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			There was a border up ahead, though the trees were so thick here that no sign of it could be seen. The forest stretched for many miles in all directions, and the trees were the same ahead of them as behind. Nevertheless, the border was there. Not half an hour ago the ground had risen and the trees with it, and through the trunks they had all seen the flash of the river. On the other side of it was Prussia.


			The men were too hungry and dispirited to celebrate much at the sight, though it meant their long march was almost at an end. Not so much a march, Colonel August had to admit: there had been no road for two days, and the officers had been leading their horses more often than riding them. It wasn’t possible to maintain an orderly column among so many damned low-hanging branches, not with an infantry company more than two hundred strong. But at least they’d all kept up, and after his threat to cut the rations of the next man who complained, the grousing no longer reached his ears.


			‘There’s a great house here? Really?’ Lieutenant Klaes said. He looked again at the map, hand-drawn for them by the landlord of the last inn they had stopped at, three days ago. It was crude, but better than the official map, which showed a swathe of beautifully depicted trees with a single cross at the edge and blank space beyond.


			The colonel – newly promoted from lieutenant colonel for the purposes of this assignment – didn’t bother to look at either document. ‘It’ll be where command says it is,’ he pronounced with easy confidence. ‘The family hasn’t used it in years, apparently. I think we’re still trying to find someone to accept the requisition papers.’


			‘And the village: Narutsin? Outlandish name.’


			‘Outlandish place, no doubt. But this close to the border, what do you expect? There’s a small detachment there already: local forces. Their captain can fill us in on the peculiarities of the natives if he’s halfway competent. And if it’s really a backwater, so much the better in some ways. It’ll discourage the men from fraternising.’


			‘It’s not so much the men I’d worry about,’ muttered Klaes as a burst of girlish laughter reached them from far back among the trees. The women – that is, the respectable women – were all in the rear party, together with a couple of the older sergeants for protection, the pack-mules and the baggage. They were the officers’ wives, who were too delicate to travel at a soldier’s pace and would arrive later in the day, following the trampled path left by the company. But a few of the camp followers, mostly washer-women and whores, had managed to tag along with the men. They kept to the back of the column where their presence was not too obvious, but Klaes could not ignore them: giggling and flirting and disrupting every attempt at good order. One of them, the gypsy girl Drozde, had a laugh that could drown a church bell. He turned to glower over his shoulder at the noise.


			A cry from one of the scouts brought his attention back to the road ahead. Klaes glimpsed a straight edge through the trees and the grey of stone: a building. Only a few more minutes’ walk confirmed it. The trees thinned, and through them the soldiers could see the gables of a house.


			It stood on a rise too insignificant to be called a hill, the trees straggling around it on three sides. On the fourth were the house’s grounds, maybe a dozen fields’ width. Part might once have been laid out as lawns and herb beds, but all that could be seen there now was scrubby grass and a tangle of the same bushes they’d been pushing through for the last few days in the forest.


			The house and its grounds were surrounded by a stone wall that might once have kept out intruders but was crumbling now in several places. Beyond it were the villagers’ fields, jealously reclaimed from the forest and still more jealously guarded from each other with partitions of ditches or stick-fences. In the distance they could just make out the village itself: low, grey-brown buildings topped with a haze of cooking smoke.


			After two miles the road crossed a bridge. It was yet another landmark that did not appear on their inadequate map, but the garrulous innkeeper at Kastornya had told them to look out for it. ‘It’s a bridge over nothing! You’ll see for yourself. It’s where the river ran – not the big river, the Oder, but the small ’un. Mala Panev, I think they call it. Only then they dammed Mala Panev as she comes out of the hills – trying to make some good pasture, I reckon, but there’s none to be had up there. So now there’s just this big cut in the land. This big dry cut, see. And they call it the Drench.’


			This was a concern to Colonel August, and he stopped to take some measurements – or rather to allow Klaes to do so. It was not the Drench itself that troubled him. That was, indeed, only a dip in the land, five or six feet deep and no more than twenty wide at this point. It was dry at the bottom apart from a thin trickle and some standing pools, and even if there had been no bridge the officers would not have had to dismount to lead their horses down the gentle slope.


			But the guns, which were a day behind them, were another matter. Lieutenant Dietmar needed well maintained roads, and given how few there were to choose from, would almost certainly be obliged to take this one. So it was of some moment to determine whether this wooden bridge would take their weight.


			Klaes drew out a tape and stick that he kept about his person, and solemnly did his calculations. His original posting had been with the corps of engineers, and he had learned a great deal there about the mechanics of this and that. Fortification, transport, sapping and undermining. Intellectually it had suited him well, and he still evinced a fascination with such technical minutiae, but he had turned out to have little willingness to get his hands dirty, and so had found his way into a regular regiment by the quickest way.


			But now Klaes inspected the bridge and pronounced it sound. And his commander accepted the verdict, knowing that if there was one thing Klaes could be relied on to do well, it was to weigh and measure.


			Once over the bridge they halted at the edge of the trees while August gave orders: Sergeant Janek to run and take word to Lieutenant Tusimov in the rear, while the other sergeants relayed the order to halt along the rest of the column. The main body of the company would remain where they were, awaiting further instructions. A smaller group, headed by Klaes, was to accompany August into the village to meet the burgomaster.


			‘He won’t be expecting us,’ Klaes observed. ‘It’s clear your message miscarried, sir, or else he would have sent someone to meet us along the way.’


			‘Still, he will come out to us,’ said August. ‘We’re marching over two hundred men onto his land. If the mayor’s not the first to greet us, he’s not the one we should be dealing with.’


			In fact it was not the burgomaster they met first. The season was late autumn, the ground still boggy from the first rains of the season, and the company were concentrating on their feet as they crossed the fields. They had been keeping to a narrow track between two harvested plots, but the hedges which served as boundary markers here had been allowed to grow straggly and wild. Privates Leintz and Rasmus swerved to avoid a bush in their path and ran into a man hiding behind it.


			He started up from them like a pheasant, flapping his arms. His eyes were wide with terror.


			‘It wasn’t,’ he said, high-voiced. ‘I didn’t. I don’t know a thing about it!’


			He stood for another moment goggling at them. Then he turned and ran off across the field, his boots picking up fresh clumps of mud with each step.


			‘Local dullard,’ said Leintz, watching the man’s lumbering retreat. ‘There’s always one.’


			‘More than one, I’ll bet,’ Rasmus said. ‘Place like this, it’s probably their main crop.’


			


			The company usually looked forward to their arrival in a new town. According to the archduchess’s edict, soldiers of the empire were to be given food and lodging wherever they stopped along their route, provided free (or at a reduced rate at least) by the grateful populace: a small gesture to the heroes who defended them from the Prussian threat. In practice this mostly meant that the enlisted men under August’s command were given a flattish field to pitch their tents, and could supplement their rations at their own expense from the town market. The arrangement worked well enough for a week or two, so long as they kept Taglitz away from the drink and restrained Pers in his target practice. But the day of their arrival, that was generally a high point. The towns out here, at the edge of the empire, were small and scattered and might not see a visitor in months. To most of them the arrival of a troop of soldiers – whipped into marching order by their colonel as they approached, uniforms as smart and swords as bright as could be managed after months on the road – was as good as a circus.


			Not here, though. In fact, the town seemed almost deserted, nothing but a few chickens pecking around on the muddy track of the main road to show that people lived here at all. No pretty young girl waved or smiled; no old wife threw them the look of interest that might mean a free meal. The detachment, which had marched in briskly enough, began to slow. Some murmuring arose from the ranks. August frowned. It looked as though they had been stationed in a plague town.


			But when they reached the town square – though this was too illustrious a name for the flattened patch of earth which terminated Narutsin’s main street – the burgomaster was waiting with a cluster of men, just as the colonel had predicted. A squat little church, the town’s only stone building, lay to their left. From its doorway Klaes heard the sound of low voices, and saw a crowd shifting about in the shadows. This accounted for the whereabouts of the townsfolk, but why on earth they were all in church on a Wednesday was a mystery to Klaes. He was at a loss to know how to respond to this turn of events. Perhaps these yokels were unaware of whose forces they were receiving, and had hidden out of fear? If so, reassurances were in order. But August seemed determined to ignore this witless game of hide-and-go-seek, so the lieutenant did too.


			The little group of men gathered in front of them filled the road, from the cattle trough to the gate of the biggest house. All of them seemed to be old, and all dressed in waistcoats or jackets, which probably passed for formal wear here. At their head the burgomaster stood stiffly, shoulders back in the manner of a sergeant at attention. His red-grey hair bristled and his collar was fastened high beneath his chin. He might have been bursting with pride at his own importance, receiving the ambassadors of the archduchess’s army outside his home, but his face was guarded.


			He and August bowed formally to each other while Klaes advanced a little awkwardly, holding out the letter of commission. The mayor took it and scanned it – he appeared to know how to read, Klaes noted with faint surprise. After a moment he looked up and inclined his head to both men.


			‘It is all in order,’ he said. ‘I am Meister Berthold Weichorek. You and your men are welcome here, Colonel.’


			He turned from them before they could answer and held out the commission to the old men behind him.


			‘This says –’ he raised his voice, possibly for the benefit of the listeners in the church ‘– the archduchess suspects some of her enemies might want to try how safely she sits her throne. These men are here to defend us should any of them think to strike here. So we’re to give them lodging and food while they’re with us, and make them welcome.’


