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Dies irae, dies illa,


solvet saeculum in favilla,


teste David cum Sibylla …


Day of wrath and doom impending,


David’s word with Sibyl’s blending!


Heaven and Earth in ashes ending!


O, what fear man’s bosom rendeth,


When from Heaven the Judge descendeth,


On whose sentence all dependeth!


Wondrous sound the trumpet flingeth,


Through Earth’s sepulchres it ringeth,


All before the throne it bringeth …


‘Dies Irae’, either Thomas of Celano (1200–1265) or Latino
Malabranca Orsini (d. 1294), translated to English as ‘The Day
of Wrath’ by William Josiah Irons, 1849




Tararara, tararara, tararara dum, dum, dum …


Lacrimosa dies illa


qua resurget ex favilla


iudicandus homo reus.


Huic ergo parce Deus.


Oh my, oh my, the day of wrath is nigh, m’lords and gentle listeners, nigh is the day of wrath, an ill-fated day, a day of tears. The Day of Judgement and of punishment is nigh. As it is written in John’s epistle: Antichristus venit … unde scimus quoniam novissima hora est. The Antichrist is coming, the last hour is coming. The end of the world and of all existence is nigh … In other words: things are bloody lousy.


The Antichrist, m’lords and dear listeners, will come from the tribe of Dan.


He shall be born in Babylon. He shall come at the end of the world and shall reign for three and a half years.


He shall erect a temple in Jerusalem, reign over the kings and lay waste the Church of God. He will ride atop a fiery furnace, performing wonders wherever he goes. Displaying his wounds, he shall delude good Christians. He shall come with fire and sword, and blasphemy shall be his weapon, and treachery his arm, and destruction his right hand, and darkness his left. His face is as of a wild beast, with a high forehead and eyebrows grown together …


His right eye is like a star shining at dawn, his left unmoving, green as a cat’s, with two pupils instead of one. His nose is like a chasm, his maw measures an ell, his teeth a span. His fingers are like iron scythes.


Hey, hey! And why raise a clamour at an old man, m’lords? Why so quick to browbeat him? For what, for what ills? That I frighten you? That I blaspheme? That I am a storm crow?


I make no prophecies, m’lords! I speak the truth, the pure, honest truth, as stated by the great Church Fathers. Why, and laid down in the Gospels! They are apocryphal, you say? And what of it? This whole world is apocryphal.


What do you bring, gentle maid? What foams so in those vats? Could it be ale?


Oh, first class … Świdnica ale, without doubt …


I say! But look through the window, m’lords! Do an old man’s eyes deceive him? Am I mistaken or is the sun at last breaking through the clouds? Great God, yes! It marks the end of this foul, rainy weather. Indeed, just look at the light flooding the world, shining down from the skies in a bright beam. And the radiance fills the world …


Lux perpetua.


That’s how you’d like it. Eternal. You could like that …


What are you saying? That since the foul weather is over it’s time to leave the inn and be off? That since it’s so, instead of blathering on I should quickly finish the tale? Say what happened next to Reynevan and his beloved Jutta, to Scharley and Samson at that time, a time of those cruel wars, when the lands of Lusatia, Silesia, Saxony, Thuringia and Bavaria ran with blood and were blackened by flames?


Right away, m’lords, right away. I shall tell you, for my tale is also coming to its natural ending. Though I must also tell you that if you ready yourself for a happy or joyous ending to the tale you will be sore disappointed … What? You say I frighten you again? I croak? But how, do tell, may I not croak? When such dreadful things do happen in this world? When throughout Europe all one can see is the tumult of battle?


At Paris the blood is not yet dry on the swords of Frenchmen, Englishmen, Burgundians and Armagnacians. Ever is there killing and fire on the French sod, war is ever waged. It will last a hundred years, will it?


England foments with revolt, Gloucester quarrels with the Beauforts. Some evil will come of it, indeed, mark my words, between the houses of York and Lancaster, between the White and the Red Roses.


Cannons roar in Denmark, Eric of Pomerania clashes with the Hanseatic League, wages a vicious war with the Counts of Schleswig and Holstein. Zurich is in conflict with the cantons, threatens the unity of the Old Swiss Confederacy. Milan battles with Florence. On the streets of Naples mercenaries from Aragon and Navarre wreak havoc.


Sword and fire rage in the Grand Duchy of Moscow, Vasily clashes in virulent skirmishes with Yury, Dmitry Kosoy and Dmitry Shemyaka. Vae victis! The defeated weep crimson tears from their bloody eye sockets.


The valiant János Hunyady subdues the Turk. The children of Árpád have the upper hand! But the shadow of the Crescent hangs – like the Sword of Damocles – over Transylvania, over the valleys of the Drava, the Tisza and the Danube. The Magyars are doomed to suffer the same sorry fate as the Bulgarians and the Serbs.


Venice quails as Murad II slaughters Epirus and Albania with a yatagan dripping blood. The Byzantine Empire shrinks to the size of Constantinople; John VIII and his brother Constantine watch anxiously from the walls to see if Osman is heaving into view. Unite, Christians of the East and West, against your common foe! Be reconciled and unite!


But it’s probably too late …


That day is a day of wrath, a day of trouble and distress, a day of wasteness and desolation, a day of darkness and gloominess, a day of clouds and thick darkness.


Dies irae …


King David prophesied it in the Psalms, the prophet Zephaniah foretold it, the pagan Sybil augured it. When you see a brother sending his brother to death, the young rising up against their parents, a wife deserting her husband and one nation waging war against another, when you see a great famine over the whole world, great pestilence and much ill, then you know that the end is nigh.


Eh? What are you saying? That what I describe occurs every day, repeatedly and again and again? And by no means only recently, but for centuries, over and over? Ha, both you, noble knight with the Abdank coat of arms, and you, honourable Brother of Saint Francis, are both right. You are also right, noble lords, as are you, pious monks, and you, gentlemen merchants, nodding your heads and making wise faces. You are right. There is evil and transgression everywhere. We see fratricide every day, treachery again and again and blood spilled endlessly. Behold, indeed, an age of betrayal, rape and violence, an age of ceaseless warring. How then, with this all around us, can we know: is it now the end of the world or is it not? How can one judge? What signs will show us, what signa et ostenta?


You still nod your heads, noble gentlemen, good burghers and pious brothers, I see. I know what you think, for I also have oft pondered on it.


Perhaps, I thought, it will come about without a sign? Without a larum? Without a warning? Simply: boom! And the end, finis mundi? Maybe there’s no mercy? Perhaps there isn’t one innocent person in Sodom? Perhaps, since we are a perverse tribe, we won’t be given a sign?


Please, don’t be afraid. We will. The Evangelists have promised. Both the legal and the apocryphal ones.


And there shall be signs in the sun, and in the moon, and in the stars; and upon the Earth distress of nations, with perplexity; the sea and the waves roaring. The powers of Heaven shall be shaken. And so shall the sun be darkened, and the moon shall not give her light, and the stars shall fall from Heaven. And his kingdom shall be divided towards the four winds of Heaven.


Movebuntur omnia fundamenta terrae: the earth and sea will tremble, and with them the mountains and hills. And the voice of the archangel will sound from the heavens and will be heard in the lowest reaches.


And for seven days there will be great signs in the heavens. And I shall tell you what they will be. Hark!


On the first day, a cloud will come from the north, and a bloody rain will fall from it all over the Earth.


While on the second day, the Earth will move out of her place; the gates of Heaven will open from the East and the smoke of a huge fire will obscure the whole sky. And on that day, there will be great fear and terror in the world.


Then on the third day, the abysses of the Earth’s four corners will yawn and all the world will be filled with the foul stench of brimstone. And thus it shall be until the tenth hour.


On the fourth day, the sun’s disc will be obscured and there will be a great darkness. The heavens will be tenebrous without sun or moon; the stars will stop shining. Thus shall it be until morning.


On the sixth day, the morning will be foggy …





Chapter One



In which Reynevan, trying to pick up the trail of his beloved, encounters much adversity. To be precise, he is accursed. At home and abroad, standing, sitting and doing his work. And Europe, meanwhile, is changing. Developing new forms of warfare.


The morning was foggy, and quite mild for February. There had been a hint of a thaw in the air all night; the snow began melting at dawn, and the prints of iron-shod hooves and the ruts made by wagon wheels filled at once with black water. Axles and swingletrees creaked, horses snorted and wagoners cursed drowsily. The column of almost three hundred wagons made slow progress. The pungent, choking smell of salt herrings hung over the column. Sir John Fastolf rocked sleepily in the saddle.


A thaw had suddenly set in after a few days of frost, and the wet snow that had been falling all night quickly melted. Water dripped from the snow lying heavily on spruce trees.


‘Haaave at theeem! Kill them!’


‘Haaaa!’


The noise of the sudden battle frightened some rooks. The birds flew up from leafless branches, the leaden February sky became flecked with a shifting black mosaic and the chilly, damp air was filled with cawing. The clang and thud of iron. And yells.


The fighting was short-lived but fierce. Hooves ploughed up the slush, mixing it with mud. Horses whinnied and squealed shrilly. Men uttered cries, some warlike and others of pain. It began suddenly and was soon over.


‘Huzza! Cut them oooff! Cut them ooooff!’


Then again, more quietly, further off, the echo bounced around the forest.


‘Huzza! Huzzaaa!’


The rooks cawed, circling above the trees. The thudding of hooves receded. The shouts died away.


Blood stained the puddles, soaked into the snow.


The wounded esquire heard the rider approaching, alerted by the snorting of a horse and the jangling of a bridle. He groaned, tried to stand up but fell back. His efforts intensified the bleeding, the crimson stream pulsating more strongly between the plates of his cuirass and flowing down the armour. The wounded man settled back harder against a fallen tree trunk and drew a dagger. Aware how feeble a weapon it was in the hand of a man who couldn’t stand, whose side had been pierced by a spear and whose ankle was twisted after falling from his horse.


The approaching bay colt was a pacing horse, its unusual gait immediately visible. The bay’s rider didn’t have the sign of the Chalice on his chest, so wasn’t one of the Hussites the esquire’s troop had just been fighting. He wasn’t wearing armour. Or carrying a weapon. He looked like an ordinary traveller. The wounded esquire knew only too well, though, that in the month of February Anno Domini 1429, no one was simply travelling in the Strzegom hills or the Jawor plain.


The rider examined him at length from the height of his saddle. At length and wordlessly.


‘That bleeding needs staunching,’ he finally said. ‘I can do it, but only if you toss that dagger aside. If you don’t, I’ll ride off and you can cope by yourself. Decide.’


‘No one …’ the esquire grunted. ‘No one will pay a ransom for me … So don’t say I didn’t warn you—’


‘Will you toss the dagger aside or not?’


The esquire swore softly, took a big swing and flung the dagger away. The rider dismounted, unfastened his saddlebags, then knelt down beside him, holding a leather bag. He used a short folding knife to cut through the straps attaching the two parts of the breastplate to the cuirass. After removing the armour, he slashed open the blood-soaked gambeson and looked intently, bending low over the wound.


‘Nasty …’ he muttered. ‘Looks very nasty. Vulnus punctum, a stab wound. It’s deep … I’ll put on a dressing, but can do no more without help. I’ll carry you to Strzegom.’


‘Strzegom … besieged … Hussites …’


‘I know. Don’t move.’


‘I think …’ The esquire panted. ‘I think I know you.’


‘Well, I never, your face looks familiar to me, too.’


‘I am Wilkosz Lindenau … The esquire of Lord Borschnitz, may God rest his soul … The tournament in Ziĩbice … I escorted you to the tower … For you are … For you are Reinmar of Bielawa … Aren’t you?’


‘Aha.’


‘Why, it’s you,’ said the esquire, his eyes opening wide in terror. ‘Christ. It is you.’


