along the very road of which I speak. For that road is where I find myself, taking my watch. Twenty paces one way, twenty paces back, counting ’em off, as you do. I make my turn – I see a mist is rising up behind me.’

‘You saw that?’ Munich exclaims. ‘Then it’s true?’ He nudges his stool up close to the table, drops his voice. ‘How they would raise a mist, and travel through it?’ The voice drops lower; there’s a nervy glance over one shoulder before he speaks again. ‘The Dead Men?’

‘All I can tell you, friend, is what I saw,’ says Münster. ‘But this same mist – it had a strange odd way to it, that’s sure. It starts to gather round me. It rises to my waist, and then my face, then it closes right over my head. I look down and I’ve disappeared, and the stars above, they’re fading too. And I do think, I ought to get me out of this, I ought to call out to my company – when through the mist I hear a sound.’

‘What sound?’ Munich asks, in a whisper.

‘A little sound. Klingel-klingel, we would say, where I come from. Tinkling, like frost in the twigs on a tree. A little dainty sound. But not from one tree shivering on its own. This is like a forest. And under the tinkling, I hear this.’ And Münster hooks his mug from off the table and starts knocking out a rhythm on the tabletop: one-two, one-two.

‘Horses,’ comes the response. ‘God above.’

‘Horses,’ says Münster. ‘And every minute getting louder. I can’t tell if they’re behind me, or in front. If I’ll see ’em now, or next. I’m stretching my eyes and my ears to make out anything at all, and the mist is coiling all around me, when of a sudden it gives this mighty swirl in front of me, like water – and there they are. Coming down the road in double file.’

‘And it was…?’ says Munich, in the tones of one who hardly dares to breathe, let alone speak.

‘The Dead Men? I am sure of it, my friend. Sure as I’m sitting here,’ says Münster, sitting back. ‘I knew it at once. One, there’s the mist. And two, it’s the silence. Sure, there’s the tinkling of the harness, and every so often one of the horses, it ’ud blow a snort, but the men? Not a sound from ’em. Not a word. I’m stood there in the road, goggling, like this, d’you see –’ (and Münster rounds mouth and eyes and drops his arms to his sides, slack) ‘– I’m turned to stone I am, that terrified, and all the while they’re going round me like I wasn’t even there. And the horses – they have wings. Oh yes,’ Münster continues, in response to his audience’s gasp, ‘that’s true and all. Wings. May God strike off this hand if it’s a lie. Tall as angels. Cleaved the mist. When they went past I saw the stars again. And right in their midst, I see this one horse, with its ears curved up like the horns of the Devil, and the way it was weaving its head about, I knew that one weren’t making place for me nor any man, so I give way. And it passes by me, close as I am to you, and snaps its teeth. And the rider glances down at me, and that is when I know,’ Münster ends, triumphantly, ‘that’s when I know for sure. That’s him, the Dead Man. I could have reached out, touched his stirrup. There.’

‘Saints and angels!’ Munich exclaims. ‘You look in his face?’

‘I did. I couldn’t stop myself.’

‘God in his heaven!’ says Munich, with his stool once more reared up off the floor. ‘So what did he do?’

Münster is tapping out his pipe against his boot. ‘What d’you mean, what did he do?’

‘To you,’ Munich replies. He sounds baffled. ‘The Dead Man. What did he do to you?’

‘To me? Why, nothing. What should he have done? He passed by, him and his, back into their world, and the mist cleared, and I found my legs, and staggered back to camp and into mine. And lived to tell the tale,’ says Münster, digging his tobacco pouch out from his pocket. ‘Someone has to. Else where would all the stories come from, eh?’

There’s a silence. Then: ‘Let me be sure I have this right,’ Munich begins, slowly and heavily. ‘This here’s the spring of thirty-two.’

Münster inclines his head.

‘So this was after Prague, and all that they did in Prague…’

‘That would be so,’ Münster agrees.

‘You’ve got your green lads and your drummer boys, they’re seeing his shadow in the crack of every door – by God, if but half a word gets out as he’s nearby, half your company hightail it for the hills, and you expect me to believe as they rode past you—’

‘Round me,’ Münster corrects him, mildly, as he repacks his pipe.

‘—round you, on the road, the Dead Man, the Dead Men, all of them, and they do NOTHING to you? NOTHING? And you expect me to believe you? God help us,’ says Munich, striking the table, so the counters jump across the board, ‘nearly thirty years of war, and that’s as much as any of us has to show for it, tall tales and tobacco smoke and that’s it. Hogwash, my friend. Hogwash!’

‘He did do something, point of fact,’ Münster replies. ‘Now you do put me in mind.’

‘WHAT?’ Munich bellows, rising from his seat. ‘WHAT? WHAT DID HE DO?’

Münster flicks a few shreds of tobacco from his coat. ‘He winked.’


PART I
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July 1630


CHAPTER ONE

Ghostland
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‘It seems we have another little enemy to fight.’

Ferdinand II, Holy Roman Emperor



 

NOW – WHERE WERE WE?

On an island, it turns out, though one so lightly separated from the rest of Germany and by tides so low and amiable, there are places a man might ride from island to mainland with his horse hardly wetting its belly. Amongst the new recruits tumbled out here, out the great galleons and the flat-bottomed transports, the sackful tumbled into his tender care reveal themselves as the sons of fisher-folk from the Stockholm archipelago, who seem delighted to find the country they have just invaded so very similar to home.

Two hundred transports, all told. Thirty-six galleons; thirteen thousand men. The island of Usedom has been overrun. It takes two days for all thirteen thousand to come ashore, by which time the supplies unloaded with the first have already been consumed, but what would an army be without the odd little oversight such as that?

Forage, he tells them. Use what you know. If you lads are fishermen, you go fish. He feels himself inhabiting this new role as he says it: Jack Fiskardo, Kapten, who says, now, listen, lesson number one: God help you, from here on in you are discoverers, army scouts (or you will be before I’m through with you), which means you’ll spend your life up country, miles ahead of the rest of the army, with no-one to count on but the man wearing your boots.

A moment while they work that out. A moment while those who work it out the fastest explain it to the rest.

We look after ourselves, he says. Start getting used to that here. To add to the unreality of it all, they’ve made this landing in July, so it’s past midnight, yet everything – his hands, the lads chasing fish through the shallows, the water itself, the sky above – is all the same fluttering, pulsing cornflower blue.

On the far side of the channel separating Usedom from the mainland, dark and spiky as a crown of thorns, the town of Wolgast, in silhouette.

He holds his hands out before him, into the indigo light. The whole story of his life is there, inked into his skin: the criss-cross for each battlefield; the trio of waving lines for each crossing of the seas; around the thumb the narrow black band for his old commander, Torsten the Bear, tied with its inky bow. I am this war made flesh, he thinks. And then turning his left hand over, there, burned into the pads of the palm:

G F R N

GFRN. Gefroren. Frozen. Hard. Don’t waste your bullets. Many, many years ago he had his fortune told, his entire life, supposedly, laid out for him by a man who was blind as a stone and almost mute, but the only soul, he thinks, of all those he has known who might be entirely unsurprised to find him sat here now.

A little cough, for politeness’ sake, and the boy, Kai, sits down beside him (it being an ensign’s duty to be as constantly about his captain as a shadow), in that splendid suit of blue and gold, now so sadly watermarked from its adventures on arrival here (and shrunk too, he notes, about the boy’s limbs), and starts some tale of childhood days and long white nights at some summer house in the archipelago, and how his nurse would bring him treats from the table of those banqueting out on the terrace below. The sons of the fishermen gawp at him as if he had just fallen from the moon, and snigger behind their hands. Kai, gamely attempting to emulate the other officers amongst Fiskardo’s scouts, had gone plunging straight over the rail of the galleon, just as they had done, and the weight of gold thread on his clothes had nigh-on drowned him. The episode has already become one of the favourite tales of this company and its landing, embroidered and embellished at each handing-on. Now one of the fisher-lads, deftly throwing a fish onto the sand, calls out mockingly, ‘Has ’e brung ’is little golden spoon?’ and, in some presumption of agreement, slides his own gaze up to that of his captain, sat there on the bank with Kai beside him.

He thinks, Not this company, mine. He takes a narrow prospect of the josher. Yes, that little bit of varnish to this one: cock of the walk outside the house, the favoured child at home; best fed, best loved, no doubt, as well. Some mother’s hand put that embroidery on the lad’s shirt, at neck and wrists. How it must have hurt her heart to see him sail away.

He’s sentimental where mothers are concerned.

But because this is his company, because he is its captain, and because years back, there had been another boy – younger, bullied, also loyal – now he gets to his feet and calls out, ‘You – name?’

The answer comes back, ‘Ulf. Ulf of Torsby!’

He crooks a finger. The lad approaches, splashing up the bank.

He lowers his head, and as he does so, Ulf of Torsby shrinks into himself a little. Kai is not the only one about whom tales are told. ‘You use that tone to any of your fellows in this company again,’ he says, ‘you will regret it. Is that clear?’

Ulf of Torsby hangs his head. ‘Yes, Kapten. Sir.’

Little bastard. All the same, it’s Ulf of Torsby had the balls to crack the joke, to catch his eye, and on returning to those others in the stream, it’s Ulf of Torsby is being given the commiserating pats on the back.

Meantime, Kai – Karl-Christian von Lindeborg, of Castle Lindeborg in the county of Uppsala, no less – gets stiffly to his feet, as one does when one is young as this and one’s pride is tender. ‘I too can forage,’ he announces, and off he goes, those shrunken breeches rising up above his kneecaps at each step.

A shout of laughter from behind him. His officers – Zoltan, Ziggy, the Gemini, the Executioner – are hunkered in the dip there, and Zoltan, it transpires, has been composing his will. Now Ziggy has taken it over. ‘Item,’ he hears Ziggy declaim, at full pitch, ‘item, my boots. Which I leave to the cheese-makers. Item, my fine moustache, which is to be put upon a string and made into a diversion for the cat. Item, my cock and balls, which are to be stuffed and varnished, and given to the artists, to use when next they must depict a god!’

They are all of them still half-deaf from the thump of those Baltic rollers on the island’s eastern side. His hair feels thick with salt, the skin on his face made tight with it. Here though, facing the lagoon, the thump and boom is distant. There are cottages; there are little farms, although all deserted now, of course. The population of Usedom, such as it was, has taken to its boats and fled. In its place, scattered across this open landscape, there are regimental flags and battle standards, snapping in the wind. Messengers, galloping back and forth. The peep of bugles. Encampments, gatherings. Thirteen thousand men. And this one small band amongst so many others, his.

He folds himself back down again, there on the bank amongst the salt-grass. Over there, the future awaits, cunningly masquerading in the shape of Wolgast and, more to the point, raised up on its sconce, its fort. Either it has one more day to live, or they do. His hand goes to the pendant at his breastbone, the silver wolf, scratched and niello’ed now with age, but still the only compass he has ever had, or ever needed, come to that. Grace alone, faith alone. Gott mitt uns. We’ll see.