			There was a collective shuffling from behind him. The greybeards in his retinue did not seem particularly pleased at the news. The older ones rarely were, in Klaes’s experience: they tended to think more of the cost than of any diversion the company’s presence might occasion. They began to wander off, each one nodding to the mayor as he left. One of them disappeared into the church, and the whispering from within intensified.


			August cleared his throat pointedly. ‘We won’t require lodging,’ he said. ‘I have requisitioned the mansion house three miles up the road for our officers, and the men will camp in the grounds. I understand that the owners are absent, and there is only a small force stationed there at the moment? There should be room for all of us.’


			Weichorek turned back to them with a look of puzzlement. ‘Another force, Colonel? My apologies, but what do you mean?’


			Klaes stepped in fast: nothing tried the colonel’s patience like block-headedness. ‘The soldiers who are here already,’ he explained. ‘The ones who arrived here last summer.’


			The mayor’s face clouded. ‘Oh, the militia men,’ he said. ‘Yes.’ For a moment he said nothing more, but only gestured as though his position could be made clear by a mummers’ show. ‘But they left months ago. They were moved on somewhere else where they were more needed, I understood.’ He wilted a little under August’s glare. ‘I am sorry, sirs,’ he stammered. ‘This is a small town, and unimportant.’


			August’s expression did not change. ‘As loyal subjects of the archduchess,’ he said, ‘you deserve her protection as much as any city. And now we are here to give it. Lieutenant, the great house will not be prepared for us: take your men there now and see to it. You can tell the rest of the company to begin making camp in the grounds.’ The irritation in his voice was for Klaes too.


			Weichorek seemed to realise that he had given offence in some way and was clearly anxious to repair the damage. ‘You are welcome here, Colonel,’ he said again. ‘My wife and I would be honoured if you would share our table at supper tonight.’


			Klaes, heading off to muster his men, permitted himself an inward smile. It was only sensible for the officers to stay on good terms with local dignitaries, of course. But boiled eggs and small beer at a provincial’s table! Colonel August would certainly not relish that prospect.


			


			The great house’s owners had named it Pokoj – Peace. Klaes assumed that this reflected their romantic expectations rather than the actual experience of living in these uncivilised borderlands. The name was worked in imposing letters amidst the ornamentation of the wrought-iron gates. Klaes could easily have led his men through one of the gaps in the surrounding wall, but, deserted or not, the house was private property, so he had Edek and Rasmus heave apart the great gates on their rusted hinges, so they could advance down the carriage path like visitors. Even from here they could see the house’s dilapidation: the moss on the pale stone walls, the cracked windows and the missing roof tiles. This was not the only abandoned mansion hereabouts, of course: all along the border the nobility had fled their country retreats at the first threat of an invasion the previous year. But Pokoj had the look of a place that had been empty for much longer than that.


			The carriageway was uneven, its gravel spotted with weeds. On each side were spiny bushes, some of them the height of a man. Above them, some way off to their left, rose a ruined building of some kind, its stone a darker grey than the house, with an arch and a ragged tower.


			The house itself had clearly been designed on the model of the great ducal palaces, though less than half their size, with a pilastered frontage and two wings flanking a courtyard. It looked out of place here against the background of forest, as if its builder had imagined himself living somewhere more cultivated, closer to the heart of things.


			The front door was massive, iron-chased and stuck fast in its frame. The burgomaster had found them the key, but even once Klaes had managed to free the lock it took three of them, straining their shoulders at the damp wood, to get the thing open. Inside was darkness and a powerful whiff of mildew. Lighting their lanterns they found a cavernous hallway big enough to house a stable. The floor was marble and the walls studded with mould-flecked statues. Corridors led off to each side, and ahead of them a great staircase curved up into the dark.


			Exploring, Klaes found the interior as ramshackle as he had feared. The roof had fallen in on the north side and the rooms on the upper level had spongy floors and stank of fungus. Downstairs, the ceilings dripped and bulged ominously. The south wing was a little better, and here Klaes set the men to work, driving tribes of mice out of the cupboards and shaking the dust and beetles from the curtains. Everywhere the wallpaper was peeling and the carpets alive with roaches. The owners had taken most of the furniture with them, but in the billiard room a heavy oak table stood alone, facing a marble fireplace with a picture above it too blackened for its subject to show.


			It took some time for Klaes to find suitable rooms for the officers. By the time he had identified the four or five best upstairs, with the fewest holes in the walls and floors, the majority of the company had finished setting up their tents and were sitting around outside, leaning on their packs and dicing or playing cards. Klaes was gloomily overseeing his men as they swept floors and laid out pallets – he did not trust the remaining beds – when he heard his commanding officer’s voice over the buzz of conversation from outside.


			‘Klaes! Where is the man?’


			Klaes hurried to obey the summons. August had clearly recovered his temper: he greeted his lieutenant with some cordiality, strode past him into the house and, not seeming to notice the dank smell or the scrofulous walls, pronounced that it would do very well.


			‘I have another job for you,’ he told Klaes. ‘The mayor has invited me to sup with him this evening. I had to decline, of course; my presence is required here to oversee the encampment. But we need to maintain good relations with these people. I’ve told him that my place at his table will be supplied by my lieutenant, a young man of great acuity who will be able to tell him all that is needed about our stay here. You’re to be there at seven.’


			Klaes prided himself on his discipline: he did not show his dismay by so much as a twitch. He suspected that August saw it anyway.


			‘Very well, Colonel,’ he said. ‘I’ll go and change my clothes.’


			‘No need to wear dress uniform, anything like that.’ August gave a small snort of laughter. ‘But you might go on horseback; that should impress them.’


			Klaes bowed and made to withdraw.


			‘And while you’re there,’ August said before he could go, ‘find out what they’re hiding.’


			‘Sir?’ said Klaes, taken aback.


			‘There’s something going on here. The people are too sullen and the mayor too eager to please. You saw how they all hid in the church when we arrived: they have some secret they think they can keep from us, and that’s bad for morale.’


			He did not say whose morale, Klaes thought. The colonel could well be right – he recalled the sideways glances between the old men and the unaccountable desertion of the town – but the thought of involving himself in the villagers’ petty intrigues filled him with such deep disgust that he risked a protest.


			‘It’ll be some provincial matter, no doubt. Someone taking in someone else’s sheep, that went the wrong way on the mountains. This close to the border, sir—’


			‘This close to the border,’ August repeated heavily. ‘And maybe ignoring the border, where it suits them. Treating the dispositions of Her Imperial Highness as though they were dainties at a meal, to pick and choose from. You think that a small matter, Lieutenant?’


			Klaes was mortified. ‘Not at all, sir!’ he said, drawing himself to attention.


			‘It’s really a matter of discipline,’ August said. ‘It may be some entirely trivial matter; most likely it is. But they think to conceal it from the officers of the empire, and that cannot be permitted. So you will find out their little secret, discreetly and by whatever means you choose, and report it to me. I’ll decide then what action is required.’


			Klaes saluted. ‘Yes, Colonel.’


			‘They must be made to understand that they cannot lie to us,’ August repeated. ‘See to it, Lieutenant.’
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			The gypsy girl Drozde (who in truth was neither a gypsy nor still a girl, but a travelling entertainer who had fallen in with the troop for want of something better) was enjoying herself for the first time in days. Her man among the soldiers, Quartermaster Sergeant Molebacher, was no doubt nettled by her absence from his side. He had been kept behind in the rear party, and she had taken the opportunity, while he was busy arranging supplies in the back of one of the carts, to slip away and seek out the company of pleasanter companions. Libush and Alis had both worked in the brothels of Legnica before taking up with the company, and their stories could surprise even Drozde. Her feet ached, and she suspected that Molebacher would have something to say to her when she saw him next, but still she was laughing.


			‘And he stuck like that! They couldn’t get him out, front or back. We had to cut him out at the finish. It took, I swear, the whole night …’


			‘You’re lying.’


			‘No, I promise you. The sun was rising. If you’d only seen how fat he was …’


			Libush’s voice faded into silence as the three women came through the last stand of trees and saw the house properly for the first time. It was huge, bigger than any building Drozde had seen up close before. It had been even larger once, she could see: there was a broken-down structure over to one side, like the ruins of a church. What sort of rich family keeps their own church and lets it fall down? she wondered. But most likely it had been damaged in one of the wars. There had clearly been a good deal of fighting around here. She could tell by all the ghosts.


			She noticed them as soon as she passed through the house’s gates. They were everywhere – more than she’d ever seen in one place. She told herself it made no difference: she’d long ago learned how to ignore them, and it wasn’t as if they bothered her – or at least no more than flies in summer bothered her. Still, she couldn’t deny it was off-putting to see so many of them so densely clustered.


			She turned away deliberately from the two grey figures she had just noticed hovering behind the spiny bushes lining the carriageway, and tried to put them out of her mind. She had enough to think about right now. The house was more than a little dilapidated: even from here she could see the sagging sections of roof, the gaping holes where windows had been. That meant damp and mould, not a good environment for her puppets. She could keep them in her tent, of course, but it would be cold and windy, and if the rain came back they’d be better off indoors. And anyway there was Molebacher to consider. If he wanted her in his bed every night, that was where she’d have to be.


