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  Foreword

  Maria Christine, née von Tornefeld, formerly von Rantzau, subsequently married to the Danish privy councillor and envoy extraordinary Reinhold Michael von Blohme, was a much-admired beauty in her youth. Half-way through the eighteenth century, when she was in her fifties, she wrote her memoirs. This brief work, which she entitled The Colourful and Richly Populated Tapestry of My Life, did not appear in print until the beginning of the nineteenth century, several decades after her death, when one of her grandchildren published it for the benefit of a small circle of readers.

  The book was not wholly undeserving of its ambitious title, given that its author had seen a good deal of the world in turbulent times. She accompanied her second husband, the Danish ambassador, on all his travels, even to the extent of visiting Isfahan and the court of the notorious Nadir Shah. Her memoirs contain many passages of interest to the modern reader. One of the early chapters gives a graphic account of the expulsion of Protestant peasants from the archbishopric of Salzburg. In a later chapter the author relates how the copyists of Constantinople, deprived of their livelihood by the introduction of a printing press, rioted in the streets. She vividly describes the activities of the faith healers of Tallinn and the violent suppression of that fanatical religious sect. At Herculaneum, to cite her own words, she viewed the first “subterranean discoveries of statues and bas-reliefs sculpted in marble” not that she grasped the significance of the said finds–and in Paris she rode in a carriage that covered eleven-and-a-half French miles in just under two hours “without horses, solely by means of its own internal momentum.”

  Maria Christine von Blohme was acquainted with some of the leading intellectuals of her century. Crébillon the Younger, whose mistress she may briefly have been, she met at a masked ball in Paris. She conversed at great length with Voltaire during a masonic function at Lunéville and met him again in Paris some years later, on the day of his admission to the Académie. Also among her friends were a number of scientists such as René de Réaumur and Herr von Muschenbroeck, the experimental physicist who invented the Leyden jar, and there is a certain charm about the story of her encounter with “the celebrated Kapellmeister from Leipzig, Herr Bach,” whom she heard play the organ in the Heiligen-Geist-Kirche at Potsdam in May 1741.

  What makes the strongest impression on the reader, however, is that part of her memoirs in which Maria Christine von Blohme recalls the father she lost at an early age–the father whom she refers to as “the Swedish cavalier” and speaks of with rapturous, almost lyrical affection. His disappearance from her life and the singular and mysterious circumstances surrounding that tragic event cast a shadow over her girlhood.

  Maria Christine states that she first saw the light at Kleinroop, her parents’ Silesian manor house, and that all the local nobility forgathered there to celebrate her birth. She preserved only a vague recollection of her father, the “Swedish cavalier.” “He had frightening eyes,” she writes, “but, when he looked at me, it was as if the heavens had opened.”

  When she was six or a little older, her father left his estate to serve “under the baneful banner of Charles XII,” the Swedish king who was famed throughout the contemporary world. “My father came of Swedish stock,” she writes, “and all my mother’s pleas and lamentations failed to dissuade him.”

  Before he rode off, however, Maria Christine surreptitiously sewed a little sachet of salt and soil into the lining of his coat. This she did on the advice of one of his two grooms, who had commended it to her as a proven and infallible means of sealing the bond between two people for ever. More will be said of Herr von Tornefeld’s grooms at a later stage. Maria Christine relates that they taught her to swear and play the jew’s harp, but that the latter skill had been of scant use to her in adult life.

  One night some weeks after her father had gone off to join the Swedish army, the little girl was roused by a tapping on her bedroom window. Her first thought was that it must be “Herod, a kind of legendary or ghostly king” who often haunted her nightmares, but it was her father. She was unsurprised, having known that he would come perforce, compelled to do so by the salt and soil secreted in his coat.

  Whispered questions and words of endearment were exchanged. Then they both fell silent and he cupped her face between his hands. She wept a little, partly from joy at their reunion, but also because he told her that he must go away again.

  Her father stayed for barely a quarter of an hour, then vanished into the night.