This war, this German war, is twelve years old. It has already swallowed the armies of Duke Christian of Brunswick, and of the Danes. It has drained Bohemia of blood and blackened it with smoke; down on the Rhine it has turned the Palatine and all about it to a wasteland. It has given birth to tales of horrors and marvels, of prodigies and portents not heard since the time of the Norse. It has chewed its way through the troops sent by the Dutch and English. It has sucked in regiment after regiment of Emperor Ferdinand’s soldiers, and those of his cousin the King of Spain, picked its teeth with their bones; and every one of those armies, Catholic, Calvinist, Lutheran, claimed God was with them too. And now us, he thinks. This army: this army of the Lion of the North, His Majesty Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden.

He keeps it to himself, but it seems to him God is an unreliable ally.

Kai returns. He returns with a round flat basket over one arm, and with a little old man and a little old woman, like the figures on a weathervane, bringing up the rear. There being a lady now present, Zoltan and Ziggy get to their feet. The Gemini and the Executioner also being present, the little old woman tucks herself in behind her husband at once. He hears Kai telling them, in flawless German, ‘Don’t be afraid. Here is my company, those are its officers. This is our captain.’

He goes forward. ‘Kai, who are these?’

‘Herr Tessmann, Domini,’ the boy replies. ‘And his wife Frau Tessmann. Bette.’

He sees Frau Tessmann give the boy a fond quiet glance.

‘They have a little house and farm,’ the boy continues, pointing through the trees. And then, swopping back to Swedish, They wished to see us. He lowers his voice, glances at the Gemini, adding, They had heard all the Swedish had white hair. They wished to see if it was true.

And indeed Frau Tessmann, from behind her husband’s shoulder, is now peering at the Gemini, with their candle-flame white hair, and tittering softly to herself.

And tails and horns, Kai continues, abashed.

‘Tails and horns?’ He laughs, swopping to Deutsch now himself, holds out his hand. ‘That would be me. Fiskardo, Herr Tessmann. Jack Fiskardo.’

Herr Tessmann takes the hand in both his own, which are soft and dry with age, and pumps it, as farmers do. Frau Tessmann removes the cloth from the top of the basket. Inside, there are duck eggs, layer upon layer, nested on straw. Astonishing bounty. ‘Kai!’ he says, amazed, and the boy’s face flushes up with pleasure.

I said that we would pay, he admits.

‘Indeed we will pay. Herr Tessmann, how much for these fine eggs of yours?’

Herr Tessmann removes his cap, scratches his head, squints upward from this daring angle, and announces that these eggs will be four pfennig the dozen.

Pay him five, he tells Kai. Five a dozen, and we’ll take them all, and we want sweet butter to cook them in too.

He raises an arm. This may be the one and only time anyone went foraging equipped only with good manners, and returned with such a result. This army, even with its thirteen thousand, might be ludicrously short of men, they may be almost out of cash (so rumour has it), they may, in fact, be marching on nothing but faith and earnest promises, but this morning, his company at least has—

‘Breakfast!’

Clams, flounder, shrimp, the odd dozy perch, all chopped and fried together; a certain amount, it must be said, of seaweed and sand; the eggs piled on top, yellow as the butter and as soft. ‘I must admit,’ says Zoltan, ‘this is by no means as revolting as I feared.’ He raises his spoon in acknowledgement to the Tessmanns – still watching, still apparently fascinated that these men from the frozen north should do anything as commonplace as eat. ‘But it is a strange thing,’ Zoltan continues, lowering his voice, ‘all their neighbours are fled. Why are they not gone too?’

‘Herr Tessmann says they are too old,’ Kai answers, seriously. ‘He says they fled before, but not again. And Frau Tessmann fears to leave their animals.’

‘You speak good German, Kai,’ his Kapten hears himself say, and the boy flushes up again.

‘My tutor was from Heidelberg.’

‘Your tutor!’ Zoltan exclaims, with a bellow of laughter. ‘Of course!’ Anywhere else in the world, the status of Kai’s birth would have doors being opened, bows being swept; here, however, it is everyone’s favourite jest.

But Kai continues. ‘It is the greatest shame we must make war against his people.’

Puzzlement on Zoltan’s part. ‘Your tutor, he was a Catholic?’

‘No indeed!’ The boy sounds shocked to his core. ‘No, he was of God’s true faith, of course.’

‘Then we make war for him, not against him,’ Zoltan points out.

‘I think we make war on him,’ Kai says, quietly. ‘On all these people. They will be lost beneath our boots.’

Now Kai’s captain hears himself ask, ‘Where is your tutor now?’

‘Magdeburg. He and his family, they are in Magdeburg.’

Magdeburg is one of the few cities to have made those earnest promises of support. It is surrounded, unluckily, by many that have not.

He looks at the Tessmanns, how they hold onto each other in the wind, the little old woman with her hand in her husband’s, like a bride. Ask the men who write the rules, and there is no pillaging nor plunder in the Swedish army. Yes, he thinks, and I’m the Queen of Spain. He stands up. ‘Ulf!’

‘Yes, Kapten!’

‘Take five of your friends, put a guard upon the Tessmanns’ farm, and if any other company comes sniffing round, you tell ’em Fiskardo got there first.’

A mighty grin. ‘Yes, Kapten. Yes, Domini!’

Domini. These names keep attaching themselves to him. Domini, master, is one; Fransman, the Frenchie, is another, ’shtiana, a third. Why do they call you that? Kai had asked. He’d sounded as if he were contemplating taking offence, that perhaps being part of an ensign’s duties too. (Don’t ask me, he’d told the boy. I was older than you before I knew such a thing as an ensign even existed, and I never in my life imagined I’d end up with one.)

‘Tr-cz-iana,’ he’d explained, spelling the word out, saying it slow. ‘In Poland. A battle, a year ago. It’s where I was made captain. By your king.’

And the boy’s eyes grew wide.

‘Your king has a habit of hazarding himself,’ he’d continued, explaining. ‘Getting too close to the fire. He had four Cossacks after him, but I had Milano.’ And he points to where the horses wait in their usual patient line, heads down, doing whatever a horse does to get some sleep under the midnight sun; Milano, with his ringleted mane, standing out amongst them even from here. ‘And I was first, and he was fastest.’

They say Gustavus Adolphus lost his footing as he came ashore. Stood up, clutching handfuls of Germany in each fist, gave thanks to God for putting it so easily within his grasp. It’s a good job Lutherans do not believe in omens.

Wolgast. Jack Fiskardo and his discoverers, they take its measure, report back: There’s the fort, up on its sconce, another little channel of water, then a castle on a tiny island of its own, then the town. Upon sight of the Swedish cavalry, the men defending Wolgast pour down the sides of the sconce and out through the earthwork like ants when you kick their nest, but it’s not excess of fighting spirit, this, no, it’s utter terror, it’s Let’s get it over with. You can feel the entire army take in its breath before it falls upon them, and then the men defending Wolgast, God help them, then they die – they die upon the field, they drown within the river, they are shot within the boats in which they try to flee. When the world is calm again, ’shtiana’s new recruits edge down to the water and look upon the bodies swilling about in the shallows; venture out to inspect those left on the field. One or two of them throw up, but only one or two. The rest crouch down, peer and marvel, just as he once did himself. It’s no soft nor easy life, that of a fisherman, and just as well.

This is how fast it comes upon you, he tells them. Life to death. Do they have a little more the measure of it now?

Next up is Wollin, and a march of forty miles along the Baltic coast, and if they take Wollin they will have strongholds either side the lagoon of the Oder. Jack finds himself and Zoltan picking their way around a field of tangled grain, sprung from last year’s unharvested crop, through a forest of green bracken as high as their heads. On the far side of the field, the Gemini do the same. The sun pours down its heat; insects criss-cross lazy lines in and out the green shade above them. Jack takes a pause, points to the two white-blond heads on the far side of the field, bobbing in and out of sight, unmissable as signal flares. ‘D’you think we should have them stop bleaching their hair?’

Zoltan is elbowing aside stems of bracken sturdy as an officer’s baton. ‘I think we should have left them where we found them, that pair of freaks,’ Jack hears him mutter in reply.

‘What, in a pit, in Poland?’ In a pit in Poland, villagers gathered round it, stones in their hands. Neither of the Gemini has ever offered an explanation as to why, but it don’t take much to work one out. ‘The dew falls on us all,’ Jack says, piously, and gets as expected a snort in reply, and then Zoltan comes to a dead stop, pointing down.

There is a corpse laid at their feet. What was once a man: the skin now no more than human parchment, the bones at wrists and legs protruding, white as chalk.

‘Germany,’ says Zoltan, under his breath, as if no more need be said.

Jack crouches down. The front of this one’s skull is blackened, the face consumed. Whoever this was, he was killed by having his head put into a fire. He tries to remember the last time a corpse – any corpse – made him do more than speculate who might have killed it, but small chance of an answer to that here. This part of Germany has had armies marching through it ever since the war began. This same war in which he did his growing. Now here he is again; a veteran at twenty-four.

He holds his left hand over the skull, where the nose would have been, over the cracked and yellowed teeth, the cheekbones burned away, the mournful void of the sockets from which a man once viewed the world. He thinks of silent Benedicte, with his blindly rolling pebble-white eyes, and he feels in his hand, with its message of scars, something… some urgent thing. He looks at the skull again, its blackened emptiness. Why are you shouting at me?

‘You think we know what breed of man it was did this?’ Zoltan asks.

‘I would be very surprised if we did not.’

Zoltan straightens up. ‘Germany,’ he says again.

And then a shout in earnest from the far side of the field. He stands. The Gemini are pointing toward Wollin, from which smoke is now rising, and there is Wollin’s garrison, racing away, taking flight like game.

Well. That was easy.
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NOW SOUTH TO Stettin, at the mouth of the Oder proper, another thirty miles, and once again it’s Fiskardo and his discoverers are ordered to go ahead, check out the lie of the land. Where do these orders come from? Kai wants to know. ‘Ultimately, Åke Tott,’ Jack replies, as Åke Tott’s messenger turns his horse about, departs. ‘General Åke Tott. In the wars in Poland he knew my old commander, Torsten the Bear.’ Below Tott, there is General Baner; and between them and Baner, Colonel Ancrum, a Scot, one of many in this salmagundi of an army; below Ancrum his lieutenant colonels, majors, other captains; the regiment’s quartermaster, its provost, clerk; its standardbearer, chaplain, blacksmith, trumpeters and the not entirely reassuringly named barber-surgeon. An entire farmyard full of both cockerels and pecks. The first regiment he ever found a place in, back in Germany, all those years ago, could muster a scant five hundred at its strongest; now, Ancrum’s alone is double that. Everything in this war grows bigger, or grows worse, and if it can, does both.

‘They put us at the front because they know how good we are,’ Ulf of Torsby declares. According to Ziggy, Ulf rides like a sack of cabbages; according to the Executioner (after Zoltan, third-in-command) the lad is too full of himself by half, but the life of an army scout seems to be suiting him. Face by face the new recruits have begun acquiring names. There’s a front row coming into being: along with Ulf, there’s an Elias (one of those quick-to-it lads); a Sten (the joker of the company); and a Per (lanky as Jack is himself). There’s Jens (freckled, top to toe); there’s an Alaric (earnestly intense); there’s a Magnus (a great blonde bullock of a lad); there’s an Ansfrid. Ansfrid? ‘’Cos ’is mum’s a Norge.’ There’s even a Thor, who (his Kapten notes) keeps himself to himself, perhaps in consequence of the fact that God sent him out into the world with one eye so much smaller than the other; and then there’s Luka, who looks just the same as the rest – too fresh of face and soft of cheek, you would think, for any of the deeds that will be asked of him – except that he must have been hatched from an egg half the size of all the rest. Last of all, there’s Ulrik; last because he’s the lumberer, walrus-size, and always at the back.