			The thought of Molebacher made her quicken her pace. His party was not far behind: they might be here before the day’s end, and there were things she needed to arrange before then. The first group of soldiers had already reached the house and were standing at an approximation of attention in the courtyard, receiving their orders from Lieutenant Tusimov. Drozde bid goodbye to Alis and Libush with a promise to find them again in the evening and left the gravel drive, trampling weeds and pulling her skirts in against the thistles to overtake the men in the rear of the column. There were some curious glances at her, but the men were used to Drozde’s quirks by now; besides, after a three-day march, small wonder if she was impatient to reach the end of it.


			Tusimov dismissed most of the men to make camp in the grounds to the south of the house. They’d need an hour or more to clear the ground first, Drozde thought: she caught some disgruntled looks as they streamed past her. But a small party was also deputed to help the young lieutenant, Klaes, prepare the officers’ quarters. Excellent! They were headed by Sergeant Strumpfel, who was slow and elderly and would give her much less trouble than Tusimov if she were caught. Drozde joined the men unobtrusively on the far side from the lieutenant, and accompanied them through the mansion’s great wooden door.


			It was gloomy inside, and as damp-smelling as she’d feared. Men’s voices came from overhead, and the sound of shifting furniture. Strumpfel halted his party in the great entrance hall and began to give ponderous instructions. Drozde quickly slipped away into the closest side passage and made her way along it, keeping to the wall and watching her feet. The kitchen would be at the back. They usually were.


			It was so dark she had to feel her way much of the time. The walls were clammy and alive with a sort of buzzing. God alone knew what creatures infested them. But after listening intently for a while, Drozde decided that the sound was not in the walls; it was perhaps not even a sound, but more of a restlessness in the air around her. It made her skin prickle, as if she were being watched. More ghosts, she thought irritably. Though in fact ghosts rarely seemed to watch her. Sometimes, it was true, groups of them would gather at the back of the audience at her puppet shows, although she could never understand why. Perhaps they were drawn to any crowd. With this exception, however, they usually paid her no attention at all. Even the ones she’d seen in her childhood, the ones she’d known when they were alive, had mostly seemed not to recognise her, and if they spoke to her said nothing that made much sense. It was one of the ways she’d learned to tell a ghost, even the most solid ones, from a living person: that inward look; the feeling that whatever occupied them, it was nothing she could see.


			The wall fell away beneath her hand: a cross-corridor. At the same time the buzzing intensified until the air in the hallway seemed to crackle with an indefinable energy. An excitable ghost, or maybe more than one. Whatever it was, she hadn’t time for it now; the supply party might be arriving any time. She felt around for the opposite wall and pressed on, and the charge in the air abruptly subsided.


			She found the kitchen at the back of the house as she had expected. It was a huge room, filthy and decked with cobwebs but clearly serviceable. Two half-glazed windows let in some light through their covering of dirt; through them Drozde glimpsed an overgrown garden and a well partially obscured by creeping ivy. The larder was wide and mercifully empty. There was copious shelving, a small but solid table and a monstrous fireplace. None of these details concerned Drozde overmuch, except perhaps the fireplace, but a spacious kitchen to work in would certainly sweeten Molebacher’s temper and so make her life pleasanter.


			The only downside to the room in her eyes was the ghost stretched out across the middle of the floor, an issue which would not inconvenience Molebacher at all. Normally Drozde would not have minded either, but it was an ugly thing, no more now than a black stain, though it still held the vague contours of a man. Again and again it moved to cover the remnants of its face with one attenuated arm – the same movement of shame or shielding each time, like an echo that never faded. For some reason the sight of it disconcerted Drozde, and she gave it a wide berth.


			But she found what she had been looking for, at last: a staircase in the corner of the kitchen led down to a storeroom, which was cool and relatively free from damp. A tall cupboard against one of its walls would make an ideal place to hang her larger puppets: it even had hooks at the top, and there was plenty of space beside it for her trunk. Molebacher was fat and hated unnecessary exercise. He would be in no hurry to spend time down there, and would be happy to depute any fetching and carrying up and down the stairs to her.


			Humming to herself, Drozde went back up to inspect the nearby rooms, where Molebacher’s patronage would require her to spend much of her time. In his absence, she risked a whipping for wandering about here without leave, but she was not unduly worried. All the sounds of activity were from the rooms above, and even if one of Strumpfel’s men discovered her, she reckoned she could sweet-talk the old sergeant. Klaes was a trickier proposition, but although he was stiff and humourless the lieutenant had a painstakingly scrupulous air about him: she doubted he would order a woman to be beaten.


			The next-door scullery was open to the outside where a back door had fallen in. There were puddles on the floor and orange mould on the walls. Beyond it was a large cupboard that had served as a game-hanging room; Drozde shut the door hastily, wincing at the smell. The rooms to the other side were more promising: a smaller kitchen with a bread oven, and a furniture store containing benches, more tables and a high-backed wooden chair with arms. She looked around with satisfaction. These would be Molebacher’s quarters: fair-sized, close to his domain and already furnished. The chair, with its generous seat, might have been made for him. And sharing his pallet in here would be more comfortable than lying on the stone floor of one of the kitchens – or in a tent, for that matter.


			It was time to leave: she’d done all she could here for the time being. The passage outside seemed less forbidding now; perhaps her eyes had grown used to the darkness, but she found her way back without needing to feel the walls as she went. She paused as she reached the side corridor that had demanded her attention on the way in. It was silent now. Wasn’t it? She listened and thought she caught an echo of that strange buzzing.


			A ghost was like a fly in the room, Drozde told herself. You couldn’t reason with it and you couldn’t get rid of it. Best just to ignore it and hope it went away on its own. But on the other hand …


			No, she decided. If it’s in the house, I’ll run into it sooner or later. Might as well see what I’ll be living with.


			This passage had a smoother floor and taller doors than the other. As she made her way down it she could still hear a faint trace of the disturbance from before, less a sound than a vibration in her head. It led her to a door about halfway down, rising sharply as she laid her hand on the handle.


			The room inside seemed almost untouched by the decay of the rest of the house. It must once have been used for dancing: the floor was of closely laid wooden tiles, scuffed but undamaged, and in the middle of the far wall was a platform, its ornate and spindly railings still touched with gold, where musicians would have played. The silk tapestry wallpaper was discoloured and tattered, now, and the marble fireplace choked with dust. It was empty, but something about the quality of the air suggested to Drozde that it had been full only moments before. The shadows at the edges of the room seemed to squirm in the dim light. She closed the door carefully and walked away. She did not run. She was not a child any more, to start at shadows. But she could feel her heart beating uncomfortably fast as she gained the entrance hall and slipped out through the half-open door.


			The sky was darkening with the threat of rain, and she was alone outside the house. From within she heard heavy boots on the marble floor and the voice of Colonel August shouting orders. She hastily moved away from the doorway. The men must be hurrying to finish making camp now, with Tusimov overseeing them. She should really head over there: Alis and Libush would be wondering what had become of her.


			The wind had picked up with the onset of evening. Drozde pulled her shawl more tightly around herself and ran across the courtyard, suddenly aware of how tired she was. As she plunged into the weeds and thorns of the grounds, she heard something approaching from the road beyond: a low rumble which resolved into men’s voices, the clopping of hooves and the trundling of carts. The supply party had arrived.
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			Choosing his moment with care – the men of the detachment busy erecting their tents and pavilions, his wife no less engaged in the retrieval and sorting of her wardrobe – Colonel Jander August retired to a room with a serviceable table in it (it was a billiard table, but that didn’t trouble him) and wrote an entry in his journal.


			The hour was perfect. The windows, thrown open, let in the slanting light of late afternoon, and the fresh scent of earth awoken by the rain which had just started to fall outside. The autumn sun was not profligate, but it was no miser. He needed neither candle nor fire as he set out ink and pens and blotting sheet, found the page, chose and fitted a nib.


			With a profound sense of peace and rightness, he dipped the pen and began. He had no illusions in this. He knew that he wrote for his own posterity only, not for the future generations of humankind. But his own posterity was not a small thing: Augusts not yet born would know him through these pages, and his thoughts would become their thoughts. It was dizzying. It was, in a complex and bounded way, immortality.


			In the business of empire, he wrote,


			as in many other businesses, great care must be given to borderlands. A border is where the logic and cohesion of your endeavour will be tested. It is where, if there are loose threads, the processes of unravelling and wearing into holes will be seen to begin. Rome was sound at the centre but rotten at the edges, and so Rome fell. If our empire unravels, it will unravel from the east.


			I have been set at the head of a small detachment – two hundred regular infantry, together with a hundred artillerymen who bring ordnance of every size up to the very largest. No cavalry, alas, but that is because of the nature of our orders.


			We are to fortify a section of the border and guard it with unceasing vigilance. Similar units are being stationed even now at intervals along this whole contested front of two hundred miles or more, in the first place to discourage the Prussian monarch from pressing his absurd claim to Silesia and in the second place, should he venture a foray across the Oder (or its tributary the Mala Panev, which marks the border where we are), to make him understand how costly any such adventure would be to him.


			Is it an honour to be chosen for this assignment? No. It is not. My general does not think, and nor do I, and nor does any man of sense, that Prussia will presume. It would be as if a small, fierce dog should bite the tail of a lion. Of course, if circumstances changed and the lion was beset elsewhere by tigers or bears, then the dog might take his chances. But for the moment it is unlikely we will be too much troubled – and certainly not before the spring, for what fool would invade with all the worst of winter to come?


