
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   QUEEN’S PAWN
 
    
 
   April 1635. Europe is seventeen years into the Thirty Years’ War, the worst war in history – so far. What started as a minor dust-up between Protestant and Catholic over the throne of Bohemia has escalated into multi-national conflict laying waste the whole of Central Europe. There’s a whisper of peace on the wind, but nobody’s holding his breath. It’s a bad time for the Protestant cause. In 1634 their main force has been smashed by the Spaniards and Imperialists, its leadership dead, prisoner, or on the run.
 
   Colonel Frido von Strelitz’s mercenary regiment has managed to stay clear of the disaster. Peace may be in the air, but so is a project to grab advantage before peace can break out. An army is assembling on the Middle Rhine, North of Heidelberg. The regiment is on its way to join it, the Montecuoli Company in the lead. There’s a river in the way, the bridge is controlled by the town of Hollenstedt, and the burghers are being difficult.
 
   Roger Hawken, Englishman, ten years in the war, established as second-in-command of the Montecuoli but only too conscious that one day the luck will run out, leads the storm of the town. The action will change his life. It sets him on the path to advancement, a place as a small piece on the European chessboard, and a life-changing relationship. It also sets in train a feud that will stretch back to England and in time come close to destroying both Roger and his family.
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   QUEEN’S PAWN
 
 
   You feel them in your head before you hear them. Hooves, on the main road up the valley. A single horse, tired, being driven too hard. Messenger. At this time of year, it can mean only one thing – orders. I slide out of bed and go to the window, open it and put my head out into the early spring air.
 
   “For Christ’s sake close that window. Put something on, you’ll catch your death. And Frau Winter’s been complaining – twice this week.” Hedwig has a point. The window has a low sill.
 
   “She’s only jealous.”
 
   “Don’t get cocky. Seen a few in my time.”
 
   Definitely a messenger. The horseman asking directions, then stopping at Ricco’s HQ.
 
   “Come back to bed.”
 
   “I just might. If it’s orders, ten minutes at least for Ricco to read ’em, then five minutes more for Nick to get here with the summons.”
 
   “Then don’t waste any more time. Ooh, that looks nice, Captain Hawken.”


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 1 
 
   Saturday 
 
    
 
   The point section commander raises his hand. The column comes to a ragged halt. Cornelis and his sergeant, Fischer, shake their skirmishers out into line. The musketeers take position in a stand of brush just off the road. Trüdl, company lead scout, comes in to report.
 
   The burghers of Hollenstedt aren’t complete bloody fools. “Checkpoint half a mile up the road, cottage loopholed for defence,” she says. “Half- a-dozen men, three–four horses. No road round.”
 
   Bugger. Go straight through, lose half-a-dozen of ours and be certain they warn the town. Or take my time, put a block in behind, they’ll probably still get word back. 
 
   “You going to put a block in, Captain Schmied?” Trüdl is small, cropped fair hair. Inconspicuous because that’s scout business, more so because of the russet, green and brown patchwork smock all the scouts wear.
 
   Schmied. My nickname, universal through the company, celebrating how I’d started, as company smith. With ‘Captain’ in front, used by the Landser, the soldiery, as well. My real name Roger Hawken, of Abbot’s Down, close by Amesbury in the County of Wiltshire. Behind my back and sometimes to my front, known as ‘der Waffenschmied’, the Weaponsmith. Men cross their fingers when they say it. Commander of the support troop of the Montecuoli, second-in-command of the company. Ten years in the worst war ever, and wondering why I’m still breathing. The history books these days call it the Thirty Years’ War, but to us it is just The War, and is going to go on, seemingly, forever.
 
   “Yes. Don’t want to lose too many people.”
 
   “Thought you would.” We understand each other. She’s been riding scout for five years. Like me, on borrowed time.
 
   Send Nicholas, my runner, to warn Ricco and the rest of the column. Shout for Cornelis and Ephraim Fitch, sergeant commanding our little troop of light horse. Horse round the back as a stop line, foot up the front, hope opposition see sense before too many people get hurt. Cornelis trots in, listens to his orders along with Fitch.
 
   “Afterwards?” he asks. Cornelis ter Hoon, eighteen years old, ensign on loan from Pieter van Groen’s company of Dutch foot, fun to have around, good at his job.
 
   “Go firm around the cottage, wait for the main body. They’ve a post this far out, town could be difficult.” The road goes through Hollenstedt, a river runs halfway round it, and the town owns the bridge we have to use. “Let’s do it.”
 
   Fischer has the platoon back on the road. Uphill, of course. Pretty country if you’d time to take note, wooded, pines further up, beech on the lower slopes still barely in half leaf.  We’re on the march too early in the season, the roads still soggy. 
 
   The foot dump their packs on the blood wagon, which will take them forward and bring the wounded back. The horse, seven half-sections, slip off the road to the left and move unhurriedly through the trees. It is all incongruously peaceful.
 
   I have half-a-dozen pioneers with me, and the two cannon, three-pounder falcons. We follow fifty yards behind Cornelis’ foot as they set off up the hill. I reach up to where Goosefeather lives in her back-scabbard. A reassuring tingle through the gauntlet. Goosey has special attributes.
 
   Trüdl takes us forward, leading her horse alongside Cornelis. The road rises gently to a saddle. A hand raised. The column halts. I slip off Sonntag, my idle lop-eared nag so named because he thinks every day is a holiday, and walk forward to join Cornelis. Another pretty little bit of landscape beyond the summit, grassy, with clumps of pines. The cottage a fairy-tale woodcutter's dwelling from a child’s chapbook. Three men in the open.
 
   “I saw six,” Trüdl reminds us. “If they’re any good, getaway men’ll be in them woods beyond.”
 
   Where Fitch’s people should cut them off.
 
   “All yours, gentlemen.” Trüdl leads her little horse fifteen yards back down the road, mounts, and disappears into the trees.
 
   Cornelis is leading the skirmishers into position when it goes wrong, not disastrously but enough to irritate. A flurry of pistol and carbine fire in the woods beyond the cottage. Fitch has tried to form his stop line too close to the cottage and tripped over the getaway men.
 
   Surprise gone, the skirmishers go hell for leather down the slope, Cornelis leading, long fair hair blowing under his helmet. The heavily laden shot follow, at the dignified trot that is all a musketeer can manage. I call the guns forward. They come into action on the right of the road, two hundred yards short of the cottage. The skirmishers’ rush comes unstuck; three pieces fire from the cottage, two of ours down. The other three are inside, more fire, another of ours down.  Good work on their part; not many outposts like this would have had match alight.
 
   Cornelis isn’t stupid. We have fire advantage, so he breaks off, puts his skirmishers into cover. The musketeers get their breath back enough to fire a volley, which must have woken the town. No need after that to be diffident about using the cannon; can’t afford to lose any more men.  
 
   “Sar’nt McGinnis!”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Cottage, one round gunfire.”
 
   “Cottage, one round gunfire, Sir.” 
 
   Two three-pound roundshot smash through the cottage. Someone waves a dirty white flag. Four men emerge.  
 
   I get there as Sergeant Fischer is stopping the normal duffing-up of the prisoners. The boys are cross. One of ours is dead, two wounded, one of them badly. In the cottage one very dead defender, hit amidships by a roundshot, and one dying noisily from a musket ball in the stomach. Someone hits him on the head, hard. The noise stops. The bodies are dragged outside, leaving a trail of blood and bowel contents. I find out why they’d been so quick with their fire.  There are six very nice snaphaan flintlocks in the cottage, none of your clumsy matchlocks, and nicer even than our skirmishers’ doglock calivers – what in those days we still called hackbuts.   
 
   Fitch comes over with another prisoner. His people had dropped one horse. The rider has fallen badly and is barely conscious, but the other has got clear away. Of our five prisoners, three are citizens of Hollenstedt. The other two, including the unhorsed getaway man, are professionals. The conscious one has a pronounced Bavarian accent. 
 
   What with them and the flintlocks, Hollenstedt looks like trouble.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
    
 
   The hilltop is a bit more than half a mile from Hollenstedt. It gives a magnificent view over the walled town and its pretty green valley, peaceful in the April midday. I feel a pang of homesickness for Wiltshire. My father will have got the lambing over with by now and the barley will be in. Some day I’ll go home, I think, if the old bugger finally gives in and confesses he needs me.  
 
   My father and I have a turbulent relationship. The Hawkens had climbed out of the yeoman class during the last century, but are still hands-on farming gentry. Father had wanted to diversify by starting me as a gentleman apprentice with Tremlett’s big brewery in Salisbury, when things went wrong. There was a woman scandal, fun while it lasted. Father cancelled the plan and I found myself on a short leash as an ungentlemanly apprentice to our village smith. I didn’t mind; I loved the work, but apprenticeships come to an end. 
 
   Father had been clear in his mind then that my elder brother Henry would inherit and run the estate; Henry was equally clear that he had no interest in doing so. Henry is a lawyer, has always wanted to be a lawyer, and hasn’t the least interest in farming. Father wasn’t interested in Henry’s point of view; elder son inherits, younger son makes shift with what he can. I just wanted to help run the farms, take over when he could no longer do so (that probably meant ‘when he was in his winding-sheet’), and then I’d have been happy to manage the lands for Henry. The trouble with Father was that he didn’t want me around reminding him he couldn’t go on forever.  
 
   Then Matthew Quarrington, an Englishman serving with the Montecuoli and returning from a home furlough, took a side turning to our village of Abbot’s Down. Quarrington was a scout, and couldn’t resist side turnings. Eventually his curiosity got him killed, but then it provided the impetus that changed my life. Father saw a solution, and I came to the company.  That had been ten years ago, in 1625.
 
   My predecessor as company smith, Manfred, was dying of the pox, and I was pitchforked straight into the job, everything from horseshoes through cooking pots to arms and armour. I found, too, that I could use my products; Roberto, Ricco’s father, had given me my start, one thing had led to another, and now I am Ricco’s second-in-command. I still do the more complicated metalwork but the day-to-day is in the hands of young Septimus, who’d come to me as bellows boy in ’25 when he was still known as Seven, served his time, and proved to have not only the gift but some at least of the magic of the craft. I have his unswerving loyalty, he my total trust.   
 
   I had been home once, six years back, for my coming-of-age. I had made some progress; Father had at least agreed that he would send for me when he felt I was needed, and seemed to be coming to terms with the fact that Henry would never take on the lands. What is more, we had parted on closer terms than we had ever been. But the problem of defining that ‘when’ still remained.     
 
   I’m not only homesick for the land of my youth, but in a more complicated way, for a different life. After ten years of war I know I’m drifting, taking the easy way, letting events make the decisions for me. My future looks as if at best it’s going to consist of more of the same, or, more likely, a lot less. I know I am good at what I do, and that other people feel the same way. I also know that Ricco has a more than half-formed idea that I should eventually take over the company. The catch is that word ‘eventually’. It’s a repeat of the situation between my father and me. Old Roberto Montecuoli had hung on and on till a convenient accident let Ricco take over.  And the business of war is changing. Independent companies like ours are beginning to look like yesterday’s news; war today calls for bigger groupings.
 
   And if I am to be really honest with myself, I’m going broody. A pleasant winter with Hedwig has left me with a taste for more of the same. But that can be dangerous. We’d seen it happen three years before, with Leo Mendel’s predecessor as commander of the shot troop. Heinrich Voss had got himself nicely set up with a young lady and a farm. He’d been counting the days till Leo arrived and he could leave soldiering behind to grow pigs and children, and talking of nothing else. He was probably daydreaming of broad acres when the Croat hussar’s sabre split his helmet at Lützen. I’d been there too. Six years ago, there had been Anna, and young love, and another violent death. After that I had sworn off close relationships and built a shell to live in.
 
   Marriage and soldiering don’t go together, anyway. Ricco hasn’t seen Kate for over a year, and that is nothing out of the ordinary. Hedwig will have some explaining to do when, or if, her husband returns; she had been pretty sure she was pregnant when I left.       
 
   Our war seems to have passed by this pleasant valley. The River Weder flows toward the Rhine from East to West, but at Hollenstedt it takes a right-angle bend South and then another back towards the West. The town lies in the inside of the second bend, the river protecting its eastern and southern sides. The land gate is in the western wall, the river gate in the eastern, with an outwork at the far end of the bridge – two little towers. In the centre there is a broad open space, containing two large buildings. The far one the church, the Dom, as in so many German towns disproportionately large, almost a small cathedral. On the near side what must be the Rathaus, the Town Hall. For a small town it looks remarkably well appointed. Laid out on a grid, it has something Roman about it. It’s in the right place to have been an outpost, a forward bridgehead on the German side of the Rhine frontier.   
 
   My hilltop is almost due North of the town. The slopes are grass, with a bit of scrub cover; the valley bottom a pattern of fields, with a big meadow beyond the river to the East of the town. On the land side of the town, at the bottom of the hill, a huddle of mean-looking houses,  several of them on fire. The burghers have sensibly (and unhelpfully) left open space between them and the town walls. A steady traffic of wagons, carts, and people on foot is heading into town through the land gate, some smaller numbers by the bridge. Further out there is a scattering of farms on both sides of the river. Downstream of the town, a couple of miles or so, there is a clump of larger buildings with a few dwellings. I can't make out any detail but it's likely to be some sort of manufactory, the kind you don't want within the town walls, like a tannery.
 
   The prisoners have been helpful, if not at first. Polite questioning elicits polite silence, so Ricco Montecuoli has the men tied naked to the trees, personally gelds the first, and promises the same to the others.
 
   “And when I run out of testicles, I will start on the other bits.”
 
   After some involuntary voiding of bladders and bowels, it’s like the dawn chorus. Eight hundred or so souls within the walls, over a thousand in all not counting the farms, two hundred-odd men of fighting age, plus fifty Bavarian shot. The town owns a hundred pikes, more than that of hackbuts, a score of heavy muskets. There is a Schützenverein, a shooting club, forty strong, with modern weapons. That accounts for the snaphaans. The town armoury and the magazine are in the Rathaus, the town hall. There are, as I can see for myself through the glass, two six-pounders at each of the town gates, and a swivel-gun on each of the corner towers.  
 
   There is also a certain amount of hilarity.
 
   “Who commands your detachment?” Ricco asks the conscious Bavarian.
 
   “An English milord. Lord Westerhead.”
 
   Now there’s a surprise.  
 
   “Christian name?”  
 
   “I think it is Karl,” says the soldier. I start to laugh. Ricco looks at me, disapprovingly.  
 
   “Karl Westerhead – Charlie Westerhead. I was at school with him in Salisbury. But he isn’t Lord Westerhead. That’s brother Francis. He was at Breda in ’25. Next along from Skippon in Tromp’s battle.”
 
   “Yes, I remember,” says Ricco.
 
   “Charlie’s the younger brother. He’s giving himself airs and graces he’s not entitled to – probably thinks he can get away with it out here.” 
 
   Montecuoli chuckles. “We might be able to use this. At the parley.”
 
   The town walls hardly rate as defences, did we have a couple of twelve-pounder siege cannon. We don’t, and we are in a hurry. On the bright side, our little cannon can enfilade the West wall fire platforms and the gate towers where the six-pounders live. Battle range for the falcons is a quarter mile, which will pull us down the slope. The town is about four hundred yards across, so I need to site Magda the mortar at about the same range, say five hundred from the near wall. The range to the Dom, the near-cathedral, is a scant half-mile on that reckoning.  Magda will go to twelve hundred, but I don’t like using use top charge. I am thinking about burning the South side of the town around the Dom, leaving the Rathaus side of the main street clear. 
 
   A movement by the river catches my eye. Through the glass, four horses, heading away from the town. The scouts, feeling for a way round it. One saddle with a body across it.  
 
   “What have you seen, Captain?”
 
   Fitch at my side. 
 
   “The scouts. Casualty.” Whatever you do, you lose a lot of scouts. The girls had been incredibly lucky. Besides Trüdl’s five years, Jeanne has been riding out for three. Trüdl is an object of awe among all who know us.
 
   “I pray God it is not one of the girls.” Fitch is very attached to our scouts.
 
   It isn’t to be. Jeanne and the two support riders make their way up the hill. Across her saddle is the small form, even smaller in death, of Trüdl.
 
   “Instant,” says Grüber, Trüdl’s support. “We were at least two hundred yards from the walls. Small calibre.”
 
   “Bloody Schützen piece,” I say. “One of the prisoners said they’ve a lot of them.”
 
   Jeanne’s face says she doesn’t care what has done it, Trüdl’s gone, not a lot else matters.  She looks as bad as she did the day Trüdl brought her in, after her family was ambushed on the Hellweg near Lippstadt. Jeanne had been the sole survivor, and probably wished she hadn’t been after the men had finished with her. Trüdl had rescued her physically and mentally, and the two had become inseparable. Nobody asked any more questions than that; we were a pretty bawdy lot, but a strange respect for privacy went with it. 
 
   Jeanne has never let a man within touching distance all the time she has been with us, but she lets Fitch help her down from her horse. He walks her a little distance off with his arm round her shoulders, then takes off his helmet and hugs her to him. There is a sound of sobbing, and the rest of us turn away. When they return, Jeanne is entirely composed, more, in fact, than Ephraim.
 
   “Can we bury her here?” she says.  “I think she’d like to watch.”
 
   So we bury our friend on the hilltop, looking out over Hollenstedt town. Ephraim reads some words of comfort from his Bible, and says a couple of extempore prayers, after the way of the Independents.
 
   “You take over, Hans,” says Jeanne to Grüber. Strictly speaking that should have been my call but I'm not going to argue. Fitch and I exchange looks. Grüber will need a support rider from the troop. He nods.   
 
   Montecuoli appears at that point, accompanied by von Strelitz, our colonel.  
 
   “We lost Trüdl,” I tell them. “They were pulling out. Schützen piece.”
 
   “We’ll have to do something unpleasant to those snipers.” Montecuoli is visibly upset. It happens so often – people survive the most appalling episodes of carnage only to get themselves killed in something involving only a couple of shots. He pulls himself together.  
 
   “Schmied, we need to get on with summoning the town. Colonel Strelitz and I would like to be riding down in about a quarter of an hour’s time.”
 
   “Colonel von Strelitz, Captain, if you give me half an hour now, I can save an hour after the parley. My people can be getting the artillery in place while we’re talking to the town, and if they see us doing that they’ll know we mean business.”
 
   “Right you are, Roger,” says Strelitz. “Do it. You carry the white flag; we’ll take my bannerman and Dahlen. I want a written record of this party.”
 
   “Off you go, Schmied.” Montecuoli, trying to preserve the chain of command.  “Colonel, could we take Cornelis ter Hoon to the parley? Part of his education.”
 
   I gather Ansaldo and his three number ones, and take Blanco, the pioneer sergeant, as well. Blanco and Scharff, the number one on the smasher, I send to see if there is a better concealed and flatter route to the gate than straight down the hill, and take the other three forward to look at platforms. The support troop hierarchy is a microcosm of the polyglot makeup of the company, and that of all the armies. That there isn’t linguistic chaos is because everyone speaks what we call ‘the language’, basically a very Low German but containing useful words from every tongue in Europe, and not a few from the wider world.    
 
   There are two reasonably level sites that will give enfilade fire along the West wall. They are a little too far out, but they’ll do. The number ones are happy, and Ansaldo agrees. I give them the targets – the gate towers, the end turrets, and the near run of the West wall.
 
   I don’t want Magda too far away from the falcons, so that Ansaldo can keep an eye on both positions. There is a flattish piece of ground about a hundred and fifty yards away.  
 
   “Difficult to get the carriage and the ammo wagons in,” says Ansaldo.
 
   “’Difficult’ doesn’t mean ‘impossible’?”
 
   “Right.” He digs his boot heel into the turf. “Nice bit of ground. And almost bugger-all digging.”
 
   “Go for it, Master Gunner?”
 
   “Go for it, Captain. Can I have a few pioneers to help?”
 
   “Of course.” We have to prepare a level platform for Magda’s baseplate, and the mortar bombs and the powder also need to be dug in. 
 
   Time to let the worker-bees get on with it. Ansaldo had been a sergeant gunner in the Spanish regular army until the Moriscos, the Moorish Christian converts, were thrown out of the country. He looks like Friar Tuck but is of serious mien, as befits a gunner, and I need to be up early in the morning to stay ahead of him. 
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
    
 
   We are seven in the party to meet the burghers of Hollenstedt. Strelitz, Montecuoli, myself with the white flag. Cornelis very pretty in half armour with a lot of lace and an extravagant hat, Strelitz’s banner-carrier, Fitch’s trumpeter and Dahlen with his writing-box.  
 
   Strelitz and our Captain make an incongruous pair. Montecuoli is a big, physically impressive man who takes great care with his appearance and image as the experienced professional soldier. He is in his late thirties – ten years older than I. His hair is cut long and nicely shaped, his beard well trimmed and distinguished with its flecks of grey. He is wearing full armour, and has spared no expense; the artist-smiths of Solingen crafted his outfit, and it is beautifully done. He is wearing one of my swords, though. She is called Beatrice. Ricco is a bit of a romantic. 
 
   Von Strelitz, on the other hand, doesn’t give a damn about impressions. He is of only average height, and lightly built. Young for his rank, barely in his thirties, to look at more academic than soldier. The impression reinforced at first by the spectacles he wears for close work, then reversed by the fearsome, puckered scar that runs across his right cheek from the corner of the mouth to the ear. Strelitz doesn’t smile much. He’s clean-shaven, short-haired. He wears a simple buff coat like my own, but a very good one. As soon as opens his mouth, you know you are in the presence of a far better brain than that of most soldiers – or most anything else. He is a Brandenburger, given to hard work and to expecting the same from others.
 
   I’m not likely to make any overwhelming visual impact either. I call myself ‘of medium height’, and ‘stockily built’.  In other words, smallish and squarish. But I’m wearing my decent best russet buff coat, and my almost-dress sword, Perdita (I’d seen The Winter’s Tale at the Globe before they burnt it down, and fallen in love with the name). 
 
   We unfurl Strelitz’s banner, the Berlin bear, and our own rather grubby white flag and trot down to talk to Hollenstedt. The road is clear of obstacles. We halt eighty yards out from the gate.
 
   “I need to get closer,” I say to Montecuoli.
 
   “All right, take the trumpet.”
 
   Hawken and trumpeter walk our horses slowly forward, waiting for someone to call our bluff. The main purpose of a parley is to get a close look at what the other side has to offer, and the white flag isn’t always treated with respect. We are fortunate. Someone bellows ‘that’s far enough’. We stop. The trumpeter blows a string of notes while I take a rapid look at the scenery.  The gates look solid and well constructed, but I’d expected that. There’s a timber gallery spanning the gateway that will be a nuisance if it falls and blocks the roadway. Bugger – the towers have firing embrasures near ground level, and more upstairs. Blanco will need all the help the shot can give him.
 
   “Who are you and what do you want?” 
 
   “Colonel von Strelitz’s Regiment. Colonel von Strelitz requests parley with the Bürgermeister of Stadt Hollenstedt.”
 
   “The Bürgermeister will consider your request.”
 
   They’ve bitten. The next stage, keep us waiting, but we need preparation time anyway.  Always make sure you have a piss before you ride off to a parley, and take something to eat and drink. Some bring a book along. Ephraim Fitch, never separated from his Bible, would have no problem there. Ephraim is no monarchist, but he has a lot of time for old King James, on account of the new translation. 
 
   Cornelis has obviously not brought anything serious or improving. The barely suppressed snorts of laughter are starting to draw irritated glances from Strelitz and Montecuoli.
 
   “What have you got there?”  
 
   “The new Grimmelshausen. Mother sent it in the last parcel.”
 
   Nowadays you find Grimmelshausen’s novels nicely calf-bound in respectable libraries, but then he was scratching a living writing ingeniously filthy and funny chapbooks for the soldier market.
 
   “I hope she didn’t read it before sending it on.”
 
   “You don’t know my mother.”  
 
   “Well, keep the noise down. You’re upsetting management.”
 
   “All right, but it’s difficult. You’ll see why when you get your hands on it.”
 
   They keep us standing there for half an hour. There isn’t a lot of conversation; Strelitz isn’t one for small talk and Montecuoli is more on edge than usual. 
 
   The right hand gate opens – inwards. That’ll help the petarding. We’ve come with seven, so they’ve come with ten including their two bannermen, and, Lord love us, a working party carrying a table and chairs – but eight only. They settle themselves, a mass of robes, fur trimmings and chains of office. The Bürgermeister is a small fat man with a small fat man’s self-importance and a face like a pig. Sitting on his left is a more prepossessing individual, less sumptuously dressed and chained, with a sharp, intelligent face and the hint of a self-deprecating smile.
 
   Town Clerk, I think. The rest of the chain gang are obviously there to impress rather than contribute. Charlie Westerhead below the salt, wearing a seriously pretty suit of full armour. No signs of recognition. It’s been more than ten years, and my scrubby campaigning beard is good camouflage.
 
   We dismount, stand about ten feet away from the table, out of spitting range. I plant the white flag and come alongside Strelitz and Montecuoli, nodding Cornelis into line. Dahlen is prepared for the occasion; he has a folding camp stool, and the writing-box has a pair of legs that steady it as it sits on his knees.
 
   “Herr Bürgermeister, allow me to introduce myself. Colonel Friedrich von Strelitz, at your service.”
 
   A stir around the table. All eyes have been on the impressive, nay, magnificent, figure of my captain. For the relatively insignificant person on Ricco’s right to announce himself as the senior officer of our side catches them on the hop.  
 
   “May I also introduce the Captain of the Montecuoli Company in my regiment, Captain Ricardo Montecuoli.” Ricco lifts his hat and bows with the minimum of extravagance consistent with civility.
 
   “The third member of my party, captain in the Montecuoli Company, Captain Roger Hawken.” I follow Ricco’s example, looking directly at Charlie, who totally forgets himself and gapes at us.
 
   “And finally, Ensign Cornelis ter Hoon.” 
 
   The Bürgermeister rises, with some difficulty. “Paul Tetziger, Bürgermeister, Stadt Hollenstedt,” he announces. “Lothar Tetziger, Unterbürgermeister and commander of the guard.”  A second pig-face rises, bows perfunctorily, and sits. “Johannes Tetziger, Stadt Treasurer.” The family likeness runs strongly in the last of the Tetzigers. Of the rest, we take note of ‘Karl Beckmesser, President of the Schützenverein’. Herr Beckmesser may come to regret his distinctive ginger hair and beard.
 
   Finally the Bürgermeister reaches “Herr Doktor Morgenhalle, Rathsschreiber”, the intelligent-looking official on his left. Tetziger sits down. There is a pause. Strelitz let the pause go from slight shifting about to downright embarrassing, then offers, silkily:
 
   “Herr Bürgermeister, may I enquire as to the identity of the young gentleman to your right?”
 
   Charlie Westerhead blushes scarlet. The Bürgermeister rises again, displeased at having to make a repeat effort, and in a tone which unmistakably implies ‘oh, him?’ announces: “Ensign the Lord Charles Westerhead, commanding detachment of Hatzgrüber’s regiment of Bavarian foot.”
 
   Charlie rises and bows. I mouth ‘naughty boy, Charlie’, at him. He sits, looking angry.
 
   The Bürgermeister gets down to business without further ado.
 
   “Colonel Strelitz.”
 
   “Von Strelitz, if you please.” When some people try that one, they sound merely pathetic.  The way Strelitz does it would make me look for a place to hide among the grass stems underfoot.  
 
   “Colonel von Strelitz,” he counters, “may I be permitted to ask what brings you to our town with this show of force?” 
 
   “Very simple, Herr Bürgermeister. My orders require me to be at a certain place at a certain time, neither of which need concern you. I would be grateful if you would permit me to march through your town today and tomorrow. I do not wish to halt in your town, cause any disturbance to your inhabitants, or even demand contributions. Once we have passed through, we may wish to purchase supplies.”
 
   “Colonel, this town is declared for the Imperialist cause. This is our Prince’s decision and as loyal subjects we support him. Lord Westerhead’s troops are in the Imperial service.”
 
   I am mouthing ‘wait till I tell Francis’ at Charlie.
 
   “Herr Bürgermeister, I command a substantial force; what you can see represents only the vanguard. It is a normal and honourable course of action to permit passage to a superior force. I do not call on you to surrender the town, nor on the Honourable Mr Westerhead (Charlie looks daggers at me) to surrender his command.”
 
   The Town Clerk scribbles something on a piece of paper and slides it in front of the Bürgermeister, who looks at it, glowers, and pushes it away. The Town Clerk looks grief-stricken.  It is one of those moments when you know that someone is going to say something irrevocable.  Strelitz looks at me, then nods in Charlie’s direction.
 
   “Charlie,” I say in English, “don’t be a bloody fool. If you tell him you won’t fight, he’ll have to wind his neck in and a lot of people won’t get hurt.”
 
   “I have my orders,” he replies, “and unlike you, I have some concept of honour.”
 
   “Charlie, ‘honour’ means bugger-all here. I know we weren’t fast friends, but I don’t want to be part of getting you killed. For old times’ sake, for your family’s sake, pull out.”
 
   I learn later that ‘family’ is the last word I should have used. Charlie reverts to German.
 
   “Herr Bürgermeister, Captain Hawken has been trying to use past acquaintance to try to subvert my loyalty. I have to say that I will concur in any decision you may take.”
 
   “Thank you, Lord Westerhead. Colonel von Strelitz, will you permit me a moment to consult with my colleagues?”
 
   We retire a few paces. The ‘consultation’ takes, on my reckoning, less than fifteen seconds.
 
   “Colonel von Strelitz, the Council’s unanimous decision is that Hollenstedt’s gates remain closed to your force.”
 
   “Then, Herr Bürgermeister, I will have to open them. Your Secretary will explain to you what the rules of war permit in such circumstances. I will give you, and your detachment commander, one last opportunity to reconsider.”
 
   The Town Clerk hisses something in Tetziger’s ear. The Bürgermeister pushes him roughly aside. Morgenhalle’s face is ashen. There is a voice in my head.
 
   Help us, for God’s sake.  
 
   It happens occasionally, unpredictably and always leaves me with a headache. 
 
   I send back: I'll try to help you, if I can. Tetziger is speaking again.
 
   “We are entirely confident that we can withstand any attack you may mount against us.  The gates stay closed.”
 
   “On your head be it then. May God have mercy on the souls of all those whom you have just condemned to death.” Strelitz speaks quietly, but it is the voice of a hanging judge. I’m frightened, and I’m on the same side. The Council, to a man, appear unmoved, but Morgenhalle knows, and Charlie Westerhead makes a despairing gesture as if to ask some sort of pardon.
 
   Montecuoli looks at Dahlen, who nods and packs up his things. There is no more to be said.  The four of us bow in the direction of the dignitaries, and turn away without waiting for any acknowledgement. I think we had all felt there would be no soft option, ever since the skirmish at the cottage.  
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
    
 
   We must have ridden a couple of hundred yards, white flag still flying, and we’re level with the northwest corner turret when out of the corner of my right eye I see a puff of smoke. Strelitz’s body jerks, he half-stands in his stirrups, then drops back in the saddle, grimacing with pain. The ball has taken him in the right buttock. Wounds there provoke ribald comment but can be dangerous if the ball goes in deep, or crippling if it hits the hip joint.
 
   “That fucking does it,” he says. “Shot under a white fucking flag. No, I’m going to ride up the hill. But we’ll hang anyone we find with or near any of those inventions of the devil. And we start with Ginger.”
 
   “Schmied, give me that flag,” snaps Ricco. “Go clear those bastards off the walls.” 
 
   “And soon as you can, start fire-raising. They’re going to regret this day.” Strelitz’s face has gone grey.
 
   “Falcons’ll be ready. Magda a bit longer.” As I turn Sonntag, Ricco shouts: “Orders four-fifteen.” 
 
   Ansaldo is with Magda the mortar, our pride and joy. Not many companies own their own cannon, even fewer a siege piece. Magda had been cast for us two winters back by a helpful bell-foundry in Bavaria. Ansaldo sees me and waves an acknowledgement. The falcons are in action, ready to fire.  
 
   “You saw what happened?” 
 
   “Yes, anyone hit?” asks McGinnis.
 
   “Our colonel. He’s not pleased. Start by clearing the near turret and the wall. Three rounds gunfire once you’re on. Then two rounds per gun at any movement.”  
 
   Grins from the detachments. My gunners enjoy their work.
 
   “How long’s Magda been down, Master Gunner?”
 
   “About a quarter-hour, Captain. I’d like to give her as much again.”
 
   “Absolutely right.” The mortar needs half-an-hour to bed in under her own half-ton weight, otherwise she’ll start rocking when she fires. “You know what’s happened?”
 
   “I saw you fired on as you left the parley. Anyone hurt?”
 
   “Yes, Colonel Strelitz.”
 
   “Great God in heaven. Is he bad?”
 
   “Hit in the bum. He rode in but I think he’ll regret it.”  
 
   Ansaldo looks around the position.
 
   “I feel a bit bare-arsed here.” I know what he means. Mortars like to lurk in holes in the ground or behind cover.
 
    “Those swivels won’t reach. You’re safe unless they mount a sortie. I’ll ask Captain Monte to put Ephraim on security.” Fitch’s boys will miss out on the loot, but they’ll also miss out on the dangerous part. I don’t think they’ll mind. There’d be a share-out of the town treasury that should leave everyone happy.
 
   “I want to keep the fires away from the Rathaus,” I say, “and concentrate on the Dom area. I’ll want explosive in the gate square to help the assault.” 
 
   “Normal rate, Captain Schmied?” ‘Normal rate’ is one round every five minutes. ‘Slow’ is six an hour, and ‘rapid’ one every three minutes. 
 
   ‘Yes. Use two explosive early, soon as you’re on. Concentrate their minds. Keep four back for the assault.” We are carrying sixty incendiary, just fifteen explosive rounds, more difficult to make than incendiaries. I don’t want to use more than half our outfit on this assault. The bell foundry that had cast Magda hadn’t known how to make hollow shell, and the bombs are squat iron cylinders. They look comical in flight but hold hugely more fill than spherical shell of the same calibre.
 
   The falcons have been banging away with no response from the town. I begin to half-hope that this is because they’ve never thought that someone might use those little flat places on the hillside to shoot at them, and that the gate guns can’t traverse to take us on. In which case, they may have missed out on other matters of importance – like the failure to put a barricade on the road. 
 
   Another idea. No barricade probably means they haven’t thought we may use vehicles in the assault.  In that case, they’ll expect us to use a normal, hand-carried petard on the gate…
 
   “Got to go, Master Gunner. Something needs doing and it may take a bit of time. Be back when I’ve agreed the fireplan with the boss. Take this. More use to you than me.” I hand him my glass.
 
   The three assault vehicles are ranged on the track. Hell’s handcart the petard, the tool-cart, and the stubby howitzer we call the smasher. The original smasher had been the sawn-off remnant of a bronze twelve-pounder we’d picked up after a siege that went wrong, at Esbjerg in Denmark back in ’28. Two winters back, our bell-foundry, as well as casting Magda, had produced a new piece to go on the old smasher’s carriage. She is nominally a demi-cannon, twenty-four pounder, but very light. She throws a big canister load with not much powder behind it, for assault or last-ditch defence. 
 
   Blanco, Scharff and their teams are fussing round their charges.    
 
   “Blanco, a word.” Blanco is a Nubian, large and black. The name is for his colour and the fact that no one can pronounce his real name even if they can remember it.
 
   “Yes, Captain?”
 
   “You know the party’s on tonight.”
 
   He nods. “Captain Monte came down personal.”
 
   “I know this is last minute and I apologise for springing it on you, but –“
 
   “You thought it might be a good wheeze to show them a dummy petard.” 
 
   “Oh, well done.”
 
   “Boss,” he grins, the white teeth standing out against the black face, “It’s seven years.  I know the way your mind works. We had a baseboard, and the charge holder’s a lashup.”
 
   “You after my job?”
 
   He laughs. “Got quite enough to get on with here.”
 
   “Handcart all right? How much did you put in?”
 
   “Hundred and fifty pounds, like you said, boss.”
 
   We exchange looks. I know perfectly well he’s put in two hundred pounds and a bit extra for his old mother back in Africa. He knows I know, and I’ve got the size of charge I want.  
 
   “I’ll inspect now, Sergeant. Sergeant Scharff! Ready for inspection?”
 
   “Sir.”
 
   The kit will be as near perfect as it can be. I know that, but you only keep it that way by expecting it and confirming that it is.  
 
   Hell’s handcart is a heavy-duty petard on wheels, a two-wheeled cart carrying a box structure over the axle, whose front face sticks out just beyond the wheels. The box contains the two hundred-pound charge, surrounded by about three hundredweight of earth as a tamper to direct the force of the charge forward into the gates. On the road a pony pulls the handcart, but tonight four pioneers would push it.   
 
   The charge is fired by a big wheel-lock mechanism, triggered by a fifty-foot lanyard. From the wheel-lock pan, or flashpot, an iron firetube packed with powder runs into the back of the main charge. As insurance, two lengths of quick match, one running into the flashpot, the other directly into the back of the main charge. 
 
   On the tool-cart, all the bits and pieces for clearing debris and opening the road through the town, picks, shovels, sledgehammers, and so on. Demolition charges and hand grenades in the fireproof lockers under the cart, and pole charges to clear any barricades.  
 
   They are all tense. We’d been too early getting ready. You don’t want to rush things, but equally you don’t want to have soldiers hanging about before an attack with nothing to do. A heavy thump in the distance adds to the falcons’ disturbance of the afternoon peace. Ansaldo has decided Magda is settled enough.
 
   “Fall out and gather round.” I don’t go in for stirring speeches. I tell them about the need to do this operation and the attitude of the town, the sequence of events, and the need for getting the timings right. Everything starts when Ansaldo’s first explosive bomb lands in the gate square.  Hell’s handcart goes down the hill and straight through to the gate. The tool-cart with the remainder of the pioneers, and the smasher, move at the same time but hold at our forward line until the petard fires and Cornelis’ forlorn hope goes in. The pioneers follow the forlorn hope, clear the roadway enough to allow the smasher to pass, and then improve it for the cavalry.
 
   The smasher is to fire three rounds at the barricade I expect to find at the exit from the square. It’s followed by a task force from the foot, musketeers to fire a couple of volleys then pikes to rush the barricade. If they have trouble, we have the pole charges.
 
   Once the barricade is clear, Lygersby’s squadron of horse goes through and takes the defences at the far end. The pioneers tidy up the route through the town for the passage of marching troops and wagons on the morrow.
 
   “That’s it,” I say. “I won’t pretend it’ll be easy, and you all know that a lot can go wrong.  Captain Monte’s put me in charge of the break-in so although we’ve an orders party in a quarter-hour I don’t think anything will change. There’s a meal on – make sure you eat, and drink plenty.” One of my fads. I’d seen too many soldiers in battle off their heads with thirst.
 
   Four o’clock rings out, sounded by Breitling on the triangle hung on the back of Montecuoli’s carriage. Ricco has the only clock in the company, and timekeeping is hell’s delight. I have a watch of sorts, but it only has an hour hand so isn’t much use for split-second work. I hope the sound has carried to Ansaldo to put him on to company time, and that Nicholas has turned the half-hour glass on the trap. 
 
   He has, and my kit is laid out. The trap carries my worldly goods, living and fighting equipment, and the troop office. I have a wash, and put on a clean shirt. Abeille’s advice – clean linen saves lives. Abeille, our doctor, confessor, and political adviser, fights a never-ending battle to convince us of the advantages of being a bit cleaner. 
 
   I put on the fighting jacket, heavy buff leather, steel on the shoulders and pocketed over the vital bits, sleeves off for freedom of movement. Belt with water bottle (filled with small beer), pistol holster. My old pistol, given to me for repair by my godfather, Sir Michael Elyot, just before I left Abbot’s Down; he had looked at the rebuilt lock, nodded approval, and handed the weapon back to me to keep.  
 
   Neck protector, overlapping steel plates in soft leather sleeve. Dagger in back of the belt, one in right gaiter (I wear short boots and gaiters, regarding the extravagant boots beloved of my comrades as a damned nuisance). Small pistol for emergencies, right hand side pocket. Gauntlets, lightweight right for gripping, face-smashing steel-shod left.  
 
   Battle haversack, small tools – hammer, cold chisel, pincers, measuring line, a level.  Pencils and message pad, brandy flask, dog biscuits, rag wound dressing. Tinder box, another present from my godfather. Two small boxed powder charges. Two coloured flares. I take out the message pad and leave the bag to pick up when I get back from the orders party, along with Goosefeather and my battle helmet, a monstrosity designed to protect against falling masonry and capable of keeping out a musket ball.  
 
   Goosefeather is – different. The fruit of my first three years of battle experience, she has nothing to do with swordplay, everything with the need to kill quickly and move on to the next encounter. She is a cutting implement, as much a threat to other blades as to the men behind them.  Shorter bladed than a rapier, she is single-edged except for the last six inches of her length. A dead straight heavy back rib, a blood channel below it, the blade deep, the edge profile curved like an elongated arrow-flight – the grey goose feather of the English archers. Her antique appearance enhanced by her guard, a pair of thick quillons protecting a simple cup. Ugly, heavy, unbalanced, given her effectiveness by her secret.
 
   At her heart are the shards of an old sword, given to me by Michael Elyot with the pistol and the tinderbox when I left for the Provinces. A sword so old no one knows its origin, but going back beyond Norman, Saxon, even the Roman, to the hollow hills themselves. As he handed me the broken pieces, he spoke some words in a tongue I did not recognise, in a tone and with a look that discouraged questioning. All I know is that as he spoke the metal seemed to come warm and alive in my hands, a vibration that brought the hair up on the back of my neck. 
 
   “She is for you. When you are ready, forge her again.”
 
   I had forged her not so much by my own will, more as if the sword herself was leading me through the unending sequence of beat out, fold, beat, fold, and beat again, a thousand repetitions and more, each fold and hammered weld adding to the toughness of the blade. There is more, much more in her than the old sword; I had added to her by bringing my own skills and sweat and my own steel to add to the old iron at her heart. The words had given me the key to whatever power lies within her, to overcome that weight and imbalance. She is never less than a challenge to handle, but she will follow my mind before my hand has been told what to do. Often I feel I am working to the sword’s will rather than imposing my own.  
 
   Not quite all of the old sword is in Goosefeather. Deliberately, I kept one shard back, against the day when I would have a son who would need a sword of his own. And, too late to incorporate it in the matrix, I came across a second piece, lurking in a corner of the forge in Leiden. Both slivers of metal are sewn into my fighting jacket. It’s something more than superstition.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
    
 
   “First of all,” says Montecuoli, “may I welcome Captain Lygersby, whom you have all met.” Lygersby is tall and superior, one of the disdainful school of cavalrymen, for all that he is a mercenary like the rest of us.
 
   We sit down round a rough plan of Hollenstedt, drawn in a flattened pile of sand. “You’ll all be distressed to hear,” he goes on, “that Colonel Strelitz was quite badly wounded during our return from the parley this afternoon, while we were still under white flag protection. He was hit by one of these damned Schützen weapons that killed Trüdl the scout earlier today. Schmied, take a look at the ball.”
 
   “God’s teeth, a rifle.” The markings on the ball are unmistakable. “No wonder they’re picking us off at two hundred.”
 
   “How is our gallant colonel?” asks Leo Mendel. Leo commands the shot. He is Austrian, relaxed, always preposterously well-groomed, a ladies’ man.
 
   “Abeille tells me that the ball hit the hip bone and knocked off a chip. He says he can’t tell whether the bone’s cracked or not. He’s not taking any chances, and the Colonel’s confined to carriage. He’s told me off to command tonight, as we’re doing the work and Schmied’s people are doing the worst of that. Happy with that, Niels?”
 
   “No problem with that. We should be in early enough for the loot and late enough not to do the dirty business.”
 
   “Don’t be too sure. We don’t know much about the far end.
 
   “The task is to clear the route through Hollenstedt for the regiment to use, no more than that, but in view of their bloody-mindedness we’ll take the place apart later. Our masters are pressing for us to join the main force without delay so we’ve no option but a storm.”
 
   The main force is forming up for a go at the eastern Rhine Palatinate.  
 
   Abeille, wearing his political adviser’s hat, had castigated it as ‘a harebrained scheme to restore the territory to its rightful Protestant owner’. That’s the Elector Palatine, an exile since his father lost the battle of the White Mountain, the crown of Bohemia and the rest of his lands, back in 1621. Most people are shaking their heads that the Protestant cause is trying anything at all in this year of 1635, after losing its shirt at Nördlingen the previous autumn. There is more than a rumour of peace, or at least a truce. But somehow and from somewhere there had been six weeks upfront money from the middle of March, and nothing shakes the Montecuoli allegiance to the bottom line. We are the professionals’ professionals.   
 
   Ricco continues. “We think we’re up against about two hundred townsmen and fifty professionals. They’re well armed. How good the townsmen are we don’t know.
 
   “Look at the layout. Town’s about four hundred yards square. Hauptstrasse, Hauptplatz with the Rathaus and the Dom, two smaller squares, Ostplatz and Westplatz. Land gate and bridge gate, both fortified, two six-pounders on each. Little gate square at each. Outside land gate, overflow houses, on fire. Beyond bridge gate, two-span masonry bridge, outwork beyond it.  Everybody clear?”
 
   There is the usual muttered chorus of assent.  
 
   “First phase: Schmied makes the break-in with the pioneers and Cornelis ter Hoon’s skirmishers, plus a mixed force of pikes and shot under Wolfgang Siegel.”
 
   Wolfgang is the opposite of Leo. He is Swiss, a bit dour and a lot dependable. Twelve years with the company, six of them in command of the pikes, he has lost an eye and half his teeth in the service. He makes a point of wearing ordinary pikeman’s armour, and will take his place in the line without a second thought. 
 
   “Schmied’s force clears any barricades down to the first square, the Westplatz, here. The second phase, Niels, is I loose you down the Hauptstrasse to take the river gate and the outwork at the far end of the bridge. You should have a clear run, but if you get into any difficulties, call on Schmied for assistance. Questions?”
 
   “Nothing immediate, Ricco.”
 
   “Third phase starts when you’re clear of the Rathaus square. Leo Mendel takes the Rathaus with the shot, pikes in support if required. Clear?”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   “Timings. Deployment starts at five. Assault at six. What we have to do now is to make sure that everybody’s where they should be when they should be. 
 
   “Leo, your troop, less those with Wolfgang, occupies the houses left of the road and suppresses any part of the walls that causes trouble.  
 
   “Cornelis, you form up in the houses on the right hand side of the road. Wolfgang, your people behind Cornelis. The pikes detached to Leo in rear of the shot, left of the road. Those pikes are under your command for movement, Leo, but they’re my reserve and you’re not to commit them without my say-so. Right?”
 
   “Right, Captain.”
 
   “Sergeant Fitch – security, in particular protecting gun positions and the echelon area against any sortie from the town. Scouts to mount standing patrol to the West of the town. Niels, can I ask you to put someone to watch our rear, in case anything followed you up the road?
 
   “Of course, Ricco.”
 
   “Roger, break-in plan, please.”
 
   “Thank you, Captain. Falcons are engaging anything that shows on the West wall, and the mortar is starting fires on the far side of the town from us, leaving the Rathaus area clear. Ten minutes before six the mortar will switch to the gate square. He’ll adjust with incendiary until he gets one in, then change to explosive. As soon as the first explosive round bursts in the square, the handcart starts down the hill.”
 
   I tell them what I’ve told the troop, then go on.
 
   “Four of Cornelis’ hackbutters will ostentatiously carry a dummy hand petard down with them.” Cornelis makes to object. “It’s all right, it’s empty, and you won’t have to take it to the gate.”
 
   Lygersby asks the unmentionable question.
 
   “What if this fancy petard of yours doesn’t work?”
 
   “Then we burn the gates. We’ve got enough wildfire. But that will take time. The mortar will check fire after the petard goes up. The falcons will continue to keep heads down on the wall top until the gun positions see the success signal or they receive an order to stop. All right, Captain?”  
 
   “Thank you, Roger. Admin. The serious fighting should be over in less than an hour. So maximum ammo on the man, water, no rations – troops have just fed.  Standard ammo refill to the gate square on success, and the medical cart forward at the same time. Main aid post stays where it is. Roger?”
 
   “Can I confirm there’ll be smasher canister on the ammo cart? Eight rounds.”  
 
   “Mr Müller?”
 
   “I’ll see to it, Captain Schmied.”
 
   “Thank you, Sar’nt-Major.”
 
   Leo has his hand up.
 
   “The move down. We’ve the cannon on the gate towers to think about, and the swivel on the near turret. Can we make sure there’s intense fire on those positions until we’re dispersed in the houses? We’ll need the blood wagon ready as well.”
 
   “Fair one, Leo. Roger, fire arrangements your responsibility. Mr Müller, make sure Piotr’s in place and warn Abeille for early casualties.” Piotr, Abeille’s Russian feldsher, ran the forward aid post and the blood wagon.
 
   “Finally, gentlemen, command. Captain Hawken commands the assault force, including your group, Wolfgang.”
 
   “Understood, Captain.”
 
   “Roger’s HQ will initially be in the nearest house to the town on the left hand side of the road. You’ll then set up in one of the houses in the gate square?”
 
   “Yes, Captain.”
 
   “Once Roger goes forward, I move my HQ to the house he was occupying. Niels, I’d like either yourself or a liaison officer with me. I want to be able to call you straight forward and in.  
 
   “When the success signal goes up, I’ll move into the town and resume command of all troops. The success will be one of Schmied’s roman candles on one of the towers.”
 
   “Correct, Captain.”
 
   “Challenge ‘twenty’, countersign ‘seven’.” 
 
   Numbers safer than words when you have a force made up of different nationalities.  
 
   “Well, I think that just about wraps it up. Questions?  If not, a small glass, gentlemen.”
 
   Orders parties are artificial. The formality and the short sharp sentences make it sound a lot easier than you know it will be. And you feel there’s all the time in the world. It hits you when you come out. Then you realise that you’re fighting Captain Clock, and he doesn’t take prisoners.
 
   This time it isn’t bad. Wolfgang, Leo and Cornelis know exactly what they have to do. I have a couple of minutes with the three of them, then back to the troop to give a final pat on the back. Abeille’s aid post is on my route, and I reckoned I have five minutes to spare to call in on our colonel.
 
   “How is he?” I ask Abeille. He is laying out his butcher’s shop ready for custom later.  ‘Abeille’ fits him perfectly. He is small, bald, red-faced and in a perpetual buzz. He has an opinion on everything and hates the Catholic Church. 
 
   “Mad as a wet hen, and cursing me because I won’t commit myself about his hip.”
 
   “All right to talk to him?”
 
   “Sooner you than me.”
 
   I knock on the carriage door. 
 
   “Who is it?”
 
   “Roger Hawken, Colonel.”
 
   “Oh, Roger. Nice of you to call in.”
 
   He is obviously in pain. His face looks even younger than usual. It reminds me that there are only five years between us.
 
   “You shouldn’t have ridden in, Colonel. Did yourself no good at all.”
 
   “Don’t you start,” he says. “Abeille’s been giving me the same tale for the last hour. You saw the ball?”
 
   “Yes, worrying. You look bloody awful, if you don’t mind my saying so.”
 
   “Between you and me, I feel fairly bloody, but don’t tell Abeille I said so, or he’ll be totally insufferable. What worries me is that I’m not going to be able to sit a horse for – well, for a day or two, and I haven’t got Bittrich. I’m glad you came by, because I can try something on you before I put it to Ricco.”
 
   I look a question mark at him.  
 
   “I’d like you to help me out until Bittrich is back. I need a safe pair of hands, and it’s time you learned a thing or two about the higher levels. You don’t want to be a captain all your life, do you?”
 
   “To be honest, no.”
 
   “We’ll talk, then. Luck and go well, Roger.”
 
   “Get well, Colonel.”
 
   Abeille calls “Go well.” It is a bit like a benediction. Abeille still wears his priest’s cassock, for comfort after what the Inquisition did to him second time around, something involving a thin glass rod. He doesn’t ride a horse, either. 
 
   There is no time to think about Strelitz’s proposal, but it chimes with what I was thinking earlier about my life going nowhere in particular. I go down to the pioneers and Scharff, and confirm no change in the orders. We now need to time their departure, to put them at their jump-off position not too early and not too late.  
 
   “There’s a bit of cover on the way,” says Blanco. “We can pause about two hundred short of the road and move into final position as Master Gunner starts to adjust on to the gate. Move off five thirty.” 
 
   “Right. Everyone fed?” Nods all round.
 
   “Luck, boys.” 
 
   “Luck, Captain.”
 
   Time starting to run fast. Back to the trap, climb into Goosefeather’s back harness, pick up the haversack. With Nick, a small, dirty snub-nosed person in a scout smock like his. 
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Gretta. She’ll bring up the cart and Sonntag.”
 
   “Mikhail?”
 
   “With Mr Cornelis. Three cas this morning, remember?”
 
   Mikhail has been my second driver since the winter. Now he’s graduated to the fighting ranks, as Nick wants to.
 
   “Time to go, Nick.”
 
   Five o’clock on the triangle, and the sand in the glass runs out a second later. Gretta turns it, and Nicholas grins.
 
   “Not bad.”
 
   The girl throws herself at Nicholas, and I turn aside. After about twenty seconds I cough discreetly and they disengage.
 