Ulf has developed the habit of starting the day by leading his comrades in an enthusiastic drill: whirling his sword above his head as if he were casting a net; not a few times, his comrades have started the day diving to the ground to save their necks. Jack knows he is unusual in bothering to drill his recruits at all; most of the army takes the attitude that natural wastage is what hones a fighting force, but he was trained, taught and tended as a scout, and by one of the best, and would not be here now (ungrateful little sod that he was) without. So yes, he makes them drill. They set fire to their hair with lengths of smoking match-cord; try to free sword from scabbard too fast and at the wrong angle and get the blade stuck; get their thumbnails caught between flint and frizzen on their muskets and hold their powder flasks upside down and trail black powder all over their feet; but he makes them drill. I will have you loading and reloading in the dark, he tells them, before I’m through with you. Because as Kapten he suspects the likelier reason to make such active use of them is that, with the possible exception of Kai (and even he is a younger son), their loss would be a nothing: if you can believe the rumours, there are another forty thousand conscripts waiting back in Stockholm, while Zoltan is Hungarian, the Executioner by birth a Muscovite; Ziggy’s family are Bohemian refugees and, as for the Gemini, God knows where they call home. And Colonel Ancrum, he suspects, knows, likes, trusts none of them. Torsten the Bear had a reputation, a wild man of the woods; and then—

Then if you were Ancrum, and found yourself with this oddity amongst your captains, this man who by repute is gefroren, frozen, proof against any weapon made of iron or lead or steel, who wears the token of a hard man about his neck, wouldn’t you put him at the front too, just to see what happens?

Stettin is in sight. He sends Luka, who is agile as a weasel, up a tree with their spyglass. ‘I see the castle,’ comes the report, shouted back down, and then, ‘By Christ, they’re off again! That’s the garrison! On the run! The people are on the walls!’

He thinks of some of those little places he fought through in Poland. He asks, before he can stop himself, ‘Are they alive?’

They are indeed. There is a pretty little meeting outside the walls between Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden and the Duke of Pomerania. Duke Bogislaw looks sick and tired, King Gustavus buoyant as ever. Meantime, Fiskardo and his discoverers are sent in through the city’s gates to flush out any mad-for-glory snipers that might by some chance have been left behind.

They come into the city from the east, Stettin’s castle rearing up before them like a land-berg. The walls behind them may be full of folk and noise, but the streets before them are as empty as if the world had come to its end. Over the rooftops an Imperial flag, the Habsburg eagle, trapped on its broken pole, flaps and beats above them, as if bewailing how it has been forsook. Faces bright with excitement, and with the Executioner hissing orders and imprecations behind them, the sons of the fisher-folk make a more than creditable stab at it, the chequerboard game of feints and darts down the streets, and now there’s a gatehouse, so they ease the gate open, wary, and there beyond is a courtyard, and there within it an entire commissary-worth of supplies: half-laden wagons packed with barrels of beef, crates full of bottles, chickens hanging from a rack, sacks of bread, wheels of cheese, hams, garlands of dried herring, all of it abandoned in confusion. Ulf and his fellows stand at its centre, turning round and round, somewhere between delight and disbelief: Food! Forage! Rations! ‘Take every crumb,’ their Kapten tells them, ‘fill your packs and fill your pockets, do it now,’ then out the corner of his eye sees Kai approach something the size and shape of a catafalque, shrouded in canvas; sees the boy lift the canvas back, spring away, and go straight down on his arse, skittering back across the ground on heels and elbows, with a cry of ‘Holy GOD!’

Two animals: huge, spotted, snarling; prowling left to right. A pair of leopards in a cage. His men surround them, all amazed. The Executioner hunkers down, peering in, those warts and whiskers pressed to the bars of the cage, and one of the animals backs up, squats down, pisses itself. It’s the male. The female, hackles in a crest, swipes at the bars of the cage with a paw that makes the metal ring. There’s a moral there, thinks Jack.

And then behind the cage, there’s movement; there’s a man, crouching down, seeking to hide himself behind the barrels and crates, then scurrying for the gate. The Gemini catch him with ease; lift him up under the arms and pin him against the wall. The man wears a buff-coat like theirs, but the strangest pair of breeches in harlequins of yellow, green and red. ‘Quinto del Ponte!’ the man shrieks, pointing at his breast. ‘Quinto del Ponte, Quinto del Ponte!’ He seems to think he will need dumb-show before they understand this is his name.

‘E chi o che cazzo è Quinto del Ponte?’ he asks, and the man does a splendid job of apparently going limp with relief, and replies, ‘Sono il servitore del generale Wallenstein.’ I am the servant of General Wallenstein. These beasts were a gift from him, to the Emperor.

He finds he still remembers enough Italian to ask, You are their keeper?

Del Ponte nods.

He looks across to the animals’ cage. There is a bowl in it, broken, dry; a single bone, licked down as smooth as the sea licks a stone. Their keeper my arse. He turns back to Del Ponte and says, So now you can join us, and make them a gift to a king.

Del Ponte demurs. No, no, I am nothing. No soldier. I am – I am a trader, only. Please, you may keep the creatures, but please, you will let me go.

He leans forward. Del Ponte quails. The rare occasions Jack Fiskardo finds himself before a looking-glass, he is amazed at the man who glowers back. That cold pale gaze, blank as a wall, as if whatever lives behind it isn’t him at all, but is instead this Myrmidon, this thing that, if it ceased to fight, would surely sink and die, the way it’s said a shark will do, should it cease to swim. Not so many years ago he was pretty enough to seduce his colonel’s whore – now look at him. Yes, and look at his conscience too – the aches, the tender spots, the bruises that never fade. He can remember, when he was younger, when it wasn’t this face stared back at him but something so much softer and more hopeful, joking that he’d end up a big ugly bastard; it’s still a shock to see how true, in every way, that has turned out to be. Then again, every veteran in every company knows the value of making themselves look as alarming as possible: they stud their buff-coats, wax their hair into whipcords, plait it into strings; the Executioner grows out his side-whiskers and nourishes warts the size of gooseberries; the Gemini make themselves this crazy mirror-image of each other; Ziggy, as horse-master, dyes his horse’s tail with carmine and his own topknot the same. If nothing else, it has encouraged Death, so far, to find easier prey, and judging by the terror on Del Ponte’s face, the effect certainly works on him. But does Del Ponte speak German? Soon find out.

‘You know what His Majesty Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden would say to that?’

Del Ponte, glancing from him to the Gemini and back, shakes his head again.

‘He’d say, you’re with us, or against us, friend. So which is it to be?’

Night falls, only of course it don’t. The leopards, sated on chicken, with a bucket of water let gingerly into their cage through its cunning little door, lie on their sides, bellies heaving with content. And Jack Fiskardo and his ensign Kai lean over the cage and chat.

‘Why do they keep running away?’ the boy asks. ‘The Emperor’s army – why do they not stand and fight?’

‘They’re stretching our lines,’ Jack replies. ‘The only place we have where we can reinforce or resupply is the beachhead back on Usedom. The further we get from it, the faster, the better for them. Their commander, General Wallenstein, is no fool. His field marshal, Torquato Conti, even less. He will harrow the earth ahead of us. He’d sooner have his own troops starve than leave us as much as a peapod.’

The leopardess, beneath them, extends all four of those mighty paws, toe by taloned toe, and opens her eyes as if their conversation is of interest.

Kai, looking down at her, asks, ‘What will become of them?’

‘They will go to Stockholm,’ he says. ‘To the Djurgården, I would think. A whole island for them to range about on.’

Kai looks mournful. ‘Poor beasts,’ he says. ‘They are so far from home.’

As are we all.

‘Signor del Ponte says they are worth five hundred thaler,’ the boy continues, in a marvelling tone. And lo, at the boy’s words, there is the man himself, still in that outlandish costume, sidling into view. Something prompts him: extend the conversation. Let Signor del Ponte come up if he will.

‘When I was much the same age as you,’ he begins, ‘I helped disembark a horse worth all of that.’

The boy’s eyes widen once again. Everything is new to Kai, the boy spends his days agog. ‘A horse worth so much?’

‘So I was told. The Buckingham mare. She was being shipped to Stockholm too.’

And here is Signor del Ponte himself, ducking his head in greeting, steepling his hands. ‘Buona sera, buona sera.’ And then in German, ‘My friends.’ He comes closer. ‘I am intrigued,’ he begins. ‘You speak Italian, Captain. Excellently, if I may say so.’ An ingratiating smile. ‘A man who speaks Italian is as rare in these climes as – well, these.’ A hand waved over the cage.

It comes to him that Quinto del Ponte’s costume is exactly what a man would wear if he wished not to be taken seriously. ‘Yet you are here,’ Jack replies.

‘Ah, yes. My business takes me everywhere. Il mondo è il mio mercato, as they say.’

‘Sadly you are at the limits of my Italian, Signor del Ponte,’ he says, ‘as you are at the limits of your own range.’

‘Ah, so.’ Hands in the pockets of those harlequin breeches. ‘But yet I am intrigued. How is it that you speak Italian at all?’

‘An old acquaintance. When I was first a-soldiering.’ And then just to see, he adds, ‘Another trader, like yourself. One Tino Ravello.’

Quinto del Ponte’s face congeals instantly, a response so swift even a dissembler as practised as this one can’t hide it. The boy, Kai, eyes darting from one man to the other, aware something has happened here, but nothing like fast enough to work out what.

‘Well then!’ Del Ponte declares. ‘I believe I know the man. Or I have heard the name, at least.’

‘Indeed? How small this great world can be.’

Del Ponte waits a moment, rocking on his toes. ‘Then my curiosity is sated. Captain, I bid you buona notte.’

The leopardess watches him go.

‘He is a little strange,’ says Kai, uncertainly.

‘He is a lot strange. I think we keep a careful eye upon him.’

‘But he knew your friend,’ Kai points out, as if this must be proof of good character.

‘He knew the name, sure enough. But the Tino Ravello I knew was an intelligencer, a spy. I wonder quite what our Signor del Ponte may prove to be.’

The leopardess is on her feet. She lifts her head – her head that is both chamfered and square, and as if pulled from the mass of her body between the finger and thumb of her creator. Jack lays his hand to the top of the cage, feels the heat of her breath, her whiskers stiff as salt-grass. The blood and ivory of the inside of her mouth. Then she yawns, and the yawn extends into a yodel of complaint, of feline huff; with just enough of a growl to it so you know to pay it due heed. You remind me of someone, he thinks.

All these shades, all these echoes, all these ghosts, a whole land full of them. And only one that matters.

His hand lifts to the silver wolf. Where are you, you son of a bitch? Where do you wait for me? What stone are you hiding under now?