			Still, I do not regard this posting as a waste of our time. Far from it. Given my remarks above on the subject of borders, you will easily understand that I interpret my role here more broadly than my official letters of commission would suggest.


			If the centre is to hold, the extremities must be reinforced with pillars of stone and columns of men. While the Prussian hangs back and waits his moment, we must shore up the house of Habsburg, the seat of our archduchess, with stout timbers. And any timbers that are rotten we must cast into the fire.


			The colonel sat back and read over what he had written. It started well, but this last section would not do at all. He had talked of pillars of stone in one sentence, but in the very next he had switched from stone to wood. And rotten timber wouldn’t burn well: if it were rotten on account of damp it would spit and sputter and resist the fire.


			With the edge of his penknife, using the cover of another book as a rule, he carefully excised the page and began again. To be forgotten and ignored by those who came after him seemed to him a terrible thing, but to be remembered as an imbecile would be worse still.
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			Afternoon gave way to evening.


			Once more within the walls of Pokoj, Drozde sat on the table, her tired feet dangling, and watched Sergeant Molebacher build his kitchen. As she’d expected, he’d been pleased by the facilities and by the storeroom which would be his new quarters. Whether he was glad to see her too, and had forgiven her for disappearing that morning, she could not tell. His face was impassive as always, his only greeting a nod and an order to follow him inside. Drozde had taken care to give him her sweetest smile before going to check on her trunk: to her enormous relief, it was still where she had placed it, squarely on the bed of the largest cart, wedged between sacks of grain and extra bedding. After that her main concern had been to get the puppets safely out of the rain and into their new resting place, and she followed the quartermaster willingly, allowing him to make his own way to the kitchen. The orderlies lit the way for him with torches, and if there was any strange sound in the corridors it was drowned out by their excited voices, loud with good cheer at the prospect of a cooked meal and a night indoors.


			Drozde waited until Molebacher had set the men to work and departed for a closer inspection of the other rooms before vanishing downstairs with her trunk. Though she knew that it was of no interest to him, she was always careful to avoid drawing Molebacher’s attention to where she kept her theatre. He had a prodigious memory, both for details and for grudges, and Drozde was never entirely certain which impressions would sink through his mind without a trace, and which resurface to be used to his advantage when time and opportunity served. So she erred on the side of caution, reasoning that it never hurt to think ahead. She was prepared to stay with Molebacher for a goodly while, but if she ever had cause to rethink that position she wanted to leave him no opportunity to take hostages.


			In the basement she allowed herself a few minutes to check on the puppets’ condition. They had mostly survived the journey undamaged: there were some scuffs and cracked limbs, a little flaking of the paint, but nothing she couldn’t fix. The only real casualty was a coquette, which had somehow been trapped beneath the theatre. Her nose was broken and two long, deep scratches scored her face. She must have become wedged against a loose nail, Drozde reasoned, though she could not see one, either on the bottom of the trunk or protruding from the wooden framework of the theatre. The scarred coquette was a real blow, but she would have time to repair her later, and she shouldn’t stay down here any longer than she had to. Swallowing her dismay, she went upstairs to tend to her more troublesome charge.


			Molebacher had his advantages. As a sergeant – and a quartermaster sergeant, at that – he had a higher status than her previous lover, a mere private named Janut Frisch. Combined with his physical size and strength, this made Molebacher far better able to protect her on the occasions when she was unable to make shift for herself. That he was unprepossessing didn’t trouble Drozde overmuch. True, a big man working in a hot kitchen will tend to sweat a great deal, but Sergeant Molebacher was morbidly conscious of this fact and washed more often than most of the men Drozde had known. She approved of this. Rutting with a dirty man increased the risks both of disease and of pregnancy, since the atomies of nature would swarm on such a man, and nobody knew what they might quicken.


			Underneath a blanket, Molebacher was no worse than any of Drozde’s previous companions, and better than some. He only occasionally forced the issue on nights when she was not inclined, and she was gradually training him out of this habit by lying like a plank whenever he tried it, which usually made him lose interest. Granted he was rough and had no interest in pleasing her, but these were failings so common as to be almost expected, and Drozde took them in her stride.


			Private Frisch, by contrast, had been inclined to raise his hand to her, and had stuck fast to that religion through all her efforts to dissuade him. He beat her when he was in his cups, which was at least one night in two, and whenever he saw her talking to another man. When Drozde had raised the possibility of ending their relationship, he beat her again and assured her that she was his property until the day he died.


			So Drozde had applied her best efforts to hasten that day, the weapon of her choice being a puppet show.


			Frisch was a Pomeranian – the only one in the company, so far as Drozde knew. Bearing this in mind, she included in one of her Sunday night revues a comedic item about the propensity of Pomeranians to fuck livestock. Her marionette hero started with a goat, but being unable to satisfy the goat with his incredibly small manhood, he reduced his ambitions by gradual degrees until he finally found his soul-mate in an unfastidious mouse.


			Most of her audience loved this conceit and cheered the puppet on lustily. Frisch, on the other hand, took exception both to the content and the presentation. He tore the blanket behind the toy theatre down to get at Drozde and commenced to beat her with the butt of his musket.


			The rest of the audience wanted to see the end of the sketch, not to mention the still more obscene and scurrilous material with which Drozde usually concluded her performances. They hauled Frisch off her and gave him a drubbing from which he never fully recovered.


			It wasn’t intended to be so severe – each soldier landed no more than two or three kicks. But a man receiving the frustrated aggression of forty or fifty other men will not often come out of it intact. Frisch lost an eye and the use of his right arm, alongside a number of other injuries that were less easily classifiable. He was cashiered at the next town they came to and turned loose to fend for himself. He assumed that Drozde would come with him, and was astonished when she told him that she was staying with the company.


			Frisch bellowed threats at her and called her whore. Drozde shrugged. She reminded him that she’d given him the choice of letting her go of her own free will. If they’d stayed together, there was no doubt in her mind that one night he would have gone too far and left her either dead or crippled. She gave him just so much mercy and consideration as he would have given her.


			And she didn’t rob him, though she could have done so very easily, of the seven silver groschen that were his severance pay. She only took one of Frisch’s two tobacco pipes, made of white meerschaum turned rich orange from age and use, and a purse of Spanish tobacco, which she used to worm her way into Sergeant Molebacher’s favours.


			At the time she considered it the best bargain she’d ever made. She was puzzled, in fact, that a sweet billet like Molebacher had not been snatched up long before. The quartermaster’s doxy got a free pass to the quartermaster’s kitchen, after all. Bread and cheese and butter, eggs mashed with potatoes, beet soup, chicken and fried parsnips – and small beer, at the very least, with every meal. The food was good, and it was plentiful.


			And Molebacher himself didn’t seem so bad: in his good moods he could be convivial and open-handed, and even when angry was not one of those men who went from words to blows without marking the difference. Yet for all this, she had never seen him with another woman. It was said that Alis had dallied with him for a time, but that had been over a year before Drozde joined the company, and the other woman never spoke of it now. Drozde was aware of the rumours that circulated about the quartermaster’s dark moods, but she had never given them much credence. Molebacher traded on his image as a fierce and irascible taskmaster, and being a performer herself, she knew the importance of maintaining a reputation.


			It wasn’t long, though, before she realised that the rumours were true, though not in the ways she had expected. Molebacher’s viciousness manifested itself in small, stinging ways, more like the bites of flies than the heavy, inevitable impact of Frisch’s fists. He had a sense, sure and unerring, for what would hurt her. Once he had tripped on his way into the kitchen and Drozde had laughed at him. That evening he made a double portion of stew and ate it all himself, slowly, while she watched.


			Though far less dangerous, these little cruelties exhausted and frustrated her more than the beatings had ever done. At least she had known where she was with Frisch: she had known when he was in a rage, when to hide from him, when a few well placed words would be enough to soothe him. More importantly, she had known how to escape him when she needed to. Molebacher was an altogether more uncertain quantity, and his small acts of spite, arbitrary and unpredictable, weighed on her in spite of herself.


			Living with him wasn’t easy. But still, Drozde felt, Molebacher’s advantages outweighed his drawbacks, considerable though they were. Until that changed, she was content to stay with him. Being a realist, however, she knew well enough that the yea or nay was unlikely to lie with her. Charles of Austria was dead; his daughter Maria Theresa ruled now, and in spite of her father’s best efforts during his life to cajole, bribe and browbeat the rest of Europe into allowing an archduchess to fill an archduke’s place, there were murmurs from Prussia that such an arrangement defied both law and decency. Everyone said war was coming – if not with Prussia then with Naples or Turkey or Russia or even England (although the English seemed an unlikely enemy, unless they found some way to sail their ships over the Beskid mountains).


			If war came, the company would move again, probably to fight on foreign soil. The wives would be sent home or to lodge at Oskander barracks outside Wroclaw. The camp followers could follow or not, as they saw fit, but armies on active manoeuvres moved quickly and moved far. If the women were separated from the company inside Prussia, they would have to sink or swim by themselves, unable even to speak without their burring Vilamovian or Sudöster German betraying their origins.


			In those circumstances Drozde would probably detach herself from the army and go back to civilian life, with all that that implied. She certainly wouldn’t miss Molebacher, though she would be sad to lose his kitchen. But she had never been sentimental in such matters: hold on to a man past his usefulness and you let yourself in for all sorts of inconveniences.