   “Luck, Nick,” she says. Then, diffidently. “Luck, Captain.”
 
   “Luck, Gretta.” Things can go wrong even in the back areas on a night like this.  
 
   Ansaldo is in his element. One round every five minutes gives everyone time to do what they have to. The area around the Dom is sprinkled with flame and smoke, individual fires merging into larger blazes.  
 
   “It’s working out nicely,” says Ansaldo, contentedly. “Primary and three normal increments. She really is a lady, Captain.”  
 
   Which is more than can be said for the Leiden whore after whom she’s named. There are similarities as to calibre – her namesake is renowned for taking two customers simultaneously in one orifice. As her designer, I take the remark as a compliment.  
 
   “For the explosives, I dropped the range and made them air-burst. I thought that putting them over the Rathaus might concentrate a few minds.”
 
   The number one thrusts his pricker into the touchhole, then inserts a priming quill. A quill more reliable than loose priming with bagged charges.  
 
   “Mortar ready, Master Gunner.”
 
   “Give fire.”
 
   Thump. Louder at close quarters, but not providing the same frisson as a heavy cannon, when you always feel the bloody thing may blow up on you. The bomb climbs, so slowly when you’re looking along the trajectory, tumbling but not deviating appreciably from the true, a little smoke trail visible from the base fuze. Over the vertex and falling, the flare of the wildfire igniting, the bomb landing on the roof of the Dom.  
 
   “God’s teeth, that one’s stuck.  Look, Captain.” He hands me my glass. The bomb has wedged itself into an angle of the roof. In a minute or less the wildfire will have melted through the lead and be causing all kinds of problems inside.
 
   “We’ll let that one cook. Number One!”
 
   “Sir!”
 
   “Line shift right one grad and we’ll add a half.” The baseplate has a compass rose marked out on it, sixty-four divisions. At this range, one graduation moves the impact point eighty yards right and the half increment charge fifty forward, into the densely packed manufacturing area in the southwest quarter of the town. 
 
   “Line shift right one grad.”  
 
   In goes the sponge to extinguish the burning remnants of the charge bags. Steam rises.  The damp bits of rag hooked out. The bore brush. A second sponging, to make sure. The handspikes go in and Magda traverses one division right on the scale. 
 
   “Primary, three normal, one half.”
 
   “Primary, three normal, one half.”
 
   Magda’s elevation is fixed, her range adjusted by altering the charge. One bag marked ‘A’, for ‘Anfang’, primary; three marked ‘N’, and the little half increment.  
 
   “Charge your mortar.”
 
   “Charge your mortar.”
 
   Charge bags loaded and rammed.
 
   “With incendiary, load.”
 
   “With incendiary, load.”
 
   Number three picks up one of the forty-pound cylinders from in front of Ansaldo, carries it to Magda and slides it into her ample muzzle. A touch from the rammer to settle the round and squidge out any trapped air.
 
   Number one pricks the charge bag and inserts the quill.
 
   “Mortar ready, Master Gunner!”
 
   “Give fire!”
 
   Thump.
 
   It takes about two minutes to coordinate the fireplan, in that there isn’t a great deal of scope for variety. Yes, Ansaldo is on company time, and produces a watch to prove it, though I notice he is running a sandglass as well. I tell him Ricco has detailed Fitch’s troopers to babysit, and he confesses himself comforted.
 
   I look at his watch. It’s showing twenty-five minutes after five.
 
   “Time you were getting down there, Captain?” Half question, half statement. 
 
   “Come on Nick. Luck, Master Gunner.”
 
   “Luck, Captain Schmied, Sir.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
    
 
   We slip down the hill to the falcons, wish the detachments luck and receive it, then scutter across to the top of the buildings using what bits of scrub there are as cover. There is still smoke about the houses, and a strong smell of burnt.
 
   For the last hundred yards we are a lot more careful, trying to keep a wall between us and the town walls. There is still fire coming from the town, though little from the West wall. The falcons have done their job well.
 
   I look back at the hill. Leo’s shot are marching unhurriedly down the road. The falcons are getting excited, splinters flying from the tower stonework as they try to neutralise the six-pounders. They must be having some effect, because the head of the column reaches the top of the buildings before the first of the tower guns fires. The second salvo catches the back of the column. Piotr’s blood wagon is over the crest and comes down at the gallop. It looks as if Leo has lost four, but by now the rest are in cover and dispersed.
 
   Cornelis and Wolfgang bring their parties down the far side of the houses, as far as I can see without losing a man. They disappear into the scenery, as Leo and his NCOs get on with putting musketeers into fire positions. I am thinking it must be ten minutes before six, or precious close to it.
 
   I haven’t seen a mortar trail across the sky for over five minutes by my reckoning, which means that Ansaldo is shifting line to target the gate square. The light is starting to go. The sun is behind us, what wind there is drifting the smoke from the town in our direction, screening us from the defenders on the far run of the wall. The near run, in front of me, is silent. The falcons have swept the firing platform clear. The occasional shot comes from the two gate towers; those damned embrasures.    
 
   A fuze track rising in the sky, a thump from the hillside, bright flame as the fill ignites.  The bomb lands outside the wall, beyond the far tower, but a good one for a first round. Half an ounce less powder and a smidgeon left. Wind must be increasing.
 
   Leo’s musketeers have started target practice against the tower loopholes. Splinters flying, close to the openings. If they can put the breeze up the defenders, they’ll be less inclined to take their time over aiming as the assault goes in. 
 
   Another thump. The wobbling sparks and the bright flare. By all the saints, that one’s in the square. Ansaldo is truly a pearl of great price, King Philip a bloody fool for kicking him out.  Next one an explosive and it all starts, the bile rising in my throat.  
 
   You’re going to do this once too often.
 
   Push it away. This is what you do. 
 
   Less than three minutes, as the next bomb rises. No flare this time, just the sparks falling, behind the gate. A second’s pause. Time for the thought, ‘dud?’ then a flash rising above the gate towers and the explosion blanketed by the walls.
 
   Leo at my left. “Now?”
 
   “No, wait till they’re passing us.” Leo will use section fire to keep the loopholes under as continuous engagement as possible.
 
   The falcons have gone to rapid as soon as the detachments see the bomb land, but the tower six-pounders blaze and a couple of balls sing over our heads in the direction of the assault group. They are out of our vision, but the defenders have seen them and don’t like what they see.    
 
   The roundshot miss, and as the first musket volley goes on its way the handcart comes past us going well with all four still on their feet. Then the left tower six-pounder belches again.  It’s canister, and the gun is on a depressing mounting. Two down. Blanco still there, with the gradient to help he can get the device up to the gate on his own if he has to. One of the wounded pioneers tries to get up and follow, but drops again.  
 
   The odds move back towards us. A flash from the left-hand tower top and a cloud of smoke. Must be the expense powder, sparked by a roundshot. Ansaldo’s second explosive lands slightly right of the square itself, but it makes a hell of a commotion and we see it’s started a fire just off the Hauptstrasse. But the handcart is slowing. One of them has been hit, and I think it is Blanco himself. Those damned loopholes.
 
   “Everything you’ve got, Leo, please.” Any minute now I will have to go and finish the job myself, and it’s a long way under fire with no surprise to help.
 
   Slowly, painfully, hell’s handcart rolls up to the left-hand gate. Yes, it is, indubitably, in position. The remaining crew now ought to get as far away from the cart as the lanyard allows and as far into Mother Earth as willpower can take them.
 
   Nothing happens. They’re both down. I groan inwardly and unclip the haversack. If I have to run I’ll take a portfire and nothing else. Then a black arm reaches slowly, oh so agonisingly slowly, slowly, over the shaft, and Blanco hauls himself up to the firing mechanism.
 
   “Bloody lanyard’s cut.” I say it much to myself as to Leo. The shot, unbidden, are producing prodigies of fire on the loopholes.
 
   “But he’ll blow hims-” starts Leo, as Blanco reaches his destination and the world falls in around us. There is a monstrous cloud of powder smoke and masonry and timber. I get to my feet with Nicholas as Cornelis does the same on the far side of the road, hallooing on his invincibles. Whatever damage Blanco has done, it’s life or death to get in while the defenders are still coughing. The forlorn hope streams toward the gates. We can see nothing because the little wind is blowing the smoke and dust at us, but the defenders aren’t firing and seconds are precious.
 
   The rest of the pioneers come thundering down the slope with the tool-cart. Ansaldo’s third explosive was in the air when the petard went up, and it arrives smack in the square to complete the confusion. Cornelis is in, and we look at the mess we have made.
 
   Blanco has placed the handcart exactly where I had asked him, hard up in the corner alongside the left-hand gatepost. The remains of the left-hand gate are occupying the houses on the opposite side of the square. The explosion has ripped the gatepost out of the wall and collapsed the side of the left-hand tower. The gun platform is at a crazy tilt, depositing its six-pounder into the gateway. Scattered over the rubble are half-a-dozen well-burned bodies. The gallery between the towers has followed the gun platform down and is now at a drunken angle of about thirty degrees. The square is littered with debris and body parts, the result of two forty-pound mortar bombs as well as the petard.
 
   The right hand gate has been blown open and is tucked raggedly against the wall of its tower. More good news – the rubble from the left hand tower has only spilled in quantity to two-thirds of the width of the gateway. We can get the smasher in straight away, and Lygersby’s horse can ride through in single file even now. And the far wall platform is clear.  
 
   The bad news is that whoever sited the Hauptstrasse barricade knew what he was doing.  I’d hoped they’d put it across the exit from the square. If they’d done that, they would be mostly dead. It’s thirty yards up, and they are still in business. But we are in. Cornelis’ people have already occupied the corner houses of the Hauptstrasse, giving them height advantage over the barricade’s defenders. Nicholas and I run across the square into the second house left of the Hauptstrasse. Cornelis joins us.
 
   “Can I have a couple of sledges off the tool-cart for mouseholing? These walls are pretty flimsy and I want to get above the barricade.”
 
   “Yes, take what you need. Powder charges if you want ’em.”
 
   “Don’t want to bring the house down.” Two of his skirmishers dash across the square to the tool-cart and come back with a sledgehammer and a pick apiece. 
 
   The pioneers are working like demons to clear the roadway, Hayek, the Bohemian corporal, now in command. The smasher rolls in, Scharff and his men cursing the pioneers for the state of the road and being roundly cursed back as a bunch of skulkers who only turn up when the real fighting’s over. Cornelis’ hackbutters have been keeping the defenders of the barricade honest but the arrival of the smasher brings a flurry of firing, and one of Scharff’s detachment drops. The gunners halt at the Hauptstrasse entrance, Scharff applies his portfire, and fifteen pounds of assorted metal sweep the barricade. There is some satisfactory screaming, and the return fire stops. If they’re sensible they’ll have reserves in shelter, I think, though getting them out to face another dose might be difficult.
 
   Wolfgang’s task group is arriving, a dozen musketeers marching in unhurriedly in double file. They halt outside the house, Wolfgang behind them with the twenty pikes. He comes into my hidey-hole where Nicholas has managed to find a battleworthy chair and a small table, as Scharff gets away a second round of canister.
 
   “Ready to go when you are,” he says.
 
   “Nicholas. Sergeant Scharff to fire one more round, then Captain Siegel’s troop will assault. Corporal Hayek to detail two men to follow the pikes with the pole charges. He’s to be prepared to break off and clear the barricade.” He repeats the message back then scurries across to the smasher. Wolfgang leaves. Some shouted orders, and the musketeers form into two ranks, the pikes into three.
 
   The smasher barks again, then the detachment runs it out of sight of the barricade. The musketeers march to the opening of the Hauptstrasse, halt, and face left. The pikes follow, and dress off in their three ranks to await events. It’s all unhurried, formal, stately, totally professional, and too damned easy.
 
   The front rank of musketeers place their rests and drop the heavy weapons into them.  “Match,” from their sergeant. Match glows as the men blow on the ends.  
 
   “GIVE FIRE.” The volley thunders, magnified by the enclosed space of the street. Six ounce-and-a-bit balls spatter on and around the barricade.
 
   “Front rank, recover your piece.” The front rank shoulder arms, grasp their musket rests and march off to their left, halt, and go through their ponderous reloading drill. The rear rank repeats the performance, and then the pikes march forward, the weapons coming down to the horizontal. Wolfgang, his sergeant, and my two pioneers, Hagen and Lemade, follow, the latter trying to make themselves inconspicuous against the house fronts and carrying the business ends of the pole charges as close to the cobbles as possible.
 
   If Cornelis hadn’t had the wit to start mouseholing forward, the whole assault would have come unstuck. They are holding the houses further in, upstairs and down. As the pikes go down the street they begin to take casualties. Pikemen wear heavy armour, a hackbut won’t penetrate but a musket does, and at five yards range there’s no argument. And as I’ve expected, there are fresh men on the barricade. These are townsmen, and fortunately for us they don’t like the look of Wolfgang’s pikes, but the men in the houses are the Bavarians. 
 
   Cornelis is able to neutralise the fire from the upstairs windows where the firers have to expose themselves, but the Bavarians are shooting from the back of the ground floor rooms. Our own musketeers get on with making life difficult for them, but we lose three of ours in the process, so I send the smasher down to blast out the more troublesome front rooms. By then it is push of pike on the barricade, and as the townsmen give ground some of our more energetic pikemen are over the top and using their swords.
 
   We are winning. By rights the defenders of the barricade should be making themselves scarce. One of Cornelis’ skirmishers calls down from his window.
 
   “The buggers are killing their own blokes.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “There’s pikes across the street thirty yards down. The poor sods can’t run away.”
 
   I shout to Scharff. “How many rounds left?”
 
   “Two, Captain.”
 
   “I’m going to blow a gap in the barricade. Then it’s double-quick action front.”
 
   I grab the pole charge off Hagen, pick up a dropped pike, and begin to lash the stub pole of the charge to the pikestaff. 
 
   “You and Lemade do the other. We all go.” Wolfgang has heard me call to Scharff and sees what I’m doing.  
 
   “I’ll clear a gap when you call for it.”
 
   I light my portfire. 
 
   “Ready, you two?”
 
   “Ready, Captain.”
 
   “Charges together. Wolfgang, clear.”  
 
   “Pole charge. Pikes clear left and right. MOVE!”
 
   Light the fuzes. Ten seconds, give or take. Hundred and one, hundred and two – the pikes spread out, turning their backs to the centre of the street.
 
   “Luck, boys. Go!” Hundred and three.
 
   The pike a dead weight (hundred and four). Thank God I don’t have to carry one of these bloody things all day (hundred and five). Lemade carrying the other, Hagen following up close (hundred and six). The charges deep into the mass of carts, furniture and scrap timber (hundred and seven). Someone misses with a hackbut at ten feet (hundred and eight). Drop pike butt, run for the nearest doorway (hundred and nine). Scharff’s detachment tense on the dragropes (hundred and ten). Bugger (hundred and eleven). Hundred and twelve and a shower of timber splinters.  The charges have gone together – close enough for the first to fire the second – sympathetic detonation. Pain in left arm, and a spurt of blood. 
 
   The smasher is in the gap and another blast of ironmonger’s rubbish sweeps down the street. With no barricade to protect them, the line of pikes collapses, as do the unfortunates who are trying to get past them. Wolfgang’s lot are up and over and through the barricade, but there’s no need. The street is empty of anyone with legs to run with. He turns them on the houses to eliminate the Bavarians.  
 
   “Schmied,” calls Wolfgang. “Over here.”
 
   I am digging out the splinter with my dagger-point. I let it bleed to get the muck out.  Wolfgang is looking at two of his pikemen, dead in the middle of the street, twenty yards short of the barricade. They have both been hit square in the back by heavy balls, which have made light of their armour and probably killed them instantly.
 
   “Where the fuck did those come from? Couldn’t have been the houses, Cornelis had them from the beginning and the angle’s wrong.”
 
   We both look back down the street towards the gate and the surviving tower. As one man we move towards the left hand wall and shelter, to be rewarded by the bang of a heavy musket, the sizzle of a ball going past, and a strike on the cobbles ten yards beyond.
 
   “That God-rotting tower.” The blast of the petard has suppressed the defenders for several minutes. Now they’ve come back to life. We hadn’t been too clear about where the fire was coming from during the fight for the barricade, but now there is time to think.
 
   “Your call, Schmied. One for Cornelis. My boys don’t do the athletic bit. Shot can help.”
 
   Ten seconds’ shouting produces Cornelis at the door of one of the houses opposite. I charge across and through his doorway. That is rewarded by another round from the tower, which cuts down on the need for explanations.  
 
   “Wolfgang,” I call across the street, “move the shot into the corner houses.”
 
   “Right. I’ll secure through to the first square with what’s left of the pikes. We’re a bit short-handed. If you’re contacting Ricco, tell him we need to thicken up.”
 
   “I’ll do that. Keep Scharff where he is. He’s got one round left.”
 
   We get back to an anxious Nicholas without showing our noses on the street, thanks to the mouseholes.
 
   Montecuoli won’t be for pushing more troops through until we have the gate square clear.  He will calculate that he’ll lose fewer people by letting us sort it out with what we’ve got.  Wolfgang’s right, though; we are vulnerable to a counter-attack. He has barely a dozen pikemen left, there are eight or so shot, and my eight pioneers. Cornelis is in best shape; normally a forlorn hope looks very second-hand ten minutes after being launched, but so far he has lost only a couple wounded. 
 
   “Cornelis, think about the tower while I knock out a sitrep for Ricco. Bad news, Nick.”
 
   Nicholas nods. If you are a runner, you run.
 
   In translation from message-speak, the situation report is something like this:
 
    
 
   ‘SITUATION. Hauptstrasse secure to Westplatz.  Gate square NOT secure.  Right hand tower still held by enemy.  
 
   ‘INTENTION. Clear tower, open Hauptstrasse for cavalry. 
 
   ‘CASUALTIES. Own troops 18. Enemy 50 estimated. 
 
   ‘REINFORCEMENT.  Minimum required 10 pikes 10 shot.  
 
   ‘AMMO. Eight rounds canister urgently required.  Infantry satisfactory. 
 
   ‘RH.’ 
 
    
 
   The real thing, of course, is about half the length.
 
   Nick reads the message back, and stows it in his bag with a grimace.  
 
   “You can get a bit of cover if you go hard right round the square and come up behind the right hand tower,” says Cornelis. “Dash across to the pioneers. Then it’s go for it. Watch the smoke.”
 
   “Captain Monte should be in the house we set off from. Tell him Captain Siegel and I are both worried about a counter-attack.”
 
   “He’ll want to know when you’re going for the tower.” Nicholas is starting to think like an officer, and to ask officer questions.
 
   “Ten minutes, if I have to. I’m going to have a shot at talking them down first.”
 
   Cornelis looks at me.
 
   “I’m sure Charlie Westerhead’s in that tower. Without his precious Bürgermeister he might just see reason. Off you go, Nick.”
 
   The small figure slides out of the door. In his patchwork smock, the smoke and the failing light he is difficult to pick out against the jagged patterns of damaged walls and debris. He reaches the first tower, pauses, and then throws himself across the eight-yard gap. Hayek’s people send him on his way with gestures of encouragement. 
 
   We can’t see Nicholas, but Hayek gives us a thumbs-up.  
 
   “You’ll not get away with a white flag now,” says Cornelis, “not to mention the fact that you haven’t got one. What do you plan to do?”
 
   “For starters, do what Nick’s just done, sneak round the square and then get up on the wall.” There is an open staircase by each tower, running up to the firing platform. “I’ll talk to him from the tower top. Plenty of cover, and they’re less than ten yards apart.”
 
   “And if McGinnis sees you you’ll get half a dozen roundshot round your ears. I thought you wanted to live for ever.”
 
   “I’m trying to make sure you do.” If there is any chance of avoiding a direct assault it’s worth taking. We’ve already had nearly thirty casualties since this morning.  
 
   “If you don’t convince him, what’s the score?”
 
   “Your play. How do you see it going?”
 
   “Depends on the access to the gun platform, but the general idea is two grenades and straight in. Officer job.”
 
   “I’m afraid so.” We don’t make a huge thing of waving swords and ‘follow me, chaps’ but occasionally you know that it’s your turn. It’s unpredictable. Hell’s handcart might have looked like it, but no one in the troop thought that anyone but Blanco should do it – least of all Blanco himself. In contrast, the business with the pole charges was indubitably down to me. 
 
   I’m bigger than Nicholas and a lot less agile, but there is already less light, and I doubt whether the gunners will see me. The firing platform is a mess, a dozen dead or badly wounded lying on it. There is a stout wooden door leading from the platform into the tower, and, Lord love us, it’s open. I step, quickly but carefully, into the chamber.
 
   There had been a stone staircase leading to the gun platform. The collapse of the gate wall has left only about a third of the floor of my chamber intact, the stairs are a wreck and I’m not for climbing out on to a house of cards. I find a position that gives me a view across to the other tower. It also provides me with protection should sweet reasonableness provoke the probable dusty answer. Let no one say I didn’t try.
 
   “Charlie,” I shout, in English. “Are you there? I want to talk.”
 
   “Bugger off, Hawken,” comes the reply. At least he’s acknowledging my existence.
 
   “Charlie, we’re in. There’s a lot of us. You’ve no support. Give up now and nobody’ll blame you, and you and your people will get out of there alive. That’s more than most people in this town can expect tonight. You’ll keep your sword.”
 
   “Hawken, you don’t know the half of it. I can’t surrender.”
 
   “In God’s name, Charlie, why not? You’ve done all you’re supposed to, and more. I’ve been doing this for ten years. I’ve got the rulebook off by heart. I’m offering you quarter when I don’t have to, but take it.”
 
   “Roger, you may know the rulebook. My thrice-damned brother doesn’t. Quite simply, I can’t quit. That’s my last word.”
 
   “So I’m fighting Francis, not you, Charlie?”
 
   “That’s about it.”
 
   “I’ll have to do what I have to.”
 
   “So will I. I’m sorry, Roger.”
 
   “So am I, you poor sod.”
 
   Something tells me to throw myself down the stairs, as a couple of roundshot slam into the tower, one actually going through the doorway. I had been lucky with the smoke on the way in. The second salvo is high, but must have concentrated the minds of those on Charlie’s tower.  Cornelis is going to have to waste no time in lighting the success signal.
 
   Cornelis doesn’t ask questions; my face is telling him all he needs to know.
 
   “I sent the two pioneers over to Hayek to pick up grenades. Saw you disappear into the tower so guessed there’s a door to blow in. Told them to bring a demolition charge.”
 
   “Good. How many are you taking?”
 
   “Four of mine and the pioneers. Any more and they’ll get in each other’s way. Fourth man’s a reserve in case I lose one on the way to the tower.”
 
   “You’ll need this.” I give him one of the signal fireworks from my bag. “Soon as you’re firm on top, set this off. Until you do, McGinnis is likely to take you for enemy.”
 
   “Thanks. Forgotten that.”
 
   “I don’t think you’ve forgotten much. Covering fire?”
 
   “Arranged.”
 
   His eyes say that in his mind he is already on his way.  
 
   “Luck, friend. Go well.” I shake his hand briefly and he is out the door, slipping along the houses, going the long way round with his four hackbutters. 
 
   The musketeers in the house next door and on the other side of the Hauptstrasse are firing on the tower battlements, slowly and deliberately; enough to keep the defenders’ heads down without giving it away that something is afoot. There is light enough to see Cornelis and his party link up with Hayek then creep, with the pioneers, to the foot of the stair. I can see the foot of the stairs but not the top. Cornelis drops off his fourth man at the foot. The pioneers are leading.
 
   Ideally, the charge on the door should go off simultaneously with the grenades on the gun platform. With our erratic fuses, that is wishful thinking. Next best is for the charge to follow the grenades, so that the men on the gun platform are knocked out before the door is blown in. The worst case is the door charge going first, giving the enemy a second or two to react before the grenades go off.
 
   I lose sight of the pioneers and Cornelis, hidden by the curve of the tower. I can see the hackbutters lying on the stairs, out of line of the blast from the door charge. A pause. The tower garrison still showing no reaction, the musketeers keeping their slow fire on the embrasures.
 
   Two spark trails over the top of the tower, then another two. Grenades first. Well done, Cornelis.
 
   Shit happens.  
 
   Before a single grenade has gone off, there is the boom of the door charge, a flash leaping above the tower from the hatchway, another running back along the firing platform. Even then, an agonising wait. The hackbutters up and vaulting up the stairs. I find myself counting again.  Hundred and one, hundred and – bang. Two more bangs, a third. A brief silence, then a single pistol shot from the far side of the tower, followed by an unearthly roaring, barely recognisable as human. A body, I know it’s Cornelis, rolls halfway down the stairway, then falls off to the ground.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
    
 
   Charlie Westerhead comes down the stairway like a Norse berserker, sword drawn, venting that terrible roaring I can hear in my head to this day. Cornelis’ hackbutter at the bottom of the stairs fires at him, but whether he hits or misses it has no effect, and a second later the hackbutter is dead, run through by the apparition on the stair.
 
   The musketeers cease fire when the charge goes off. The remainder of the storming party are inside the tower, finishing off the defenders.  
 
   He pauses at the foot of the stairs, as if uncertain what to do next. Why, oh why, I think, doesn’t a roundshot, or a musket, or a grenade, or even a fucking thunderbolt get him? Why me?  I step out of my battered house, and draw Goosefeather, for the first time that night. Always, when my hand grips the hilt, there is a vibration, a tingling as my mind connects with the sword, and my own feelings flow back to me. Tonight my heart isn’t in it, and there is little there. For a moment I stand in the square, not caring what happens next. Then there is something new. A voice in my head. The voice of the sword, a voice from the dim past. Female, yet not entirely human. Not speaking in English, but somehow comprehensible. The voice of those shards of ancient iron at her heart.  
 
   This is what we do.
 
   For this you forged me and I guided your hand and your brain while you sweated through the days and nights when I was reborn.
 
   This is what we do, Weaponsmith.
 
   This is what we do. Sorry, Charlie.
 
   He comes at me across the square at the run, eyes staring out of his head. He may have been a good fighter on his day, but he is out of control, and that’s how you get yourself killed.  The full armour and the fancy boots don’t help. I sidestep his clumsy lunge and I’m inside his rapier. Goosefeather goes up for the backhand, as always as if she were doing it for herself.  Charlie gets his sword up for a parry, but Goosey goes through it as if it were a twig, and as the broken blade falls on the cobbles of the square, she slices down into the angle of neck and shoulder, hardly noticing the armour. Pretty, but you were done there, Charlie. 
 
   He falls, just as the success signal flares on the tower above us. Hagen, Lemade, and Cornelis’ three have also been doing what we do, and doing it well. I pick up Westerhead’s broken sword and carry it back into the house. A few moments ago, I had almost reached the stage where I wouldn’t have minded too much if he had killed me. The voice of the sword had brought me back. There is something troubling me about that voice. It was female, and I thought I could place it, but where – well, that was a mystery that would have to wait.
 
   A ruffle of firing from down the Hauptstrasse. Cornelis’ sergeant, Fischer, shoves his head through the hole in the wall.  
 
   “Bastards are coming back at us, Captain. Pikes can’t hold ’em.” The counter-attack we have dreaded is coming in.
 
   “Tell all your people and the shot to get down to the barricade.”
 
   “Yes, Captain.” He goes, bellowing: “Captain Schmied says everyone to the barricade, and hurry.” I go round the outside, and shout to Hayek to bring his working party to the barricade.  In ten minutes, five if we’re lucky, Montecuoli will be up with reinforcements. He’ll hear the firing and realise all is not as well as the success signal would indicate.
 
   The pikes are retreating in good order, discipline holding.
 
   “Let ’em through, Sar’nt Scharff,” I shout. The gun rolls back and the pikes wriggle through the gap. They’ve lost another couple. That leaves just ten or eleven. Scharff rolls the gun forward again. The shot start to ease into the houses but I stop them.
 
   “Everyone on the street, make the numbers look as good as we can. Captain Monte’s on his way. We’ve got to keep this going for ten minutes at most, but we won’t hold ’em that long if we just sit here. So it’s let ’em up, one round from the smasher, and we take it to them. Right?”  There’s a growl of assent, and Wolfgang nods. Most of us have seen a small force destroyed trying to defend passively. 
 
   The opposition has halted about fifty yards down, just in from the first square. The longer they stay there the happier I’ll be – a full ten minutes will do nicely.  
 
   “No firing,” I say. “Let ’em think about it.” We have about fifteen muskets and hackbuts, and the pioneers’ dragons – short carbines. Enough for one respectable volley before the smasher fires.
 
   “Pikes back three paces, all shot to the barricade. MOVE!”
 
   “Prepare to fire one volley at my command. Make ready!” The beginning of a movement in the mass down the street. Goosefeather vibrating in my hand; we are giving each other confidence again.
 
   An order down the street. The daylight has gone; the scene is lit by the fires, reflected off the smoke to give a fair approximation of hell. They are coming on, three ranks of pikes, packed too close. A scrum of townsfolk, mostly with longarms. More pikes behind – yes, they’re encouraging the mass in front of them.
 
   “Match.” Match ends flare as the firers blow on them. Forty yards and counting. Best range for the smasher fifty down to thirty. Go for it.
 
   “GIVE FIRE!” Always ragged with matchlocks, but a tightish volley none the less. Ten down. I look at Scharff and nod. The smasher’s last round slices into the wreckage in front. The volley has torn the gaps that let the canister’s scythe into the depth of the attacking force. The smasher recoils clear of the gap and the pikes pile through, the shot following, Fischer’s hackbutters and the pioneers scrambling over the top.  
 
   “PIKES, IN TWO RANKS SIX AND FIVE, FORM.” Wolfgang, taking his place in the line. Eleven pikes properly organised, worth twenty amateurs.
 
   We go forward deliberately and the killing begins. Our pikes go over the debris of the opposition’s pikemen without drawing breath and butts, swords, axes and spades finish off anything still breathing.
 
   The mass of townsmen are disorganised but still dangerous, and beyond them is another rank of pikes.
 
   “Keep ’em going, Wolfgang.” Our allies speed and disruption, our fear that someone will regain control, our hope that the mob may turn and face the pikes that are keeping them from making an escape. No firing from the enemy side; probably they’ve all fired in the first part of the engagement and haven’t been able to reload in the press. Keep pressing.
 
   Wolfgang shouting at me.  
 
   “Where the fuck are the Bavarians?” 
 
   We’d killed a lot of them in the first fight at the barricade, they may have made up the tower garrisons, but that leaves twenty-odd unaccounted for. The last thing we want now is to run into twenty disciplined musketeers.
 
   The inevitable is happening. The remaining townsmen – thirty or forty of them – are being hemmed in between our pikes and the Tetzigers’ bully-boys. A few slip round the side of our pikes, to fall prey to the follow-up. We kill them where they stand, or kneel, or as they lie down and sob. So the remainder, seeing the open square just ten yards beyond the pikes behind them, and in front only our killing machine, turn on their fellow townsmen, as I have hardly dared to admit to hoping. Breaking a hole costs them three or four more dead, but break a hole they do, the dam breaks and it should have been pursuit time, but we don’t have the numbers to pursue.  Wolfgang and I rally our survivors round the exit to the square.  
 
   Then we hear the hooves on the cobbles.  
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m not sure whether to be flattered, or extremely cross, that Montecuoli has pushed Lygersby through, rather than reinforce us as I had asked. Lygersby is behind the lead troop. I apologise for not having cleared the barricade but he laughs.  
 
   “Ricco was in the gate square before us. You’d better go back and report.”
 
   “I’ll do that. We’ve broken their back, but we can’t account for nearly half the Bavarians.  Luck.”
 
   Lygersby trots off, followed by his other two troops. There are a few shots from the houses as his force heads down the Hauptstrasse.
 
   “Sar’nt Scharff, your piece must be feeling lonely. Get her down here. Corporal Hayek, well done. I want the barricade cleared now to let the guns through. Sorry, got that wrong. Sar’nt Hayek. Time to recruit some willing townsfolk to do the donkey work.”
 
   “Willing, Captain?”
 
   “Tell ’em we won’t kill ’em while they’re working for us. Show ’em the street if they need convincing. I’m off to find Captain Monte. A bit of short-range liberation might be in order before the rest get here.” I raise my voice deliberately on the last. I’m rewarded by some tired grins. Promoting Hayek hasn’t done any harm either.  
 
   “I’ll send the tower party down with the tool cart. Support troop can base up here.”
 
   “Captain Schmied, Sir.”   
 
   “Yes, Sar’nt Fischer?”
 
   “Come and take a look at this bloke, Sir. Looks like one of the nobs.”
 
   It is indeed. The pig face is a giveaway. A Tetziger, but which Tetziger? I remember.  ‘Lothar Tetziger, Unterbürgermeister and Captain of the Guard’. From the position of the body, he must have been standing about twenty yards back from the line of bully-boys stopping his fellow townsmen from running away. “Check him over, Sar’nt Fischer.”
 
   The sound of firing, quite a lot of it, from the far end of the town. The heavier boom of a cannon. Too early for the Danes to have taken the bridge gate and to be firing on the outwork at the far end of the bridge, and it sounds to be pointing at us rather than away. Maybe some enterprising gunner has managed to traverse one of the tower guns to use on our horsemen.  
 
   I start back up the knacker’s yard that had been the Hauptstrasse, picking my way between the larger messes. The hooves of Lygersby’s squadron have completed what we had begun in turning the street into a fully-fledged nightmare. We have, I think, just about torn the heart out of the town, but we certainly don’t have it secured, and won’t till the rest of the foot get in.
 
   Montecuoli is outside my old command post. Dahlen and Sheehan with him, Breitling holding the horses. With loot in prospect, Sheehan is up with the action. Nicholas is with them; we exchange looks of relief.  
 
   Piotr is attending to the wounded. Montecuoli surveys the wreck of the gateway, the collapsed tower and the drunkenly leaning gallery. “I only told you to blow the bloody gates in,” he says.
 
   “Blanco put in a bit more than I told him. Don’t speak ill of the dead. I’ll miss him.”
 
   “So will I. Let’s go inside. I thought it had turned out rough from your sitrep, but I reckoned I’d bet on you. You’ve done two-thirds of the work with one-third of the company. I know you lost some good people – yes, we picked up Cornelis. Take it that it was you killed the Englishman.”  
 
   I nod.  
 
   “Recognised your trademark. What I’m saying is well done. Now, tell me what else there is to do.”
 
   “We’ve destroyed their mass force of townsmen. I can account for about half the Bavarians. From the noise, Lygersby’s found some trouble at the far end of the town.”
 
   Montecuoli pulls a face. “I heard the cannon. Go on.”  
 
   “My best guess is that the Bürgermeister’s holed up in the Rathaus with the rest of the Bavarians and a few reliable town guard. Leo isn’t going to have a walk-in. I suggest you bring up the cannon, all of them. You’re going to need roundshot. The other thing is, don’t waste any time. I reckon Lygersby’s got ideas of beating us to the Rathaus itself.”
 
   “You’re right. Breitling?”
 
   “Captain?”
 
   “Ride up to the Master Gunner. My compliments, and tell I need the falcons down here as fast as he can get them organised.”
 
   “No rush,” I say. “It’s an hour since Magda ceased fire and more than twenty minutes since the falcons were last in action. If I know my Ansaldo, he’s outside the gate now. Have you called Leo forward?”
 
   “Yes, he should be outside as well. Breitling, tell Captain Mendel he’s to march in now, go straight down the Hauptstrasse and secure the Rathaus square. I’ll join him there. He’s not to assault till I get there.” Breitling repeats the orders and leaves. 
 
   “Is the road clear through to the Rathaus square?” asks Montecuoli.
 
   “It’s clear of opposition down to the first square, though the roadway’s covered in bodies.  There’s a bit of barricade left but it’s being moved now. Lygersby took some fire between the first square and the Rathaus. Didn’t seem organised. I don’t think they’ll take on the whole company.”
 
   “You’re saying risk it.”
 
   “Yes. Put a four-man brick in front if you feel like it.”
 
   “Right. Tell Wolfgang we revert to normal organisation when Leo comes through. He’s to hand back the shot to Leo and take the pike reserve back under his command. Once the two heavy troops are in the main square the skirmishers can stand down for the night. Pioneers to remain available till the Rathaus is secured. I take it we can get guns to the Rathaus?”
 
   “Yes, road's clear.”
 
   “Off you go then. I’ll pick you up in the Westplatz. I want you at the Rathaus to chase up the Tetzigers.” 
 
   “I’ll be on the corner. Nicholas!”
 
   “Captain Schmied?”
 
   “Hagen, Lemade, and three hackbutters are lurking somewhere around the tower. Find ’em and tell ’em to bring the tool-cart down to the first square. They’re to collect eight rounds of smasher canister from the ammo wagon and bring it down on the cart. You come down with them. Don’t go wandering outside this square on your own.”
 
    Hayek has found some townsmen who haven’t been clever enough to hide properly, and they are working nervously tearing the barricade apart, supervised by a couple of pioneers. We are established in a pair of houses on the corner of the square, with the smasher parked outside as a warning. Wolfgang has given priority to liberating food and drink; the local shops have yielded up their contents, and, as he says cheerfully, our hosts were being helpful as well. 
 
   “The boss is pushing Leo’s group through. He says we’re to revert to normal organisation when they get in.”
 
   “My lot aren’t going to like that. They’re starting to make themselves comfortable.”
 
   The menfolk from the two houses are in the party working on the barricade, and the ladies of the house we are in, the wife and three daughters in their teens, are as near as damn it waiting table on their guests.  
 
   I sigh. Mine are, for the moment, just too knackered, and battleshocked, to misbehave.  Once they get some drink inside them, things will be different, while the follow-up will have surplus energy and to spare. The best bet for our hosts is to get all the ladies tucked up early with a couple of soldiers each for warmth and protection. There is a gulf between our view of normal behaviour and that of civilians who haven’t experienced the realities of war. That gulf impossible to bridge by rational explanation, but learning by experience is painful, often fatal. I try.  
 
   “Gnädige Frau?”
 
   “I am Frau Wengel, Captain.” She looks thirty or thirty-five, dark haired, thick-bodied, decently and practically dressed. Everything about her, clothes, the furniture, the house, speaks comfort and respectability. How this town has so far managed to avoid an experience like tonight’s defeats me. And it’s only starting. I draw her away from the rest.
 
   “Frau Wengel. I want to thank you for your hospitality. And I want to give you some advice that you are going to find shocking. You have never had soldiers in your house before.”
 
   “No. They are such nice boys, so friendly, so tired. I am sorry for them.”
 
   “Frau Wengel, everything you say about them is true, at the moment. For the last hour they haven’t known if their next breath would be their last. They’re coming to terms with the fact that they’re still alive, and a lot of their friends aren’t. I started with sixty-six tonight. I’ve got forty left. I’ve seen two good friends of my own killed. All of these men have the same experience. And when they get their breath back, they’re going to celebrate being alive. They’ll have a lot to drink, and after that they’ll not be quite so nice as they are now, and they’ll be looking for one thing.”
 
   “You mean?” Her eyes widen. “My girls!” She is going to scream, and I clamp her mouth with a very unpleasant gauntlet.
 
   “Listen to me. Two questions. First, do you want your girls to see the morning?”  
 
   She nods, with difficulty. I am still gripping her head.
 
   “Second, does that matter more than anything else?” Again the nod.
 
   “I’m going to let you go now. Whatever you do, now or later, don’t scream.”
 
   She shakes herself. There’s a look of disbelief on her face. I am thinking that if I can break through this denial, there’s a chance of her and her family coming through the night.
 
   “Frau Wengel, this is war. It’s vile, and it’s particularly vile when it sweeps up ordinary people like you. Your best, your only chance in the next few hours is to join in, be part of it, just for tonight. It won’t just be your girls, they’ll have you as well, and the more that are fucking you, the fewer’ll be fucking your daughters. If you give these soldiers everything they want, and keep them here so they start thinking of themselves as your soldiers and you and yours as their women, they’ll protect you and you’ll get off lightly. It won’t be pleasant, but if you get every musketeer off the street wandering in here it’ll be a damned sight worse.”
 
   “Can’t you keep your soldiers under control?”
 
   “Frau Wengel, I’m not even going to try. All we wanted was to march through and use your town’s bridge. Your man Tetziger refused us passage. We opened the gates for ourselves, and it’s cost us. Tetziger condemned you all by his arrogance and stupidity. If I tried to stop the Landser tonight, I’d be lucky if I got my head kicked in. If I were unlucky I’d get my throat cut.”
 
   “Elizabeth is only thirteen.”
 
   “I’ve seen it happen to eight-year-olds. Send the boys out to steal more food and drink.  Get the girls drunk. And don’t eat all the butter.”
 
   I’ve made the breakthrough. She raises her eyebrows, just for a moment, then comprehension dawns. Her face hardens, and she nods, grimly.
 
   “Tell your neighbour what I’ve just told you.”  
 
   “I will. My husband?”  
 
   “Stays out on the working party. If he’s here he’ll try to protect you and the girls. If he does he’ll be killed. What you’ve got to do is avoid any situation where anybody gets killed in here, because once it starts it doesn’t stop.”
 
   “Why are you doing this, Captain?”
 
   “Because I can still recognise innocence when I see it.”
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “Twenty-seven.”
 
   “You look forty.”
 
   “Frau Wengel, I have to go. Bleib übrig.” Stay upright. Survive. “Where’s Sergeant Fischer?”
 
   “Here, Sir.” Fischer emerges from the kitchen, carrying a full plate.
 
   “Captain Monte wants me at the Rathaus. If I’m going wandering round the town tonight I want a couple of lads to watch my back. Your least tired, if there is such a thing.”
 
   Fischer looks round.
 
   “Marck goes on for ever, and the new boy, Mikhail – he was your driver, wasn’t he, Sir – he’s got his enthusiasm to keep him going. Hasn’t done badly tonight.”
 
   “Keep the rest of them here. Captain Monte says your section’s free once the foot are in the Hauptplatz. Tell Sergeant Hayek the toolcart’s on its way down. There’s ammo on it for Sergeant Scharff.”
 
   “Thank you, Captain. Marck, Mikhail, go with Captain Schmied.” The two of them pull themselves unwillingly from their chairs and put on their equipment.
 
   “Thanks, Fischer. I’ll confirm you in command with Captain Monte in the morning.”  Fischer, and Hayek the pioneer, would move up to the same status and pay as Ephraim Fitch, as sergeants commanding independent sections. It was a big step, which could rapidly lead to a junior captain’s job. Fischer looks pleased, and so he should.
 
   “Thank you, Captain. Luck.”
 
   I brief my escort. “We join up with company HQ. I don’t know what we’re going to bump into and I want my own close protection. This could be a serious evening or it could be a party, depending on what we find in the Rathaus.”
 
   The Westplatz is lit by the fires around the Dom. Across the square, we can see the roof of the church flaring as the flames find a new source of fuel. About two-thirds of the South side of the town is now well alight. The wind has changed, round to the northwest, and is rising, carrying the smoke and flames away from us. We wait at the corner, as Wolfgang flushes out the grumbling remnant of his assault troop and forms them up in the square.
 
   Eventually, which probably means only about five minutes, the main body arrives. Leo’s troop is first, Leo marching in front looking immaculate enough to make me gnash my teeth at people who arrive when the serious business is over. Montecuoli comes next with his command group, and I slip in with my supports.  
 
   “Hope you’ve guessed right,” Ricco growls.
 
   I have, and we come out into the Hauptplatz without bumping anything. A hundred yards to our right stands the Dom, ringed by its fires and lighting up the sky. A few figures are still trying to save it, as if attempting to do so might be rewarded by Higher Authority with some miracle. To our left is the Rathaus, a monument to civic pride in the new baroque style. Between us and the building is an elegant square, sprinkled with statuary.  The main feature of the square is a triple array of fountains and basins. Beyond these, the Rathaus stands on a raised platform, stepped round three of its sides. Flagpoles ring it like an honour guard. There are lights showing in the windows, but not a soul in sight.
 
   The main body of the pikes tramps in, followed by Wolfgang at the head of his battered detachment. Finally Ansaldo with the two falcons and the smasher, now restored to its team and limber but manned by some exceedingly grumpy gunners. It all looks quite impressive, as it is intended to be. The defenders of the Rathaus can see their options diminishing with each file of soldiers tramping into their grand square.
 
   I turn to my escort. “I’ve changed my mind. You two leg it back to Frau Wengel’s. I’ll be all right. You don’t want to miss the party.”
 
   “No, Captain.”
 
   “What do you mean, Marck, ‘no, Captain’?”
 
   “I mean that we know you pretty well, and that you’re likely to do some more damnfool things before this night’s out. So Mikhail and me, we’re going to babysit you until you’re safely tucked up in a bed.”
 
   “’Sides,” says Mikhail, “it could be interesting.”
 
   I give up, and join Montecuoli, who is surveying the Rathaus.
 
   “Are you going to walk up to the door and ring the bell?”
 
   “More or less, but I’m going to knock, not ring. Or rather Ansaldo’ll do the knocking.”
 
   “My concern is how much of a mess Lygersby’s made at the bridge gate. We’re going to look bloody silly if we can’t use it without a day’s work. I’ll go down when they’re finished.”
 
   “Good for you, that’s all yours. I’ve got this little jolly to sort out.”
 
   The guns are set up only about sixty yards from the front door of the Rathaus – too close, easy small arms range. I settle down with my bodyguard on the surround of one of the fountains to watch the fun. A small figure sits down beside us. Nicholas, steering toward the sound of the guns.
 
   The taking of the Hollenstedt Rathaus opens with a single salvo from the falcons in the general direction of the front door. Ricco’s idea is to let the defenders have some quality time to review their options. None of us are prepared for what happens next.
 
   Around the square, lights come on in the windows. Then doors open and men and a few women straggle into the gaps between the foot and the guns. More come from the direction of the Hauptstrasse, so that eventually there are seventy or eighty townsfolk assembled.
 
   The initial reaction of the Montecuoli Company is that they are under some kind of attack. The shot goes through gymnastics trying to find a sensible point to aim at, and the pikes wake up and form a double line. Then something tells me that these people mean us no harm.  Like their friends who had broken through the Tetzigers’ household troops to escape us in that frenzied killing match in the Hauptstrasse, these people are in a mood for getting their own back.
 
   “Don’t engage,” I bellow to Montecuoli. “Captain, I think they want to get the Tetzigers as badly as we do.”
 
   I recognise a tall, slightly stooped figure, making his way towards us.
 
   “Herr Doktor Morgenhalle?”
 
   “The same. I asked you for help. You replied. It seems that things have turned out better than we thought.”
 
   “The night is not yet over,” says Montecuoli. “Our quarrel is still with the Tetzigers. I intend to pursue it to a conclusion.”
 
   “Will you not spare the town?”
 
   “I will not. At the moment, authority remains with the well-fed gentlemen in there. My troops will expect this fight to go the usual way. You may or may not have more left in the morning than is normally the case on these occasions. Master Gunner! Repeat.” Two more roundshot sing on their way.
 
   And that puts an end to the peace and quiet. The lights in the Rathaus go out, and shots start to come back at us. We are silhouetted against the fires, and other than firing at the flashes, there isn’t much we can do. The four big windows at the front of the building, no longer providing an almost-friendly glow over the square, now reflect the angry light from the burning Dom and its surroundings. The townsfolk, their enthusiasm dampened, drift off to join our pikes, who shoo them away.
 
   “Time to break a few windows,” says Montecuoli. “What price the smasher at this range, Schmied?”
 
   “It’s long for killing people but it’ll take out the glass and wound anything unprotected.”
 
   “Then let’s do it. Master Gunner, I want the whole face of the building given a working over. But how the hell do we get in?”
 
   “Those big windows aren’t too high off the ground, and the closer we are to the building the safer we are. Keep the falcons going on the main entrance. We might get lucky there and at worst it’ll upset the amateurs. Do you want to send back for the pioneers?”
 
   “Only if it gets difficult.”
 
   The smasher fires, and again, and each of the four big windows becomes for a moment a mass of sparkling red snowflakes as its glass falls in the firelight. Then they are just black gaps, missing teeth in the lighter stone of the building. There is a lull in the return fire. Montecuoli seizes the moment.
 
   “Captain Mendel, five men each window, now. Volley fire. Remainder prepare to charge the front door. Master Gunner, dragropes. Breitling. Mr Sheehan to be ready for entry. Schmied, with me.”
 
   I feel a bit spare, and say so.
 
   “Bollocks, Roger. You and I are the only ones who can recognise the Tetzigers. Right now our target is treasurer Tetziger.”  
 
   “Johannes?”
 
   “Johannes. I don’t give a fuck about the Bürgermeister. I want that strongroom. Ready, Leo?”
 
   “Ready, Captain.”
 
   “Master Gunner, ready?”
 
   “Ready, Captain.”
 
   “THEN GO!”
 
   The musketeers clump across the square, up the steps to the platform and up to the windows. Four spaced volleys blast into the entrance hall of the Rathaus. The cannon roll forward, the detachments cursing as all gunners curse at being invited to move their charges by muscle power for more than ten yards. There is a flight of steps forming the final approach to the double front doors. The guns halt at the foot. There is enough light to make out the massive knobs.  
 
   “We’ll start there,” says Ansaldo. “Don’t rush. Roundshot first, then we’ll see how it responds to canister.”
 
   Two roundshot thump into the woodwork. Splinters fly, and the doors seem to give a little. Then the smasher speaks. The range is too short to allow the canister charge to spread.  Fifteen pounds of close packed metal find a weakness already developed by the roundshot, tearing a two-foot hole where the main locks had been. Leo takes command.
 
   “SHOULDERS!” The remainder of the shot charge up the steps and the doors give way under the impact. There is a ragged volley from within, and a couple of men go down.
 
   “CLEAR!” shouts Ansaldo. The shot variously throw themselves to the ground or to the sides of the doorway. The smasher fires again, the falcons joining in for good measure. There is a lot of screaming from inside the building. The shot pour in, joined by the men from the windows.  Montecuoli is up the steps, my little group following.
 
   “CHECK FIRE!” he roars. Then, “Light! Let’s get some fucking light lit so we can see what we’re fucking doing. And don’t kill anyone else till you can see who it is you’re fucking killing.”
 
   I get my portfire going and light a couple of wall sconces. Around the entrance hall, other lights spring up and we can see the damage we’d done getting in. There are about a dozen bodies on the floor, some still breathing. One unfortunate must have been trying to reinforce the locks when the smasher fired. The bottom half of his body lies inside the doorway; there is no sign of the rest of him apart from a few stains, and a head on the floor by the far wall. The shot finish off the wounded then look around for something else to do, but the hall is empty of live enemy. We can’t tell whether the bodies are townsmen or Bavarians; they are all well kitted out, the town guard as well-equipped as the mercenaries.
 
   There are two corridors leading off at ground floor level, and a massive staircase opposite the main entrance door. Montecuoli looks at the stairs.
 
   “They’ll be up there.” It’s the normal escape reflex when people think they still have a chance of fighting. When fear takes over completely, they make for the cellars.  
 
   “Send for your man Morgenhalle,” I suggest. “He’ll know the layout, and we can afford to let ’em stew for five or ten minutes.”
 
   “Like it. Send your runner.”
 
   “Nicholas. Remember the townsman we spoke to outside?”
 
   “The sort of official-sounding bloke? Tall, with a bit of a stoop?”
 
   “That’s him. His name is Morgenhalle – Doktor Morgenhalle. I think he’s with Captain Siegel. Tell him that Captain Monte wants to see him here. Any problems, ask Captain Siegel to hit him.”
 
   “Very good, Captain.” He is making to leave when Montecuoli stops him.
 
   “Nicholas, my compliments to Mr Sheehan, and he is to join me here with his people as soon as possible.”
 
   “Sir.” He’s off, light-footing it over the debris.
 
   “If you’re wondering, I’m betting on the cellars being reasonably safe right now.  Sheehan’s people can start looking for the strongroom even before we find the good Johannes.”
 
   He waves Leo over.
 
   “Well done. How many did you lose?”
 
   “One killed, two wounded, one badly.”
 
   “Piotr’ll move up once he’s finished at the gate.” Piotr is another who doesn’t have to be told where he ought to be. The casualties don’t sound much taken in isolation, but they are adding to what was an inordinate butcher’s bill for an operation that shouldn’t have been necessary. We must be well over thirty, not counting any that Lygersby has lost.
 
   “What about a bit of recruiting?” Leo suggests. “These Bavarians are all supposed to be musketeers, and if we could sign up ten of ’em it’d certainly help my numbers.”
 
   Montecuoli laughs. “A little subversion? It’ll pass the time till the Town Clerk gets here.”
 
   Leo, as an Austrian, sounds more Bavarian than anyone else we have. He tucks himself into a protected position by the staircase and shouts up it.
 
   “Any Hatzgrübers up there?” There is a resounding negative from up the stairs. To our delight, it isn’t accompanied by a grenade. 
 
   “If there are, we’d be happy to offer you alternative employment. Your officer’s dead, so there’ll be no questions asked.” It’s a perfectly normal proposition, but usually offered to survivors after the shooting stops.
 
   What sounds like an argument begins upstairs, quietly at first then becoming more heated. Leo adds fuel to the flames.
 
   “If you get yourselves downstairs now, you’ll see tomorrow. If you don’t – well, we’ve killed everybody down here. Drop your weapons and run for it.” He turns to his musketeers.
 