CHAPTER TWO

This House Where Nothing Moves
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‘… a country unpeopled, and rendered waste…’

Count Galeazzo Gualdo Priorato, An History of the Late Warres



 

IT’S A COMMONPLACE with all those who meet him, all (rather fewer) who live to tell the tale; how insignificant his appearance is. Nothing about him stands out, nothing whatsoever – middling height, middling build; stronger than he looks, but you could say that of any cavalryman. In the old days, before the war, there were plenty who forgot meeting him altogether, in the panic of some inexplicable fever, or the tiny wound that suppurates, turns black. All that has ever made him memorable is his lard-white pallor, yes, as if he is himself recovering from illness, and the scarf knotted Croat-fashion at his throat, and when he shows them, which is but rarely, his tiny, wide-spaced teeth, like a lizard’s, like pips, within the pinkness of his gums. And of course the silver wolf, the token affixed to the front of his coat. Here he sits: Carlo Fantom, Charles the Ghost, here in this house where nothing, any longer, moves – not the dog in its kennel, the man at the door, the boy on the stairs, the woman in her bed, the infant in its cot, the maid in the attic. Not even the bird at the window in its cage. In the houses on either side he can hear his men, working through them, room by room – the stoving-in of doors, the clatter up those wooden cottage stairs, the shriek or scream of capture, or more rarely the shots and shouts of resistance. But here in this humble room, all is peace. Because this is what he does, this is how he thinks of it: he brings peace.

He moves his boot across the floor a little, left to right. The liquid on the floor is sufficient for the movement to create a ripple, as across a pond. Tumult to left and right, but in here only silence, order, calm. It comes to him, on this small rise of feeling, almost of nostalgia, that this is how it used to be when he earned his bread the other way. When he had served the great, the mighty thing all on his own, when he watched its passage through so many, when its power had been such that sometimes he had almost felt it pass through him, as well. His men will never understand that, the respect that it deserves, but he does, he, Carlo Fantom, and he never took a life, not as soldier or assassin, without acknowledging it, that moment when he—

Call it what it is. That moment when he is God.

He moves his boot again. The formless waters.

No, it is gone. It has passed.

He gets to his feet. To be honest, they depress him when they’re dead. All that struggle, all that desperation, that vitality, to simply disappear? The eyes no more than marbles, the body slack. Something gone from it; the hand pulled from the glove. Puppets, cut from their strings. It seems a sort of cheating.

He goes to the window. How mean this place is. All these little dorps hidden away at the end of their rutted lanes. Could you even call this one a village? No, it is a nothing, and now it will be a less than nothing, just like all the rest. Lay it to waste. The fire and the sword. Those were Conti’s orders. Leave the Swedish nothing but ruins to hide themselves in. It had reminded him of his own promise as an assassin, his watchword: no loose ends – no suspicions, no retribution, nothing, not for his employers, not for him – nothing but silence, fulfilment and peace. Nor had there been loose ends, ever; it was his guarantee, his reputation, it was a promise he had kept—

All save one. One escapee, one single instance—

He rolls his shoulders, like a horse throwing off flies. So far away, so long ago – pah.

All the same, it rankles. He might have snuffed the boy out as a child; but no. Then when their paths crossed, in Hertzberg, when Hertzberg was such a place where every path crossed, then he might have done it – again, no. But (he tells himself) has anything more been heard of his one loose end, from that moment all those years ago to this? It has not. So what does that suggest? Yes, that the war has done his work for him, and the boy is long dead.

Only – oh, what is this? What is it? Even as that thought is disappearing, pulling its tail behind it, out of sight, there’s that snap of light again, across the inside of his head. It’s new, this, it has not yet disclosed its meaning, but every time it happens, it bids him raise his hand and place it on some surface – window, wall – and prepare to feel that surface shake.

He rests his hand, his left hand, against the leading of the window, the bumps of solder, fragile glass, cracked here, there, everywhere. His men have caught something out there. He sees a stockinged foot, he sees it kick, kick again, judder, then flop. Ach, what is this? Is it a warning? Is he being fanciful? It feels the way cannon-fire feels, heard way, way off, almost too far to hear, but you register it, nonetheless. You feel it, deep inside you, in your gut.

He turns away. It’s a low business, this. Low and mean – purgatory for a man like him. These peasants – he cannot help but think how he is nothing but the man who sets his terriers on rats, while that civet cat Quinto disports himself within the Swedish camp; Quinto, that idiot, that two-legged louse… the thought that, as Quinto insists upon putting it, he and Quinto should share a stable, Aiee, jebati! Fuck.

He goes outside, raises his arm, circles it above his head, sees his men look up, the whole gang of them, from whatever it is they have there on the ground. Time to be gone.

And then he feels it once more. Something out there, was not there before. He cannot name it, he cannot shape it, but he can feel its mighty hunger, he can feel the weight, the mass of its intent—

Again, he rolls his shoulders. How fanciful! How sick this dead land makes us. Oh, for a fight worth the name!

He calls to his sergeant: ‘Salvatore!’ and the man turns about, detaches himself from the group gathered round whatever it is they have there – the clothes so wet and muddied, the face now so misshapen that it’s impossible to tell if it was male or female. But they’ve left it lying on its front, so female, probably. The way they will keep on crawling, as if they could get away. It was one of the first lessons he learned, how if you destroy their women, you break the men as well. There is no actual lust involved in this for him, unless the one being despoiled is proud enough and fair enough for the despoiling to truly make a difference (and yes, he admits, he does have some little reputation there); it is simple efficiency, that is all. So he chooses those men like Salvatore, who do have specific appetites to sate, and then those men like Salvatore, they in turn choose those others who are simply weak enough to follow. Because otherwise (another glance at the thing there on the ground), who could possibly desire that?

Salvatore – Salvatore of the broken nose – comes forward. Salvatore has had that broken nose for years now – another souvenir from Hertzberg. Someone flattened it across his face with such vehemence that his nose looks like a frog: the body squashed, the fat thighs his gaping nose-holes. All these years it’s been getting worse and worse, such that Salvatore snorts now, when he breathes; has to do so with an open mouth. It’ll be a relief to be rid of him, for a while.

But Salvatore is eyeing him with suspicion. Does Salvatore too see something that wasn’t there before? Does he see distraction? Does he sense unease?

‘Kapetan?’

‘We’re done here. You go east. Be sure you clear out everything that way.’

‘And you?’ Snort. ‘Where do you go?’

‘I go back to camp. I am to wait,’ (an inner snarl) ‘to hear from Del Ponte.’


CHAPTER THREE

The Letter-Lock

[image: Illustration]


‘Written intelligence is very dangerous…’

Sir James Turner, Pallas Armata



 

STRANGE HOW IT works, this sense that there is something out there, was not there before. The way it seems to wait, until some wholly disconnected notion trips over it, and then the way your thoughts come back to that loose stone over and over again. Kick at it, poke at it, will not let it be. As a phenomenon, it is one with which Tino Ravello is all too familiar.

Tino Ravello – eh, not quite the man he was. Time has set about Ravello the way a cook might set about a carrot, paring off a little here, a little there: narrowing his flanks, thinning the upright chick-fluff of his hair, poking in the flesh of his cheeks and putting brackets around that smiling mouth – a warning, perhaps, for those with sense enough to see it, that what comes out of there will have clauses, subtext.

In compensation, however, it has made him a man of sufficient importance to be standing here. Here in this tiny room, examining his own reflection in the room’s one narrow window, while the great and good – the great and good, Ravello thinks, the not-sogood, and those not to be trusted as far as one could throw a boule – of this great city finish their business, oblivious, in the chambers beyond the room’s surprisingly thick and solid little door.

Ah, Paris. Those bastardly Londoners would have you believe their city is the greater, its population the more numerous, but in truth at this point the two are neck and neck, and Paris is far, far the more beautiful. She has her Notre Dame, her Pont Neuf, her Tuileries; marking her eastern edge, she has her terrible Bastille (and if you walk there, from the Tuileries, you have walked across pretty much her entire width – think of that!). She has her Place Dauphine, her Place Royale, edged with buildings so straight and true and fine, you would think they had been lowered from Olympus. She has her streets where live the lower folk, and that give proof of their commercial enterprise by being thick with muck, through which coaches and fiacres dart back and forth, splattering rich and poor alike. She has her little dogs that run at you, for no better reason than to show off their paces, and her exquisite mam’selles, who dress themselves with such finesse, no man can tell if he is following a comtesse or a whore. She has no fewer than two hundred courts in which the energetic can play jeu de paume. She has her Sorbonne – the man for whom Ravello waits is its dean. And atop the sloping vineyards of Montmartre, she has recently acquired a brace of sturdy windmills, which visitors to Paris are already using as a handy landmark. You would be hard-put to find a Protestant church in Paris at this date, but if you wished you might go say a prayer in its solitary Lutheran chapel, in the Swedish embassy. Some might think it odd that Sweden has been extended such religious courtesy, but few would be foolish enough to say so. And certainly not here, here within the Palais du Louvre – that maze of stone, a Minotaur around its every corner, glowering down upon the great khaki rush of the Seine; the only thing within the city to pay what goes on in here no heed at all.

And here at the back of the Louvre, above this almost forgotten courtyard, Ravello waits. He’s good at waiting. It’s one of his greatest talents.

But the man for whom he waits is even better at that game than he.

The smaller the room, the greater the secret, is Ravello’s experience, and this one is so small he could stretch out his arms and press his fingertips upon its walls. They call them closets, such rooms as these, but truly, knock a few pegs into the walls, it would be a cupboard.

He gives himself a stretch – up on his toes, hands clasped above his head. He is unused to dressing as he is today, and his clothes irk him.

And the greater the man, the more numerous the retinue. Seeping through that surprisingly solid little door, Ravello can hear their voices still. The door will not admit their actual words, but Ravello recognizes the tone, the earnest, serious murmur in which one delivers those necessary promises of service, loyalty.

He turns away, back to that narrow window. A man, he thinks, might stand just here and view all the doings in the courtyard beneath, and – unless one of those below looked up, at just the right moment and at just the right angle – expect to be completely unobserved. Here at this back-end of the Louvre nothing happens nowadays – pigeons strut, cats sashay along the balustrade then flop themselves down to sleep on the leads in the sun. A workman, somewhere out of sight, sings out a melody, while walloping something with a mallet – one cannot turn a corner in Paris these days without finding some edifice being torn down, and another put up. But thirteen years ago, down in that unregarded courtyard, a man named Concino Concini found Death a-waiting for him, and the whole fortune of France was changed. Concino Concini, soi-disant chief minister of France, forced to his knees and his brains blown out across those very cobblestones. In response, they say the Queen Mother had all the windows from her apartments facing the courtyard filled in. Could not bear to look upon the place where the man who (by repute) was in her bed even more frequently than was its warming-pan met his end. Petitioned her son to move her to the new wing he was constructing. And was refused. Moved to a new palace, the Luxembourg, instead, and filled the entirety of its ground floor with a painted biography, vast canvasses from the brush of Master Rubens of all her hardships and her triumphs, from her birth as a grand-daughter of the Habsburgs onwards; including one showing mother and son reconciled as they have never been in life, he as Apollo, she both blonde and blameless, innocent as Christ. As she never has been, either.

