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Praise for APOTHECARY MELCHIOR



‘Hargla’s brilliant realism brings medieval Tallinn vividly to life.’ – Le Figaro





APOTHECARY MELCHIOR



From medieval Estonia a new hero in detective fiction


The acclaimed ‘Apothecary Melchior’ series plunges the reader into fifteenth-century Tallinn, a fast-growing Hanseatic town at the furthest reaches of the Christian world dominated by the mighty Toompea Castle, stronghold of the Teutonic Order, and St Olaf’s Church, the tallest building in the world.


Melchior Wakenstede, the town’s apothecary, is respected for his arcane scientific knowledge and his wisdom. When a Teutonic Knight is gruesomely murdered Melchior is called in to help find the killer, revealing a remarkable talent for detection. But it seems Tallinn has a serial killer in its midst, and he is tested to the limit in a plot with as many twists and turns as the turreted castle. He uncovers a mystery surrounding St Olaf’s and an influential secret society that has been controlling the town for years, revelations that spell danger for all.


Indrek Hargla has created an unusual sleuth who battles ignorance and superstition as well as murderers and villains in an atmospheric setting during a fascinating period of history. Gripping and dark, these books have taken Europe by storm and are essential reading for fans of suspense and historical fiction.


INDREK HARGLA is one of the most prolific and bestselling Estonian authors working today – mostly in the fields of science fiction, fantasy and crime. He is best known internationally for his ‘Apothecary Melchior’ series, which now runs to six volumes with film adaptations currently in preparation.
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FOREWORD



TALLINN


AD 1409


AT NO TIME, before or since, has Estonia been so closely connected with Western Europe as it was during the fifteenth century. It was a time when the Teutonic Order’s power was finally consolidated in the region, when towns and bastions were constructed, when guilds and monasteries flourished. A constant influx of colonizers during what was the golden age of the Hanseatic League saw the sea traffic between Estonia and German and Scandinavian ports grow to unprecedented levels. Never before had Estonia been so closely involved in the wars waged by European rulers for dominance on the Baltic Sea. The Victual Brothers – a loosely organized band of pirates that grew powerful during the disputes between the German dukes and the Kingdom of Denmark – plundered the coast of Estonia mercilessly yet were also allies of the Tartu bishops in their internal quarrels with the Teutonic Order. The Victual Brothers conquered Visby in Gotland and made it their base until a fleet of the Teutonic Order, commanded by Ulrich von Jungingen, retook Gotland in 1398 and drove the Victual Brothers from the island. Visby was pillaged and lost its position in trading on the Baltic Sea. Every Victual Brother that had not managed to escape was executed in the same gruesome manner in which the pirates themselves had killed their prisoners. The Teutonic Order sold the island back to the Danish King in 1409. A year later the Order was dealt a crushing blow by the Poles near Tannenberg.


Tallinn during the year 1409 in no way resembled what we might imagine, based on the current appearance of its Old Town. Tallinn was just being built. A town plan was indeed in place – the street pattern had been laid and plots divided out, and the Town Hall had been built, but the wall, the towers and churches were not yet complete. Nevertheless, the streets were paved, the Order’s castle on the hill known as Toompea was one of the mightiest in Northern Europe and Tallinn’s sewage system – comprising a canal dug from Lake Ülemiste, a moat and three mills – was a massive, groundbreaking engineering achievement for its time. The town’s distinct architectural style was still in development, and a great many foreign master builders walked the streets. Tallinn was becoming one of the Teutonic Order’s most important harbours, supplying Livonia with goods and trade. While the wealth of Tallinn and Livonia certainly could not be compared with that of towns in Germany or the Low Countries, the town nevertheless grew and moved forward.


Tallinn was surrounded by suburbs and a wider administrative region where the laws of the city of Lübeck were enforced; power was thus held by the citizens – that is, the merchants. The Teutonic Order’s laws and land rights were enforced from Toompea Castle, and its authority was represented there by a commander. Relations between the town and the Order were often complicated, but one could not survive without the other. The Order guaranteed peace in the region of which Tallinn was the centre of economic activity.


Surviving records of Tallinn’s Town Council inform us that in 1409 a high-ranking Knight of the Teutonic Order, travelling from Gotland to the Order capital of Marienburg, was murdered on Toompea in mysterious circumstances. But this was not the only murder to shock the residents of Tallinn that fine spring. Both the Order and the Council searched for the Toompea Murderer yet failed to apprehend the killer, and the reasons behind these acts of bloodshed remained a mystery.


Nevertheless, Tallinn’s court records show that an apothecary by the name of Melchior entered the Town Hall one day and announced that he knew the identity of this mysterious murderer and why the crimes had been committed. The Town Council did not grant him an audience and sent him away – although not empty-handed. Melchior was given ten marks for his troubles. Was this fee paid for his silence? Was the apothecary’s story just too sensitive and so the Council preferred not to jeopardize relations between the town merchants, the Order, the clergy and foreign wielders of power? We do not know, and we never will. Nor will we ever know what drove a Council secretary to inscribe the words that, to this very day, have remained a puzzle to all who research these records:


The Lord’s peace be with those who have wished good upon our town. They, who lived before us, have been closer to the Lord. May their graves remain undisturbed and that which is supreme endure.


We do not know whom Melchior accused or what became of the apothecary himself. Apothecary Melchior is never mentioned again in the Council records.
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TOOMPEA


15 MAY, LATE EVENING


HENNING VON CLINGENSTAIN, former Commander of the Teutonic Order in Gotland, was roaring drunk. Truth be told, he was roaring drunk for the fifth day in a row, and if the local commander had not fed him generously – food had been brought out from the kitchen of Toompea Small Castle from morning to evening – he would already have collapsed from a beer-induced stupor and blacked out long ago. Yet Tallinn appeared to be a prosperous and good-natured town, not like Visby. Here people enjoyed eating and drinking. It was customary in Tallinn to make merry just as the people in Clingenstain’s home town of Warendorf once had. And Spanheim, the local commander, seemed to be this town’s king of merrymaking. For five consecutive days and nights the table had been groaning under the weight of beer, wine and more of the town’s best and finest. It would have been a sin to turn it all down, just as it was actually a sin to quaff and gorge it all down – but Clingenstain had already taken care of that earlier in the day by having his confession heard by the Dominican Prior. Needless to say, forgiveness had been bestowed for his overeating and excessive drinking. Naturally.