‘Accursed at home and excommunicated abroad? Indeed. It’s going to hurt now.’


The esquire clenched his teeth hard. Just in time.


Reynevan led his horse. Hunched over in the saddle, Wilkosz Lindenau groaned and moaned.


Beyond the hill and forest was a road, and beside it, not far away, some blackened ruins, the remains of demolished buildings that Reynevan could just about recognise as the former Carmelite monastery of the Order of Beatissimae Virginis Mariae de Monte Carmeli, which had once served as a house of correction, a place of isolation and punishment for sinful priests. And beyond it was Strzegom. Currently under siege.


The army besieging Strzegom was large; at first glance, Reynevan estimated it to be a good five or six thousand men, thus confirming the rumours that the Orphans had gained reinforcements from Moravia. The previous December, Jan Královec had led a plundering raid on Silesia with a force of almost four thousand soldiers and a proportional number of war wagons and artillery. There were a good five hundred wagons at Strzegom and as far as the artillery was concerned, it was time to put on a show. Around ten bombards and mortars roared, shrouding the artillery positions and approaches in smoke. Stone balls whistled towards the town, slamming into the walls and buildings. Reynevan knew what the targets were from the missile strikes: the Dziobowa Tower and the tower over the Świdnica Gate – the main bastions on the southern and eastern sides – along with the magnificent town houses in the town square and the parish church. Jan Královec of Hrádek was a seasoned commander and knew whom to torment and whose property to destroy. How long a city defended itself usually depended on the morale of the Patriciate and the clergy.


In principle, one might have expected a storming after the salvo, but there was nothing to suggest it.


The duty detachments were firing crossbows, hook guns and trestle guns from behind earthworks, but the remaining Orphans were lazing about around campfires and the cauldrons in the camp kitchens. Nor was there any heightened activity in the vicinity of the senior officers’ tents, over which standards with the Chalice and the Pelican were waving listlessly.


Reynevan was leading his horse towards the headquarters. The Orphans he passed showed little interest in them; no one stopped them, no one shouted a challenge or asked who they were. The Orphans might have recognised Reynevan; many knew him, after all. They might just have been uninterested.


‘They’ll slit my throat …’ muttered Lindenau from the saddle. ‘They’ll slash me to ribbons … Heretics … Hussites … Devils.’


‘They won’t touch you,’ said Reynevan, trying to convince himself as a patrol armed with bear spears and gisarmes approached them. ‘But to be on the safe side, say “Czechs”. Greetings, Brothers! I am Reinmar Bielawa – do you know me? We need a physician! A medic! Call a physician please!’


The moment Reynevan entered the headquarters, Brázda of Klinštejn hugged and kissed him, after which Jan Kolda of Žampach, the brothers Matěj and Jan Salava of Lípa, Vilém Jeník and others he didn’t know began to shake his hand and slap him on the back. Jan Královec of Hrádek, Hejtman of the Orphans and leader of the expedition, gave no lavish display of emotion. And didn’t look surprised, either.


‘Reynevan,’ he said, greeting him quite coolly. ‘Well, I never. Welcome, O prodigal son. I knew you’d return to us.’


‘It’s time we finished it,’ said Jan Královec of Hrádek.


He was showing Reynevan around the lines and positions. They were alone. Královec wanted them to be alone. He wasn’t certain who had sent Reynevan and with what information and was expecting confidential messages intended for his ears only. Having learned that Reynevan was nobody’s envoy and was bringing no messages, his face darkened.


‘It’s time we finished it,’ he repeated, climbing up onto an earthwork and measuring with a hand the temperature of a bombard’s barrel, which was being cooled with untreated animal hides soaked in water.


He glanced up at the walls and towers of Strzegom. Reynevan was still looking back at what was left of the Carmelite monastery. The place, where – an absolute eternity ago – he had first met Scharley. An absolute eternity, he thought. Four years.


‘Time we finished it.’ Královec’s voice shook him out of his reverie and recollections. ‘It’s high time. We’ve done our job. December and January were enough for us to capture and sack Duszniki, Bystrzyca, Ziębice, Strzelin, Niemcza, the Cistercian abbey and monastery in Henryków, plus innumerable small towns and villages. We taught the Germans a lesson, they won’t forget us. But Shrovetide is past, it is Ash Wednesday, the ninth day of February. We’ve been warring for well over two months and during winter months at that! We must have marched a good forty miles. We are hauling behind us wagons heavy with spoils, driving herds of cattle. And morale is falling, the men are weary. Świdnica, outside which we were encamped for five whole days, repelled us. I’ll tell you the truth, Reynevan: we didn’t have the force to storm it. We fired cannons, hurled fire onto the rooftops and spread terror, thinking the people of Świdnica would surrender or at least wish to parley, pay a ransom. But Lord Kolditz was undaunted and we had to leave there empty-handed. Strzegom has clearly taken heart, for it also holds out valiantly. And once again we intimidate, sow terror, fire cannons and chase around the forests with Wrocław patrols trying to beset us. But I’ll be frank: we’ll have to leave here empty-handed, too. And go home. For it is time. What do you think?’


‘I don’t think anything. You’re in command here.’


‘I am, I am,’ said the hejtman, spinning around on his heel. ‘In command of an army whose morale is failing fast. But you, Reynevan, shrug and think nothing. And what do you do? You save a stricken German. A papist. You bring him here, ordering our medic to treat him. You show a foe mercy. Before everybody’s eyes? You should have slit his throat in the bloody forest.’


‘You cannot be serious.’


‘I swore …’ Královec snarled through his teeth. ‘That after Oława … After Oława, I vowed I would show mercy to none of them. None.’


‘We can’t stop being people.’


‘People?’ said the Hejtman of the Orphans, almost frothing at the mouth. ‘People? Do you know what happened in Oława? On Saint Anthony’s Eve? If you’d been there, you’d have seen it.’


‘I was, and I did.’ Observing unemotionally the hejtman’s astonished expression, Reynevan repeated: ‘I was in Oława. I ended up there a few days after Epiphany, soon after you left. I was in the town on the Sunday before Saint Anthony’s. And I saw it all. I also witnessed the triumph that Wrocław celebrated because of Oława.’


Královec said nothing for a moment, gazing from the earthwork at the bell tower of Strzegom parish church, where the bell had begun to toll, resonantly and sonorously.


‘Why, you weren’t only in Oława, but also in Wrocław.’ He stated the fact. ‘And now you’ve come here, to Strzegom. Like a bolt from the blue. You come and go. How and from where – no one knows. People have begun to talk, to gossip. To suspect.’


‘Suspect what?’


‘Easy, easy, don’t take umbrage. I trust you. I know you had important matters to deal with. When you bade us farewell on the battlefield at Wielisław on the twenty-seventh of December, we saw that you were hastening to attend to some important – extremely important – matters. How did you fare?’


‘I solved nothing,’ said Reynevan, without concealing his bitterness. ‘But I am cursed. Cursed standing, working and sitting. In the hills and the vales.’


‘How so?’


‘It’s a long story.’


‘I adore long stories.’


The fact that something uncommon would happen that day in Wrocław Cathedral was communicated to the congregation gathered within by the excited murmurings of the people standing closer to the transept and the chancel. The latter could see and hear more than the rest, who were crammed tightly into the nave and the aisles. Initially, they had to settle for guesses. And rumours borne in a swelling, repeating whisper that spread through the crowd like the rustle of leaves in the wind.


The great bell of Ostrów Tumski began to toll, hollowly and slowly, ominously and grimly, and also intermittently, since it could clearly be heard that the clapper was striking only one side of the bronze bell. Elencza of Stietencron grasped Reynevan’s hand and squeezed it hard. Reynevan squeezed back.


Exaudi Deus orationem meam cum deprecor


a timore inimici eripe animam meam …


The portal leading to the vestry was graced by reliefs portraying the martyr’s death of Saint John the Baptist, the cathedral’s patron. A dozen prelates, members of the chapter, were emerging from the portal, singing. Attired in ceremonial surplices, grasping fat candles, the prelates paused before the main altar, facing the nave.


Protexisti me a conventu malignantium


a multitudine operantium iniquitatem


quia exacuerunt ut gladium linguas suas


intenderunt arcum rem amaram


ut sagittent in occultis immaculatum …


The murmur of the crowd suddenly grew in intensity. For on the steps of the altar had appeared in person Konrad, Bishop of Wrocław, a Piast from the line of the Oleśnica dukes. The highest-ranking ecclesiastical dignitary in Silesia, the representative of His Majesty Sigismund of Luxembourg, King of Hungary and Bohemia.


The bishop was in full pontifical regalia. Bearing a mitre decorated with gemstones, a dalmatic worn over a tunicle, a pectoral cross on his chest and a crosier coiled like a pretzel in his hand, he looked distinguished indeed. He was veiled in an aura of such dignity that you’d have thought it wasn’t just any old Wrocław bishop descending the steps of the altar, but an archbishop, an elector, a metropolitan bishop, a cardinal – why, even the Roman Pope himself. Perhaps a man even more dignified and more pious than the incumbent Roman Pope. Considerably more dignified and pious. Plenty of the people gathered in the cathedral were of that opinion. As indeed was the bishop himself.


‘Brothers and sisters.’ His booming, resonant voice, which seemed to rumble right up to the top of the high vault, electrified and hushed the crowd. The cathedral bell tolled once again and fell silent.


‘Brothers and sisters!’ said the bishop, leaning on his crosier. ‘Good Christians! Our Lord, Jesus Christ, teaches us to forgive the wayward their sins, teaches us to pray for our enemies. It is a good and merciful teaching, a Christian teaching, but it does not pertain to every sinner. There are transgressions and sins for which there is no forgiveness, no mercy. Every sin and blasphemy will be forgiven, but blasphemy against the Spirit will not be forgiven. Neque in hoc saeculo, neque in futuro, neither in this age, nor the next.’


A deacon handed him a lit candle. The bishop extended a besleeved hand and took it.


‘Reinmar Bielawa, son of Tomasz of Bielau, has sinned against the One God in the Trinity. He has committed the sins of blasphemy, sacrilege, witchcraft, apostasy. And also, when all’s said and done, a common crime.’


Elencza, still squeezing Reynevan’s hand hard, sighed deeply and looked up at his face. And sighed again, this time more softly. Reynevan’s face betrayed no emotion. It was expressionless, as though carved from stone. His face was like it was in Oława, thought Elencza in horror. In Oława, on the night of the sixteenth of January.


‘The Bible speaks thus about men like Reinmar of Bielawa,’ said the bishop, his voice again echoing among the cathedral’s columns and arcades. ‘If they flee from the decay of the world by knowing the Lord and Saviour, but later, yielding to it again, shall be vanquished, their end is worse than their beginnings. For it would be better for them not to know the way of justice than, having discovered it, turn away from the Holy Commandment given unto them. What is written has been fulfilled with them: the cur returns to what it has vomited up, and the swine once washed … to a muddy puddle.


‘To its own puke,’ said Konrad of Oleśnica, raising his voice yet louder, ‘and to a muddy puddle has returned the apostate and heretic Reinmar of Bielawa, robber, sorcerer, violator of virgins, blasphemer, defiler of sacred places, sodomite and fratricide, perpetrator of numerous crimes; a scoundrel, who ultimus diebus Decembris treacherously murdered the good and upstanding Duke Jan, Lord of Ziĩbice, with a knife in the back.


‘Therefore, in the name of God Almighty, in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, in the name of all the Lord’s Saints, by the power invested in us, we excommunicate the apostate Reinmar of Bielawa from the confraternity of the Body and Blood of our Lord. We sever the bond cleaving him to the bosom of the Holy Church and drive him from the congregation of the faithful!’


Nothing could be heard but panting and gasps in the silence that descended in the naves. A stifled cough. A hiccup.