  He returned, but always under cover of darkness. Sometimes she awoke even before he tapped on the window. Sometimes he would come two nights in succession, but it might be another four or five nights before he came again, and his visits never lasted longer than a quarter of an hour.

  And so it went on for months. In retrospect, Maria Christine found it hard to explain why she should have kept her father’s visits from everyone including her mother. She thought it possible that “the Swedish cavalier” had sworn her to secrecy, but she may also have feared that no one would believe her–that people would laugh her to scorn and dismiss her nocturnal experiences as dreams or figments of the imagination.

  During the very period when “the Swedish cavalier” was appearing outside Maria Christine’s window at dead of night, news of his rapid advancement within the Swedish army was transmitted by couriers from the army in Russia, who paused to change horses at Kleinroop Manor.

  His bravery had brought him to the king’s notice and earned him a captaincy in the Westgota Cavalry. He had since been appointed colonel of the Småland Dragoons. His dash and daring in that capacity had assured the Swedish forces of victory at Golskva, after which battle the king had, in the presence of the entire army, kissed him on both cheeks.

  It saddened Maria Christine’s mother that “her dearest love and confidant should not have informed her par écrit” how he was faring in the Swedish army. “However,” she said, “doubtless he finds it impossible, while in the field, to write so much as a single line.”

  Then came a summer’s day, a day in July, which imprinted itself for ever on little Maria Christine’s memory.

  “It was about noon,” she wrote forty years later. “We were standing in the garden, my mother and I, at the spot where a statue of a little heathen god lay toppled in the grass amid raspberry bushes and dog-roses. My mother, who wore a gown of lavender blue, was scolding the cat for having robbed a bird’s nest, but the cat sought to play with her and arched its back so comically that she could not forbear to laugh. Just then we learned that a Swedish courier was in the courtyard.

  “My mother hurried off in quest of news and did not return to the garden. Within the hour, however, all the folk on our estate were talking of a great battle at Poltava in which the Swedes had been defeated and their king put to flight. Then they told me that I was fatherless. Herr Christian van Tornefeld, my father, had fallen at the very outset of the battle, unhorsed by a musket ball, and had been buried three weeks before.

  “This I could not believe, for it was but two days since he had tapped at my window and spoken with me.

  “Late that afternoon my mother sent for me. I found her in the ‘Long Room.’ She was no longer wearing her gown of lavender blue, and I never saw her attired otherwise than in widow’s weeds from that day forward.

  “She took me in her arms and kissed me, unable to speak at first. Then she said, in a tearful voice, ‘Child, your father has fallen in the Swedish War. He will never return. Join your hands and say a Paternoster for his departed soul.’

  “I shook my head. How could I pray for my father’s soul when I knew that he was still alive? ‘He will return,’ I said.

  “My mother’s eyes filled anew with tears. ‘He will never return,’ she sobbed. ‘He is in Heaven. Now join your hands and do your filial duty: say a Paternoster for your father’s soul.’

  “Not wishing to aggravate her sorrow by disobeying her, I prayed, but not for the soul of a father who was still alive. I had caught sight of a funeral procession coming down the highroad. The coffin reposed on an open cart, and the dead man’s sole attendants were the waggoner, who was whipping his horse along, and an elderly priest.

  “It was for this poor man, who may well have been some old vagrant on his way to burial, that I said a Paternoster, entreating God to grant him eternal salvation.”

  Maria Christine von Blohme concludes her account thus: “But my father, ‘the Swedish cavalier,’ never returned. Never again did his gentle tapping rouse me from my slumbers. As to how he could have fought and fallen in the service of Sweden and, at the same time, have so often entered our garden at night and spoken with me, and why, if he had not been killed, he never returned to tap at my window, that circumstance has remained a dark, dolorous, and unfathomable mystery throughout my life.”

  What follows is the story of “the Swedish cavalier.”

  It is the story of two men who met in a farmer’s barn on a bitter winter’s day early in the year 1701. Thereafter, having struck up a friendship, they trudged on together along the highroad that led from Oppeln, through the snow-clad Silesian countryside, to Poland.