Clingenstain now felt, however, that he might have had enough – his innards churned, his head buzzed and his thoughts were muddled. Only now did he begin to make sense of what was reality and what was just an intoxicated illusion, now that, after a few blunders, he finally found the side portal from the northern wing of the castle that passed above the moat, straight from one fortress to the other – from the Small Castle of the Order to the Great Castle, or Toompea, as it was also known. Some attendant opened the door for him, and the Knight staggered towards his lodgings. Curses, I am seeing devils, he thought. A soldier of Christ shouldn’t see devils.


He stepped out into the mild May night and filled his lungs with fresh air. The darkly glimmering walls of Toompea resembled shadows of a palace of darkness closing in around him. The jolly songs of the Commander’s musicians still sounded in his ears, and, truth be told, the festivities at the castle were probably still under way. The cobblestones, however, rose up from the ground and scuffed against his foot. He stumbled and fell. If he wished to reach his dwelling without incident he would require assistance.


‘Jochen, you son of a whore,’ he roared. Where was his squire now? He should be at his master’s side like a loyal dog, not doing the town in the company of wenches.


‘Jochen,’ he bellowed again, ‘I am blind drunk, and you have climbed up into an attic with some washerwoman. Jochen, you knave!’


The page did not appear. Commander Clingenstain stood in the middle of Toompea, alone except for some attendants of the Teutonic Order who were tending a fire near the stables on the other side of the moat. The walls of St Mary’s Cathedral, the Dome Church, loomed over the castle.


‘I’ll have you skinned tomorrow,’ vowed Clingenstain, and he lurched ahead. Pages be damned. He wasn’t so helpless at all; he could make it by himself. He definitely remembered where he was lodged; it was not far from here, a house that butted up against the stronghold wall. He could do it alone.


The Commander did not notice a solitary figure breaking away from the dark castle wall, trailing him stealthily as he stumbled towards his residence. He did not notice that the dark form followed him up to the door of the house, carefully keeping to the shadows. He did not even notice that the figure stood beside him when he, after several clumsy attempts, at last managed to unbolt the main door. The dark figure held the door open with his foot after Clingenstain had made his way inside. Clingenstain stood in the spacious entry hall and squinted against the light. Someone, probably Jochen, had lit the candles on the candelabra, and the bright light almost blinded him at first. He leaned against the mantelpiece and picked the candelabra up from the table. There should be a door here somewhere that led to the bedroom, if he remembered correctly, and in that room was a bed. He attempted to shrug off his coat but became entangled and almost fell. If only that slave were here to help him undress.


 ‘Jochen,’ he yelled again. ‘Aha, there you are, you lout.’


He glimpsed hazily from the corner of his eye that someone had entered through the front door. It had to be Jochen, of course – who else? – but his eyes were not yet accustomed to the light.


‘I’ll slice your ears off from your head next time. Where’ve you been, dog?’


The dark figure approached the Commander, who, squinting, had just managed to form the thought that Jochen should really be of shorter stature and did not usually wear such a coat. Yet this was all he to think before the stranger grabbed him suddenly by his shirt and shoved him with great force. Clingenstain fell, as if he had been struck by a bolt of lightning.


‘Thief, burglar,’ he sputtered. ‘How dare you, you dog. I am a Knight of the Teutonic Order.’


The stranger kicked him in the chest, and the Commander doubled over from the pain. The intruder pulled out a sword from beneath his coat.


Clingenstain felt that he was incapable of standing up and much less of fighting, but the abrupt sense of danger and pain sobered him up instantly. He could almost make out the features of the stranger’s face from beneath his hood.


‘Who … who are you?’ he demanded.


‘Someone who has prayed that he might take your filthy soul,’ the stranger replied.


‘Jochen! Help!’ Clingenstain tried to shout, but the cry came out weakly and could not be heard in the street through the thick stone walls.


With his sword in one hand the stranger again grabbed the Commander by his shirt and heaved him on to the table. The Knight tried to struggle and fight, but he was no match for the intruder.


‘What do you want?’ Clingenstain finally managed to say.


‘Justice,’ came the reply. The unknown man forced him against the table with one hand and clenched his sword more steadily with the other. ‘This is precisely how it must unfold – with you writhing on the ground, terrified and crying for help. You will die without making peace with the Lord, and all your sins will go with you to the grave. It is the road straight to hell, Clingenstain.’


Death? Is this really my death? The thought flashed through the Commander’s mind. Such a death, and in Tallinn not on the battlefield; not holding a sword in his hand but here in some burgher’s house in Tallinn, drunk, and by the blade of a thief. Virgin Mary, it was not supposed to happen this way. Not here and not now. I do not deserve this. His thoughts were sober but his body unresponsive.


‘Who are you?’ he enquired again.


Instead of replying the stranger raised something up before Clingenstain’s eyes. He could not make out what it was at first, but his eyes finally focused. He also saw the stranger push the hood back from his face. That face … that face … and that object in his hand, that was … It was impossible. He recognized that face. Yes, now he recognized it.


Yet Clingenstain’s time was up. He understood this unequivocally. He perceived it clearly through his weakness and his helplessness. For an instant he even saw in his mind’s eye the saints looking down at him from the heavens with pity and indifference. Yes, said the saints’ gaze, here and now, Henning von Clingenstain, right here and right now your end has come, and we cannot prevent it.


A strong hand seized Clingenstain by the jaw and forced his mouth open. One more powerful burst of pain shot through the Commander’s body as the stranger stuffed the item that had been held before his eyes into his mouth.


‘This is exactly how it will unfold,’ said the man. ‘Even begging for mercy will not do you any good. Until we meet in hell.’


He rammed the Knight’s head against the table, raised his sword with both hands and slashed downwards.


Henning von Clingenstain felt how the sword ground against his neck. He even felt how the strong blow sliced through his spine. It was painful, unbearably painful, but that pain was nothing compared with what awaited him.
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MELCHIOR’S PHARMACY, RATASKAEVU STREET


16 MAY, MORNING


MELCHIOR WAKENSTEDE, APOTHECARY of the town of Tallinn, had just risen from the breakfast table where his dear Keterlyn had stuffed him full of freshly baked bread and a generous slice of rich lard and entered the front room of his living quarters – Tallinn’s pharmacy – where the most ordinary of workdays should await him. He would hear about the townspeople’s recent illnesses and old pains; he would hear dozens of rumours; and he would sell some medicinal treatments and sweets and a few flagons of his own fine pharmaceutical elixir. He would see ailments and diseases; he would also see the healthy and the strong, who would step into the pharmacy simply to gossip and swap news, purchase strong elixirs and chew on sweet cakes or aniseed sweets. He would fulfil his duties and be satisfied and happy in doing so, just as he probably still should be, on the threshold of his thirty-first year of life, by the blessing of his patron saint and to the joy of his noble father – may he rest in peace at the right hand of the Virgin Mary.