			The quartermaster was fully occupied when she returned, so she sat on the table, keeping her feet out of the way as three of his orderlies – she didn’t know where the other three were – cleaned the floors and surfaces of the enormous room. Under Molebacher’s cold eye they swept, then scrubbed with stiff brushes, then rinsed with washcloths dipped in water to which lye had been added. Finally they sluiced with pure water from the well outside. Drozde moved from one quarter of the room to another in order to stay out of their way as they worked. They stepped through the ragged ghost on the floor many times, without noticing. Sometimes their doing so coincided with its repeated gesture, so it looked as though it was flinching away from them. It was an unpleasant sight, and Drozde turned her eyes resolutely in another quarter.


			Molebacher, with the complacency of ownership, ignored her, but one pair of eyes followed her wherever she went. They belonged to Private Fast, one of the orderlies. He was clearly smitten with her. His glances at Drozde were sidelong and flirtatious. He was a well built lad, with pleasingly symmetrical features, and since Drozde would have been saddened to see that pretty, thoughtless face flattened against a wall, or against the sergeant’s fist, she turned her back on the private and snubbed him utterly.


			After the cleaning came the unpacking. The big tureens and bowls first, stacked up beside the fireplace on a monstrous frame like a gun limber that Molebacher had designed and built himself. Then the smaller cooking pans and baking racks, the pewter plates and tankards favoured by the officers and the wooden trenchers used by the enlisted men. No knives, apart from those used in preparing the food. If a man wanted to cut his meat and bread, he provided the knife himself. Most did.


			The amorous Fast took care to set down most of the loads he carried very close to Drozde, and although she gazed resolutely in the opposite direction, she was certain he was still making eyes at her. It was annoying. The only way of avoiding this coming to a violent head would be to absent herself, and she still hadn’t eaten.


			Panniers of dried herbs were brought in too, in considerable numbers, for Molebacher was a great proponent of the French and Italian styles of cooking, which used flavoured sauces to hide the imperfections of other ingredients. The trend had reached Silesia some time ago but was still a rarity in military cuisine. Drozde liked it and encouraged Molebacher’s wilder experiments.


			She got to her feet at last and headed for the door. ‘Perhaps you’d like an escort for your lady, Sergeant,’ the incautious private offered, ‘to see her safe back to the tents.’


			Molebacher sighed. ‘You stupid little fucker,’ he said. And to Drozde, ‘Bring me Gertrude.’


			Drozde was content to do so. If Molebacher had meant to chastise this stripling with actual violence, she doubted that he would have raised the issue now. The quartermaster had the bulk and solidity of a glacier, and his reactions could be similarly sluggish. People who didn’t know him well often made the mistake of thinking him phlegmatic. In fact he just put more thought into his score-settling than most men, and the longer the reckoning took in the coming, the worse it generally was. But Gertrude, a cleaver with a fourteen-inch blade, was for showing off, not for using. Drozde took it down from where it had just been hung, on a nail over the fireplace, and brought it to the sergeant like an offering, in both hands.


			Molebacher took it from Drozde and stropped it, ostentatiously, on his forearm. Private Fast blanched a little. His two colleagues stepped hastily away from him, not wanting to be too close to the monstrous thing if it should be swung in anger.


			‘You see this?’ Molebacher asked the young man.


			‘Yes,’ Fast offered in a slightly tremulous voice. His hands twitched. He was clearly wondering whether to draw his pocket knife, the only weapon he carried that would be remotely of use in this situation (his musket requiring a minimum of twenty seconds to load and fire).


			‘Her name’s Gertrude. And she’d like a kiss.’


			A few seconds of silence followed as the implications of this sank in with all present.


			‘What?’ the orderly asked.


			‘She wants you to kiss her. But she’s not a whore. She’s only just met you, and she wouldn’t dream of letting you get your tongue on her sharp end. Just give her a little kiss on the flat, there. Like you kiss your mum.’


			Fast looked at Molebacher to see if he was joking. Molebacher clearly wasn’t. And the other two orderlies were studiously looking elsewhere. There was nothing else for it. Knowing that this would be the talk of the camp before nightfall, he puckered up and did his duty. For the rest of this posting he’d be known as the man who kissed the sergeant’s chopper.


			‘Now bugger off,’ Molebacher told him, giving Gertrude back to Drozde. She hung the cleaver back up on its nail. When she turned around, all three of the privates had vanished.


			‘Too many men in this camp who can’t see past their own swollen balls,’ Molebacher muttered.


			‘Shall I cut you some bread and cheese?’ Drozde asked him. He took the hint and handed her one of the sacks that he had brought in himself. It contained three small loaves, a roundel of goat’s cheese and an earthenware tub of butter wrapped in muslin.


			Filling her belly for the first time that day, Drozde considered her man with a more complacent eye. Still, there was something wrong with him this evening. She was getting better at reading his moods, and something in the set of his shoulders or the way that he ate – turned slightly away from her – warned her that all was not well. He was probably still angry with her for running off earlier that day. She sat and ate without speaking for a while, working out how best to proceed. If she confronted him directly he would only brush it off, and resent her still more for challenging him. If she did nothing, he would continue to brood until he eventually found some way to make her suffer down the line, long after she had forgotten that she’d ever offended him. No, the best response, she decided, was to try and placate him now, before he had too long to contemplate revenge.


			‘I should have stayed in the back with you,’ she sighed, laying her hand on his. He shrugged off her touch, but she affected not to notice. ‘Well, I was punished for my thoughtlessness. The cart jolted my trunk, and my best coquette was ruined.’


			Molebacher turned to face her now, his expression unreadable. ‘Leave your pretty things lying around and they will get broken, Drozde,’ he said with something of satisfaction in his voice.


			Drozde couldn’t decide if this meant that he was prepared to let things lie or not, but she did not raise the issue again, and they finished their meal in silence.
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			Lieutenant Klaes was a man of punctilious habits, and made no distinction between large and small commitments. The colonel had told him he was expected at the mayor’s at seven of the clock, so at ten minutes before the hour he was trotting smartly towards Narutsin’s main square.


			He noticed as he rode that the suspicious glances and dark frowns which had greeted the detachment’s arrival earlier that day were more pronounced now that he returned alone. Men scowled behind their hands as he passed, and any children who ran out to stare were quickly pulled back into doorways. Klaes realised that to these people, who probably had no more than one horse between them, his entrance must look like a deliberately ostentatious display of power, and he began to regret his decision to ride into the village.


			The mayor’s house was scarcely any bigger than Narutsin’s other dwellings, although the walls were made of clay bricks clad with plaster rather than clapboards, and the shutters on the windows still had most of their paint. Someone had built a yard in front of the house, extending a little way out into the street and surrounded by a low drystone wall. There were gateposts, but no gates; in the absence of a stable, he tethered his horse to one of the posts, wishing the poor beast a quieter evening than he anticipated for himself. A dozen or so chickens scratched in the dirt, watched by a single beady-eyed rooster.


			A slovenly and aged servant, without livery, answered to Klaes’s knock and admitted him into the meister’s presence, announcing him as ‘a soldier from them at the big house’. Then he withdrew, without taking Klaes’s greatcoat.


			The situation was somewhat ridiculous from the first. The mayor was awaiting Klaes’s arrival in an infinitesimal drawing room whose walls were a vile green decorated with flowers painted directly (and without skill) onto the plaster. With the mayor were his wife and son, and all three of them were dressed as if for church, coats included. They stood as Klaes entered, and though the officer gave a precisely executed bow it was not mirrored by the mayor, who seemed to expect a handshake or shoulder-clasp of some kind instead. They manoeuvred around each other inconclusively. Then Klaes had to request to be presented to the lady.


			‘Oh, yes,’ the mayor said, making a show of slapping his own head with both hands. ‘My manners! Forgive me. This is my wife, Kethe. And Jakusch, my oldest son.’


			Klaes ignored the son as he paid proper compliment to the mother, taking her hand and bowing low. She curtsied reasonably well. Perhaps she had passed some of her youth in more civilised parts. To the son, he nodded perfunctorily. Then he addressed the meister again. ‘I am pleased to meet you all,’ he lied. ‘And I’d like to thank you for this kind invitation. It’s good of you to open your doors to us so hospitably.’


			He put a subtle but definite stress on the ‘us’, making the point that he was there not as a private citizen but as an officer and representative of Colonel August’s detachment.


			‘The pleasure is all ours,’ Dame Weichorek assured him.


			Klaes almost asked her what pleasure she meant, since this enforced socialising was as far removed from pleasure as anything he could imagine. But he stopped himself in time. If a man set down among boors gave himself permission to be boorish, civilisation would not last long.


			A serving girl entered the room just then. She was a mousy creature of perhaps twenty years, in a linen bodice and skirts the colour of a rain-washed potato sack. A woollen waistcoat, dyed blue, provided the only leavening of colour. All the same, in this unassuming peasant garb she was considerably better dressed than her mistress. At least she didn’t look as though she was aping her betters.


			While the maid hovered, waiting to catch her master’s eye, Klaes took off his greatcoat and handed it to her. She seemed startled, but bobbed and retreated with the coat, returning a moment later without it. Out of the corner of his eye Klaes had seen her hastily toss it over the newel post at the bottom of the stairs. Presumably she had been coached but recently in how to receive formal company, and he’d thrown her off her stride.


			‘Shall I serve the brandy now, Meister Weichorek?’ she asked.