  THE SWEDISH CAVALIER


  PART ONE

  The Thief


  THEY HAD SPENT the day in hiding, but now that darkness had fallen they were making their way through a sparse pine forest. Both had good reason to steer clear of people and remain unobserved. One was a vagabond and thief who had cheated the gallows, the other a deserter.

  The thief, known locally as “the Fowl-Filcher,” endured the discomforts of their night march with ease, for he had gone cold and hungry every winter of his life. His companion, Christian von Tornefeld, was in wretched spirits. He was a year or two younger—almost a boy. The previous day, while they were lying hidden beneath a pile of rush mats in a farmhouse attic, he had boasted of his courage and fantasised about the fame and fortune in store for him, He claimed to have a cousin on his mother’s side who owned an estate in the neighbourhood. This cousin would be sure to take him in and provide him with all he needed to get him into Poland: money and clothing, arms and a horse. Once he crossed the border, all would be well. He’d had enough of serving in foreign armies. His father had left Sweden because the king’s ministers had deprived him of his crown lands and made a poor man of him, but he, Christian von Tornefeld, had always remained a Swede at heart. Where did he belong, if not in the Swedish army? He hoped to distinguish himself in the eyes of young King Charles, whom God had sent to punish the great for their perfidy. Charles had been only seventeen when he won his world-famous victory at Narva. Yes indeed, Christian von Tornefeld declared: war was a fine thing provided a man had the right brand of courage and knew how to put it to good use.

  The thief had made no comment on this. In his days as a farmhand in Pomerania he had earned eight thalers a year and been compelled to surrender six of them in taxes to the Swedish Crown. As he saw it, kings were sent to earth by the Devil, to trample and oppress the common man. He did not prick up his ears until Christian von Tornefeld began to speak of his all-powerful “arcanum,” a thing that would commend him to His Majesty’s precious and most noble person. The thief thought he knew what such an arcanum must be: a piece of sacred parchment bearing words in Latin and Hebrew that would ward off all ills. He himself had once possessed one and would carry it in his pocket when haunting fairs and markets in quest of a dishonest living, but someone had talked him into selling it for a counterfeit florin. The money was long gone and his luck had turned sour.

  Now that they were trudging through the snowy pine woods, their faces lashed by a storm wind laden with hail, Christian von Tornefeld had ceased to speak of war, his courage, and the King of Sweden. He toiled along with his head down, whimpering softly whenever he stumbled over a root. He was hungry. His only nourishment in recent days had been a few turnips and beechnuts grubbed out of the frozen ground. Even worse than his hunger, however, was the cold. Tornefeld’s cheeks resembled a deflated bagpipe, his fingers were blue and stiff, and his ears hurt terribly under the scarf wound round his head. His thoughts, as he tottered along through the blizzard, were not of his future prowess in battle but of thick gloves and boots lined with hareskin, and of a makeshift bed of deep straw and horse blankets with a warm stove very close at hand.

  It was daybreak by the time they left the forest behind them. Field, pasture and wasteland were covered with a thin layer of snow. Black grouse whirred overhead in the pallid morning light. Isolated birch trees loomed up, their branches dishevelled by the gale, and a white wall of swirling, billowing mist veiled the eastern horizon. Whatever lay beyond it—villages, farmsteads, moorland, ploughland, forest—was hidden from view.

  The thief looked about him for some place where they could lie low during the day, but there was nothing to be seen: no house, no barn, not even a ditch or sheltered spot among trees and bushes. He did, however, catch sight of something else and knelt down for a closer look.

  A patch of trampled snow and ashes showed where several horsemen had dismounted and bivouacked. From the marks left by carbine butts and entrenching tools, the thief’s practised eye deduced that the men who had warmed themselves at the fire were dragoons. Four of them had ridden north and three east.

  So a patrol had passed this way. In search of whom? Still on his knees, the thief glanced at his companion, who was sitting huddled on a milestone beside the road, shivering with cold. He looked so disconsolate that the thief knew he must say nothing about the dragoons or the youngster would lose heart completely.

  Christian von Tornefeld sensed the older man’s gaze upon him. He opened his eyes and rubbed his freezing hands.