Melchior Wakenstede was born in the city of Lübeck, whence his father had relocated to Tallinn more than twenty years ago. Melchior the Elder came to this new land where everything was being built, to a land that had not long ago been won from the grip of pagans and which had been dedicated to the Virgin Mary. Melchior even remembered from his boyhood the stories of those old warriors who had entered his father’s pharmacy from time to time to buy ointments for their aching joints. They spoke of how they had battled against the local pagans when their forces surrounded Tallinn. This all seemed hard to believe now, because the grandchildren of many of these so-called pagans visited his pharmacy each and every day. Even his beloved wife Keterlyn was of the same lineage, descended from the tribes that had lived here since ancient times, and, no matter that they did not bake bread or brew beer as it was done in Thuringia or Westphalia, these people now went to church every Sunday, as did all proper Christians.


Melchior Wakenstede considered Tallinn to be his home, as he could barely remember Lübeck. He was the town’s sole apothecary, just as his father had been. Melchior loved Tallinn. He had grown up here and vowed to treat the populace with his medications, to help those who suffered and to ease their afflictions. People referred to his profession as being simply that of a doctor’s cook, but it was actually much more than that. Melchior was equal to merchants in status, on a par with clergy or city officials in education, was a respected man in the town and was regarded highly by town councilmen, nobles and knights alike.


Now, on this fine spring morning, he passed from the kitchen into the pharmacy, thrust the front door open wide and let in the fresh sea air. His house was small, but it was the only one his father had had the means to purchase. In the entryway on the ground floor in the entry hall of the building was the pharmacy, comparable to a merchant’s shop, and to the rear of this were his living quarters. A small passageway led from there to the kitchen, which his father had rebuilt into a pharmacist’s ‘witch’s kitchen’, as people called it. Around the fireplace stood levered presses and burners: this was where Melchior boiled and brewed his potions. On the upper floor were storage rooms filled with wooden crates in which he stored dried medicinal herbs. In the pharmacy were a large table and shelves along the walls bearing extracts, oils and mixtures in glass vessels as well as mortars and pestles. Since every apothecary needed to appear slightly mysterious and display his countenance to the townspeople, Melchior had hung a small stuffed crocodile from the ceiling above his table. It had cost ten marks and, as the sly merchant assured him, was supposed to be a genuine Egyptian crocodile. Whether true or not the townspeople seemed to believe it was.


Melchior was a fair-skinned man of shorter stature, was rather thin and had an angular build and a slight stagger to his step. His sparse, pale hair held close to his head, even when he grew his locks out below his ears. His grey eyes always had a twinkle and appeared full of mirth. Melchior loved to laugh loudly at others’ jokes, and his laugh was childlike and trusting. To many it seemed that he was always cheerful and in good spirits – an apothecary cannot be dour and off-hand – yet some had also caught those moments when it seemed that a grim shadow flashed across his shy face. Those were the moments when Melchior believed that no one was watching him, and a profound agony could then show in his eyes, an almost insane depth, a difficult and painful terror. Nevertheless, Melchior would then drive these feelings away and once again be the cheery Tallinn apothecary, a friend to all and a trustworthy aide.


It was still early, and the town was just beginning to stir. Melchior sat down and reviewed the notes of those who were due to come for their medications that day. Here were his bottles and mortars, his mixtures and dried remedies; here was his world from which he could never escape – should he ever have wanted to. Melchior opened a small pouch of dried-garlic chips and took down a vessel of hard spirits from a shelf, setting both before him. Today this would become throat medicine for the baker’s wife, although he could make a much greater profit from other remedies, one example being charred wheat mixed with herbs and poured into a flagon to counter a stomach ache suffered by his good friend the Magistrate, Court Vogt Wentzel Dorn.


Yet, just as Melchior sprinkled the garlic chips into the mortar, the sound of bright music reached his ears. He peered out from the open door on to the street and saw that Kilian Rechpergerin – a boarder at the house across the road owned by Mertin Tweffell – was outside, sitting on the edge of the well and playing his lute.


The young man was barely seventeen, but Melchior understood that he had studied the choral arts in several foreign cities and arrived in Tallinn at the behest of his father, since the old merchant Tweffell happened to be a relative of the Nuremberg Rechpergerin family. Kilian had been boarding in the Great Guild Alderman’s house since the previous summer. He would sing at various festivities in the town and could often be seen near the Guild of the Brotherhood of Blackheads, where of late not a single meal went by without Kilian being present to sing his playful verses. He tended to introduce himself as a Schulfreund, as this was how journeyman musicians who roamed to far-off lands to study the art of music were titled at the Nuremburg Guild of Meistersingers. Melchior had to admit he did indeed enjoy Kilian’s music – it carried a sense of the spirit of warm southern lands, a melodic lilt and techniques unfamiliar to Tallinn musicians. The young man’s voice was clear and pure, warm and resounding. Which, of course, has not gone unnoticed by many a young Tallinn damsel, Melchior mused.


While continuing to concoct the cough remedy Melchior saw the door of the house opposite open and Gerdrud, the young wife of the Master Merchant Tweffell, step out into the street. It appeared to the Apothecary that the young singer had been waiting for this very moment. Melchior grasped his mortar and positioned himself slightly closer to the open door. Curiosity is the vice of all apothecaries.


The young Mistress Gerdrud – who may well have been only a year or two older than Kilian yet was younger than her husband by forty years or more – carried a basket under her arm and nodded pleasantly in greeting to the musician. The young man, in response, jumped from the rim of the well and bowed to her.


‘Good morning, Mistress Merchant,’ he exclaimed cheerfully. ‘A fine spring morning to you. Can you see what a beautiful, blessed day has been given to us? It would be nothing short of a sin if it were not greeted with a splendid melody.’


Gerdrud stopped and replied brusquely, ‘Good morning, Kilian Rechpergerin. Alas, this day is beautiful only to those who are able to pass it by with song and music. It is exactly the same as all other days for honest townsfolk, full of work and many chores to do.’