‘Anathema sit! Excommunicated is Reinmar of Bielawa! May he be cursed in his house and garden, cursed in living and dying, standing, sitting, working and walking, cursed in the town, in the hamlet and on the soil, in the fields, in the woods, in the meads and the pastures, in the hills and in the vales. May incurable ailments, pestilence, Egyptian boils, haemorrhoids, scabies and scabs fall on his eyes, throat, tongue, mouth, neck, chest, lungs, ears, nostrils, arms and testicles; on every bodily member from the top of his head to his feet. May his house, his table and his bed be cursed, his horse and his dog. May his food and beverages be cursed, and everything he doth possess.’


Elencza felt a tear rolling down her cheek.


‘We declare Reinmar Bielawa to be set about with perpetual anathema, to be flung into the abyss with Lucifer and his fallen angels. We number him among the threefold accursed with no hope for purgation. May lux, his light, for ever, for ever amen, be put out, as a sign that this excommunicate be put out of the memory of the Church and of the people. May it come to pass!’


‘Fiat! Fiat! Fiat!’ uttered the white-surpliced prelates in mournful voices.


Holding the candle away from himself with his arm outstretched, the bishop quickly turned it so that the flame was facing downwards and then released it. The prelates followed suit; the clatter of candles cast onto the floor combined with the smell of hot wax and soot from the wicks. The great bell tolled. Three times. And fell silent. The echo lingered for a long while until it faded into silence, high up under the vault.


There was an intense smell of wax and soot, and of steaming, damp, unwashed clothing. There was a cough; there was a hiccup. Elencza swallowed back tears.


The bell in the nearby Church of Saint Mary Magdalene announced the Nones with a double pulsatio. A moment after, it was followed by the bell of Saint Elizabeth’s, only slightly late. Outside the window of Canon Otto Beess’s chamber, Shoemakers Street resounded with a hubbub and the rattle of wheels. Otto Beess tore his eyes away from a painting depicting the martyrdom of Saint Bartholomew, the only decoration on the severe walls save for a shelf with candlesticks and a crucifix.


‘You’re taking a great risk, my lad,’ he said. Those were the first words he had uttered after opening the door and seeing who was standing there. ‘You’re taking a great risk, showing up in Wrocław. I wouldn’t even call it a risk. It’s brazen lunacy.’


‘Believe me, Reverend Father,’ said Reynevan, lowering his eyes, ‘I wouldn’t come here without good cause—’


‘Which I can guess at.’


‘Father—’


Otto Beess slammed his hand down on the table and ordered him silent by swiftly raising the other. And said nothing for a long time.


‘Just between you and me,’ he finally said, ‘the individual whom – owing to me – you rescued from the Strzegom Carmelite monastery four years ago, following Peterlin’s murder … What did he ask you to call him?’


‘Scharley.’


‘Scharley, ah. Are you in touch with him?’


‘Not lately. But generally speaking, yes.’


‘Then should you meet that … that Scharley, tell him I have a bone to pick with him. He let me down sorely. The good sense and cunning he was famed for have gone to hell. Rather than taking you to Hungary, as he was meant to, he took you to Bohemia and dragged you into the Hussites.’


‘He did not. I joined the Utraquists myself. According to my own will and choice, preceded by a lengthy consideration of the matter. And I am certain that I acted correctly. The truth is with us. I believe.’


The canon silenced him again with a raised hand. He didn’t care what Reynevan believed. The expression on his face left no doubts in that regard.


‘As I said, I can guess what brought you to Wrocław,’ he finally said, looking up. ‘I guessed it easily; the reasons are common knowledge. No one talks about anything else. For the last two months, your new fellow believers and brothers in faith, your confraters in the fight for the truth, your comrades and companions in the Chalice, have been laying waste to the Kłodzko lands and Silesia. For two months, your brothers – Královec’s Orphans – have been murdering, burning and looting in the name of faith and truth. They have sent Ziębice, Strzelin, Oława and Niemcza up in smoke, pillaged the monastery in Henryków and plundered and ransacked half of the Nadodrze. Now, word has it, they are besieging Świdnica. Then all of a sudden you appear in Wrocław.’


‘Father—’


‘Silence. Look me in the eyes. If you come here as a Hussite spy, a saboteur or an emissary, then leave my house immediately. Go to ground somewhere else. But not beneath my roof.’


‘Your words have cut me to the quick, Reverend Father,’ said Reynevan, meeting his gaze. ‘As has the suspicion that I would be capable of a base act like that. The thought that I would put you in harm’s way.’


‘You did so by coming here. The house might be under observation.’


‘I was cautious. I’m able to—’


‘I know.’ The canon cut him off bluntly. ‘And I know what you’re capable of. Rumours travel around quickly. Look me in the eyes and tell me straight: are you here as a spy or not?’


‘I am not.’


‘So why are you here, then?’


‘I need help.’


Otto Beess raised his head and looked at the wall, at the painting depicting pagans flaying Saint Bartholomew with huge pliers. Then he fixed his gaze on Reynevan’s eyes once more.


‘Oh, you do,’ he said gravely. ‘You do indeed. And more than you think. Not only in this world, but in the next one, too. You’ve overstepped the mark, my son. Overstepped the mark. You have grown so zealous alongside your new comrades and brothers in the new faith that you have become notorious. In particular since last December, after the Battle of Wielisław. It ended the way it had to end. Now, if I may advise you: pray, be contrite and do penance. Don sackcloth and sprinkle ashes on your head, copiously. Or you’ll have no fucking chance of salvation. Do you know of what I speak?’


‘I do. I was there.’


‘You were? In the cathedral?’


‘Indeed.’


The canon was silent for a time, drumming his fingers on the table.


‘You’ve been to many places,’ he finally said. ‘Far too many, I’m afraid. In your shoes I would curb myself. Returning ad rem: since the twenty-third of January, since Septuagesima Sunday, you are cast out of the Church. I know, I know what you’ll say to that, O Hussite. That our Church is evil and apostatic, while yours is virtuous and true. And that you care not for anathema. By all means care not, as you will. For this is neither the time nor the place for theological debates. You didn’t come here, I presume, to seek help in the matter of salvation. You think more about secular and commonplace matters, more about the profanum than the sacrum. So, speak. Tell me. Confide your woes in me. And since I must to Ostrów Tumski before Vespers, be succinct in the telling. As far as you are able.’


Reynevan sighed. And told him. Succinctly. As far as he was able. The canon heard him out. After which he sighed. Heavily.


‘Oh, my boy, my boy,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘You’re becoming bloody repetitious. All your problems are of the same ilk. Every difficulty of yours – to express it eruditely – is feminini generis.’


The earth shook under the stamping of hooves. The herd galloped across the field; gleaming flanks and rumps flashed past in a kaleidoscope of bay, black, grey, dun, dapple-grey and chestnut. Tails and thick manes flowed, steam belched from nostrils. Dzierżka of Wirsing braced herself against the pommel of her saddle with both hands, joy and delight in her eyes, as though she wasn’t a horse trader admiring her colts and mares, but a mother, her children.


‘It appears, Reynevan,’ she said, finally turning around, ‘that all your worries boil down to the same thing. Every vexation of yours, it appears, wears a frock and has a plait.’


She spurred her grey to a trot and followed the herd. He hurried after her. His mount, a magnificent bay stallion, was a pacing horse and Reynevan still wasn’t entirely accustomed to the unusual rhythm of its gait. Dzierżka waited for him to catch up.


‘I can’t help you,’ she said firmly. ‘The only thing I can do is to give you the colt you’re sitting on. Along with my blessing. And a medal of Saint Eligius, the patron saint of horses, pinned to its bridle. He is a fine steed. Strong and robust. He will serve you well. Take him from me as a gift. In gratitude for Elencza. For what you did for her.’


‘I only repaid a debt, for what she once did for me. And I thank you for the horse.’


‘Apart from the horse, I can only help by giving you advice. Return to Wrocław and pay Canon Otto Beess a visit. Or perhaps you already have? While you were in Wrocław with Elencza?’


‘Canon Otto is out of favour with the bishop. It appears I am to blame. It may still rankle him, and he may by no means be gladdened by my visits, which might bring him harm—’


‘How caring you are!’ Dzierżka sat upright in the saddle. ‘Your visits always threaten harm. Didn’t you think about that as you rode to visit me here, in Skałka?’


‘I did. But Elencza was my concern. I was afraid to let her go alone. I wanted to get her here safely—’


‘I know. I’m not aggrieved that you came. But I can’t help you. Because I’m afraid.’


She pushed her sable calpac to the back of her head and wiped her face with a hand.


‘They intimidated me,’ she said, glancing to one side. ‘They put the bloody wind up me. On the twenty-fifth of September, near Frankenstein, by Grochowa Mountain. Do you remember what happened then? I was absolutely terrified, I swear. Reynevan, I don’t want to die. I don’t want to end up like Neumarkt, Throst and Pfefferkorn, and then Ratgeb, Czajka and Poschman. Like Cluger, burned to death in his home with his wife and children. I’ve stopped trading with the Czechs. I don’t talk politics. I’ve given a large donation to Wrocław Cathedral. And another, just as large, for the bishop’s crusade against the Hussites. Should the need arise, I’ll give even more. I prefer that to seeing my roof on fire one night. And Black Riders in the courtyard. I want to live. Particularly now, when—’


She broke off, pensively twisting and bending the strap of the reins in her hand.


‘Elencza …’ She paused again, looking away. ‘If she wants to, she’ll leave. I shan’t stop her. But were she to wish to stay here, in Skałka … Stay … for a long while … I wouldn’t have anything against it.’


‘Keep her here. Don’t let her go off to work as a volunteer again. The girl has a heart and a vocation, but hospitals … Hospitals have stopped being safe of late. Keep her in Skałka, Madam Dzierżka.’


‘I shall try. But as far as you are concerned …’


Dzierżka reined her horse around and brought it so close she was touching stirrups with Reynevan.


‘You are very welcome here, kinsman. Come whenever you wish. But, by Saint Eligius, have a little decency. Have some regard for that girl, a little heart. Don’t torment her.’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘Don’t pour your sorrows out to Elencza about your love for another.’ Dzierżka of Wirsing’s voice took on a hard tone. ‘Don’t confide in her about your love for another. Don’t tell her what a great love it is. And don’t make her pity you because of it. Don’t make her suffer.’


‘I don’t underst—’


‘Oh, you do, you do.’


‘You’re right, Father,’ Reynevan admitted bitterly. ‘Indeed, whenever there’s a problem, it’s of the female sex. And my problems are multiplying, springing up like mushrooms … But the greatest of them at this moment is Jutta. And I’m in a quandary. I have absolutely no idea what to do—’


‘Well, that makes two of us,’ Canon Otto Beess declared gravely. ‘Because I don’t know, either. I didn’t interrupt your tale, though in places it resembled a troubadour’s song, so many fanciful improbabilities did it contain. In particular, I cannot conceive of Inquisitor Grzegorz Hejncze abducting maids. Hejncze has his own intelligence and counter-intelligence service, a network of agents, and it is also common knowledge that for a long time he has been trying to infiltrate the Hussites and that he is unscrupulous. But kidnapping maids? Your story fails to convince me in any way. But then again, anything’s possible.’


‘That is actually true,’ muttered Reynevan.


The canon bored his gaze into Reynevan’s but said nothing. He drummed his fingers on the table.


‘Today is Candlemas,’ he finally said. ‘The second day of February. Five weeks have passed since the Battle of Wielisław. I presume you’ve been in Silesia all this time. Where, exactly? Did you perhaps visit the convent in White Church?’