			‘Thank you, Bosilka,’ the mayor said. ‘Please do.’


			Brandy? Before the meal? And the lady of the house drinking with the gentlemen? Curious. But this wasn’t Vienna. It wasn’t even Wroclaw. Klaes was not so impolite as to let his surprise show in his face. He accepted a glass of brandy from the girl – she brought them in one at a time, so presumably the useful item known as a tray had somehow not won favour yet in these parts – and offered a toast to the archduchess.


			It was dutifully echoed all round. Then the mayor downed his brandy in one gulp, as though it were schnapps.


			When Klaes took a sip of the liquor himself, he received his first pleasant surprise of the evening (or perhaps his second, for the serving girl had a tolerably pretty face). It was not schnapps. It was a truly fine distillation, and burned on his palate with an agreeable heat.


			They drank standing up because the lady had not taken her seat again and that meant that Klaes couldn’t either. The mayor asked where the company had last served, and Klaes was able to phrase his answer – Beograd, which he called Belgrad after the manner of the French – without revealing that he had not even joined August’s muster until eight months after the end of the Turkish debacle. That sat ill with him, still. He had been cooling his heels at Ledziny, waiting for his transfer from the engineer corps, while that crucial action played out a day’s ride away.


			They talked about the rout of the Turks and the glory of the late emperor, stretching the facts of that wretched campaign as far as could be done by men and women of Christian conscience. Then the topic somehow shifted to the impressive achievements of the Weichoreks’ many children (Ingela could ride a horse, though she was not yet seven, Huls knew all his catechism by the German rote, and so on) until the serving maid came in again to tell them that dinner was served, saving Klaes from incipient despair.


			The dining room, at least, was of a reasonable size. After the cupboard they’d just left, it seemed cavernous. All the same, it was not quite big enough for the dining table, which abutted the far wall and so turned the room into a passageway with two elbows in it. They took their seats to either side of the great barricade, the meister and Klaes facing the wife and son. More brandy was served with the soup, and was a welcome distraction from it.


			Above their heads while they ate, a wooden chandelier as big as a cartwheel creaked and shifted frequently. It was suspended, Klaes noticed, from a single rope of no great girth. As it moved, dust and occasional flakes of encrusted wax were dislodged from it. He was genuinely afraid that the wheel itself would at some point follow them down.


			As yet Klaes had seen no sign of the suspicious behaviour that August had told him to watch for. But that came in due course, as soon as the conversation turned to the reason for the company’s arrival. ‘Surely,’ the mayor said, ‘a commander such as yours, who gravelled Sultan Selim on his own ground, should not be spared from the front lines to come down to a quiet place like Narutsin.’


			‘Well,’ Klaes replied, happy enough to lay down his spoon, ‘the front lines must change when the enemy changes, Meister Weichorek. The Turks have had a taste of Austrian mettle and they’ll remember it. King Frederick is another matter.’


			The three faces presented to Klaes shared a single look of blank incomprehension.


			‘Frederick II,’ Klaes expanded. ‘The king of Prussia.’


			‘The duke of Prussia,’ Dame Weichorek hazarded.


			Klaes laughed and nodded, thinking for a moment that this was a patriotic sideswipe at the house of Hohenzollern’s outrageous ambitions. But then he saw that it wasn’t. Astonishing as it seemed, these people had somehow failed to notice Prussia becoming a kingdom, even though this had happened practically outside their gates (outside their gateposts, rather, since gates were a commodity they seemed to lack).


			‘No, I mean the king,’ he said. ‘King Frederick. Your neighbour across the river, whose kingdom now consolidates western Prussia and Brandenburg, along with Cleves and the county of Mark. Doubtless the list runs even longer now, for the Hohenzollerns have the charming habit of snatching up any small fiefdom that’s left unattended. And now he conspires against your archduchess.’


			Klaes paused to allow his hearers to voice their outrage at the presumption of the Prussian ruler, but the three faces remained serene and mildly questioning. ‘Frederick of Prussia has declared that he will not honour the Pragmatic Sanction,’ he said bluntly.


			‘Will not honour it?’ the mayor echoed. ‘Really? That’s troubling, to be sure.’ After which silence descended.


			‘You … do know what the Sanction is?’ Klaes demanded.


			The mayor waved his hand in a circular motion. ‘Not in … all of its details and ramifications. The broad outline, yes.’


			‘The broad …?’ Klaes’s reserves of diplomacy suddenly petered out. ‘By God, sir, it forms the basis of your allegiance to your archduchess! Surely your priest, if nobody else, will have explained to you …’ Klaes stumbled into silence. Of course, that was the nub of the matter. Maria Theresa’s succession to the thrones of her father had a direct and critical bearing on who would become the next Holy Roman Emperor, and in Catholic Austria, where Klaes had been raised, the clergy had been preaching nothing but the Pragmatic Sanction throughout Charles’s last sickness. But these Silesians belonged to the Protestant communion, like Klaes’s own family. If they went to church at all, (a doubtful enough proposition in a place of this stamp), they’d hear no sermons about the Sanction. Its importance to the Holy Roman Empire was a hundred leagues outside their experience and as far again outside their interests.


			Klaes breathed hard. He was tempted, albeit briefly, to conclude that the mayor and his family, and by extension this whole benighted village, deserved the ignorance in which they wallowed, that in this instance sin and punishment came all wrapped together in one package. But he was a man who revered learning – more, if truth be told, than he loved either God or country. He could not allow himself, even for a moment, to be on ignorance’s side.


			He tried to explain.


			‘You surely know that the marriage between His Imperial and Royal Highness Emperor Charles, and Elizabeth of Brunswick, produced no sons. Under Salic law a daughter cannot inherit the crown, so our late emperor issued an edict, the Pragmatic Sanction, which suspended the rules of succession and provided our beloved archduchess with a means of obtaining the throne.


			‘Charles VI devoted his last years to securing agreement to the terms of this edict. Why did you think he entered the Turkish campaign with Russia in the first place, if not to guarantee Russian support for his daughter’s claim? The majority of the European powers signed it in the end, but since his death there are some who seem all too ready to break their word.


			‘This was two months ago,’ Klaes concluded, unable to hide his impatience. ‘In October. You didn’t hear of this?’


			‘Obviously we heard of the emperor’s death!’ the mayor exclaimed. ‘God rest him. Eorlfrit Schander – he’s the town clerk over in Stollenbet – read the funeral orations out to us in church, just as they were declaimed in Vienna, and only two weeks later. He rode to Wroclaw and back to collect the pamphlet, along with an urn containing some of the emperor’s ashes, for which we paid by public subscription.’


			The emperor had been buried, not cremated, so heaven alone knew what was in the urn these yokels had bought. Ashes raked from a fire, no doubt. Klaes was trying to think of some tactful response when the serving girl, Bosilka, came in with the main course, a side of pork from which she carved at the table. It smelled good and proved to be excellent, with crisp crackling and very tender flesh. Bosilka leaned over Klaes to serve him potatoes, then again to serve him shallots and a third time to spoon gravy over his meat. He was conscious of her proximity, and very conscious of her scent, which was compounded both of strong cooking smells and of lily of the valley. She smelled like a banquet in a meadow. Tallow candles were in the mix too, however, and Klaes’s imagination rebelled against the image of a meadow with a candelabrum in it.


			‘Frederick’s father,’ he persisted, ‘then king of Prussia, signed the Sanction along with everyone else. Yet now the son, this new Frederick, claims that it’s illegal, and that his father’s pledge is annulled de ipso facto. He declares that Maria Theresa can stand as neither queen nor archduchess. He has encouraged France and Britain to forswear their own oaths and go to war to restore the true line of succession – which reveals his motives more clearly than anything.’


			‘Why?’ Bosilka asked.


			Klaes was nonplussed. He turned his gaze on the serving girl, who blushed deeply. ‘What?’ he demanded.


			‘I meant …’ the girl faltered, ‘why does he want other kings to go to war too? Will that help him?’


			Klaes glanced sidelong at his host. The spectacle of a servant venturing to speak while waiting at her master’s table was somewhat astonishing, but it was for the master rather than the guest to take her to task. The burgomaster, however, seemed to be waiting for him to answer.


			‘Well … it provides a diversion,’ Klaes said. ‘If Her Highness’s armies are engaged with a major power to the west, they’ll have fewer resources to spare if there’s a simultaneous incursion here in the east.’


			‘Thank you,’ Bosilka said, curtsying to him. ‘I’m answered.’ She took up the bowl of potatoes hastily and retreated to the other side of the table, keeping her eyes lowered as she served Dame Weichorek and her son. Klaes could not forbear from staring at her, and she was clearly aware of his gaze. He was outfacing her, without meaning to. With a conscious effort, he looked away.


			Bizarre beyond words, he thought. As though distinctions of social status and degree meant nothing here, and the limits of the empire were the limits of the civilised world. And yet the question the girl had asked had been a pertinent one, and she wasn’t pretending, as the meister and his wife were, to be already fully conversant with matters that had only just been brought to their attention.


			‘So you think that there’ll be war?’ the son, Jakusch, asked now. ‘That Prussia and Austria will fight?’


			Another pertinent question. ‘No, I think they won’t,’ Klaes said, gratified to come at last to the crux of the matter. ‘Because France and England will ignore King Frederick’s exhortations and stand firm to their oaths. They would be shamed to do anything else. And Prussia will not provoke us without that cover, because without that cover she would be crushed.’