  “What have you found in the snow?” he demanded in a fretful tone. “If you’ve found a turnip or a cabbage stalk you must share it with me—that was our agreement. Didn’t we promise to help each other and share and share alike? Once I reach my cousin’s estate

  “I’ve found nothing, God save you,” the thief broke in. “How could I have found a turnip in a field sown with winter wheat? I wished to examine the soil, nothing more.”

  They spoke Swedish together, for the thief hailed from Pomerania and had worked as a farmhand on a Swedish landowner’s estate. He scraped away some snow and picked up a handful of earth, which he crumbled between his fingers.

  “It’s good soil,” he said as he walked on, “red soil such as God used to create Adam. It ought to yield two score bushels to every one of seed-corn.”

  The farmhand had reawakened in him. Having followed the plough as a lad, he knew how land should be treated.

  “Two score bushels,” he repeated, “but in my opinion the lord that owns this land employs a bad bailiff and neglectful farmhands. What goes on here, I ask myself? Why such wretched husbandry? They began the winter sowing far too late. Then came a frost and the harrowing had to wait. What’s more, the wheat is frozen in the soil.”

  There was no one at hand to hear. Tornefeld was shuffling along behind, groaning at every footsore step.

  “Good ploughmen and harrowers and sowers aren’t hard to come by hereabouts,” the thief pursued. “I suspect his lordship saves on wages—he hires cheap hands who aren’t worth their keep. Any field used for winter sowing should be higher in the middle, so that the rain drains off down the furrows. The ploughman failed to heed that golden rule. He has ruined this field for years to come—it’ll be thick with weeds. Here, on the other hand, he has ploughed too deep and turned up poor soil, do you see?”

  Tornefeld neither saw nor heard anything. He couldn’t fathom the necessity for trudging onward, ever onward. It was broad daylight and time to rest, but still they continued on their endless way.

  “His lordship’s shepherd is cheating him too,” grumbled the thief. “I’ve seen all kinds of dressing on these fields wood ash, marl, shavings, garden compost—but not a smidgen of sheep dung. Sheep dung is good, and of benefit to any field, but I suspect that the shepherd sells it on his own account.”

  And he began to speculate on the nature of the nobleman who employed such lazy, neglectful and dishonest workers.

  “He must be as old as Methuselah,” he said, “a gout-ridden codger who cannot walk properly and has no inkling of what goes on in his fields. He spends the whole day sitting beside a warm stove, smoking his pipe and rubbing his legs with onion juice. He believes what his farmhands tell him—that’s why they cheat him so outrageously.”

  All this was lost on Tornefeld, who gathered only that his companion had at long last spoken of a warm stove. He was so convinced that he would soon be in a well-heated room that his brain fell prey to hallucinations.

  “Today is Martinmas,” he mumbled. “In Germany they eat and drink all day long at Martinmas. Smoking stoves, bubbling saucepans, bake-ovens full of pumpernickel. The farmer will welcome us as soon as we walk in—he’ll give us the choicest cuts off the goose, and we’ll wash them down with a mug of Magdeburg ale followed by a Rosoglio and Spanish bitters. That’s what I call a banquet! Drink up, my friend! Your very good health! God’s blessing on our festive board!”

  Tornefeld came to a halt, raised the imaginary glass in his hand, and bowed left and right. He slipped in so doing and would have fallen flat on his face had not the thief caught him by the shoulder and held him up.

  “Look where you’re going and stop dreaming!” he said. “Martinmas is long past. Forward march—don’t totter along like an old crone leaning on her stick.”

  Tornefeld gave a start and recovered his wits. The farmer, the smoking stove, the plateful of goose and mug of Magdeburg ale—all these had vanished: he was standing in open countryside with an icy wind buffeting his face. Misery descended on him once more. Bereft of hope and any prospect of an end to his sufferings, he sank to the ground and lay full length.

  “Are you mad?” exclaimed the thief. “Do you mean to lie there? What awaits you if you’re caught? The stocks, the gibbet, the iron collar, or the wooden boot, that’s what!”