   “Cover the staircase.” There is a burst of firing upstairs, then some eight or nine soldiers come down at a run, some falling and rolling down the last of the descent. Leo’s people grab them, and haul them off into a corner where they are frisked and disarmed.  
 
   Leo is straight on to them. “Who’s the senior rank here?”
 
   An old corporal. “I am, Captain.”
 
   “How many?”  
 
   “Twelve of ours, we left three upstairs. Seven or eight of the nobs, most of ’em shit scared and useless, including that wanker of a Bürgermeister. There were about fifteen of their guard left, we dropped four, say ten or eleven. Some women and servants in the back rooms.” At worst for us, not more than a dozen effectives. Odds against halved in the last two minutes. 
 
   “Where are they?”
 
   “They’re planning to make a stand in the Council Chamber.”
 
   “Is there another way up?” Montecuoli, trying to avoid a frontal assault.
 
   “Don’t know, Sir. Sorry, never been in here till tonight.”
 
   “Captain Monte, Sir.” Nicholas, escorting Morgenhalle.
 
   “Herr Doktor, is there a back staircase?”
 
   “Two, Captain. Each of the ground floor corridors has one, then there’s a gallery either side of the Council Chamber.”
 
   “Access to the Chamber?”
 
   “There is a door either side at the far end.”
 
   “Leo. Give Schmied four men. Schmied, right hand side corridor, bust in through the side door. Noisy. Once we hear you, Leo, your lot up the stairs, fast, and into the chamber. If it doesn’t work, reinforce Schmied through the side door.”
 
   Morgenhalle breaks in. “Captain, why not let me speak to them? I may be able to talk them out.”
 
   “Like this afternoon, Herr Doktor? You just wait quietly with Nicholas here. They’ve had time to say their prayers.”  
 
   What really annoys me is that the bloody man is enjoying himself.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
    
 
   The seven of us walk as quietly as we can down the corridor. We see nothing, not even a rat, and hear nothing but the sound of our own feet. The stairs are there as promised, and we creep up to first floor level, turning back on our tracks with the wall of the Council Chamber on our right.
 
   There is the side door, and through it the sound of some altercation. I open my haversack and take out the two small charges in their boxes. One would be enough, but two will fit nicely between the handle and the jamb. Something else had struck me while I was looking in the bag.  What is it? Tired brain whirring, not connecting.
 
   The penny drops. I still have one of the fireworks left. Just the thing for a diversion.
 
   Whispered instructions. “Keep back, splinters. I’m first in with the firework. Aim for the guards, not the pigfaces. Ready? Check match.”
 
   I go forward with the portfire, light the fuses on both the charges. They should be about five seconds. Back round the corner, firework ready to light in left hand, portfire in the right.
 
   Bang. The noise amplified in the confined space. Light firework, drop portfire, draw Goosey. The sword buzzing with excitement. Kick door open, lob Roman candle on to the polished surface of the council table, take the nearest guard, a straight thrust for once under the chin, bubbling blood and goodnight. One pointing a hackbut, back of the sword knocking it out of the way without my having to think about it, boot into the man’s groin, Goosey coming back on a forehand below his ear. A lot of blood, probably not a killing blow, enough to make him lose interest. Firework explodes, yellow balls flying round the chamber. My six piling in, screaming blue murder. Muskets firing, the balls going all over the place but another two guards down.  Main doors giving way under the impact of a dozen bodies, Leo first in, the defenders still looking our way at the crucial moment. Butts, boots and blades. More screaming, the terror variety. Then quiet.
 
   The guards, there had been eleven, all dead or dying. Of the senior burghers, four lie dead on the floor and the benches. Neither of the Tetzigers is among them.  
 
   When in doubt, look under the table, preferably with a pistol. One of those underneath has the same idea and has a go with a pistol himself. It’s the ginger-bearded Beckmesser, the president of the Schützenverein. He misses everybody, gets my heavy left gauntlet for being silly, and stands up spitting teeth.  
 
   The table also conceals two pigfaces and a frightened nonentity who has only too obviously fouled his breeches, confirming the opinion of our Bavarian corporal.  
 
   Montecuoli is not mincing words with the other three. He addresses them in a parade-ground bellow from a range of two feet.
 
   “You, fucking Ginger. I have news for you, sunshine. One of your fucking Schützen experts fired on my colonel and me this afternoon when we were under a white flag. Now my colonel and I hold you personally responsible for that incident and you’ve made the mistake of losing the fucking battle. So you hang, no messing. Colonel Strelitz wants a word with you first so we’ll keep you till the morning. Captain Mendel!”
 
   “Captain.”
 
   “Take this little prick away, give him a serious beating, then lock him up somewhere unpleasant for the night.”
 
   Two of Leo’s musketeers drag Beckmesser away and towards the stairs. There is the sound of a protest, followed by a crunching noise. If Strelitz wants answers on the morrow, he shouldn’t expect them to be intelligible.
 
   Montecuoli turns to the Tetzigers. There is no letup in the noise level. “Now, you two.  Paul Tetziger, Johannes Tetziger.” He is getting them wrong way round but a gesture behind his back tells me to shut up. The ploy works. Paul Tetziger draws himself up to his full unimpressive height and fairly sizzles his response.
 
   “I am Paul Tetziger, Bürgermeister of Hollenstedt, and you may address me as such.”  Give him his due, Paul is producing a fair display of defiance.
 
   Montecuoli becomes positively friendly.
 
   “Most kind of you, Paul.” He turns to the other. “Johannes. You are going to be helpful.  Schmied, send someone for Mr Sheehan.”
 
   “No need, Captain.” Sheehan, accompanied by one of his centurions. There are four of them altogether, not part of the company but employed directly by Sheehan. Old soldiers, well armed, well paid, and totally loyal to their master.  
 
   “Johannes. This is Mr Sheehan, my accountant. Now go with him like a good boy, open your strong room, and show him all your holdings and all your books. And I mean all your fucking books. Don’t try to be clever. Mr Sheehan trained with the Medici.”
 
   That is Johannes Tetziger’s exit cue. Sheehan tells me afterwards that Montecuoli had authorised him to let the treasurer go if he felt that the man had been helpful. As matters turned out, that was a pity.
 
   Which leaves Paul. Whatever we may think of him, he doesn’t give up.
 
   “Captain Montecuoli, I hold you personally accountable for all that has happened in my town tonight, and I warn you that it will go ill with you and your colonel when the matter comes to the attention of the Imperial authorities.”
 
   You have to admire a man who in the last extremity can come up with something like that. Montecuoli simply kicks him in the balls.
 
   “Tie this bastard up while I think of what to do with him. Listen, you. If you promise to keep quiet I won’t inflict a gag on you. More verbal abuse, and it’s the gag – and I’ll fucking kick you again.” The musketeers rip down a couple of curtains and use their cords to bind Tetziger to a chair.
 
   “Schmied, send your runner across to Captain Siegel and tell him to bring the pikes over here. HQ people can move in too. I want this place properly secure. Oh, and that Town Clerk character. He can help me decide what to do with his boss.”
 
   I call down the staircase. “Nicholas.”
 
   “Yes, Captain?”
 
   “Up here. Job for you. Bring Doktor Morgenhalle.”
 
   Ricco is thinking aloud. “There are two main attractions in this building, the treasury, and the booze and grub in the Rathskeller.” Every Rathaus worthy of the name has a well-stocked Rathskeller below it. Ricco goes on. “We’ve got to keep the townsmen out of the building, we’ve got to keep the soldiery out of the treasury and we don’t want Lygersby in here, or any more of him than official representation.”
 
   “I’d’ve thought we’d have seen something of him by now.” The lack of news from Lygersby is worrying me. “He must’ve finished at the gate.”
 
   “My guess is he’s doing over those big houses in the far corners of the town. Leo, go out on the balcony, see if you can hear anything.”
 
   Nicholas and Morgenhalle have arrived. I send Nicholas to find Wolfgang. Morgenhalle is wringing his hands at the mess we’ve made of his Rathaus, the pile of bodies on the landing, and the state of his master.
 
   “Are you animals?” he asks. “Why do you do this?”
 
   It’s the wrong thing to say to Montecuoli.
 
   “Herr Doktor, listen to me, and listen good. Everything that’s happened today is the fault of one man, and he’s sitting in that chair. There a few more down for aiding and abetting. Two of those might’ve stopped all this if they’d shown a bit of sense – that’s Westerhead, or guts – that’s you. So don’t think you can be all virtuous about it. What you can do is advise me what to do with the former Bürgermeister.”
 
   “With respect, Captain, Herr Tetziger is still the Bürgermeister of Hollenstedt. He has not resigned, nor been voted out of office.”
 
   “Arseholes, Doktor. You don’t seem to realise that the only power in this town is the force I command. Just remember that I can have you or Tetziger killed with no comeback. That’s a form of power you may not have learned about in law school. Now advise me on what I should do with your former boss.”
 
   Morgenhalle stands silent. Leo comes back from the balcony.
 
   “Something doesn’t seem right,” he says. “I can still hear firing and I’d swear it’s coming from around the bridge.”
 
   “How much?” asks Montecuoli.  
 
   “Sounds as if there’s still something organised down there. It’s more than odd shots.”
 
   “Bad news,” I put in. “The more trouble, the more there’ll be to clear up in the morning.  I’m not for trying to start again tonight.”
 
   “Neither am I,” says Ricco. “If they need help I’ll give it, but I’m not sending anyone down there to volunteer. Let ’em ask. Herr Doktor. Tell me what you think.”
 
   “I think that whatever is done to Herr Tetziger should be carried out by his own people.”
 
   “Just that?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I think we can organise things so that we come to a satisfactory conclusion. Tell me, how many people ought there to be in and around this Rathaus?”
 
   Morgenhalle thinks for a moment. “Some of the councillors’ wives and children are in the building. Certainly the Tetziger ladies. Perhaps about a dozen. And there will be about twenty servants, more women than men. Oh.” The penny drops. “Captain, I must protest!”
 
   “Protest away, Herr Doktor. Wolfgang. I want your pikes around the front of the building until the townsfolk go home. Party time. Leo, your people search the building. Assemble the servant types in the hall downstairs. Kick the men out. Nobs up here.”  
 
   The room is filling up with the HQ people.
 
   “What about the goodies?” Leo is keeping his eye on the ball.
 
   “Breitling, organise a first pick for up here. After that, everyone to get a chance at the cellar and the kitchen. We’ve a little business with Herr Tetziger here, then we send the burghers home to their beds. After that, stand down, and we all look the other way till morning.”
 
   “Captain, I ought to check out the armoury.” There have been times when I would have been looking forward to the entertainment, but this isn’t one of them.
 
   “You’ll miss the fun.”
 
   “Seen one, seen ’em all.” The usual two fingers in reply.
 
   “Herr Doktor, do you have keys to the armoury and magazine?”
 
   “In my office. But you will not need them. The doors were unlocked for the battle.”
 
   “Herr Doktor, I want to make sure that what’s down there is firmly locked away until this night’s over.” Some drunk might well think of enjoying a quiet pipe in the magazine.
 
   “I understand, Captain. Follow me.”
 
   “One moment, Doktor. Marck, Mikhail, I’m going to need you. Nicholas, you’re welcome to come along but if you want to stay for the show that’s all right.”
 
   “I’ll come with you, Captain.”
 
   “Good. As a consolation prize, we’ll call in at the Rathskeller on the way and stock up.  Lead on, Herr Doktor.”
 
   We leave through the door I had vandalised on the way in. Morgenhalle shudders at the damage, and vanishes through a door opposite marked ‘Rathsschreiber’.  He emerges carrying some imposing keys, and leads us down the back stairs we’d used to get to the chamber for the attack, then down another flight to cellar level.
 
   “Rathskeller first, Herr Doktor.”
 
   We’re ahead of the pack, though there is already a trickle of opportunists inbound with empty goody-bags and outbound with full. Breitling’s carrying party passes us with a couple of laundry baskets of dainties for upstairs.
 
   “There’s plenty for everybody, Captain. Looks like they’d laid in for a siege.”
 
   He isn’t wrong. We help ourselves to a bottle or two each, then fill our ration bags from the food laid out in the kitchen area.  “Armoury now.”
 
   “Next level down.” Another stairway, older, the stone stairs worn by the passage of centuries of feet. Enclosed lanterns lit the corridor.
 
   “Eleventh century,” says Morgenhalle. “Six hundred years.”
 
   We find what I would expect to find, the second line stock. About fifty hackbuts, clean, oiled and serviceable, but definitely sixteenth century. Two score crossbows, likewise, or even older. Dangerous. Old crossbows go brittle. A collection of old swords, a few pikes, and that was that.
 
   “The Schützen pieces?”
 
   “The owners keep them at home, or at the club armoury.”  
 
   The shot is in the same enclosure as the weapons. Assorted ball; we’d have that, and the burghers could keep themselves amused replacing it from the melted roof of the Dom. Little roundshot, for the swivels. Then a surprise; about sixty roundshot, which as well as I could judge without a calliper gauge would fit our falcons, and some canister to match, all clean and oiled like the weaponry.
 
   “The town had a couple of small cannon before we acquired the gate guns,” Morgenhalle responds to my raised eyebrow. “One burst, so we went for the six-pounders.”
 
   “The other?”
 
   “I do not know where it is. Lothar Tetziger would have known, but you have killed him.”
 
   A mystery; well, I was having that falcon ammo if it gauged. The rest of the stock is six-pounder roundshot they can keep, and six-pounder canister that we’d take away to repackage for our pieces.
 
   If the armoury is unexciting, the magazine is something else. For a start, whoever designed it had known his job. Access is through two iron-faced doors, with a nicely crafted interlock so that the inner can’t be opened until the outer is closed and vice versa. The storage in small compartments, with plenty of space between the kegs and barrels, and the tubs of match.   The magazine is lit by light-boxes opening only to the outside.
 
   But it is the size of the stock that impresses. For a start, we can replace every ounce of powder we’d used in the fight for the town and hardly make a dent in Hollenstedt’s stockpile. And whatever Sheehan has found in the strongroom, the powder represents a massive financial asset to our company – and, we had to allow, to the Danes. There is just one problem; how can we lift the stuff?
 
   “How did you come by all this powder?”
 
   Morgenhalle makes no reply. Marck moves into position, in case violence is indicated.  
 
   “Herr Doktor, don’t play games with me. You have been helpful so far, and my master seems to be regarding you differently from your council members. That could change, and for my part, I think he’s being a little too nice to you anyway. So talk. Show him your dagger, Marck.”
 
   “The town operates a powder mill.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “On the river, about half a league downstream of the town. The river is navigable most of the year. Not now, of course, but it will be in a week or two.” The area I had marked down from the hilltop as possibly the town tannery. And my curiosity as to why Hollenstedt looks so prosperous has been answered.
 
   “So you trade in powder, get rich, and your prince does very well out of his rake-off?”
 
   “Quite so.”
 
   “And you’re carrying lots of stock, because it’s the beginning of the campaigning season and the world is about to beat a path to your door for its supplies. But we got here first.”
 
   “Regrettably, yes.”  
 
   “Right, Herr Doktor, I’ll tell you what happens next. I am going to lock this place up, and then we will adjourn to your office, where I will lock you in for the night. I will then report these matters to Captain Montecuoli.” 
 
   Morgenhalle declines the offer of a further visit to the kitchen and we climb to Council Chamber level. The noise of revelry grows louder as we go up the stairs. Something organised is going on. A rhythmic chorus of ‘Yes! Yes! Yes!’ echoes along the corridor.  
 
   “Herr Doktor, who else has keys to the armoury and magazine?”
 
   “Lothar Tetziger only. It is forbidden for my set to leave the Rathaus. Lothar Tetziger normally carries his at all times.” More food for thought. With the doors locked against the casual drunk, my fears are turning more towards a Guy Fawkes against the new occupants. Sergeant Fischer and his boys would have stripped Lothar, and if he had been carrying his keys they’ll be in safe hands. Log it as a worry to be followed up; try and find someone sober to keep an eye on the magazine staircase at least. 
 
   I’m not wrong about the revelry. On the battle-scarred table is a large lady, bodice undone to reveal ample breasts, a mound of skirts and petticoats around her waist. Pumping away among the petticoats, the bare arse of our star performer on these occasions, a pikeman known throughout the company, even on the muster roll as Esel. ‘Donkey’ is unoriginal but appropriate.  Watching, tied in his chair, is the ex-Bürgermeister. From his face it is apparent that the lady is his wife, and that Paul, alone of those present, is not enjoying the spectacle one little bit. The reason for his displeasure is apparent; instead of screams of distress filling the chamber, the loudest contributions to the ‘yes!’ chorus are coming from the table.
 
   Matters come to a satisfactory conclusion. Hoots of laughter from the assembled throng.  What happens next is unexpected. Frau Tetziger heaves Esel off her with no apparent effort, swings her legs to the floor with no regard for the decencies, and grabs him by the arm. With his free hand, Esel modestly smooths down his front shirttail and attempts to hoist his breeches, not before causing pangs of inadequacy in every male in the line of sight. His partner, still bare-breasted like some pagan fertility goddess, hauls him out through the main doors and disappears, presumably to some love-nest in the back areas. As a rape it has been a grave disappointment; as low comedy, a palpable hit. 
 
   I force my way over to Montecuoli. “Captain, we need to talk.”
 
   “Not now, Schmied. Breitling, untie the pigface. He’s had his entertainment.”
 
   I have a fair idea of what Ricco is going to do next, and that although it would appear to be coming naturally, I know there is a side of him that he is having to beat down to let him do it.  Breitling, impassive, drags Tetziger from his chair.
 
   “Bring him out on to the balcony.”
 
   Below us, the crowd, perhaps sixty or seventy, waits. Wolfgang’s pikemen form a barrier between them and the building. For the moment they are at rest, butts on the ground, pikes upright with points against the walls.
 
   Montecuoli stands at the balcony rail, a majestic figure lit by the fires burning on the far side of the Hauptstrasse. Alongside him the squat form of Tetziger, held on his far side by Breitling, himself as tall as Montecuoli. As a tableau of dominance it could hardly be bettered.
 
   “Citizens of Hollenstedt,” thunders Montecuoli. “Tonight you have been subjected to the storm of your town. Half of it is ablaze. Many of your people have already been killed or wounded. And before this night is out, more of you will suffer. This is all the responsibility of one man. Your former Bürgermeister, Paul Tetziger. This afternoon, my colonel requested leave for our regiment to march through. Tetziger refused. That left us no option but to storm your town, which has cost the lives of many of my soldiers. By that refusal he also condemned you to whatever we may choose to do with each and everyone of you, your wives and daughters, your houses, your shops, your possessions. Whatever may happen tonight, there is one man responsible. Paul Tetziger!”
 
   There is a growl from the crowd. Twelve hours ago, I thought, you were queueing up to kiss the little bastard’s arse. Now you’re going to do whatever Ricco tells you.
 
   “I have asked the advice of Herr Doktor Morgenhalle, your Town Clerk, as to what should be done with Herr Tetziger. His request was that justice should be carried out by the citizens of Hollenstedt, not by my forces. I agree with him. Tetziger has brought ruin to Hollenstedt, and Hollenstedt shall have him.”
 
   The growl is getting angrier, women’s voices coming through, cries of ‘Tetziger!’  ‘Tetziger!’ He must have stood here often, heard the same shout, but in different tones. Is he remembering? 
 
   “Breitling, put him up on the rail.” Damn the man. He can still manage to stand there, balanced and almost steady, facing an ignominious death.
 
   “Citizens of Hollenstedt, I give you – Paul Tetziger.” Montecuoli steps behind the man on the rail and gives him a massive shove. It must have been twenty-five feet from the rail to the ground, and if he isn’t dead after he hits the paving stones, he can’t know much about what follows. He is kicked, stomped, spat upon; men undo their points and piss on him, a woman squats over his face. He is still more or less intact when they drag him to the centre flagpole, which boasts a gaff, and hoist him aloft. His body twitches, just a little, as it rises to the peak.
 
   Ricco is silent. Then: “I wonder if the good doctor has a nastier nature than we thought.  We’d have given him a cleaner death. I didn’t like doing that.”
 
   “I know. Been with you a long time.”
 
   “I thought only Kate – I need a drink. You wanted to talk?”
 
   “I think we should get rid of the sightseers before we do anything else.”
 
   “Yes. Would you mind?”
 
   I walk back on to the balcony, Nicholas at my side. The crowd are milling around, wondering what to do next. Dangerous. The ant-brain of a mob can suddenly and unpredictably fasten on something you really don’t want to happen.  
 
   I may not be as big as Montecuoli but I can shout just as well.
 
   “Citizens of Hollenstedt. You have squared your account with your former Bürgermeister.” And I hope you feel pleased with yourselves. “Now go to your homes. Fifteen minutes from now is curfew time. From then on, anyone on the streets will be treated as enemy and will be killed. The only exception is people actually fighting fires. Go now.”
 
   There is a stir in the crowd, but no willingness to depart.  
 
   “Nick, find Master Gunner and tell him I may need to encourage this lot on their way.”
 
   “Right, Captain.”  
 
   I lean over the balcony, recognise Wolfgang’s senior sergeant.
 
   “Sar’nt Peltzer!”
 
   “Captain Schmied, Sir?”
 
   “Prepare to clear the square.”
 
   “Sir.  Pikes!” The pikes brace up.
 
   “Pikes, ’shun! In one rank, close order, on the centre, form!”  
 
   The pikes, forty or so of them, close in on themselves to form one solid line, the pikestaffs still vertical, the threat still implied rather than explicit. A few people are starting to slip away from the rear ranks, but a solid block of about fifty or sixty stays put. I try to divine what is driving them, whether they want to join in the pillaging of the Rathaus, to have a go at any of their former governors that might still be inside, or perhaps to get at us for wrecking their town. I doubt if they know themselves, but the fact of the matter is they are at best a nuisance, at worst a threat.  
 
   “This is your last warning. If you do not leave now, I shall order my pikemen to clear the square.”
 
   A few more trickle away from the mob.
 
   “Sar’nt Peltzer!”
 
   “Sir!”
 
   “Take ’em away.”
 
   “Sir. Pikes, engage.” The sixteen-foot shafts come down, the butts on the shoulders, the points just above head height.
 
   “Pikes will advance in slow time. Pikes, ADVANCE.”
 
   A pike charge in the heat of battle is frightening to watch, even more frightening to receive. The deliberate advance of Peltzer’s platoon is frightening in a different way. The slow but inexorable grinding forward of the fence of points causes the front rank of the mob, now numbering forty or so, to fall back on those behind, who have not yet seen the points at close quarters. I am hoping that common sense will prevail and the rear would break away before it comes to –
 
   “PIKES, POINTS!” The pikestaffs dip a couple of feet to chest or gut height, and the single rank of disciplined soldiers makes contact with the front face of the crowd. There are screams, then some bloody fool in the press fires a hackbut. Where the ball goes I can’t tell. Whether it hits or not, it makes no impression on the pikes whose armour is enough to keep out a hackbut ball, even at that close range. There is a spatter of firing. Something, probably a pistol ball, hits the pillar a yard to my left and I step back for a moment. I hear Peltzer again.
 
   “PIKES, IN QUICK TIME, ADVANCE!” This is no longer crowd control, this is battle practice, and the rank goes forward, stepping high and stomping what goes down before it. This time the rear of the crowd registers what the screaming in front of them means, and those who can try to escape as best they can. I see one wounded man get as far as the fountain basins before collapsing into the water. Others drag themselves off into the darkness. Peltzer halts his men. They check the bodies on the floor, finish off the ones that are still breathing, then, bless them, form line again, facing the Rathaus. Peltzer marches forward, and salutes.
 
   “Permission to fall out, Sir?”
 
   “Permission granted. That was well done, Sar’nt Peltzer. You may stand down now. I think you’ll find there’s more to drink than even pikemen can cope with. Any casualties?”
 
   “None, Sir.”
 
   “Then carry on, and again well done.”
 
   “Sir. Pikes, dismiss.” A final salute. That unnecessary little episode has cost Hollenstedt another twenty souls at least, to no purpose other than to confirm unequivocally who is in charge.
 
   Or perhaps not. In the silence after the pikes march off I can still hear firing from the bridge area. And that, or my ears are deceiving me, is a grenade, and that is another. And that isn’t a grenade, but it’s indubitably something more than a musket.
 
   Something is troubling me, and I can’t place it, something I’ve seen that evening that doesn’t seem to fit.  Meanwhile, we are going to have to do something about the bridge gate. I’d told Ricco I’d go down later to assess the situation; it looks as though it may need something more than an engineer assessment. And who is chucking grenades about? I have to confess that curiosity is leading me, as well as the feeling that I ought to go anyway.
 
   Ricco has a bottle of brandy and a morose expression. The Council Chamber already has the look of a somewhat battered bawdy-house. The upper ranks of the company and half a dozen ladies are in various stages of undress, inebriation, and connection. There is a scream from a pile of bodies on what is obviously the Bürgermeister’s chair of office. That usually happens when some silly cow encourages Wolfgang to reveal what lies under his eyepatch.
 
   “Hello, Schmied, got rid of ’em? Thought I heard a few shots.”
 
   “Yes, all gone. We had to kill a few to make the point. None of ours hurt. Sergeant Peltzer did well.”
 
   “What did you want to talk about?”
 
   “You ought to know that we’re sitting on enough powder to reduce this building and everything in it to little tiny pieces. This town runs a powder mill. It’s how they make their money, and their winter’s production is all sitting three floors down from here, waiting for the Imperialists to pick it up.”
 
   “Or the Montecuoli Company?”
 
   “There’s far more than we can lift. It’s a barge job. That’s why the stock’s still here. The river’s navigable after the spring fresh, according to Morgenhalle.”
 
   “Morgenhalle. Yes. What have you done with him?”
 
   “Locked him in his office. I think he’s playing tonight’s events for his own advantage.”
 
   “Yes. He obviously had a score to settle with the Tetzigers. He’s done it and still kept his own hands fairly clean.”
 
   “Ricco, look. Morgenhalle will keep. There are two pressing concerns. I’ve locked up the armoury and the powder store, and I’ve got Morgenhalle’s keys. He says that there’s just one other set and they’re held by Lothar Tetziger. Sergeant Fischer worked Lothar’s body over and should have them but we can’t be certain. I’m worried that some hero may decide to break in and blow up the lot of us.”
 
   “Got that. What else have you got in your over-active imagination?” Montecuoli is perking up, with something new to push the memory of Tetziger’s last moments out of his mind.
 
   “There’s still fighting going on at the bridge gate. Not only that, but I just heard some heavier stuff. I think someone ought to go and have a look.”
 
   “You mean you think you ought to go and have a look. Haven’t you done enough for one day?”
 
   “Damn right I have, but look around. You and I are the only ones with our breeches on.  And I’m sober.”
 
   “All right. Better give me those keys. I’ll arrange a guard on the magazine.”
 
   “I suggest you put them on the door at the top of the staircase. I didn’t see another way in, and I wouldn’t want the guard too close to the powder.”
 
   “Right you are. Luck, Roger. Go well.”
 
   I waved across to my three.  
 
   “Come on boys. Party’s over for the moment. Dump the bottles, we’ll restock on the way back.” I didn’t want my little party to sound like a vintner’s cart going down the street.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
    
 
   Discipline is slipping, too early, but it’s a hopeless task to restore it now. I run into Ansaldo in the entrance hall, and apologise for standing him to unnecessarily. No problem, the guns and teams are tucked up in the stable compound at the back of the Rathaus, and would I like my glass back?  Should there be difficulties later, three or four of his will be staying with the guns rather than hitting the town.
 
   The Rathaus square is clear of anything living. Once outside the building, we can hear normal sounds of determined revelry from the part of the town between us and the land gate, but also definite indications of continuing battle from the direction of the bridge.
 
   “Must be two hours since the Danes went through,” says Marck. “I wonder what you’re getting us into this time, Sir.”
 
   It isn’t a whinge. Marck is enjoying himself.
 
   The Hauptstrasse is deserted, and we press on towards the sound of the firing. It is intermittent now, but every so often there is that heavier bang that I can’t place. It’s not one of the gate six-pounders because there is a muffled quality to it. The sixes would be firing in clear air and would sound that way. On the far side of the Ostplatz, the horseholders from Lygersby’s squadron. There are a lot fewer than I would have expected.   
 
   “Twenty.”  
 
   “Seven.” A corporal, fortunately with good German.  
 
   “Is that Captain Hawken from the Montecuoli? The one they call Captain Schmied?  Corporal Larsen, Sir.”
 
   “That’s right, Corporal Larsen. How’s it looking?” 
 
   “Not good at all, Sir. Lead troop and Captain Lygersby, they rode straight into a cannon ambush. Canister over roundshot. Captain Lygersby was wounded, his horse got the roundshot and fell on him. One dead squadron leader. Second captain goes up dismounted to see what’s what, gets another round of canister. He’s dead too. Mr Sandberg, he’s running the battle.”
 
   I can tell from Corporal Larsen’s tone of voice that he doesn’t rate Mr Sandberg highly as a tactician.
 
   “Your Corporal of Horse – what’s his name, Harten?”
 
   “Mr Sandberg won’t listen to him. Thank fuck you’re here, Sir. We may get something sorted. Mind you, it looked up a bit when your lads came along with the grenades.”
 
   “My lads what?”
 
   “Your sergeant. Sergeant Hayek. Comes up with your toolcart. Grenades on it. We got the towers. But we can’t use the square.” 
 
   Into the last stretch of street. Bodies, men and horses, everywhere. It looks more like a defeat than a famous victory. A familiar shape halfway down. The toolcart? Then there is the reflection of a flash at the end of the street, a cannon shot, light calibre, and realisation dawns.  My fuddled brain connects with an image from the armoury. A stock of falcon ammunition, clean, bright, and lightly oiled. Doktor Morgenhalle, you were a little economical with the truth back there.  
 
   “Sergeant Hayek?”
 
   “Captain Schmied?”
 
   “Why aren’t you safely tucked up in someone else’s bed?
 
   “We were out in the square and we could hear the firing – it seemed to be channelled up the main street. Then a roundshot comes bouncing up the cobbles and thumps into the corner-post of Frau Wengel’s. I remembered you saying that they had sixes on the gate towers at both ends, but I look at this ball, and I think, that’s small for a six, and Hagen, who’s just been on the land gate tower and been looking at the ready-use shot up there, agrees with me.”
 
   “So, you put two and two together?”
 
   “Yes, Sir, and we came up with the answer that the Danes had hit something they hadn’t bargained for.”
 
   “So you went to help. Did you think of sending word to me or Captain Monte?”
 
   “Well, Sir. You sounded to be pretty busy at the Rathaus, and we didn’t know what was happening down here without coming to look, and I thought there wasn’t much point in going to look and then finding we needed the toolcart, so I said we’d take it with us, and when we got here we found we’d walked into this monumental fuckup, and there hasn’t been time to think about contacting you till now, and here you are anyway.”
 
   Damn the man. In a moment or two he’ll have me thinking it was all my fault. “What gives here?”  I ask. “The corporal in the square gave me the basics.”  
 
   “Blasted wet behind the ears cornet of horse trying to run things and refusing to take advice.”
 
   “That would be Mr Sandberg?”
 
   “Yes. The other one, Mr Carlssen, knows even less but he’s willing to listen. Sandberg went off for a shit and was away half an hour, which makes you think. While he was away, Mr Harten and I gripped Mr Carlssen and set up the attack on the towers.”
 
   “With the experts showing the way.”
 
   “Hagen and Lemade? Yes, they’re getting pretty good at it. Same way they did with poor Mr ter Hoon, grenades and the door charge. Took the right-hand tower, then cleared the other gun platform with grenades from the first. They’re still up there. Too bloody risky to try coming back.”
 
   “How many?”
 
   “Mr Harten and I agree there’s ten or twelve, that’s four or five working the cannon and six or seven with muskets or hackbuts. There’s a street leads into the gate square from the left.  The cannon’s about thirty yards up that, behind a bit of a barricade. Any movement in the square and it’s a load of canister down the street. And they aren’t short of ammo.”
 
   “Any ideas?”
 
   “Yes, Captain. If you look at this street, it’s not like the one at the other end of town. The houses are split up. There’s alleys running between them. We, that’s Mr Harten and myself, reckon that we could get round behind the cannon provided it’s the same in the side street.”
 
   “So why hasn’t Mr Sandberg tried it?”
 
   “Probably because he didn’t think of it himself and won’t listen to NCOs. All he can think of is trying to get directly up the street to the cannon. He’s lost a lot doing it. I don’t think they’ve sixty left in the squadron.”
 
   That figures; they had fewer than a hundred to start with. There are at least twenty bodies here in the Hauptstrasse, let alone those lying in the square. Hayek is erring on the side of optimism.
 
   “Better warn you Sir, he’s got big ideas of his own importance, with both the captains gone.”  
 
   “Thank you, Sar’nt Hayek. I must go and present myself to this paladin. Any chance of a word with the Corporal of Horse first?”
 
   “I wouldn’t think so. Sandberg’s keeping him on a tight leash since the business with the towers. They’re down at the end there.”
 
   They are, with forty-odd troopers. I have to say that I’m not surprised at the judgements I’d heard on the way up. The third and most experienced of the junior officers, Thorhild, is presumably part of the debris of the lead troop occupying the street around us.
 
   “Hello, Georg, Christian. Sorry to hear about Niels and Michael. And Henrik. Evening, Mr Harten. Captain Monte’s asked me to find out how you’re getting on.”
 
   “Good evening, Schmied. I am doing very well, thank you. I have taken the towers, and I am about to put in another attack on that confounded cannon. I must say that I take a dim view of being launched into this attack by your Captain without being informed as to the strength of the opposition. I will be speaking severely about this to your Captain in the morning.”
 
   I can judge soldiers pretty well by now, and I know that this one’s pomposity is cover for a man at the end of his rope. He’s tried to do what he knows how to do and he won’t accept advice from his juniors, though he seems happy enough to claim credit for the attack on the towers. Ricco won’t thank me for picking a fight with him; my job is to get those damned gates open. 
 
   “May I make a suggestion, Georg? There are a couple of demolition charges on the pioneer toolcart. Before your boys do another death or glory at that falcon, I’ll ask Sergeant Hayek to swing one of them up the square. Flash’ll blind ’em for the moment and the bang’ll put ’em off.”
 
   “I really do not feel that it is necessary. My troopers are capable of doing the job without any such support. Mr Carlssen will be leading them.”
 
   I’ve raised my voice slightly when making the suggestion. I can clearly make out the troopers’ mutterings to the effect that anything that improved their chances would be much appreciated. Christian Carlssen’s expression says the same.
 
   “I didn’t say it was necessary, Georg, but I feel it might help. I’ll go and fix it with Sergeant Hayek.”
 
   “But I said, Hawken –“
 
   “No trouble, Georg, no trouble at all.”
 
   Back to the toolcart. “Marck, Mikhail, Nicholas. Pick up a pistol each from the bodies.  Hackbuts on the toolcart.” Pistols easier to handle round the back alleys than the hackbuts.
 
   “Me as well?”
 
   “Nick, you’ve been nagging to go soldiering. You’re getting your wish. Sar’nt Hayek. Take one of the charges, put a lanyard on it and cut the fuse to about five seconds. They’re going to do another suicide rush. I want you to heave that charge as far up the square as you can before they go. We’re going up the alley. Need about three minutes to get into position. If we start now Sandberg won’t think we’re dragging our feet.”
 
   “Nick, you spike the piece.” I fish in my haversack for the hammer and two or three nails.  “You know what to do?”
 
   “Bash a nail into the touch-hole, two if it’s a big ’un.”
 
   “Trick is go gently at first.”
 
   “Right, Captain.”
 
   Marck’s turn. “Pistols ready, Captain Schmied.” They are big cavalry weapons, hard-hitting at close range. I check my own pistol and put it back in the holster. I tend to keep it for emergencies only, but tonight we are going to need firepower to reduce the odds at the start. 
 
   “Off we go then. We rush the piece from behind as soon as Sergeant Hayek’s charge goes off. Daggers only if we meet anyone in the alley. That’s mainly me, but have yours ready in case anyone opens a door to empty slops. Don’t talk, kill ’em. Luck, Sar’nt.”
 
   “Luck, Captain.”
 
   The alley is all I had expected it to be, which means it is ankle-deep in a stew of shit, offal, and rotting garbage. Not a place to slip and fall. I lead, Goosefeather held horizontally at throat height, angled across my front. In my left hand, at groin level, my bollock dagger, a twelve-inch blade copy of a fifteenth century original. Mikhail comes second, then Nick, counting the paces, Marck bringing up the rear. I am looking for an opening on our right after about fifty or sixty paces. We are stepping short and careful in the shit; allow for it. There is one at twenty, one at thirty-five – not far enough, then a long gap, three or more houses without a break. I can hear Nick counting under his breath, sixty, sixty-one – I run into something, someone, with my knee.  No contact with the sword, straight in with the dagger. Some poor soul squatting on his doorstep, minding his own business at the wrong time. There is a sound resembling a tired grunt. Kick the body aside.  Sixty-four, sixty-five, sixty-six – a glimmer of brighter darkness on the right.  
 
   “Check.” Don’t stop sharply, good chance of getting a friendly dagger in the arse. “Alley to right.”
 
   We’ve overshot, so Marck leads off down the side alley, carefully in case the defenders are using it for shelter at the far end.
 
   “Looks clear, Sir. Come on up.”
 
   Occasionally something goes right. We are about fifteen yards beyond the falcon. As far as we can see there are about twelve of the enemy; no indication whether they are Bavarians, town guard, or ordinary townsmen. Whoever they are, they’ve shown they can fight, and fight a clever little battle against odds.
 
   We seem to have been forever in the alley, but experience says that three minutes has been on the high side. 
 
   “Nick and I do the gun, Marck, you and Mikhail the shot. Pistols ready. Go on the bang, don’t wait for an order.”
 
   Pistol cocks back. Get on with it, Sandberg!
 
   A bellowed order from down in the square. If that gets Sergeant Hayek killed, I’ll call you out and kill you, Sandberg. No firing from the barricade. They’re holding back to cover the gunners reloading, I thought, and not firing the falcon till they’ve got a worthwhile target.  Someone’s thinking there. 
 
   I don’t see Hayek’s charge box in flight, but the explosion is as close to the barricade as I have any right to expect, about fifteen yards short. The four of us off and running, Nick beating me to the gun by three yards. One of the detachment pointing a hackbut from the far side of the piece, Nick beating him to the shot and scoring, the number three coming at me with the rammer and getting my pistol in his face. Two down. Pistol into holster, draw dagger.  Nick scrambling over the gun, out with the hammer, first nail in, tap, tap, second for luck, tap, tap and bash them flat. Well done, lad! God’s teeth, we’ve done what we came for already, in about seven seconds. Problem, surviving the next seven. A gunner with a short-sword coming in from my right. Goosey up for the parry, the man’s blade shivering to fragments on mine, left hand, dagger into groin. Another scream.
 
   Nick over the gun trail, picks up the dropped hackbut, blows on match and fires at something out of my line of vision to my right, reverses the hackbut and clumps another of the gun detachment round the ear. Marck and Mikhail at the barricade, using their short-swords. A couple of bodies on the ground. Six down. Where the fuck are the Danes? We’d won their God-rotting battle for them. Ah, there they come, a parade-ground advance, steadily up to the barricade. A couple of muskets fired at them, but the majority of the defenders too busy with the intruders in their midst. A stocky figure without a helmet comes wearily at me and I haven’t the heart to do more than wallop him with Goosefeather’s flat. Then the Danes are up to the barricade and over the top and – “RUN FOR IT,” I yell, as I realise that as far as the attackers are concerned, anything on our side of the barricade is enemy. Nick parries a sword with his empty hackbut, brings the butt through to persuade the man to desist, drops the weapon and is away up the street like a long dog. He’ll be all right. Marck is helping Mikhail, who has obviously picked up some sort of wound in the last moments. I grab the man I have just clouted by the collar, and haul him to his feet.
 
   “Wake up, you. Run, if you want to go on breathing.” He breaks into some sort of trot.  Someone turns and fires a hackbut, then we are all of us, my four and the surviving defenders, off at the best pace we could manage.   
 
   We run forty yards and then stop, as if by mutual consent. No one is following. The Danes have their victory and aren’t for pressing on into the darker regions of the town. Our group is safe. Whether joint adversity will keep us safe from each other is something else.
 
   Then someone starts to giggle. Another joins in, and another, till the street is rocking to a gale of helpless laughter. Gradually the fit subsides. I’d brought a bottle of brandy along for Lygersby; I pass it round our new friends, while I think of the best way to get ourselves, all of us, out of our present predicament.
 
   “Gentlemen,” I begin, “we have a bit of a problem here. Two minutes ago we were all trying to kill each other. Now there’s fifty Danes down the street trying to kill us, and that means all of us. So can we agree that for the moment we’re all on the same side?”
 
   Murmurs of assent.
 
   “Who the fuck are you?” Definitely a Bavarian.
 
   “Name’s Hawken. Captain in the Montecuoli. Are all of you Hatzgrübers?”
 
   It turns out that the foot, just four of them, are. That leaves one surviving townsman gunner, and my still-dazed friend. The spokesman introduces him.
 
   “He was in charge. Knew what he was doing. Name’s Tetziger.”
 
   Now that’s a turnup for the book. Think.
 
   “I’ll start by telling you what’s happened. You lot are the last of the defence of the town still in business. My company’s taken the rest. I have to say well done, even if we are on different sides.
 
   “Now, we all want to go on breathing. You ought to know that some of your people are still alive. You had an oldish, leathery corporal at the Rathaus?”
 
   “That’d be Seidlitz.”
 
   “Well, Corporal Seidlitz saw the light and surrendered eight or nine of the Rathaus garrison. Saved us a lot of bother, and he and his blokes are signing up with the Montecuoli in the morning. You could do the same.” Keep them away from the alternative, to cut our throats and take their chances.
 
   “I suggest that you hole up round here for the night and report to the Rathaus in daylight.  Don’t go wandering round the town, there’s a curfew. I’ll give you a paper to hand in. Ask for Captain Mendel, he commands the shot. I’m told there’s some nice houses just up from here.  Right, gunner?”
 
   “Right, Captain.”
 
   “Go with these boys and find them a house. Stay with ’em and show ’em a back way to the Rathaus in the morning. You four, march in like professionals and we’ll sign you up. It’s not a bad firm.” I am blocking out a note for Leo as best I can in the darkness. I hand it to the spokesman. 
 
   “We know, we’ve heard about it. Captain, what are you going to do with Sir?”
 
   “I’ll tell you what I want to do. You, Herr Tetziger. Have you been following all this?”
 
   “Not all of it. Someone hit me a hell of a bang.”
 
   “That was me. You were lucky. I might have given you the edge. What are you called?”
 
   “Peter.”
 
   “Who’s your father, Paul?”
 
   “No, thank God. Johannes.”
 
   “Well, the good news, Peter, is that the last time I saw your father, he was still alive. I can’t say the same for your uncles.”
 
   “I’m not surprised. You are the English captain?  
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “My father told me about you after the parley. He said he thought you were dangerous, and honest. You should know he speaks English quite well.” So my conversation with Charlie had not been totally private.
 
   “I’ll tell you what I think, Peter Tetziger. I’ve had enough killing for one night. I don’t give a huge amount for your future prospects if you stay in Hollenstedt. I saw your citizens string up your Uncle Paul, and I don’t think it was our people that killed your Uncle Lothar in the Westplatz. I think you’ve fought a good battle down here. So I want to give you a run for your money.”
 
   “How do you mean?”
 
   “I want to get you to the far end of the bridge in one piece and turn you loose.”
 
   “If what you say is right, it looks like the best deal going. What do we do?”
 
   “This is where it gets difficult. We’re going to have to make contact with the Danes, which gives us a good chance of getting shot. To complicate things, I’ve got one wounded. How are you, Mikhail?”
 
   “He’s losing blood, Captain. It’s a leg wound, but I’m not happy.”
 
   I dig the wound dressing out of my bag. “Put this on him. It may help. Just a moment, Peter.”
 
   I pull Marck aside. “I’m going to have to take Tetziger back down our alley. Can’t risk walking up to the barricade. I want you to stay here with Mikhail. I’ll send a patrol up, soon as I can.”
 
   “Right, Captain. Be as quick as you can. We need to get him to Piotr.”  
 
   “Tie that dressing good and tight. Luck, Marck.”
 
   “Luck, Sir.”
 
   “You lot. On your way. Luck.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir. Luck.”
 
   I wait a moment or two as the darkness closes behind them, to be sure they are really taking themselves off. Then we set off towards the barricade, hoping the Danes don’t do standing patrols.
 
   We are lucky. We don’t have to go all the way to the alley from which we’d launched our attack. There are still a dozen troopers hanging around the barricade, examining the cannon. We drop into another opening about fifteen yards further up, as noisome as anything I’d been in tonight. There is a muffled exclamation from my new companion.
 
   “Don’t come round the back streets much, Peter?”
 
   “Don’t make a habit of it.”
 
   “Dirty business, urban warfare. Perhaps we should complain to the Council.”
 
   He has the grace to laugh. We make the left turn into the main alley, and pass the place where we’d turned off coming up.
 
   “Watch it, there’s a corpse on your right.”
 
   “You?”
 
   “Fortunes of war.”
 
   We don’t bump into anyone else at their natural functions, and come out into the Hauptstrasse by the toolcart.
 
   “Halt. Twenty.” Two figures by the toolcart.
 
   “Seven. Captain Hawken, my runner, one prisoner.”
 
   “I was beginning to wonder if you’d done it once too often, Captain. Prisoner?”
 
   “Their commander. Bürgermeister’s nephew. Herr Tetziger, Sergeant Hayek, commanding the pioneers of the Montecuoli. You’re safe with him or anyone else of mine.  Sergeant Hayek, I’m relieved to see you’re still with us. When I heard that bloody fool announcing the attack I thought that was it.”
 
   “So did I.”
 
   “Where are our people now? Hagen and Lemade back from the tower?
 
   “Yes, whole section’s close by.”
 
   “Sandberg done anything about securing the outwork?”
 
   “He’s talking about it.”
 
   “Right. Orders. First. Marck and Mikhail are about forty yards up the street beyond the barricade. Mikhail’s hurt. I want you to take a patrol up to retrieve them, and get Mikhail back to Piotr. Second, I want the remainder of the section to come with me now and open the gates. Herr Tetziger is going to instruct the outwork garrison to surrender.”
 
   “Then you’re going to let him go.”
 
   “Damn right I am. Sorry, Peter, but we’re going to have to stick our heads into the lion’s mouth. You killed off what sense there was in the officers of that squadron.”
 
   “Ready, Sir.” Lemade and three pioneers.
 
   “Good. Peter, give me your sword. It’ll look better. If you’ve got any other cutlery on board, don’t tell me. You may need it.”
 
   Sandberg’s HQ is now established in one of the corner houses. He is somewhat disconcerted to see me, and even more to smell the three pairs of boots that enter. Carlssen and Harten are present, and a couple of orderlies. There’s a bottle and glasses on the table.
 
   “Hello, Georg. I see you had a successful battle. Send the help away while we talk.”
 
   “Christian stays. Yes, I was totally successful. The enemy ran away.”
 
   “And you pursued them and killed the lot, or took them prisoner?”
 
   “Well, no. We secured the barricade, and captured the cannon. It would have been ill-advised to go further.”
 
   “Actually, I agree with you. What state was the cannon in when you took it?
 
   “It had been spiked.”
 
   “By whom?”
 
   “Presumably by the defenders.”
 
   “Did it fire on you during the attack?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “And did you ask yourself why not?”
 
   “Obviously, because it had been spiked.”
 
   “By the defenders.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Who then stayed behind to defend when they hadn’t got a cannon to help. That would be rather stupid, wouldn’t it? As stupid as walking up to a defended position in slow time with no covering fire, like your attack tonight.  
 
   “Georg, I’d like to introduce two people. One is the extremely bright young officer who has reduced your squadron to a troop today. Georg, this is Herr Peter Tetziger, who has been commanding the bridge gate defences today, and doing it very well. Herr Tetziger, Cornet Georg Sandberg, commanding what is left of the Lygersby squadron.
 
   “The second, Georg, is the man (Nicholas preens himself) who spiked that cannon and got Christian’s people up to the barricade. My runner, Nicholas. Say thank you, and say it nicely.  Nicholas, and my other men Marck and Mikhail, who’s wounded, won your bloody battle for you while you were shouting the odds down here. We did what your own people suggested, went up the back alleys, and flanked ’em. Four of us. You could have done it two hours ago. Then we had to run for it and make friends with the opposition or else get killed by your lot.”
 
   “I don’t want to be churlish, Schmied, so I thank you for your assistance with my battle. I may mention it in my report to Colonel Strelitz. Now I would be grateful if you would hand me that sword you are carrying, which I presume you have taken from my prisoner.”
 
   “Georg, about an hour back I watched as the good people of Hollenstedt strung up a man whose delusions of grandeur had rather more justification than yours. This battle is over, and I don’t have to be nice to you any more to get the fucking job done. Now listen in, Cornet Sandberg, and if you want to command anything more than a sanitary detail, listen carefully.”
 
   “How dare you speak to me in this manner. I command the Lygersby squadron–”
 
   “You’ve had tactical command of the Lygersby squadron tonight because there’s been no bugger else to do it, and you’ve almost destroyed it. Who takes over full command of the squadron is for the owners of the squadron to decide. That, in theory, is a matter for poor old Niels’s family. But what you don’t know, sunshine, is that your squadron’s so deep in debt to the Montecuoli Company that the effective owner is called Ricardo Montecuoli, Not to mention the fact that you’re under Ricco’s command for this operation. I’m Ricco’s man here, and I’m telling you the facts of life. From now on, you do as I say. If you don’t, I’ll relieve you of command.  And Herr Tetziger is my prisoner, not yours.”
 
   He looks as if he’s going to burst into tears. Christian is pretty stricken too.
 
   “Georg, I am now going to take the surrender of the outwork. Herr Tetziger has agreed to come along and help.”
 
   Sandberg says nothing. We go out and collect Lemade.
 
   “Open the gates. Fully. Get some of these unemployed horsemen to help.” I remember I haven’t reloaded the pistol, and do it while the gates are unbarred and swung open. I hand it to Nicholas. 
 
   “Stay here with Lemade and help make up the numbers. I don’t want that bastard having any bright ideas about shutting me out.”
 
   Tetziger and I walk out over the bridge.
 
   “How old are you, Peter?”
 
   “Nineteen.”
 
   “I was seventeen when I started in this business. You’ll do all right. But watch your arse and your flanks. We had you easy tonight, but you were thin on the ground. Sandberg should have had you out hours before.”
 
   “I’ll remember.”
 
   “I wish I didn’t have to throw you out like this, but there isn’t any option.”
 
   “I know. This bloody war.”
 
   No one has fired from the outwork. I don’t know why, but I don’t expect them to. We are about twenty yards from it, and sitting ducks.
 
   “Have a word with them, Peter.”
 
   “Bridge end. Tetziger!”
 
   There is no answer. The outwork consists of two towers, no gate, no gallery, just a bar across the roadway; more checkpoint than defence work.
 
   “There’s an underground passage linking the towers. One door only, the left hand tower.”
 
   The door is open.  
 
   “Anyone home?” No reply.
 
   “Would you mind checking it out, Peter?”
 
   “Not at all.”
 
   “You might as well have this back now.” I hand him the sword belt. 
 
   “They’ve legged it.” I see no reason to disbelieve him. Had there been anyone there, and had he been concealing fell designs, he could have come out with two or three at his back, and farewell Roger.  
 
   “You’d better take this.” The ration bag, enough to keep him going for three or four days if he’s sensible.
 
   “I’d go East if I were you. Saxony.” Saxony had declared for the Imperialists the previous autumn and is raising a large army.
 
   “Thank you, Roger Hawken. I owe you my life and a bit more.”
 
   “Good-bye, Peter. I hope we may meet again. I really mean that. Luck.”
 
   “Luck, Roger. Go well.”
 
   “Go well.”
 
   He waves once, and plods off into the darkness. I walk wearily back across the bridge. 
 
   “Sergeant Hayek’s got Marck and Mikhail,” Nick reports. “He’s been telling the Danes what we did. A lot of them are seriously unhappy.”
 
   “Do you mean what I think you mean?”  
 
   “They were pretty pissed off with that Mr Sandberg earlier. Now they know it took just four of us to do the barricade, I think there might be real trouble.”
 
   “You mean a murder.” I can and probably will get Sandberg sacked in the morning when everything is functioning properly again. But if some disaffected Dane does away with him before morning, we’ll have a messy situation on our hands when we need to give our attention to the real task in hand, stripping Hollenstedt and getting the companies into fit condition to move on.
 
   I decide I can’t wait for Montecuoli. “Nick, thank you for that.” Once again, the boy has been thinking like an officer. “I want you to find Mr Harten for me, and do it quietly.”
 
   “The Corporal of Horse?  
 
   “Yes. You’ll probably find him in one of the end houses. I’ll be on the stairway of the right hand tower. Quick as you can.” If I’m going to relieve Sandberg, I need Harten on my side before I make my move. I would like to put Harten himself in command, but protocol demands that if there’s an officer available, he should get the job. Later, we can commission Harten in the field and solve the problem, but tonight little Christian Carlssen is going to have his moment of glory. 
 