			Klaes downed the last of his brandy, and waved the empty glass at the serving girl to get it filled. It took a moment or two to get her attention, but once he did she curtsied and left the room at a rapid trot.


			‘Nonetheless,’ Klaes said, turning a solemn frown on the mayor, ‘Her Highness is not complacent, nor is she unaware of what is at stake for the most vulnerable of her subjects. She has sent us here – and other units like us, up and down the frontier – precisely in order to ensure that Prussia makes no hasty move against Silesia. A show of strength, if you will. To remind King Frederick that the imperial lion has both teeth and a temper. You must see us as a ward, or a prophylactic. Our presence precludes war.’


			Which was exactly one half of the truth. The other half was that the archduchess knew very well how negotiable loyalties became at the borders of the empire. Austria adhered to the Catholic communion; both Prussia and Silesia were Protestant powers. A few soldiers on their doorsteps would remind these people who they belonged to, in case they should be misled by the accidents of geography or religious conscience. But it would do no good at all for Klaes to rehearse such matters unless his host raised them first.


			Tactfully, he changed the subject. ‘Certainly none of us are complaining about our posting,’ he observed with false cheer.


			‘Pokoj,’ Dame Weichorek said, misunderstanding him. ‘Yes, it’s a lovely house. Such a shame that it’s fallen into neglect these past years. When I was a child, the family was constantly in residence. There were thirty servants then, all coming in either from our village or from Stollenbet. And it was all we could do to keep them supplied with meat. Do you remember, my love?’


			She touched her husband on the arm, smiling. He grimaced slightly and looked away. As well he might, if Klaes had understood this exchange correctly.


			‘To keep them supplied?’ he queried. ‘Why did this task fall to you, Dame Weichorek?’


			The woman shrugged her shoulders. ‘Why, who else would it fall to? My Berthold was the butcher. The best in all these parts for pig and calf meat, and an expert slaughterer besides. He used to do the markets in Stollenbet and Grünberg, didn’t you, my love? Until the old mayor died and we decided to go into politics.’


			The meister blushed deeply. Klaes almost laughed at his discomfiture. The great tree of his pretensions was planted in no more than an inch of earth. No wonder he let his servants talk back to him!


			The girl, Bosilka, was at Klaes’s elbow again, with a decanter. He nodded his thanks as she poured for him, wanting to show her that he was sorry he’d embarrassed her earlier.


			‘It’s a shame,’ he said blandly. ‘Where is the family now?’


			‘Oh, in Pozdam,’ Dame Weichorek said, rolling her eyes. ‘This is their country seat, but Baron Oppenberg’s wife – his second wife, I mean – is Posener born and bred, and can’t live without her Polish friends and her Polish fashions and her Polish theatre. When Ilsa was alive, she loved Narutsin and wanted nothing better than to spend all her time here. But now …’ She sighed mournfully. ‘I think it’s more than ten years since they came back even for so much as a weekend in the hunting season.’


			It must be far longer than that, Klaes thought, judging by the decay and disorder at the house. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘the colonel and his wife will probably need another maid to shop and cook for them. And we’ve three married lieutenants, whose wives will quite likely take on help for their toilet now that we’re in quarters for the winter. It’s a good opportunity for …’


			He faltered into silence. Bosilka’s shoulders were heaving, and tears were running down her face. She’d moved on to refresh the mayor’s glass but now stood frozen, the decanter at half-mast like the flags at Schönbrunn on the day when the public was finally admitted to the royal family’s grief. Damning us to that fucking woman, Klaes’s father had cursed. And wept as Bosilka was weeping now.


			‘I’m sorry,’ Klaes said, speaking to the mayor though his words were meant for the girl. ‘If I’ve said anything to cause hurt or offence, it was unintended.’


			‘It’s nothing,’ Dame Weichorek said. ‘Silly girl. Go on, Bosilka. You’re excused.’


			And the talk passed to generalities. From whence did Klaes’s family hail, and how did he come to be a lieutenant in the army? Was August his first commander? Had he left a sweetheart at home?


			And so on, and so forth.


			Klaes answered as best he could, ate his pork and kept his counsel. Nothing that was said after that bore directly on the detachment’s presence here or the Prussian threat. And yet was not that very reticence odd in itself? A village of less than three hundred souls that had suddenly had a troop of soldiers the same size or greater move in next door might be expected to be very exercised about any number of practical matters relating to their feeding and watering, their entertainment and their general impact upon the local economy. The mayor and his wife had asked about none of these things, even though the mayor’s background in the dressing and vending of meat made it all but inevitable that mercantile considerations had come to his mind.


			It was curious. Perhaps, as Colonel August seemed to think, it was suspicious.


			And then, there was the girl. As he rode the three miles back to Pokoj, Klaes reviewed that portion of the conversation repeatedly in his mind, but was wholly unable to identify the word or phrase that had distressed Bosilka enough to make her cry. Something about the house, certainly. Perhaps the thought of having to serve there, with the soldiers quartered so close by. But she already had a position, and it was evident that the Weichoreks valued her. She was in no danger of having to sue to Colonel August for employment.


			It seemed there was some secret here. Klaes was inclined, however, to believe that the secret related in some way to Bosilka herself. And if that were so, then its substance, if it were ever brought to light, would no doubt turn out to belong to the realm of confidences, promises, fancies and fallacies that made up young girls’ lives until they married.


			He would say as much to the colonel, and advise him to take the matter no further. He wanted no more suppers with the Weichoreks.
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			Drozde lay on Molebacher’s pallet and stared into the dark. She couldn’t sleep, even though the bedding was softer than she’d lain on for months. She was still alone. After feeding August and the other officers, Molebacher had decided it was too late to make a general issue to the men, even though that was the tradition on the first night in a new billet, and had fobbed them off with travel rations of black bread and weeks-old sausage. But he had softened the blow by sending the orderlies out with three casks of the good beer. And naturally he then joined them to help drink it.


			The rain had set in heavily shortly after dark, and no-one was in any hurry to return to their tents. They had commandeered one of the largest rooms towards the front of the house, with a solid floor and no obvious leaks, and dragged in benches for the sergeants; the rest of the men sat on the floor. Drozde could hear voices and laughter from there now, even a snatch of song. She was a little surprised at Molebacher: after the long march, the colonel might give the men some latitude, but they’d do well not to rely on it. The quartermaster was usually careful to keep on the right side of the officers. As if he had plucked the thought from her head, she heard Molebacher’s sharp voice, and the noise subsided.


			It must have been near midnight when a general commotion in the corridors told her the enlisted men had been dispatched back to the camp. When the last of them had gone, she heard low voices in the passage outside her room, punctuated by Sergeant Strumpfel’s hoarse cough, and then the sound of another cask being trundled from the racks. Molebacher could don the persona of the convivial quartermaster like a second skin when it suited him, and whether disposed to carry on drinking for pleasure or indulging the other sergeants for reasons of his own, Drozde guessed that she wouldn’t see him again till morning. Relieved, she rolled over and closed her eyes.


			


			She was woken by a pressure on the bedclothes at her side. She opened her eyes quickly and pulled herself up: Molebacher would expect her to be waiting for him after so many days apart, and when he was drunk was not a good time to thwart him. But it wasn’t Molebacher sitting on the bed. It was one of the ghosts.


			She must have imagined the pressure. But this ghost was so distinct, so vividly present, it was easy to imagine that she had substance. Drozde had never seen a ghost of such solidity. She was young, maybe nine or ten years old by the look of her, and outlandishly dressed, as so many ghosts were. In fact the colours of her jacket and stockings – clashing pinks and reds – were so bright they hurt the eyes. Drozde wondered how she was seeing them when the room was so dark. But most astonishing was the child’s face. She was looking at Drozde with clear recognition – and with such unaffected joy that for an instant it caught at Drozde’s heart. She could make nothing of it. She stared at the little girl dumbly.


			The child seemed to be waiting for her to speak. After a moment’s silence she laughed, as if they were playing a game, and laid her small hand over Drozde’s own. The slight warmth of it hit Drozde like a thunderbolt.


			‘Hello, Drozde!’ the little girl said. ‘What shall we do now?’
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			Drozde was no stranger to ghosts. She’d lived with them since before she was even old enough to know what they were. Once she did, it was far too late for her to fear them. She associated them with many things, some of them melancholy and some merely curious, but none terrible.


			And they caused no confusion, because for the most part they were easy to tell from the living. They were paler, the colours of their bodies and their garments washed out to a near-uniform grey. In fact, so many of the details that would have identified them as human were missing, and so seldom did they move or speak, that it was easier for the young Drozde to see them as features of the landscape – outcrops of mist or cloud in the same way that mountains displayed outcrops of rock or bushes in summer outcrops of leaves and branches.


			When they did speak, the sounds most often failed to come together into words. Or else they did, but the words made no sense or merely repeated themselves. In the kitchen of her parents’ house in Trej there had been a ghost that looked something like a woman. It was silent mostly, but two or three times in a month would say in a low voice, ‘Let it sit by the door a while, it won’t harm.’ The words were always accompanied by the same gesture, a hoisting of the shoulders and a ducking of the head as though she was trying to hide her face. But she had no face to hide, only a stipple of near-translucent grey like the film of ice on a water barrel on a winter morning.