‘I did not. At first, I meant to … The abbess is a sorceress, and magic might have helped in my hunt for Jutta. But I didn’t go there. That other time … That other time I brought danger down on them, on Jutta and the nuns, on the entire convent. I almost caused their downfall. Furthermore—’


‘Furthermore,’ said the canon, coldly ending Reynevan’s sentence, ‘you were afraid to look the abbess in the eye so soon after having killed her brother. And you’re right about the misfortune brought down on the convent, by God you are. Grellenort didn’t forget. The bishop dissolved the convent, the Poor Clares were scattered around among various other nunneries and the abbess was sent away to do penance. Luckily for her. The Sisterhood of the Free Spirit, the Beguine Third Church, Catharism, magic … That usually means the stake. The bishop would have ordered her burned in a trice, without batting an eyelid. But there was no way he could have tried for heresy and witchcraft and then publicly executed the sister of Duke Jan of Ziębice, whom at the same time he was cultivating as a martyr in the fight for the faith, for whose soul he ordered Masses to be said and bells to be rung the length and breadth of Silesia. So the abbess got away with it and it ended with a penance. She was a witch, you say? It’s also said that you are a wizard. That you know witchcraft, that you fraternise with mages and monsters. Why don’t you seek their help?’


‘I have.’


The village of Grauweide hadn’t been burned down. The village of Mieczniki, around half a mile away, was also untouched. It augured well, instilled one with optimism. Which only made the disappointment even greater and more painful.


Almost nothing remained of the convent village of Gdziemierz. The impression of nothingness and void was heightened by the snow covering the burned-down buildings in a thick layer, from whose blinding whiteness charred posts, beams and soot-blackened chimneys protruded here and there. Not much more survived of the Silver Bell Inn, located at the edge of the village. Where it had once stood, from under the snow peeped a chaotic pile of blistered beams, rafters and roof ridges resting on the remains of the stone walls and a pile of scorched bricks.


Reynevan rode all around the rubble and looked at the ruins which still aroused pleasant memories from a year before, the winter at the turn of 1428. His horse trod gingerly on the snow between blackened timbers and lifted its hooves high to step over charred beams.


A wisp of grey smoke rose almost perfectly vertically in the frosty air above the remains of a wall.


Hearing the snorts of the horse and the crunch of snow, a bearded vagabond kneeling by a small campfire raised his head and pushed back a little fur cap worn down over his brow. And returned to his previous activity of blowing on glowing embers he was shielding with the front of his coat. Nearby, at the foot of the wall, stood a blackened cooking pot, beside which lay some bagpipes, a sack and a chest strapped shut.


‘Praise the Lord,’ Reynevan greeted him. ‘Where are you from? Gdziemierz?’


The tramp raised an eye, then resumed blowing.


‘The people from here, where did they go? Do you perhaps know? The innkeeper, Marcin Prahl and his wife? Do you know, by any chance? Did you hear?’


The vagabond, judging from his reaction, either didn’t know, hadn’t heard or was ignoring Reynevan and his questions. Or was deaf. Reynevan rummaged in his pouch, wondering by how much he could deplete his modest resources. He caught sight of a movement out of the corner of his eye.


A child was sitting beneath the squat stump of a tree hung with icicles. A girl, ten years old at most, black-haired and as skinny as a small, gaunt crow. Her eyes – which were fixed on him – were also corvine: black and glassily unmoving. The tramp blew on the embers, muttered something, stood up, extended a hand and mumbled something else. Fire shot from the pile of brushwood with a crack. The Little Crow gave a cry of joy. It was a strange, whistling – quite inhuman – noise.


‘Jon Malevolt,’ Reynevan said loudly, slowly and clearly, beginning to understand who was before him. ‘The beguiler, Jon Malevolt. Where might I find him? I have business with him, a matter of life and death … I know him. We are companions.’


The vagabond placed the pot on some stones arranged around the fire. And raised his head. He looked at Reynevan as though only then aware of his presence. His eyes were piercing. Lupine.


‘Somewhere in these forests,’ Reynevan went on slowly, ‘live two … two ladies. Experts in, hmm … experts in the Arcane Knowledge. I’m a friend of those ladies, but I don’t know the way. Might you show me the way?’


The tramp looked at him. Wolfishly.


‘No,’ he finally said.


‘What do you mean by “no”? You don’t know them? Or the way? Or perhaps you won’t tell me?’


‘No means no,’ said the Little Crow. From the top of the wall. Reynevan had no idea how on earth she had climbed up there – and unnoticed to boot – from under the tree where she had been sitting.


‘No means no,’ she repeated in a whistle, pulling her head between her thin shoulders. Her dishevelled hair fell onto her cheeks.


‘No means no,’ the tramp confirmed, adjusting his cap.


‘Why?’


‘Because.’ The tramp indicated the burned buildings with a sweeping gesture. ‘Because you lost your reason when committing this crime. Because fire and death lie before you, and behind you are smoking remains and corpses. Yet you dare ask a question, m’lord? Ask for directions? Ask the way? Calling yourself a comrade?’


‘Calling yourself a comrade?’ the Little Crow repeated like an echo.


‘So what?’ The tramp kept his wolfish eyes on Reynevan. ‘So what that you were there – one of us – on Grochowa Mountain? That was then. Today, you – all of you – are infected with that crime and blood as though with the plague. Bring us not your illnesses here, stay well away from us. Begone, fellow. Begone.’


‘Begone,’ echoed the Little Crow. ‘We want you not here.’


‘And then what? Where did you go then?’


‘Oława.’


‘Oława?’ The canon suddenly raised his head. ‘Just don’t tell me you were there—’


‘On the Sunday before Saint Anthony’s? Indeed I was.’


Otto Beess said nothing for a long time. Eventually, the canon said, ‘That Pole, Łukasz Bożyczko, is the next puzzling matter in your tale. I’ve seen him at the Inquisitor’s once, perhaps twice. He hung on to Gregory Hejncze’s coat-tails, trotting after him like a dog. He made no impression on me. I’ll just say this: he’s about as much an all-powerful eminence grise as our Bishop Konrad is a pious, virtuous ascetic. He looked as though he’d have difficulty counting to three. And were I to try to paint nothing at all, I’d have him pose for me.’


‘I fear his appearance is meant to mislead,’ Reynevan said grimly. ‘I’m afraid of that with regard to Jutta.’


‘I can believe in semblances.’ Otto Beess nodded. ‘In recent days, several have been dispelled before my very eyes, stunning me with what I saw after their dispelling. But semblances are one thing and the Church hierarchy another. Neither that Bożyczko nor any other factotum would act on his own initiative without the Inquisitor’s knowledge or permission. Ergo, Hejncze must have issued the order to abduct and imprison Jutta Apolda. And that I cannot by any means imagine. It doesn’t accord in any way with my knowledge of the man.’


‘People change,’ said Reynevan, biting his lip. ‘Recently, various semblances have been dispelled in front of my eyes, too. I know that anything’s possible. Anything can happen. Even that which is hard to imagine.’


‘God’s truth,’ said the canon with a sigh. ‘Many things that have happened in recent years, I also previously simply could not have imagined. Could anyone have supposed that I, Provost of the Cathedral Chapter, instead of being promoted to prelate, to diocesan suffragan bishop, why, perhaps even to titular bishop in partibus infidelium, would be demoted to the rank of collegiate cantor? And all because of the nephew of my firmest companion, the late lamented Henryk of Bielawa?’


‘Father—’


‘Silence, silence.’ The canon waved a disdainful hand. ‘Don’t apologise, you’re not to blame. Even if I had predicted how it would end, I’d still have helped you. I would help you today, too, now, when for contact with you I risk consequences a hundredfold more severe than the bishop’s disfavour, you bloody Hussite. But I am unable to help you. I have no power. I have no information, since power and access to information are inseparable. I have no informers. The faithful, trustworthy ones were found stabbed to death in lonely alleyways. Those that are left – including my servants – instead of informing for me, inform against me. Father Felicjan, for example. Do you recall Father Felicjan, nicknamed Little Louse? It’s he who slandered me before the bishop. And he continues to do so. In exchange, the bishop is helping him to work his way up the ladder, unbeknownst that that whoreson … Ah! Reynevan!’


‘Yes, Reverend?’


‘Something has occurred to me. Concerning Felicjan, in fact. Concerning your Jutta. There even seems a way to do it. Not the best, perhaps, but no other solution occurs to me at the moment. But it needs time. Several days. Can you remain in Wrocław for a few days?’


‘I can.’


Saints Cosmo and Damian, the patrons of barber-surgeons, the former with a box of balsam, the latter with a flacon of healing elixir, were painted on the sign above the entrance to the bathhouse. The artist had spared neither paint nor gilt on the saintly twins, making the sign arresting; the vivid colours drew one’s attention even at a distance. The barber-surgeon had been amply rewarded for his outlay on the sign painter: despite there being a number of bathhouses in Mill Street giving customers a choice, Cosmo and Damian’s was usually full. Reynevan – whose eye had been caught by the colourful sign two days earlier after his visit to Otto Beess – had to book a visit in advance to avoid crowds.


The bathhouse was actually fairly deserted, probably owing to the early hour, and there were only three pairs of poulaines and three sets of clothing hanging up in the changing room, guarded by a grey-haired old man. The man was sickly-looking and shrunken, but he had a look even Cerberus of Tartarus wouldn’t have been ashamed of, so Reynevan also left his raiment and cash in his care without fear.


‘Teeth not troubling you?’ asked the barber, rubbing his hands together, a hopeful smile on his face. ‘Shall we pull one out?’


‘No, thank you,’ said Reynevan, shuddering slightly at the sight of pliers of various sizes adorning the wall of the barber’s shop. Alongside the pliers was a no less impressive collection of scissors, knives, razors and blades.


‘But we’ll be letting some blood, won’t we?’ continued the barber hopefully. ‘Surely?’


‘It’s February,’ said Reynevan, looking at the barber-surgeon haughtily. During his very first visit, he had hinted that he was somewhat familiar with medicine, knowing from experience that physicians were treated better in bathhouses. ‘One shouldn’t let blood in the winter,’ he added. ‘Furthermore, it’s a new moon, which doesn’t augur well, either.’


‘In that case …’ said the barber, scratching the back of his head. ‘Just the shave, then?’


‘I shall first bathe.’


It turned out that Reynevan had the bathing room entirely at his disposal, since the other customers were availing themselves of the hot room, with its steam and birch twigs. On seeing a customer, the Bademeister – or bathhouse orderly – who was busy near the tub, slid aside a heavy cover made of oaken planks. Reynevan entered the vat without further ado, stretched himself blissfully and sank in up to his neck. The Bademeister slid the cover nearer to him in order to keep in the warmth.


‘I have medical treatises for sale,’ said the barber-surgeon, who was still in the room. ‘Cheaply. Aegidius Corbolienus’s De Urinis. Sigismund Albicus’s Regimen Sanitatis …’


‘No thank you. I’m limiting expenses for the moment.’


‘If that’s the case … Just a shave?’


‘After I’ve bathed. I shall call you.’


The warm bath relaxed Reynevan; he grew sleepy and dozed off without knowing when. He was woken by the acrid smell of soap and the touch of a brush and foam on his cheeks. He felt the scrape of the razor, once, twice, three times. The barber standing behind him tilted his head back and shaved his neck and Adam’s apple. The next, quite energetic movement of the razor snagged him painfully on the chin. Reynevan swore through his teeth.


‘Did I nick you?’ he heard behind him. ‘I beg your indulgence. Mea culpa. It’s owing to inexperience. Dimitte nobis debita nostra.’


Reynevan recognised the voice. And the Polish accent.


Before he could do anything, Łukasz Bożyczko had shoved the oaken cover of the tub and slid it across the tub, pressing Reynevan against the side, squeezing his chest painfully.


‘Indeed, you are just like marjoram, Reinmar of Bielawa,’ said the Inquisition’s envoy. ‘You show up in every dish and course. Keep still and be patient.’


Reynevan kept still and was patient. He was greatly helped in this by the heavy cover which was effectively imprisoning him in the tub. And by the sight of the razor, which Łukasz Bożyczko was still holding while he fixed Reynevan with a piercing look.