   Nick brings Harten, slipping round the end of the square in the shadows. A tall man, gentlemanly, like a lot of senior non-commissioned ranks in the horse, and competent, I knew already.  
 
   “Captain Hawken, Sir?”
 
   “Thank you for coming, Mr Harten. I’ll come straight to the point. I understand there’s serious feeling in the squadron against Mr Sandberg?”
 
   “Yes, Captain. I’d go further, and call it dangerous.”
 
   “In that case, you’re confirming what I intend to do. I’m going to relieve Sandberg and put Mr Carlssen in command, and I’m going to tell him to be a proper little officer and do exactly what his Corporal of Horse tells him. And I want Sandberg locked up for his own protection.  Happy with that?”
 
   “Only wish you’d done that an hour, two hours ago. You’d have saved fifteen or twenty lives. I didn’t get the opportunity earlier to thank you for what you and your boys did.’
 
   “It was only what you’d thought up already. I was in a position to do it, you weren’t.  Now let’s go and relieve a squadron leader.”
 
   There are two glasses on the table now. 
 
   “Mr Sandberg, the outwork is clear of defenders and the Lygersby squadron’s task is therefore completed. I am now relieving you of command of the squadron and placing you in custody for your own protection. You are to hand over your duties to Mr Carlssen immediately.  Mr Carlssen, don’t drink any more.”
 
   Sandberg is on his feet, unsteadily. “This is an outrage! You have no right. I will take this up with Captain Montecuoli immediately, and with Colonel Strelitz in the morning.”
 
   “You can have your say in the morning. I’ll tell you why I’m doing this. Your incompetence, and your refusal to listen to advice, have got a lot of men killed and made a half-hour skirmish into a three-hour battle. It might also have been a good idea to let Captain Monte know what was going on. There are men in your squadron who want to kill you for what you’ve done. I agree with their sentiments but I can’t afford to have a squadron leader, even a temporary acting one, assassinated, so I’m locking you up for your own good.”
 
   Sandberg has gone purple, and I begin to hope he’ll expire on us and save a lot of bother.  Then he sits down and begins to whimper.
 
   “I’ll have your sword, Mr Sandberg. Nick, help him. Now go with Mr Harten.” Harten leads Sandberg away. Nicholas goes with them without being told, sensing that I want to talk to Carlssen on his own.
 
   “Christian, listen to me. I was sorry to have to do that, but I had no choice. Now you aren’t ready for squadron leader. If you think you are, you’re in trouble.”
 
   “I don’t.”
 
   “Then you’re one step on the way to being ready.” He smiles.
 
   “You’ll have to accept that Mr Harten will actually run the squadron because he knows a hell of lot more about it than you do. Accept that, and you’re two steps on the way.”
 
   “I don’t have a problem with any of this. I’ve never had the misfortune to meet a more pompous incompetent prat than Georg. It might well have been me with the dagger tonight.”
 
   “Christian. Would you be content to serve under Mr Harten’s command? Reason is, I am thinking of putting him up for a field commission as captain. Could you cope with that?”
 
   “I think so. Troops would like it.”
 
   “Right. Remember, even that could be a big opportunity for you.”
 
   “What about Georg?”
 
   “We’ll find something for him to do, away from the squadron. There are a lot of openings for pompous prats on the staff. Now I suggest you parade as many of the squadron as you can get together and tell ’em what’s happened.”
 
   “Don’t you think you should do it?”
 
   “Certainly not. Your squadron, Mr Carlssen. Luck.”
 
   “Thank you, Captain Schmied. Go well.”
 
   I tell Harten that the Danes can have the Ostplatz for their echelon in the morning, then call for Nicholas. 
 
   “Thank you for the eyes and ears bit, Nick. That was well done.”
 
   “Mr Carlssen all right, Captain?”
 
   “Yes, he’ll do. He’s learning already. As you are.”  
 
   “Me?”
 
   “I’m wondering what I’m going to do with you. I think you’re destined for higher things than messenger boy. For the moment though, just carry on the way you are doing.”  
 
   “What do we do now?”
 
   “Back to the Rathaus. Desecrate the fountains, get the shit off our boots. Have a drink.  Find a bed. I don’t want to see you till morning. If I’m not at the Rathaus I’ll be at Frau Wengel’s.”
 
   What did they shout in the old days when a storm was successful? Oh, yes, ‘ville gagnée’.  Well, we’d won Hollenstedt all right, and the cost is lying from here to the land gate, and in the Hauptplatz, and in the Rathaus, and in forty or fifty homes, and up on the hill where Trüdl lies buried.  
 
   It’s what we do, and, by and large, we do it very well.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
    
 
   The fires seem to coming under control or controlling themselves as they run out of things to burn. The northwester is getting stronger and there’s a hint of rain on it.  It’s blowing Tetziger’s corpse to and fro as it hangs at the peak on the centre flagpole.
 
   The main entrance of the Rathaus has been closed as best the battered front doors allow.  I push one open, quietly and carefully.  
 
   “Twenty.” Someone awake and sober enough?
 
   “Seven. Captain Hawken.”
 
   “Good to see you, Captain. You’ve been gone a long time.” One of Ansaldo’s gunners, presumably one of those who weren’t keen on hitting the town. An Englishman, Carter, a Puritan like Fitch, and from the same part of the world.
 
   “Sorting things at the bridge. Quiet here?”
 
   “Quietened down now. It was the usual earlier.”
 
   The entrance hall had been a mess after we broke in and had then has had a significant orgy superimposed on it, which hasn’t improved the look of things. There are bodies everywhere.  You could distinguish the orgy casualties from the battle dead by the fact that the latter are all male and have more clothes on. 
 
   “I’ve seen worse,” says Carter. “There seemed to be enough of everything to go round, even women. Nobody got killed, for a change.”
 
   Probably, I thought, because for once the boys had got their hands on some decent drink rather than the usual rotgut that seemed to spark ill temper and violence.
 
   “What about upstairs? They behaving themselves?”
 
   “Models of good behaviour, Captain.” He raises his eyebrows and smiles. There are Puritans and there are Puritans.
 
   “I’m off to find a bed. Did Master Gunner put you on stag?”
 
   “No, Captain. The place looked a bit unsupervised so I thought I’d keep an eye on things.”
 
   “Well done, Carter. Good night.”
 
   “Good night, Captain Schmied. God bless.”
 
   The people we recruit. Strange to find two of the same persuasion and from the same part of the world in the same company. Fitch had mentioned that he had been encouraged by his local Member of Parliament to come to Germany and learn soldiering. Had his passage paid. Perhaps the same applies to Carter.  
 
   The Council Chamber is empty except for Leo, who is rummaging through the bottles on the meeting table, looking for something full. There is nothing surprising in the sight, except that he is stark naked.
 
   “Hello, Schmied,” he says, “We ran out.” He is clutching four bottles, and giggles. “One each.” He is tumultuously, utterly, and happily drunk. “What have you been doing, out till this hour? Bedtime.”
 
   “Been doing a bit of tidying up for Ricco.”
 
   “Good for you. Been fun here.” He looks closely at me, trying hard to focus. “Schmied, you look terrible. Get yourself some wine – it’s good stuff and you might even find something to drink out of. Then find a place to sleep. I’m off to do just that.”
 
   I take his advice, find a bottle of brandy, one of Rhenish that looks respectable and push the cork in. I set off towards the upper reaches of the Rathaus, looking for an unoccupied bed.  I don’t bother with the first floor up from Council Chamber level – there’s still a lot of laughter, squeals, and the odd shriek where someone is overdoing it. I head up the second staircase, stealing a candle from the last wall sconce.
 
   As I turn onto the landing, a hand grabs me. I drop the bottles and go for the boot dagger, but a girl’s voice sobs “please, no.” She looks at me in the candlelight.
 
   “You are the English captain?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “My father told me about you.” That’s the second Hollenstedt father today who’s been telling his offspring about me.  
 
   “I met the other Englishman. He was – arrogant.”
 
   “I knew him. I had to kill him tonight and I regret it, arrogant or not.”
 
   “Will you help me?”
 
   “On one condition.”
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “That you find me somewhere to sleep. What help do you want?”
 
   “I want to see tomorrow. Come with me.”
 
   She leads me to a room three doors down. There are curtains, but the glow of the fires shows through them. Keeping the bombs away from the Rathaus has worked, though. There isn’t anything close enough to worry about. 
 
   There is a bolt on the door but it wouldn’t keep out a determined five-year-old. I put down the bottles and stick the candle on a chest by the wall, then jam a straight-backed chair under the door latch. That’ll give us about fifteen seconds, I think.
 
   Quarrington’s advice – ‘keep your boots on your feet and your feet on the floor, your sword on the bed, and your face to the door’ – comes back, unbidden. I take off my belt, unsling the battle haversack, and shrug out of Goosefeather’s harness. I draw Goosey and lay her on the bed. The girl flinches, but I smile and she relaxes a little. A thought comes back.
 
   “You said your father spoke of me. He must have been at the parley?”
 
   “Yes. I am Else Tetziger. My father is Paul Tetziger, the Bürgermeister. And tonight I have to fear not only your soldiers but our own people.”  
 
   “You do not have to be afraid of me. I don’t go in for bedroom violence.” The Bürgermeister’s daughter – well, there’s another turnup for the book. The younger generation of Tetzigers seem to be a much more attractive lot than their seniors. Drop the buff jacket on the floor, take her by the shoulders.
 
   She’s submissive, but there’s more than a hint of curiosity about her. Certainly she helps me undress her, kisses me with something that goes further than gratitude, and as things began to warm up she’s the one who unhitches my breeches. Fräulein Tetziger, I think, you’ve been here before. Naked, I can see the family tendency to plumpness, but in Else it’s the young, attractive sort. Then I turn her round on the bed to follow Quarrington’s directional advice, and forget about thinking.
 
   It’s a nice clean bed. My rules of survival tell me to keep my boots on, but they are wet through from paddling in the fountain, so for once they come off. Else sleeps an innocent sleep, making contented grunty bubbly noises from time to time, while I’m doing the soldier’s one-eye-open sleep in ten-minute naps, coming up to check the night for inappropriate sounds, sights and smells. I’m more concerned about crackling flames and smells of burning than sounds of human intrusion, but there is little to hear, other than a welcome pattering of rain, and the predominant smells are moist woman and dirty soldier.
 
   Just before dawn, Else stirs. I’m awake. Dawn for me is a normal working time of day.
 
   “You’re going soon, aren’t you,” she murmurs.
 
   “Things to do.”
 
   “Not yet, you’re not.” Somehow, in about five seconds she has my shirt off and my breeches down as far as they’ll go, and a hand is squeezing my balls. Once she’s satisfied with the result she slides over me and wraps me in her wet self. There is a gentleness about both of us that is totally different from the first encounters. It might be stretching a point to call it lovemaking, but it comes close, and it seems to go on for a surprisingly long time, but still not long enough.
 
   “You have to go.”
 
   “I must. The soldiers are all over the town and they’ve got to start being soldiers again.  There will be more coming through today, but they won’t be stopping. My company should be out of here before tonight.” There is a washstand. I gave myself a splash, dressing as we talk.
 
   “What should I do?”
 
   “Stay in this room as long as you can – till evening at least, tomorrow morning if possible. Wedge the door when I’ve gone. There’s some of the wine left, there’s a water jug, there’s a bucket under the washstand. I’ll leave you a dagger for emergencies, and I’ll raid the party food. When you come out, I think you will find that Herr Doktor Morgenhalle has taken over the town. At first sight he struck me as an honest man. I now have doubts about him.”
 
   “Ernst fucking Morgenhalle!” She spits. “Ambitious snake in the grass. My father gave him his chance, and he’s been scheming against him ever since. And I’m part of his nasty little plans.”
 
   “You?”
 
   “Damn right. He’s been sniffing round me since I was thirteen. Paws only, so far. I think he’s thinking dynastically.”  
 
   I have been dropping hints about the fate of her family, but she’s not picking them up. I think she has guessed but doesn’t want to have her suspicions confirmed. I’m dreading the ‘will you take me with you?’ question, but she is too wise to ask it. I slip along the gallery in my stockinged feet, down the stairs and grab some food from the council table that doesn’t look as if the rats have been at it. I find a middling-sized pistol and a dagger, and carry the lot upstairs again.  
 
   I kiss her and close the door, hearing her jam the chair back in place as I make my way noiselessly, boots in hand, down the gallery in the dawn light. There have been no tears, no scene.  I never expect to see her again, 
 
   There is a throat-grabbing morning-after smell about the Rathaus. I need fresh air. Carter bids me a cheery ‘good-morning’. I select the cleanest of the three fountains, one that hadn't had my boots in it last night and only holds a single corpse; I remember the crowd escaping from the pikes. I sit barelegged in the water, watching the day develop.  
 
   The fires have mostly gone out, but wisps of smoke still climb here and there in the cool morning air. The Dom stands forlorn, its roof collapsed in during the night. Make collecting the lead easier. 
 
   There is a scrunch of weary boots on the gravel behind me. I turn, reaching for a dagger in a half-hearted way, just in case.
 
   “Blood, burning, and bowel contents. I love the smell of a well-sacked town in the morning. Have you ever thought, Schmied, that this is a lousy way of making a living?” Ricardo sits down to enjoy the sunlight.
 
   “Often. Going to give it up?”
 
   “Yes, and this time I mean it.” I chorus the last bit with him.
 
   “No, I’m serious. We’ll talk about it when there’s a moment. Did you have a pleasant night?”
 
   “I had a perfectly bloody evening, lost too many good people. I worked my arse off clearing the route through this benighted town. I only got back to the Rathaus when you lot had finished having your fun. After that it improved.”
 
   “How improved?”
 
   “A young lady implored me to protect her against the rough soldiery.”
 
   “And as a gallant English gentleman, I assume you hastened to oblige. Pretty?”
 
   “Comfort rather than speed. The Bürgermeister’s daughter.” Montecuoli seems
shocked.
 
   “That’s a bit much, considering we’d just hanged her father.”
 
   “As I remember it, his own people hanged him.”
 
   “Technically, yes. But I did suggest it.”
 
   “Perhaps she didn’t know. Perhaps she did know and didn’t care. He didn’t seem a particularly nice man.”
 
   I haul my feet out of the water and turn round to let them drain on the gravel.
 
   “Ricco, have you ever had the feeling after you’ve done something in the heat of the moment, that it was the wrong thing to do?”
 
   “Frequently. Kate usually gives me hell.”
 
   “No, I am serious.”
 
   “Then live with it. What have you done? It’s not the girl, is it? I didn’t think you went in for…”
 
   “God’s teeth, Ricco, no, it’s not the girl. It’s Charlie Westerhead.”
 
   “The English idiot commanding the Bavarians.”
 
   “The same. You know I killed him at the gate?”
 
   “Yes. You kill a lot of people. What’s so special about this one? You knew him in England, of course. You hardly made him out to be a friend.”
 
   “No, quite the reverse. But I just know, deep down inside, that I’m going to regret killing Charlie Westerhead.”
 
   “There’s been a lot to regret on this one. Trüdl, Blanco, Cornelis.”
 
   “It gets worse. Lygersby, Triesbach, Thorhild.”
 
   Montecuoli is genuinely startled. “Christ, was it that bad? You’d better tell me what happened.”
 
   So I outline the story of the Danes’ disaster, down to my relieving Sandberg of command.
 
   “You did the right thing. I’ll hear him, but I’ll endorse your decision. Why the hell didn’t that idiot send word?”
 
   “Too insecure to admit he couldn’t cope. If he’d listened to Harten and Hayek he’d have had young Tetziger on toast an hour, two hours earlier. Nice lad, that. There’s more. Morgenhalle pulled a fast one. He didn’t come clean about the falcon. I wasn’t as bright about it as I should have been.”
 
   “Meaning?”
 
   “He dropped a hint, down in the armoury, that when they put the six-pounders on the towers the town still owned a falcon, but that he didn’t know where it was. I thought he meant it was in store somewhere, but I should have registered they had ready ammo for it in the armoury.  My fault.”
 
   “Wouldn’t have made much difference.”
 
   “It might. If we’d known, you’d have sent help.”
 
   “And got more of our own killed in the process. Perhaps it’s my fault. I didn’t like Lygersby much. When you think that he was only running his squadron on my charity, he really did tend to be a bit above himself.”
 
   “Does that surprise you? Come on, Ricco. Did you want him to be expressing his undying gratitude at every verse end?”
 
   Montecuoli is silent. Looks at his watch. “Twenty to seven. First parade in twenty minutes. Müller should be down any minute now.” I know I’ve made my point and don’t push any further.  
 
   I had been spot on about killing Charlie. It’s just as well that I have only the feeling of unease, no real inkling of how much grief that one death will cause, not just to me but to my family as well. Looking back, I can’t help thinking of Malory, and the Dolorous Blow.  
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 12
 
   Low Sunday
 
    
 
   There’s a drill for the mornings after nights like the last. It’s pointless to expect a full turnout for early parade, but we need a nucleus of serviceable soldiers to get things moving. As always, a cash incentive is the answer. Those whose names appear on the seven o’clock roll call receive a bonus of half a rixdollar – two English shillings. This is a lot just for getting up early, but it doesn’t have to be paid to many people. If we are lucky, we’ll see about thirty hardy souls on parade, who will be sent to dig out the rest, and then act as Müller’s shock troops.
 
   Müller, as Sergeant major, takes the parade, and then as quartermaster will organise the stripping of the town and the surrounding farmland. I need to talk with him about collecting weapons. I’m after some of the Schützen rifles.  
 
   The fighting end of the company takes a back seat in today’s major activities. We have wounds to lick and gaps to fill. I had started the process last night, but I need to confirm the promotions with Ricco. And the most important matter is to count heads and establish just who we have left.  
 
   Sheehan’s books will show that each of the dead soldiers has a nominee, or two or three in order of precedence, to receive their balance of pay and credits. The nominee may be a comrade, often a woman in the echelon, rarely a wife or mother back home. The company is all the family most of our people have.
 
   We pay the men only four-fifths of their net earnings after stoppages for food and kit.  Some take even less, voluntarily. The rest is invested through the company, which earns four and a half percent from our Amsterdam bankers, the van Daams. The troops get three per cent on their balances. The scheme gives them a cushion if the company’s income dries up and we have to pay them off. It also helps reduce the desertion rate. 
 
   The nominee system works to the advantage of the lucky ones. A soldier who survives three years’ campaigning can expect to receive three or four or more bequests. Sheehan knows of several ordinary soldiers in the company worth over five hundred rix – a hundred English pounds.  Senior ranks do even better. My own deposit, direct with the van Daams and not counting the few hundred I keep with Sheehan for running expenses, is edging up towards ten thousand rix – and at four and a half percent, earning me over eighty pounds a year on top o my pay. Last night’s work won’t hurt in that direction; I am fast approaching the happy state of being ‘of independent means’ – which is the ultimate test of that elusive status of ‘gentleman’.   
 
   A trumpet breaks into my thoughts and the calm of the morning. Müller must have arrived. He is below us, facing the main open space of the Hauptplatz.
 
   “Come and see me in about an hour,” says Ricco. He’s been daydreaming too. “We need to get a few things squared away before Strelitz joins us.”
 
   “Where will you be?”
 
   “I was thinking one of the Rathaus offices.”
 
   “I wouldn’t. It was smelling like a garbage pit when I came down, and it’ll get worse when the day warms up”
 
   “Then I’ll move out to the carriage once it’s down here. Job for you, if your stomach’s strong enough.”
 
   “Go on, Captain, Sir”
 
   “Get your fellow captains out of the clutches of their bedfellows, and tell ’em they’ve got work to do. It might have its funny side.” I’d done this before, and just occasionally, it did. 
 
   “Don’t forget to put your boots on.” He is off, as a few soldiers straggle into the square. I follow him into the Rathaus.
 
   The entrance hall is showing signs of life. Carter has gone, to earn his extra half rix. If the room hadn’t been a pretty sight last night, it’s even less so now, and sound and smell as well.  There are forty-odd live inhabitants as well as the corpses, and the early morning coughing and farting makes me hanker after nice rural bivouacs and fresh air. There are large and rather attractive fireplaces at each end of the chamber, which have all too obviously recommended themselves to the lodgers as latrines. A woman is squatting in a corner, less rather than more concealed by her shift. 
 
   “You’ve got about a minute to get the bonus,” I call, and three or four heroes who are more or less dressed pile out on to the square to report. I head for the staircase.
 
   Apart from the rats that scamper away as I enter, the Council Chamber is empty. I leave the door marked ‘Rathsschreiber’ unopened. I need time to think about Morgenhalle. 
 
   The next floor up is more fun. The first room I try holds a lady on her own. Two and two make Ricco’s companion of the night; war is hell, and not a word to Kate. The next is occupied by Leo and three ladies, all showing the Hollenstedt trademark of ample proportions and large amounts of body hair. One is still wrapped firmly around our commander of the shot, the other two steadying her legs.
 
   “Leo!” I bawl, cruelly. “On parade!” He ignores me and carries on with what he’s doing; I hadn’t expected anything else.  
 
   Wolfgang, in contrast, is up and dressed and his lady (singular) also. The scene in their chamber is almost one of domestic felicity, but then Wolfgang is an orderly man. Next door, the Bürgermeister’s widow and her stallion of the night.  
 
   “Out you go, Esel. I want to talk to the lady.” Esel puts on his shirt, gathers up the rest of his clothes. “You’ve missed the bonus, but perhaps it was worth it?”
 
   I close the door and turned to Frau Tetziger, who is sitting on the bed apparently unworried by the fact that she hasn’t a stitch on. The effect is impressive. She knows it too.  Trying to unsettle me.  
 
   “Frau Tetziger, permit me to introduce myself. My name is Roger Hawken, and I am a captain in the Montecuoli Company.”
 
   “Ah, yes, the English captain.” If she tells me her husband spoke of me, I’ll scream. “I am Bertha Tetziger.”
 
   “Frau Tetziger, I think there are one or two things you ought to know. To come straight to the point, you have a problem when it comes to going on living. You know your husband is dead.”
 
   “I assumed it. You killed him?”
 
   “No, we did not. Your citizens hanged him, which is why you should be concerned for your own survival.”
 
   “Paul was not a pleasant man. He also had certain limitations, which was why I found last night not unwelcome.” She grins briefly, a knowing, earthy grin. “But I enjoyed the status and the good living that came with being married to him, and I’m not going to disown him now he’s gone. Which probably means that I don’t have a future here.”
 
   “I think you’re right. Furthermore, you’re going to find it difficult to slip out of the town without being recognised, unless you have help.”
 
   “So what are you suggesting?”
 
   “I can help you, you can help us. We are going to spend today stripping your town of everything useful we can find and can get into our transport. We’re in a hurry. We need advice as to where things around the town. We will be looking primarily for food, weapons and valuables.  When I say food I mean bulk items like flour or grain, salt, and things that will keep, like cured or pickled meat, salt fish, and so on.”
 
   “And if I agree to help?”
 
   “You get protection, and a safe conduct out of here. You might think about staying with the company. It’s a hard life, but you look like a woman who could cope with it physically.”
 
   “I don’t think I’ve got much option, have I?”
 
   “No. Do you have clothes here, inconspicuous, and some good boots?”
 
   “The clothes yes, for boots I will need to go home. I have some practical shoes.”
 
   “You may be able to go to your house but don’t count on it. Get dressed in your nondescripts and meet me in the Council Chamber in ten minutes. I am going to link you up with our sergeant major who is in charge of the foraging. After that, you’re on your own. Help him, he’ll help you, and remember to be glad you’re still breathing.” 
 
   She hasn’t mentioned Else or any other member of her family, nor the other ladies who could not have been looking forward with any confidence to what the day might bring. I don’t press the point. My interest in Bertha lies in what she might do for the company, not her welfare.  As for Else, well, Morgenhalle had his own ideas for her.
 
   Morgenhalle – oh, let Montecuoli or Strelitz deal with him. I’m fed up with playing God.  I’ll point Bertha at Müller then start being troop commander again. I bang on Leo’s door again.  “Come on Leo, get it out. There’s work to be done.”
 
   Frau Tetziger is in the Council Chamber, wearing a serviceable grey dress that could have doubled as a riding habit, a black cloak, a grey scarf over her head and a practical travelling hat over that. She looks like a senior grade of respectable servant, perhaps a housekeeper. The hat and scarf disguise her face; but she can’t conceal her height and build. As I came in, she is selecting food from the table, cutting off the outer layers, stowing it in a small bag. “Rats have been at this lot,” she says.
 
   “My compliments on the appearance. Let’s go and find the sergeant major. Remember, I can only look after you so far. Now, show me the back way out of here.”  
 
   Bertha leads me down the back stairs to the rear door, where we run into the gunners but draw less comment than there’d have been at the front. Ansaldo is organising some early rising town urchins. 
 
   “Spent shot collection, Captain. Half a rix for a roundshot and two for an incendiary. I swear this lot read my thoughts. Just turned up out of nowhere.”
 
   “You’ll find sixty falcon shot in the magazine here, and there’ll be more with the gun the Danes took.”
 
   “Ah, that was what all the fuss was about last night. Thank you, Captain Schmied.” 
 
   Müller is by the fountains, looking up at Paul Tetziger’s corpse, Dahlen with him.
 
   “Stay here,” I say to Bertha. She glances up at her husband’s body, but her eyes give nothing away. Müller salutes, Dahlen nods.
 
   “Good morning, Captain Hawken, Sir.” Müller will lapse into ‘Captain Schmied’ later, but the first greeting of the day is always formal.
 
   “Good morning, Sergeant-major. Morning, Mr Dahlen.”
 
   “Glad to see you in one piece, Sir. Sorry to hear about Mr Cornelis. And Blanco.”
 
   “Thank you, Sar’nt major. They made us work for it. Had a look round yet?”
 
   “Not been properly off the Hauptstrasse. Looked at the ground beyond the bridge. Bit damp after the rain. Need to keep the wagons on hardstanding in the town as long as possible, give it time to dry out.”
 
   “I told the Danes they could have the far square to base up. They’re in a bad state. I thought you’d be putting the DP here, and you could set up our echelon in the first square.” The distribution point, the DP, was where all the spoils would be brought for allocation to the companies.
 
   “Fair enough. I’ll feed the wagons out of the town later as we get them loaded.  Bit tight in here. Who’s the lady? Spoils of war?”  
 
   He is joking; it’s against our rules for an officer to bring a woman along on campaign.  Women with the company, whether married, attached or unattached, work. If they whore as well, that’s their affair. They drive wagons, run the stores, cook, help Abeille with the sick and wounded, defend the echelon. Some, like Jeanne and poor Trüdl, are on the fighting strength. No one, but no one, is along for the ride.
 
   “She’s yours, Sergeant-major. That’s her husband, hanging up. Bürgermeister’s widow.  The town strung him up, not us. She’ll guide your foragers. I said we’d get her out of town. If you can use her for more than that, take her on. She’s a big strong girl. Ask Esel.”  
 
   “Captain Monte said the Town Clerk was being helpful.”
 
   “I don’t trust that bastard further than the end of his own pen. I think he’s scheming to take control of the town when we’re gone, so he won’t be forthcoming as to where the goodies are. You ought to know that there was a lot of farm traffic – wagons and stock – coming into town yesterday when we arrived. You might ask her where they put it. I’ll bring her over.”
 
   Bertha sees me move away from the two men and doesn’t wait for me to invite her to join us.  
 
   “Frau Bertha Tetziger, this is Sergeant-major Müller, and this gentleman is Mr Dahlen, who is Captain Montecuoli’s staff assistant. Sergeant-major, do you think you can make use of the lady?”
 
   “I think, Captain Schmied, that she could be very useful indeed.”
 
   I feel I’ve done my duty by Bertha.  
 
   “Bertha, I expect we will be meeting again soon. Welcome to the company.”
 
   “Captain Hawken, I will not forget your kindness this morning. You may have saved my life.”  
 
   “Perhaps. Luck, Bertha.”
 
   “Luck, Captain.”  
 
   Whatever else she may be, Bertha is, I reckon, a survivor.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
    
 
   It’s time to be a troop commander again. I’d said good morning to the gunners; they’d only lost one yesterday, Scharff’s gun number hit during the attack on the barricade. Fitch’s horsemen will be operating under Müller’s direction today, scouring the farms around the town for loot worth liberating.  But I need to talk to the skirmishers and the pioneers. Both groups had taken a hammering in the assault, and both badly need reinforcement, and even more, encouragement.  And there might be some breakfast at Frau Wengel’s.  
 
   They’ve made something of a mess, but they’ve been comparatively restrained. The houses are still standing, for a start, and I find some bread and sausage the locusts have missed.  Frau Wengel is looking tired around the eyes and walking carefully, but otherwise unharmed.
 
   “Good morning Frau Wengel. How was it?”
 
   “It could have been a great deal worse. They did not touch Elizabeth, and for that alone I must be grateful. I think the young boy had designs on her, and when he did not come back the rest treated her as his woman and left her alone. The rest of us, my other two girls and the servants, and myself – we played their games. It was not too bad. They were tired, and not too many.”
 
   The young boy – that would be Mikhail. Time to talk casualties.
 
   “Sar’nt Fischer! Sar’nt Hayek! You first, Fischer.”
 
   “Three dead, Sir. That’s Mr Cornelis, Ludo at the cottage, Grigor at the tower. Five wounded, Janowitz and Gaston at the cottage, Mehmet and Jonah in the square, and Mikhail.  Janowitz is bad, and Mehmet’ll live but be crippled. Jonah ought to be dead but he’s an awkward sod.”
 
   “Mikhail?” I feel responsible.
 
   “Abeille says he’ll bounce back.”
 
   “Sar’nt Hayek?”
 
   “Four dead, one wounded. Blanco, Grossarsch, Troll on the handcart, Friedrich I think in the last fight at the barricade. Iwanek’s still with us. He’s another one like Jonah.”  
 
   Iwanek had been the fourth man on the handcart. I make a point of having the section leaders keep track of what happens to individuals; a sort of last rites.
 
   “So, with Trüdl and Scharff’s gun number the troop’s down fifteen. Don’t tell me your troubles, I’m there already.”
 
   And Leo and Wolfgang are each down a dozen or so. Taking Hollenstedt had cost the Montecuoli forty casualties, nearly thirty of them dead; we might get half the wounded back to duty. Add the Danes’ losses, about the same in numbers, far worse in proportion to their start strength, and hanging Paul Tetziger doesn’t seem excessive. Fourteen or fifteen Bavarians have surrendered, and perhaps some of the townsmen may care to swap life in burned-out Hollenstedt for the joys of campaigning. Our losses have fallen disproportionately on the skirmishers and the pioneers, so we are worse off relatively than the pikes and the shot.
 
   Montecuoli is in his office carriage, having agreed that the Rathaus is not a fit place for nice people to linger. Sheehan is with him, talking money, and in mellow mood.  
 
   “That lame-brain Tetziger was holding a phenomenal amount of cash,” says Sheehan, contempt for bad management overlaying every syllable. “And the books say he was banking for the town as well, so we’ve exacted personal contributions without having to go round door to door. Nice.”
 
   “May I ask how much, or is it too heady for us humble folk?” I ask.
 
   “I’ll give you a rough figure.” Sheehan is uncharacteristically expansive. “I’m still finalising because it’s in every currency known to man and a few that aren’t, so what with exchange rates I can’t be sure, but I’ll put a bottom line of sixty thousand rix on it, allowing twenty per cent for the van Daams’ discount – we’re a long way from Amsterdam. And that’s the cash. It doesn’t include the plate. Or the powder. I think you’d be entirely justified in thinking at least seventy thousand net of all charges. That’s forty thousand clear for the company.”
 
   Or eight thousand English pounds. A significant fortune. Strelitz has imposed a sixty-thirty-ten split on his commanders, sixty percent for us, thirty for the Danes, ten for himself. Ricco had not argued, he said, because the more the Danes got, the more of their debt he could call in. Strelitz needs significant sums for intelligence work and bribery, not to mention the fact that he is generous with little presents for jobs well done. So is Montecuoli.
 
   “Sheehan’s going to hate me for this, but I’m going to give every fighting soldier fifteen rix for this night’s work, ten each for the echelon. We can afford it, and the boys and girls need a sweetener. You three hooligans get five hundred each, and don’t complain that you did all the work. I know Leo had an easier time, but what goes around comes around.”
 
   “That’s nice of you. Thanks.” It’s what I’ve hoped for – ten weeks pay for the ordinary soldiery. With loot, a lot of them will have something more on top. The senior ranks can expect to do even better. I don’t bother with the detail.  
 
   The van Daam bank will have an office in Bad Walbach. We will buy in (at a discount, of course) any valuables the soldiery have lifted from the town and don’t want to carry, then we’ll offload most of our cash and all the valuables to the van Daams. Montecuoli and Sheehan both consider it well worthwhile not to have the responsibility of protecting our own holdings, and while the van Daams may be greedy, they are scrupulously honest. The Stadt Treasurer, as Sheehan has said, was six kinds of bloody fool for not doing the same. Perhaps he was too miserly to put up with the discounts.
 
   “I went down to see the Danes,” says my Captain. “I agree with you, we can’t leave young Carlssen in charge indefinitely. Harten will have to be commissioned and put in at least temporary command, until the owners decide what to do. I’ll clear that with Strelitz.” Given the current state of communications between Middle Germany and Denmark, that ‘until’ may be measured in months.
 
   “What about winding them up, and making them a troop of our lot?”
 
   “Well,” he says, “that depends on a lot of things I want to talk over with you, if Strelitz can spare you from your duties. Yes, we’ve spoken and it makes a lot of sense for you to work for him. Shouldn’t be long before Bittrich catches up with us.”
 
   “Fitch to command while being respectful to Ansaldo?”
 
   “That just about fits. I want you back if there’s any fighting to be done.”
 
   “I take it you spoke to Sandberg.”
 
   “I listened for about five minutes. I’m convinced you did the right thing, but he blames you completely and regards me as being in your pocket. You’ve made an enemy there.”
 
   “It wouldn’t be the first one.”
 
   “No, but this one could do you a lot of harm. You probably won’t believe it, but Sandberg has friends in high places. He’ll join someone’s entourage, and make trouble from there.”
 
   “What’s the best thing we can do with him, then?”
 
   “I’d like to give him a horse and send him home. But if we do that he’ll go straight to Bad Waldbach and start stirring the shit. Strelitz’s call, but I hope he’ll keep Sandberg close and tell the world before turning him loose.” I can’t help wishing someone had got through to Sandberg with a dagger, and it’s obvious Ricco feels the same. 
 
   “Can I change the subject? Manning. I’m fifteen down after last night, five pioneers and eight skirmishers, one gun number and one scout. I want to bid for six replacements from the Bavarians. I know the other two will be crying on your shoulder, but I’m worse off than either of them.” 
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because most of my cas are concentrated in the two sections. The other matter follows from this. Promotions. I’ve listed them here.” I hand him a sheet from the message pad.
 
   “Hayek for Blanco, Hagen and Lemade to corporal. Both of ’em?”
 
   “Can’t choose between them. They’ve both done exceptionally well. Took the land gate tower after Cornelis was killed and then did the same thing at the other end. You might like to make a note of that – if Hayek hadn’t taken the pioneers down to help, we’d probably be mounting another formal attack on the bridge gate this morning.”
 
   “Fischer, yes, no problem there. Who’s Kwiatowski? And don’t say the Polack skirmisher. Just can’t put a face to him. All right, I agree the promotions. I’ll think about the replacements. Would you take townsmen, if we can get them?”
 
   “Yes, particularly artisans. But some trained soldiers as well.”
 
   “Right. To stop you brooding, I’ve got a job for you. Take a cart and some pioneers, find the powder mill and blow it up. Salvage anything useful.”
 
   That cheers me up. Hollenstedt the morning after is beginning to pall. Spending half an hour investigating the workings of the mill before sending it sky-high will be an addition to my education. A thought strikes me.
 
   “I’ll take the Herr Doktor along as a guide and hostage, if you don’t need him, and a couple of the skirmishers as guards.”
 
   “Go ahead. He’s outlived his usefulness as far as I’m concerned.”
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
    
 
   Nick is waiting outside the carriage. I give him the key to Morgenhalle’s office and bid him bring the Town Clerk down for the excursion. Then I go to beg a wagon from Sergeant-major Müller.  He is busy, organising a pressed delegation of bakers into mass production on our behalf, and unhelpful at first, but when I suggest that we might return with some saltpetre, he relents. For me, saltpetre, apart from gunpowder, means match, and accelerant for incendiaries and fireworks. For Müller it means food preservative.
 
   So he gives me a two-horse wagon and driver, on condition that as well as the powder mill we would raid any place that looks as if it might yield something useful. Hayek is on the toolcart, my trap has Nicholas, Morgenhalle, and little Gretta jammed in there somehow, and the wagon carries Lemade, a couple of pioneers, and four of the skirmishers. 
 
   It isn’t a particularly military-looking procession; the boys have brought along a liberated barrel of beer, there’s bread, meat, sausage. The sun is shining, on and off. Everybody seems disposed to treat the proceedings as a picnic. Except me. Once we’re outside the town, I halt the procession.
 
   “Listen to me, all of you. Our job this morning is to destroy the powder mill that lies about half a league – correct, Herr Doktor?”
 
   “Correct, Captain.”
 
   “Half a league down the river from the town. In addition, we’re asked to clear any farms or barns we may pass. Now this may be a complete swan, or it may not. I have to say I have bad feelings about it, so I’m going to tell you to stay alert and stay alive. I’m not going to say don’t have a mug of beer, but keep it sensible. The bottom line is that I don’t think the town will have left the powder mill unprotected.” I am watching Morgenhalle as I say this. I’m sure something flickers across his face.  
 
   The road down the river is muddy from the rain, but has a good solid base to it – no surprise, as it leads to the main source of the town’s income. There are no farms on the route; a few cottages with small peasant fields attached, but in the main this is hay crop or grazing meadowland. Nothing is grazing it, though. The whole landscape is empty, eerily so. 
 
   I’m riding alongside the trap and Nicholas is looking at me with a mix of curiosity and concern.
 
   “You all right, Captain Schmied?”
 
   “I’m all right, Nick, but something isn’t.”
 
   “Any idea what?”
 
   “No, but it’s like last night when I felt something was going wrong with Lygersby’s lot, and it was. This is too easy.”
 
   I pull out off the side of the road, take out the glass. Nothing. Which means nothing, except that if there’s trouble ahead it’s competent trouble. A small wood by the river’s edge, a mile or so ahead, with buildings in it. Closer, by the river, a crane, more buildings. A whiff of something unpleasant on the wind.
 
   “There’s more than just the mill here, Herr Doktor? I would say that was a smell of tannery.” 
 
   “Correct, Captain. The town wharf and the sort of industry that’s best kept outside the town.” ‘Correct’ is Morgenhalle today. He is speaking only when spoken to, conscious that he had played his hand badly last night, and is no longer our favourite collaborator. I remembered guessing 'tannery' on my first look from the hilltop. God's death, that was only twenty-four hours ago.
 
   The ‘half-league’ turns out to be rather more than a couple of English miles. We come up to about three hundred yards from the trees concealing the mill, and halt. I’m remembering the Schützen rifles.
 
   “Corporal Kwiatowski.”
 
   “Sir.”
 
   “Go take a look. I can’t see anything there but there’s a lot of cover”
 
   The skirmishers clamber off the wagon, obviously not bursting with enthusiasm at crossing three hundred yards of open ground. They’re on their way, doing twenty-yard rushes by pairs.
 
   “Drivers stay on vehicles. Nick, bring the good Herr Doktor. Sar’nt Hayek, pioneers follow on fifty behind. Bring the toolcart.”
 
   Morgenhalle, Nick and I follow about a hundred yards behind the skirmishers. I am watching Morgenhalle closely. He’s not showing any signs of obvious concern. In fact I catch a flicker or two of amusement as we progress.  
 
   “What have we got here, Herr Doktor?”
 
   “At this end, materials store. Saltpetre, sulphur, charcoal, tow. Mixing plant building.  Beyond that, product stores. Far end, beyond the wall, saltpetre beds.”
 
   “Defences?”
 
   “There is a wall round the site. Defence posts and loopholes. The gate’s facing us.” 
 
   “Garrison?”
 
   “Lothar Tetziger’s business. I really wouldn’t know,” he smirks.
 
   I am really getting to dislike Herr Morgenhalle. So is Nick. I just manage to prevent him from administering the pistol butt to the mouth, the standard treatment for anyone lippy.
 
   “Next time you get it, Ernst. Guards?”
 
   “The place is – secured. All the stock is in the town.”
 
   “Where it would have been perfectly safe if you had let us march through as we asked.”
 
   “Absolutely. Do not forget, Captain, that it was my wish that you should have had free passage.” 
 
   I don’t like the way he said that the place was ‘secured’. If there’s to be any shooting, the Herr Doktor is going to be in the forefront. I halt the skirmishers. We close up. I can make out the wall under the trees, and the outline of the gate. We wait for Sergeant Hayek and the tool cart.  The track, grassed in the middle, the wheel tracks showing brown, leads into the twilight under the trees.
 
   “Sar’nt Hayek, I’ve no intention of standing outside the gate ringing the bell. I want that gate blown in. We should still have one of the made-up charges, I think.”
 
   “That’s right, Captain. Corporal Lemade!”
 
   “Yes, sarge?”
 
   “Captain Schmied wants the gate blown. Use the last pre-packed.”
 
   “Can I have a couple of hackbutters, ’case there’s any unfriendlies?”
 
   “Yes,” I said. “Corporal Kwiatowski, two with Corporal Lemade.”
 
   “Sir.”  
 
   Lemade pulls out the last of the box charges from the locker under the tool cart, and looks at the length of match protruding from it.  
 
   “Reckon I’ll leave it at thirty.” The charges had a thirty-second fuse fitted as standard. 
 
   Lemade goes forward with another pioneer carrying the charge, Lemade himself with a portfire. Five yards behind them, the two skirmishers. Hayek follows about the same distance behind, as he says later ‘out of curiosity’.
 
   The little group has almost disappeared in the dim light under the trees. Suddenly there’s a blood-curdling shout from Hayek.
 
   “HALT! STAND fucking STILL!
 
   “Stay here,” I snap at Morgenhalle and Nicholas, and run up to Hayek, who is shaking a little.
 
   “Lemade said it. ‘Leave the fuse at thirty’. What do you get in autumn that you don’t get in spring?”
 
   He points to a pile of last year’s leaves across the track, about ten yards short of the gates.
 
   “If I know my job, I’d expect to find something nasty under those leaves.”
 
   “And I’d agree with you. Shall we introduce the good doctor to the delights of clearing infernal machines?”
 
   “Sounds like a good idea to me, Captain. If you’ll permit me?”
 
   I nod assent.
 
   “Nicholas, bring that Town Clerk of yours up here. We’ve a job for him.”
 
   Nicholas prods Morgenhalle forward, obviously itching to apply a little more violent encouragement.
 
   ‘Herr Morgenhalle, I think I realise what you meant when you said that the place was ‘secured’. Now you are going to help us unsecure it.”
 
   “Certainly not.”
 
   “Ernst, the young man escorting you has been longing to give you a pistol butt in the teeth. I have restrained him so far, but I’m inclined to let him have his way.”
 
   “As I said last night, you are all animals.”
 
   Nick administers a lightish tap that obviously hurts but as far as I could see has done only superficial damage. Morgenhalle isn’t spitting teeth, only a little blood.
 
   “Next one will be harder. Now clear those fucking leaves. Rest of you, stand back.”  
 
   He kneels at the pile of leaves. It’s only about a foot high, and I take off my hat to Hayek for making the connection. We pull back fifteen yards while he gets on with it.
 
   “I think this is what you were wanting, Captain,” he says, a trifle indistinctly. “Will you accept my assurance that I did not know exactly what measures were taken to make this place safe?”
 
   “I’ll listen, but that doesn’t mean I’ll believe you. A trip cord, is it?”
 
   A trip cord it is. On the left-hand side of the track it is secured to a sapling. On the right, things are much more interesting.  
 
   The defence of Hollenstedt had been a mixture of good and bad practice. This is good.  It’s a fougasse, a one-shot short-range cannon, an ambush weapon, aimed obliquely down the track. It’s a beauty. About nine-inch bore, a scaled up version of our smasher, loaded with an assortment of metal and gravel. The firing mechanism is first cousin to the oversize wheel-lock on hell’s handcart. This one is bigger – possibly so the spring of the clockwork can take being kept wound up for an extended period.  
 
   We separate the firing mechanism from the weapon and then blow it with a powder train.  The damage to the trees on the far side of the track is sobering. Nothing on the twenty yards of track back from the trip cord would have remained unscathed. The firing mechanism I put in the trap for future study. The troops are looking apprehensive at the prospect of further little surprises.
 
   “Corporal Lemade is now going to blow the gate, which should set off any other nasties that may be attached to it. Then Herr Morgenhalle is going to lead, and I mean lead, us through the rest of the site.”
 
   Lemade’s demolition on the gates goes without incident, though the bang seems on the large size for the five-pound charge he is using. The track leads straight ahead to a low building, which, says our guide, holds the milling machinery. To our left is a nondescript structure that has ‘storehouse’ written all over it. Beyond the mill building we can see the green banks around the product stores, and to its right are a couple of huts – accommodation for the workforce and the guard. There’s a waterwheel on the river side of the mill house. All in all, it looks a very competently designed operation.
 
   “Speaking professionally, Herr Doktor, I must compliment you. Someone did a nice job on this place.”  
 
   Morgenhalle smiles a wan smile.  
 
   “Ernst, when did you decide to abandon the mill and put these devices in place?”
 
   “It was preplanned. The devices were stored down here. When the rider from the checkpoint reported your arrival, Lothar Tetziger immediately ordered the charges to be set up.  But please believe me, Captain, I do not know the detail of what is here.”
 
   “Ernst, though you’ve tried to mislead me before, I’m inclined to believe you on this one. But what were the Tetzigers trying to achieve? If I’d been in their shoes I’d have put a thumping great garrison down here, opened the town gates, smiled us through, and gone on making pots of money from the gunpowder cash and carry.”
 
   “That, Captain Hawken, is exactly what I told the silly buggers. Young Peter Tetziger agreed with me, but the older generation wouldn’t listen. Your man Westerhead was no help either; overconfident, like them.”
 
   “So what was Lothar up to? He might have discouraged a foraging party with the fireworks, but that would just have created more interest from the main body.”
 
   “Captain Hawken, I do not think anyone was thinking logically. I believe they thought you would immediately give up and go away. There is a bridge upstream, at Unterberg.”
 
   “A dozen leagues out of our way. As you say, they weren’t thinking logically. But I’m trying to. And the question that’s uppermost in my mind is whether Lothar would want the mill destroyed if he thought we were going to capture it.”
 
   “It is the town’s main asset. I would say the Tetzigers’ thinking was that they’d risk it being taken over temporarily. You might have blown it up, you might not. They would not destroy it themselves.”
 
   His assessment makes sense. “Thank you, Herr Doktor. We’ll do the storehouse first.”   Save time by loading any usable loot while doing over the rest of the site.  
 
   The storehouse is secured only by a bar and padlock on its double doors. We all look at it suspiciously. I can feel the troops beginning to form that ‘officer job’ thought again. Earn your pay, Hawken.
 
   “Give me a sledge and a pulling line.” Willing hands thrust the hammer at me, and there is a general withdrawal. The lock gives up after the fourth blow and falls to the ground. The doors open outwards. I take out the securing bar, tie the rope to one of the bar fixings, run it out as far as it will go, and pull the door open, waiting for the bang. It doesn’t come.
 
   “Herr Doktor, would you mind?” Morgenhalle is getting the idea. We follow him into the storehouse, which is sparsely stocked but stocked nevertheless. The sulphur will be nice to have to go into replacement incendiaries for Magda. The charcoal could be useful. The prize is the twelve barrels of saltpetre, and the skeins of untreated match. More than enough loot to make the trip worthwhile.
 
   “Get the wagon up. My trap as well.” One of Kwiatowski’s trots off, obviously not unwilling to be out of the danger zone for a few minutes.
 
   “Sar’nt Hayek, start getting this stuff outside. I’d like Lemade and one more of yours in case I need help getting into the mill house. Rest stay to hump barrels. Sledges and bars off the cart.”
 
   The mill house isn’t a big building. Process powder in small batches and have small accidents. It is rectangular, the long side parallel with the river, and built close up to the mill wheel on the river side, to keep the shafting as short as possible. There is a door facing up the track towards the gate. On the far side is another, for the removal of finished powder. There would be an expense store inside the first door, a pre-mix area, the mill itself, then the finishing plant where the powder would be corned, graded, and packed. The window openings, high up, covered by shutters; they would be unglazed to release blast from an accident. There is a barrel store outside the far door, a dozen kegs and barrels in assorted sizes. Müller is always complaining about shortage of barrels for his supplies.
 
   Perhaps the Tetzigers had confined themselves to putting off visitors from getting into the compound. The absence of anything unpleasant on the storehouse reinforces that view. But I still have the nagging feeling that Lothar Tetziger must have prepared some surprise for anyone trying their luck at the mill house, even if, as Morgenhalle has suggested, they wouldn’t have planned on blowing the whole plant sky high. And the storehouse, to anyone with a normally twisted mind, suggests ‘come-on’. I call Hayek over.
 
     “My betting is that there are nasties on the inside of both doors, but no major demolition charges. So we’ll burn the place. What’s in there is a lot of wooden machinery that has been mixing powder for years. It’s got powder ingrained in it. There’s probably some rough powder cake in there as well. It’ll burn like a firework. Make up some incendiaries, bust out a couple of shutters, shove a barrel of powder on the millwheel. Any questions?”
 
   None, and I can feel the relief that no one is going to be invited to stick his neck out. 
 
   “Right,” I say. “Let’s do it. Sar’nt Hayek, all yours. Nick, go and learn some basic demolitions.”
 
   Pioneers love blowing things up. There is a lot of cheerful scurrying to and fro, splintering as a couple of window shutters are crowbarred open and boxes made up for the incendiaries. A happy smiling Hayek reports.
 
   “Ready to go, Captain Schmied, Sir.”
 
   “Thank you, Sgt Hayek. Do the wheel first.”
 
   They have jammed a barrel of powder between the spokes and the inner wall, on the bearing. It isn’t well tamped but it’ll have to do.
 
   “Everybody back.” We retreat round the corner of the mill house. Lemade lights the fuse and joins us.
 
   “Thirty?”  
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   The temptation to go and look, when it should have gone off and it hasn’t, has done for a good many in our profession. I would swear this one takes forty-five seconds. It’s a satisfying bang though.
 
   Hayek’s voice: “Look up!”
 
   One glance to see if there’s anything really big. There isn’t. Look down and trust to the helmet. A clang as a small lump of masonry bounces off. Morgenhalle is crouching close to the wall of the mill house. No helmet. Tough.
 
   “Good stuff that, Sar’nt Hayek.”
 
   “Hollenstedt’s finest, Captain. Seems a pity to wreck this place. Shall we have a look?”
 
   The charge has chewed up the upper half of the wheel, but the really good news is that it has blown out the wall bearing. The wheel is sitting on the bottom of the channel. It’ll be repairable, in time, but we’ve probably cost them six months’ production with this one charge. 
 
   “Well done, team. Shall we finish it off?”
 
   The pioneers have made up rough boxes filled with anything that will burn. They’ve laced the mix with saltpetre to help it, and some loose powder. It isn’t quite wildfire but it’s not far off it, and a couple of them lose quite a bit of facial hair as they light the mixture and hurriedly tip the flaming boxes through the window openings. Immediately there is a satisfactory crackling from within, becoming a roaring inferno as the flames take hold of the powder residues in the machinery. Then an explosion at the rear, a sharper one, like that –
 
   “– fougasse,” says Hayek.  “Well, that’s a mercy. Good thinking, Sir.”
 
   “Thank you, Sar’nt Hayek. I think we’re too close. Clear back a bit in case there’s anything else.”
 
   The roof is well alight. It’s of light construction, designed like the windows so as not to trap the force of an explosion. The fire is fierce, so fierce that common prudence dictates we should move further out. Most of us are standing on the grass, off the track leading up to the mill house door, thirty or forty yards out from the building itself.
 
   He is standing slap in the middle of the track, but the charge shouldn’t have reached him.  Except for the fact that this nasty isn’t a standard fougasse. We can’t see what it is for the fire, but when it cooks off it fires quite a number of the little roundshot for the swivel-guns, about a pound weight each. 
 
   Morgenhalle has been hit by two of the little roundshot and has been fairly torn apart.  We move his body off the track and dump it in some sprouting undergrowth. The spring growth would soon hide him, and by winter he would be part of the woodland. I’d seen worse endings.  
 
   I suppose there was some rough justice. He had schemed against the Tetzigers, had procured Paul Tetziger’s death, and now Lothar Tetziger, posthumously, had caught up with him.
 
   ‘Well,” says someone. “At least it wasn’t one of us.”
 
   But for some incomprehensible reason, I feel sorry he’s gone.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
    
 
   Our dicing with death at the powder mill is the last act of the taking of Hollenstedt. When we return to the town even the stripping of the place is winding down. Sergeant-major Müller practically kisses me when he sees the empty barrels. I manage to keep a couple of saltpetre kegs out of his clutches by the skin of my teeth, and put them into Ansaldo’s care, along with the sulphur. 
 