Kilian picked a swift, incredibly complex melody and called in reply, ‘Ah, Mistress Gerdrud, do you think then that the arts of song and of music are gifts of the Lord and that one does not have to work hard to do them well?’


‘All is born of the Lord’s grace,’ the young woman replied. ‘I can sing also, but no one will complete my work and my tasks. The day is given to some for playing tunes and to others it is for earning their daily bread.’


‘Old Uncle Mertin is wealthy enough by now that his young bride should not have to busy herself every day in the manner of a washerwoman. You have Ludke and the old maid in your household …’ Kilian said pointedly, but Gerdrud cut him off in a somewhat irritated manner.


‘Stop your prattling, Kilian Rechpergerin. It is not for you to say how the master should arrange his household affairs. You are merely our boarder.’


‘A boarder has eyes as well. I certainly see how things are in Tallinn compared with how they are in Nuremberg; how my great-uncle’s nephew burdens his fine young bride and demands of her work and chores for which three servant girls would be necessary and for the employment of which the old churl should have sufficient funds indeed.’


What an insolent boy, thought Melchior, eavesdropping on the exchange below the window. Insolent, but he does dare to speak the truth. No one would have accused Great Guild Alderman Tweffell of excessive spending or revelry. His young wife – in addition to the fact that she was a joy to the old man’s eye in his twilight years – unquestionably did more housekeeping work than the mistress of any other wealthy merchant in this town. The servant Ludke and the old maid were the only servants employed in his household.


Gerdrud exclaimed, now even more heatedly, ‘Silence yourself, Kilian. Cease your mindless nonsense at once. If Ludke could hear you he would tell Sire Mertin straight away.’


Kilian stepped closer towards the young woman, cocked his head and asked slyly, ‘But you will not say anything, Mistress Gerdrud?’


Gerdrud faltered. ‘I … I must go. I am in a hurry,’ she said.


Kilian paid this no heed. ‘But maybe you will listen to just one tune?’ he asked. ‘Or, even better, if, as you just told me, you are able to sing as well … Surely a spring morning like this brings a melody to your tongue? So, I will play the lute, and you will sing.’


The girl shook her head. ‘As if I would sing right here in the middle of town. That isn’t going to happen. I really must go.’


Kilian insisted. ‘Just one song. Allow me to sing to you.’


‘No, Kilian. No. Not one song.’


‘Do you really not want to hear one of the Nuremberg Meistersingers’ best melodies? I know several of them. Just now I remembered one about an old tanner who wed a woman fifty years younger than he and became the laughing stock of the entire town, and then …’


Gerdrud emitted a muffled cry and said quickly, ‘Silence, Kilian, and please do not shame me in public. I am leaving this minute.’


‘But wait. Maybe some other song? How about an old song of the Minnesingers? All of our Meistersingers study old Minnesingers’ songs. Should I sing to you of how Tannhäuser or Konrad von Würzburg yearned for their darling lovers? Do you wish me to?’


‘No, Kilian. No. Goodbye. I have things to do in the town, and I do not wish to stand and talk to you any longer.’ Gerdrud determinately wedged the basket under her arm and made to leave.


But Kilian would not give up. He flicked his fingers across the strings of his lute and said in a low voice, ‘Or maybe some song of Tallinn instead, Mistress Gerdrud? Yet these are so doleful that they do not suit a fine spring morning. Oh, but I can still recall one happier song. Maybe you would like this ditty about jolly sailors?’ And without waiting for a reply, Kilian began to sing:


‘I’ve seventeen brothers and seventeen vessels


I’ve seventeen harbours, all full of fine wenches


My brothers dread neither death nor Heaven …’


But Gerdrud promptly shrieked, and even Melchior winced with indignation. The young woman darted over to Kilian and covered his mouth with her petite hand.


‘Don’t ever sing that song in Tallinn unless you want to be run out of town,’ she cried, stunned. ‘Are you insane? The Victual Brothers have done us so much harm, those raiders and murderers from the sea … Whoever sings their songs in Tallinn must be mad.’


Kilian slowly removed Gerdrud’s hand from his mouth and said, so softly that Melchior could barely hear, ‘Perhaps I am mad.’


‘Be what you may, but you must not sing such songs in Tallinn if you don’t wish to be stoned to death,’ the girl said resolutely.


‘Fair enough, but then tell me what sort of song you would like to hear on this morn?’


‘Not a single one. I must go. Not a single song of the Meistersingers, nor of the Minnesingers; not of spring or of the sea – none at all. I … I really must hurry. You, too, should go your own way now.’


Kilian smiled dejectedly. ‘Your life might become empty and sorrowful without song. Such a life has neither joy nor solace, only things to tend to and work to be done, worries and toil. Goodbye then, Mistress Gerdrud, until tonight. I also have matters to attend at the House of the Brotherhood of Blackheads. Where are you going? Maybe we are headed along the same path?’


‘Me? Only here to the pharmacy and then to the harbour and the market.’


‘To the pharmacy? Is Ludke unable to fetch salves and medicines for his master?’


‘Master Mertin sent Ludke away somewhere last evening, and I have not seen him today. Goodbye, Kilian. I am going now.’ She turned away determinedly.


Kilian laughed, waved to her and began to stride along Rataskaevu Street towards the Pikk Mäe Gate. Melchior followed the boy with his gaze and shook his head sadly. It isn’t right. It isn’t right that an old merchant takes such a young wife, and it isn’t right that a young, handsome boarder lives under that same roof. Melchior quickly moved away from the window and settled behind the counter.


That day Mistress Gerdrud wanted a bone salve for her husband’s aching joints. Melchior had readied the ointment according to the town doctor’s recipe, even though he was quite certain that it would not make the old man’s bones and joints a great deal less painful.


Gerdrud was still lightly flushed when she stepped into the pharmacy and greeted Melchior.


‘Mistress Gerdrud, our dear neighbour,’ he exclaimed. ‘What a pleasure it is to see you in such a good mood on this lovely morning.’


‘You are always in such a good mood that I rue the fact I happen over here as rarely as I do,’ said the young woman meekly.