‘We gave you instructions, I recall, in December at the Battle of Ziębice,’ said Bożyczko, folding up the razor. ‘We obligated you to return to the Orphans and await further orders. If we did not categorically forbid you from undertaking other activities – including investigating, searching and tracking – it was only because we presumed you to be intelligent. An intelligent man would have understood that such activities would not bear any fruit at all. And that if it was our wish for things to remain hidden, they would be and would remain thus. In saecula saeculorum.’


Bożycko handed Reynevan a towel which he used to wipe his burning face and damp forehead. He breathed out hard, mustering courage.


‘What guarantee do I have that Jutta is even alive?’ he snarled. ‘That you haven’t hidden her at the bottom of some moat for all eternity? I’ll also remind you of something: in December, at Ziębice, I didn’t agree to or promise you anything. I didn’t agree not to search for Jutta for one simple reason: I mean to. And I didn’t agree to collaborate with you, for an equally simple reason: because I don’t intend to.’


Łukasz Bożyczko looked at him for a moment.


‘You are excommunicate,’ he said finally, quite blithely. ‘A significavit was issued promising a reward for you, dead or alive. If you mean to trail around Silesia on a wild goose chase, you will be killed by the first person who recognises you. Most likely by the sorcerer, Birkart of Grellenort, who is still on the lookout for you. And even if you survive, consider this: you are of interest to us as a Hussite, as someone close to the commanders of the Orphans and the Tábor. As a private individual engaged in your own private matters and investigations, you mean nothing to us. We will lose interest in you. Shall quite simply strike you from our list. And then you will never see your Jutta again. So, take it or leave it: either collaborate or forget about the girl.’


‘You’ll kill her.’


‘No,’ said Bożyczko, without taking his eyes from Reynevan. ‘We shan’t. We’ll return her to her parents, in accordance with the promise they were given. As per the agreement we struck, according to which we are temporarily holding the maid in isolation. For when the matter quietens down and the whole thing blows over, we’ll give her back and let her parents do with her whatever they finally decide to do. And they have a dilemma, they have food for thought. A daughter infatuated, seduced and possessed by an excommunicate heretic, on top of that mixed up in the activities of the heretical sect of the Sisterhood of the Free Spirit … Cup-Bearer Apolda and his wife are thus hesitating between giving away their ignoble child in marriage and locking her away in a convent. By the by, they have decided that the convent should be as remote as possible, and the potential suitor live as far away as possible. For you, Reynevan, it’s actually immaterial what they decide on. In both cases your chances of seeing Jutta again are meagre. And of having a liaison with her, none.’


‘Were I to obey you, what then? Would you return her to me, contrary to the promises given to her parents?’


‘You said it. And guessed right, as it happens.’


‘Very well. What do you want me to do?’


‘Hallelujah,’ said Bożyczko, raising his hands. ‘Laetentur caeli, may Heaven and Earth rejoice. Verily, the ways of the Lord are simple, the just walk boldly along them and swiftly reach their goal. Welcome to the straight and narrow, Reinmar.’


‘What do you want me to do?’


Łukasz Bożyczko’s face grew grave. He said nothing for a while, biting and licking his lips.


‘Your Bohemian friends, the Orphans,’ he finally said, ‘until the day before yesterday, until Candlemas, were outside Świdnica’s walls. Having achieved nothing there, they headed for Strzegom and are besieging the town. Those destructive Myrmidons have ravaged the glorious Silesian lands quite long enough. So, first you will ride to Strzegom. You will convince Královec to end the siege and leave. Go back home, to Bohemia.’


‘How shall I achieve that? Using what means?’


‘The same as usual.’ The Inquisition’s envoy smiled. ‘After all, you are able to influence destiny and events. You are skilled at changing history, directing its course in quite new ways. You proved that not long ago, at the Battle of Stary Wielisław. You rid Silesia of a Piast and the Ziębice duchy of a Piast successor once and for all. Jan of Ziębice had no male heirs, and with his demise the duchy will fall under the direct rule of the Kingdom of Bohemia. Whether history will thank you for that remains to be seen. In a few hundred years. Ride to Strzegom.’


‘I shall.’


‘And will you ditch your insane searches?’


‘Aye.’


‘Your investigations?’


‘Aye.’


‘Do you know what? I don’t fully believe you.’


Before Reynevan could even blink an eye, Łukasz Bożyczko had seized him by the wrist and twisted his arm hard behind him. An open razor flashed in his hand. Reynevan struggled, but the oaken cover was still holding him fast and Bożyczko’s grip was as hard as iron.


‘I don’t fully believe you,’ he drawled, dragging a copper basin towards himself. ‘So I’ll let a little blood from you. In order to improve your health and character. Especially your character. I observe that you are governed by humours: by turns melancholy and cholera, and they derive from damp, from black and yellow secretions of bile. Those ill substances gather in the blood. So, I shall draw a little. Well, perhaps more than a little.’


His hand sliced with the razor so fast that Reynevan almost lost sight of the movement. And almost didn’t feel the pain. But he did feel the warmth of the blood dripping down his forearm, hand and fingers. And heard it dripping loudly into the basin.


‘Yes, yes, I know,’ said Bożyczko, nodding. ‘It’s an inauspicious time for bloodletting. It’s winter, there’s a new moon, the sun is in Aquarius and it’s Friday, the day of Venus. Bloodletting weakens the body on days like this. But that’s good, too. For I mean to weaken you a little, Reynevan. Remove a little of that energy which propels you in a thoroughly unsuitable direction. Do you feel it? You already grow weaker. And feel cold. The spirit is willing, but the flesh somewhat weak, isn’t it?


‘Don’t struggle, don’t fight me. You’ll not be harmed, you’re too valuable to us for me to put your health at risk and cause you needless suffering. Don’t worry, I shall bind your arm when it’s done. And I bind, believe me, better than I shave.’


Reynevan’s teeth were chattering from the growing cold sensation. The bath chamber danced in front of his eyes. Bożyczko’s monotonous voice seemed to be coming from somewhere far away.


‘Yes, yes, Reynevan. That’s just how it is. Every action causes a reaction, every event has its effect, and every effect triggers further effects. In Domrémy, Champagne, for example, a wench named Jehanne has been hearing voices. What effects will flow from that? What effects will be caused in the long term by the ball from a French bombard that mutilated the face of the Earl of Salisbury last autumn at the Siege of Orléans? Or that after Salisbury’s agonising death, the Earl of Suffolk assumed command of the army besieging Orléans? What influence on the fate of the world will Stanisław Ciołek’s poems have, which he will write as the new Bishop of Poznań? Or the fact that Sigismund Korybut, released from imprisonment in Valdštejn Castle by the intercession of the Polish King, Władysław Jagiełło, will not return to Lithuania, but will remain in Bohemia? Or that Jagiełło and the Holy Roman Emperor Sigismund of Luxembourg will soon meet in Lutsk in Volyn in order to weigh up the fates of eastern Europe? What significance for history will have the fact that neither Jagiełło nor Witold can be poisoned, since their regular drinking of magical water from mysterious Samogitian springs protects them from being poisoned? Or, to use the trite example, that you, Reynevan of Bielawa, will persuade Jan Královec’s Orphans to return to Bohemia?


‘Everybody would like to know which events will exert an influence on history, on the fate of the world. Everybody would like to, but no one knows. I would, too, and I don’t know, either. But believe me: I’m doing my bloody best to find out. Reynevan? Hey! Can you hear me?’


Reynevan couldn’t. He was drowning.


In nightmares.


In recent times, nightmares hadn’t been a problem for Elencza of Stietencron – and even if they had, it was a petty and trifling one. After spending the entire day treating the sick in the Oława hospice of Saint Świerad, Elencza was generally too weary to dream. Awoken and hauled from her bed ante lucem, before Matins, she and Dorota Faber and the other volunteers hurried to the kitchen to prepare breakfast, which soon had to be distributed among the patients. Then there were prayers in the hospital chapel, attending to the patients, then again the kitchen, then the laundry, the hospital ward again, prayers, the ward, washing the floors, the kitchen, the ward, the kitchen, the laundry, prayers. As a result, right after the evening Ave, Elencza would fall onto her pallet and sleep like a log, her hands clenching her feather-bed in an anxious presentiment of her early reveille. It was no wonder that such a lifestyle effectively deprived her of dreaming. Nightmares – once a problem for Elencza – stopped being one.


It was all the stranger that they had returned. From midway through Advent, Elencza once again began to dream of blood, killing and conflagrations. And of Reynevan. Reinmar of Bielawa. Elencza of Stietencron dreamed of Reynevan several times in such gruesome circumstances that she began to add him to her evening prayers. Keep him – as well as me – in Your care, she repeated under her breath, bowing her head before the altar, before the Pietà and Saint Świerad. Give him – as well as me – strength and solace, she prayed, gazing at the carved face of Our Lady of Sorrows. Protect him – as well as me – in the night, be his shield and buckler, be our unsleeping refuge and stronghold. And let me see him at least once more, she added even more quietly, so softly and secretly that neither the Intercessor nor the saint could accuse her of excessively secular thoughts.


The sixteenth of January, 1429, the Sunday before Saint Anthony’s Day, proved to be just as busy as during the week, for there was unexpectedly much more to do. Czech Hussites – the main topic of conversation throughout December – marched to Oława at Epiphany and entered the town the following day. It occurred, contrary to the hopeless and alarmist predictions of some people, without the town being captured, without fighting or bloodshed. Ludwik, Duke of Oława and Niemcza, did exactly as he had a year earlier – he reached an agreement with the Hussites favourable to both sides. The Hussites promised not to burn or plunder the duke’s estates, in exchange for which the duke gave sanctuary to wounded and crippled Czechs in Oława’s two hospitals. Which immediately became full of patients. They ran out of pallets and bedclothes; mattresses and palliasses were laid on the floors. There was a great deal of work and nerves became frayed, which quickly affected everyone, even the usually calm Premonstratensian nuns and the usually calm Dorota Faber. Nervousness grew. Anxiety. Fatigue. And the overwhelming, paralysing fear of infection.


Elencza initially took the hubbub that woke her up as a dream. She jerked the edge of the feather-bed, her head tossing on the saliva-damp pillow. That dream again, I’m dreaming about Bardo again, she thought, balancing on the edge of slumber and wakefulness. The capture and slaughter of Bardo, four years ago. Bells sounding the alarm, the blowing of horns, the neighing of horses, crashing, thudding, the wild cries of the soldiers, the keening of people being killed. Fire, lighting up the fish skins in the windows, a glimmering mosaic dancing on the ceiling …


She sprang up and sat back down. Bells sounded the alarm. Screams resounded. The gleam of fire lit up windows. It isn’t a dream, thought Elencza, it isn’t a dream. It’s actually happening.


She pushed open the shutters and the stench of burning and cold air filled the chamber. The nearby town square echoed with the shouts of a hundred throats and hundreds of torches twinkling with flickering lights. Shots could be heard from the Wrocław Gate. Several nearby houses were already afire, a glow creeping into the sky over the New Castle. Flaming brands were coming closer. The ground appeared to be trembling.


‘What’s happening?’ asked one of the volunteers in a trembling voice. ‘Is there a fire?’


The building suddenly shuddered, there was a cracking and clattering of the gate being broken down, then savage cries and gunfire. The clang of arms. The volunteers and nuns began to scream. Please, not that, thought Elencza. Anything but what happened in Bardo. Don’t scream, don’t squeal, don’t curl up in the corner with your head between your knees. Don’t wet yourself from fear, like you did then. Run away. Save yourself. My God, where is Mistress Dorota?


Once again, the cracking of a door being forced. The stamping of feet. The clanging of iron. Shouts.


‘Death to the heretics! Kill them, whoever believes in God! Kill them!’