   I want to look in on all the sections before checking in with Ricco, thinking that my attachment to Strelitz will start straight away. I don’t like the idea. I need more time to get the troop back on its feet, to ensure that any replacements we may get are properly integrated into the sections. I also need a handover to Fitch, who is going to get a few surprises when he sees the muster rolls.
 
   When I finally risk reporting to Montecuoli, it isn’t as bad as I have feared. Sosabowski and van Groen have gone through between noon and two o’clock, picking up spare spoils from our DP, and will bivouac a league or so down the road. We and the Danes are to clear Hollenstedt by nightfall, but only to the far side of the river.
 
   “Idea is to have the company in fit state for a normal start tomorrow, so we can’t have them loose in the town tonight,” says Montecuoli. “How was your fête champêtre?”
 
   “Not a complete picnic. I managed to get a Town Clerk killed, but none of ours. And he was mostly bad luck. The mill’s burnt, and the waterwheel will take six months to repair.” I tell him the full story.
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t take your outing seriously enough.”
 
   “No harm done. Educational. Sergeant Hayek is turning out to be quite an asset.”
 
   “That means that having mentioned promotions, you’re going to nag about replacements.”
 
   “Could be.”
 
   “We’ve only got four recruits from the town so far, so I’m making it six each for now.  Any more, you get two to their one each.”
 
   I don’t argue. There is a good chance that some who have put off a decision may commit themselves when they see us moving out of the town, and others who may feel the same way after a second night in the wreckage.
 
   “Now, you and Strelitz. His group’s behind the Poles. He wants you to close up during tomorrow’s march and be with him by nightfall. Looking forward to it?”
 
   The idea had seemed quite attractive at the time Strelitz had brought it up, with a battle only minutes away. Now, with so much to be done in rebuilding the troop, it is anything but. My face is obviously revealing my feelings.  
 
   “Remember two things about this,” he says. “First, it’s just for a fortnight at worst.  Second, it’s a necessary part of your education. I’m not pretending it’ll be a load of laughs from start to finish, but you should make some useful contacts and you may get some good stories out of it.”
 
   “I know it’s necessary, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it.”
 
   “Of course it doesn’t. It’ll probably be boring as hell. I’ve been talking to Strelitz, and he’s under no illusions as to what we’re in for. A galloper came in while you were out enjoying yourself. Brought the gossip from Bad Waldbach. The top end don’t really want to fight, they’re still running scared after Nördlingen, but they’ve talked themselves into it.” 
 
   “So we needn’t have bust a gut to get through Hollenstedt?”
 
   “Stop it there. If we hadn’t gone through the town, Strelitz’s courier would have had to go round by the up-river bridge and wouldn’t have reached us till the day after tomorrow.”
 
   Fair enough, but when you’ve just fought an expensive battle and you learn afterwards there wasn’t any need for it, you’re entitled to feel disgruntled.
 
   “What happens if they decide not to fight?”
 
   “It gets difficult. Our princelings will probably decide to disband the army, preferably without paying it anything.”
 
   “Leaving us stranded a hundred leagues from home in Imperialist territory.”
 
   “Not a bad assessment, but we do have one asset.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Not what, who. Strelitz. He plays this game better than anyone. If there’s a way out, he’ll find it. And he thinks the way we do, like getting out may be essential but getting out with at least some readies is highly desirable. Why the fuck they sent for us with this deadline I don’t know. And if we’re sitting on our arses for a month, you know what happens.”
 
   I do. Armies can’t sit still. If they do, they generate masses of assorted filth, and as Abeille drums into us, dirt equals disease, from the common shits to the plague.  
 
   The trouble is what to do about it, unless you move twice a week. This is why Montecuoli likes the jobs where he can be master of his own destiny and move whenever he feels like it.  Unfortunately, the opportunities for that sort of fighting are getting fewer and fewer. We are marching into a situation where last night’s battle casualties may look trifling alongside what disease may do to us.
 
   The other effect of keeping an army hanging about is to starve it, which accounts for the frantic activity outside. In the concentration area the countryside will be stripped bare, foragers will be forced further and further afield, and the cost of anything edible will go sky-high, if there is anything to be bought.
 
   “I’ve asked Strelitz to get us as much real estate as possible, and I want to be as far as possible from anyone else, but I’m probably crying for the moon. You’ll probably get involved in the horse-trading. That is, of course, if they’ve got anything organised. It may well be just grab what you can.”
 
   “In which case,” I venture, “we do badly by being last in?”
 
   “Not necessarily. It puts us on the outside. In fact, we might just be delayed on the road.”  He grins. “You didn’t hear that, seeing that you’re on the other side of the fence from tomorrow.”
 
   I don’t know whether this homily is the result of Strelitz’s asking Ricco to brief me, or whether he’s done it off his own bat. Whichever, it may keep me from appearing a complete bloody fool in the new surroundings. I’ve visited higher headquarters in the field, but I know how little I know. I say so.
 
   “Well, that’s an encouraging start. Remember, the most difficult thing at high level is to get a decision, and the next is getting that decision handed down as a clear set of orders. One final point. Go and see Sheehan. I’ve told him to advance you five hundred rix. You’ll have some serious expenses. Some of them’ll be personal, but some official. If you can keep track of which are which, I won’t charge the whole of the five hundred against your account when you get back.”
 
   “That’s uncommon civil of you. Thank you.” I make a mental note to take at least twice as much, even if it does mean raiding my own resources. If Ricco is offering five hundred, double that might be more realistic.
 
   “Not at all. Just to stop you getting complacent, some bad news. Sandberg’s got loose. I shouldn’t have left him with his own people; one of ’em obviously didn’t want to kill him.”
 
   “I presume he’s got a horse?”
 
   “His own. He’ll have gone straight to Bad Waldbach to spread the word.”
 
   “Nothing we can do about it for now.”
 
   “Nothing at all. Warn Strelitz it’s happened and watch your back – in every sense.”
 
   Nicholas is waiting outside. “Time to link up with the troop again, Nick. Frau Wengel’s for starters.”
 
   “What’s the form, Captain?”
 
   “This evening we move out of town over the bridge and harbour up on the green beyond the river. Company moves off tomorrow morning. You and Gretta and I have to join up with Colonel Strelitz by tomorrow night. We’re on the staff and we’ve got to make ourselves look respectable. Does Gretta know about soap?”
 
   “You know she’s not official?”
 
   “I’ll see she goes on the paid strength.”
 
   “Thank you, Captain.”
 
   “Job for you, Nick. Go back to our HQ of last night, and see if you can find Charlie Westerhead’s sword.”
 
   “I think I noticed it when I came back with Captain Monte. No problem. Can I ask why you want it?”
 
   “I thought I might send it home to his brother. I was at school with Charlie, though we were nowhere near being friends. The brother’s not a pleasant man, but he might want to have the sword.”
 
   Frau Wengel seems pleased to see me, and when I go inside I can see why. The house has been tidied up and some workmanlike repairs done on the broken furniture.  
 
   “Did my lot do that?”
 
   “Yes,” she says, “but come and look at this.”
 
   She leads me into the kitchen. This morning it had taken me all my time to find the heel of a loaf and a bit of sausage. This afternoon the larder is restocked, the kitchen positively spruce.
 
   “There’s more in the cellar,” she says, “and they’ve done the same next door. I don’t know what I’m going to say the next time I go to confession, but I have to thank you for your advice.”
 
   “I’ll give you another piece of advice. Keep quiet about what’s happened here.”
 
   “I know. A lot haven’t been so fortunate.”
 
   “How much does your husband know?”
 
   “Nothing. He’s not been home since he went off with your people last night. Will you take wine with me, Captain?”
 
   “I’d be delighted.” The goblets are rather nice, and undamaged. Either the boys had been unnaturally careful last night, or they’d been extremely enterprising with the thieving today. 
 
   “We are leaving Hollenstedt this evening, Frau Wengel, and I doubt if we will meet again. I regret what has happened here. More than that, I can’t really say.”
 
   “Thank you for that, at least, Captain Schmied – that’s what the soldiers call you, isn’t it?  And what do you say to each other – luck, and go well?”
 
   “That’s right, luck, and go well.”
 
   “I say that to you, then.”
 
   “And I to you, Frau Wengel.”
 
   The pioneers and the skirmishers are keeping themselves busy around the vehicles, so as not to attract the attention of anyone looking for a fatigue party. I gather them round me. We’ll have something of a parade this evening when Ephraim Fitch takes over command, but I want to keep them up to date with what’s going on. Too many familiar faces missing, but they seem reasonably cheerful.
 
   “First of all, a general well done for last night. We did everything we were asked to and a lot more besides. The bridge gate. If Sergeant Hayek hadn’t gone down there with the section, the Danes would have been beaten off and we’d have had another battle to fight this morning.  Captain Monte’s well aware of who did what.”
 
   There is a mutter of approval.  
 
   “Second thing is, I didn’t realise what generous natures you all have. Frau Wengel is most grateful. Of course, I know nothing about this.”
 
   By rights, what’s in Frau Wengel’s provision store should be at the DP, but I’m not going to argue.
 
   A voice from the back of the group. “Bloody good evening.” Another, “the old girl – best fuck in years;” “that Frau Schneider knew where it went, too.”
 
   “All right, I can guess the details.” Then I outline what’s going to happen over the next few days. There’s a good-natured groan when they hear that Fitch is taking over the troop, and a less cheerful one when I warn them they may be sitting around in a concentration area for a week or two. Fischer and Hayek, in particular, are looking thoughtful.
 
   “You two go and talk to Abeille about keeping the boys fit and well. Which reminds me, where is Abeille’s setup now?”
 
   “In the big meadow beyond the bridge.”
 
   “I’ll go down there now, see our wounded, and find out which bit of ground they’ve given us. Ready to move in one hour.”
 
   “Captain Schmied, Sir.”
 
   “Yes, Sar’nt Fischer?”
 
   “I found these on the pigface last night.”
 
   He is holding up a bunch of keys like those owned by the late Ernst Morgenhalle, now (I hoped) in Ricco’s custody.
 
   “Give them to Nick – no, to Gretta. Gretta, stow those in the office box, please.”
 
   She has been listening to the proceedings, and is saddling Sonntag. Gretta, I think, is going to be useful at Bad Waldbach – another pair of eyes and ears.
 
   “Nick’s gone up to our old HQ to retrieve something for me. He’s to hang on here till I get back.” She nods. She hasn’t quite got the measure of me yet.
 
   Beckmesser, the ginger-bearded president of the Schützenverein, has joined his Bürgermeister on another flagpole outside the Rathaus. In the square, the working parties, townspeople, are loading the big wagons with the stores that they have been counting on to get them through to the harvest. Well, there’s fish in the river. The cottage fields we’d passed on the way to the powder mill have potato clamps in them. And you never find everything. I don’t think Hollenstedt will be reduced to cannibalism. The far end of the Hauptstrasse is still cluttered up with dead horses and a few human corpses. Someone has been doing some amateur butchery while the horsemeat is still edible.
 
   A foraging wagon, must be one of the last, coming in through the bridge gate as I ride across the little square. Bertha Tetziger on the box beside the driver. She waves, and hoists her skirt to show a serviceable pair of boots. 
 
   “Danish,” she shouts. “Best quality.”
 
   Definitely a survivor.
 
   From the far side of the river, the town still looks attractive, if you ignore the state of the Dom.. The river approach is quite impressive. The twin towers of the checkpoint are nicely proportioned, and lead the eye over the two-span bridge to the practically undamaged river gate.  Perhaps, I think, we ought to be doing something to remedy that. At least we ought to destroy the cannon – not just spike them, but blow them apart with an overcharge and barrels filled up with roundshot. Better check up the town falcon, as well.  
 
   There are fifty or sixty head of cattle in the further reaches of the big meadow beyond the bridge. Obviously, Ricco is not going to be hurrying, and is putting survival first.  
 
   Abeille is not happy. Neither moving the wounded, nor hanging around waiting for the war to start, fit in with his ideas. Ricco has briefed him and than run for it before Abeille could get into his stride, so I’m on the receiving end of the little man’s spleen. When he is in full flood, you could easily see why the only church that hasn’t thrown him out is the Church of England, and that, as we always say, is for geographical rather than doctrinal reasons.
 
   “ – stupid fucking bastards,” as his breath runs out.
 
   “Did you talk to your bishop like that?” I enquire, mildly.
 
   “Not often.” He giggles. “The second time was the last. Thank Christ you’re here, Schmied, and I can have a sensible shouting match. Have a drink.”
 
   “That’s nice. Did you conduct a personal raid on the Rathskeller?”
 
   “No. Piotr has excellent tastes and knows mine. And nobody argues with him. I suppose you’ve come to visit the sick?”
 
   “And to see you, old mate. Not enough opportunity to chew the fat since we hit the road.”  One of the good things about sitting in winter quarters is the opportunity for putting the world to rights, and Abeille would make an interesting world dictator. Perhaps it’s just as well he’s limited to corrupting the minds of the Montecuoli Company. Damned good doctor, though.
 
   “How bad was it?’
 
   “On a world scale, not too bad. Pioneers and skirmishers took the brunt of it. Cornelis lost three and the scouts one before we even got started. The heavy foot got off lightly by comparison.”
 
   “Which leaves Ricco with what people regard as his main fighting strength practically unimpaired, but you’ve been harder hit?”
 
   “You’ve got it.  And we lost some good friends.”
 
   “How many times have I told you not to make friends in this business?”
 
   “And how do you stay sane if you don’t? You’ll miss Cornelis. So will I. And Blanco and I had been together for seven years. As for Trüdl…”
 
   “Schmied.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Shut up. Refill. Let’s go and see where it really hurts.”
 
   We take our tankards into the casualty tent. It smells, variously, of blood, shit, brandy, vomit, and a heavy, drowsy-making scent that was one of Abeille’s secrets, but had something to do with poppies. There are twelve there, charting the battle, from the skirmishers wounded at the cottage outpost to Mikhail at the barricade. Out of twelve, six are mine.  
 
   There’s a sort of protocol when you visit casualties, particularly your own. Instead of bollocking you for getting them into the state they’re in they tend towards an excessive cheeriness, as if you’re the one that needs encouragement. This lot are no exception. Mikhail, the bloody fool, actually apologises for the trouble he’d caused getting him out. As usual, I feel like crying. I’m glad of the brandy.
 
   “I told Ricco he could reasonably expect to get six back to duty. That might be five, but I don’t think seven. I’m going to lose three for certain, probably four. The head’s a problem.  He could go on forever like that. You know what that means.” I nod. Piotr’s hammer, bringing a swift end to the hopeless cases. 
 
   “What about moving them? Have you enough lift?”
 
   “Yes, but it’s probably going to mean a couple of extra dead at least, the head for a start.  I won’t even think of moving him in this state – if he doesn’t come round by tomorrow morning that’s it. I could do with basing up here for a week. And the stupid thing about it all is that when we get to the other end we’ll be sat on our arses indefinitely, when I could have used the time here.”
 
   “Didn’t you know that’s what armies are about?” I’m quoting one of his own put-downs back at him, and he smiles. 
 
   “Yes, I ought to know better. I hear you’re off to join the lordly ones.”
 
   “I was looking forward to it at first. Now I’m not so sure.”
 
   “Let me give you a piece of advice. Mark that Strelitz. I don’t respect many people, but that one’s different. Watch and listen to everything he does and says. With the rest, just try to keep your sense of humour. You won’t find it easy. Why people think there’s a correlation between noble birth and military aptitude beats me.”
 
   “Tell me about it. Don’t forget I’ve been in this business ten years.”
 
   “Time you got yourself a proper job.”
 
   “I’m beginning to think you might be right.” I’m not joking. I keep waking in the night, thinking about how long I can go on in this business without getting it wrong once too often. And whenever I talk to Abeille, I end up questioning just what the hell we are actually doing in this war that seems to go on forever, and for no good reason.  
 
   ‘Define winning, as applied to this war’, he had asked during one late night session last winter, and no one, even Ricco, had come up with a satisfying answer. For Ricco, of course, the balance sheet provides some justification. An end to the war would mean a drop in income. Not a fatal one; the Montecuoli operation has more strings to it than just the company. Our base near Leiden is a big modern farm complex, which provides a comfortable living for many more than the family, and now there is a trading arm under Ricco’s son Roberto.
 
   “You were talking about Strelitz,” I say. “Anything I ought to know about what he should or shouldn’t do?”
 
   “What he should do is rest up for a couple of weeks. He’ll do what he needs to do. He may look as if he’s running entirely against my advice but he won’t do anything totally ridiculous unless there’s a damned good reason for it – and I know exactly why he rode up the hill yesterday with the town looking at him. I’ve told him what I’ve told him, and I’ve briefed his manservant. I don’t think the bone’s cracked, but I insisted it might be, just to nail him down a bit.” 
 
   I’d be happy to stay chewing the fat with Abeille for the rest of the day, but there are things to do, people to see. The splinter wound in my arm he takes quite seriously, and washes it out with something powerfully clean and unpleasant before covering it up. I ask him to be ready to advise Fischer and Hayek on health measures in camp when they came to see him, and go on my way, 
 
   Müller has a man down there with a layout for the meadow; I note where our pegs are, check that the ground will take Magda’s travelling carriage, the workshop and the forge wagon, and ride back into the town. The falcon has gone from the barricade. I find it in the Danes’ square; I suppose they had, technically, captured it after Nick had spiked it, though morally I felt it belonged to the Montecuoli. I seek out Ansaldo and tell him to destroy the gate cannon, then Ricco for permission to move the troop out into the meadow. I ask him if he wants the other three gate towers demolished. I’m not surprised to find that he doesn’t; he says ‘waste of powder’, but I suspect that my Captain is suffering, like myself, from a surfeit of destruction. 
 
   “Dine with me tonight,” he says. “Your last night, we’ll make a session of it.”
 
   Nicholas has found Charlie’s sword and stowed it on the trap. He and Gretta have filled every spare corner and the carry-nets with what they see as survival supplies for the next fortnight. More nets are stuffed with forage. My team are surpassing themselves, and I am thinking that Gretta is becoming an asset in her own right. Fourteen years old (she claims), she looks more like a boy of ten, and has a child’s ability to merge with the scenery. She is quick-witted, but totally unlettered. I will have to do something about this; with Nick starting to outgrow the runner’s job, I’ll need a literate replacement, probably sooner than later.
 
   Dinner with Ricco is pleasant enough, held under the big tarpaulin sheet stretched out from the side of the mess wagon, but more subdued than usual. Hollenstedt we hardly regard as a triumph for our arms, we are all tired, and although Abeille’s warning about making friends is totally justified, we are missing Cornelis. The greatest dampener is the prospect opening before us of an extended period of sitting around with not enough to eat watching the sick list grow, followed by a half-hearted push into the East Palatinate achieving bugger-all. 
 
   But the food is good. There had been a massive slaughtering, salting, and pickling that day and if you like offal and other less polite bits of cow, there are plates of it, with plenty of the Bürgermeister’s special selection to wash it down. And there’s the talk.
 
   “The best thing the Prots could have done this year,” says Abeille, “would have been to sit on their hands and play politics. The Imperialists are on the driving seat. Is it true that Hollenstedt’s boss changed sides last winter, after Nördlingen?”  
 
   “Yes,” says Dahlen, “but he’s a peculiar animal. He’s always been a Catholic by religion, but he’s so close to Hesse-Darmstadt he’s had to watch his step and be a political Prot. He switched last autumn.” Dahlen is normally taciturn, which is a good thing in the intelligence business, but occasionally he surprises us and takes an active part in a debate. When this happens he’s always interesting, the more so as he often succeeds in tripping up Abeille on facts – not that it worries Abeille.
 
   “Much good it did Hollenstedt,” said Wolfgang. 
 
   Abeille is back in full flow. “The thing is, the French can’t live with the present situation.  With the Spaniards and the Imperialists joining up into this grand army that won Nördlingen, the French have got to do something or the Habsburgs’ll dominate Europe, and Richelieu won’t like that.”
 
   “France is broke,” says Dahlen.
 
   “Everybody’s broke,” responds Abeille, “aren’t they, Sheehan? Especially this lot we’re supposed to be working for.”
 
   “As long as the bankers have got the money, and the princes are prepared to pledge or farm their taxes five years ahead, the whole crazy house of cards’ll stand up.” Our accountant has few illusions. “I only hope that the van Daams aren’t too exposed to just one faction.”  
 
   Sheehan had explained to us long ago that the main driver of the war is the margin between the four and a half percent which we get off our bank deposits, and the eight or nine or ten the van Daams and the rest charge the King of France, or the States-General, or the Margrave of Braunburg-Unterscheiss, for lending them our money.
 
   “I can’t define winning the war in the conventional sense,” he had said when Abeille threw down his challenge, back in the winter, “but I can tell you who is winning it, whatever happens on the battlefield. And they’re on no one’s side but their own.”
 
   “What about the people we’re supposedly working for?” Leo, expressing the concern we were all feeling about this excursion that seemed to going more sour on us by the day, even before it got started. “Are they good for the money? What happens if they decide to go home and leave us to fend for ourselves?”
 
   “A lot depends on what collateral the princes have put up for this show,” says Sheehan.  “If it’s on forward taxes, then the banks may leave the loans out, though there’s a big risk that some at least of the princes will default on their debts, including what they owe us. If the bankers have been fool enough to lend on the prospects of loot, they’ll call in the loans straight away.”
 
   “What about comeback?” I ask. “If any of them default, what happens?”
 
   “There are various factors here,” says Montecuoli, intervening for the first time. “If anyone defaults, he’s not going to find it easy if he has to come back to the well later. Of course there’s no redress in law against these people. You’re not going to get far suing the Prince of Hesse-Cassel in his own courts. There is always direct action, of course. The banks are quite capable of having someone killed if the stakes are high enough. And at our level, we can consider kidnapping for ransom if things get really difficult.”
 
   He says this with a totally straight face.
 
   “Are you serious about that?” I ask.
 
   “I remember mentioning that Frido von Strelitz is something of a negotiator,” says Ricco. “I am sure that we can rely on him to spell out all, and I mean all, the options, to those with whom he may have to negotiate. And I think we ought to leave it there.”
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 16
 
   Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday
 
    
 
   Nick, Gretta and I get away before the main body the following morning. There’s no point in hanging around for half the day feeling sorry about leaving the company and then having to extricate ourselves from the column. I ride Sonntag, Gretta drives the trap, the pony swearing at the load we have piled on it. Nicholas is riding our latest acquisition. Sheehan had taken me on one side after dinner.
 
   “Didn’t want to bring it up during the party, but Cornelis had you down as his nominee.  His kit’ll be waiting for you when you get back, but there’s his horse going spare. You might want to take it with you. There’s more cash than you might think, as well.”
 
   So Nicholas has, at least for the moment, his own charger. He looks perfectly at home on it. This isn’t surprising; if you start your military career by making yourself useful around the back end of a company, you have to learn a lot about horses. 
 
   Sheehan has also entrusted to my care a sealed package to deliver to the van Daams’ office in Bad Waldbach.
 
   “Negotiations for pickup of our assets. Opening statement. I may have to ask you to act as go-between for the horse-trading.”
 
   We aren’t hurrying; Ricco has said that Strelitz’s party is following Sosabowski’s foot, and travelling at an easy pace we will soon catch up with van Groen’s company, third in the order of march.  
 
   We close up to the Dutch just before they take their mid-morning halt. I go to pay my respects to Pieter van Groen. Cornelis had been nominally only on loan from the van Groen, though we all knew he had been angling for a formal transfer, so an expression of regret was in order. More difficult, my conscience is telling me I should also write to Mevrouw ter Hoon.  
 
   Piet is a tall man, with an air of repose about him that contrasts with the energy that radiates from Ricco, and makes him appear older when in fact they are around the same age. He has black hair and a black beard that give him the appearance of a preacher, which is utterly false.  And I can never think of him without the pipe – a long one, like an English churchwarden. He greets me civilly and offers me coffee, still something of a rarity in those days and a pleasant change from small beer or dodgy water as a mid-morning drink. The quiet, kindly eyes look at me over the pipe.
 
   “Ricco told me the basics yesterday of what happened to Cornelis. He said you would be able to fill in the details.”
 
   “Yes,” I say. “Essentially, it was just damned bad luck.” The fuze on the door charge burning too quickly, the tower garrison not being incapacitated by the grenades. I tell him the rest.
 
   “So it was you killed the Englishman. They were saying he was a lord.”
 
   “Not a lord, younger brother of. Bloody fool. I gave him the opportunity to pack it in and save his own life – and Cornelis’. We’ll miss that young man.”
 
   “Schmied, be careful. Anyone might think you were forty.”
 
   “I’m starting to feel it.”
 
   “You need a break from what you are doing.” He sounds genuinely solicitous.
 
   “Well, I’m off to work for Strelitz for a couple of weeks till Bittrich recovers and catches up with us.”
 
   “No, I mean a real break. And you should be looking at what you’ll be doing when you really are as old as you say you feel.”
 
   “Thanks, Captain. You’re not the first person to be giving me that advice, including myself.”
 
   “Twenty years ago I’d be saying get yourself a company of your own. Now I’m not so sure. Times are changing. See how you feel once you’ve done a bit of staff duty.”
 
   Van Groen’s mind is obviously running on similar lines to Strelitz’s, and Ricco’s.
 
   “I’ll do that. Thank you for the coffee. Can I say again how sorry I am to have lost Cornelis?”
 
   “Shit happens. Go well, Schmied.”
 
   “Go well, Captain.”
 
   We come up to Strelitz’s group in mid-afternoon and at the next short halt my new master invites me to ride in the carriage. He is sitting up, grimacing from time to time at the movement of the vehicle, but looking better than when I had last set eyes on him.
 
   “I can’t say I’m enjoying this,” he replies to my enquiries after his health, “but I’m not going to take any of the potions Abeille left with me until bedtime. That way I stay reasonably sharp.”
 
   “What did Abeille tell you to do, and more importantly, what not to?”
 
   “He said I ought to rest, and that in his view I was sufficiently grown-up to take it from there. Now, Roger Hawken, welcome aboard. You did well. Don’t expect me to be any more fulsome than that, but I mean it. And I will also say that you are an outstanding company commander.”
 
   “But I don’t –”
 
   “No, you don’t, but I haven’t forgotten the winter before last.” That was ’33-’34, when Ricco had left me in charge while he went back to Leiden. Character-building. There hadn’t been a lot to eat. 
 
   He goes on
 
   “However, you have a hell of a lot to learn. The armies are full of senior commanders who were good at commanding companies and think they can extrapolate from that. You can get away with it, but only for one level up. After that you need to start thinking differently. Your education as a grown-up officer starts here.”
 
   And right there and then, it does. He doesn’t lecture, but makes me do most of the talking and a lot, but a lot, of thinking. Inevitably, he starts with a question, loaded of course.
 
   “Is war easy?”
 
   “Sometimes. Not often. What we do is – well, it may not be easy, but it’s simple and straightforward enough – but making these simple things happen isn’t easy.”
 
   “Even at your level.”
 
   “Yes. Making sure everyone does what they’re supposed to when they’re supposed to, and coping with the embuggerance factors.”
 
   “Roger, I think we’ll be able to make something of you. You’ve just summed up one of the great truths of warfare, and done it as well as I could. What you have to take on board now is that the higher you go, the more this embuggerance, this friction, clogs up the works.”
 
   And it goes on in all our waking hours together from then on, when he isn’t actually plotting or planning or conferring, which is a lot of the time. I’d known he had a first-class mind.  I hadn’t realised the scope of his knowledge of warfare and politics. What I like about Strelitz is that he never loses sight of the fact that grand designs need the poor sods plodding along in the mud to make them work – that you can’t have strategy without tactics. He is also one of the few higher military thinkers I’ve come across who appreciate the fact that soldiers, and horses, need to eat. And always the questions.
 
   “What is the most important thing for you to know as a commander?”
 
   “What the enemy’s got and what he’s going to do with it.”
 
   “Good answer, Roger, but it’s not the most important, in my book, because you’re usually guessing about the enemy. What you must know first and foremost is what you yourself can and can’t do, the last – what you can’t – above all. You should also know your friends.”
 
   “Degrees of loyalty?”
 
   “Exactly. You can rely on your enemy acting inimical but you can’t depend on your friends staying friendly.”
 
   We hardly mention low-level tactics. He makes it clear that he is taking my competence in that area as a given. We range across the higher reaches of the military art, with Strelitz always reducing airy ideas to hard principles. There is a lot of Strelitz, some Prince Maurice, a bit of Gustavus, but Frido doesn’t rate them highly as strategists.  “Tacticians, yes.”
 
   Strategy, of course, covers a multitude of – I was going to say sins, but perhaps disciplines, or aspects, or facets. In our war, strategy is politics and politics is strategy, and religion impinges on both and adds spice to the stew in the cauldron. I get history lessons and current affairs and the laws of armed conflict and comparative religion rolled in with straight military matters.
 
   “If the Reformation had only spawned Lutherans, this conflict could have been rolled up years ago. The only thing ‘Calvinist’ and ‘compromise’ have in common is the initial letter. And it’s always a moot point whether Calvinists would rather kill Catholics than they would Lutherans. Which division always works to the Catholics’ advantage.”
 
   “I can hear Abeille talking.” 
 
   “Never underestimate that little man. You’ve learned a lot from him, and so have I. Even his wildest ideas have something sound behind them when you listen closely. Don’t just be amused when he’s in full flow. Pay attention.”
 
   Put like this, it all seems something of a hodge-podge, but as put over by Strelitz there is an order to the instruction. I realise later that he must have devoted a lot of effort into preparing my course, and challenge him on how long before he had decided to bring me on as he is doing.
 
   “I knew you had something to offer, as far back as ’28, in Denmark” he says. “You weren’t ready for it then but I knew you would be, eventually. I started organising my thoughts three years ago. We were a bit busy then, but I reckoned you’d survive, so it wouldn’t be effort wasted.”
 
   Strelitz’s establishment is austere by the standards of others in his position. In addition to the missing Bittrich, the office staff comprises just one staff assistant, Senger, and one clerk, Weinstein. Weinstein is Jewish; Senger tells me that contact with the Jewish communities is as useful as being able to speak Latin to Catholic priests. Senger’s driver on the office truck is known as Prinski. His proper name is unpronounceable Polish, and in his cups he claims to be of dispossessed royal status. Prinski’s mate, Giuseppe, who looks after the headquarters weaponry.  Manfred Braun, Strelitz’s manservant and bodyguard. Two gallopers, Clausen and Merkler.  Strelitz’s coachman, Galland. On the support wagon, Hentzig the driver/groom, Raschenauer the cook, and a couple of anonymous worker-bees. Nick and Gretta immediately establish good relations with Hentzig and Raschenauer by handing over most of the stores that have been weighing down the trap. 
 
   The country between Hollenstedt and Bad Waldbach is typical river valley going, pastureland with small woods, streams with small ridges between them. There is one major feature, a wooded ridge four miles across ending in a bluff over the Rhine. Where the road crosses it we are about five or six hundred feet higher than the rest of the route, and Strelitz’s carriage horses are having to work hard in the soft going. Getting Magda and the heavier wagons over that lot is going to give Ansaldo and Müller some problems. Fortunately, they won’t be in a hurry, given that Montecuoli is determined to take his time. 
 
   There is accommodation waiting for us in Bad Waldbach, at the Haus Rottweil. It’s a sizeable house of half-timbered construction, with enough space for the owner’s family to remain in place and still leave plenty of rooms for our small company. To my surprise, they make us welcome, with a little reception in the main hall where we meet the owner, Herr Meyer, and his wife and daughters, Hilde and Anna. Strelitz explains later.
 
   “I pay cash, and they’re damned glad to have us on board rather than some princeling who considers that the honour of having him and his mistress soiling their bed-linen is sufficient recompense in itself. Meyer’s a merchant. Well off, but no pretensions. Sound as a bell.”
 
   “What does he trade in?”
 
   “Cloth. Family made their money on imports. Been a bit tight recently, for obvious reasons.”
 
   The Meyers have provided an office-cum-reception room for Strelitz, with an annexe where Senger and I will set up shop. Strelitz asks for a ground floor bedroom to avoid having to use the stairs, so I get the best room and Senger the one allocated to me. Braun is displeased, but we’re happy.   
 
   We are to dine with the Meyers, but before that Strelitz tells us to go out and get the feel of the town. Senger he tells to find the Town Major’s office, deliver our nominal roll, and obtain identity documents for each of us. We are to find out who of importance has arrived in Bad Waldbach, where they are living, and whether they can afford it. I have a self-imposed task – to locate Sandberg, and find out who has taken him on. Strelitz tells me to track down our own employer and report our arrival, and I have Sheehan’s package to deliver to the van Daam office. 
 
   Bad Waldbach has been selected as the mounting base for our operation both for geographical and practical reasons. Geographically it’s in enemy territory, though not quite in the eastern Rhine Palatinate itself. Over the winter, a number of assorted princes and lower levels of the nobility have decided that the outcome of Nördlingen indicated that God, if not actually a Catholic, is on that side. If, therefore, your land lies in a disputed region you are better off with the Empire and the Spaniards. The count who owns Bad Waldbach is one such; the overlord of Hollenstedt another.
 
   As a spa town, Bad Waldbach has much to offer. As well as a number of decent inns, the town contains several large, and one or two extremely large houses whose owners are accustomed, like the Meyers, to letting out their properties to visitors. Roads coming in from North, East and South, serve the town and fifteen miles to the West there is a little river port, where the Waldbach flows insignificantly into the Rhine.
 
   The town itself is unwalled, or rather there is a central area which is still surrounded by those parts of the old medieval walls which have not been torn down to ease access and to provide building materials for the outward spread of the town. The new part is a place of wide streets, wooded parkland, and large houses in walled grounds. It is utterly indefensible and a delight for greedy soldiers’ eyes. However, the ruling count’s recent fancy footwork has only been an extension of years of keeping one step ahead of the latest threat. We are there as an invading army, but we need the place intact. 
 
   Our master, Bernhard, Duke of Saxe-Weimar, has had a torrid time in recent months.  While Strelitz had avoided the Nördlingen disaster, Saxe-Weimar didn’t. His army was destroyed in the battle, leaving him a fugitive. He has somehow raised the money to contribute a respectable contingent, three regiments, towards the current enterprise and has hired Strelitz as an insurance policy.  
 
   “I don’t know if the Duke’s here yet, and he may send a deputy and not turn up at all,” Strelitz says, “but my bet is he will show. He likes to run things, but he’s sound. And he listens. After last year, he’ll listen even more.”
 
   “Remember, I’ve met him.” Briefly, last year, when I’d drawn the short straw for reporting to the high command that not only was the regiment not going to show at Nördlingen but that von Strelitz did not intend to throw it away in a hopeless confrontation with the approaching Spanish main body. I hadn’t stayed to get better acquainted after delivering the glad tidings, but had legged it while I could.  
 
   So we set off into the town, and find what we want without much difficulty. Saxe-Weimar is in residence, and his duty officer informs me that if Colonel von Strelitz would care to wait upon His Grace at eleven o’clock on the morrow His Grace would be glad to see him. I mention that Colonel von Strelitz has been wounded just five days ago, and that I would appreciate it if arrangements could be made for him to be made as comfortable as possible before and during his audience with the Duke. I am trying it on, and am surprised to receive a sympathetic response. 
 
   I find the van Daam office, deliver Sheehan’s package, and hand in my letter to Cornelis’ mother, which has taken me half a dozen drafts and still sounds stilted. I also ask whether their courier service could deliver Charlie’s sword to his brother at Seend, near Devizes, in the county of Wiltshire, in England. The clerk doesn’t turn a hair. 
 
   Dinner at the Meyers’ is pleasant, if sticky at first. Then Strelitz encourages Herr Meyer to talk business, and the ploy works, as Meyer proceeds to bore his family and myself rigid with the problems of the cloth trade. Strelitz, on the other hand, is either interested or a damned good actor. He appears to be listening avidly, whenever the opportunity offers steering our host towards the detail of shipping on the Rhine. Herr Meyer is as happy as a sandboy at having such an appreciative audience, and when the ladies withdraw produces some brandy that compares favourably with anything we liberated from Hollenstedt. He is obviously ready to make a night of it, but Strelitz begs leave to break up the party, pleading his wound.
 
   Nicholas is waiting in the office with Senger. He has his ‘I’ve got something important to tell you’ look on his face, and I ask Strelitz’s leave to hear him out.
 
   “No,” says Strelitz. “If Nick thinks it’s important I’ll hear it direct rather than at second hand. What have you got?”
 
   “It’s thanks to Gretta, actually, Sir. You sent us out to find our bearings and see what we could see. She gets down to the south side of the town, on the outskirts, and she comes across this big house in a walled compound, guards on the gates.”
 
   “Nothing strange about that,” I say, “there must be half a dozen houses like that in the town, wherever there’s one of the gilded gentry.”
 
   Nick is not going to be put down. “Yes, and they’re all busy, people, carriages, coming and going. We’d looked at a few. This one’s different, no traffic. Gretta watches it for half an hour. No one in or out in that time, so she comes and finds me and we go back and watch it again, for longer. Still nothing, only the guards.”
 
   “So what do you think, Nick?” Strelitz has the ability to listen to anyone’s opinions rather than imposing his own from the start. It’s a good way of judging people.
 
   “I think, Sir, there’s someone or something in there that doesn’t fit with the rest of what’s going on in this town. Someone who wants to be close to what’s going on, but wants to be inconspicuous while they’re doing it. But our people must know and approve that they’re in that house or they’d simply clean them out.”
 
   “I couldn’t have put it better myself,” says Strelitz. Nicholas glows.
 
   “Who do you think, Roger?”
 
   “Opposition. Imperialists, Spaniards, possibly both. If not, then the French as an outside bet. If it’s either of the first two, this party’s being sold out before it’s got started.”
 
   “I agree. Thank you, Nick, and you can go now. Please pass on my thanks to Gretta.  You’ve both done very well indeed. Goodnight.”
 
   “Goodnight, Colonel Strelitz, Captain Hawken.” Nicholas is adjusting to the formalities.
 
   “I’m obviously not delighted, but equally I’m not surprised,” is Strelitz’s first comment when Nicholas has gone. We are speaking English, for privacy. “I go for your assessment that it’s the opposition, but I think it’ll be the Spaniards. They’re holding the West bank as far down as Coblenz. Whichever it is, it means we go into damage limitation mode right now.”
 
   “Could it be the French, Colonel?”
 
   “If it were, I’d expect them to be more visible. The only reason for their being here would be if Richelieu’s decided to bankroll this crazy scheme. It’s not impossible, but unlikely. France is short of money at the moment, and they’re looking towards mounting a major effort of their own, perhaps next year.” Strelitz goes on. “If it is the French, we should see or hear something of them in the next day or two.”
 
   “You said ‘damage limitation’. I take it that means you’re thinking about another elegant exit.”
 
   “Yes. I learned a lot about ways and means from Herr Meyer at dinner.”
 
   “I noticed you pumping him. Would you allow me to compliment you on the way you survived the rest of his address?”
 
   “Kind of you, Roger, but never discount that sort of information. Listen to people holding forth on their pet subject. You’ll find it less mind-numbing than just letting it flow by. Store it, file it. Three years on it may come in useful – tie in with something else you hear.”
 
   “Sorry, Colonel. Point taken.”
 
   “Good. From now on we’re looking in two directions. We have to keep up the front with the Duke, but we’ve got to start planning for shipping the regiment out. And we are going to have to be subtle.”
 
   I know my Strelitz well enough by now to realise that he is looking forward to the challenge.
 
   “This is going to mean a lot of work for both of us. I need to find out what we are up against; I’m going to borrow Dahlen off Ricco. He won’t be doing much, and this is the sort of business Dahlen enjoys.”  
 
   “And me?”
 
   “Staff officer drudgery. Staff tables for each of the companies to see what we want to ship down river.” I start to think ‘security’ and it must show in my face because he comes straight back.  
 
   “We’ll tell them it’s for shipping up-river. Well done though.” He pauses for a moment.
 
   “I think I’d like to call that it for tonight. I’m not one for false heroics, and the hip’s hurting. If I stop now I can afford to take some of Abeille’s knockout drops and still be sensible in the morning.”
 
   “Morning?”
 
   “In office half past seven. Do two, two and a half hours then get into pretties to meet His Grace at eleven. You’re coming too. Good night, Roger.”
 
   “Good night, Colonel. Hope you sleep.”
 
   “So do I.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 17
 
   Thursday, Friday
 
    
 
   Nick calls me at an early six and I throw on some clothes, and go down to the stable yard for twenty minutes’ sword exercise. As always, Goosefeather draws some looks from people who don’t know her, which includes all the Meyers’ yard staff and several of the Strelitz contingent. Upstairs, wash, do something with hair and beard, dress in polite breeches, boots and shirt, working doublet. Breakfast. On parade ten minutes before half past seven; Senger in the office already, no surprise. Or rather, he has a surprise of sorts. After exchanging good-mornings, he says:
 
   “Glad I caught you on your own, Captain Hawken. I didn’t get the opportunity of saying this last night.”
 
   “Saying what, Mr Senger?”
 
   “Something strange happened yesterday. You know I had to deliver our nominal roll to the Town Major’s office yesterday and get our passes – yours is on your desk, incidentally.”
 
   “Well, what did happen?” As I get to know Senger better, I learn to make allowances for his pedantic manner. What comes out is usually worth the wait. 
 
   “I handed the list to the duty clerk and suddenly the Town Major himself, who’s hanging round the back of the office, asks which HQ I belong to. I tell him Colonel von Strelitz’s – and the PM says to his clerk ‘let me see that list’. He runs his eye down it and he says ‘Hawken – would that be Captain Hawken from the Montecuoli Company?’ I tell him yes, and he looks at me under his eyebrows and says nothing more, just hands the list back to the clerk and tells him to carry on. Is there something wrong, Captain Hawken?”
 
   “There could be. You know I relieved one of the Lygersby Squadron officers from command after the Hollenstedt fight.”
 
   Senger nods.
 
   “I was pretty sure he’d be here and your story confirms it. He’s probably been blackening my character. Anyway, we’ve got work to do. Nicholas!”
 
   “Captain?”
 
   “Stand Clausen and Merkler by for a run to all four of the companies.” They’d have to find them first, I think. The concentration area would be a shambles, arguments over real estate, water, farm stocks, spilling over into actual fighting in places.
 
   “Mr Senger, I want the companies to send us updated nominal rolls and staff tables for a move forward from the concentration area. How do you and Major Bittrich normally operate – like who does the drafting?”
 
   “Major Bittrich tells me what he wants said and I translate it into Strelitzese,” replies Senger. “Just jot down what you want to say and I’ll do the rest. I’ve written plenty of stuff he thought was his own when he went back to it.”
 
   I am doing the jotting when Strelitz arrives. He looks rested and alert, his ‘good-morning’ is ominously cheery and yes, he has slept well. And he is down to a single crutch.
 
   “What are you on with, Roger?”
 
   “Order to the companies asking for the detail we discussed last night, Colonel.”
 
   “Good. You sign it off, but let me see it before it goes. I’ll give you a shout when I want you.”
 
   Senger is nagging. “If you can get that draft done quickly, Captain, I can finish it off before we get anything in from higher up. The Colonel insists on seeing the mail as it arrives, and once he’s into it, we’re busy.”
 
   So my pencil works overtime, and I pass the draft over to Senger, who looks at it a bit sideways.
 
   “If I may make so bold, Captain, you’re wording this a shade too directly. They’re owners in their own right, remember. ‘You are to’ doesn’t go down well with Captain Sosabowski, and Captain Monte can be a bit touchy, too. Leave it with me and I’ll massage it.”
 
   Which he does, and five copies of elegant manuscript rapidly appear on his desk.
 
   “You sign ‘Captain for Colonel’,” he says. “Shall I take them in or do you want to?”
 
   “I’ll do it.” I knock and walk into the sanctum. Strelitz is apparently doing nothing, eyes open but not focussed, a slight smile on his face. I wait. After a half-minute he comes back from wherever he’s been, and turns the smile in my direction. The scar rather spoils the smile, but after seven years I’m used to it.
 
   “Sorry, Roger. Thinking. As this is the first piece of paper to go out over your signature, I thought I ought to look it over.”
 
   He scans the top document. “I see you’ve had the sense to let Senger do the writing. Yes, that’ll do.”
 
   He takes up his pen, makes a one-word amendment at the bottom of each copy, and initials them.
 
   “You can sign these off now.”
 
   He has scratched out ‘Captain’ and inserted ‘Major’ on each copy.
 
   “While you’re working for me, you’ll hold that rank. They’ll bitch about it, but now you outrank the lot of them. You’ll need it as my executive officer. And it’ll help you around the place here – most people seem to get or give themselves a promotion when they join a circus like this.”
 
   I thank him in a slightly confused way, and he says it is as much for his benefit as mine.  I realise I have passed some sort of test, but that he will go on giving me hurdles to jump.
 
   Our audience at the Saxe-Weimar establishment is at eleven o’clock, which means that we should be there a quarter before, so that if His Grace is a real aristocrat he can keep us waiting fifteen minutes more than the statutory half-hour. We go in the carriage, which sounds quite grand, but although it looks smart enough from the outside, the internals are more practical than luxurious. The one bench seat does double duty as bed. Opposite the seat, on the front bulkhead, is a map board occupying two-thirds of the width of the vehicle. The remaining third is filled by the desk, which faces the left-hand side of the coach and seals off the door on that side. The desktop overlaps the seat-bed to form a trotter-box, leaving room on the seat itself for just two backsides.  
 
   We arrive at Saxe-Weimar’s to find that the traffic circuit puts the left side of our carriage to the entrance, so there are moments of comedy as a couple of flunkeys struggle to open the non-operational door on that side. That enables Manfred to help Strelitz to the ground through the other door without the aid being apparent. Strelitz is managing with a stick; he wouldn’t listen to my remonstrances, or Manfred’s.
 
   Brauschwitz, the officer I had met yesterday, is again on duty to smile us in, and ushers Strelitz to a chair.  
 
   “I’m happy to stand,” says my colonel.
 
   “His Grace insists,” responds the officer. “He has heard of your wound and wishes you to be as comfortable as possible. There will be a chair for you in the audience chamber. Please accommodate his wishes by using it.”
 
   “Have you been telling tales out of school?” Strelitz growls at me as he settles himself gratefully into the chair. 
 
   “Someone’s got to look after your best interests,” I say. “What was all that about false heroics last night?”
 
   “Don’t be cheeky.” 
 
   “Would the colonel care to take some refreshment? His Grace may be a moment or two late.”
 
   The ‘moment or two late’ rings alarm bells, but only amounts to five minutes or so; Saxe-Weimar is a polite prince. A messenger speaks in Brauschwitz’ ear.
 
   “Follow me, please, colonel.”
 
   You tend to think of dukes holding state behind double doors opened noiselessly by white-gloved footmen. Brauschwitz leads us along an ordinary corridor to an ordinary single door. He knocks, opens it, and announces “Colonel von Strelitz.”
 
   We enter, myself a respectful three paces behind Strelitz, who makes a leg a little awkwardly and does the ‘your servant’ bit. I’m not prepared for what happens next. Saxe-Weimar, an intelligent-looking man about Strelitz’s age, just above medium height and wearing a workaday plain grey doublet and breeches, walks round from behind his desk, and shakes Strelitz by the hand.
 
   “Frido, thank God you’re here. Now we may get some sense talked in this benighted town. Please sit down. Are you badly hurt?” He leads Strelitz to a chair on one side of the fireplace and seats himself in the one opposite. 
 
   “I’m not too badly damaged, thank you, my lord Duke. The ball didn’t break anything.  Now may I present my executive officer, Major Hawken?”
 
   “Your servant, my lord Duke.”
 
   “Hawken – you’re the one who makes swords, and uses them?  I hear you distinguished yourself at Hollenstedt.” If he’s forgotten our previous meeting I’m not going to remind him.
 
   “He did,” says Strelitz. “Bittrich is ill, so I have stolen Major Hawken from the Montecuoli for the time being. He’s got a lot to learn as a staff officer, but I have the utmost confidence in his ability as a field commander.”
 
   “Indeed.” Saxe-Weimar gives me a long, appraising look. I give him one back, seeing the effects of a life spent on the edge. Then there’s an imperceptible nod to Strelitz who gives me an amplified version. Time to go. I make a leg again and back to the door. 
 
   Strelitz is about half an hour with Saxe-Weimar, and I pass the time pleasantly enough chatting to Brauschwitz. He had been with the Duke through the autumn campaign and has some hair-raising stories to tell of narrow escapes as their party made their way into Alsace.  
 
   “I don’t think the Duke intends to go into the field himself this time,” says Brauschwitz.  “He intends to pull his weight as far as his contribution to the force is concerned, but he needs to be elsewhere. So he’ll be appointing someone as general.”
 
   “Well I hope it’s someone reasonably competent. I have to say I was impressed with your Duke. It would be a pity if we were to end up with one of the usual amiable idiots. Mind you, I would think that the Duke knows about picking leaders.”
 
   “Oh yes,” says Brauschwitz. “He knows that all right.”
 
   Strelitz is wearing his thinking face when he comes out of the Duke’s audience chamber, and doesn’t say much on the way home. I’ve learned already not to disturb these silences, but I take advantage of one break in the clouds to beg time off to deliver Charlie Westerhead’s sword to the van Daam office for despatch. I’ve penned a short note to Francis Westerhead, giving an outline of how Charlie had met his death. I haven’t concealed the fact that we’d been fighting on opposite sides, but feel that being over-honest over who had actually killed him might be a bad idea. I am thinking that on balance I have written a reasonable script. Some instinct tells me to make a copy, and have it initialled by Senger. 
 
   That is one sensible thing I do that day; another is to take Nicholas along with me.  Perhaps ten years of war are telling me that someone, perhaps Sandberg himself, perhaps someone in his pay, might try their luck. Taking Nick also means that somewhere out there will be another shadower, a small, inconspicuous person keeping an eye on us both.
 
   I ought to have been even better prepared. As I am going into the van Daam office, I think I catch sight of Sandberg. There are quite a few people around, not enough to provide a press of crowd but enough not to get a continuous view of an individual. So I park Nick a few yards down the street from the office with instructions to watch for Sandberg. Nick had seen enough of him on that night in Hollenstedt to have no difficulty in recognising him. What is worrying is whether Sandberg had taken sufficient notice of Nick to recognise him. 
 
   It happens as I come out of the office. I see Nick’s signal, look, and see Sandberg disappearing behind two efficient-looking heavies who have ‘field-gendarmerie’ written all over them, without needing the crescent-shaped badge of office hanging from their necks. 
 
   “Major Hawken, in the service of Colonel Strelitz?’
 
   This is not the moment for pedantic corrections to Strelitz’s title. Nick, don’t get involved. Leg it. Tell the boss.
 
   “That is correct.”  
 
   “You are under arrest, Major. Behave yourself and you can keep your sword till we get to the gaol.” Nice of them.
 
   “May I ask on what charge you are arresting me?”
 
   “Murder. That’s enough for now.” 
 
   I am trying hard to keep a cool head and not show any signs of disturbance, but that shakes me, and I can’t guarantee that it doesn’t show.
 
   “Am I permitted to know whom I am alleged to have murdered, and the where and when?”
 
   “I said, that’s enough.”
 
   Fortunately it isn't far to the town gaol. Sandberg is obviously at the bottom of this, but I hadn’t killed anyone of his squadron. Right now I am wishing I had, Sandberg himself. The politeness lasts as far as the door.
 
   “We’ll have your sword, Major. And anything else you’re carrying.” ‘Anything else’ includes the one dagger I had on me, and my purse. They don’t do a body search, which leaves me with the emergency purse in the back of my breeches, and they take one look at my watch, spit, and shove it back in its pocket. I know it isn’t up to much, but the contempt hurts a bit, though not as much as what comes next. 
 
   “May I ask again, whom I am supposed to have murdered?”
 
   Bad call. It’s fists first, boots next. Go down early while you can still pick a place to fall, back to a friendly wall, knees up, feet in over your balls and protect your head as best you can.  It’s actually a moderate routine kicking over, done by professionals, and they don’t work too hard at it. That isn’t to say it isn’t painful and I am damned glad I’m not wearing my good suit. They drag me down the stairs to the lockup, throw me into a cell, and leave me to think.  
 
   Think. Don’t start feeling sorry for yourself (why not? There’s a rib there they did no good at all). Strelitz will know by now what has happened, thanks to Nick. He won’t be overjoyed at having to waste time getting his executive officer out of chokey, but he is probably doing something about it already. However, I’ll get no marks even from myself for sitting waiting while other people do all the work.  
 
   If the Town Major’s office is being properly run they’ll be bringing me up in front of him sooner or later to answer the charge. And as we are in a headquarters town and not miles from anywhere else there’ll have to be a degree of formality in the proceedings, like a proper court-martial. It helps, too, that I am, however recently, a major; generally speaking, majors don’t get strung up without some process of law. So I will have to sharpen up and determine what I’m going to say to the Town Major.
 
   Immediate concerns immediately, though. My lodgings are about average. Light from a paving level window and leaking in through a door grille. Straw bedding, past its best. A bucket, unequivocally announcing its function. Another bucket, containing cleanish water. I wash off the blood, then extract the emergency purse from its hiding place, and call, politely, for a custodian.
 