  “Leave me be, for pity’s sake,” groaned Tornefeld. “I can go no further.”

  “On your feet,” the thief insisted. “Do you want to be hanged—do you want to run the gauntlet?”

  And he was suddenly overcome with rage at the thought that he had joined forces with someone who could do nothing but whine and dawdle. Had he remained on his own, he would long since have reached a place of safety. It would be the youngster’s fault alone if they were captured by the dragoons. He was furious with himself for being such a fool.

  “Why did you desert your regiment if you’re so eager to end on the gallows?” he roared. “You should have got yourself hanged right away. It would have been better for us both.”

  “I wanted to save my life, that’s why I deserted,” Tornefeld whimpered softly. “The court martial had sentenced me to death.”

  “What on earth possessed you to strike your captain? You should have knuckled under and bided your time. You’d still be a musketeer living off the fat of the land. As it is, you’re lying here with a long face.”

  “My captain slandered His Majesty’s most noble person,” Tornefeld whispered, staring stubbornly into space. “He called him a young rake and an arrogant Balthazar for ever spouting the Gospel to distract attention from his escapades. Only a blackguard would have suffered him to speak of my king in such a way.”

  “For myself, I’d rather have six blackguards than one fool. What concern is the king of yours?”

  “I did my duty as a Swede, a soldier, and a nobleman,” said Tornefeld.

  The thief had briefly thought of leaving him to lie there and making off on his own. When he heard these words, however, it occurred to him that he, too, had his vagabond’s code of honour, and that this prostrate youth, for all his fine speeches, was a nobleman no longer: like himself, Tornefeld now belonged to the great fraternity of the destitute. Unable to abandon the boy without besmirching his own honour, he began to reason with him again.

  “Get up, friend, I entreat you. Get up, the dragoons are after us—they’re out to capture you. Do you want us both to end on the gallows, for Christ’s sake? Think of the provosts, think of the thrashing you’ll get! Remember, deserters from the imperial army are flogged nine times around the gibbet before they’re hanged!”

  Tornefeld struggled to his feet and gazed about him with a bemused expression. The veil of mist in the east had been rent asunder by the wind to disclose a vast tract of countryside. The thief saw that he was on the right track and nearing his destination.

  Before him lay a derelict windmill and, beyond it, reeds and marshes and moorland and hills and gloomy forests. He knew them well, those hills and forests. They formed part of the diocesan estate with its forges and stamp-mill, its quarries, smelting furnaces and limekilns. This was a realm ruled jointly by Prometheus and the arrogant bishop known far and wide as “the Devil’s Ambassador.” On the horizon the thief fancied he could see tongues of flame darting from the limekilns he had fled not long ago. Fire met the eye at every turn, violet and dusky red and stained black with smoke. That was where the living dead, the thieves and vagrants who had once been his comrades, groaned as they hauled the carts to which they were chained. They had escaped the gallows and ended in hell. As he himself had once done, they spent their days breaking stones bare-handed in the bishop’s quarries, stone after stone for a term of nine long years. They raked glowing slag from the furnaces before whose fiery mouths they stood day and night in the cramped wooden huts they called “coffins.” The flames seared their cheeks and brows, but they no longer felt the heat. All they felt were the whips with which they were driven to work by the bishop’s bailiff and his minions.

  Such was the place to which the thief aspired to return. It was his last resort and refuge, for there were more gallows than church towers in this part of the world, and he knew that the hemp for the rope that should have hanged him had already been heckled and broken.

  He turned away, and his eye fell on the mill. It had stood there deserted for years, the door bolted, the shutters closed. The miller was dead. It was said locally that he had hanged himself because the bishop’s bailiff had distrained his mill, donkey and sacks of flour. Now, however, the thief perceived that the sails were turning. He could hear the axle of the great crab creaking and see smoke rising from the chimney of the miller’s house.

  There was a story current in the neighbourhood. The peasants whispered that the miller left his grave once a year and worked his mill for the space of a night in order to repay a pfennig of his debt to the bishop. The thief had heard this story but knew that it was idle talk. The dead never left their graves. Besides, it was daytime now, not night-time. If the sails were turning in the wintry sunlight, it could only mean that the mill had acquired a new owner.