Elencza, hidden in the corner of the chamber, saw soldiers and an armed mob enter the hospice, saw the feverish eyes, the red, sweating faces, the teeth bared in a murderous frenzy. A moment later, she pressed her hands to her ears so as not to hear the grotesque wailing of the sick being slaughtered. She closed her eyes tightly so as not to see the viscous blood flowing down the stairs.


‘Kill them! Slaughter them! Slaughter them!’


The mob thundered right past her, stinking of sweat and alcohol. The nuns in the dormitory screamed shrilly. Elencza rushed to the door leading to the laundry. The demented shrieks of women being killed continued to resound from the hospital. And the murderous cries of the killers. She heard the thudding of heavy boots as the darkness in the laundry was lit up by torches.


‘A nun! A sister!’


‘Hussite whore! Take her, boys!’


They seized her and threw her to the floor. She struggled as they shoved her between wooden tubs and smothered her, throwing a heavy, wet sheet over her head. She screamed, stifled by their stench and the odour of lye. She heard laughter as they tore and shoved aside her dress. As knees were forced between her thighs.


‘I say! What’s going on here? Stop that! At the double!’


Released, she pulled the sheet from her head. In the doorway to the laundry stood a monk. A Dominican. Holding a torch, he was wearing half-armour over his habit and had a short sword in his belt. The assailants lowered their heads and muttered.


‘You amuse yourselves here,’ growled the monk, ‘while your comrades are fighting the enemies of the faith! Do you hear? Out there is the place for good Christians today! God’s work awaits out there! Begone!’


The assailants slunk out, heads lowered, grumbling and shuffling their feet. The Dominican stuck the torch in a sconce and approached. With shaking hands Elencza tried to pull her dress down over her hips. Her eyes brimmed with tears, her lips trembled as she held back sobs. The monk leaned over, offered her his hand and helped her to her feet. Then punched her hard in the ear. The laundry danced in front of the girl’s eyes; the floor slid away. She fell again and before she could come to her senses the monk was kneeling over her. She screamed, tensed and kicked out. He struck her powerfully in the face, seized the bodice of her dress and ripped the cloth with a powerful jerk.


‘Heretical bitch …’ he wheezed. ‘Time for your convers—’


He didn’t finish. Reynevan hooked a forearm around his neck, pulled backwards and cut his throat.


They ran down the stairs and into the frosty night, into red-tinged darkness, which still resounded with shouts and the clangour of fighting. Elencza slipped on the icy steps and would have fallen were it not for Reynevan’s helping hand. She glanced up, into his face, looking through tears, still stunned, still not quite sure if she was dreaming. Her legs bent under her, faltered. He noticed.


‘We must flee,’ he uttered. ‘We must.’


He seized her around her waist, pulled her into a niche in the wall, into the concealing gloom. Just in time. A half-naked and bloodied man ran past down the lane being chased by the wailing and yelling mob.


‘We must flee,’ Reynevan repeated. ‘Or hide somewhere …’


‘I …’ she said, struggling to overcome her panting and the trembling of her mouth. ‘You … Save … Me—’


‘I will.’


They suddenly found themselves in the town square, near the pillory, amid the frantic crowd. Elencza looked up, straight into the face of Death. A scream of terror stuck in her throat. It’s just a sculpture, she said to herself, trying to reassure herself, trembling. Just a sculpture. A skeleton representing Death carved in the tympanum above the western entrance to the town hall, grinning and wielding a scythe. It’s just a sculpture …


Shots rained down from the windows of the blazing town hall. Firearms roared; bolts hissed from crossbows. It’s the less severely wounded Czechs, recalled Elencza with astonishing lucidity. The lightly wounded and convalescents were quartered in the town hall. They wouldn’t agree to being disarmed …


She tottered on, not knowing where they were going. Reynevan stopped her, squeezing her arm hard.


‘We’ll pause here,’ he said, panting, ‘and stand still. To avoid attracting attention. They’re like predatory animals. They react to movement. And the smell of fear. If we don’t move, they won’t even notice us.’


So they stood. Unmoving. Like statues. In the midst of Hell.


The town hall fell, the defence was breached, a yelling horde of attackers forced its way inside.


Amid the hellish wailing, people began to be thrown out of the windows, into the street, right in front of the waiting clubs and axes. Pike blades pinned to the wall a dozen living and half-dead people who had been dragged out. The dying were trampled underfoot and torn to pieces. Blood flowed in rivers, foaming in the gutters.


The streets were as bright as day from the fire. The town hall was aflame and the carved Death in the tympanum seemed to come alive in the flickering glow, grinning, snapping its jaws and brandishing its scythe. The houses on the town square’s eastern frontage were ablaze, the shambles behind the town hall was on fire, the cloth hall was burning, an inferno was consuming the workshops of Walloon weavers and the wealthy stalls on Mary Street. Flames danced on the façade and roof of Saint Blaise’s Hospital, devouring the beams, joists and roof timbers. Outside the hospital, the pile of corpses grew as more and more bodies were tossed onto it. Blood-soaked bodies. Lacerated bodies. Mutilated beyond recognition. The corpses were dragged through the town square by ropes tied around their necks and limbs. They were dragged towards the wells. The wells were already full to overflowing. Legs protruded from them. And arms. With fingers outspread, raised, as though calling for vengeance for the crime.


‘Yea …’ said Elencza, moving her numb lips with difficulty. ‘Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death … For Thou art with me.’


She was still squeezing Reynevan’s hand and felt his hand clenching into a fist. She glanced at his face. And swiftly looked away.


Drunk with fury and murder, the mob danced, sang, leaped and shook spears with heads stuck on their blades. They kicked heads around the street, tossed them around like balls. Laid them down as homage, as an offering before a group of horsemen standing in the town square. The horses, smelling blood, snorted, stamped and jangled their horseshoes.


‘You will have to absolve me, Bishop,’ said one of the horsemen grimly, a long-haired man in a cloak, flashing gold and silver embroidery. ‘I guaranteed the Czechs safety with my ducal word of honour. I promised them sanctuary. Gave my oath.’


‘My dear Duke Ludwik, O my young kinsman,’ said Konrad, Bishop of Wrocław, raising himself up in the saddle, supporting himself on the pommel. ‘I shall absolve you whenever you wish. And as many times as you wish. Though you are sine peccato in my eyes and no doubt in God’s also. An oath given to heretics carries no weight; a word given to a Hussite is not binding and does not obligate. We act here for the glory of God, ad maiorem Dei gloriam. Look: those good Catholics, those soldiers of Christ over there are expressing their love of God. Which manifests itself, indeed, through hatred for everything that is opposed to and despicable to God. The death of a heretic is glorious to a Christian. Christ benefits from the death of a heretic. And for the heretic himself the destruction of his body means hope for his soul.


‘But don’t think,’ he added, seeing that his words were making little impression on Ludwik of Oława, ‘that I feel no sorrow for them. I do. And I bless them in the hour of their death. Rest eternal grant unto them, O Lord. Et lux perpetua luceat eis.’


Another bloody head rolled towards the feet of the duke’s horse. The horse took fright, jerked up its head and skittered. Ludwik tugged on the reins.


The mob wailed and yelled, combing houses in a search for the few remaining survivors. The cries of people being slaughtered could still be heard coming from the side streets. The fire roared. The bells tolled on and on with the groaning of bronze.


The carved Death in the town hall tympanum laughed scornfully and swung its scythe.


Elencza wept.


Reynevan completed his account. Jan Královec of Hrádek, Hejtman of the Orphans, leaning against a bombard, looked at Strzegom, black and menacing in the gloom, like a beast lurking in the forest. He looked for a long time. And then suddenly spun around.


‘We’re leaving this place,’ he spat. ‘That will be sufficient. We’re leaving. Going home.’


The morning was foggy and quite mild for the time of year. Preceded by patrols and a vanguard of light horse, flanked by a company of infantrymen bearing pavises, the column of wagons rolled on to the south, leaving Strzegom behind it. Down the Świdnica road. Via Rychbach, Frankenstein, Bardo and Kłodzko. Towards Homole. Bohemia. And home.


Axles creaked under the weight of their loads; the wheels ploughed deep ruts in the melting snow. Whips cracked, horses whinnied, oxen lowed. Wagoners swore. Flocks of black birds circled above the column.


In Strzegom the bells were rung.


It was the twelfth of February, Anno Domini 1429, the Saturday before the first Sunday in Lent, sabbato proximo ante dominicam Invocavit.


The hejtmans of the Orphans observed the march out from a roadside rise. The wind ruffled cloaks and billowed standards.


Morale was not good. Brázda of Klinštejn, nursing a cold, sneezed. Matěj Salava spat. The ever-lugubrious Piotr the Pole had become even gloomier than usual. Even the habitually cheerful Jan Kolda of Žampach was growling under his breath. Jan Královec observed a grim silence.


‘I say! Look there!’ Salava suddenly pointed at a rider he had seen, heading northwards across the snow-covered slope. ‘Who is that? Isn’t it that wounded Teuton? Did you let him go free, Brother Jan?’


‘I did,’ Královec reluctantly admitted. ‘Poor wretch. No one would have paid a ransom. May he go to Hell.’


‘Aye, I believe he will,’ Piotr the Pole rasped. ‘He’s wounded. He won’t make it to Wrocław alone, without help. He’ll expire somewhere in a snowdrift.’


‘He won’t be alone or without help,’ countered Jan Kolda, indicating another rider. ‘Ha! Why, if it isn’t Reynevan on his pacing horse! You also let him leave, Brother?’


‘I did. What, is he a captive? We talked. He was hesitant, I could see something was nagging at him. He finally told me he had to return to Wrocław. “Go back, then,” I said. And that’s that.’


‘Then may the good Lord preserve him and keep him,’ said Brázda and sneezed. ‘Let’s ride, Brothers.’


‘Let’s ride.’


They descended the rise, galloped a short distance to catch up with the column and rode to the head.


Brázda reined his horse back to a trot and addressed Jan Kolda, who was now alongside him. ‘I wonder what news there is in the wide world—’


‘Why does it bother you again?’ said Kolda, turning to face him. ‘The world, the world. What does it mean to you?’


‘Nothing,’ admitted Brázda. ‘I was just wondering, is all.’


The morning was foggy, and quite mild for February. There had been the hint of a thaw in the air; the snow began melting at dawn, and the prints of iron-shod hooves and the ruts made by wagon wheels filled at once with black water. Axles and swingletrees creaked, horses snorted and wagoners cursed drowsily. The column of almost three hundred wagons made slow progress. The pungent, choking smell of salt herrings hung over the column.


Sir John Fastolf rocked sleepily in the saddle. The excited voice of Thomas Blackbourne – a knight from Kent – jerked him out of his slumber.


‘What is it?’


‘De Lacy returns!’


Reginald de Lacy, the commander of the vanguard, came to a sliding stop in front of him, so abruptly that they had to narrow their eyes against the spraying mud. Terror was painted on the face of the knight, whose chin and cheeks were covered in a fair, youthful fuzz. Terror combined with excitement.


‘Frenchmen, Sir John!’ he crowed, fighting to bring his steed under control. ‘Ahead of us! To the east and west of us! In an ambuscade! A great host!’


We’re finished, thought Sir John Fastolf. I’m finished. I’m doomed. And it was close, it was so close. We almost succeeded. We would’ve succeeded, had it not been for …


We would’ve succeeded, thought Thomas Blackbourne. We would have succeeded, John Fastolf, had you not got blind drunk in every roadside tavern, you despicable old sot. Had you not indulged yourself in every local brothel, you lecherous old hog. Were it not for that, the Frogs wouldn’t have found out about us, and we’d have been among our fellows long ago. But now we’re doomed.


‘How many …’ Sir John Fastolf cleared his throat. ‘How many of them are there? And who is it? Did you see their banners?’