   “I would like some clean straw, and something decent to eat and drink,” I say, holding up a couple of silver rix. I think I also say ‘please’. Eventually, five rix produce some very small beer and some bread, but fortunately the straw is tolerably clean and, as far as I can tell, uninhabited. I also get, for no extra charge, the gaoler’s view of my prospects.
 
   “Major Hawken, isn’t it? Wouldn’t like to be in your boots, Sir. All over town, it is, how you killed that poor Lord Westerhead after he surrendered and was on ’is knees to you, beggin’ for mercy. You’re going to be court-martialled but they say it’s just to keep the record straight. I don’t give much for your chances.”
 
   “What happens next?” I ask him.
 
   “They’ll likely leave you in here overnight and put you up in front of the Town Major in the morning. I’ll say good night now, Sir. Don’t go away.”
 
   He goes, chuckling at his own bad joke.
 
   Which leaves me with my own thoughts for company and grounds for a bout of serious self-pity. The rib doesn’t feel any better either, and there are other dull and not-so-dull aches and pains. But if there’s to be a preliminary hearing in the morning, I need to have my thoughts carefully sorted out. Courts-martial may quite often be fair trials, but if you can avoid being in front of one you’re a lot safer. In any case, this one looks like having been pre-judged. My best bet, and probably my only chance, is so to play the hearing that the court-martial does not take place.
 
   They come for me while it is still dark, about five, probably forgetting that five is well into my normal working day. I’m as ready and as cleaned up as I can be; I haven’t spent a lot of time sleeping. 
 
   “Major Hawken, you are charged with the murder of an English nobleman, the Lord Westerhead, at Hollenstedt on the evening of the 18th of April. This is a formal hearing to confirm that there is a case against you sufficient to justify your being tried by court-martial. Have you anything to say in answer to this charge?”
 
   The Town Major is, despite the hour, immaculately turned out. He probably does this sort of thing every day at five in the morning. Grey haired, with a longish face and a pointed beard almost Spanish in style, he gives the impression of having seen and heard everything. ‘Convince me,’ his face says, ‘but you’re going to have to try hard.’
 
   “First, as I have not had the honour of being introduced to you, may I enquire as to your identity?”
 
   The heavies in attendance are about to take exception to this, but he stops them.
 
   “A fair question. Major Bayerlein, in the service of the Heilbronn League, acting Town Major of Bad Waldbach.”
 
   Now that is interesting. The Heilbronn League, the association of Protestant princes, is on its last legs, and I am surprised to find it still employing people in its own right. But if Bayerlein is not in the service of an individual prince, the chance of personal interest having a bearing on the case will be lessened, and that may improve my chances.
 
   “Thank you. Your servant, Major Bayerlein. I have two things to say as an initial answer to the charge. First, that the gentleman who holds the title of Lord Westerhead resides at Seend, near Devizes in England. I have just despatched a package to him. He was most certainly not at Hollenstedt on the night in question. I therefore could not have murdered him.” That ought to get him guessing. In an English court it would invalidate the charge. “Second, I would appreciate it if you could inform me by whose authority the arrest warrant was issued.”
 
   It’s an out and out try-on, and it doesn’t work.
 
   “You most certainly may not. As for the identity of your victim, he was well known as Lord Charles Westerhead, and we have only your word against this. In my view the identity of the victim is well enough established to permit trial.” He turns to the heavy on his left, between him and the door. “Ask Major Sandberg to come in. Major Hawken, I believe you know Major Sandberg.”
 
   Sandberg is looking just a little bit too pleased with himself, and I think Bayerlein notices. Most of it would have been to do with setting me up, but the double promotion may have been part of it too. Whoever is employing him must have minimal expectations of staff officer performance; I hope I will never find myself working for them. 
 
   “Major Sandberg, will you give me your account of the events of the evening of 18th April?”
 
   “Major Bayerlein, one moment please,” I interject. “What about swearing him? This is a murder hearing.”
 
   The last couple of words are a bit indistinct because I am on my way to the floor again with a pistol butt in my face. The next thing is that the heavy in question is picking me up and making a clumsy attempt to apologise. Sandberg is smirking, his eyes on me and not on Bayerlein, who is looking angry, I think with himself.
 
   “My apologies, Major Hawken. You are quite correct, though I am sure Major Sandberg is a man of his word. Rausching – Bible.” 
 
   There is something in his intonation that indicates he isn’t at all sure. The doorman heavy goes out and returns with the Good Book. Sandberg swears to tell the truth, the whole truth, and so on. I think he looks a bit uneasy. Even in our society, binding oaths tend to mean something, and Sandberg is realising that his little scheme has stuck him with some serious perjury.
 
   “When you are ready, Major Sandberg.”
 
   “Thank you, Major Bayerlein. On the evening of the 18th April I was in command of the Lygersby squadron of horse in Colonel Strelitz’s regiment, attacking the town of Hollenstedt. My squadron leader, the second captain, and the senior troop leader had been killed. As I rode into the land gate square I saw Lord Westerhead, unarmed, on his knees in front of the accused officer. It was obvious that he had surrendered and was pleading for mercy. I saw the accused raise that common soldier’s cutlass with which he fights, and bring it down into Lord Westerhead’s neck, nearly severing the head. Later in the evening I took Captain Hawken, as he then was, to task for his criminal behaviour. He retaliated by removing me from command of my squadron, and placing me under arrest. This action was then confirmed by Captain Hawken’s superiors, who seem to be under his control. I managed to escape and reported to the Prince of Hesse-Cassel’s headquarters, where I am now employed.”
 
   “Thank you, Major Sandberg,” says Bayerlein, then, as Sandberg made to leave, “no, bear with us a moment. This hearing may be only a formality, but in order to keep it formal I must permit the accused to question you on your statement.”
 
   Oh, bless you, Bayerlein, for a fair bastard. Perhaps not even a bastard. I’d hoped he’d at least let me make a statement in my own defence, but the opportunity to question Sandberg is much better, and as he had said, the right and proper way of doing things.  
 
   “Major Hawken?”
 
   Don’t rush things. Play it the way you were planning through the night. Pity about the pistol butt; I’m more than a bit mumbly.
 
   “Georg, first of all my congratulations on your promotion. Now, may I take you back to the evening of the 18th? What were we doing, ‘we’ being the Montecuoli and the Lygersby?”
 
   “Taking Hollenstedt.”
 
   “How taking it? Marching in by invitation of the Bürgermeister?”
 
   “No, you know very well, by storm.” Sandberg is getting rattled already. I look at Bayerlein, who is wearing the expression of a man who knows what a speaker is getting at, but is waiting for final confirmation.
 
   “Georg, what do the rules say about storming a town?”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re driving at. Which rules?”
 
   “I’m talking about quarter. What do they say about quarter?”
 
   Bayerlein has got his confirmation. He nods, and settles, relaxing in his chair.
 
   “I don’t know – oh, all right, you don’t give it.”
 
   “So, by the rules, even if Charlie Westerhead had been on his knees as you suggest, which he wasn’t, it might not have been nice of me to kill him but I was perfectly entitled to do so. Do you agree?”
 
   It’s a long time coming. “Yes.”
 
   I turn to Bayerlein. “I hope you will agree, Major Bayerlein, that this examination leaves me clear of the main charge. However, if we leave it there the version of events given by Major Sandberg still puts me in a pretty bad light. With your permission, I would like to take another five minutes to clear up a few points.”
 
   I think it’s curiosity, more than anything else, that makes him agree.
 
   “Please continue, Major Hawken. Major Sandberg, may I remind you that you are still on oath.”
 
   “Georg, what was your squadron’s task in the storm of Hollenstedt?”
 
   “We were the follow-up. The Montecuoli did the break-in.”
 
   “So when you approached the land gate, the Montecuoli had already cleared it, and there was no firing?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “When were Niels Lygersby and the others killed? Surely not before they entered the town?”
 
   “No, it was later on, at the bridge square.”
 
   “So you weren’t in command when the squadron entered the town?”
 
   “No.”
 
   He is too stupid to put any credible lies together while thinking on his feet. I don’t think he has expected to be questioned, and that the whole of the proceedings would be a walkover. To present himself as being in command of the squadron as they entered the town has been a silly piece of self-aggrandisement that has done him no good at all. Don’t feel sorry for him, he is looking to get you hung.
 
   “Just one more point, Georg. When you were seeing people in the land gate square, did you see Captain Montecuoli?”
 
   “No, I did not.”
 
   “I’m surprised. He’s difficult to miss, and if you can’t see him, you’ll hear him. Major Bayerlein, the point of that question is that Captain Montecuoli can certainly testify that he was in the gate square before Captain Lygersby’s squadron entered the town, and that he found Charlie Westerhead’s body. There are a number of people that can confirm this. Colonel von Strelitz will, if it is necessary, confirm that the operation was a storm.”
 
   “I would appreciate such confirmation where possible.”
 
   “To conclude, my case is, quite simply, that Major Sandberg could not have seen the events he claims to have seen, and that even if matters had turned out the way he describes them, my alleged action was within the rules and customs governing military operations. My encounter with Charlie Westerhead was a fair single combat. I had previously called on him to surrender and he had refused. And may I tender my sincere thanks for being permitted to conduct a proper defence this morning.”
 
   “My compliments, Major Hawken, on a job well done. Please stand fast for a moment.  You, Major Sandberg. Ever heard of perjury? Or conspiracy to pervert? Or the Ninth Commandment? You are in it, sunshine. You can go, but expect to hear from me in the near future. See Major Sandberg out.”
 
   With Sandberg and the two heavies out of the way, Bayerlein speaks to me, quickly and quietly.
 
   “I’d like to arrest him here and now but not only does he have a lot of friends in the Hesse-Cassel entourage but there’s one of them waiting outside. He’ll run of course, and I don’t think they’ll be too unhappy to see the back of him. His little plot could have resulted in a lot of embarrassment if it had fallen apart any later than this.”
 
   “Can I take it that the warrant came from Hesse-Cassel’s headquarters? Interesting to find out how he got it – you don’t find arrest warrants hanging in the privy.”
 
   “I’m not going to confirm or deny at this stage. And although you may think you’re whiter than white, and I tend to believe you, I’m going to ask a few questions around and about before I let you out. Apart from anything else, the Hesse-Cassel lot could make things difficult for me if someone they’ve had arrested is seen on the streets less than twenty-four hours of being locked up – oh fuck, now I’ve revealed the horrid truth. So I’m sending you down again, but I’ll make it a bit more comfortable.”
 
   He is as good as his word. A chair, clean washing water, and some bread and meat, good stuff, arrive, with some beer, also good. Although offered by higher authority, I still make a point of tipping the gaoler. You never know when the wind will change. 
 
   Bayerlein has said he will make enquiries, but it is still only six in the morning or thereabouts and it is silly to expect him to leap into action before normally rising folk are at their places of work. If he is a sensible officer, and he looks like one, he will be partaking of a solid and well-earned breakfast before launching into any detective work. And I am going to have to kill time until Bayerlein’s enquiries persuade him whether I should be turned loose or not. I remind myself that although things are looking a lot better I am by no means out of the wood. It looks like being a long day, and no guarantee it would be the last in these surroundings.  
 
   It is a long day. I am going quietly off my head with nothing to do, and wishing Cornelis had had time to finish the Grimmelshausen and hand it on. A request to the gaoler for reading matter leads to a complete failure of communication. I try thinking about my farewell night with Hedwig in Sondheim, less than two weeks back, and about Else Tetziger; that produces some pleasantly warm sensations but also serious twinges warning against pursuing the matter further. 
 
   In the end it is another full day and night. I have to admit that I feed and drink well enough, and catch up on sleep as there is nothing else to do.    
 
   At something after nine on the second morning, the cell door opens.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 18
 
   Saturday
 
    
 
   “Major Bayerlein’s compliments, Major Hawken, and would you accompany me to his office.” It’s the one with the reversed pistol. True to type, there is no mention of previous events.  My sword and dagger are on the desk, which is a good sign. 
 
   “I am not going to apologise for detaining you, Major Hawken, or for anything else, but I regret what has occurred. I have checked your story as far as I can without taking up an inordinate amount of time and effort. I am satisfied that you have been the victim of a conspiracy.”
 
   “I’m delighted to hear it. Are you now able to satisfy my curiosity on the matter of the arrest warrant?  
 
   “I suggest you talk to your man Senger about that,” says Bayerlein. “In fact, what he found out about the warrant was as important as your colonel’s statement in getting you out. He also showed me the copy of the letter you wrote to Lord Westerhead. And Sandberg isn’t in the service of the Prince of Hesse-Cassel, or of anybody else in these parts.”
 
   “I’d like to bring a charge against him. Do you know where he is?”
 
   “No. Someone tipped him off. Probably the same someone who got him the job in the first place, and is probably implicated in the business of the warrant. Sandberg’s vanished.”
 
   Vanished, to cause more mischief. Bayerlein continues.
 
   “That brings me to a warning. I’m releasing you on one condition. You are not to pursue this man, hunt him down, call him out, in any place under the jurisdiction of this command. He’s mine, when I find him – not that I expect to. But you leave him alone.”
 
   “I’ll be relieved to do so, provided that he stops pursuing me. Yes, you have my word.”
 
   “Then I’ll return your sword. I took the liberty of examining it. I have to say it’s a beauty.  Where was it made?”
 
   “She.”
 
   “She?”
 
   “All my swords are ladies. She is called Perdita.”
 
   “You forged her?” A flash of realisation. “You are that Hawken? The Weaponsmith? I didn’t know you were a fighting soldier.”
 
   “Yes, I use them too.”
 
   “Major Hawken, may I ask something of you?” I know what’s coming next.
 
   “Yes, Major Bayerlein. I will forge you a sword. And because of your fair dealing, she will cost you just one rixdollar.”
 
   Bayerlein nods. No one gives a blade as a free gift. 
 
   “But I cannot tell you when she will be ready. A good blade needs time, and concentration. If you keep the van Daams informed of your whereabouts, your sword will reach you. I take it you would like a sister to Perdita.”
 
   “I would, indeed. I like the weight in her. But she balances beautifully.”
 
   “She isn’t my fighting sword. That one is different. I have my own ideas about weaponry.”
 
   “You don’t surprise me. One final point – you may find this useful in the future.” He hands me a folded document. “It’s your discharge, in case anyone asks you any more awkward questions. Now don’t let me detain you any longer. You’ll find your horse outside. I thank you for the promise of the sword. Go well.”
 
   “And I thank you again, Major Bayerlein, for your straight dealing. I dare say we will be meeting around the town. Au revoir.”
 
   I expect to find Nick waiting for me outside with Sonntag, but it’s Gretta, with my idle mount, and the pony wearing a pad saddle.
 
   “Nice to see one of the family again. How did he behave, being led across town?”
 
   “I rode him. He woke up. Think it was curiosity.”
 
   I’m not surprised he was curious. Gretta is four foot six at most, and Sonntag is a big horse, sixteen hands and a bit more. Like Nicholas, she must have picked up a lot about horses along the line.
 
   “They treat you all right, Major Schmied?”
 
   “Well enough, thank you. They thumped me a bit. Nothing that a scrub and a clean shirt won’t cure.”  
 
   Gretta seems to be settling down in her new position.
 
   I am thinking that I’ll have time to get cleaned up and perhaps have a second breakfast at Haus Rottweil, but I’m in for a rude awakening. I report to Strelitz and launch into my prepared speech of thanks when he cuts me short.
 
   “I know it wasn’t your fault, but sorting out your problem cost Senger and Nicholas half a day’s work, and me a couple of hours. I have to see Saxe-Weimar this morning. I didn’t know whether you’d be out, so I’m taking Nicholas. Höppner and Balck are coming here at two o’clock. Set up the office for that. Senger’ll take the minutes, but I want you to do a record of decisions as well, and be prepared to comment.” 
 
   Senger is more friendly and more forthcoming. He had made a few enquiries, and then called on his opposite number at the Prince of Hesse-Cassel’s headquarters. 
 
   “Fortunately, Major Hawken, the prince’s chief clerk owed me one or two little favours.  It turns out that there has been a flurry in the dovecote there. A missing arrest warrant. It is a headquarters where the staff officers are slack and the clerks have to make up for it by being doubly efficient. One thing they do particularly well is numbering documents.”
 
   “So Sandberg stole a blank warrant and forged the seals and signatures?”
 
   “Not quite, Major Hawken. My friend told me there was no way Major Sandberg could have gained access directly to the warrants. There were three officers who could have procured the document, and all of them are above suspicion by virtue of their social position.”
 
   “Which means that it could be any one of the three, but no one will take any action.”
 
   “My friend has his suspicions as to the identity of the officer responsible. If he finds proof he will inform the chief of staff, and someone may find himself transferred to other employment, after a decent interval. That is the best one can hope for. But there is an officer on Hesse-Cassel’s staff who obviously thinks a lot of Major Sandberg.”  
 
   “But who is now watching his back, and wondering what Sandberg got him into.”
 
   “That may well be the case. There is one other fact you should know. The van Daams turned off one of their clerks yesterday evening. He was found in the street in a rather sorry state – someone had driven a nail through his tongue. They are pernickety about confidentiality, the van Daams, even in minor matters. Now what might Sandberg have learnt from a van Daam clerk?”
 
   “Only that I’d despatched a package to Charlie Westerhead’s brother – his Lordship. He must have obtained the address.”
 
   “Then your next troubles may well come from that direction.”
 
   Well, Devizes is a long way away, and I don’t see myself calling on Francis Westerhead in the near future. There is one matter to be resolved, though.
 
   “Mr Senger, I am significantly in your debt. Is there anything you would wish for, to show my appreciation?”
 
   “That is kind of you, Major Hawken, but I do not worry about material recompense. It is enough for me that you are grateful. You realise how I operate.”
 
   “That I do, Mr Senger, and I am entirely content. May I then simply say thank you?”
 
   “It was my pleasure to sort out a grave injustice.”
 
   And that is that. We settle down to a morning of catch-up. The companies have been good boys and their messengers have checked in while I was Major Bayerlein’s guest, so our map is showing locations, and Senger’s daybook basic strength returns, accurate enough for forward planning.
 
   Strelitz returns from his audience with the Duke, accompanied by a Nicholas who is looking a little too pleased with himself and has obviously been taking a glass of Moselle with the good Brauschwitz. I am just about to lead him on one side and set out the facts of life when Strelitz calls me in.
 
   “Close the door,” he says. “Sit down, Roger. Things have just got a whole lot more complicated.”
 
   I look a question mark at him.
 
   “Yesterday I learned that the Duke was unlikely to take the field on our expedition.”
 
   “I got the same steer from the outer office.”
 
   “I think he might have been prepared to do it if he’d been given overall command, but they won’t have him.”
 
   “Why? Hardly because he’s too young?
 
   “It’s Hesse-Cassel. Won’t serve under a mere Duke.  Rupert’s going to command.”  
 
   “Fuck me,” I respond, before I can stop myself. Strelitz laughs.
 
   “I certainly won’t, not before you’ve got the smell of the gaol off you.”
 
   “So Saxe-Weimar’s off to Alsace, like Brauschwitz told me. Which mindless sprig of the nobility do we get to make sure we don’t survive the campaign?”
 
   “You’re underrating the Duke. He doesn’t set much store by quarterings. I’m going to command.”
 
   “My congratulations – General. I see what you mean about things getting more complicated.”
 
   My mind is racing. Strelitz will be commanding a brigade, in the new-fangled parlance that is creeping in. If we go to war in the Palatinate he will need a command structure to run the formation. On the other hand, if the enterprise fizzles out, setting up a new headquarters on top of the existing regimental structure will be a waste of time, effort and money.
 
   “So what do you think I should do?” Damn the man, he’s doing what he’d done with Nick two nights back.
 
   “Can I assume the Duke’s taking his HQ with him to Alsace?”
 
   “Most of it. We might bleed off the odd body or two.”
 
   “Then my suggestion is to run both levels from this HQ. If you can extract some help from the Duke, then let’s have it by all means. But Senger can’t be in two places at once. The regiment will probably fall apart if he’s taken away from it. And you need him with you, wherever you are.”
 
   “For one glorious moment I thought I was going to hear you say I’d fall apart without Senger. Actually, you’d not be far wrong. But there’s one thing you haven’t mentioned. If I command the brigade, who commands the regiment?”
 
   I’m so involved with headquarters matters that I have lost sight of the command personalities side of the problem. I suppose I’m thinking Strelitz is capable of doing both jobs.  
 
   “We’re discounting the chances of going into the Palatinate. So you don’t want to do anything permanent. The obvious choice is to pull in one of the company commanders.”
 
   “None of them likes being parted from his company. Nor do they like being under command of another company commander. It’s the ownership problem. No, Roger, you’re going to do it, as my lieutenant colonel. That way they all get to hate you, not two of them ganging up on the third.”
 
   This is pretty heady stuff. Three days ago I’d been a captain, then a major, today, lieutenant colonel. Strelitz goes on, his matter-of-fact manner leaving me no time for reflection as to whether I’m up to the job.
 
   “I need to resolve this question before the conference this afternoon. It’s important that Höppner and Balck meet you in your new capacity. But I shall still expect you to go on doing what you’re doing now.”
 
   “What about extra staff from Saxe-Weimar?”
 
   “I have got Captain Brauschwitz. He’s a useful man to have on board. He’s intelligent and experienced, been with Saxe-Weimar a longish time, and I think he knows his master’s mind.  I’ll employ him on the brigade side of things. Got a couple of clerks, a wagon, drivers. If we don’t deploy, it’ll be enough. If we do, I shall have to rethink.
 
   So begins another phase of our work, Janus-faced planning, on the one hand for a campaign that we don’t think will get off the ground, and on the other for the more likely outcome, an army thrown on its own resources by absconding aristocrats. 
 
   The afternoon conference is my first opportunity of meeting Strelitz’s brother colonels, and to gauge their response to operating under his command, with myself as a lightweight equivalent running our regiment. I needn’t have worried; both of them regard Strelitz as a bit of a phenomenon. I gain a guarded acceptance on the basis that if the boss thinks I’m up to the job, then there’s a good chance that he’s right.
 
   Höppner is a Westphalian, with that hard North German accent which southerners say ‘bruises the ears’. He looks like a street bully – a big man with a raw, red face and a prominent nose. In fact he is, for a soldier, remarkably gentle in his manner. He’s got twenty-five years of soldiering under his belt and is known throughout the business as one of the best anywhere, at least in defence. His regiment is one of the new model groupings, four small companies of pikes, four of shot, all either Höppner’s own or under permanent contract to him. It’s an inflexible organisation, designed for big battles and effective in those, and the opposite of the Montecuoli.
 
   Balck is from Bremen-Verden, the horse country, where every house and barn has the crossed horses’ heads on the gable ends. He looks like a horse himself; as I get to know him better I swear that his ears move back and forward according to his mood. His regiment is a mixture, more like ours; mostly infantry, Hannoverians and Brunswickers, three companies, each half and half pikes and shot on the old model, but the core of it is a strong squadron of horse drawn from around his home town, Verden.
 
   Strelitz has decided to keep his thoughts on evacuation to himself for the time being, but makes no secret of his view that the whole enterprise is likely to fall apart from the lack of a clear objective and the lack of firm central leadership.  
 
   “We have a weak force, at best eight thousand effectives, as few as five if disease gets hold before we can deploy. With these numbers, the best we can do is mount a raid into the Palatinate. We don’t have numbers enough to get into a pitched battle with the Spanish garrisons and have an outside chance of winning. We can’t look at a siege; if there were more of us and if we had a siege train we ought to have a crack at Heidelberg. That’d produce a result one way or the other.”
 
   He pauses. My brother colonels aren’t rushing to volunteer ideas at this stage, and I am waiting to be asked. Strelitz continues.
 
   “Even if we had the numbers, we’re too short of field artillery to risk a major engagement. Roger’s got the Montecuoli cannon, but that’s just three pieces. That’s all we have in the brigade. Yes, Roger?”
 
   “The Danes have the falcon we took in Hollenstedt, but whether it’s serviceable yet I don’t know.”
 
   “Point taken, but it doesn’t affect the main argument. The Swedes will have regimental guns, and there’s the end of it. Hesse-Cassel’s putting it about that he’s got a contract company of foot artillery, but I’ll believe it when I see it. Any idea that this party is going to make a serious strike into the Eastern Palatinate doesn’t stand up. And I’d interested to hear your views on what’s actually going on.”
 
   There is one of those pauses. Balck and Höppner look at me. The tradition is that the junior speaks first on these occasions to stop him falling in with the opinions of his elders and betters, but they could also be hoping I would give them Strelitz’s thinking. Well, here goes.
 
   “Payoff. We’re here to provide enough of a threat to justify someone spending enough money to persuade the top level to pack it in and go home. Question is, have we raised enough force even to make the threat credible? We in this room don’t think we have, and if we’ve got Spaniards on the premises they may know what we haven’t got as well. In which case, they can call our bluff. Sit tight, and wait for us either to start something or waste away.”
 
   “Spaniards?” Balck asks. “D’you mean there’s Spaniards in this town?”  
 
   Strelitz replies. “There’s a compound down the South side of the town inhabited by very secretive people. We are trying to find out more, but our best guess is they’re Spanish. They can’t go out and count heads but they’ll be trying to ferret out what we’ve got by picking brains and buying ears. And the fact that they’re allowed to stay where they are indicates they’ve already bought someone important on our side.”
 
   “So that leaves us in the position where we can’t trust anyone further up the chain,” says Höppner. “Well, it wouldn’t be the first time that’s happened. But there’s one dominating factor.  Food. We’ve been four days in the concentration area, and already there’s bugger-all left to scavenge. We’re going to have to mount some sort of expedition if we’re going to find anything to eat.”
 
   Balck agrees. “Richard hasn’t mentioned the forage problem. The draught horses can do reasonably well on the spring grass, but I’ve got nearly two hundred chargers to feed, and they’re going out of condition already. How many do you have, Roger?”
 
   “Just seventy-odd. Niels Lygersby lost a lot in Hollenstedt. But I agree with you, Colonel.” The problem of feeding horses already looms large in Bad Waldbach itself. Every day, strings of animals are being led out of the town to outlying grazing; every bit of green in the town and its immediate surroundings has already been eaten flat. Before long, horses will be travelling so far to find grazing that they will be worn out in the process. 
 
   “So,” says Strelitz, “you are with me in urging the Duke to press for early action by the whole force. Agreed?”
 
   Three hands raised around the table. Says Höppner:
 
   “We’re already getting to the point where it’s less important what we do than it is to do something.”
 
   Strelitz nods agreement. Höppner goes on:
 
   “And if there’s no decision to proceed with the advance, we need to mount a full-scale ravaging operation.”
 
   “Very good, gentlemen,” says Strelitz. “Tomorrow I am going to press hard to get the war going. If there is no decision to do so, you can mount your ravagings, spreading out from your own sectors. Gottfried, as you’ll be going South, watch your step.”
 
   Another decision for the record.
 
   “Finally, I’d like to kick around some ideas on how we handle this somewhat odd-shaped grouping in which we find ourselves.”  
 
   We talk orders of march, battlefield layouts and so on, which gives us an idea of where we should start before going into the usual improvisations when something has gone wrong. We agree that normally Strelitz’s – my – regiment will lead on the march. If we have to fight a pitched battle as a brigade, Höppner’s regiment will be the pivot, Balck’s the manoeuvre element, and mine the reserve.
 
   Balck and Höppner will be at the conference in the morning, but neither of them wants to get involved in the evening reception in Bad Waldbach. They are making a tactical withdrawal to a village a couple of leagues down the road where their staffs have commandeered the local Gasthaus.
 
   “And we’re going to have much more of a fun evening than you are,” leers Balck. “Got some girls in.”
 
   I don’t know him well enough yet to make a suitably rude response.
 
   Clausen and Merkler have returned with a load of paper, accompanied by Dahlen.  Dahlen confides that Montecuoli is livid at being told to second him, and I hope Ricco doesn’t think it’s my idea. I brief Dahlen on the intelligence picture, starting with the questions surrounding Gretta’s compound.  
 
   Master is too busy to see Dahlen straight away, so I pull Nicholas in and tell the two of them to put their heads together. Dahlen can have Gretta full time but he is not to purloin Nicholas without my say-so. Nick is beginning to rate as aide-de-camp to Strelitz, and Gretta is moving up in the world accordingly. I am coming to realise that Strelitz’s system, with people doing two or three jobs, some well above their normal pay grade, actually works and has the advantage of being a lot simpler and cheaper than a full strength HQ.
 
   Strelitz calls for me. “I want you to come with me to the Duke, to back up my memory. I’m going to have pressure him to push for an answer at tomorrow’s performance, and I want to be certain he is playing absolutely straight.”
 
   “I thought you were.”
 
   “I was, until this business of taking himself off to Alsace. I get the feeling he’s wanting to distance himself from what he feels may happen – or worse, what he expects to happen. There’s a smell of death around this town, but I didn’t think the Duke was part of it. Now I’m not so sure.”
 
   “Active conspirator or acquiescent bystander?”
 
   “I hope the second. I wouldn’t want to think he’s actively scheming to drop us in it. I like the Duke, but he’s a survivor, first and foremost. They all are. And aren’t we? Off in half an hour.  You still haven’t cleaned yourself up from this morning.”
 
   I haven’t cleaned up because I’ve been on the go since I got back from the gaol. Senger and I had shared a bite of bread and meat and a beer at mid-day at our desks – the downside of Strelitz’s working methods. I’m away to my room, washed, combed and changed in ten minutes flat. Senger looks up.
 
   “You’re learning,” he says, with approval.
 
   It may be my imagination, but I feel Saxe-Weimar is ill at ease. But it’s an amicable gathering, the Duke and Strelitz facing each other in comfortable chairs across the fireplace, where a small fire is burning against the chill of a late cold spell. I have an upright chair between the two of them – quite a privilege, to be seated at a meeting of this sort.
 
   Strelitz doesn’t beat about the bush.
 
   “My Lord Duke, I hope you will forgive my bluntness, but I and my colonels are concerned at the lack of action, or even prospect of action, here. You know as well as I do that if the army sits where it is we will be losing a lot from disease. That’s not to mention the food problem. The horses are feeling it already.”
 
   “So what do you recommend that I should do?”
 
   “I would be exceedingly grateful if Your Grace will use tomorrow’s meeting to press for an early start to operations. I suggest that you propose an advance on Heidelberg.”
 
   Saxe-Weimar is taken flat aback, both by Strelitz’s bluntness and the apparent military madness of what he’s proposing. 
 
   “That’s all very well, Frido, but suppose we do, and suppose we get there. We’ve no siege train and the Spaniards are in strength on the West bank, even if what’s on this side is sufficiently weak to let us fight our way through. We can’t use the river so we couldn’t move heavy guns up even if we had any. Are we going to try to starve them out with six or seven thousand men by your reckoning? Or are you up to something?”
 
   As Strelitz’s proposal isn’t quite what we’d discussed an hour or so back, I tend to agree with Saxe-Weimar’s query.
 
   “Of course I am, Sir.” Strelitz is cutting down on the formalities. “I’m trying to flush the bastards out. I took this job on thinking we’d have a halfway decent force that would clear the opposition out of the East Palatinate. We’re here now with at best eight thousand troops, ten guns we’re sure of, no siege train. There is a smell of something very wrong. Is there anything you know which I don’t? And may I say, Colonel Hawken is entirely in my confidence on this matter.”
 
   Frido von Strelitz, I think, you’re a damned liar. I’m not sure you’re even in your own confidence on this. 
 
   “I’m not suggesting a descent on Heidelberg as a feasible operation of war, and if you do as I ask you’ll run the risk of appearing misguided at best. But if you will go along with me it’ll make them reveal their hands. My reading of this whole project is that it has been put together in bad faith, to be bought off so as not to jeopardise the Emperor’s peace initiative. And I think they turned you down as commander because you might have spoilt things by trying to make the operation work. Rupert will do as he is told.” 
 
   He pauses, and looks hard at Saxe-Weimar. A lot of our so-called betters would react to a bout of plain speaking like Strelitz’s by calling for their guards. Strelitz knows his man, and my respect for both of them continues to grow. 
 
   “There’s one thing more, Sir. If this conspiracy achieves its aims, then a lot of soldiers will be stranded a long way from home in unfriendly territory. If I take bad faith further, would it be too far-fetched to suggest another part of the plan involves a force we don’t know about? A force poised to do a re-run of Nördlingen and ensure that there aren’t a lot of those soldiers left to be paid off or sent home at the end of all this?”
 
   Saxe-Weimar thinks for a moment before replying.
 
   “Frido, first will you accept my assurances that I am not privy to all that is going on.  Second, I apologise for not being more forthcoming as to my own concerns about the situation. I did not want to be labelled an alarmist. But I agree with your reading of the general picture.”
 
   There’s still that doubt about Saxe-Weimar’s good faith – he had been just a little too quick off the mark in announcing his departure. Strelitz might be forthright in his approach, but to challenge the Duke on this matter will be going a couple of steps too far.
 
   “Thank you, Sir,” says Strelitz. “I must warn you that if tomorrow we don’t achieve a commitment to implementing some plan for a general advance, then I shall start planning to withdraw my contingent. I won’t speak of this in Council, but you should be aware of the way my mind is working.”
 
   “Thank you for being so blunt. I will be equally blunt: if you pull your force out, then you can hardly expect that our contract still stands, so far as payment for your regiment’s services are concerned.”  
 
   Saxe-Weimar can play it tough as well as Strelitz. Somehow I hardly expect different.  From my point of view it’s a vastly interesting and educational spectacle.  
 
   “I have a counter-argument, Sir; if you will meet at least a part of my costs. I will place myself at your disposal as your military commander for such period as you may choose to define.  That offer stands equally whether we go to war as a force from here, or whether the army is broken up.”
 
   Montecuoli had said that Strelitz himself is our best asset. Saxe-Weimar, in his turn, seems disposed at least not to turn down Strelitz’s proposal out of hand, and, credit where credit is due, doesn’t stand on his dignity. 
 
   “Frido, you’re a tough one. Don’t ask me to give you a yea or nay tonight. I’ll try your crazy plan tomorrow and see what transpires, and I’ll think about what you’ve just suggested. I take it you’re not expecting an answer tonight.”
 
   “By no means, my Lord Duke.”
 
   “I’ll let you know when I’ve slept on it. Meanwhile, would I be correct in thinking that you and your leg would prefer not to watch my back at tonight’s entertainment? There will be a lot of pointless standing around.”
 
   “I would regard being excused as a great favour, Sir.”
 
   “In that case, would you permit me to borrow Colonel Hawken in your stead? It is nominally the Queen of Bohemia’s reception, though in effect it’s Prince Rupert’s summoning of the vassals. She’ll appreciate having someone English to talk to, if only for a moment or two.  Colonel Hawken, have you met the Queen or the Prince?”
 
   “I met His Royal Highness, my Lord Duke, in Prague – Christmas ’31. Her Majesty, never. It would be a great honour.” 
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
    
 
   “You should,” says Strelitz on the way back to Haus Rottweil, “have found that educational.” I have, and I’ve also felt the excitement of being involved in the making of important decisions, and how it has something of battle excitement about it. 
 
   That leads me into thinking about the reception that evening. I can just go along and stand around, or perhaps I can make more of the evening than a bit of handkissing and networking.
 
   “I assume I should take someone along with me tonight?”
 
   Strelitz agrees. “You’ll want to take Nicholas, if we can dress him presentably enough.”
 
   “No, I’d like to take Dahlen, and I’m prepared to bet he’s brought his best black with him.”
 
   For once I’m ahead of him.
 
   “That is a sound idea. If we can turn him loose in that gathering there’s a good chance he’ll come up with some useful gossip at least.”
 
   “If I know my Dahlen, don’t be surprised if there’s a surprise.”
 
   Dahlen is well equipped for his role as a fly on the wall at the reception. He has the ability to be anonymous at a number of levels, whether among the horde of underlings who infest these gatherings, or further up the social scale. I’ve obviously gained professionally with him by arranging for him to attend.  He rides up with me to Saxe-Weimar’s, and I bring him up to date on our thinking.
 
   “This gathering is a golden opportunity to have a look at the higher command and size them up. Apart from Saxe-Weimar, I haven’t met any of them. What the general and I want to know is who are the wrong ’uns. Someone is selling this enterprise down the river, maybe just one, maybe the lot. It’s basically a look and listen job; see what you can come up with.”
 
   “Certainly, Colonel. May I congratulate you on your elevation?”
 
   “Gottlieb, you know how temporary these promotions can be. I may be back to captain next week. But thanks.”
 
   I am to ride with Saxe-Weimar, but Dahlen is to bring our carriage to the reception for a direct getaway. Braun will travel with Galland to make sure no one interferes with the carriage while Dahlen and I socialise, and as general babysitter.  
 
   Saxe-Weimar has another of his staff with him. The new face introduces himself as Freiherr Karl von Morsberg. He is of about my own height, perhaps a little taller; a remarkably pretty young person with a lightish voice. I begin to wonder if Bernhard has reprehensible tastes.  There is something disturbing about von Morsberg; he has a slightly dark complexion – brown rather than Mediterranean olive, like a summer tan, but it’s only April. He has no beard, a suspicion of a moustache, a short and practical haircut, and a brisk, no-nonsense manner that clashes with the prettiness. A lithe young Italian who moves like a cat and looks like a bad one to cross attends him.
 
   The reception is being held at Hesse-Cassel’s headquarters, in the largest house in Bad Waldbach. It needs to be; the place is crawling with nobility, gentry and senior officers, not to mention scores of hangers-on, minders and a cloud of assorted servants, some belonging to the host and as many more to the guests. As a lieutenant colonel, Roger Hawken just about scrapes into the senior officer category. 
 
   Dahlen vanishes into the press, to start work while everybody is sufficiently sober to make sense. He has a remarkable facility for eavesdropping, being able to focus on a speaker in a group four or five yards away and pick out his conversation from the background. I had asked him for the secret.
 
   “Lip reading. I’ve got good hearing, but if I can’t eyeball the speaker, it doesn’t work.”
 
   Von Morsberg and I are being good courtiers, holding close to Saxe-Weimar, making sure he never has less than a two-thirds full glass, and occasionally being presented to various dignitaries. I meet Hesse-Cassel and the Duke of Mecklenburg; there is an officer in Hesse-Cassel’s retinue who gives me a less than friendly look, though his master treats me with just the correct measure of princely disdain. 
 
   I am more than a little confused by von Morsberg. He is excellent company. He seems to know everybody, and my brain is working overtime logging individuals. Despite the short acquaintance, I find myself being drawn to him in a profoundly disturbing way. I reckon I am as straight in my proclivities as most, yet I am feeling some strange sensations as we work the room.  He is wearing perfume; nothing surprising about that, but there is something exotically musky about it that only adds to my confusion.
 
   There has been a longish pause, perhaps half an hour, since the major-domo last announced an arrival. He reappears at the top of the short flight of stairs leading down into the reception hall from the main entrance and the foot of the double staircases that are the feature of the house. There is a stir among the crowd, and a dying away of conversation.  
 
   Even princes’ major-domos don’t get to announce genuine monarchs every day of the week, and Hesse-Cassel’s man gives it all he’s got.
 
   “Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth of Bohemia, and His Royal Highness, Prince Rupert of the Rhine.”  The Winter Queen – the Queen of Hearts – and her son.
 
   It is beautifully done, and there is a whisper of ‘rehearsed’ from von Morsberg.  They use a staircase each, their arrival at hall level perfectly synchronised.  Three paces towards each other; a pause, and Rupert bows to his mother, who acknowledges with a slight bow herself, then they are cruising down the last short stairway, the Queen on her son’s arm.  She must be forty years old, widowed these three years, no longer a beauty, but she still exudes that mix of dignity and glamour which the Stuarts can pull off better than most. Rupert is at his best, shining in the genuine adulation coming his way. Whatever his faults, the young Rupert has that quality of personal magnetism that makes hard-bitten individuals forget their reservations and pledge their rusty swords to service.  
 
   There are two equal thrones at the far end of the reception chamber, on a platform at the same level as the entrance hall. Whoever built this house has had a shrewd idea of the sort of functions that might take place within its walls, and has planned it accordingly. The décor is as suited to the occasion as is the layout of the room; no paintings to distract, just tall windows with discreet curtains, and between the windows only the flambeaux required to produce the light for the spectacle. The Queen and the Prince progress through the gathering, bows and curtseys following them, ascend the stairs, seat themselves, and a wave of applause, genuine it seems, breaks out from the throng.  Saxe-Weimar had called it ‘a summoning of the vassals’; to me, that conjures up visions of smoky, torchlit halls, weapons thumping on shields, hoarse shouts of support. This, though, is the seventeenth century, and if the players are just as cruel and corrupt as any character from the Nibelungenlied, they wear a veneer at least of good manners.
 
   Saxe-Weimar is beckoning. “Come with me, Colonel Hawken. Presentation time.” I follow, indicating to Karl that he should precede me, but he shakes his head.
 
   “Not on the list tonight,” he says, quietly.  
 
   Various chamberlain types are persuading the company into some sort of order for presentation, and a rough line is developing, of course in order of precedence, which leads to inevitable bickering and huffiness at each level. Saxe-Weimar tucks in behind Mecklenburg and his retinue, confiding that they take it in turns to claim the lead, as it saves a lot of fuss and bother. The individual presentations don’t take long, about ten seconds each, but as there seem to be about two hundred in the line, it still adds up to a sizeable part of the evening. And there is real business to be conducted as well, in the meeting rooms around the house.
 
   It comes to our turn. The major-domo announces Saxe-Weimar, which is a little redundant, in that the occupants of the thrones are greeting him as an old friend before he has made his bow.
 
   “Bernhard, so good to see you,” says the Queen, looking at me with interest. “And who is this dangerous-looking young man?” At close quarters you can feel the power that still resides in her, making up for the damage time and trouble have inflicted on her looks. But it’s coupled with a wariness; too many people, too many events, have conspired to bring her down, starting with her husband’s foolish ambition, and a crown lost before it had time to settle on her head.  
 
   “Your Majesty, Your Royal Highness. May I present Lieutenant Colonel Hawken, who commands General Strelitz’s regiment in my service and yours?”
 
   “Hawken?  You’re Hawken, Roger Hawken, the Weaponsmith, aren’t you? Prague, three years back? I remember that monstrous sword you were wearing across your back.” Say what you like about Rupert, he remembers people. He had been not quite thirteen at the time, when the Protestant cause reached its high water mark and we were back, temporarily, in Prague.
 
   “Absolutely correct, Your Royal Highness. I’m flattered you remember me, or at least the sword.”
 
   “You told me the name. Goose-something?”
 
   “Goosefeather, Highness.”
 
   The magnetism is real, not acted for the benefit of the throng. Given the right support and the right opportunities, this is going to be a man who could lead not just an army but also a kingdom.  He turns aside and says something to an attendant.
 
   “I am afraid my son has monopolised this brief meeting, Colonel,” says the Queen. “But I am glad to have seen you at close quarters. You have a reputation.”
 
   The nod, closing the interview. A smile from the Prince. Make a leg. Back down the stairs, the courtier’s prayer that the scabbard doesn’t bring you to the floor. At least I hadn’t made a fool of myself. I am intrigued by the ‘reputation’ remark; if the Hawken name has reached the ears of Elizabeth of Bohemia, somebody must have been putting a good gloss on what I’ve been up to.
 
   “Hollenstedt, but other matters as well,” says Karl. We have moved on to the nibbles stage. “Things get around. You’re not commanding the regiment just for the sake of your nice smile, you know. There are other people besides Strelitz who think you’ve been wasted doing what you’ve been doing.”
 
   “I’ve been questioning it myself, though from the self-preservation angle. You can’t go on for ever doing what I do. The luck runs out.”
 
   “Exactly. So where do you go from here?”
 
   “I honestly don’t know. Officially I’m only on loan to Strelitz, and in a couple of weeks I’m supposed to go back and command a troop again.”
 
   “But you’re getting a taste for higher things, yes?”
 
   “Could be.”
 
   “And you’re a younger son of a respectably placed family back in England, with not a lot of prospects there. Can I give you some advice?’
 
   “On one condition.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “That you tell me about yourself. You’re an intriguing character, Karl von Morsberg.”
 
   Karl laughs. “That will have to wait.”
 
   “Until when?”
 
   “A more private moment. Don’t worry, it will be soon, I promise. Now are you ready for the advice?”
 
   “All right.”
 
   “It’s simple. Stick with Strelitz. He is going to rise, and you’ll rise with him. He trusts you, and that’s a compliment. Whatever happens in this particular war, Europe’s going to be a cockpit for our lifetimes at least. Competent people will always be in demand. If they’re honest dealers as well, the sky’s the limit.”
 
   I try to push a little further.
 
   “You’re aware of Strelitz’s discussion with the Duke this evening?”
 
   “Yes, and I’m saying nothing.”  
 
   It is a put-down, but done with a smile. The disturbing and intriguing aura surrounding von Morsberg goes further than the equivocal sexuality. I feel I’m on dangerous ground, as dangerous as the Hollenstedt powder-mill.
 
   I am saved from saying or doing something silly by the attendant to whom the Prince had spoken during my presentation. I excuse myself and follow him to one of the side rooms, where Rupert is waiting, alone except for a single minder, a tall middle-aged man in unostentatious clothes like my own. I make my bow, and the Prince introduces him, in his slightly accented English.
 
   “Colonel Hawken, I would like you to meet Sir Edmund Langtry. Sir Edmund is, among other things, King Charles’s representative in these parts.”
 
   “Your servant, Sir Edmund.”
 
   “And yours, Colonel.”  
 
   Langtry pours two glasses, offers one to the Prince and one to me, then fills one for himself. The body language between the two of them speaks of old acquaintance and shared experience of the character-building sort. Rupert reads my mind.
 
   “Sir Edmund has been with me, on and off, for many years. He probably knows me better than anyone, and I include my family in that.”
 
   I know Langtry’s role is much like mine when I accompany Strelitz to a meeting – watch and listen, speak when you’re spoken to, debrief after.  
 
   “I’ve asked you to join us, Colonel, because I’d like to hear a fresh view of what is going on here. I am far from happy with what I think is happening. I want your views – and I would like to know if they are the same as your general’s, or whether you disagree in any way.”
 
   Don’t qualify, don’t prevaricate. This man must be fed to the teeth with equivocation.  
 
   “Highness, all the senior officers of the Strelitz brigade, that is General Strelitz, Colonels Balck and Höppner, and myself, are agreed on one central opinion. We suspect that the majority of the senior noblemen commanding contingents have no intention of mounting a serious invasion of the Eastern Palatinate.”
 
   The Prince and Langtry exchange looks. “Carry on, please, Colonel.”
 
   “Our collective view is that we think it probable that the main reason for this troop concentration is to provoke the Imperialists, or the Spaniards, or both, into buying off the leadership, or enough of it to make the expedition non-viable. Which leaves you, Sir, and Her Majesty, in the uncomfortable position of being here to lend credibility to a rather sordid confidence trick.”  
 
   “Edmund?”
 
   “It’s certainly a viable explanation, Sir. I could wish it were not. D’you have any proof, Hawken?”
 
   “Not as yet, Sir Edmund. We are reasonably certain that a closed compound at the South end of town has Spaniards in it, and we are trying to establish whether there’s a connection between them and any of the contingent commanders.”
 
   “Is there any one of the five that I can rely on?”
 
   Dangerous ground again. You’ve decided to play it straight, so do it.
 
   “I would say, speaking purely for myself and not committing my general, that the Swedes will do what they say they’ll do. That doesn’t necessarily mean that they’ll join in the attack, but they’ll be straight about it.”
 
   “And the rest?”
 
   “I am certain that the Duke of Saxe-Weimar will take part – or will fund our brigade. He will not be taking the field in person. The remainder – well, if there is a plot afoot, one or more of the other three is at the bottom of it. And unless all five contingents take the field, we don’t have a viable force. Your Highness knows how short we are of artillery.”
 
   Rupert looks blankly at Langtry. “I thought there was a reasonable field artillery train.”
 
   “You’d better tell us the worst,” says Langtry. “Don’t forget we only came in today.”
 
   “There are a lot of rumours floating about,” I reply. “For certain, Strelitz’s, my, regiment owns three light field pieces. I have a fourth but it’s unmanned and unprovisioned. Per regiment, the Swedes’ll have either three or four leather-guns or falcons like mine – I believe they’re re-equipping. All these are light, short-range weapons that can only support their own regiments. The Prince of Hesse-Cassel claims to have a company of foot artillery, but nobody’s seen it and there hasn’t been a whisper of what it might be holding. If it exists it may have six to eight pieces, but the Lord only knows of what sort.”
 
   “What about a siege train?” Rupert asks.
 
   “There it gets worse. The Montecuoli have an eight-inch mortar. That’s the sum total.  Again, there are rumours of more to come, but I would treat them as just that – rumours.”
 
   “And to complete my disillusion, actual fighting strengths?”
 
   “May I ask Your Royal Highness what you have been told, and by whom?”
 
   “The Prince of Hesse-Cassel has informed me that the force totals fifteen regiments, or twelve thousand men.”
 
   I look at Edmund Langtry. “Sir Edmund, do you believe that?”
 
   Langtry looks, to be charitable, confused.
 
   “Well, it squares with fifteen. Fifteen regiments with four companies at two hundred or eight at a hundred – yes.”
 
   Actually, it doesn’t. Eight-company regiments if they’re following the Prince Maurice handbook should be on an eighty-man company establishment. Leave it, though.  
 
   “I’m sorry, Sir, but I have to question every bit of information we’re bandying about. I doubt we’ve fifteen regiments, I don’t believe all we do have are on four- or eight-company organisations, and I’m as sure as I’m sure I’m damned that there isn’t a company at two hundred strength. Ours aren’t, for a start. General Strelitz and I are planning on about eight thousand best case, and it’ll be worse in a week or so when we’ve got disease and malnutrition to think about.”
 
   Rupert looks stricken. Langtry, or someone else on his staff, should have been applying the same realism to the information reaching him as I have just done. I am out of my depth – Frido and his ice-brain should be here doing the advising. But the only chance of Rupert’s going reasonably armed into the council chamber tomorrow is for me to prepare him as best I can.
 
   “May I ask, Sir, what staff you have with you? You are going to need a field headquarters to command this army, if it manages to get into the field.”
 
   “I have Langtry and a secretary.” Langtry may be an effective confidant, but on his showing so far he doesn’t look like a chief of staff capable of managing four or five brigades.
 
   “The Prince also has a dozen gentlemen of his escort who will be able to assist him,” says Langtry. I think I have a pretty shrewd idea of how much use the ‘gentlemen’ would be, other than as high-priced gallopers.
 
   “Your Royal Highness, I think it is essential that you appoint one of the contingent commanders as your chief of staff and field commander.”
 
   There is a look of relief on both faces that confirms they are beginning to realise just how far out of their depth they are and how much in need of a lifebelt.
 
   “Who would you suggest?” Rupert asks.
 
   “General Torstensson. You’ll recall he was the senior Swedish officer to get away from Nördlingen last year. He’s known to be competent, and if you appoint him rather than one of the princes, there’ll be less bickering. I would also lay odds that he has the most capable headquarters in these parts.”
 
   I am winging it, but they are both looking at me with something very like relief. 
 
   “Is there anything else you think I should know?” The Prince again.
 
   “Yes. My general has asked the Duke of Saxe-Weimar to propose an early general advance on Heidelberg at tomorrow’s meeting, and he has agreed to do so. It sounds a madcap scheme and it is; it’s a ploy to provoke the princes into showing their hands. You should listen to what they say in response, but watch their faces even more carefully. And when you address the gathering, may I respectfully suggest that you take a similar line: challenge them as to their intentions and what forces they’ve got.”
 
   The Prince nods, thoughtfully.
 
   “One other matter, Highness; Sir Edmund said you have a dozen gentlemen in your escort; do you have any other protection troops?”
 
   “Her Majesty and His Royal Highness have a troop of horse from the Prince of Hesse-Cassel’s forces as additional escort,” says Langtry, frowning. “Do you think that we should be concerned for their safety? We are in the middle of a friendly army.”
 
   “Sir Edmund, I firmly believe that I am still alive after ten years in this war only because I am a profound pessimist. With the Prince’s permission, I will plan to reinforce your escort should it become necessary. I have horse under command.”
 
   “No harm at all in that, and probably a lot of good. Thank you, Colonel. May I send an officer to see you tomorrow to discuss the matter?” Langtry is recovering his poise.
 
   “Of course. Late afternoon would be best. We are at Haus Rottweil.”  
 
   I sense that the audience is over; perhaps I am developing a courtier’s sensitivity to atmosphere.
 
   “Your Royal Highness, Sir Edmund, I feel that I have said quite enough for the time being. I am, of course, at your disposal.”
 
   “Colonel Hawken, we thank you for your frankness. You have given us much to think about, and we feel much better informed. Good night.”  
 
   “Your servant, your Royal Highness. Sir Edmund.” Bow and retire. 
 
   Back in the main salon the press is thicker as ever. I look around for von Morsberg, without success, but find Dahlen, looking inscrutable as usual.
 
   “How did you get on?” 
 
   “Reasonably. I won’t say anything here, Colonel, in case someone’s playing the same game as mine. We ought to make for home as soon as possible.”
 
   “Can’t go till the royals leave.”
 