‘Well then, come by more often. It does even a young healthy person no harm at all to down some rather spirited remedy,’ Melchior advised. ‘Ah yes, your bone salve. Here it is, good and ready. As ever, it should be smeared over the aching bones while offering a prayer to the Virgin Mary – it will work best that way. Or at least it will ease the troubles of old age. I expected Ludke instead of you …’


‘Master Mertin sent him somewhere yesterday. I have not seen him since then,’ Gerdrud replied.


‘And your husband?’


‘He rushed off to the harbour at dawn to trade. Thank you for the ointment.’


‘Rushed?’ Melchior pronounced thoughtfully. ‘You know, I am not an actual physician, of course, but even I know a thing or two about illnesses, and rushing is no longer proper at Master Mertin’s age. That I say for certain. A calm, quiet life, fatty foods, not fasting too zealously during Lent – yes? – proper bloodletting and, once in a while, applying ointment to aching areas and, last but not least, taking hot baths. There is no other treatment than that to recommend.’


The girl was not yet twenty years of age. She had blonde hair and blue eyes, and her young, innocent face could be seen beneath her headdress. Did her carefree expression hide those troubled feelings that a young girl must have when her husband is fifty years older than her and infirm?


 ‘He has prayers said for his well-being at St Nicholas’s Church and pays for masses,’ said the girl, sighing.


Not by any means generously, or so I’ve heard, Melchior mused silently, although he nodded enthusiastically.


The girl fell silent. Gerdrud observed Melchior with growing seriousness then asked abruptly, ‘But tell me, Sire Melchior, will all this be of no help to him? His aches and pains show no sign at all of going away.’


‘My dear neighbour, just as time has been given to one, so it, too, must pass, but maybe it can be prolonged a little through a mixture of the right treatment, prayer and bloodletting. If blood is let properly and his aching bones and joints are rubbed with ointment then Master Mertin will certainly not be in the shadow of death just yet. I told him this myself. He might live for another ten years or more.’


‘Does your star chart say so?’


‘My star chart?’ asked Melchior. He leaned down and removed a folded star chart from beneath the counter. The item was the work of masters in Bruges and had been handed down to him by his father. The method for reading a star chart was one secret known to apothecaries’ zünfte.


‘No, not a star chart, rather my intuition and experience. Your husband’s joints are ill and his bones ache, but his vitality is still strong. A star chart tells me when is the very best day to let blood, and, as I can see here, that would be …’ His fingers glided quickly across the star chart’s symbols and he murmured, ‘We must look for the position of Sagittarius to counter Master Tweffell’s hip pain. His legs are here in Capricorn, and his ailing knees are in Aquarius … and, as we see now that the moon is in Capricorn the evening after tomorrow, then I would say it would benefit your husband to let blood at the barber’s in the morning two days from now, and after that he should be treated with ointment at once, then his leg pain should certainly subside.’


‘I will pass word along to him. A thousand thanks to you, Apothecary Melchior, and farewell.’ Gerdrud sighed once more and turned to leave.


Melchior nodded to her. ‘Yes, yes, it is an old science taught to us by Saliceto Wilhelmus and Cremona Gerardus and all of those other famed healers of times past. Surely advise your beloved husband to let blood appropriately, and you will definitely see, my dear neighbour, that he will remain in excellently good health.’


 ‘By the Lord’s grace,’ Gerdrud murmured and left. Melchior watched her as she departed and stood lost in thought.


‘Poor girl.’ A woman’s voice sounded from behind him. The Apothecary had not heard his precious wife Keterlyn enter the pharmacy.
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TALLINN TOWN HALL


16 MAY, MORNING


THE MAGISTRATE OF Tallinn Town Council, Wentzel Dorn, was standing before Councilman Bockhorst and an attendant of the Teutonic Order and in his mind was running through all the positions he would much rather hold than the cursed and detestable office of magistrate, or vogt. The first that came to mind was the honourable occupation of brewer, for two reasons: first, a brewer always has fresh beer close by; and, second, a brewer is never hounded out of bed early in the morning nor ordered to appear urgently at the Town Hall where awaiting him was – oh merciful Lord – the personal attendant to the Commander of the Teutonic Order in Tallinn bearing the sort of news that should cause one’s hair to fall out.


Yet, here Dorn was, thoroughly lacking a good night’s rest and with his stomach starting to rumble just as it always did when he heard bad news. Very bad news.


‘Today at midday,’ the attendant stated, and the Councilman nodded.


‘What at midday?’ asked Dorn.


The attendant glared at Dorn with unveiled animosity. ‘The esteemed Commander awaits your presence before him at midday,’ he said.


‘Well, of course,’ the Magistrate responded nervously. ‘And are the other councilmen expected as well or only the Magistrate?’


‘The councilmen have mass at the Church of the Holy Ghost at midday,’ Councilman Bockhorst declared quickly. ‘However, the Magistrate will most certainly be at Toompea this midday. He is the most familiar with all legal provisions, and all in all …’


‘All in all and most certainly,’ Dorn grumbled to himself. The Commander is searching for a murderer from the town, and the Magistrate is the pre-eminent expert of local law. He looked out through an open window, and his gaze fell upon a beer-seller in the market with a large tankard of his wares. The Magistrate swallowed dryly. It wouldn’t be a poor choice to call upon my friend Melchior prior to going to Toompea. Even more so if the Commander has very bad news. Unpleasant news should not be heard when sober.


This whole affair carried a hint of something from which the Magistrate tended to shy away. The high-ranking Knight that had been killed had come from Gotland, and Gotland was often in conflict with towns to which Tallinn needed to remain on good terms – or at least that was how the Magistrate understood the situation. The Council had been bickering with Novgorod and Vyborg and even Tartu in recent years. Until recently the Magistrate would have been required to throw all Russian merchants who arrived in Tallinn into the prison tower because Tartu demanded it – but what would then have become of Tallinn’s merchants at the Hanseatic office in Novgorod? Dorn had no patience with affairs that might be connected to powerful overlords and foreign lands, and the killing of this Knight gave off a whiff of just that kind of matter. Dorn must maintain peace in Tallinn according to his oath of office, and the Council had enacted its own laws for that very purpose. These were simple and clear: traders on the market square who weighed goods improperly were to be shackled; journeyman tanners who fought with knives during designated night-time hours were to be fined. Dorn believed this was the most important work associated with the post of magistrate. He was capable of performing such tasks with absolute precision and according to his conscience because he knew the town would benefit from such acts. Tracking down the murderers of highranking Knights of the Order from distant lands, that he would gladly have left to someone else.