Ravello’s reflection gazes back at him, as does whatever lurks behind the friendly invitation in his eyes. A friend – dead these many years – once told him he had the perfect face for an intelligencer, a keeper of secrets, precisely because he did not. He is not sure this is true any longer. He thinks he is acquiring the face of a man who has seen too much, knows too much and has lost too many.

The windows opposite stare back at him; blank and blind as ever. And King Louis XIII is still chilly-hearted; and Marie de’ Medici still sits in her new palace, fattening upon her own venom like a scorpion. Sometimes, Ravello wonders how anyone can take these royals seriously.

A little cloud runs between Ravello and the sun, like a reminder. Balthasar, hello, he thinks. Balthasar, the Shadow Man, so fine a scout the joke was that he never cast one. Balthasar who has been in his grave, a shadow now himself, these – what? Seven years? Yet who still, whenever he arrives in Ravello’s head, glares at him and gives that same loose stone a hefty kick. You lost that boy, is what Balthasar says. I found him, you lost him.

Oh, but surely. The boy had a right. He was grown. I only told him what he asked. And by God, if ever there was a lad could take care of himself…

No, let’s take this in order, because these things always have a beginning, even if as yet this one has no end; and the beginning of this one was down in that dusty courtyard. There was a man, Jean Fiskardo, Balthasar’s brother-in-arms, who held Concini down as Concini’s skull was blown clean as an egg, and who then disappeared, seemingly from the entire face of the earth. There was the running mad, in consequence, of Jean’s poor English wife. There was her seeming self-murder; which turned out to have been actual murder, plain and unadorned; there was Jean’s own reappearance, in a grave, in Picardy; and worst of all, the fifth act in this tragedy, there was the fate of their son. The fate, Ravello knows (as he stands here, waiting, waiting, waiting), that Balthasar would hold him responsible for without a doubt. For a moment he eyes his reflection again, asquint, as if seeking to sneak up on himself. No, it’s not loss he sees there, it’s guilt.

The voices beyond the door have ceased. He turns. The door opens.

‘Eminence,’ murmurs Ravello, bowing low. Because the man now entering, sharing this tiny space – for all that he has the look of a provincial tax inspector, for all the delicacy of build, the mournful eye – this man one should take as seriously as death.

‘Oh, up, up, up,’ says the Cardinal, summoning Ravello back to his feet. ‘No more of that, God spare us.’ A hand flapped at the world beyond the door. ‘Those – those dissemblers, Ravello. I know exactly what they are, they know I know, yet still they smile and bow and smile and bow… Come, come with me. Through here. Into my office.’

There are those, Ravello knows, who wait all their careers to be admitted into the Cardinal’s private office. To look at it, you would wonder why. A window, curtained; a fireplace, its firedogs dozing, this summer’s day, un-needed, side-by-side; one old-fashioned, high-backed plumply cushioned chair into which a man might sink when the day’s business is done; and several others, pushed back against the panelled walls, that look as if they had been chosen to be as comfortless, as encouraging of swift decision-making as possible. Books and rolled documents form an untidy stash against the long wall of the room, where they have been summarily pushed from the table; and on the table itself there reposes the carton and rag-paper model of yet another addition to Paris’s new builds. Double height; ashlar masonry sketched in with delicate watercolour; pedimented attic storey; all set around a single central courtyard in which bushes of green silk threads, combed and rolled into cones and spheres, wait in their thimble-sized planters to be rearranged at whim. ‘Very elegant,’ Ravello comments. ‘Very – restrained.’

A thin smile. ‘Le Nôtre is already at work on designs for the garden,’ the Cardinal tells him. ‘Assuming, of course, that I am here long enough to see it.’

The parlous state of the Cardinal’s health is well known. At times he shudders with an alternating fever; at times the pain of urination makes him weep. He is beset by megrim headaches, when he must view the world through shapes that shimmer like the feathers of the phoenix. But this time it does not seem to Ravello that the Cardinal references only his health. ‘Eminence?’ he says, as a means of encouraging more.

A sigh. ‘You see before you,’ the Cardinal says, ‘a man attempting to keep his balance on a bascule. I am trapped between His Majesty and his mother. If one does not tip me, the other will.’ Another sigh. He puts out his hands, and presses down upon the air. Calmez, calmez… ‘To business,’ he says. Yes, business, always. ‘You have it? My letter?’

‘Yes, Eminence,’ Ravello replies. His own hand goes to his ruff. He rarely wears such an item (that persistent annoying rustle under your ear every time you turn your head, and then the fact that, compared to the flat, falling collar, ruffs these days are far from à la mode), but this occasion is as formal as his life gets. Also—

Also those many robust pleats and runnels, they do still make excellent hiding places, for anything made of paper in particular. Using index and middle finger, he extracts the letter and places it in the Cardinal’s open palm.

Cardinal Richelieu tilts his head to examine it. ‘This is how you received it?’

‘Exactly as it was.’

‘From the man himself?’

‘From Del Ponte, yes,’ says Ravello. He adds, ‘To all appearances, it is untouched,’ because to all appearances it is, the scarlet seal in place, the squared-off folds as neat and sharp as when they left the desk of His Eminence all those weeks ago.

His Eminence gives a thin, sad smile. ‘Yet what is it we are told about appearances?’ He waves the letter back and forth, as if the better to assess it. ‘Well then,’ he says, and slips a thumbnail under the seal – his own seal: the shield with its three chevrons topped by the wide-brimmed galero, the extravagant ribbons. He opens the flap, tips the letter on its side and shakes it, and out into his palm falls a tiny pleated ribbon of paper, like the tail of a miniature kite. A letter-lock. A letter-lock, picked.

The Cardinal frees another sigh. ‘I cannot tell you,’ he says, ‘how depressing it is to be so often correct.’

He drops the letter back into Ravello’s hands. Ravello takes it, smooths it out – first the side with his address, written across the letter’s own verso (Sig. Tino Ravello, By Hand to the Carpenter’s Hat, Annecy), and then the other. It is clearer to see, then, the place where the creases meet and where there is now a tiny strip missing, hidden in the fold; originally cut loose on three sides, then pleated, bent back upon itself, threaded through; the lock that anyone opening the letter would inevitably tear away. Anyone not meant to be opening the letter in the first place.

So now, the obvious question. ‘Might I ask,’ Ravello begins, ‘what service – what role was it – Signor del Ponte performed for you?’

The other gives him a quick, sharp glance. ‘Oh, he was not as you. He was merely a go-between.’

Yes, but between you and who? Ravello wonders. ‘A messenger, in other words.’

‘Indeed, or so I thought.’ A pause. ‘He came to me through the Prince-Bishop of Prague. And the Prince-Bishop’s recommendations have served me well before, very well. And he was of use to me – good use – in our business in Italy.’ Our business in Italy being the pestilential complications of who succeeds to the throne of Mantua and who controls the kingdom of Savoy – an ally of France, or (God forbid!) a puppet of the Habsburgs. ‘Which will,’ His Eminence continues, ‘I fear, one way or the other, be the death of me.’

And Ravello, looking into the face of the man he has served so long, finds himself thinking, I am not the only one to be ageing here. It’s an unsettling thought. ‘What would you have me do?’ he asks.

The Cardinal rocks back and forth a little, as if regaining equilibrium. ‘Find him,’ he says. ‘Del Ponte. Find him.’

‘Eminence?’ Ravello is amazed.

‘Find him, speak with him, turn him. Promise him whatever he asks. Whatever he is being paid by the Emperor, better it. Double it. No price is too great. And bring him here, to me.’

‘Eminence,’ Ravello begins, even more amazed than he was before, ‘it would be my honour, but where? Where would I start to look?’

‘Oh, I know where our friend will be,’ the Cardinal replies. ‘He will be in the Swedish camp. He will be exactly where I sent him, when I was fool enough to still believe he worked for me.’ He peers at Ravello, fixes him with sad, unsentimental eye. The face of a mournful hedgehog; it is perhaps the Cardinal’s greatest asset. ‘Since we must assume he is most thoroughly the Habsburg now.’ For the first time he sounds bitter. He turns away, and when he turns back, he is the man of business once again. ‘So that is where you must go, too.’

‘Eminence,’ Ravello begins. ‘Your wish and my will are one and the same, as ever, but to reach the Swedish – it might take me weeks.’ If it can even be done. What would it entail, passing through one front line? Passing through another? And in between the wasteland, as everyone knows, that the war has made of northern Germany – the ruined villages, the towns a-tremble behind their gates, and God knows what horrors rampaging across it—

He stops himself. This is what his employer does: as everyone else speeds into panic, the Cardinal slows down. With an effort, Ravello forces himself to do the same.

‘Eminence, what is it that Del Ponte has? What messages did he carry?’

The Cardinal turns; he moves to the curtained window. ‘There was another letter,’ he says. ‘Previous to this. This is what Del Ponte has. And I must have it back. Do you understand me?’

Ravello takes a breath. ‘Yes, Eminence, but—’

‘This is your speciality, is it not? To travel about, unseen? To dance between the lines? No –’ The Cardinal raises his hand. ‘I need not know the how. I only need to know the if. If you can retrieve it for me. Because if not –’ and the hand now indicates the dusty courtyard, ‘– that will be my fate too. So. Can you?’

What a question, thinks Ravello. What a question, of course he can. Will he? Yes. Does he want to?

No.

Here he sits at the edge of the Seine – hidden, as much as one can be, from the Palais du Louvre and its Argus eyes – occasionally raising his own to the exuberant statue of France’s Henry IV (now there was a king!) up there on the Pont Neuf above him, and turning the immediate future about in his head. And examining, like the master-tailor that he is, its re-cutting. New coat, old cloth. Dannazione. Damn.

What Ravello had intended for himself this year was retirement. The travel he had planned was not up into the cannon-blasted badlands of north Germany, but south; south to that familiar rambunctious border country between Italy and France, specifically a tavern long known to its regulars as the Carpenter’s Hat, and the only place these days Ravello ever thinks of if he thinks of home. His imagination saw him there (not here, spoiling his boots with the mud of the Seine!), but sat there on its terrace, bottle of Rousette to hand, waiting for the right moment to enquire of its landlady as to whether the quick-moving piccola ragazza now waiting tables at her mother’s side is not, in fact, also Ravello’s own. He can hear Balthasar: ‘And that, my friend, is why you should have lived your life as an honest scout, rather than a cunning intelligencer. We get to retire.’

Leave me alone, Ravello tells him. Don’t I have enough to concern me already? And with an effort, twists his thoughts away. To business.

So, there was another letter. Containing what? Mentally he fans out ahead of him all the various options the Cardinal might have currently in play – truces, treaties, hands in marriage… Refusals, rebuttals, outright threats… He plays a sort of inner spotlight over them. Nothing stands out.

On the far side of the river they are cutting down a tree. It has already been shorn of its branches, which lie in a pile at its feet; now workmen are dismembering its trunk, taking it down, length by length. The whack of axes, the ricochet of sound under the bridge; echo upon echo.