			Once, when she had maybe ten years on her back, Drozde had made the mistake of asking her parents about the dead who stood or sat with them wherever they went. She was even reckless enough to speculate on their possible identities. Since they rarely strayed far from a single spot, perhaps they were the ghosts of people who’d died in those self-same places and now were doomed to spend eternity there, like markers for their own graves.


			Her father had beaten her for being fanciful, and her mother all over again for her lack of respect for the dead. The dead looked on, never asking for respect or acknowledging it. Drozde learned her lesson, and though it was probably not the one her parents wanted to impart it was nonetheless of great value. She learned to keep her own counsel.


			Since then she had had many lovers and more than a few friends, but she had never indicated to any of them that her sight went beyond theirs. Perhaps it didn’t. For all she knew, there might be many like her. It might even be the rule, rather than the exception, to see dead and living alike. It didn’t matter. She had taken the habit of silence, and it agreed with her. She needed no reassurance that her situation was common. She suspected that everyone’s experience, in the end, was unique. That each lived alone in the world of their own flesh, their own thoughts, looking out from time to time through their eyes but never stepping across the threshold.


			But this strange dead child did frighten her. She was anomalous in too many ways. Her expression was lively, her voice vivid and inflected. The colours of her clothes were brighter than Drozde had seen on most living people, not at all like the bleached uniformity of the dead. And she had used Drozde’s name, although Drozde was certain they’d never met before.


			The first question that came to her lips was both banal and unanswerable. ‘Who are you?’ There was no point in expecting a ghost to answer that. Who were you? would be more to the point, and even then most could not say – could not turn air into sound, memories into words, the past into the now. They were trapped in their death like flies in spilled beer.


			She tried again. ‘How do you know me?’


			The girl laughed delightedly, as though Drozde was playing a clever trick on her. Placing her hands over her eyes, she first covered them and then exposed them again – the game which all mothers play with their children before the children can even talk, usually accompanied by the cry: Peepo!


			‘I’m serious,’ Drozde said sternly. ‘How do you know me?’


			‘You’re my friend,’ the girl said. Her joyous enthusiasm waned just a little, a note of doubt creeping into her voice as she added, ‘You’re my Drozde.’


			‘I’m my own Drozde, not yours. Where have we met before?’


			The girl looked around her, very expressively, and pointed. ‘Here.’


			‘I’ve never been here before,’ Drozde said. ‘You’re mistaking me for someone else.’


			The girl smiled a tentative smile. ‘I don’t think I’d ever mistake you for anyone else,’ she said. ‘If I heard your voice from the bottom of a well in a deep, dark wood in the middle of a storm, I’d know it was you because I love you so much. And you love me too, best of anybody. Better than Anton, even. You know you do.’


			‘Who is Anton?’


			The girl looked long and hard at Drozde.


			‘Oh,’ she said at last, with a tinge of what sounded like hurt or bitterness. ‘All right. I’m not supposed to say that to you. I’m going to get into trouble now. But really, I don’t know who it’s meant to be a secret from, when nobody else can even see us!’


			‘No,’ Drozde agreed guardedly. ‘I don’t know either.’ She had never met a mad ghost before, or thought it possible there could be one. She got up out of the bed, wrapping the blanket around her. The proximity of the dead girl was unnerving her, as was this impossible conversation. The ghosts she’d seen in the past had no use for words, but clearly the spirits of Pokoj were different.


			‘I think you should go now,’ she said. ‘It must be almost morning. Ghosts don’t walk in the daylight.’


			The dead girl rolled her eyes. ‘Yes, we do,’ she said. ‘Don’t be silly. We walk whenever we want to. It’s just that people can’t always see us in daylight. And you said daylight might be bad for us because the light wears us thin like old sheets. But then you said no, it was only that we’re like whispers in a room and the sun is like a big shouty voice that drowns us out. But it doesn’t stop us being there; it only stops other people seeing us and us seeing each other. It doesn’t hurt or anything.’


			She smiled brightly, as if she was a little pleased with herself to have delivered this long speech so faultlessly. Drozde felt cold stone against her shoulders and buttocks. She’d drawn away from the child without realising it, until she was backed against the wall of the small room.


			‘Anyway,’ the girl said into the strained silence, ‘it’s not going to be morning for ages yet. Can we go for a walk?’


			‘A walk?’ Drozde echoed.


			‘Yes. It will be nice. We can watch Amelie come.’


			Drozde hesitated. The house seemed very forbidding in the dark, and the chill air on her skin did nothing to make the prospect of a midnight stroll more inviting. But there was a perversity in her nature that made her advance towards what frightened her, and there was no denying that this precocious child with her senseless assertions frightened her badly. She felt there was something here that she needed to understand, and she wouldn’t achieve that understanding by hiding from it.


			So she rose and dressed – which just meant slipping her smock and shirt back on and lacing up her boots. She hadn’t taken off her stockings or her shift. ‘Show me, then,’ she said, and the girl clapped her hands in delight. She led the way, her movements as natural as those of a living girl. Most ghosts drifted like flotsam, but this one moved purposefully and her feet seemed to touch the flagstoned floor at each step rather than stepping through it or hovering above it.


			The candles had all guttered in the kitchen, but the fire had been built up well and was still filling the room with a faint red glow. Molebacher and some of the other sergeants had drawn chairs up to the fire and drunk until they passed out. Drozde could see their outlines against the firelight and hear the rumble of their snores as she threaded her way through the room, still following the dead girl and avoiding by unexamined instinct the other ghost she’d seen earlier on the kitchen floor.


			Once they left the kitchen behind them the great house was almost entirely silent. The officers and their wives were meant to be sleeping here, Drozde knew, but she saw no sign of them. It would be difficult for her if she did, for if one of them heard her and awoke then she could make no ready explanation for her presence.


			She had the moonlight as a lantern, there being no curtains on any of the high windows. And the little girl was her guide, showing her stairways and passages that took her deeper into the house, away from encounters and explanations. This aroused mixed emotions in Drozde. She had no desire to be where the house’s living occupants could see her. On the other hand, to trust herself to the dead ones seemed just then a questionable strategy. The girl was amiable enough, and certainly not threatening in the least. She had called Drozde by her given name, and asserted the warmest of feelings for her. But how could those feelings be genuine when the two of them had never met until this moment? In spite of herself, Drozde felt uneasy, and the feeling heightened when they reached a servants’ staircase that was narrow and lightless, panelled in on both sides.


			‘I won’t be able to see in there,’ she pointed out.


			The little girl frowned. ‘I think there may be candles,’ she said. ‘There were candles once. There. In a big bucket.’ She pointed to the wall at the foot of the stairs. There was no bucket to be seen. ‘Well, take my hand,’ she suggested instead. ‘Just until we get to the top. There are windows in the gallery, so you’ll be able to see up there.’


			‘Take your hand?’ Drozde repeated. ‘How is that going to work?’


			‘It’s easy. We did this, remember? You taught me.’ The girl reached out, and the tips of her fingers brushed Drozde’s bare forearm. There was a definite sensation, as of a faint breath very close against her skin.


			Tentatively, she reached out, palm open. The girl put her small hand inside Drozde’s, and Drozde closed her fingers slowly. It was like holding on to a sigh.


			They went up the stairs in this manner. The ghost’s touch was palpable, but not of very much use. Still, the direction was straight up. Drozde used her free hand to feel her way.


			At the top of the stairs there was, as the girl had promised, a gallery or walk. There were windows all along one side looking down into a well of shadow that must be a courtyard, and on the other wall hung great numbers of paintings. They seemed all to be landscapes, or at least those that were touched by the moonlight were so. All were in much the same style, too, with hills and cypress trees and the occasional waterfall, as though someone had painted them all at once, with one brush and one pot, in the same way as you’d daub a wall with roughcast to keep out the damp.


			The little girl clearly liked them, though, and walked down the gallery counting off each in turn. ‘Saw that one,’ she muttered, more to herself than to Drozde. ‘And that one. And that one. Not that one.’


			‘Saw them?’ Drozde enquired. ‘What do you mean?’


			The girl turned to face her again, all seriousness. ‘In the collection. When I came here. I like to remember that time. Do you want to see Amelie? See her come, I mean? Tonight is when she comes.’


			‘I think I’d like to know who you are.’


			‘Yes.’ The girl nodded. ‘I know it’s important to remember, Drozde. Every night and every day. And I do. Honestly. But can I not tell it tonight? I don’t think it’s my turn, and Arinak keeps count. You know she does. And so does Mr Gelbfisc.’


			Every word this strange creature spoke seemed only to add to Drozde’s feeling of disorientation. ‘I have no idea who those people are,’ she said, ‘or what it is you’re talking about. Just tell me who you are. Where you come from. Did you live here in Pokoj before the family moved away?’


			There was an awkward silence. The girl seemed as false-footed by these questions as Drozde was by her bizarre soliloquies. ‘Come and see Amelie,’ she said at last, stepping around the impasse.


			She beckoned to Drozde and ran ahead down the length of the gallery. At its further end, under a shuttered window, there were several stacks of pictures and picture frames of various sizes, which had been leaned against the wall there at some time in the past and forgotten.


			‘There,’ the girl said, pointing down.


			Drozde knelt and leaned in close to peer into the narrow recesses behind the frames. In one of them something moved. She started back in surprise, but a mewling cry from the interior darkness told her what it was that was in front of her. In the gloom she could barely see it at all. She undid the shutters on the window and threw them back, letting the moonlight in.
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