‘What a frightful tale,’ sighed Councilman Bockhorst, shivering. ‘However, we are lucky to have such a fine magistrate in our town as Sire Wentzel Dorn, who will search both high and low to track this murderer down.’


Or else it will be his head that is next impaled on a hook, thought the Magistrate Wentzel Dorn.


‘Indeed, the Order hopes the murderer will be found quickly,’ the courier remarked ominously. ‘However, the Commander will likely go into this in greater detail. This must not be spoken of in the town before the Commander has stated his wishes. If rumours get out it won’t help.’


Oh, come now, Dorn thought. A town with a market hardly needs a crier – people find things out anyway.


As he descended the steps of the Town Hall with the attendant, Dorn asked whether the Commander had spoken of a bounty.


‘The town must likely set one itself,’ the attendant replied. ‘It’s not as if we have the right to carry out any affairs on town lands.’


‘A terrible story, so it is,’ sighed Dorn.


‘It is a terrible story, yes,’ the attendant agreed and sighed himself. ‘There was chaos on Toompea the whole night. However, what is absolutely clear is that the Commander does not want to send a message to the Grand Master informing him that a high-ranking knight has had his head taken off, that a coin was stuffed into his mouth and that the murderer then escaped to the Lower Town and hasn’t yet been found. No, certainly not …’


‘Coin? What coin?’ Dorn asked in surprise.


‘I don’t know what coin it was, but it rolled out of Clingenstain’s mouth when his head was removed from the hook. The head was driven on to a hook, you know?’


‘Oh, that murderer truly did a thorough job,’ Dorn growled.


The attendant stopped suddenly in front of the Town Hall door, turned towards Dorn hesitantly and said carefully, ‘Well, yes … Actually, the Commander did say not to mention the coin, so perhaps the Magistrate will fail to recall this until such time as the Commander himself speaks about everything himself in greater detail.’


‘Agreed,’ Dorn grunted and bade the attendant farewell. He then, however, made his mind up to call upon Melchior, as he could certainly use a proper drop of strongly spiced spirits to soothe his stomach ache, and – as he was well aware – his friend the Apothecary had quite a nose for finding murderers. If Melchior had not worked out who had strangled that Flemish heretic to death the previous spring the killer would still be walking about Tallinn like a dignified and respectable townswoman. The Town Council would definitely agree to Dorn employing Melchior as his sub-magistrate.
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GOLDSMITH CASENDORPE’S WORKSHOP, KUNINGA STREET


16 MAY, MORNING


GOLDSMITH AND ALDERMAN of St Canute’s Guild Burckhart Casendorpe was not accustomed to hearing shocking news from his daughter’s mouth. He was usually informed of such developments by journeymen at the smithy or other masters at the guildhall, and this only as often as shocking news passed through the town of Tallinn at all. Master Casendorpe could not be regarded as being curious by nature: the profession of goldsmith was too important and dignified for much time to be left to discuss town affairs or pass the time gossiping. As Alderman of St Canute’s Guild Casendorpe already far too much to do – whether it be tending to the guild altars, convening meetings of the trade, collecting dues, speaking for the masters and numerous other matters. Throughout the forty years of his life – thirty of which he had spent in Tallinn – Master Casendorpe had, above all else, wanted to work with gold and silver. Gold will always persevere, and no war, famine nor plague could change that fact. Gold nourishes. Gold is the essence of wealth and power everywhere in the world. Rich men will always desire golden ornaments. If wealthy men do not have gold of which to boast and to hang around their necks then no one considers them rich or important. And for that reason alone a goldsmith was always an esteemed master. Thus, when Burckhart Casendorpe was chosen to be Alderman of St Canute’s Guild, he was forced, to his dismay, to start handling matters that were not so close to his heart. Yet, on the other hand, it made him an important – a very important – townsperson, just as it made his only daughter Hedwig one of Tallinn’s most sought-after maidens.


On this occasion, however, the eighteen-year-old Hedwig was standing beneath the window of his workshop in Kuninga Street and delivering some shocking news. ‘And that knight was chopped into pieces right there on Toompea. All of his arms and legs severed from his body. Cut into pieces.’


Hedwig had been to the market with her mother, which meant she had heard the day’s news.


‘Hush, girl, hush,’ Casendorpe murmured and cast an irritated glance behind him to where his journeymen were trying to look busy and as if they were not listening to the shocking news that the young girl had brought. It was not usual for young maidens to speak of such things.


‘Father, it is completely unbelievable, absolutely astounding,’ Hedwig exclaimed.


‘Yes,’ the Goldsmith concurred, ‘I believe it is indeed.’ He adjusted his spectacles and wrinkled his brow. A goldsmith’s work had to be visible to the townspeople so that the artisan might not compromise the quality of the precious metals, and the Town Council therefore required the goldsmith’s workshop to have a large window that faced the street and from which the interior could be seen. Casendorpe serviced his regular clients through an open window that yawned above a table. Affixed to the wall next to the table was a shelf that held items certifying that the Goldsmith was an important, esteemed and wealthy man devoted to all kinds of arcane arts. One this shelf Casendorpe had placed items such as shark teeth, coconut cream, coral, peacock feathers, a lump of amber, parrot feathers, a dried crab and other articles that exuded meaning and power, brought to the town from far-off lands and purchased from wandering merchants in exchange for bulging purses full of coins. One did not need to fear growing cold while bartering at the open window during winter. The Goldsmith’s workshop contained a large hearth and a forge that an apprentice tended when work was under way.


Hedwig stood below the window and shouted so loudly that even the journeymen turned their heads. ‘But, Father, it is that very same knight to whom you sold a chain collar yesterday. Imagine – oh heavenly grace – you saw that man just a short time before he was chopped into pieces …’


Casendorpe raised his head slowly. ‘Was that spoken of at the market as well?’ he asked in a muted tone and peered around nervously.


‘No, not that, but you yourself said that his name was Clingenstain – that Knight of Gotland – and now, in the market, they are saying it was he who was chopped into bits.’


 ‘Into pieces?’ the Goldsmith mumbled, then asked with growing seriousness, ‘You didn’t say anything to anyone about how I sold a collar to that knight, now, did you, Hedwig?’


‘No, Father, I didn’t say a thing,’ the girl asserted.


Casendorpe pushed aside the guild’s book of accounts into which he had been making notes while standing the table. ‘We could go for a short stroll about the town, Hedwig,’ he said, ‘perhaps around the market and the pharmacy.’