   We spend about ten minutes people-watching to no great effect. I still can’t find Morsberg, but I locate the Duke and beg leave to depart, citing pressure of work. Then the Queen and the Prince make their exit, with much less ceremony than their arrival.  
 
   There is a press of carriages outside the main entrance, but we think we recognise the Strelitz équipage, and Dahlen claims to have seen a wave from the box. I collar a linkboy to light us through the puddles, but he is thrust aside by a larger individual, obviously in competition for the tip. Dahlen indicates the direction of the carriage, and linkboy number two leads off.
 
   After about ten yards I notice that the man is heading a long way left of our true course, and I check him. There is an unintelligible grunt in reply. My mind shifts out of party animal into plain animal mode. I nudge Dahlen and loosen off the dress dagger in its sleeve sheath.
 
   They hit us two from the front and one from behind. The linkboy throws his torch into a puddle where it sputters and dies. I grab him in a neck lock and draw the sleeve dagger. The first of the three, unsighted by the sudden darkness, hits the linkboy amidships with his dagger as I round-arm with mine and find flesh of some sort at the end of the swing. The linkboy belches his life out. I drop the dead weight as a crunching thud behind me announces that Dahlen is using a blackjack rather than a blade. The detached part of my brain that comes into operation at these times reflects that this sort of fighting is second nature to Dahlen, in the mean streets and dark alleys of his battlefields.
 
   I swing again more or less blindly at my assailant, conscious that we are outlined against the lights from the house and the doorway. No contact, but a curious bubbling sound then Manfred Braun’s voice. “No more, Sir.”
 
   There is a shout from the door stairs. “Everything all right there?”
 
   Braun shouting back. “Yes, no problem. Thank you.” Then, “Let’s get rid of this lot.”
 
   We have four bodies to dispose of. The linkboy is very dead, as is the third attacker who has had Braun’s undivided attention. The man who took my dagger-swing is bleeding rapidly from a wound under the ribs. Dahlen’s target is well and truly out. We haul the two dead and one dying through the carriages, with coachmen and guards looking firmly the other way, then go back for Dahlen’s victim. Braun and Dahlen lift the unconscious man to his feet and half walk, half-drag him to the carriage which Galland has moved down the outside of the press to meet us.  We tip him inside, mount, and drive off, Dahlen and I sitting on the carriage seat, Braun on our victim.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
    
 
   “And I will lay odds,” says Dahlen, “that those three bodies have already disappeared from that elegant carriage-sweep. I just wonder who’s behind it.” He chuckles, and so does Braun.
 
   “Nice piece of work all round,” says Braun. 
 
   “Thank you for coming in on it,” I reply. “What made you do it?”
 
   “Saw you veering off-course. Thought it might be more than accidental.”  
 
   “Manfred, can you let us have a look at our guest?” says Dahlen. The body on the floor is showing signs of returning to consciousness. Dahlen hits him again with the blackjack.
 
   “Don’t want him eavesdropping. Think we got the leader. This one looks like a professional.” The man is better dressed than the average street thug and has an intelligent look, a Mediterranean complexion and a neatly trimmed beard coming to a point.
 
   “You thinking he looks Spanish?” asks Dahlen.
 
   Braun and I both nod.
 
   “Never trust first impressions. He may be, or he may not. And if he is, that don’t mean a thing either. What matters is who’s paying him. Trouble is, if he is a pro, it’ll take a lot longer.  Got some unwrapping to do.”
 
   I look at him.
 
   “The more important he is, or the information he’s got is, the more layers of cover story I have to strip off. This isn’t a simple business of cutting off his bollocks. If he’s trained, he’ll defend each story. And he may die before he gives up the bottom level.” 
 
   “I didn’t think you went in for muscle.”
 
   “I don’t. I use the things that Abeille makes up for me. But they are pretty savage in what they do to the brain. You also have the ones who can die deliberately if they feel they must.”
 
   Dahlen and Braun rattle the prisoner down to the Rottweil cellars while I seek out Strelitz. Senger, still at his quill, informs me that our general has announced himself satisfied with the arrangements for the morrow and to everyone’s surprise has gone to his bed forty-five minutes previously.
 
   I take advantage of Strelitz’s absence to do an hour or two’s map study. When anything happens after a quiet period it comes with a rush, with no time to catch up on your homework.  Tonight’s interview with Rupert has given me no confidence that the next move will be ordered and stately. I need to fix in my mind where everybody is and what the routes are like, in case I find myself taking decisions on the hoof. I also need to go round the companies and get a feel for their state. The day after tomorrow would be a time for this, if Strelitz will let me get away. 
 
   Braun, reporting from the cellars. “He’s awake and talking. Not making a lot of sense to me, but Gottlieb’s pleased. He’s sure the man’s more than a foot-soldier.” ”
 
   “Should I come down?”
 
   “He says you’re welcome but he’ll send me when there’s something worth having.”
 
   “I’ll hang on till he has, then.”
 
   Dahlen had started his ministrations at about eleven. It must be around two in the morning when Braun reappears.
 
   “He’s got something, Colonel. Would you come, please?”
 
   Interrogation cellars are not nice places. Dahlen’s methods of persuasion did not involve the various stretchings, crushings and cuttings indulged in by less subtle practitioners, but the place stank of the outward and visible signs of fear. The subject was tied naked to a chair. I had once tried what he had been given, in small amounts, and had some idea of how he was feeling.
 
   “I am almost certain I’ve got to the bottom level,” says Dahlen. “He’s past resisting now, but he put up a good fight. He had two cover stories. I had to use the pain brew, as well as the horrors. Do you want to hear it from him, or me?”
 
   “Direct if he makes sense. He speaks German?”
 
   “And Spanish, and French, and Italian, and English.  I wouldn’t mind signing him up.  He’s using a Spanish name, but don’t get carried away by it. If he’s anything, I think he’s Italian.”
 
   He turns to his victim.
 
   “Francisco, this is Colonel Hawken, whom you tried to kill tonight.”
 
   “Colonel Hawken?” The man is speaking quite distinctly, though slowly, as if thinking hurt. One advantage of Dahlen’s methods is that you didn’t have to decipher speech distorted by a smashed mouth.  “My orders were to kill Colonel Strelitz.”
 
   “I didn’t tell him the truth, Colonel. Thought I’d save it for you.”
 
   “Did you know what Colonel Strelitz looks like?” I ask.
 
   “I had not seen him, Colonel. We were told he was of middle height, wore plain but good clothes, would be arriving with the Duke of Saxe-Weimar but would probably leave in his own carriage. We marked you on your way in and Dieter, the link-boy, picked you up on your way out.”
 
   I turn to Dahlen.
 
   “Has he answered the big one, Gottlieb?”
 
   “Yes, Colonel. Now tell Colonel Hawken who you’re working for, there’s a good Francisco.”  
 
   Actually, it’s quite simple, and I remember Occam’s Razor. It is the Spaniards. They know Saxe-Weimar is unwilling to take the field in person if Rupert is given the overall command, and that Saxe-Weimar’s brigade will not be a functioning entity without Strelitz to command it. And the news also exonerates Saxe-Weimar from some of the less charitable interpretations we had been putting on his actions. 
 
   Dahlen and I go into the passage, leaving Braun to keep an eye on the prisoner.
 
   “What do you want to do with him now, Gottlieb?”
 
   “Keep at him for an hour or two till he’s given us any detail he’s missed. Clean him up, give him a bed, let him start to feel human. In the morning, point out he’s nowhere else to go but us, take him back through the night’s work and confirm. Put him on the books and let him make himself useful. They’ll know he’s disappeared but they can’t be certain who’s got him. I suggest you go to bed.”
 
   I do, with the prospect of three and a bit hours beckoning like a temptress from my room.  Immediately I close my eyes, though, Braun is shaking my shoulder.  
 
   “Sorry about this, Sir, but Gottlieb thinks you ought to know right away, and that you’ll probably want to call the General when you’ve heard it.”
 
   “What the hell time is it?”
 
   “Nearly four.”
 
   Shit. I’ve managed about an hour and a half, and if what Dahlen has come up with is as important as he seems to be implying, Strelitz will probably be firing off messages for the rest of the night.
 
   Francisco is cleaned, dressed, and looks like a human being again, though one that has been through a mangle. His attitude to Dahlen has visibly changed; he is a beaten but devoted dog, who can’t do enough for his new master. We speak in the corridor.
 
   “What I thought couldn’t keep till morning is something that Francisco overheard while they were briefing him for last night’s hit. A couple of staff officers were saying something in the background about the army moving North in three days time.”
 
   “Which army?”
 
   “My thought too, but I didn’t say it outright. As far as I can get hold of it without giving away our ignorance, there’s a Spanish field army of at least twelve thousand on this side of the Rhine. That’s over and above the garrison troops.”
 
   “And that’s what’s coming North.”
 
   “That’s my best assessment. I don’t want to press him any more tonight. It’s a risk to give him recovery time but I’ll go to work on him again, nicely, in the morning. I think there’s more to come about what’s going on in that compound. Are you going to wake the General?”
 
   Basic principle: if in doubt, wake the commander. If you’re in doubt as to whether you’re in doubt, you’re in doubt. Wake the commander. I climb the cellar steps and knock on Strelitz’s door.
 
   “Come in.” There is a candle lantern burning. “What is it, Roger?”
 
   I tell him the story of the night’s events.
 
   “You did right to wake me, but we haven’t got enough for any action. Half past four; I’m going to sleep on it. You do the same.”
 
   I don’t waste the opportunity; yesterday had been a long day.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 21
 
   Saturday
 
    
 
   I stick a notice on my door stating no disturbance before half past six on pain of death, and make it to the office by seven, a short head before Strelitz. Senger is there ahead of me of course, doing his act at having been there since six. It’s a good act, but only an act. Nicholas has confided in me that Senger is at pains to take an ample first breakfast while an eye is kept for myself or, in normal times, Bittrich. 
 
   Strelitz is abominably cheerful. I know him well enough by now not to expect any sympathy, but the bloody man is positively gloating over the possible advantages arising from the abortive attack. And yes, he says, his hip is much, much better.
 
   “It’s all a question of who knows what we know,” he says. “Tell me how we should handle our news.”
 
   “Sit on it, General. It’s single source, and the man is trying to ingratiate himself with Dahlen, and me. No action until we’ve got some collateral. Factor it into planning as a definite perhaps, look out for confirmation. And watch faces carefully at the comic opera today.”
 
   “No action at all?”
 
   “No, General.”
 
   “I agree. But it does incline me ever more towards legging it early rather than late.”
 
   That gives me an opening.
 
   “We’ve been neglecting the companies. With your permission, I’d like to do a tour tomorrow. Tell the commanders what we can of what’s going on so they don’t get too much of a surprise. And I want to pull in some horse to give us a bit more security.”
 
   “Fitch’s sub-troop?”
 
   “No, the Danes. Small officer’s troop. Carlssen may be no great shakes as a leader of men but he’ll fit in here better than Fitch.” I don’t mention that I am thinking about the Queen’s and Rupert’s security as well as our own.
 
   “All right. Anything else, as you seem to be making most of the running?” 
 
   “Yes. You were going to get an answer from Saxe-Weimar today. Has he fixed a time?”
 
   He sounds amused rather than irritated
 
   “No, but we should get an opportunity to talk this morning at the gathering you so rudely refer to as a comic opera.”
 
   “Finally, have you been negotiating with the Duke purely on behalf of our regiment, or are the other two involved?”
 
   “As far as money’s concerned, they’re on their own. If I sell myself to Bernhard, I may be worth enough to keep our own companies in funds long enough to get to somewhere safe. I don’t think I’m sufficiently valuable to help the others. It’s a dog eat dog world. That enough for you?”
 
   “Thank you, General.”  
 
   The conference takes place at the same venue as the previous night’s reception, which presupposes a lot of weariness among the worker-bees of the household. The conference has a lot in common with the reception in that, again, anybody with an excuse to be present is present.  The chance of achieving anything is minimal, given that the commitment of at least one of our major players is significantly in doubt.  “And the trouble is,” says Strelitz, “anyone who knows what we think we know can be as enthusiastic as he likes, knowing that the Spaniards’ll preempt anything that might get started.”
 
   It isn’t as turgid as we’ve feared. Hesse-Cassel kicks off the proceedings, since his bankers are picking up the tab for the palatial Schloss where the performance is taking place. He introduces ‘our young but able commander, whose commitment to our cause cannot be doubted’.  
 
   Rupert confines himself to platitudes, which isn’t a bad idea if you’re suspicious of your audience. He knows how to put a script over, though, and with the magnetism flowing out of him he receives a roaring ovation, but noticeably more enthusiastic the further from the conference table where the top six are congregated. The only really concrete item he produces is the appointment of Torstensson as his field commander. This produces a genuine wave of applause.  
 
   “He’s ducked the serious one,” growls Strelitz to me over his shoulder. He is sitting in the second row behind Saxe-Weimar, along with the other contingent military commanders and a few Margraves and Freiherren who have muscled in on the allegedly good seats. I am in the next row with the other colonels, and so on to the outer darkness. 
 
   “Someone’s going to have to challenge the great and not so good about what they’ve got or haven’t, now that Rupert’s copped out.”
 
   He leans forward and speaks to Saxe-Weimar, who nods assent.
 
   “Stand by with the staff tables.”
 
   I make to pass the papers, faired up by the indispensable Senger, to him, but he pushes them back.
 
   “Bernhard’ll start it, you give the figures. Total horse, foot and guns per regiment and grand totals. Frighten them. Make yourself heard – you’ve got a better shout than mine.”
 
   Ouch. Blast the man. One damned hurdle after another. Saxe-Weimar is on his feet as the applause for Rupert’s contribution dies away.
 
   Saxe-Weimar goes straight for the jugular.
 
   “This force has been gathered for a particular purpose, and that is to invade the eastern Rhine Palatinate and secure it for its rightful ruler. The force has been complete in its concentration areas for four days now. Some elements have been here as long as ten days. No decision has been made on an objective for the operation, let alone a plan or orders. The military commander has only just been named. All the fighting soldiers in this room are only too well aware that the effectiveness of the force can only deteriorate, and the longer the holding period, the less effective it will be.
 
   “I therefore propose that His Royal Highness tasks General Torstensson with formulating a plan for the capture of Heidelberg, to be implemented as soon as is feasible.”
 
   Saxe-Weimar pauses. His gaze sweeps the chamber with its rows of open mouths, and as it passes Frido and myself I could have sworn that he mouths ‘that’ll show the buggers’. Strelitz is beaming, and it even shows from the back of his neck. The Duke continues.
 
   “Having said this, it is my firm belief, supported by that of my military staff, that there is considerable confusion as to what forces are actually available. I have no qualms over declaring the strength of my brigade in this forum. Lieutenant Colonel Hawken, Chief of Staff to my military commander General von Strelitz, will read out the strengths of the three regiments that I am contributing.”
 
   He sits down. Strelitz claps him gently on the shoulder. I stand up, shaking a bit at the knees. I think I get the preliminaries right; nobody looks offended. 
 
   “General Strelitz’s brigade comprises three regiments. Colonel Höppner’s regiment of foot, strength on yesterday’s returns five hundred and sixty-nine foot. Colonel Balck’s mixed regiment, a hundred and eighty-seven horse, three hundred and eighty-three foot. Colonel Strelitz’s own regiment, seventy-two horse, four hundred and seventy-six foot, three guns, one siege mortar. Brigade total two hundred and fifty-nine horse, one thousand four hundred and twenty-eight foot, three guns, one mortar.”
 
   I sit down. Saxe-Weimar is on his feet again, a no-nonsense look on his face.
 
   “Your Royal Highness, I think this is a case of I’ve shown you mine, now you show me yours.”
 
   He sits down again, to Strelitz’s congratulations. Torstensson stands, grimacing with the pain of the rheumatism that is gradually crippling him. 
 
   “My compliments to Colonel Hawken on an admirably clear exposition. My Chief of Staff will now give the figures for the Swedish contingent. I will admit from the outset that we are below strength; we are on a long line of communication and are having to devote some of our strength to securing it.”
 
   Or, less politely, ‘we don’t trust you buggers and we’re keeping a foot on the ground all the way back to Stralsund’.
 
   The Swedish Chief of Staff, Horvild, doesn’t raise many smiles; Torstensson has brought only two small regiments of foot and a headquarters cavalry squadron – about a hundred horse and just over eight hundred foot in all, but six light cannon, and they’re falcons like ours, not the ‘leather-guns’. They may be few but they’ll be good, and reliable. A third of the rumoured force declared so far, three hundred and fifty horse, two thousand plus foot, nine light field pieces, Magda the mortar. Three more princes to go.
 
   We know there’s trouble when the three of them go into a huddle. Mecklenburg, as the junior, requests an adjournment. Rupert looks at Torstensson and at Saxe-Weimar.
 
   “Thirty minutes,” he says.
 
   “Probably about right,” says Strelitz. “Long enough to cook up some sensible pack of lies. Watch out for the number of regiments; they can fudge the company strengths but they’ll find it damned difficult to invent regiments that aren’t there. I can’t see more than a dozen in your row that look like soldiers, Roger. My Lord Duke, may I congratulate you?”
 
   “I think we put the breeze up them good and proper.” Saxe-Weimar is not so hardened by experience as not to enjoy a blast of public naughtiness. “Well done, Roger. Your first time at one of these circuses? I know how it feels.”
 
   Balck and Höppner are joining in the jollity, and all of us are exchanging conspiratorial grins with Torstensson’s people across the table. There is a distinct feeling that our five regiments represent the pick of the force. The mood is helped by a little wine – whether Hesse-Cassel has any soldiers or not, we can’t fault his domestic arrangements.
 
   The party mood is broken by the appearance of Dahlen in my arc of vision. I excuse myself.
 
   “Sorry to interrupt the proceedings, Colonel. Do I take it we’ve got an adjournment for embarrassment?”
 
   “Absolutely right. We laid our strengths on the table. So did the Swedes. The other three called a time-out while they got their act together.”
 
   “I’m not surprised they’re having an attack of the vapours. You need to read this, but outside.”
 
   ‘This’ is a summary of the Protestant order of battle, including our own. The document is within ten percent on our strengths, which is worrying, but not as worrying as the remainder. Our princes, now in conclave, are supplying only two regiments each, but what is of even more concern is the strengths of the regiments themselves. Not one is shown as holding more than three hundred men. There’s a sprinkling of horse, amounting in all to less than Balck’s hundred and eighty-odd. And there is no artillery whatsoever.
 
   “What the hell is this?” I demand.  
 
   “Francisco has continued to sing,” Dahlen replies. “Apparently it’s common knowledge around the Spanish intelligence people that the three of them have inflated their paper forces to persuade the Spaniards it’s worth their while to buy them off.”
 
   “How do you rate it?”
 
   “Well, for a start, they’ve got our own numbers, and the Swedes, pretty damned accurately. There’s no reason why the remainder shouldn’t be as good. And I’ve kept the best bit till last.”
 
   “Go on. Don’t spare me.”
 
   “They got a lot of the material from a defector. A Danish major by the name of Sandberg.” He pauses for a moment. “I thought you’d be pleased.”  
 
   “Wait here. I’ll get Strelitz. You may have to tell Saxe-Weimar as well. Don’t be alarmed, he’s a decent sort. Give me the paper.”
 
   Strelitz reads the document with his poker face on, conscious of the audience outside our inner circle.
 
   “Is Dahlen still outside?”
 
   “Yes, General.”
 
   “My Lord Duke, may I suggest that you accompany me? Come along, Roger.”
 
   Dahlen is waiting on the entrance stair.
 
   “My Lord Duke, may I present Mr Dahlen of the Montecuoli Company, who is acting as my head of intelligence. You are aware that last night Roger was attacked as he left the reception.  Since then, Mr Dahlen has been in, er, discussion with the leader of the assassination party, who is a Spanish intelligence officer. I told you at the beginning of the meeting that we suspect that a Spanish army will be moving North in three days’ time; this man is the source. He has now told Dahlen what he and his superiors know of the strengths of the components of our force.”
 
   He hands Saxe-Weimar Dahlen’s transcript. Saxe-Weimar’s brow darkens.
 
   “So, they have tried to rip off both sides. Not enough men for the operation, but still asking money from the Spaniards for not launching it. And all three of them in the plot. Frido, do we blow the gaff here and now?” 
 
   Strelitz pulled his familiar stunt of  ‘junior answers first’.
 
   “Roger, what do you think?”
 
   I swear to myself, but in a strange way Strelitz’s quirky little habits are starting to amuse as much as irritate. If I’m not careful I’ll be starting to like the man.
 
   “My Lord Duke, General, I think it would be a thoroughly bad idea. If we announce what we know, we’ll precipitate events beyond our control. We need to be in charge. And I don’t think I’ll be upsetting Mr Dahlen if I point out, as I did this morning, that there’s no collateral as yet.”
 
   “Frido, he’s sounding just like you,” says Bernhard. “Would you agree with that assessment?”
 
   “Entirely so, Sir. And I think it’s a fair assumption that not only do they not know that we know but they’ll still be hoping the Spaniards don’t know either. So we leave everyone in happy ignorance, and start paddling like hell below the surface. We’d better go back inside.”  
 
   “Quite so,” says the Duke. “Mr Dahlen, I am in your debt.”
 
   Dahlen produces a court bow that would have done credit to a senior chamberlain.
 
   Back in the council chamber, there is a certain tension in the air. Balck whispers in my ear.
 
   “Bet you a month’s pay we’ll get one big lie from one princely mouth. They haven’t had time to produce a convincing breakdown.”
 
   “I don’t bet against certainties.”
 
   Rupert calls the meeting to order and invites the three contingent commanders to state their capabilities. Hesse-Cassel rises to his feet.
 
   “Your Royal Highness, my fellow commanders and I have agreed that the proceedings of this meeting can be best expedited if I answer for all three of us.”
 
   Balck’s elbow practically cracks two of my ribs, including the damaged one.  
 
   “We have had to compromise on our commitments as a result of the unfortunate event of Nördlingen.” He glowers at Strelitz, who had won some grudging respect for his extrication of our regiment, but hadn’t made many friends in the process. 
 
   “Each of us, therefore, has been compelled to restrict his commitment to two regiments of foot only, and a cavalry squadron. However, each regiment will field at least six hundred men, and the cavalry squadrons a hundred and twenty or more.”
 
   If that were true, if, then the numbers are just about sufficient for a decent raid into the Palatinate. And they haven’t been totally stupid; the numbers are feasible to anyone who hasn’t taken the trouble to go and check, as the Spaniards have done.
 
   Rupert is chairing the meeting rather well.
 
   “Thank you, Your Highness, for those figures. I have been given to understand that your personal contribution included a company of artillery. Without that, the force is woefully weak in guns.”
 
   Either he’s remembered my briefing or someone else is on the ball.
 
   “Your pardon, Your Royal Highness. I have only included those troops that are actually in the concentration areas. I have a contract company of foot artillery with four six-pounders and four four-pounders, due to arrive no later than the day after tomorrow.”
 
   There is a sotto voce groan from the professionals around the room. Contract artillery are a law unto themselves. Hesse-Cassel’s company, if it exists at all, may show in two days but is equally likely to turn up in two weeks or never.  
 
   Nevertheless, with, in theory, seventeen guns, nearly six thousand foot and six hundred assorted horse on top, Torstensson has something to plan with, and on the surface the conference has achieved a surprising amount. Rupert obviously thinks so, and brings the gathering to a close in a nicely forceful manner.
 
   “Highnesses, my lords, gentlemen. We have achieved significant progress today. The next step is to translate this into action. We have before us Duke Bernhard’s proposal to move on Heidelberg. My directive to General Torstensson is that he is to examine the feasibility of this course of action. If he is satisfied, he is to prepare a plan for its implementation. If not, he is to determine an alternative course of action, clear it with me, and plan accordingly. Operations will commence no later than one week from today. We will meet again four days from now, that is Friday morning, for a review of progress.”
 
   We all agree that Rupert has put up a cracking good performance on his first appearance as commander. He’s been as decisive as circumstances permit, and has succeeded in not upsetting anybody, despite the sticky patch in the middle. Finally, he has completed the proceedings in time for lunch. There are a lot of approving noises, and some hugely relieved-looking individuals in the Hesse-Mecklenburg-Wurtemburg entourages. Strelitz turns to his regimental commanders.
 
   “Before you ask, yes, you can go a-ravaging. And nothing has happened to change anything we agreed yesterday – if anything, today’s events are confirmation. We will meet again mid-day two days from now at Haus Rottweil. I expect to have more information by then.”  
 
   Materialising from nowhere, von Morsberg is there, looking just as striking as the night before, this time in russet doublet and breeches. The same disturbing scent, the same disturbing feelings. Behind him, eyes covering the room, the bodyguard. Von Morsberg comes straight to the point.
 
   “I lost sight of you last night after you went to your meeting with the Prince. I heard of the attack. I was appalled. I don’t believe you were the target.”  
 
   “I wasn’t. They were supposed to kill Strelitz.”
 
   “If I had been with you things would have gone differently. We must meet again, and soon. Come to the house at three o’clock. There is a private door at the far end from the official entrance. Cesare will let you in. Now go and catch up with Strelitz.”
 
   That is all. He slips into the press, the shadow close behind. Second acquaintance has done nothing to resolve the questions of the night before.
 
   “I am going to have to ask another favour of you, General.”  
 
   “Well, it’s not quite a royal command, but it comes close. Make sure you wash behind your ears before you go.”
 
   It’s a good time to ask; I’ve rarely known him in such a sunny mood. He has the air of a man enjoying a private joke – perhaps something between himself and Saxe-Weimar.
 
   There is a visitor at Haus Rottweil when we return, Sheehan.
 
   “Been getting rid of surplus assets, Colonel. Van Daams didn’t haggle and sent their collection party down straight away. Asked me to help with the escort, so I came up myself to do a bit of business.”
 
   ‘Collection party’ sounds a bit ordinary if you had actually seen the van Daams, or one of the other bankers, making a pick-up. Sheehan has his four security men; the banks have more, a lot more, of the same. The convoy with our money would have had an escort of twenty or more riders. Sheehan goes on:
 
   “I’m glad I’ve seen you, Colonel, for more than one reason. I’ve got your statements from the van Daams and the company. I told you Cornelis had left you more than you might have expected. I’ve taken the liberty of depositing some of it with the bank. I’ve also kept quite a bit of it back in company funds, as you’ll see from your statements. What you see includes your bonus for Hollenstedt.”
 
   “How come? You know I don’t normally have more than a thousand in my account.”  He’s kept nearly two thousand rix in my company account, and has paid four into the van Daams on my behalf. I am beginning to have distinct reasons for staying alive.
 
   “My nose tells me we’re moving into more than usually difficult times. And then you need cash. That’s all backed by cash, and over and above what I’m carrying against the company liabilities. I have to say I’m concerned at the amount I’m having to hold in the field. But you should be worried too, when I also tell you that I am sure the van Daams know something about the situation here that isn’t common knowledge. I doubt they’ll have an office here three days from now.”
 
   He looks at me and I look back at him. Sheehan does not indulge in flights of fancy.
 
   “What you are saying is that if General Strelitz is going to indulge in any dealings involving the bank he’s going to have to do them pretty damn quick.”
 
   “Particularly cash. They may stay open a bit longer for book dealings, letters of credit, and so on.”
 
   “Let’s not beat about the bush, Mr Sheehan. You know the General’s trying to get something out of the Duke should this party turn to rat shit. We need to tell him to go for closure, and quick. Come with me. It’s best he hears it from you.” 
 
   Strelitz looks slightly aggrieved at being interrupted in his thoughts.
 
   “You ought to hear this, General. It’s important on two levels. Tell him your tale, Mr Sheehan.” When he has finished, Strelitz dismisses him and tells me to stay. I excuse myself for a moment.
 
   “Mr Sheehan, thank you for all that – both officially and personally. One more thing: I intend to visit the companies tomorrow. I can’t give times, but please tell Captain Monte I’ll be with him last. Can I ask you to get word to the others?”
 
   “I’ll do that, Colonel.”
 
   “And tell them also they’re off the leash for beating up what’s left of the countryside.  Not just foraging, ravaging. My regards to everyone. Oh, and if you haven’t told Gottlieb what you’ve just told us, have a word with him before you go. Luck, and go well.”
 
   “And you, Colonel.”
 
   Strelitz is looking part pleased, part concerned.
 
   “That, I think, wraps it up. The van Daams’ll have had it straight from the Spanish mouth.”
 
   It is in everybody’s interests that the banks operate without interference. Sheehan’s information indicates that someone has warned the van Daams to make themselves scarce. And that finally downgrades the advance into the Palatinate to myth. 
 
   “Keep the charts up, but don’t waste time on any pretend planning. Our job now is to decide how we get out of here.”
 
   “Can we talk money first? On my calculation the advance runs out about now.” 
 
   “I’m hoping Bernhard’ll come up with something of the order of a month’s pay. I’ve decided to go with him, which should help to swing it.”
 
   “I thought that was just a bargaining counter should you decide to pull the regiment out.”
 
   “That was how it started. The idea actually looks quite attractive even if it’s being done on a smiles basis. If peace does break out I would be in steady employment – as you would, if you decide to tag along.”
 
   “So you, or we, oversee the withdrawal then rejoin Saxe-Weimar in some draughty castle in Alsace?”
 
   Strelitz puts his elbows on the desk, his chin in his cupped hands, and looks at me with what I have come to call his expediency look.
 
   “Point the first. Bernhard wants me to leave when he leaves, and that isn’t going to be more than two or three days at the most. Point the second, if the advance doesn’t happen, the brigade breaks up. Balck and Höppner made their own contracts with Bernhard. If I can help them get a better deal I will, but I don’t intend to use up my credit with Bernhard to do this if it means my own lot are going to lose out. Point the third. If I can get that month’s pay for all of you, I could disband the regiment where it stands and let the companies sort out their own salvation.”
 
   I bridle at that.
 
   “Which means that the Spaniards’ll cut ’em up one by one. Defeat in detail’s what we call it, isn’t it? You’ve got to fight the regiment as a regiment at least until it’s behind a decent obstacle. Better still, fight the brigade as a brigade.”
 
   “I take your first point, not your second. If you’re trying to fight a withdrawal with a force as large as three regiments, you’ve got to have your supply really well organised, and we haven’t. Anyway, Balck and Höppner want to go northeast. You’ll want to go due North.”
 
   “I’ll want to go North?”
 
   “Think about it. I gave you all the parameters. There’s only one solution that works, Colonel Hawken. I have to go with the Duke. You have to keep your regiment together. Better start thinking about it.”
 
   It’s one thing to think of commanding the regiment under Strelitz, but something else altogether being faced with doing it on my own with no higher commander to lean on. I take a few deep breaths, mind racing. Think practicalities. 
 
   “Four immediate questions, General. Three regimental, one personal. First, how far have you got in arranging boats? Second, do I have discretion to disband once I reach what I and the company commanders consider a safe area? And finally, may I keep Senger?”
 
   “And the personal question?”
 
   “I want to know where you and I stand. It will affect what I do. I need to know whether after all this I should be making my peace with Ricco, or whether there is something else.”
 
   “I’ll answer the last one first. I do not think you will have any place with the company, in the long term. I hope you will find your way back to my employment, if not sooner, then later. I see you as my sword arm, though you’re almost passable as a staff officer.
 
   “Now for the rest. Herr Meyer has been warned as to the boats. Speak directly to him to arrange the where and when. I am working on how the boat people are to be paid.
 
   “Your second question. As soon as the letters of credit from Saxe-Weimar are in your hands, you assume full command of the regiment. You do with it what you think is necessary.
 
   “As for Senger, yes. I take Bittrich.”
 
   “He’s here?”
 
   “Came up with Sheehan’s treasure chests. I haven’t spoken to him yet. Tread carefully.  You’ll be something of a shock to him.”
 
   “I think I’d better go and tidy up the desk before Bittrich settles on it.”
 
   “Yes. And then you need to tidy yourself up before your interview with von Morsberg.  No, you can’t have the carriage, I’ve got my own date with the Duke.”
 
   I’m too late. When I come out of Strelitz’s sanctum Bittrich is sitting in my chair looking disapprovingly at the desk and its papers. While Senger tempers his efficiency with some endearing minor bad habits, Bittrich has a Jesuitical dedication to order. He looks like what he is, a cold fish, with a narrow face and pale blue eyes which one instinctively expect to be spectacled but aren’t. Bittrich is a man to be respected, never liked, but he has been with Strelitz for more than six years of unswerving loyalty.
 
   “I think, Colonel, I should take over immediately.” The air of disapproval amplified in the voice.
 
   “If things were normal, Paul, I’d agree with you entirely, pack my bags and get back to the company. But they’re not. How much do you know about what’s going on?”
 
   “I know that the General is commanding all the Duke’s forces and you have taken over the regiment, and I know that things are not going entirely as planned.”
 
   “Not only are they not going as planned, they’re going too damned fast for my liking.  You’d better listen. Lorenz, would you listen also to what I’m saying, and check me if I leave anything out.”
 
   The extent to which events have spun out of control seems to surprise even Bittrich.  
 
   “The upshot of all this is that you have to think of the General as part of the Duke’s HQ from now on, and Mr Senger as my right hand as far as the regiment is concerned. You could be off into Alsace in a couple of days and we have a nasty little withdrawal operation on our hands.  I’d be most grateful for any help you could give us with planning this before you have to go.”  It isn’t flattery, and he doesn’t take it as such, but I have touched his weak spot. Even Bittrich wants to be wanted.
 
   “Of course, Colonel. I’ll do everything I can to help. Did I hear you correctly – Senger goes with you?”
 
   “The General has agreed, ten minutes ago. I’m sorry, Lorenz, I should have mentioned it directly.”
 
   Senger gives a rueful smile. “I hate withdrawals. Just as soon as you get the office set up, the roof falls in and you’re on the move again. If I may put in one point, Colonel Schmied, go for the longest moves you can for the HQ. That way we can be more effective.”
 
   “Talking of moves, Colonel,” says Bittrich, “would I be out of order in enquiring which route you’re thinking of taking out of these parts?”
 
   “Not at all. First thoughts are back to Hollenstedt, put the River Weder and a blown bridge between us and the Spaniards, and travel by boat down the Rhine. Boats load at Hollenstedt wharf. Horse go direct to Hollenstedt and make sure it’s ours. The Montecuoli secure the woods – they’re nearest. Van Groen is first through, takes the Montecuoli pioneers with him to prepare the bridge for blowing, and covers it. Sosabowski follows then Montecuoli breaks clean. By the time he’s down to Hollenstedt the bridge should be ready. We blow it, march down to the wharf and sail home. And if it all goes as smoothly as that, I shall be relieved and not a little surprised.”
 
   “You ought to know, Colonel, that Hollenstedt’s getting itself back in business a lot more rapidly than I’d have expected. I came through three nights back and I could feel I wasn’t popular. They’ve got a young man as acting Bürgermeister who seems to be really getting a grip.  You may find they don’t want you fighting another battle on their doorstep – particularly if you’re planning to demolish that rather pretty bridge.”
 
   “Young man? Not called Peter Tetziger, is he?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “Well, the cheeky young bugger.” I laugh. “A week ago I saved his neck. I hope he remembers.”
 
   It may not actually be so funny. Peter will be building his authority in the town, and for him to acquiesce in the destruction of the bridge as well as the powder mill may well be too much. It will be important to open with a convincing force to garrison the place. Harten’s depleted squadron is hardly the right tool for the job, given that Peter himself had caused it so many problems on the way up. Meanwhile, there are more pressing concerns.
 
   “I’m going to have to leave you two to get on with things this afternoon. I want you to hack out a workable breakdown for who and what goes with whom. There’s another matter; I’m expecting a visit later in the afternoon from an officer of Prince Rupert’s staff, or what passes for his staff. I’m doing them a favour, so ask him to wait. I have been summoned to our higher HQ.”
 
   “I thought the General was going,” says Senger.
 
   “He is. I have business with the Freiherr von Morsberg.”
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
    
 
   Cesare is waiting for me at the side door as promised. Like his employer, he is difficult to place. Middle height, movements like a swordsman – or a dancer. At close quarters, the face has a softness about it. The Italianate complexion and eyes I’ve already noted. He could be any age between sixteen and the late twenties; an individual who provokes questions rather than gives answers. He is wearing a short, belted tunic, a pair of slippers, and as far as I can see, nothing else. 
 
   “Welcome, Colonel Hawken. Would you please follow me?”
 
   He leads me up a flight of stairs into von Morsberg’s private suite. The first room is an anteroom-cum-office reminiscent of Strelitz’s. A large flat-topped desk is the main item of furniture; a couple of armchairs flank a fireplace where a small wood fire is burning. Maps on the wall, partly covering the pictures. Despite the air of efficiency, the room is a cheerful place.
 
   “Colonel, may I take your sword, and the other bits and pieces? The Freiherr intends this to be an informal meeting.” Hat, sword, gloves, all stowed away. “It is warm in here. The jacket, Sir?” I’m not wearing a buff coat, but as a halfway house I have on a sleeveless leather jack, as much to keep some of the road dust off my decent doublet as for protection.
 
   “Now, Colonel, if you would like to go through, the Freiherr will receive you. Yes, straight on through to the dressing room.” He is propelling me through a bedroom, into the room beyond. There are candles burning, scented with a stronger version of the musky fragrance von Morsberg used, heady and ever so slightly confusing. 
 
   Life has its little surprises from time to time. Cesare’s somewhat enigmatic behaviour has suggested something out of the ordinary might be in store, but I haven’t bargained for walking into the dressing room and finding von Morsberg in the bath. It isn’t a large bath, and its occupant isn’t a small person. Which fact clears up a lot of confusion. The brown complexion continues to all parts of the body on display. The breasts, not prominent but with large, dark nipples. Her body well muscled, not very feminine, very female. My first feeling one of huge relief over impulses that have, after all, not been misplaced. The second is how the hell to handle the situation. There is only one thing to do; I make my best bow, and manage to get out “your servant, Freiherr” before succumbing to a fit of the giggles.
 
   Thank the Lord, she has the grace to lose it too. “Do sit down, Roger. Cesare, wine, please. Now, my cold English colonel, I want to help you unwind for an hour or two.”
 
   The wine is chilled, and I raised my eyebrows.
 
   “They have an ice-house,” says Cesare. “A nice place, this.”
 
   “Nicely furnished, too.” There is no point in pretending to look elsewhere; Karl is deliberately setting her stall out, and life’s too short for opportunities regretted afterwards. 
 
   “Towel, please, Cesare,” she says, “and give me a hand.”  
 
   Cesare helps her to her feet and drapes the towel round her shoulders. She steps out of the bath.
 
   “Roger, in you get while it’s still hot.”
 
   I think I must have gaped a little at this.
 
   “I know you’ve been on the road or run off your feet for at least the last ten days. I’d have thought you’d welcome the chance.”
 
   “Oh, I do, I do.” I recover my balance, unlace the doublet, pull off my shirt. Cesare gives me a hand with the boots, and a moment or two later Karl is doing the looking.  
 
   “What in God’s name have you been doing with yourself?”
 
   I haven’t had the time to conduct much in the way of a personal audit since Bayerlein’s hoods left their mark. Looking down at myself, the results appear reasonably spectacular.
 
   “I was involved in debate with the Town Major’s staff.”
 
   “As you’re walking around a free man, I assume the outcome was favourable. God knows what you’d look like if it hadn’t been. Now get in and soak. Cesare, something for contusions.  It’ll help.”
 
   I sink into the bath. It seems a thoroughly good idea, even though I had washed thoroughly behind my ears. Cesare brings a bottle and pours the contents into the bath. It smells like one of Abeille’s liniments but is gently soothing. 
 
   It is a strange encounter, unlike anything I had experienced before. She is considerate of the bruises and the rib, even gentle. I feel that I am being tested – not in the physical department, which seems to be satisfactory but secondary to some deeper level. Paradoxically, she seems to be giving generously, but holding back everything. What I can feel is that she is carrying some massive burden of responsibility, going beyond even the high concerns of the war. That day, I take the first steps towards understanding.  
 
   Afterwards, we sit in our shirts (a clean one for me) by the fire in the anteroom and talk. I ask about Cesare.
 
   “He’s been with me four years. Anyone who wants to get to me has to get past him. He’s uniquely qualified for what he does for me.”
 
   Something about the stress on ‘uniquely’ caused me to raise an eyebrow.
 
   “I met him at a rather exotic party at the Venice carnival – yes, you can get there by the Spanish Road if you have the right connections.”
 
   As I am sure she has
 
   . The Spanish Road links Spain’s Italian territories with the Netherlands. Always vulnerable to French interference, it remains intact because its importance to Spain is worth an all-out war for its preservation. 
 
   “Cesare was part of the entertainment. He had been training as a vocalist. They did the operation too late or something, and his voice broke. There were certain things he was fitted for and he was earning some sort of living by them. He’s ideal for me as a bodyguard and body servant. I can’t have a lady’s maid, doing what I do, but I wouldn’t want to have a manservant as such. And we trust each other.”
 
   I notice that. Most people would say ‘I trust him’. And talking of ‘trust’, I need to know what exactly is driving Karl in my direction. Her reaction to last night’s events, and even more, today’s encounter with all its undertones, call for explanations. It is obvious that conventional attraction is playing a limited part – though, vanity hopes, at least some. 
 
   “I asked you to tell me about yourself at the reception last night, before the Prince whistled for me. I’m curious about your place in things, and there isn’t time to go round the houses finding out. And I feel that there are deep currents running here.”
 
   She looks into the fire and thinks, for a long, long pause. When she speaks, it is deliberately, again with pauses as if it is vital to get every word right.
 
   “For a start, what I am, and what I do. I am Bernhard’s confidant. I am his bastard half-sister. We’re almost twins as far as birth dates are concerned, which makes me – well, a year or two older than you. Our father decreed that we were to be brought up together, and I decided I’d be a boy as far as I could. He’s always had me to talk to; helped a lot when he inherited. He was very much on his own then.”
 
   I nod. Karl goes on.
 
   “As soon as he came of age he made me a Freiherr in my own right, and settled an estate on me to give me independence. I have to be male for that – Salic Law – but fortunately nobody wants to make anything of it, and I can come and go as I please. It suits me and it suits Bernhard.  Above all, I am his fixer. I go where he can’t, meet people he must not. All of them have people like me – their backstairs operators.”
 
   I think of the network of quasi-military operators like Senger, Dahlen and Sheehan who make the armies work, with their networks of contacts crossing boundaries and even reaching into the opposing camps. She reads my thoughts.
 
   “Yes, I knew of your man Dahlen, though I had not met him until last night. We have acquaintances in common. Now stop blocking me and there’ll be less need for explanations.”
 
   I raise my eyebrows.
 
   “I have – well, powers. I get them from my mother, along with my colour. You have them, but in you it’s come out mostly in what you do with your hands, or rather in what the special thing in your brain makes your hands do. What you must do is open your mind. I know it’s happened before.”
 
   It had, in a random manner. There had been Morgenhalle’s cry for help at the parley, and the last time, in Hollenstedt gate square, when I had almost given up and the voice of the sword had brought me back. I look at her.
 
   “Hollenstedt, the sword. That was me. Only it wasn’t me. Someone, someone with powers like mine, is protecting you. I don’t know who she is. She couldn’t reach you, she reached me and there was a transference. She became the sword, I was relaying her message, and it would have been her voice you heard. Which says something important, and is one of the reasons you are here today. So help me help you. Stand up.”
 
   We stand in front of the fire. The detached part of me notices she smells of clean, with something lemony about it. Her hand grasps me under the shirt. She does not speak, but unintelligible words flood into my mind, and there is the same tingling that I feel when my sword hand grasps Goosefeather, but in the mind, not the hand. The tingling dies, and she kisses me.
 
   “That,” she says briskly, “should make things a whole lot easier. Among other things, it’ll help get rid of that shell you’ve built around you. You cared a lot about her, more even than you know yourself.”
 
   That is a facer, even more than when Michael Elyot challenged me on the same subject years before. There isn’t time to think about it, because Karl immediately launches into other matters, and what she has done enables us to have three or four hours’ worth of conversation in about thirty minutes. It’s an extreme version of the rapport you get between long-married couples, where both come up with similar thoughts at the same time and few words have to be used. I feel as if there has been a spring-cleaning in my brain. It also makes the fact that we have been acquainted for less than twenty-four hours totally irrelevant.
 
   What I get from Karl is a counterpoint to Strelitz’s lectures, with a view of the present situation from a high political standpoint, or rather more than that. Von Morsberg’s approach to current affairs is historical, but a historical approach with a persistent personal note, an account of a tragic situation which ‘we’, in her phrasing ‘have allowed to get out of control’.  
 
   “The problem with what we call Germany,” she says, “goes back to the Romans. They gave up on the territory, set the limes, the Imperial frontier, on the Rhine and the Danube, and we never got the civilisation, and the roads, and the folk memory. Result – we’re still in the Middle Ages. But because there hasn’t been any history of centralisation, not since the days of Barbarossa, we didn’t even have a proper feudal system with a central authority that you had in France and England. Germany’s still in the robber baron stage, and we’re independent robber barons. Yes, Bernhard, and myself. The only progress in three hundred years is we dress better and have better manners.”
 
   I think of my feelings at the reception. She is still in full flow.
 
   “We’ve let it go on, and what’s happening now is our fault, but now we are trying to do something about it. Unless we can do something to limit the damage, by the time the smoke clears away, Germany is going to be two hundred years behind the rest of Europe.” 
 
   At first I think that ‘we’ refers to her brother and herself, then to the Saxe-Weimar family over generations, but without having to ask, I learn that this is not the case. Karl, and many of the people with whom she works, are striving to apply an agenda of their own. They refer to themselves as ‘The Way’. Not an organisation, not a movement, they are simply a loose collection and connection of like minds. Favouring no particular faction, they are trying, for the moment, simply to minimise the damage resulting from the fragmentation of Germany.
 
   “Look at France, autocracy but nation-state. Sweden. The United Provinces, where they’re as good as electing a head of state. England with your parliament. Germany’ll take half a century and more just to get back to where we were when this lot started. And then she’ll be at the mercy of the big powers around her that have gone ahead while we’ve been killing each other, who can pick off the petty princedoms whenever they feel like it, or play games with them for their own amusement. What we are looking for, what we are working towards, is order.”
 
   ‘Order’. That rings a bell. I remember someone else who preached the same message at me, long ago. My godfather, Sir Michael Elyot.
 
   “Yes, I know about Sir Michael. We are not confined to Germany alone.”  
 
   “Do you have contact with Michael?” I ask.
 
   “No. We have a sort of directory of those who share our ideas. Not all of us have the powers I have – and you too. And those who do usually make initial contact through a third party.  It’s more polite to do it that way.”
 
   “But Hollenstedt?”
 
   “That was something else entirely. It was a first time for me. It was so intense it hurt.  You’ll find you go on learning. And perhaps this is the moment to remind you not to advertise what you are. Conventional religion doesn’t like us. And in these times where religion and politics are one stew, politics doesn’t like us either. Politicians don’t like our ideas, and religion takes a dim view of those of us with the power and where it comes from.”
 
   “Strelitz?”
 
   “Not one of us. Frido’s honest but self-seeking. The fact that he is what he is makes it a good move to put you alongside him. It wasn’t just my idea. We thought we might use you to steer him.”
 
   “And the Duke?”
 
   “Bernhard knows what I am.” She looks directly at me; the dark eyes boring into my mind. “I said we have no secrets from each other; you may hear other whispers and yes, they’re true. He was very much alone, then. He knows what we are trying to achieve and approves. But he is not one of us, and does not want to be. He is a good Duke and a good man, and that’s a rare combination. What we are trying to do is what we already have with Bernhard and myself, and what we want with you and Strelitz – to place our people in positions of influence with as many of the movers and shakers as we possibly can.”
 
   I look at the clock; it’s half past four. I had thought it would be later, but time is playing tricks. Nevertheless, I need to be back at Haus Rottweil not much later than five if I’m not to keep Langtry’s man hanging about.
 
   “Karl, my dear, this has been much, much too short a time, and I know we’ve only scratched the surface. Practicalities. You said that you might have averted the excitement last night, but in fact it turned out well. The Duke told you we got ourselves a singing bird?”
 
   “I know the Spaniards are expected to preempt any attack we might make, and that certain persons have been telling big and fat but just about convincing lies about what they’ve got in their breeches.”
 
   “Right. Now I have one pressing concern and I haven’t even talked to Strelitz about it.  Question. Where does Rupert fit on your chessboard?”
 
   “Something of a nuisance. If he’d bugger off to England and take his revered mamma with him it’d simplify things here. Mamma even more so. He’s glamorous, she’s the tragic heroine, and they provide a rallying point for the Protestants that we could well do without. She’s a loose cannon. You’re thinking about their security, aren’t you?”
 
   “I don’t think it would do a lot of good if they were to fall into Spanish or Imperialist hands. So I’ve taken steps to get them away should their present arrangements fall apart.”
 
   “Which you think they might.”
 
   “Realist, pessimist, cynic. That’s me.”
 
   “I agree your assessment. But we ought to try to prevent her going back to The Hague.  The Dutch love her but they want to use her, and once she’s back in the hands of the States-General she’ll stay there. This is going to take some elegant footwork.”
 
   “Which is what you do.”
 
   “Yes. What we need to do is place them with a realistic Protestant prince who isn’t going to be interested in making use of them.” 
 
   “If there is such a thing.”
 
   “Quite. And you?”
 
   “What I hope will happen is that I’ll hear they have trotted safely away with Hesse-Cassel’s troop in close attendance. That way I’ll still have a couple of troops of heavy horse under my hand. But I’m betting that Hesse-Cassel’s sold them out as reinsurance over failing to deliver a credible force to justify his main bribe, and that their escort will mysteriously disappear.  In which case I’ll have to assume that there’s s real plot to pick them up, and I’m going to put my heavies at Rupert’s disposal.”
 
   “And this is your decision?”
 
   “Mine alone.”
 
   “Well, if it all happens, you’ll have a couple of friends at some court or other. Which way do you see them going?”
 
   “I’m taking the regiment out through Hollenstedt. Strelitz has arranged river transport, but I daren’t bring the boats this far South. I want to send Rupert and the Queen that way on the principle that Hollenstedt won’t close its gates to them, and once I’ve got them open I can keep ’em open. Why are you looking like that?”
 
   “I think I can help. I’ll ride with Rupert. I can help at Hollenstedt. Then I’ll place them somewhere safe and out of the way. Roger, my dear, this is starting to work. Welcome aboard.”
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 23
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m not sure exactly what is starting to work, and I ride back to Haus Rottweil in turmoil. The experience with Karl has had many layers, and I am unsure which of them represents her true feelings. I don’t know at that stage whether the attraction I feel for her is being genuinely reciprocated or whether I am being played with on the basis of my connection with Strelitz. That makes me a useful pawn in whatever game she is running, plus the advantage of having another on the team with the gift. My guess is that it’s a bit of each; I certainly hope that my bright smile and a few other things are at least playing a part. She confesses later that I hadn’t been far wrong. That’s after the personal side has grown and the cold calculation taken a back seat. And finally, I have a bone to pick with Frido. I am damned sure he knows all about Karl; something in his tone when he’d told me to wash behind my ears. 
 
   When Langtry told me he would send an officer over to discuss security for the Queen and the Prince, I had groaned inwardly at the thought of what one of the Prince’s ‘gentlemen’ would be like. What I get is Mr Dickon Petherbridge, who is short, cheerful, round and red of face, more yeoman than the popular idea of an English aristocrat. He also looks the embodiment of reliability and commonsense. He is a reminder that the Prince’s little household is not a place of much glamour and high living. Only those with strong loyalties and tolerance of short commons stay with him.
 
   Petherbridge is more apologetic for intruding on my concerns than I am for keeping him waiting. I quiz him about how things look from his point of view. 
 
   “Quite frankly, Colonel, we none of us like the setup here one bit. We’re all delighted the Prince did as well as he did this morning, but no one has any illusions about the amount of power he’ll be allowed to exercise. Sir Edmund told us it was your idea that he ask the Swedish General to take field command. For what it’s worth, all of us think it was a good move.”
 
   “I’m not sure it’ll achieve all that much, Mr Petherbridge, but it should keep things from falling apart for a day or two.”
 
   “Please call me Dickon, Colonel. Everybody does.”
 
   “Thank you. Well, Dickon, my view is still what it was when I spoke to the Prince and Sir Edmund last night. I think that events are about to start driving us rather than the other way round. And I have a message for you to take back with you, which is for Sir Edmund’s ears only.”  And without giving any details, particularly as to sources, I tell him just enough of our revelations of the night to ensure that events as they unroll will come as less of a succession of bolts from the blue.
 
   “I can’t say that any of us will be surprised,” says Petherbridge. “It’s all a good fit with what facts we do have. I’ve been with Rupert for over two years now and this kind of sell-out happens all the time.”
 
   “And talking of sell-out, my own view is that when things start to happen, one of the events will be the mysterious absence of your escort troop. Which is the main reason why you’re here.”
 
   “Sir Edmund says you are prepared to help.”
 
   “That is correct. Tomorrow I will be moving a troop of heavy horse into Bad Waldbach to reinforce this headquarters. Should your escort vanish, I will make most of that troop immediately available to the Prince. The remainder of the squadron will join you on the road.”
 
   “Colonel.”
 