  The thief rubbed his hands and squared his shoulders.

  “From the look of it,” he said, “we shall have a roof over our heads today.”

  “All I want,” Tornefeld muttered, “is a morsel of bread and a bale of straw.”

  His companion laughed.

  “What were you expecting,” he scoffed, “a feather bed with silken curtains? A French potage, perhaps, with cakes and Hungarian wine to follow?”

  Although the door was unlocked, the miller was nowhere to be seen, neither in his parlour nor in his bedchamber. They even looked for him in the attic, but to no avail. The mill was likewise deserted, yet someone had to be living in the house: a small fire of logs was burning in the stove, and on the table stood a plate of bread and sausage and a pitcher of small beer.

  The thief looked about him suspiciously. Being a connoisseur of human nature, he realised that the table had not been laid for folk without a coin in their pockets. He would have preferred to take the bread and sausage and slink off, but Tornefeld, now that he was in a warm room, had recovered his spirits in full. He seated himself at the table, knife in hand, as if the miller had smoked and fried the sausage for his personal benefit.

  “Eat and drink, my friend,” he said. “You’ve never been more honourably treated in your life. I’ll pay for whatever we consume. A toast, my friend! Your very good health and that of all gallant soldiers! Vivat Carolus Rex! Tell me, are you a Lutheran?”

  “Lutheran or Papist as the world pleases,” the thief replied, tucking into the sausage. “Whenever I see shrines and crucifixes beside the road I sing out an ‘Ave Maria gratia plena’ to all who come my way. When I’m in Lutheran territory, I say a Paternoster.”

  “That won’t do,” said Tornefeld, and stretched his legs beneath the table. “No man can be two things at once. Persist in that vein and you’ll be damned to all eternity. I myself am of the Protestant persuasion—I scorn the Pope and his precepts. Charles of Sweden is the shield and buckler of all Lutherans. Join me in a toast to his health and the death of all his enemies!”

  He raised his tankard of ale and drained it.

  “The Elector of Saxony has allied himself against Charles with the Muscovite Tsar. I find that laughable. It’s as if an ox and a billy-goat had conspired to vanquish a noble stag. Fall to, my friend—enjoy your meal! I’m landlord and cook, waiter and potboy all in one. The cuisine could be better, I grant you. I wouldn’t say no to an omelette or a morsel of roast beef. My belly’s crying out for something hot.”

  “But you didn’t despise cold fare yesterday,” the thief twitted him. “No one could have grubbed up frozen turnips more eagerly than you.”

  “Ah yes, my friend,” said Tornefeld, “they were dreadful days and indescribable hardships—I never thought I’d survive them. I could already see my funeral procession, candles, wreaths, pall-bearers, coffin, and all. Well, I’m still alive, thank God. I’ve a sure defence against Death’s scythe, and in two weeks’ time I’ll be manning the trenches beside my king.”

  He patted the pocket in which he kept his “arcanum,” as he called it, then pursed his lips and proceeded to whistle a sarabande, beating time on the table with his fingers.

  The thief felt a renewed hatred for this aristocratic youth who had so lately sprawled, wretched and despairing, in the snow. He had brought Tornefeld thus far with the utmost difficulty, yet now the boy sat whistling as if every street were too narrow for him and the world itself too small. A living death among the living dead in the bishop’s infernal stamp-mill and smeltery—that was the most he himself could hope for, whereas this youngster was free to go forth, armed with his arcanum, in quest of fame and fortune. The thief, who would have given anything to set eyes on Tornefeld’s precious arcanum, tried to nettle him into showing it.

  “Don’t take this amiss, young friend,” he said, “but you’re setting off for the war like someone going to a country fair. Why not thresh a farmer’s corn and sweep out his stables instead? War is hard fare, believe me. To chew it, a man needs sharper teeth than yours.”

  Tornefeld stopped his whistling and drumming.