‘Ah, so you want to hear the news as well. But, Father, I am telling you, he was chopped up into pieces and –’


‘Hush now, please,’ the Goldsmith rebuked his daughter. ‘This is not a thing of which young maidens should speak. Wait for me at the doorstep. I shall get myself ready.’


Rumours, market tittle-tattle – these things were so dangerous that it was better to hear them straight away. Especially when they concern a man who wore a golden collar made by your own hands around his neck. A man who was now dead.


Thank heavens, he is dead.
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TALLINN MARKET SQUARE


16 MAY, MORNING


MERCHANT CLAWES FREISINGER, Alderman of the Brotherhood of Blackheads, had also heard of Commander Clingenstain’s murder in the market while he and two attendants were purchasing the finest foods to offer at that evening’s beer-sampling festivity. The Toompea milkman’s uncle told the fish trader’s daughter … someone had seen, someone had heard … a head was chopped off … what a dreadful thing … oh, those Knights of the Order can’t even manage to keep sober … that very same Clingenstain, yes, the one who had made merry for several days and who the Town Council had fed and plied with drink … a terrible shame on the entire town of Tallinn …


Freisinger pricked up his ears; rumours are only rumours. One thing was clear, though; there had apparently been a great deal of blood.


Unlike Master Goldsmith Casendorpe, Freisinger the Blackhead was a man of great curiosity. No rumour was too insignificant in the merchant’s profession – knowledge of the town’s affairs, troubles and misfortunes, joys and festivities are always of some use to a trader. A merchant – and especially one who hailed from a foreign land – must know more about town affairs than even the town’s Chief Councilman. Freisinger listened out carefully, but the rumours and counter-rumours were overwhelming. One thing they all agreed on, however, was that there had been a great deal of blood


He needed to find out more. Freisinger started to make his way towards the pharmacy but then, in the distance, spotted Casendorpe approaching arm-in-arm with his daughter Hedwig. Freisinger’s heart leaped with joy. His future father-in-law and his fiancée drew nearer, and stories of dreadful bloodshed on Toompea were briefly pushed aside in his mind.


Hedwig was Clawes Freisinger’s ticket into the circle of Tallinn’s wealthy and respected citizens. She was the finest maiden in the town, not just because she was as beautiful as St Ursula but she was as rich as … as Master Goldsmith Casendorpe himself. Hedwig was Freisinger’s passport into the Great Guild and his farewell to the status as a Blackhead. There were, of course, many in Tallinn who regarded the Master Blackhead as very best groom available. No one could say that he was poor – Clawes Freisinger always saw to that. His coats and cloaks were tailored from the most expensive cloth and his caps were as grand and feathered as those of any baron. Freisinger had not been shy about acquiring chains and rings: a silver clasp always adorned his collar, and even in winter he hung gold-encrusted ornaments from his fur cloak, which was cut from the highest-priced material.


And no one could say he lacked skill when it came to handling arms. He rode as gallantly as some knights, his arrows flew to their mark as accurately as those of an English archer, and when the Council ordered the Blackheads’ war party to display its arms these were always in a commendable condition: the men’s armour glistened with oil, and their battle axes were as sharp as butchers’ blades. When the city guilds organized war games Freisinger set for the Blackheads the honourable goal of winning the highest number of prizes and to be declared the most valiant men on the field.


Members of the Brotherhood of Blackheads were, of course, only merchants – and most were foreigners at that – but taking part in a tournament allowed a townsman to feel like a nobleman, if only for a moment. Furthermore, Freisinger could not say for certain that neither he nor any other fine Blackhead would fail to unhorse any Harju vassal with his lance.


Clawes Freisinger had resided in Tallinn for five years and gave himself credit for the fact that the Brotherhood of Blackheads, which before had sunk into the deepest of comas, was now famed throughout the town.


The eligible bachelor Freisinger was a much-sought-after groom in Tallinn. He had become accustomed to merchants’ wives stealing glances at him, and he had never needed to pay a girl for her company. This was without question no secret from Maiden Hedwig either, certainly not.


Clawes Freisinger stood and waited patiently until Hedwig noticed him. He then nodded discreetly and motioned with his head towards the western end of the market square. No doubt they would manage to cross paths there behind some well-concealed corner and once again vow to one another the very thing they had professed in secret for the last year.


To his surprise Clawes Freisinger had come to the conclusion that he deeply and passionately loved the Maiden Hedwig Casendorpe and that he was prepared to pay the price of forfeiting his Blackhead status if only so he could carry that figure – which he could only imagine from the silhouette beneath her clothing – to his bed as his lawful wife.


I should resist this temptation with greater fortitude, Freisinger thought as he ran after the Maiden Hedwig like some shepherd boy.
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THE DOMINICAN MONASTERY


16 MAY, MORNING


DOMINICAN PRIOR BALTAZAR Eckell had been feeling under the weather for some time. He was afflicted by aches, heartburn and sharp stinging pains; his appetite had disappeared, his head spun, the world swam before his eyes, and on some occasions, when his condition was acute, the Prior believed he could hear the voice of the Archangel Michael calling out to him, letting him know that he was expected. Maybe his time on this earth was indeed coming to an end, although he still had so much to do … Alas, one man’s time had reached its end just yesterday. He had heard this just now from the monastery cellarius Hinricus, who himself heard the news from the cook, who in his turn had learned of it at the market.


Henning von Clingenstain had been killed on Toompea. His head had been chopped off. Lord have mercy on his soul.


Prior Eckell was sitting with the young cellarius in the monastery scriptorium. The chapter meeting had just ended. For some years now the Prior had, without fail, come to the scriptorium at this time of day to contemplate heavenly and not-so-heavenly matters. The monks who were not in town preaching or handling other monastery affairs worked during this hour before their lunch. The Prior felt a strong need to sit and ruminate on this day because he had already prayed. He could not even remember whether or not he had slept the previous night. Prayer is an art. Genuine prayer, a beseeching force bursting from within a person that makes its way up to God, this must be learned and learned diligently. Prior Eckell had learned to pray before falling asleep in a way that his prayers remained with him for the entire night, sustained throughout his dreams. Eckell relived these orisons in his dreams; they spiralled around his thoughts, and he even heard himself speaking with the angels and saints to whom he prayed. He had cultivated this skill as a young man in order to find refuge from the night-time visions of a twenty-yearold monk. And Eckell had kept up this skill, this art. Sin stalks a person with every step. A monk’s thoughts must be like a town defended by a sturdy wall, but sleep is a time when the town gates are opened wide and the watchmen have vanished with the keys. It was for this precise reason that the young Baltazar learned to battle his dreams ceaselessly, so that night-time temptations might not poison his daytime thoughts.