‘There’ll be …’ Reginald de Lacy stammered, ashamed for fleeing without having closely examined the French pennants. ‘At least two thousand. From Orléans, so it’s surely the Bastard … Or La Hire—’


Blackbourne swore. Sir John sighed furtively. He glanced at his own men. At his five-score heavy horse. Five-score foot. At the four hundred Welsh bowmen. Wagoners and camp followers. And three hundred wagons. Three hundred stinking wagons, full of stinking barrels of stinking salt herring, bought in Paris and earmarked for Lenten provisions for the eight-thousand-strong army of the Earl of Suffolk besieging Orléans.


Herring, thought Sir John resignedly. I’ll depart this life thanks to herrings. I’ll die in a pile of herrings. I’ll have a grave of herrings and a gravestone of herrings. By God! All London will split their sides laughing.


Three hundred wagons of herring. Three hundred wagons. Wagons.


‘Unhitch the horses!’ Sir John Fastolf bellowed like an ox, standing up in his stirrups. ‘Form a square of the wagons! Fasten the shafts to the wheels! Hand out bows to every man!’


He has lost his mind, thought Thomas Blackbourne. Or not yet sobered up. But he hurried to carry out the orders.


We’ll soon find out how much truth there is in it, thought Sir John, looking at his men bustling around and the barricade created from the wagons. In what they tell of Bohemians, about those Hussites from eastern Europe or Asia Minor or somewhere … About their victories, about the crushing defeats they have meted out to Saxons and Bavarians … About their famous leader, called … Damn it, what was it? Shishka?


It was the twelfth of February Anno Domini 1429, the Saturday before the first Sunday in Lent. The sun shone brightly, burning off the low, creeping fog. He had the impression the herrings had started to smell even stronger. The thudding of hooves could be heard from the town of Rouvray to the east, growing louder.


‘Bows in hand!’ yelled Thomas Blackbourne, drawing his sword. ‘They’re coming!’


Neither Blackbourne nor Sir John Fastolf had any idea they were still alive by an accident. That only a stroke of luck had saved them. That were it not for that stroke of luck they wouldn’t have seen the dawn. Count Jean of Dunois, the Bastard of Orléans, had learned about the transport of herring a few days before. His thousand and a half horse from Orléans, along with La Hire, Xantrailles and the Scot John Stuart were waiting in an ambuscade at Rouvray, in order to attack the English column just before dawn and rout it. But, although he had been strongly advised against it, Dunois had based his plan on Count Clermont, who was encamped at Rouvray. Count Clermont was meant to strike first. Count Clermont was a comely young man, as fair as a maid. Who always surrounded himself with other fair young men. He had no warcraft. But he was Charles VII’s cousin and therefore had to be taken into account.


Boy Clermont, as La Hire called him, naturally failed miserably. He missed the moment, squandering the element of surprise. He didn’t give the order to attack, for he had been busy. Breaking his fast. After breakfast, his hair had been pomaded and curled. During this procedure, the count smiled at one of the young men in his retinue, blowing him kisses and fluttering his eyelashes. The count ignored the envoys sent by Dunois. And forgot about the English. He had more important affairs and plans.


In the confusion and bedlam, when it became clear that the moment was lost, that the English would not be taken by surprise, as Dunois swore, as La Hire and Xantrailles stood idly by waiting helplessly for their orders, John Stuart had been unable to contain himself. Along with the Scottish knighthood, he assailed the English wagons on his own initiative. Some of the impatient French charged into battle after them.


‘Take aim!’ yelled Dickon Wilby, the commander of the archers, seeing the armoured wedge hurtling towards them. ‘Take aim! Remember Agincourt!’


The archers grunted as they bent their longbows. Bowstrings creaked as they were tautened. Sir John Fastolf removed his helmet, his crest of flaming red hair gleaming like a pennant.


‘Now!’ he bellowed like an aurochs. ‘Fuck them good, lads! Fuck the buggers!’


Three salvos, three showers of arrows were all it took to send the Scots fleeing in confusion. Some managed to gallop up to the wagons, only to meet their deaths there. Javelins and gisarmes stabbed them, halberds and Lochaber axes cut them to pieces. The screams of dying men rose up into the winter sky.


De Lacy and Blackbourne, though they knew little about the Hussites and even less about their combat tactics, saw at once what had to be done. They rode out at the head of their hundred heavy horse to counter-attack and give chase. The Scots were ridden down and massacred, their dying cries echoing over the plain. On the wagons, the Welsh yelled triumphantly, cursed and stuck two fingers up as the Scots fled.


The herrings went on stinking.


Thank you, m’Lord, said Sir John Fastolf, raising his eyes heavenwards. Thank you, wagons. Praise to you, doughty Asian Bohemians, praise to you, leader Shishka, and though your name be pagan, your warcraft is great. I’ll be damned, glory to me, Sir John Fastolf, too. Pity that Bardolph and Pistol couldn’t see it, witness the day of my glorious victory. Why, this battle, fought at Rouvray on the Saturday before the first Sunday in Lent, Anno Domini 1429, will go down in history as the Battle of the Herrings. And as for me …


Plays will be written about me for the theatre.





Chapter Two



In which Reynevan schemes in the city of Wrocław. Owing to deficits in both the theory and practice of scheming, his early successes get him into trouble – serious trouble.


Father Felicjan, once known to the world as Hanys Gwisdek and nicknamed Little Louse, currently the altarist at two Wrocław churches, would visit the Walloon settlement by the Church of Saint Maurice quite regularly; more or less once a month, usually on a Tuesday. There were several reasons. Firstly, the Walloons were known to practice fell black magic and anyone hanging around in the vicinity of their homesteads could lay himself open to its effects. For strangers, in particular anyone who came uninvited or with a hostile inclination, vicus sancti Mauritii was dangerous and intruders could expect consequences – one of which was to disappear without trace. Thus intruders – including agents and informers – tended not to haunt the Walloon settlement or spy in it. And that suited Father Felicjan perfectly.


The other two reasons that the twice-over altarist spent time among the Walloons were also linked to magic. And to each other. Father Felicjan suffered from piles. The complaint manifested itself not only in bloody stools and an unbearable burning sensation in the arse, but also a significant decline in male potency. The Walloons – or to be precise the Walloon prostitutes at the brothel called the Red Mill – had a magical remedy for Father Felicjan’s complaint. Fumigated with magical Walloon incense, treated with an enema of magical Walloon balsams and a magical Walloon poultice, Father Felicjan could achieve – put simply and bluntly – a stiffness that just about permitted copulation. The harlots from Wrocław brothels had no intention of taking similar pains and would drive the priest away, mocking him and showing no interest at all in his suffering and worry. So Father Felicjan had to go further afield. Out of town, to the Walloon girls.


A serious impediment to his outings to Saint Maurice’s was the fact that he had to leave the city walls, secretly to boot, which meant after dusk and after the ignitegium. Father Felicjan knew how to leave and return in secret; the problem was the three furlongs he had to cover after that. Among the cutpurses who prowled around at night outside the city walls were some who weren’t afraid of the Walloons’ evil reputation or the rumours of their dangerous spells. So, on his regular visits to the Red Mill Father Felicjan donned a mail shirt, belted on a short sword and carried a loaded hand cannon, and as he walked he lovingly cradled and shielded with his coat the smouldering fuse and at the same time prayed aloud in Latin – which, incidentally, he couldn’t speak. Father Felicjan ascribed the fact that he never met any misfortune to his prayers. And he was right to. The boldest robbers – fearing neither the law nor God – took to their heels at the sight of the hooded oddity as he approached, clinking iron, emanating a devilish glow from under his cloak – and, to make matters worse, mumbling some sort of incoherent gobbledygook.


This time, having left the Red Mill and the Walloon vicus, Father Felicjan was trudging beside wattle fences at around midnight, muttering a litany and occasionally blowing on the fuse to keep it alight. The moon was full and the meadows still white with snow, so it was bright enough for Father Felicjan to walk quite swiftly, without having to worry about tripping over a pothole or falling into a cesspool, which had happened to him the previous autumn. The risk of bumping into robbers or other rogues was also diminishing, since on moonlit nights they usually abandoned their custom. Thus, Father Felicjan was striding more and more swiftly and boldly, and rather than pray, began to hum the tune of quite a secular song.


The loud barking of dogs announced his proximity to the mills and the millers’ homestead on the Oława, which meant that it was only five-score paces to the bridge leading straight to the city. He passed along the causeway between the millponds and fishponds. He slowed his pace, for it was much darker among the sheds and barns, but he could already see the river shimmering in the moonlight. He sighed with relief. But speeded up, nonetheless.


The thicket rustled and a shade, an elusive shape, loomed in the shadows by the barn. Father Felicjan’s heart leaped and constricted his throat. In spite of that, the altarist put the hand cannon under his arm and brought the glowing fuse to the pan. However, the darkness and his lack of experience meant that he brought it against his own thumb.


He howled like a wolf, hopped like a hare and dropped the firearm. He didn’t manage to draw the short sword. He was struck on the head and tumbled into a snowdrift. While he was being tied up and dragged over the snow he was stunned and lay limp, but quite conscious. He only fainted a moment later. From fear.


In recent times, Reynevan had no reason to complain about a surfeit of good luck or fortunate incidents. Fate had by no means treated him kindly in this regard. Quite the contrary. Since the previous December, Reynevan had decidedly more cause to be worried and gloomy than joyful and euphoric.


So, he greeted the change with even greater joy, for things had begun to improve. All of a sudden, fortune began to shine on him and events to arrange themselves in a rather pleasant sequence. Quite reasonable hope had dawned, his prospects had become somewhat radiant and both his and Jutta’s future presented itself in much more vivid and pleasing colours. The dismally bare and misshapen trees by the Wrocław road seemed to be cloaked in the fresh green of foliage; the grim and snow-covered wildernesses of the meadows and wetlands outside Wrocław appeared to be carpeted in a variety of sweet-smelling blossom; and the cawing of the crows pecking the frozen earth sounded like sweet birdsong. In a word, it looked as if spring had come.


The first harbinger of that intoxicating change was Wilkosz Lindenau, the wounded Wrocław esquire who had been transported with no little difficulty to his family home. The cause of that difficulty was of course his perforated side. The wound, though dressed, was festering, the esquire was burning with fever and trembling and could not have stayed in the saddle without Reynevan’s help. Were it not for the medicines and spells Reynevan employed to keep the inflammation in check and fight the infection, Wilkosz Lindenau would have had scant chance of seeing the town walls or the copper helmets of the spires of Saint Elisabeth, Saint Mary Magdalene, Saint Adalbert and the other churches towering above them and soaring into the grey February sky. Scant chance of delighting in the nearness of the Świdnica Gate which led to the city. Or of sighing with relief.


‘So, we’re home,’ said Wilkosz Lindenau, sighing with relief. ‘And that’s thanks to you, Reynevan. Had it not been for you—’


‘Don’t mention it.’


‘On the contrary,’ said the esquire dryly. ‘I wouldn’t have made it without you. I am indebted to you—’


He broke off, looking at the Church of Corpus Christi, where a bell was just sounding.


‘They excommunicated you for your sins,’ he said. ‘May God pardon you them. But I am alive thanks to you, and I am indebted to you for that. So I shall repay that debt. For as you see, I cheated you a little. You and your Hussites. Had they known the truth, they wouldn’t have set me free, for freedom would have cost me greatly. Lindenau is my family name; I carry it in honour of the family and of my father. But my father died when I was but a tiny babe and my mater wed again soon after. Thus, in truth the only father I have ever had is Lord Bartłomiej Eisenreich. Does that name mean anything to you?’


Reynevan nodded, since the name of one of Wrocław’s wealthiest patricians indeed meant a great deal. Wilkosz Lindenau leaned over in the saddle and spat a bloody clot onto the snow.