Very well then, that fifth act. Balthasar died. He died, and Ravello, prompted by some skew-whiff sense of rightness of his own, told Jean Fiskardo’s son everything he knew about the circumstances of his parents’ deaths, and off the lad went, white-hot for vengeance, into the chaos of the war in Germany, whence he has not been heard of from that day to this.

He lifts his eyes from bank to bridge – still limestone-white, still seeming to bounce across the waters. It had been a favourite vantage point of Balthasar’s, he remembers, who had been particularly taken by the many grotesque carved stone mascarons there beneath the cornice – the horned devils, leering gnomes, moustachioed kings. ‘D’you see?’ Balthasar used to say. ‘There will always be someone watching you. Or something.’

Ravello gets to his feet. He will not be heading south. No, he will collect his horse, he will head toward the Bastille, he will leave the city by the Port Saint-Antoine; he will head east. He will make for Hertzberg, on the border with Germany, as he has done so many times before, and there he will wait for the Roma. The great secret to Ravello’s travels, the means by which he manages to move about almost invisibly, carrying his secrets from one place to the next, is that he makes his journeys in company with those the world wishes to pretend do not exist – and what the world wishes to pretend does not exist, it doesn’t see. And let’s not forget, if you are looking for something, even more for someone, how useful the Roma can be. Wasn’t it they, after all, who located Jean Fiskardo’s grave in that tiny village in Picardy, all those years ago? And with the Roma, he will travel into Germany – and if this is the death of me, he declares to Balthasar, in his head, I hope you will be satisfied.

But first, a posting inn. Because ahead of him, Ravello is going to send a letter. Because an agent always has agents of his own. Because if, after this last piece of business (and he swears to himself, this is going to be the last), if Ravello is indeed to bid adieu to the spider-web of information he has spent his life a-building, it will need to be left in safe hands. And because it is time, therefore, for his protégé to graduate. Mon cher Achille, the letter will begin. Our patron, our esteemed patron, has a little problem. Its name, you will be unsurprised to hear, is Quinto del Ponte.

And we might go with him. For Ravello, this journey will mean dusty roads and buggy beds in down-at-heel country inns without number; it will mean arriving in Hertzberg travelstained and short of temper and feeling every one of his years. Whereas we might do it as easily as by turning the page.

It may seem perverse therefore, but as so many tales like to do, we are going to head off in the opposite direction altogether. For all that its buildings and its solitary bridge are stained such an infamous brown with the smoke of its addiction to sea-coal; for all that its palaces look like they were put up by goblins, not by gods; and for all its drizzling weather and comical cuisine, its whispered disquiets and ridiculous, untidy politics, we are going to head across La Manche, to Paris’s great rival. We are going to London.


CHAPTER FOUR

The Correspondent
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‘Our method is this: to handle every Story by it selfe, and then to bring all together…’

William Watts, The Swedish Intelligencer



 

THERE ARE AS many ways to tell a tale as there are tales to tell.

Nathaniel Butter sells books, as do so many, from St Paul’s Churchyard – south-east corner, by St Augustine’s Church, under the sign of the Pied Bull. Nathaniel’s bookshop, fragrant with the smells of virgin paper and new-cut leather, is one of the larger of those many round St Paul’s, with a meeting room above, which Nathaniel encourages the Stationers’ Company to make use of, as a subtle reminder of his status amongst them. As a somewhat less subtle reminder, in pride of place upon the display set out before the shop, there is always to be found Butter’s edition of Master Shakespeare’s King Lear, in which Nathaniel aggressively maintains copyright. Lear is bolstered, like a monarch surrounded by his bodyguard, by the plays of Thomas Dekker, of Beaumont and Fletcher, by editions of the Iliad and Odyssey, by commentaries on the law and books of verse; and then surrounding these in turn, fanned out like the common soldiers that they are, books of ballads, books of jokes, books of self-help (The English Gentleman’s Way to Wealth sells particularly well), tracts, polemics, and those headline digests, those gazettes, of all the doings of the world known as corantos. For the English gentlewoman, there are pamphlets on the restoration of the complexion and on washes for the hair. In fine weather, Nathaniel’s oldest child, Belinda, in summer gown, can often be found at the corner of the display, tidying the stock, shaking from it the dust of the London streets or even raising a book (oh, the lucky, lucky book!) to her mouth, to puff upon it; an artless frown of feminine vexation on her pretty face. After Belle has stood outside it a little while, the bookshop tends to fill.

In wet weather, Rafe Endicott, Nathaniel’s assistant, is set to stand outside with a tarpaulin. The rain runs down his arms, and down his neck, but it is enough for Rafe simply to stand where Belle has stood, and to know that when he is finally allowed back into the shop, and Mrs Butter hustles him through it and down the steps into the kitchen before he can drip on any of the stock, Belle will be waiting for him with a cloth to rub his hair, and that rueful little smile of hers to warm his heart. Rafe can never think of that kitchen, with the feet of those walking along Watling Street level with its window, without also seeing the hazelnut sheen of Belinda’s hair, and hearing the gentle movement of her lips as, head bent, she reads to herself. Belle’s younger brothers – two of the most dull-witted clodpolls imaginable – are pupils at St Paul’s School (‘Ten pound a quarter!’ their father declares, whenever either boy appears at home, in a tone pitched somewhere between pride and outrage), but neither of her parents had bothered themselves with Belle’s education at all. Yet as Rafe endured his poverty-stricken years of studenthood in Cambridge, Belle, as if to keep him company, had taught herself to read; a feat Rafe finds as impressive as it is heartbreaking. Belle and Rafe have known each other ever since, as a schoolboy himself, Rafe first began running errands for Endicott’s Rare Books and Fine Prints. Belle and Rafe are in love. Belle and Rafe are secretly betrothed. This is by far the greatest secret that the old Pied Bull has ever kept.

This morning, however, Rafe stands not in the shop nor in the kitchen but in that room upstairs, and it is not the grandees of the Stationers’ Company to be found there, but his employer, and Nathaniel Butter’s business partner, Nicholas Bourne; them sat one side of the table while Rafe stands at the other. The circumstances remind him of the interrogation, a matter of a year ago, before he began his employment here, when Butter had brandished a copy of King Lear at old Endicott’s only child and demanded, ‘What’s this then, hey?’

‘I – I suppose it to be the most purely tragical play in all the English language,’ Rafe had begun. He had been at something of a loss. Freshly graduated, finally in possession of his degree, was he being asked here to demonstrate the breadth of his studies? At the time he had never even seen the play performed. In this last year, however, he has seen three performances of Lear alone, including one, at the Red Bull Theatre up in Clerkenwell (which likes its drama emphatic, and its revenges comprehensive) where Regan had gone up in silken flames on stage, Goneril been eaten by an ancient British bear; Lear had breathed his last in Cordelia’s arms, rather than the other way about; and the play had ended with dancing as Cordelia and Edgar wed. Then, however, standing before Mr Butter, he had been nonplussed. ‘The most Greek of all Master Shakespeare’s tragedies—’ he had continued.

‘WRONG!’ Nathaniel Butter had been pink with delight. ‘Wrong, wrong, wrong! It is a crown quarto! And stitched and in wrappers but unbound – unbound, mark you! – like this, it is one shilling and fourpence!’

Also this morning at the table, albeit sat back a little, there is a third man, who wears the long plain gown and short white collar of a clergyman, and who has just been introduced to Rafe as the Reverend William Watts.

‘I believe Mr Endicott and I are acquainted,’ Mr Watts comments, sounding kindly. Having shaken hands, he has withdrawn his own into the long sleeves of his gown. The room has not had a fire in it since March, and London’s summer, thus far, has been a bit of a niggard as to heat. Mr Watts continues, ‘I believe I have seen you at my church, Mr Endicott. St Alban’s, in Wood Street.’

‘Why yes, you will have done,’ says Rafe. ‘My friend, Cornelius Vanderhoof, he introduced me to your services.’ He blushes. He is unused to being noticed. ‘And I have seen you here, sir. In the shop. You purchased a copy of L’Academie Française, I believe. And a German wordbook.’

Mr Watts smiles, a small, private smile. ‘I was contemplating a journey,’ he admits. ‘I travelled much, when I was young as you. You are a German-speaker yourself, I am told, Mr Endicott.’

‘At Cambridge. As a sizar.’ Rafe blushes. A sizar acts as the servant to others in order for his college to fund his keep. It is not a thing to be proud of. But Endicott’s Rare Books and Fine Prints had finally breathed its bankrupt last during Rafe’s first year away, his father likewise. ‘Translation. It was a part of my duties.’ He keeps his gaze well away from Nicholas Bourne as he says it. Cambridge being Cambridge, some few (but enough) of those treatises Rafe had translated were of the most radical, sectarian stamp conceivable. Nicholas Bourne’s politics, Rafe suspects, are such that he would have such writings publicly burned.

Mr Bourne shifts his weight; his chair creaks. Something about Nicholas Bourne puts Rafe in mind of those places he has read of at the bottom of the world: the Lands of Fire, where great fields of mud seethe perpetually, like milk in a pan. Nicholas Bourne is that: a field of mud, which occasionally swells up into some vast carbuncle, bursts and subsides. In the past when Rafe is about, the mud has oftentimes swelled up into Mr Bourne’s favourite joke, a persistent mishearing of the word ‘sizar’ for ‘lazar’ or leper. This morning, however, it seems there is something else has him a-seethe. ‘To the matter, Nate,’ says Nicholas Bourne.

‘The matter, yes.’ Nathaniel Butter leans forward. His eyes bulge with eagerness. He is a small man, standing; Mrs Butter tells him often that he cuts a more imposing figure seated, once he pulls himself up straight (‘Nathaniel! Be a better Butter!’). And he is a small man in a hurry where this present matter is concerned; any day now one of his rival booksellers must surely come up with the same idea as he. On the table before him there lies a copy of one of the corantos, his and Bourne’s own, the Weekly News. Or, to give it its full and proper title, The Weekly News from Italy, Germany, Hungaria, Bohemia, the Palatinate, France and the Low Countries. Nathaniel Butter believes long titles lure the reader in. He begins.

‘Do you know what this is, Rafe?’

‘I believe it is thruppence, Mr Butter,’ Rafe answers, promptly.

‘WRONG!’ comes the answer. Nathaniel Butter sits back, mighty pleased. ‘It is bread on the table, that’s what this is. It is wood for the fire. It is slippers for Belle. It is your wages, young Endicott. Fifty issues a year, ten shilling a twelvemonth subscription, and it outsells anything in the shop.’ He leans forward again, brandishing the Weekly News, rolled now, at Rafe, as if it were the baton in a race. ‘And it is our intention, Mr Bourne’s and mine, to start another. All anyone reads these for at this present moment is the news from Germany, so that is what we shall give ’em. With the help of our well-travelled friend the Reverend Watts here.’

Mr Watts bows his head. Rafe looks at him in astonishment. ‘You plan a journey into Germany, sir?’ It seems the wildest of enterprises for such a sober soul as this. All the news from Germany is terrible, especially now the Swedish King has brought his army into the war; the only reason the corantos are read is for accounts of atrocity after atrocity. To go into Germany sounds akin to a descent into hell.

‘Not Mr Watts,’ says Nathaniel Butter. ‘Not Mr Watts, young Endicott, but you!’