He had experienced a profound need for this skill the previous night.


‘Father, was that member of the Order the very same who took confession from you yesterday on Toompea?’ the cellarius Hinricus enquired, agitated.


‘Yes, none other,’ Eckell replied wearily.


‘Then it is as if it occurred according to some heavenly prophecy, is it not? He went to confession during the day, and a few hours later … he is executed by the sword. As if he had foreseen the event …’


Eckell did not reply. He did not tell Hinricus that Commander Clingenstain had no reason to believe he would meet his death on that night on Toompea. The saints charge a prior to keep young monks away from worldly horrors – they do not yet know death, they do not know its smell, they do not remember death as a prior does. And he, Baltazar Eckell, remembered a great many kinds of death; he could recall every colour, every smell and sound. No, Clingenstain was certainly not expecting his death would be the lustrous red colour of blood glistening on grey slate or that it would reek of beer.


‘Should I have the infirmarer prepare for you an infusion for your aching bones?’ Hinricus asked with a hint of concern. ‘You are pale, Father.’


‘I am pale because my blood has already gone as white as my hair,’ the Prior replied. ‘No, the infirmarer is not required. Do you know where Wunbaldus is?’


‘He was in the brewery earlier tasting his bock – the very same that will be judged today at the Brotherhood of Blackheads. Should I have him summoned?’


‘Yes … or, that is, no,’ the Prior mumbled. ‘I must think.’ I must calm myself and think. ‘Please have my chessboard taken to Wundbaldus’s chambers and … He fell silent. Hinricus waited patiently. The old man breathed deeply, his hand resting on a closed book and his gaze fixed on the window, as if he had just glimpsed St Catherine there. Only birdsong came from outside, penetrating the absolute silence that reigned within the dank walls of the scriptorium. Eckell felt his present train of thought slip from his grasp, melting like snow in springtime.


‘Does the snow still fall, Hinricus?’ the Prior asked without warning, his gaze still trained on the window through which the monastery’s budding orchard trees were visible.


‘No, Father, it does not,’ Hinricus replied quietly. Snow has not fallen for two months. Virgin Mary have mercy on us.


‘Then the snowfall has passed,’ the Prior whispered. ‘That is good, Hinricus. Praised be the Lord, that is very good.’
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MELCHIOR’S PHARMACY


16 MAY, MORNING


‘POOR GIRL,’ KETERLYN repeated as she stood next to her husband and watched Gerdrud as she left the house and came out on to the street.


‘Everything else but that, my lovely wife,’ Melchior said and chuckled. ‘Gerdrud may be unhappy, but she is far from poor because Sire Mertin is one of the richest men in Tallinn.’


‘Yet what good are riches if you do not see a single penny of them and every day you must rub lotion on your ailing husband’s swollen legs like some almshouse healer?’ Keterlyn replied. ‘I still remember Gerdrud from when we played together in a meadow outside the town – she was so full of joy, such a spirited young thing, but look at her now.’


Melchior shrugged. ‘Of course, Gerdrud’s parents did not care enough for their daughter to have paired her with some young, skilled apothecary, but if you consider the dowry that old Mertin bequeathed to Gerdrud’s father and mother and then at what I had to hand over to yours …’


‘My father was not of German descent, merely a simple stonecutter and, what’s more, from the country,’ Keterlyn said pointedly.


‘Well, yes, I suppose I did get a good deal. I looked for the most splendid young lass for whom the tiniest dowry had to be offered …’


Keterlyn erupted into laughter. ‘What a greedy fox you are.’


‘I complain not. Come now, the thought never crossed my mind. The money was not great – but such a lass. Furthermore, I took a look at my star chart earlier to find what has been promised for witty apothecaries today, and there was something quite gladdening there,’ Melchior declared, winking slyly at his wife.


Keterlyn caught his eyes roving across her body and asked with feigned severity, ‘Interesting. What was it, I wonder?’


Melchior winked again and spread his star chart out upon the table. ‘But come closer, my lovely wife, and see for yourself.’


‘All that astrological hocus-pocus is plain nonsense, and I do not believe in it. What am I to see from this?’


If Keterlyn held a serious belief in anything then it was her womanly intuition, which carried a mixture of ancient ancestral Vironian wisdom and contemporary townswoman caution. All the same, Melchior chuckled and bent over his star chart. An apothecary’s wife is not an apothecary, he mused.


‘If I understand correctly, then Sagittarius shows with great precision that this morning one fine and intrepid apothecary will – right here and post haste – receive a sweet kiss from his lovely young beauty,’ he said. Melchior spun around quickly and drew Keterlyn into his embrace. If she made any show of resistance then it was only for appearance. Her suggestion that someone could walk in at any moment fell upon deaf ears. Melchior thrust her gently against the pharmacy counter, pressed his lips against hers, slipped his hand down along her dress and caressed her gently arched thigh.


‘You see, my love. It happened just as Sagittarius promised: one sweet kiss to begin the day. Hence, it is for naught that you do not believe in star charts,’ he whispered into Keterlyn’s ear after a few moments.


And it was only after Keterlyn had readily accepted the star chart’s divination that Melchior Wakenstede heard the news that a high-ranking Knight of the Order had been killed the previous day on Toompea. Keterlyn had gone to the market in the morning, and, as Melchior often noted, the market was the only place in the town where news could be heard earlier than at the pharmacy.


‘Have the knights let a bit of each other’s blood?’ he asked inquisitively – apothecaries are very inquisitive.


‘I know not. Clingenstain or something like that. They say his head was chopped off as he slept.’


‘Holy Christ on the cross,’ Melchior exclaimed. ‘What dreadful games our noble knights play. Who, then, was the slayer?’


‘Oh, there are all sorts of tales, but no one knows for certain. Neither does the Commander. No one witnessed the act. His head was chopped off, and that’s all we know. The murderer was not to be found. Some knights’ pages were seen this morning near the Town Hall, and they were properly bad-tempered and irritable. Tell me, Melchior, what has our world come to when members of the Order squabble amongst themselves and carry out atrocious murders?’
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