‘I wouldn’t say or suggest this to a criminal, a Hussite or a foe,’ he continued, wiping his lips. ‘But indeed, you do not travel to Wrocław as a foe, for I gather that a more private and personal matter brings you here. Thus, I may repay you. I shall not take you under my roof or harbour you, for you are excommunicate … But I am able to help.’


‘As a matter of—’


‘In order to do anything in Wrocław, you need money,’ the esquire interrupted. ‘One is nobody here without money. So, having money one can solve anything, even the knottiest problem. With God’s help you, too, will cope with your problem, Brother. For you shall have money. I shall give you some. Take no offence that I repay you like a true Eisenreich. Like a merchant. For I cannot do it otherwise.’


‘I know,’ said Reynevan, smiling faintly. ‘For I am excommunicate.’


Reynevan encountered another stroke of luck just after noon. He didn’t enter the city with Lindenau, having justified fears that the Świdnica Gate, which was open towards the perilous south, was under the close watch of sentries and other municipal forces. Riding along the bank of the Oława, he reached Saint Nicholas’s Gate, where he mingled with peasants making for the city with various goods and livestock to sell.


He encountered no problems at the gate, since the sentries were mainly bored and indolent and the few active ones were directing their attention to exhorting bribes in the form of hens, geese or sides of meat. Soon after the bells of Saint Nicholas’s Church tolled the Sext, Reynevan had put Szczepin behind him and was walking, leading his horse by the bridle, towards the town centre, now mingled with the crowd of other passers-by and wanderers heading that way.


And barely had he passed Sausage Street than he had a slice of luck. A generous slice.


‘Reynevan? Can it be you?’


The person who named him turned out to be a young man in a black cloak and black felt cap. As broad-shouldered and ruddy-faced as a farmhand and with a grin as wide as a farmhand’s. Carrying two large parcels under his arms.


‘Achilles…’ Reynevan overcame his tight throat caused by the unexpected greeting. ‘Achilles Czibulka!’


‘Reynevan.’ The young man resembling a farmhand looked around, and the smile suddenly disappeared from his ruddy face. ‘Reynevan of Bielawa. In Wrocław, a stone’s throw from the town square. Who’d have guessed it? Let’s not stand in full sight, dammit. Come to my apothecary’s shop. It isn’t far. Here, you can carry one. Careful!’


‘What are they?’


‘Jars. Jars of ointment.’


The apothecary’s shop was indeed nearby, located in Sausage Street just by Salt Square. The sign hanging over the entrance depicted an object resembling a knobbly carrot and the word ‘Mandragora’ painted below it dispelled any doubts. The sign was actually none too impressive, the building small and probably rarely frequented. During the time their friendship had flourished, Achilles Czibulka had possessed neither a sign nor a shop. He had been employed by Master Zachariasz Voigt, the owner of the esteemed apothecary’s shop called the Golden Apple. Now Czibulka could evidently boast his own business.


‘They’ve excommunicated you,’ Achilles Czibulka stated, placing the jars on the counter. ‘They cursed you. In the cathedral. On Septuagesima Sunday. Three weeks ago.’


Reynevan had befriended Achilles Czibulka in 1419, soon after he returned from Prague, having broken off his studies after the Defenestration and the outbreak of the revolution.


At that time, Czibulka had been an assistant at the Golden Apple – with a special role. He was the unguentarius or employee charged with preparing ointments. Almost everything Reynevan knew about ointments he had learned from Czibulka. Both Achilles’ father and grandfather had made ointments – but in Świdnica, so Achilles was a first-generation Vratislavian. He usually described himself as ‘Silesian, born and bred’, and did so with such haughty pride you’d have thought that the Czibulkas’ progenitors were wearing animal skins and dwelling in caves on the slopes of Ślęża long before civilisation arrived in the region. Czibulka’s pride in his origins was accompanied, however, by an almost insufferable contempt for any nations – above all Germans – whom he described as ‘incomers’.


Czibulka’s views had often annoyed Reynevan, but that day, though, he understood that the apothecary’s chauvinism might be just what he needed.


‘They excommunicated you, the damned Germans,’ said Achilles Czibulka angrily. ‘You must have heard? Why, it can’t have passed you by. Folk in the city were talking about nothing else. Should you be recognised in town—’


‘It wouldn’t be a good thing.’


‘Indeed not. But don’t fret, Reynevan, I’ll hide you.’


‘You’d give sanctuary to an excommunicate?’


‘I don’t give a fig about German anathemas!’ Achilles said crossly.’ We – I mean Silesian physici and pharmaceutici – must stick together, for we are one guild and one Silesian fraternity. All for one and one for all! And all of us contra Theutonicos, against the Germans. I vowed that, after the swine tortured Master Voigt to death.’


‘Master Voigt, dead?’


‘Tortured him to death, the bastards. For witchcraft and devil worship. It’s risible! Why, good Sir Zachariasz had studied The Picatrix, The Necronomicon, The Grand Grimoire and The Arbatel a little, had read a smattering of Pietro di Abano, Cecco d’Ascoli and Michael Scot. But witchcraft? What did he know about witchcraft? Why, even I am better at it than he was! Indeed!’


Achilles Czibulka deftly juggled the three jars, tossed them up, spread his arms wide and moved his hands and fingers. The jars began to move around and spin by themselves, faster and faster, describing circles and ellipses in the air. The apothecary slowed them with movements of his hands, then brought them down to land softly on the counter.


‘There you go!’ he said. ‘Magic! Levitation, gravitation. Reynevan, you levitate, for I saw it once when you were showing off to some girls. Every second man knows some spells, wears an amulet or drinks elixirs. Is it right to torture people for that, burn them at the stake? It is not. So they can stuff their excommunication. I’ll give you sanctuary. Here, over the apothecary’s shop, is a small room, you’ll stay there. But just don’t roam around the town, for there’ll be trouble.’


‘It so happens,’ muttered Reynevan, ‘that I must visit a few places—’


‘I advise against it—’


‘I must. You don’t own a talisman by any chance, do you, Achilles?’


‘I own a few. What kind do you need?


‘A Pantaleon.’


‘Ah!’ The unguentarius slapped his forehead. ‘Indeed! Ha, true enough, that’s a solution. I don’t have one myself, but I know where to get one. It won’t come cheap. Do you have money?’


‘I’m due some.’


‘Not today, but tomorrow?’ guessed Achilles Czibulka. ‘Very well, I’ll lend it to you and you can pay me back later. You’ll have your Pantaleon. And now let’s go to the Moor’s Head. We’ll have a bite to eat and something to drink. You can tell me about your adventures. There’ve been so many rumours I’m dying to find out …’


Thus, before the day was over, the fortunate Reynevan was offered in Wrocław money and a hideout – the two things a conspirator cannot operate without. He also had a comrade and an accomplice. For though Reynevan greatly abridged and censored the account of his adventures, Achilles Czibulka was so impressed that immediately after hearing it, he declared his willingness to help and his complicity in everything that Reynevan was planning.


As far as Reynevan was concerned, he harboured great hopes that his winning streak wouldn’t end, for he had great need of it. He had to find Canon Otto Beess. And there were risks attached to that. Otto Beess might be being followed, and his house under observation.


I’m pinning all my hopes … thought the lucky Reynevan, blissfully and happily falling asleep in the small room above the apothecary’s shop, on a creaking bed, under a musty feather-bed. I’m pinning all my hopes on the good fortune that has lately favoured me.


And on the Pantaleon.


When Reynevan hung the amulet around his neck and activated it, Achilles Czibulka stared goggle-eyed, his mouth fell open and he took a step back.


‘Jesus, Mary,’ he gasped. ‘Urgh, vile. What that bloody thing does to a fellow… Lucky you can’t see yourself.’


The Pantaleon amulet, a local speciality, an indigenous product of Wrocław magic, had been created with a single purpose: to conceal the identity of the bearer. To make the bearer inconspicuous. Make him unseen and unnoticed, make the eyes of the curious slide over him, without noticing not just his appearance, but his very presence.


The amulet was named after Pantaleon of Korbiela, one of Bishop Nanker’s prelates. Prelate Pantaleon was famous for having such a forgettably ordinary appearance, being so grey and so repulsively bland that hardly anyone – including the bishop – noticed him or paid him any attention.


‘Apparently,’ observed the unguentarius, ‘it’s not good to wear it for too long. Or too often—’


‘I know. I shall use it in moderation, with breaks in-between. Let’s go.’


It was Thursday, market day, and Salt Square was heaving with people bustling around noisily. It was just as crowded in the town square, where additionally something was being done to somebody on a scaffold that greatly interested the general public. Reynevan and Czibulka didn’t find out what was being done to whom, for they passed through the cloth hall, and after crossing the Poultry Market came out in Shoemakers Street, which had wooden planks laid out in it.


No yellow curtain hung in Canon Otto Beess’s window. Reynevan immediately lowered his head and speeded up.


‘The Fuggers’ Company’s new house and office,’ he panted over his shoulder to Czibulka, who was following him. ‘Do you know where it is?’


‘Everybody does. In New Market.’


‘Let’s go there. Don’t look back.’


The Pantaleon was working impeccably and before the clerk in the office would even pay any attention to him, Reynevan had to raise his voice and bang his fist on the counter. He then had to wait for the appearance of the official of Fuggers and Company called by the clerk. And become somewhat agitated. The waiting was worth it. But not the agitation.


In terms of posture and countenance, the Fuggers and Company official more resembled a duke than a clerk or a merchant.


‘Absolutely, absolutely.’ He smiled benignly, having listened to the matter put before him. ‘His Excellency Otto Beess deigned to make a … payment before his departure. Payable to the Honourable Sir Reinmar of Hagenau. Your Lordship, as I understand, is this very Sir Reinmar?’


‘I am.’


‘But your mien does not suggest it.’ The official smiled even more benignly, straightening the gold-thread-embroidered cuffs of his close-fitting velvet doublet; raiment more suitable for a duke than a merchant. ‘Not at all. When instructing us, Canon Beess took pains to describe Reinmar of Hagenau precisely. Your Lordship doesn’t answer in any way to that description. Thus, if you wouldn’t mind …’


The official calmly reached inside his doublet and drew out a translucent, bluish lens hanging from a strap. He brought it to one eye and looked Reynevan up and down. Reynevan sighed. He ought to have guessed. To every spell there was a counter-spell, to every amulet a counter-amulet. The Pantaleon had a Visiovera. A Periapt of True Seeing.


‘All is clear,’ said the official, putting the Periapt away. ‘Please follow me.’


In the room they entered there was a large map on the wall opposite a blazing fire in a hearth. A map of Silesia, Bohemia and Lusatia. One glance was enough for Reynevan to see what the lines and arrows and circles drawn around towns and cities signified. Świdnica and Strzegom – among others – were circled in red and a line heading southwards corresponded to the route of Královec’s Orphans on their way back to Bohemia. The lines connecting Bohemia to Lusatia – to Žitava, Bautzen and Zgorzelec – were also conspicuous. And one thick, curving arrow whose point penetrated deeply into the Labe valley, Saxony, Thuringia and Franconia.


The Fuggers and Company official was clearly tickled by his interest.


‘Yesterday, on the sixteenth day of February,’ he said, going over and pointing, ‘Jan Královec and his Orphans were given a triumphant welcome in Hradec Králové. After seventy-three days of pillaging and burning, the plundering raid has ended victoriously, thus that particular line may now be erased from the map. Regarding the other lines … Much depends on the results of the conference in Lutsk, Volyn. On what Witold decides upon. On the diplomatic talents of Andrea de Palatio, the Papal Emissary. On whether the negotiations between Sigismund of Luxembourg and Prokop the Shaven in Pressburg are completed. And what do you think, sir? Shall we be wiping the red lines and arrows from the map? Or shall we be drawing new ones? What is your opinion, Sir Reinmar of Bielawa?’
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