  “I wouldn’t be ashamed to be a farmhand,” he replied. “It’s an honourable estate—after all, Gideon was threshing wheat when the angel appeared to him—but we Swedish noblemen are born warriors. We’re not suited to carting a farmer’s corn or sweeping out his stables.”

  “For all that,” said the thief, “I think you’re better suited to sitting beside a stove than facing an enemy in battle.”

  Tornefeld had been about to pour himself another tankard of ale. He kept his temper, but his hand trembled as he replaced the pitcher on the table.

  “I shall happily perform any duty proper to an honourable soldier,” he retorted. “The Tornefelds have always been soldiers, so why should I skulk beside a stove? My grandfather commanded the Blues at Lützen. He took the field with his king, Gustavus Adolphus, and shielded him with his own body when His Majesty was unhorsed. My father fought in eleven battles and engagements. He lost an arm during the assault on Saverne, but what would you know of Saverne and how things were there? What would you know of the thunder and lightning of battle, the smoke and the screams, the sound of drum and trumpet, the cries of ‘Advance!’ and ‘Retire!’, ‘Rally!’ and ‘Charge!?’ Nowadays the people of Saverne parch hops and weave carpets. That you may possibly know, but nothing more.”

  “Yet you quit your company like a coward,” said the thief. “You deserted your regiment in disgrace. I saw you lying in the snow, weeping. You’re not fit to be a soldier—you’ll never bring yourself to stand guard, dig trenches, charge the enemy, or endure cold and hardship.”

  Tornefeld remained silent. He sat there with his head bowed, staring into the fire.

  “When you hear the drums,” the thief pursued, “I suspect you’ll fear for your miserable life. You’ll look around for a stokehole or a chimney and crawl into it.”

  “By insulting me,” Tornefeld said in a low voice, “you impugn the honour of the Swedish nobility. I won’t stand for it.”

  “Like it or not, it’s all one to me,” sneered the thief. “I consider all noblemen decadent, and I don’t give a fig for their precious honour.”

  At that, Tornefeld sprang to his feet and stood there, pale with anger and humiliation. For want of any other weapon, he snatched up the pitcher and drew back his arm.

  “Not another word,” he gasped, “or I’ll have your hide.”

  But the thief had long since armed himself with the bread knife.

  “Come on, then,” he said with a laugh. “Your threats don’t frighten me. Let’s see if that arcanum of yours renders you proof against steel. If not, I’ll put so many holes in you that . . .”

  He broke off. They both lowered their weapons, the one the bread knife and the other the pitcher, suddenly aware that they were not alone.

  A man was seated on the bench beside the stove. He had a face like Spanish leather, yellowish and wrinkled, and his sunken eyes resembled two empty walnut shells. He wore a jerkin of red cloth, a broad-brimmed waggoner’s hat with a feather in it, and a pair of heavy, knee-length riding boots. And as he sat there in silence with bared teeth and crooked mouth, the other two were overcome with fear. The thief, convinced that this was the dead miller come from Purgatory to see how his mill was faring, surreptitiously crossed himself behind Tornefeld’s back. He also invoked Christ’s agony, wounds, water and blood in the hope that the miller’s ghost would promptly vanish into a cloud of stinking, sulphurous vapour and return to Purgatory, but the man in the red jerkin continued to sit there motionless, staring at them like an owl about to swoop on its prey.

  “Where did you spring from?” Tornefeld asked, his teeth chattering. “I didn’t see you come in.”

  “A little old woman brought me in a bucket,” the man replied with a low laugh. His voice had the muffled sound of one shovelful of graveyard soil landing on another. “What of you? What are you doing here, eating my bread and drinking my beer. You expect me to say grace for you?”

  “He looks as if the Devil’s kept him pickled in vinegar for ten years,” the thief muttered to himself.

  “Hush, he may take offence,” Tornefeld whispered hurriedly. Aloud, he said, “Your pardon, sir, but everything’s frozen stiff outside and times are so hard that I haven’t tasted a morsel of bread for three whole days, so help me God. That’s why I sat down at your table uninvited.”
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