When he comes to reconstruct the scene in his memory, as he will do that evening in the Mitre Tavern in Wood Street, for example, sitting with Cornelius and still dazed by the day’s events, at this point Rafe will remember himself as being so entirely astonished that he had taken a step back. ‘Me?’

‘Yeesss, youooo!’ Nathaniel Butter had replied, mimicking his assistant’s amazement. ‘Why – you speak the lingo, don’t you? You told me you learned it for them German book fairs.’ (Another thing old Endicott got wrong, in Nathaniel’s opinion, wasting his time and his money on any market other’n that here.)

‘I speak it, yes, sir,’ Rafe had begun. ‘But you are talking of my going into Germany—’

‘An opportunity for you, young Endicott. A fine opportunity.’ Nathaniel Butter has repeated this so often to himself that he has quite come to believe it. And there are other reasons to wish Rafe Endicott far away, that tiny sway to the young man’s body at mention of Belle and her slippers being high amongst them. Latterly, Nathaniel has begun to suspect he sees something of the same reaction in his daughter, too, at mention of Rafe’s name, albeit cunningly suppressed. But topmost reason of all, this business of a new coranto. It is astonishing what appetite there is amongst Nathaniel’s countrymen for news from abroad, and this is what will give his new enterprise its edge – it will not be mere digest, mere repetition, like all those others, based on whatever gazettes arrive at the Thames-side wharves. No, it will be based on exact and singular observation, intelligence gleaned on the ground, at the point. It will not be speculation, it will be hard and fast and first-hand fact, and it will sell accordingly. He even has a name for it – The Swedish Intelligencer, that’s what it will be called. By God, with a name like that, it will fly from the shelves. London will have never seen the like. Because that’s what counts in this trade, as Nathaniel will tell you – it ain’t the words, it’s the numbers. Get that right, you’re singing. Which is why Nathaniel Butter at the sign of the Pied Bull lives and flourishes, and old Endicott’s, which was also once here, facing the cathedral, is but a memory, an empty shop-front, a dusty trestle, then nothing at all.

The Reverend Watts is clearing his throat. ‘It is not our intention to expose you to any jeopardy,’ he says, at the look of horror on the young man’s face. ‘You must not place yourself in harm’s way in the least. Our thinking is that you may travel about in Germany, but safely, and simply in speaking to those you meet, collect for us true and proper information on the progress of the war. True and proper, not the mere repetition of nonsense, such as the other gazettes offer. It is the only way to do it, to be there upon the ground. Sound out the truth of all the tales. It was how I engaged myself in my younger days. And I would do it again, did I have my youth still.’

‘But if I am there, and you are here—’ Rafe begins.

‘A correspondence,’ says Mr Watts. ‘You will return to me, regularly, by letter whatever you hear of, or see, and I will construct from it a narrative, and Mr Bourne and Mr Butter here will have it printed up and sold.’

‘A correspondence?’ Rafe begins. His mind seems capable of no more than snatching at odd words as they float past.

‘Exactly so. The Thurn und Taxis post is a miracle of organization, even in these unhappy times. In every town of any consequence in Germany there will be an inn displaying their yellow-and-black – a posting inn, don’t you know?’ Mr Watts’s smile is so encouraging Rafe cannot help smiling back, exactly as if he understood every word the other said, rather than them blowing past him like thistledown. ‘They have a relay system from one place to the next. It all debouches into Brussels, from where there are regular carriers back and forth to London. I have known letters to make the journey in a week, or even less.’

Mr Bourne is coming up once again to the boil. A word pops from his mouth. It sounds like ‘stipend’. Then he once more slackens in his seat.

‘There you go, yes,’ says Nathaniel Butter. ‘Thirty pound. Thirty pound for one year’s work.’ He sits back, remembers Mrs Butter, sits up and forward again. ‘What do you say to that, young man?’

‘And it will be a service of true importance,’ Mr Watts is saying. ‘To bring to the widest notice an account of the exploits of a Christian army against that of the Emperor – to do this will be a matter of note.’

Note. Importance. Rafe’s brain appears to wish to bring these words to his particular attention. Suddenly he finds he is thinking of Belle. Of note, of importance. And with money in his pocket. That will be him. He is none of those things now. He looks at Mr Butter and Mr Bourne, and understands without any doubt that if he refuses, he will be out on the street. And of a sudden he understands something else too, that he has been handed something here, he has been gifted the means to release Belle from that kitchen. To be able, in one year’s time, to take her by the hand and lead her forth, to stand with her and announce, Nathaniel Butter, I love Belinda and I will be wed to her, what’s more.

Thirty pounds is scarce more than his annual salary. ‘Sixty pounds,’ Rafe hears himself announce. ‘Sixty pounds for this service for you, Mr Butter. And I will needs be released from my contract with you to do it, so you must have me declared a Freeman of the Stationers’ Company, sir, and provide me with a proper statement of this new employment.’

‘Sixty?’ Nathaniel’s splutter reaches quite across the table. ‘Sixty? You must think I’m made of money. You must think my brains are cheese—’

‘One hundred and twenty of those annual subscriptions for this new coranto, Mr Butter, and you have my costs covered, that is what I am thinking. I think also that you would have the greatest difficulty in finding anyone else to undertake this for you, although, please, if you wish to try, I will bear no ill-will.’ He lifts his voice a little. He can hardly believe this is his own voice. ‘But my price for this is to be declared a Freeman of the Company, and to have a statement written up that I will be paid sixty pounds. And I will take twenty of them up front. The journey will be arduous, I have no doubt, and I will have expenses on the way.’
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THE MITRE TAVERN in Wood Street is a place for bookmen, with many a small and comfortable room (octavo-sized, one might describe them) in which a man can retire to do business, or simply sit down with some reading matter and a good glass of wine. It is in fact as noted for its cellar as it is for its twentysomething fireplaces. Sat in a first-floor room, looking out over the Mitre’s noisy courtyard this summer evening, are Rafe and his friend Cornelius Vanderhoof; on the table between them a wine from the top end of the Mitre’s list, a white Bordeaux. Cornelius, as usual, will be picking up the bill.

Cornelius’s background, and his access to the funds for such evenings as these, is something of a mystery. The man lives modestly enough – two rooms above a self-effacing little office in Green Dragon Court, hid behind the rows of print sellers and bookshops, with ‘Vanderhoof’ over the door. Yet when he comes into Butter’s bookshop (which is how he and Rafe met, over the purchase of, yes, a King Lear), he buys in folio size, and he has his purchases bound in full leather, and gilt upon the spines. Visiting, to deliver this new customer’s first purchases, Rafe had come away with the information that ‘Vanderhoof’ was this new customer’s mother’s name. He had been astonished by this. What small currency Rafe has in the world of bookselling comes entirely from his father’s name. Why would Cornelius do business under his mother’s?

At this point in an ideal world, Cornelius would have leaned forward and said because this is England, and England expelled its Jews three centuries ago, and my father’s name is Silbergeld. But then of course in an ideal world he’d not have had to say anything anyway. Instead Cornelius had given a small wry smile and answered only, ‘It is simpler so.’

I see, Rafe had replied, although he didn’t, not at all. And the business is…?

Another mystery. Cornelius buys some things, and sells others, but nothing he buys or sells ever seems to touch the ground. His business exists, like swifts or swallows, or gaudy birds of paradise, perpetually aloft. Transporting further purchases to Cornelius’s office, Rafe has walked in on traders from Muscovy, merchants from Norway, and once, magnificently turbaned and robed, a gentlemen introduced to Rafe as a native of Persia. But never once has he seen the unloading or loading of goods – none at all. It is a far cry from Nathaniel Butter’s crammed cellars, and the bundles of books and loose-leaf to be found on every step of his stairs.

When not in his office, Cornelius is to be found at the theatre: the Salisbury Court, the Fortune, the New Globe, the Red Bull; stood there upon the nutshells with the groundlings, and shouting and groaning and huzzahing his way through a performance as loudly as any of them. On the one afternoon a week that Rafe has free and can accompany him, the two of them usually follow up the play by retiring to the Mitre, to discuss what they have seen in depth – the text, the actors, even the quality of the scenery. Very often, especially if they have been to the Red Bull, Cornelius is still wiping the tears of laughter from his eyes, so much do the on-stage drolleries of the actors there delight him, such that Rafe has in the past found it incumbent to point out that in the Shakespearean original of Julius Caesar, for example, there was in fact no amusing trio of clowns following Mark Antony about, nor in any production other than at the Red Bull was Calpurnia a wanton, with the boy who played her sporting papier-mâché breasts. The productions of the Holland family, who own the Red Bull, are not known for artistic subtlety. ‘Oh, I am sure, I am sure,’ Cornelius had replied, wiping his eyes anew. ‘It is your English foolery. Your English wit.’ Rafe has never known a man so entirely stage-struck. ‘No other nation is like you. In Amsterdam we respect everything, and here you respect nothing! Not even your own Mr Shakespeare!’

Not this evening, however. This evening Cornelius is of a very different humour. ‘Germany,’ he says. The fine-grained skin of his forehead is pleated with distress.

‘The players from the Red Bull are going into Germany,’ Rafe informs him. ‘Or some of them at least. Henry Kempwick is taking them. I think there has been a falling-out between him and the Hollands; now Henry has formed a new company, the Pilgrim Players, he and Andrew Frye. Henry believes they will make their fortune over there.’

‘Yes,’ says Cornelius, no happier than before. ‘And if Mr Kempwick had asked me first, I would have told him no, too.’

‘But you went into Germany,’ Rafe points out. He is a little peeved. It has come into his thoughts that the next time he sits here, maybe a year from now, everything will be changed. He will be changed, beyond measuring. It seems to him the Mitre ought to show some consciousness of this, and if it cannot, then certainly his companion should. He has a peculiar awareness of the nearness of the mighty Thames (just there, at the bottom of Bread Street, that’s all) as if it were waiting for him. He would like to be toasted, cheered, tonight, not cautioned.

His friend’s face – neat-featured, smoothly and expensively barbered – becomes even more serious-looking than it was. Only once before has Rafe seen Cornelius so grave, so lost in his own thoughts as this, after they had sat through The Jew of Malta at the New Globe. This business of Cornelius’s being in Germany is yet another mystery. ‘It was my vow,’ he had said. ‘I told my family, I would come to London, I would open up a bureau for us here, but I must be allowed to go into Germany and look for my friend first.’

Cornelius had shared his boyhood with a foundling, so the story went, some child taken from the streets and provided with a home. A kind of infant St Michael the Archangel, is how Rafe imagines him, from Cornelius’s description of the lad’s doings, fierce and valiant beyond his years. Rafe, to be honest, rather resented the prime position the memory seemed to hold in Cornelius’s affections, and had cheered, silently, when at the conclusion to the tale, it turned out this paragon had done something bad enough to have run off rather than face his punishment. At great expense the family had managed to follow the boy’s path down the Rhine as far as Heidelberg, but even with Cornelius’s final effort, had been unable to find any further trace of him.

‘Yes,’ Cornelius says now. ‘Yes, I went into Germany. And if I had known of it then what I know of it now, I would never have done so. You have no idea.’ He shakes his head.

‘But I will not be in those same parts as you,’ Rafe begins, but Cornelius stops him.

‘There is no part of Germany now that is without the war. That unhappy country, it is nothing but one army after the last.’

‘Germany for me,’ Rafe begins, with a little heat, ‘is a lease on my own shop. Germany for me is to have my own business, like yours. It is to be free, it is to be a man. And beyond that, it is –’ and he takes the case with Belle’s picture inside it from his pocket, opens it and places it on the table. The Butters had Belle’s likeness taken recently; half Rafe’s savings secured this copy of it, in secret, from the artist. It is in grisaille only, being cheaper, and the grisaille emphasizes the rueful nature of her smile, but also, to Rafe’s mind, brings out that tiny, rare top-note of defiance in her expression.

‘Yes,’ says Cornelius, thoughtful, grave. ‘I understand. She is all.’ He fills Rafe’s glass, and then his own.

‘And I am no hero,’ Rafe assures him. ‘Trust me. I will expose myself to no danger at all. I will gather information, feed it back to Mr Watts. That is all.’

But Cornelius shakes his head. ‘Rafe, I am sure, every man who goes into Germany thinks that, and every man, when he is there, finds himself brought to some place where he is presented with things he would never have believed possible, and if he is wise, understands, he should not go beyond it. Because beyond that place –’ and Cornelius lifts his shoulders, opens his hands. ‘Beyond, there is only death.’ He lifts his glass and drains it. ‘So promise me, my friend. When you find yourself at your place, you will do as I did. You will turn about, and come home.’

So far from being cheered, Rafe finds it is now he who must do the cheering. ‘Well. I have to get myself there first,’ he says, because this is his first hurdle, and it is a wholly unexpected one. ‘I need to get myself to Hamburg, and it seems there is a dearth of sailings that would be of any use to me.’

‘Yes, I am sure,’ Cornelius replies. ‘There is nothing like the trade with Germany that there was.’ Then he brightens. ‘But perhaps I can assist. My family has an interest in a ship. It is one of those few still make that voyage. Her captain is a Scotsman. She is called the Guid Marie.’
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AND THEN OF COURSE there must be the farewell with Belle – one week later, his passage all arranged, and a mere five minutes snatched at dusk outside the kitchen in the Butters’ miserable yard. ‘You will wait for me,’ Rafe says. He has Belle’s hands in his, but to hell, at this juncture, with them being overlooked. Her fingers are warm and curled within his own and there is something so definite in the feel of them, in this linkage between them, that Rafe finds it hard to believe the moment can ever end. ‘One year, Belle, that is all. I will come back with enough for a lease on a bookshop of our own, I will come back a Freeman of the Stationers’ Company. You will wait for me?’

‘I am yours, Rafe,’ she answers. ‘I am yours and you are mine, and that is all that need be said.’ But in the dark little courtyard, Rafe sees her eyes are shining, their surface even more liquid than usual.

‘Belle,’ he begins, ‘don’t cry, dear one, please—’

She frees one hand, holds it up, forestalling him. Closes her eyes, bows her head. From that hidden mouth emerge the words, ‘My parents wish for me to marry Mr Bourne. They have given him my picture.’

Something like a mill-wheel grinds into agonizing life within Rafe’s chest, crushing all beneath it. It feels as if it is pressing the air out of him. ‘But you will wait, Belle, you will wait for me. You will tell them no—’

‘I cannot,’ she says. ‘I cannot defy them.’ Rafe hears himself give a gasp. But then she glances up at him and there it is, that tiny sparkle of defiance, small as a mustard seed. ‘But I cannot think Mr Bourne will wish to wed a wife who is sickly.’ Then she covers her mouth and coughs – once, twice, three times: ehu, ehu, ehu.

‘Belle!’ he exclaims.

‘We must be clever,’ she says. Someone is calling for her from inside the house. Belle glances back over her shoulder. ‘One year, Rafe. I will hold them off for one year. After that, you must be there for me.’ Over her shoulder she calls out, ‘Coming, Mother! I will be there directly.’

The kitchen door comes open. Nicholas Bourne is there. He holds the door for Belle, then as he closes it, looks directly out at Rafe, left there alone in the yard. There in the gap between door and frame is the light and warmth of the kitchen, and Mrs Butter, rising to her feet, bustling toward her daughter, and Belle’s white shoulders, the lovely curve of her neck, the back of her head, and the door is closing, it is closing, she is gone. Burned onto the image in Rafe’s mind, the face of Nicholas Bourne (that schemer! That London Machiavelli! That bubbling field of mud!), grinning like a fox.

He turns his own face up toward the evening sky. I will get that door open again, he tells himself. I will get that door open, I will get Belle out of that kitchen if it is the last thing I do.

The image stays with him. It is there when he rises next morning, so early there are still a few last stars in the sky, in his lodgings (one room) in Fish Street. It is there as he washes in cold water at the pump, lifts his pack onto his shoulder, and makes his way downhill to Queenhythe Wharf. It is there as he disturbs, in the misty blue of early morning, a waterman, crouched over his pipe, and negotiates with the man to take him downriver, to the Blackwall Basin. And the name of the ship they are heading for?

‘The Guid Marie,’ says Rafe.

The waterman flaps a hand, turns his back and walks away.

A second waterman is found. The negotiation founders once again. ‘Mungo Sant’s ship?’ the man says, and laughs. ‘That bloody robber? Not I.’ Rafe tries a third. The same. Rafe is flummoxed. Is he to be thwarted this early in his quest? He pursues the man, beseeching – is he to walk to Blackwall? Is he to swim?

And then a shout. Another waterman advances up the stony slope of Queenhythe Wharf. Rafe, watching him, finds himself thinking at once, Othello. ‘I know Sant,’ the man says. He surveys his fellow watermen with what looks very like contempt; Rafe with a kind of curious pity. ‘I will take you.’

Rafe’s shilling is handed over. The man settles Rafe at the stern and shoves off. The gravel of Queenhythe Wharf scrapes beneath Rafe’s backside, with but so few narrow planks between him and it, and then is gone. The rowboat settles into the Thames instead, and down the river they go. The new tide is with them, running them as only water can, under the bridge with but a modest bump and splash and past the Tower, where a chill damp breeze, the first breath of the new day, plays across the river’s face. The roofscapes of the city slide past, one rising behind the last as the waterman pulls away, slide past in layers, like scenery on stage. Rafe relaxes his grip upon the gunwale. He has never seen the city quiet as this. By contrast the river seems to have been awake for hours – there are halloos, there is movement on every deck, there are buckets being drawn up, fishing lines thrown out. Now they are at Limehouse, and all the buildings cease at once, and there are fields, and a man watering cattle at the river’s edge. Rafe sees the sails of a windmill, and thinks at once of Cambridgeshire, of all the years of his life that have gone before and the complete unknown of what will follow. He thinks, We might turn back, but then it is with him again, that memory of the kitchen door closing, with his Belle the other side of it. And Nicholas Bourne’s smirk, as he thinks of it now, his smirk of triumph.

He clears his throat. He feels in need of conversation, something to stoke the fires of his courage. Wouldn’t it be fitting if this came from a fellow whose business is the transport of the intrepid traveller?

‘A fine morning,’ he comments.

The waterman, broad of shoulder as a bull, mighty of thigh, wholly impassive of feature, says nothing. Rafe can hardly shake the man’s hand as he pulls at the oars, so he points at himself and says, ‘Rafe Endicott.’

The man eyes him for the space of one more pull. ‘Miguel Domingo,’ he replies.

‘I am to travel into Germany. Hamburg,’ Rafe tells him. But again, no reply, only the creak of the oars, the swirl of the water. ‘That is a very great way away,’ he adds, in case the man should not be aware.

Miguel Domingo, watching his oars as they pass a buoy, replies, ‘It is not so far.’

Rafe is taken aback. Startled, he replies, ‘It is, to me.’ Creak. Swirl. He tries again. ‘And where do you hail from, Master Domingo?’ A word of understanding, from one traveller to another, it would be most welcome – yes, your journey is a great one, sir, but no doubt you will accomplish it, I am certain.

‘San’ Saviour,’ comes the reply. ‘San’ Saviour, in Southwark.’

‘I mean,’ says Rafe, after a hunt for the words, as the fellow surely was not born here, under London skies, ‘where did your life’s journey begin?’

Miguel Domingo looks Rafe full in the face and answers, ‘You call it Capo Verde.’

Here is Deptford. Here is Greenwich. And here, at Blackwall, is a ship stood out midstream, to which Miguel Domingo turns his boat. This, then, is the Guid Marie. Her cracked, wormeaten figurehead, grimacing like a gargoyle, looks down on them as they approach; her side rears so high above that looking up at it is like gazing up at the curtain wall of a castle. Rafe cannot think how he is meant to get up there. Miguel thumps the flat of his hand against that oaken wall and bellows upward, ‘Ho the Guid Marie! Ho within!’ and a human voice responds with something unintelligible, in an accent that seems to Rafe briny as Neptune’s and spiky as a thistle. A face appears, way above at what would be the battlements. Miguel shouts up at it, ‘Sant! I have your passenger!’ and the face yells down, ‘Domingo? You lay your hand upon my boot again, ye bastid, I’ll turn my cannon on ye!’

‘That is Mungo Sant,’ Miguel says, turning to Rafe, then shakes his head and adds, ‘You poor devil.’ He has shipped his oars. Rafe is still trying to work out how one gains entrance to this – this – ark, when there is more noise from above and a ladder is let down, slapping against the ship’s side, a ladder of rope so thick it might have been intended for giants, the lower part of it slick with weed.

‘You go up,’ Miguel tells – no, instructs – him. He pulls the ladder forward. The boat they are in tilts horribly. Rafe, donning his pack, is off-balance, and reaching out, makes a grab, and feels for one terrifying moment the whole edifice of the Guid Marie nudge toward him. Gulls wheel and squeal above her, as if the movement has awoken them. Nothing is static here; nothing can be trusted. He puts a foot upon one of the ladder’s slick green rungs, and the entire thing contracts quite horribly beneath his weight. He reaches up, grabs at another rung, while his foot gropes, blind, for – well, a footing – and then he senses Miguel begin to pull his boat away, so there is now nothing beneath him, nothing but the Thames, and this mountain to climb above. He hangs for a moment petrified above the watery abyss and then the same voice as before shouts down, ‘Mr Endicott, shift ye bluidy arse, mon, the tide is with us. Or I’ll sail with you hanging there!’

He dare not look up. He dare not look down. In his mind’s eye, he puts Belle’s face at the top of that oaken wall, and climbs toward her.


CHAPTER FIVE

A Baptism
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‘… neither the army nor the Cavalry alone, no not a company, must march without discoverers: which must be sent out, not only by the direct way where the enemie is like to come, or you are to march, but to scoure all the by-wayes on either side…’

John Cruso, Militarie Instructions for the Cavallrie



 

THE LAGOON OF the Oder is some thirty miles west to east, and maybe half that north to south. It frets and fritters away its entrance into the Baltic in winding channels, in causeway and marsh, in brackish water-courses that hardly seem to move at all. If you are on the lagoon’s western side, the landing site on Usedom and the town of Wolgast are safe behind you; but to the east there is Wollin, and out beyond that—
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