   “Yes, Dickon?”
 
   “Why are you doing this?”
 
   “Because I do not want to see the Prince, and the Queen, under the control of the wrong people. And I think, for what it’s worth, that it would be a good move if the Queen and the Prince were to seek protection from the French.”  
 
   Now, where in the name of all that’s hidden in a millstone, did that thought come from?  The French? Of course, Karl had said that it would be expedient if the mother and son could be tucked out of the way in England, and King Charles and King Louis were usually on good terms.  As far as I had known, there’d been no thought contact from Karl or any other source. I must be playmaking on my own, already an element of the mysterious ‘we’, to which I had been introduced only an hour or so before. What the hell, they would be better off with Richelieu than any doubtfully loyal German Protestant prince. 
 
   Petherbridge is looking slightly out of his depth, as if what he has just heard is throwing his own ideas out of kilter. He’d been detailed to make preliminary security arrangements for his Prince, and now finds himself being transported gently up the stairs of high politics. I sympathise with him, as being only half a stair ahead myself.
 
   “Am I to pass this on to Sir Edmund as well, Colonel?”
 
   “Most certainly, Dickon.”  
 
   He looks at me warily. 
 
   “Finally, Dickon, if the Hesse-Cassel troop legs it, the first thing you’ll do is get someone over here and tell me. If I’m not here, tell the nice clerkly person in the office, Mr Senger.”
 
   “Of course, Colonel.”
 
   “Excellent. Thank you so much for coming over. My service to the Prince, and to Sir Edmund.”
 
   When he has gone, there’s time to go back over the day’s events. I find I’m thinking differently. The clarity that had come from whatever spell Karl had cast on me is still there. It had helped with Dickon Petherbridge; alone, I find I’m immersed in a flood of self-analysis.  Michael Elyot had said, all those years ago, that I had progressed as a soldier at the cost of bottling up my human feelings. Karl had told me she was breaking my shell, but I would have to be careful.  Right now, I know I’m treading on ground more dangerous than any I have ever experienced, and the last thing I need is new vulnerabilities. But for the first time for many a year, that night I think again, and at length, about Anna, and to my surprise I find a strange mental peace. When I sleep, though, it’s of Karl that I dream.   
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 24
 
   Monday
 
    
 
   It’s a relief, the following morning, to be riding out to meet the company commanders, in a buff coat with Goosefeather on my back, even if the weather is far from springlike. It is cold and grey with an East wind blowing, and my aches and pains are playing up despite Cesare’s magic bottle.  At least it isn’t raining. But if this wind holds, then boats are going to find it difficult to get up the Weder to Hollenstedt wharf.  
 
   I have Nicholas with me, and Clausen as guide and escort. We are a bit thin if we hit any trouble, but we’re short-handed and three riders are less conspicuous than a larger group. I could have called the company commanders in for a conference and saved my time, but I want to see them on their home ground and get a feel for the state of the units. And, to be honest, I want to be out of the atmosphere of Bad Waldbach, its intrigues and its backstabbings, and talk to some proper soldiers again. I’m particularly anxious to see Jan Sosabowski; although his company had worked with ours as far back as ’27, they tend to keep themselves to themselves, and I’ve got some catching up to do.  
 
   Sheehan hasn’t let me down, and the Poles are expecting me. It’s fair to refer to them as ‘Poles’, since more than half their strength is still Polish-born, which means treading carefully when it comes to religion.  
 
   I had determined to take the company commanders into my confidence as regards the probable withdrawal, but until the push South is officially off I can’t afford to have it become common knowledge at lower level. The difficulty is the state of the road through the forest, which I had marked on the way up. It will be a lot worse by now, and it’ll take time and probably double teams to move the heaviest vehicles North of the defile.  
 
   I plan to get round this problem by grouping the heavy elements of the companies into a single clump, ostensibly for the advance. This group will form on the Montecuoli echelon, as being nearest to the North-South road. I will detail Ricco to send it off, once formed, North rather than South. With luck, the knowledge of which way they have turned will be restricted to the group itself and a small number of people in the companies. And soon after that it won’t matter.
 
   Sosabowski seems to have got over his initial shock at my being in command of the regiment, and is showing a penchant for conspiracy. He laps up my account of goings-on in Bad Waldbach with the regimental officer’s disdain for those in high places. I am fairly free with the detail of what we know, on the principle that sensible people appreciate being treated as grown-ups where information is concerned, and he is perfectly happy with the deception plan.  
 
   “As for the withdrawal plan as a whole, Schmied” (he was having problems with the ‘Colonel’), “I think you’ve got the only sensible answer. But I’m not sure I’ll come with you beyond Hollenstedt.”
 
   “I understand. There’ll be boats for all three companies, but if you want to go overland I have no problem. Though you ought to keep in mind that if this peace that’s being talked about happens, the Dutch frontiers are the only area where there’ll be much in the way of work for the next few months.”
 
   “I’ll think about it.”
 
   “We’ll talk about it on Thursday. I’ll confirm the time and the exact location, but I’ll be setting up shop pretty close to the road.” Today is Monday. I’m firming up on the idea that I ought to be moving out of Bad Waldbach either Wednesday or Thursday at the latest, with the companies moving North no later than Friday. Military prudence says ‘pull out now’, but in the cloud-cuckoo-land of force policy we are still committed to marching on Heidelberg. If we go now, there’ll mutterings of ‘desertion’, with the memory of Nördlingen still fresh. There is also the little matter of our money. Go now, and we’ll be whistling for it.
 
   I haven’t seen the Lygersby squadron since that disastrous night at Hollenstedt, nor Harten since he assumed command. They look in better shape than I’ve anticipated; they’ve had a good haul of hard forage from the stocks in Hollenstedt. They are desperately thin on the ground, though; if I swallow hard I can count fifty effectives, only enough for two little troops. But they look sharp and ready for action.  
 
   Harten is far from overjoyed at the prospect of royal duties. He’s been relishing the opportunity of pulling his weight as the cavalry element of the regiment, and has no illusions about royal service. I arrange for Carlssen’s troop to join me later at the Montecuoli and to travel back to Bad Waldbach in company. It will be late when I leave, and a troop of horse will be a comfort on a darkening road.
 
   There is a lot to discuss with Harten. I am taking half his fighting strength off him now, and launching him into an enterprise whose outcome is totally unclear. As well as guarding the Queen and the Prince, I need him to secure Hollenstedt until the foot can get there. I stress the absolute necessity of keeping a continuous presence in Hollenstedt, even if it means upsetting the royal personages. 
 
   “I’ll want you to come to two hours notice to move from noon Thursday. There’ll be thirty-odd in the Prince’s party, all told. There’s the Queen, the Prince, and an English knight who looks as though he’ll be a good hand in a crisis. Sir Edmund Langtry. Try to fix things so he’s the one giving you your orders, and only him, or one designated deputy. There’ll be a German nobleman, a Freiherr, who’s with the party but not of it – extra over the thirty. He’s young, but don’t let that put you off. If you need help with anything, turn to him. He’s called Karl von Morsberg, and he is my friend.”
 
   “I think I’ve got that, Colonel. May I ask a slightly embarrassing question?”
 
   “I’ll see you in Hollenstedt with the money.”
 
   “Thank you, Colonel. That’s a relief.”
 
   “I can’t say how much at the moment, but I’m thinking three or four weeks’ pay at best.  When that runs out we’re all on our own. You ought to know that the Prince has no resources.”
 
   “What do you plan for the rest of the regiment?”
 
   I explain the river transport plan, and the fact that Sosabowski may not be taking advantage of it.
 
   “Colonel, might there be enough boat space to get the squadron on board?”
 
   “There might indeed.”
 
   “Then can we leave it as a possibility, if we meet down river?”
 
   “Most certainly.” Two companies of foot and a little squadron will make a handy package when hiring starts again.
 
   “One final point, Colonel. This damned cannon I’ve been dragging around since Hollenstedt. We can’t do anything with it. Do you think Captain Monte would like to have it?”
 
   Another gun will be well worth having if we have to fight a defensive battle.  
 
   “Whether Ricco wants it or not, I do. Christian can drop it off when he joins up this afternoon.” Christian would have to bring wagons with him, and the falcon could tow behind one of them. 
 
   “That is a considerable mercy, Colonel. Thank you.”
 
   “Sven, I’m launching you into the dark. I think what I’m sending you to do is important.  There are some obvious reasons for doing it, and some that even I don’t fully appreciate. We’re playing politics here. If you want explanations, try von Morsberg. By the time we get to Hollenstedt, we all may know a bit more. Luck, and go well.”
 
   ‘Luck, and go well, Colonel.”
 
   Piet van Groen is Piet van Groen – unshockable, unflappable, the frendly eyes over the inevitable pipe. Yes he’s formed a pretty clear idea of what is going on from the snippets that have come his way, and intelligent guesswork based on twenty years in the business. Yes, he’ll slip his heavy vehicles over to Ricco in the morning. Yes, he’ll have the boys ready to make best speed down to Hollenstedt and take over from Sven Harten. 
 
   “I went over to see how he was getting on, and drink a little aquavit with him. I have to say I’m impressed. I reckon Niels Lygersby had been riding on Sven’s back for a long time. You did a good job sorting out that lot, Roger. What happened to that stupid bastard Sandberg?”
 
   “Unfortunately, nothing terminal so far. He managed to have me thrown into gaol on a trumped-up murder charge, and when that got sorted and the law came looking for him, he decamped to the local Spaniards. He’s been telling them unfortunate truths about us ever since.”
 
   “How d’you know that?”
 
    “Dahlen and I picked up one of theirs and he told us what’s going on.”
 
   “With Dahlen on the case, I’d expect he would.”
 
   “Well, between Sandberg and their other sources, the Spanish seem to know pretty well all about us. The funny side of that is, our princes who were setting this business up in order to be bought off haven’t put enough in the shop window to justify their payoffs. But the serious side is that now the Spaniards know just how weak we are, they can roll us up as soon as they can get themselves organised – if they want to.”
 
   “Got it. And we get ourselves North of the Weder at Hollenstedt, blow the bridge to give us time to scratch ourselves, and hope the Spaniards give up.”
 
   “More or less, but not quite. First thing is, I want the Montecuoli pioneers to go with you and start on the bridge. It’s a big bugger and they’ll need all the time I can give them. Now, we don’t have to walk. There’s a little river port below Hollenstedt. We load, up anchor, and cruise home to the Provinces. We should have money for a month. Think about what you want to do when it runs out, and bear in mind that there’s going to be a truce for the summer.”
 
   “There won’t be a truce on the frontiers.”
 
   “That’s the fall-back, though we won’t get fat on it. But it tells me we should go back home.”
 
   Van Groen nods.  
 
   “It’ll be a living. I’d rather not pay the boys off unless I have to. A truce won’t last long.  You going back to Ricco, staying with Strelitz, or what?”
 
   “You ought to know that Strelitz’s handed the regiment over to me. It’s mine to keep in being or disband as I – and you and the others – think fit. Jan is thinking in terms of going his own way once we’re past Hollenstedt. Strelitz has to go with Saxe-Weimar. It’s part of the deal that gets us our money. He’s moving up to being a Prince’s general on a permanent basis; I’m filling the gap. He wants me to go on working for him.”
 
   Piet stares at me over his pipe. “Less than a week ago I was telling you that you needed a rest. Look at you now. Where are you going, Roger Hawken?”
 
   “I’m going to get us all out of here if I can, before I start thinking about futures.”  
 
   “Well, for what it’s worth, I trust you to make a decent job of it. If I think you’re making a howling cock of things, I’ll tell you, but I don’t think you will. I’ll see you Thursday, if the roof doesn’t fall in before that.”
 
   It’s encouraging to get a vote of confidence from a company proprietor with as much service under his belt as Piet. I don’t expect Ricco to be as polite, but he seems well below his usual level of rudery. He listens to me setting out my stall as I had done with Piet, and surprises me by agreeing each point as it comes up, and even being vaguely complimentary. 
 
   “Are you feeling all right, Ricco?”
 
   “Yes, why do you ask?”
 
   “Because I’ve been expecting one of your explosions ever since I started.”
 
   “I hate to say it, but there hasn’t been any need for one. You’ve found your feet, and there’s something new about you that I can’t place, but it’s good. You’re right though, I’m not feeling a hundred percent. I’ve not been sleeping well. And in case you’re too delicate these days to ask, I did not get the clap off my lady in Hollenstedt.” He pauses, grins ruefully. “Crabs, yes.”
 
   That’s more like it, something of the old Ricco. We are drinking good beer from Hollenstedt Rathskeller, and he pours me another.
 
   “Now tell me what you’ve been up to.”
 
   There’ve been many of these sessions in the past, Ricco playing Falstaff to my Hal. It’s still fun, but our relationship has changed. I don’t have to assert myself as having taken Strelitz’s place; in fact we are dealing as equals, but it’s a relationship of equals in which I have moved to being a touch more equal than he. I feel saddened; something in my life has gone its way, and won’t return, ever. 
 
   Like Piet, he is content with the plans. Geography makes it a no-brainer that the Montecuoli should secure the road through the woods; Ricco’s foot-dragging over the move up has resulted in his being harboured in and around a village only four or five English miles southeast of the point where the road enters the woodline, and he confides that he’s left a detachment with the cattle North of the forest.
 
   “You don’t change,” I say, “thank God.”
 
   We get down to the detail, as far as we need. I can’t help much on when we may expect to have the Spanish down on our necks. I know that most of our force would head northeast – Strelitz has told me that Balck and Höppner would go that way. We may be the only people on the Hollenstedt road. The Spaniards could concentrate on the main grouping, but just may pick on us as being the size of force whose elimination would make good propaganda for the Catholic cause without requiring an inordinate effort on their part.
 
   “I’ll buy that,” growls Ricco. “They’d advertise us as having been General Strelitz’s regiment, or even claim to have wiped the whole brigade.” 
 
   “Whichever way we look at it, we’ve got to plan on their sending a decent force up this road. Their intel can’t be good enough for them to know exactly who’s going where. So your first mission, old friend, is to ensure that the rest of the regiment can get through the woods in good order. And that includes Sven’s people, the Queen and the Prince. They, and Piet, ought to be the easy bit. Where I see it being difficult is holding the road for Jan.”
 
   Sosabowski’s villages are almost a day’s march from the defile. This damned restriction on anticipating the catastrophe. 
 
   “You’re happy about letting the pioneers go with Piet, are you?” I ask Ricco.
 
   “Not all of them. I suppose Hayek will have to go, but if he does I want those two corporals of yours to stay. I need some NCOs who can think. Half and half. I must have pioneers to hold the woods.”
 
   It’s fair comment. Hayek’s first priority would be recce – how to do the job. Next would come the hard graft of digging out the spandrel fill, the material between the arch ring and the roadway, to enable him to put the charges on the ring itself. Knocking down an arch bridge is not something you do between lunch and suppertime. Until the digging is done, he won’t need any skilled help.
 
   “Happy with that. There looked to be a good few bits of road where you could really spoil someone’s day.”
 
   “There are. And remember you’re a colonel now and don’t get involved in vulgar brawls.”
 
   “I could wish.”
 
   “Wish away. Let’s go and see the boys.”
 
   It’s the part I’ve looking forward to, and though going back to one’s roots often turns out to be a disappointment, this isn’t. It is another Ricco party under the big mess wagon tarpaulin, which is just as well because the easterly wind is bringing with it a fine cold rain that makes the prospect of the ride home distinctly unpleasing. Ricco has been surprisingly respectful, but the same can’t be said for Abeille. Sheehan, of course, is always the same with everyone. Two new faces in the command group; Ephraim Fitch, and Andreas Fischer the skirmisher, now Ensign.  Captain Fitch is carrying his rank with natural authority and a large beer jack. If only all Puritans were Fitch’s type of Independent, I thought, England might do well to follow a new spiritual path.
 
   “They’re not all like me, though,” he said. I look at him, and he nods. “You’ve changed while you’ve been away.”
 
   It’s a statement of fact, and not one to be pursued at this time. I must be careful with what I think, and where. “I know,” I say.  
 
   “I had to make him up,” says Ricco. “Master Gunner’s not overjoyed, but I’m tending to treat the guns as a separate entity since you left.”
 
   Abeille is suitably rude and deflationary, with a string of caustic remarks about the senior ranks (in which he includes myself), and on venality in high places (which squares with my own thinking). There is some highly unsubtle pumping from Leo and Wolfgang as to future events. I find Sergeant-major Müller in a corner and quiz him about Bertha Tetziger; I’m delighted to find that he is capable of blushing. She is, he remarks, an asset to the company, in many more ways than one.  
 
   A commotion in the lines announces the arrival of Christian Carlssen and his troop. I call to Ansaldo.
 
   “Master Gunner, someone’s brought you a present.”
 
   He is suitably baffled, then Christian joins the party and explains. Ansaldo goes into his seeing-the-difficulties mode, but I tell him to treat the acquisition as a bonus and a reserve barrel until we work things out.
 
   “Give her a good look over, though. I don’t know if they’ve even cleared the touch-hole.”
 
   “I’ll do that, Colonel.”
 
   “I think we’ll find ourselves using her before the week’s out.”
 
   He looks at me. “Could be difficult, Colonel?”
 
   “Could be. It’s probably got around that things aren’t going well.”
 
   “It has. Feeling here is we might be going backwards.”
 
   “Nothing would surprise me.”
 
   It’s time to go, and I don’t want to, which is a sign that you probably haven’t overstayed.  Two hours till dusk, and three hours’ ride in the dark. At least the wind and the rain won’t be directly in our faces. We mount, cloaks covering the horses’ backs, and head South. In a couple of days, three at the most, I’ll be back.
 
   The ride is uneventful; there are too many of us to make it worth the while of any of the gangs of deserters that infest the back areas of an army to try their luck in the dark. Carlssen is full of enthusiasm at his new assignment and I let him bubble away; reality will strike soon enough, and the conversation helps to while away the time. I’ve told Harten not to mention the prospect of acting as escort to the Queen and Rupert, and when I drop that into the conversation it fairly makes his evening.  
 
   Strelitz is away with the Duke when we return. According to Nicholas, he has spent most of the day there. Nick has been running errands for Bittrich and Senger, who have been doing their breakdown of who and what is going with whom when we disperse. Bittrich will take Weinstein, Senger’s assistant. Nick will have to develop what he has been doing as a useful pair of hands and assist Senger as much as he can when I didn’t need him. We will have the headquarters office wagon with Prinski driving and Giuseppe on the box. Gretta and my trap complete the party, and I am going to keep a section of Carlssen’s troop if the rest have to go off with Rupert. We are pretty thin, but it’ll keep the wage bill down.
 
   I have plenty to occupy my mind in planning the withdrawal of the companies, but before I shut myself up to do some hard thinking and scribbling I ask Dahlen for an update on his interrogation of Francisco.
 
   “You’ve had the best of it, Colonel. We’ve got a field man – a good one but still a field man, and we’ve only struck lucky because he’s a nosey bastard and whoever’s running the operation has been pretty slack at controlling access. Francisco has got hold of material which he shouldn’t have seen or heard in a well-regulated establishment.”
 
   “Doesn’t that suggest he may be a plant?”
 
   “Yes, and if he’d simply turned up on the doorstep I’d have thought just that. But the way we got our hands on him doesn’t smell of planning on their part. Until there’s confirmation of some sort I’ll reserve final judgement, but I’m nearly sure he’s kosher.”
 
   The more I work with Dahlen, the better I like him, both professionally and as a companion. I hope this is working both ways.
 
   “Gottlieb, I would like to go on talking all evening, but I’ve some heavy thinking to do. I have just told Major Bittrich that he can bloody well forget any ideas about kidnapping you for the General’s staff, much as I know General von Strelitz would just love to take you along with him.  If what we expect to happen does happen, you ride out with Lorenz, and me and rejoin Captain Monte. But I share the General’s views. I too would like to have you on my staff.”
 
   I suppose that is the first time that I have voiced the thought that the Strelitz regiment might become the Hawken regiment on a more than temporary basis. Dahlen smiles.
 
   “I appreciate that, Colonel. I like working with you. A number of people, and that’s my sort of people, think you’re in a more proper position here than you were in the company. But Captain Monte’s my boss, and until he decides to release me, I stay with the Montecuoli. I’m missing Abeille’s sense of humour.”
 
   “God’s teeth, Gottlieb, so am I.”
 
   When I’d said I had some heavy thinking to do, I was being serious. I steal the large-scale map off the office wall, give orders that I’m not to be disturbed which include Strelitz if he shows, and lock myself in my room with a pencil and a lot of paper.  
 
   I spend a couple of hours going round the houses, by which time I’ve established that there is only one assumption I can safely make about what the Spaniards might do, and with the resources available to me, what I can do about it. I have to assume they will send a tercio – three regiments of foot and a horse component – up the Hollenstedt road. 
 
   If we are to have a chance, we have to smash the horse. Then if we can break clean from the infantry element, we should win the time to embark at Hollenstedt wharf and get away. Ricco and I have agreed we could do something really useful to a pursuing force on the stretch of road through the woods. That is likely to be the only opportunity to deal with the cavalry. And there is no alternative to the Weder as the break clean line from the Spanish infantry. Which means another unpleasant experience for Hollenstedt.
 
   Well, that’s the outline, and there hasn’t really been any other course of action once we decided to use the Rhine as our escape route. The rest of it is times and distances and logistics, and giving clear orders to the companies as to what they are to do and when, and trying to avoid telling three experienced company commanders how they should do it. 
 
   I’ve forgotten to order any supper. At about nine o’clock there is a knock on the door. Nick reminds me I ought to eat, and presents me with a supper tray. He’s got the timing precisely right; I need to stop for a few minutes, and stop worrying, period. I take the tray downstairs myself, and return the map to the office. Courtesy demands that I look in on Strelitz; he still isn’t back from Saxe-Weimar’s and I’m not sorry. Senger is still at his desk, Bittrich at mine. I take a quarter hour to brief them on what I intend to do with the regiment, Senger making notes the while, and warn them to stand by to write up the operation order in the morning. It’s been a long and healthy day, and sleep comes easy.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 25
 
   Tuesday
 
    
 
   The next morning I’m down to the yard bright and early for half-an-hour’s sword exercise. Nick has tagged along. I am debating what best to do with Nick; he is bright, perhaps too bright for his own good. He’ll be wasted if I push him into a troop – even as a skirmisher. And he is simply too small to hold a place with the pikes or with a musket. For the moment, he’s better where he is, but I need to give him a more formal status.
 
   “Nicholas, it’s time you became respectable. Do you have a second name?”
 
   “No, Colonel.”
 
   “Then think of one.” There is nothing surprising about this. Half the muster roll are in the same state. He thinks for a moment.
 
   “Trommel, Colonel.”
 
   Now there’s a strange one. “Could I ask why?”
 
   “I’ve been with the drum all my life. It’s family.”
 
   “Well, Nicholas Trommel, you are appointed to the rank of Fähnrich in my regiment, and the first thing you need to do is start learning to use a sword. Go and get Medusa off the trap.”
 
   Medusa had been the first proper fighting sword I had made for myself, before I had the battle experience, and the confidence, to forge Goosefeather. I was young then, and had given her a suitably forbidding name. She would make a respectable partner for a brand new cadet officer, and as a cadet officer Nick will be a better fit in the headquarters. ‘Fähnrich’ translates as ‘ensign’, but for Nick, the makey-learn implications of the title make ‘cadet’ nearer the mark.
 
   The new cadet returns carrying Medusa, somewhat gingerly. First time out with a serious sword is something to be conducted in decent privacy. Fortunately there aren’t many people about. Nick already has some of the attributes of a swordsman; quick on his feet, he has reactions to match. We are starting with battle exercise rather than fencing school techniques, much cut and not a lot of thrust. In these circumstances Goosefeather is likely to wreck any blade she comes into contact with, so I am using Perdita.
 
   A quarter hour into our practice, it’s obvious that Nick and Medusa are going well together, and he is already making me jump about a bit, the more so as I am still feeling the effects of my workout with Bayerlein’s hoods. I need a session with Goosey – whatever her special attributes, she still demands a lot of wrist strength – and call a halt.
 
   “Nick, Medusa’s yours, and that’ll be one rixdollar.” Never hand over a blade to anyone as a free gift.
 
   “I’d consider her the best bargain I ever made,” he says, and produces the coin on the spot.
 
   “You seem remarkably flush with money.”
 
   “Mr Sheehan brought our Hollenstedt bonuses. Gretta didn’t think there was that much money in the world when she saw hers, but I made her bank it.”
 
   Gretta is likely to be a problem for Nick if he is starting to rise in the world. Sufficient unto the day; there are more important things to think about, like turning last night’s notes into an operation order.
 
   I wander into the office, breakfasted, scrubbed and virtuous, the notes in my hand. Bittrich and Senger bid me good morning. I had thought they were smirking, and when I sit down Bittrich produces, with a flourish that belies his dour exterior, three sheets of paper covered in Senger’s precise and attractive script.
 
   “Draft operation order for your confirmation, Sir.”
 
   No doubt about it, they’re good.
 
   “Were you two up all night?”
 
   “No, Colonel. An hour or so last night, a bit less this morning. How is it?”
 
   I am relieved to find that there are two or three places in the draft where the two paragons haven’t quite got it right, but it’s an impressive performance. We give the corrected version to Weinstein to make the necessary copies for despatch to the companies, then look at each other.
 
   “You could have had an early night, you know.”
 
   “We had to stay up till the General came in,” says Bittrich. “Then when he did show, he put his head in, asked what we were doing, then shot straight off to his pit.”
 
   “Where is he this morning? Back with the Duke already?” 
 
   “Yes. He’s got Brauschwitz working full time for him over there. And he’s scrubbed the conference today.” There is an aggrieved tone in Bittrich’s voice. ‘So he doesn’t need me’ is coming through loud and clear. I am beginning to realise why I am getting exemplary service from Bittrich as well as Senger. 
 
   But the fact of the matter is that, incredibly, there is nothing that we actually have to do. Yes, we could work on the advance South, but Strelitz has told us not to bother, and until Torstensson comes up with some sort of plan we’d be wasting effort anyway. 
 
   “Either of you want to go coffee-housing?”
 
   “Chance’d be a fine thing,” says Senger. “Outside this house coffee’s worth rather more than its weight in silver at least – if there were any to be had.”
 
   “Well, as long as one of us stays behind with Weinstein, I reckon we can do what we like.”  
 
   I grab Nick and take him down to the stables area to find Carlssen. The place is a bustle of overcrowding, but I track Christian down to where he and his farrier sergeant are looking at a horse’s foot with professional frowns on their faces.  
 
   “Good morning, Colonel,” says Christian.
 
   “Good morning Christian. You may remember this young man from Hollenstedt.”
 
   “Oh yes, the character who spiked the cannon. Your runner.”
 
   “Well yes. Christian, may I introduce Fähnrich Nicholas Trommel, usually known as Nick. I’d be grateful if you’d talk to him about the joys and tribulations of being a young officer. He’s just been elevated.”
 
   Christian grins. “Congratulations, Nick. If you’ll just wait till we’re through here I’ll give you half an hour. Then you can give me some tips on survival in Bad Waldbach.”
 
   There is something of a madness around Bad Waldbach that day. If I’d been back with the Montecuoli, I’d have wandered down to Abeille’s empire and had my mind completely taken off current concerns by the little man sounding off on one of his mad, freewheeling ideas. What I am secretly longing for is another summons from von Morsberg. I toy with the thought of sending a message up to the Saxe-Weimar establishment requesting an audience with the Freiherr, but hold back. The whole subtext of our last meeting had been unmistakably that she would do the summoning when there was any summoning to be done.
 
   There is another irritation growing in my mind. Just like Bittrich, I am feeling neglected by Strelitz. I’m not looking for an endorsement of my actions, but I want to confirm that what he is doing with Saxe-Weimar doesn’t clash with my own planning. And I still haven’t got even with him over Karl.  
 
   I am also looking at the options if we get clear of Hollenstedt. The default plan, to go back to Leiden, makes sense if we are to resign ourselves to a half-season of frontier warfare, with the attraction that at least we’d be paid. But looking to next year, if the future were to lie with the new French involvement with the war, it's a hell of a long way to come back to the Middle Rhine. Frido had talked about my being his ‘sword arm’; perhaps he would like his sword arm to stay more within reach.
 
   The midday meal at Haus Rottweil starts as a grumpy affair but is saved by the additional supplies that have come in with Christian. The Meyers join us, and afterwards I take Herr Meyer into my confidence as to the shipping plan.  
 
   “Herr Meyer, I must apologise for not having asked you sooner, but would it be possible for our boats to be available at Hollenstedt wharf from noon on Friday?”
 
   “Normally it would not. However, as there is little traffic at the moment because of the war, it is early in the season, and because I have been earmarking barges since the beginning of the week, I can assure you it will happen.”
 
   “I am most grateful. Can you tell me if payment arrangements are under control?”
 
   “To the best of my knowledge, Colonel Hawken, they are. There is one thing, Colonel Hawken.” Meyer is looking embarrassed.
 
   “What is it, Herr Meyer?”
 
   “We – that is, my family – have been receiving threats from elements in the town. We have been accused of being too friendly with your people. When you leave, I fear we may be in some danger. I would greatly appreciate it if we could join you.”
 
   “What transport do you have?”  
 
   “We have our own pleasure boat – yacht – at Waldbachmund. There is a little harbour there. We do not use the boat much in these times – it is too dangerous. What I would ask is that you allow us to sail down in company with you. I will have two of our men move the boat down the Rhine by night to meet us at the Hollenstedt wharf.”
 
   “You and the family will also sail down in the yacht?”
 
   “No, Colonel. We would have to move today. We are not ready, and I do not think it would be wise to be seen moving out at this stage. It would not be safe to travel unescorted to Waldbachmund, and I would not ask you to provide an escort. If we could move in company with you when you go, that would be most helpful.”
 
   “A moment please, Herr Meyer.” The Meyers in their carriage could be a damned nuisance, but to have Meyer available to deal with the boat people could be an immense advantage.
 
   “Herr Meyer, I agree, provided I can use your good offices with the boat owners when we reach Hollenstedt.”
 
   “Colonel Hawken, I will be delighted if I can be of service. And we will try to be as little trouble as possible on the road.”
 
   Just occasionally you come across someone who convinces you that the human race may be worth saving. The Meyers had put up with a lot from their lodgers. Getting our boats organised had, I realised, caused Meyer no little inconvenience. Keeping an eye on a carriage-load of civilians looked like a small price to pay for what he had to offer. I remember something that he might need to know. 
 
   “Herr Meyer, I do not know whether it is of interest to you, but I am planning on the van Daams closing down their facility here sometime tomorrow. If you are in need of letters of credit or anything similar you ought to make your arrangements as soon as possible.” 
 
   “Colonel Hawken, how kind of you to tell me this. I should have anticipated it would happen. I am further in your debt. Now if you will excuse me, I must make arrangements for our departure. As a soldier, I am sure you appreciate how much more difficult it is to pack when you have to travel light.” 
 
   He bustles off, a man with a lot to do, another of those unfortunates, from the highest to the lowest in the land, who are being uprooted by this thrice-damned war. Pray it never comes to England, I think.
 
   I am really running out of things to do. I’ve seen a grindstone in the stables, so I collect an armful of everything I own with a cutting edge, and take myself off to do the necessary. Someone should be doing it for me, except that I never trust anyone else to sharpen Goosefeather. Getting her edge angles right is critical. 
 
   Nick comes by as I’m working and remonstrates with me. I snap at him, then immediately feel ashamed of myself and apologise. That breaks the spell, and I start to behave rationally again. Nick tells me that he and Gretta have done a check load on my trap, and that he has persuaded Meyer’s carpenter to do some modifications. I go and look, and find that the ‘modifications’ are actually a complete new body. It is now a tiny but genuine two-wheeled closed carriage. 
 
   “You won’t want to ride in it on a move, but once we’ve ground dumped the boxes you can work and sleep in it when we’re static.”
 
   It isn’t a patch on Strelitz’s command carriage, or Ricco’s, but it will serve, and give me a place to keep out of Senger’s way. And it is in some respects more suitable for field work than the four-wheeler carriages, less conspicuous and capable of being manhandled.
 
   “Well done, Nick. Your own thinking?”
 
   “I looked at the General’s carriage and thought what we might do in a miniature version.  There’s Gretta’s ideas in here as well. Strosser, the Meyers’ chippy, made some sensible suggestions. And Senger came up with the necessary out of the petty cash.”
 
   “What does the pony think about it?”
 
   “Looking sideways and reserving judgement. We did a road test and it all seems to work.” 
 
   “I really am impressed, and grateful to all of you. Tell me, how did you get on with Christian?”
 
   “He was more than a bit condescending. Forgotten I saw him in action at Hollenstedt.  Getting above himself.”
 
   He has a point there. In terms of contribution to that battle, Nick had done more, much more, than Carlssen. I’d better warn Christian to mind his p’s and q’s. Langtry and Petherbridge looked like men who were something more than courtiers. The odds were that the same applied to the rest of the gentlemen, and Carlssen could end up looking stupid if he tried to lord it as the tough experienced soldier.
 
   Hooves on the cobbles. A tired horse having too much asked of it. A single trooper of Balck’s regiment, as weary as his mount.
 
   “Help him, someone.”
 
   A couple of Carlssen’s men catch him as he almost falls from the saddle.
 
   “Trooper Weiss, Colonel Balck’s Regiment, reporting, Sir. Message for General Strelitz.”
 
   “Colonel Hawken, General Strelitz’s Chief of Staff. General Strelitz is away from this HQ. The message, if you please, Weiss.”
 
   It’s a contact report. Translated into intelligible language it reads:
 
    
 
   ‘Contacts 11 o’clock today one league South METZENDORF and 11.30 at LANGWEDEL.  Timings approximate.  Horse, troop strength both cases.  Own horse covering foraging parties attacked on first sighting, casualties both sides.  Am withdrawing all foragers plus covering troops and in absence of other orders intend commence full withdrawal as arranged from first light tomorrow Thursday 29 April.  Balck, Colonel.  
 
   Copy to Colonel Höppner.’ 
 
    
 
   No excitement to show. “Anything more, Weiss?”
 
   “No, Sir.”
 
   “Nicholas, take Weiss to the kitchen and feed him. Then I want you in the office. You two, see to the horse. Weiss, you’ve done well.”
 
   Contact report to Weinstein for copies, four for luck. The map, the map, the map.  Metzendorf and Langwedel. About forty miles English South, if I remember rightly. They’d certainly been sticking their necks out. Bugger Balck. The contact report leaves out one vital point; did his horse bump a Spanish defensive screen while pushing South themselves, or were the Spaniards advancing? His reaction seems to indicate the latter. But sloppy.
 
   I scribble a note to Strelitz, suggesting fairly politely that he ought to get himself down to Haus Rottweil to do some commanding in the dying hours of his brigade’s existence, particularly if he wants to hold Balck in place. If he wishes to inform Torstensson I am sending a spare copy of the contact report for the purpose. Bittrich and Senger nod their approval. Bittrich is making no secret of his worries about Strelitz’s conduct.  
 
   I brief Nick as to what he is carrying and send him on his way, stressing that he is to hand the first message to Strelitz personally, and if Strelitz does send the copy on to Torstensson it is to go only into the hand of Horvild or Torstensson himself. Privately, I think that Strelitz will report the contact but not the fact that Balck is upping sticks.
 
   And that leaves my own command. It would be a grave omission not to inform the company commanders that things are starting to move. I’ll tell them about the contact but not that Balck is pulling out. More messages, and the copies of the operation order to go with them. I’ll send a half-section of Carlssen’s troop; they needn’t come back, but can link up when their squadron comes together again. Harten’s squadron to move off to the nearest point on the main road at two o’clock tomorrow – they couldn’t complain, I’d brought them to two hours notice from noon. The remainder to come to two hours from midnight Thursday/Friday. RHQ would join the Montecuoli as and when it moved. That is a change from Tuesday’s agreed arrangements, but I’m feeling nervous. Paul – fix please. 
 
   My chief concern boils down to one word: money. I won’t rest easy until the letters of credit are in my hand, and once they are, I want to move my HQ out of Bad Waldbach and bring it within the protection of the companies as quickly as our little legs can carry us. The Spaniards had been forty miles South five hours ago and if they want to could have raiding parties round our ears that evening. However, the fact that they’d made contact with Balck’s screen so far South will probably impose some caution on them. In any event we’ll go operational tonight and keep a half-on half-off watch. I tell Bittrich to organise security, and go off to pack.  
 
   Nick is about three-quarters of an hour on his errand.  
 
   “General Strelitz wrote out a new message for me to take to General Torstensson, but didn’t tell me what was in it.” My guess was probably correct. “There was a lot of rushing around and shouting when they read it, but my Swedish isn’t good enough to say what it was.” Whatever Strelitz had written, it couldn’t have been totally anodyne.  
 
   My guess is that Strelitz will not attempt to change Balck’s intention; if he were to stand and fight he would gain time for everyone else to get clear, but could well lose his entire regiment. It would be very noble, but in our sort of fighting we don’t go much on noble gestures. Anyway there is a good chance that Balck would ignore any order to stay. Ditto Höppner, who is probably even now blessing his brother colonel for the copy message and packing up.
 
   Strelitz finally turns up around seven o’clock, too late (deliberately?) to get any message away to Balck to stop him carrying out his move. He is looking a bit tense and a lot shifty, and when we are alone I ask him directly what he is up to.
 
   “Schmied, I hate politics and I hate the people who play politics.”  
 
   As I’ve been playing politics myself in the matter of Rupert I alert my defence mechanisms, but it seems I’m not under suspicion this time.
 
   “Who in particular?”
 
   “Saxe-Weimar himself is enough to be going on with, but the whole boiling of them, and this damned coil I’ve got us into. I should have seen what was coming. It was all a bit too good to be true.”
 
   With hindsight, it had been. Upfront money is a pretty rare phenomenon, and given the state of most royal and noble finances at this time, we should have smelt a rat, particularly with the word ‘peace’ in the air.
 
   “No use going back over that. My chief concern is whether I’ve got the working capital to keep the regiment together for another three or four weeks.”
 
   “Nine o’clock tomorrow at the van Daams’. They close down at noon. Short of an earthquake, you’ll be all right.”
 
   “When are you off with the Duke?”
 
   “Afternoon. Boats from Waldbachmund.”
 
   “You could have Spanish horse across the road by then.”
 
   “That’s not in the plan.”
 
   He is giving me the expediency look again, his chin in his cupped hands, and to give him his due, he is looking embarrassed as well as shifty.
 
   “It wouldn’t do, you see, for a whole clutch of Protestant princes to be swept up by the señores.”
 
   “What about a dispossessed Queen and a Royal Highness?”
 
   “Oh, that’s different. But that’s all been taken care of, hasn’t it? You really are playing with the grownups now, aren’t you?”
 
   It could have been an unpleasant remark, but the smile says it isn’t.
 
   “You approve?”
 
   “I do, but you’re beyond my approval or disapproval now.”
 
   “Frido (I risk it), where do we – and I mean you and I – go from here?”
 
   “I don’t know. You’re the one who’s having the flashes of insight.”
 
   “Not where this is concerned.”
 
   “I’ve said it before, I want you along. If I could find some way of keeping you, and the regiment as well, alongside me, then I’d do it, but I can’t see my way at the moment. We’re going to clean Bernhard out tomorrow, believe me. He won’t have anything to play with till next year.  You’ll be planning on picking up work on the Dutch frontiers?”
 
   “That’s the fallback. What about the French?”
 
   “I can’t see anything in the short term. Again next year, perhaps. Do you have to go to the Provinces yourself? Or could you see the regiment settled and return – just with your household?”
 
   There is almost a pleading note in his voice. It’s an option that has occurred to me, and it would fulfil Karl’s aim of having me positioned near Strelitz to steer him in the way ‘we’ wanted him to go.
 
   “Those are possibilities we might run with. But we’ve got to get through the next week.  If I’ve still got a regiment to speak of by then, we could resume discussions – that is, if I know where the hell you’re hiding.”
 
   “Oh, you’ll know.” He smiles again, the genuine and redeeming (despite the scar) smile that occasionally comes through. “She’ll see to it.”
 
   We get through the packing that evening, saving the loading till daylight. I seek out Meyer and give him a no-move-before-ten on the morrow, but any time after that. Perhaps I’m being over-anxious, but I don’t want to be around Bad Waldbach after midday. Meyer is apologetic.
 
   “Colonel, I regret that the four of us cannot quite fit into our carriage. I expect we could be three or four days on the road, and with our food and our camping equipment I am afraid we will need to take our cart as well. But there will be some spare space on the cart. Could you make use of it?”
 
   I try not to show my enthusiasm. One of my slightly less pressing worries is the shortage of lift for my element of the HQ. Strelitz, having lost the office carriage, is taking the one and only wagon we possess, and Senger has been shaking his head about the desecration of the office vehicle as a load carrier. If we can put a couple of hundredweight on the Meyers’ cart, life will be a lot simpler.
 
   “That could be useful. Does that mean you’ll be bringing another driver, Herr Meyer?”
 
   “Oh no, Colonel, my wife or one of the girls will drive. I will be driving the carriage myself. I hope you will find we are not a total burden.”
 
   Nothing has been announced publicly, but there isn’t a man or woman in Haus Rottweil that night that doesn’t know full well that it’s our last night in comfort. I want everyone to get a good solid meal inside them and as many as possible to have a decent night’s sleep. Strelitz’s confession means I can relax the guarding requirement and make sure that everyone gets a minimum four-hour spell with their heads down. The Meyer ladies are down in the dumps at leaving, and worried about their servants.  
 
   We are eating up what won’t keep, and drinking some good wine which Meyer had said he was damned if he’d leave to be looted by anybody, Protestant or Catholic, Imperialist or Spaniard. The best, he confides, is walled up at the back of the cellar and if he doesn’t live to recover it, perhaps the girls can use it as dowry. The soldiery are drinking sensibly for once; Meyer’s wine making them mellow rather than aggressive.
 
   “There’s plenty left. I was thinking of giving them a bottle each to take with them.”
 
   “Save it till morning. They’ve had enough to keep them happy. Give them more and they’ll drink it now, be a nuisance tonight and useless in the morning. But thank you. Nice thought.”
 
   We say our goodnights, and I get kissed by all three of the Meyer ladies. Gretta is laying out my kit for the morrow. During our time in Bad Waldbach, there have been changes in who does what. Gretta, without anything being said, has assumed responsibility for my day-to-day welfare from Nicholas. It’s my respectable buff coat again, yesterday’s travel stains cleaned away, the boots and gaiters brushed, all the leather polished.
 
   “I’ve drawn the loads in your pistols and recharged them, Colonel. They aren’t primed.  Your cartridges have got Hollenstedt powder in them. Be prepared for more kick than with the old muck. And I’ve topped up the priming flask.”
 
   I look at Gretta, reflecting that normally one didn’t. Usually she is just there, useful and self-effacing. Like all of us, she’s changed. In appearance terms, she’s changed more than any of us. She still wears her patchwork scout smock, but it’s clean, and the rest of her is clean as well.  Someone has cut her hair to an approximation of tidiness, and from certain angles she is even recognisable as female. Above all, she has gained confidence. Less than ten days ago she had taken over from Mikhail as driver, almost too shy to speak to me except through Nicholas. Now an accepted member of the team, and with a particular affinity for Dahlen and his business, she has become an indispensable soldier.
 
   “Will there be anything else, Colonel?”
 
   “Thank you, Gretta, no. Get a good night’s sleep. I’m going to. Goodnight.”
 
   “Goodnight, Colonel Schmied.”
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 26
 
   Wednesday
 
    
 
   Go to bed early, virtuous and alone, with the intention of waking refreshed after six or seven hours innocent repose, and you’re asking for a sleepless night. In fact I sleep for a couple of hours, wake up, and that’s it. My mind starts working, and the doubts come crowding in. There are too many things depending on other things, too many variables. A lot can go wrong, and probably will. By the time six o’clock comes and Gretta bangs on the door, seemingly with a pistol butt, I have just properly got off again and feel like murdering somebody. Cold water helps, a little. There is a surprise, though.
 
   “Coffee, Colonel. They’ve been keeping it back for a special occasion. I heard you growling during the night and reckoned this was special enough.”
 
   “Gretta, have you ever considered marriage?”
 
   Self-confident or not, this is too much for her, and she slams down the coffee and flees.  Some serious work with soap, water, tooth-cloth, and coffee and I am fit to face what the day might bring.
 
   Walk round, see what people are doing, don’t interfere, don’t get in the way. The yard is buzzing, and the carriages have all had to be moved to the front of the house to make room.  There are two field headquarters, the Meyers’ vehicles and a full troop of horse to fit in. On the principle that my lot know what they're doing, I seek out our hosts. I find a very business-like operation.  
 
   “We’ve done quite a bit of camping for fun when the war’s not been on our doorstep, and again it’s hardly gracious living on the boat.” Meyer is dressed in something close to campaigning gear, a sleeveless leather jack over a thick brown doublet and breeches, and sensible knee boots.  
 
   “What about servants?”
 
   “’We’re taking just one maid with us, and there are the two men on the boat. I’ve got a good idea of how things are out there and I don’t want too many mouths to feed. I cannot tell you how grateful I am that you are letting us travel with you. Four riders for protection, and you’re needing another wagon or two for supplies.”
 
   I can’t fault him on that.
 
   “Do you have weapons?”
 
   “A few. Sporting guns mostly. I’m bringing four fowlers and a Schützen rifle, half a dozen pistols, my sword, a few daggers.” He catches my look and laughs.  “Yes, we can all shoot, even Anna. And we’ve got field cooking gear, tents and so on. We won’t be a burden in that direction.”
 
   The Meyers look like being an addition to the capability of my little party rather than an embarrassment.
 
   “Herr Meyer, when you’re loaded, could I ask you to find Gretta or Mr Senger and show them what spare space you have? I need to talk to General Strelitz.”
 
   In terms of specifics, the business of the next few days, there isn’t actually much to talk about with Strelitz. On generalities, though, there is an ocean of matters we ought to discuss. We have barely touched on the implications of the imminent peace, and the effect of the French involvement when hostilities get going again, as, inevitably, they will. There simply has not been time to sit down and look at the wider issues.
 
   But neither of us is in a condition to talk deep talk that morning. If I am preoccupied with the probability of having to fight a running battle over the next three or four days, his mind is taken up with the immediate implications of working indefinitely on a close day-to-day basis with Saxe-Weimar. I know he isn’t looking forward to it. I remember my trepidation at leaving the company to join him; say so, and found I’ve touched the right spot.
 
   “But at least,” I say, “I was coming to work for a soldier. I’ve seen enough of the so-called movers and shakers in the week to do me for a long time. I feel for you. But try talking to her. She thinks a lot of you.”
 
   He shakes his head. “Doesn’t work. She’s civil, even fun. But we don’t connect. You do.  Makes you special, but I’ve known for a long time you had something. Even if it did come out in bashing great lumps of iron better than anyone else.”  
 
   Then he is repeating last night’s invitation, even plea, for me to go with him.  
 
   “Take ’em to Leiden, settle ’em, come back. It’s not just me that wants you. Even Bittrich likes you, let alone Senger. And bring those two children with you. You could go back again for the winter.”
 
   “You know I can’t promise anything, but I’ll work on it.” Even if she were not in the immediate vicinity, I’d be a sight closer to her than sitting in Leiden farming out the company.  Change the subject.
 
   “I think it’s time we went and raided a bank.”
 
   We ride down with Nicholas and Merkler in attendance. You wouldn’t say there is panic in the streets, but the town is worried. As Strelitz had said, the princes are on safe conducts from the Spaniards and can act relaxed. But how far down the line that extends I’m not sure – no bugger has given me or mine a safe conduct. We pass some Swedes looking purposeful and obviously of a mind to be going somewhere, which seems to indicate that Torstensson’s lot either aren’t included in the security blanket or don’t trust the Spanish any more than I do.  
 
   As one would expect, the van Daam office is an oasis of calm. Six letters of credit are waiting for me, which is a surprise; four are in the names of my commanders, but there are two for me.  
 
   “Better open the lot here and see what you’ve got,” says Strelitz, who has a single package.
 
   The four for the sub-units are more or less as I had expected, perhaps a bit better. Four thousand rix each for the companies, two and a half for Harten’s little lot, which is generous of Bernhard but reflects the fact that cavalry come expensive, in everything from troopers’ pay upward. Bernhard has allotted me two thousand for the headquarters, which is even more generous, but the surprise is the sixth package. It isn’t from Bernhard but from Frido, and it’s another thousand. I look at him.
 
   “All right, call it a bribe, if you like. What you need if you’re going to do what I want you to do and what she, God rot her, wants you to do, is independence. So, in a small way, I’m doing what I can to help give it to you.”
 
   “I’m getting a bit worried about all these expectations.”
 
   “I don’t think you are given to swollen-headedness. Now go and get my regiment out of the privy I’ve dropped it in. And don’t thank me. If you’re still alive this time next week you’ll have earned every cent of it.”
 
   “Money for the boats?”
 
   “Bernhard. How are you getting on with Meyer?”
 
   “Very well. You know he’s leaving Bad Waldbach? Apparently the town thinks he’s been too helpful to us. He’s coming with me and getting on his own river-boat at Hollenstedt. Be helpful with the bargees.”
 
   “If it’s any consolation to you, I do have confidence that you’ll make as good a fist of sorting out this nonsense as I could. Do you think the owners feel the same way?”
 
   “Ricco and Piet, no problem. Piet’s promised to kick my arse if I’m getting it wrong. Jan, I think, still has a few problems with the setup, but he’s content with the plan. Sven Harten knows he owes his job to me and will do anything I ask.”  
 
   There’s another of those awkward silences. We’ve been talking about nothing, because it’s time for both of us to do something positive and neither of us wants to. Strelitz breaks it.
 
   “I am going to take myself over to the Duke and see if there’s anything that needs doing. I’ll be back at Rottweil in about an hour. Will I see you there?”
 
   “No. Now I’ve got the letters, the sooner I and mine are on our way the better.”
 
   It is an engineered parting of the ways, but I bless him for it.
 
   “Luck, and go well, Frido.”
 
   “Luck, and go well, Roger.”
 
   Damn the man, I’m almost feeling an affection for him.  
 
   There is last minute titivating going on at Haus Rottweil, but everyone is as ready as they need to be. Still no message from the Prince’s household. Perhaps we have got away with it.  Perhaps I am going to have a decent cavalry screen between me and the señores.  
 
   We range the party on the road. A section of Carlssen’s troop as point, then Carlssen himself with his sergeant and the trumpeter with the guidon. Then the main body of the cavalry.  My HQ group, myself, Dahlen and Nick mounted, Senger in the headquarters wagon with Francisco, Gretta on the box of her new and splendid little carriage, and a section for close escort.  I had been pleased to find that Carlssen’s troop included Corporal Larsen, the intelligent NCO in the Ostplatz at Hollenstedt. A word through Nick to the troop sergeant, and Larsen’s section is detailed for the close escort task. Behind my group, the Meyers, Frau Meyer driving the carriage, her husband alongside her with a fowling piece in the gun bucket beside him, a saddle horse tethered at the rear. Hilde is driving the cart, the maid with her on the box. Anna, I assume, is inside the carriage. Behind the Meyers, Carlssen’s two wagons under the care of his farrier sergeant.
 
   Carlssen might have been a bit above himself with Nicholas, but I can’t fault him where his dealings with me are concerned. He wheels his mount out of line and reports with a flourish.
 
   “Regimental Headquarters, escort and attachments ready to move, Sir. Permission to move off?”
 
   “Thank you, Mr Carlssen. Carry on.”
 
   “Sir! Regimental Headquarters Colonel Hawken’s Regiment, escort, and transport, will advance in column of half sections. In column of half sections, at the walk, ADVANCE, WALK!”
 
   You need a good memory and a lot of breath to give cavalry march orders. Hearing ‘Colonel Hawken’s Regiment’ as a command for the first time is, I have to admit, rather nice. As the column draws away heading for the centre of town, the house servants remaining behind wave from the front steps. Bittrich and the remainder of Strelitz’s headquarters are with them, also waving. The familiar call comes from the group.
 
   “Luck, and go well.”
 
   I shout it back to them. The cavalcade settles. Carlssen pulls out, casts an eye up and down the column.
 
   “Column – Column walk, TROT!”
 
   There is a bit of to-ing and fro-ing before the various elements of the party accustom themselves to the new gait, but the Meyers are doing remarkably well.
 
   We make a goodly clatter on the cobbles as we go through the town, but there aren’t many about to turn curious looks in our direction. We pass a number of houses where parties like ours are preparing to move out, and share the road briefly with one or two already on the move, but heading East rather than North like ourselves. It looks as if the only travellers on the Hollenstedt road will be ourselves, and the refugees who are already starting to appear.
 
   We clear the town and point our noses North. Once again there’s the feeling of liberation from the round of protocol-ridden dealings, and having to be nice to people whom you would happily kick in the balls, twice. There is also the heady feeling that comes with independent command. With the letters of credit now stowed in my saddlebags, Strelitz’s Regiment is now Hawken’s Regiment both de jure and de facto. There will be plenty to worry about in the next few days, but the approval or otherwise of Higher Authority won’t be one of them.
 
   A couple of hours go by pleasantly enough until we stop for our midday halt. Girths eased, saddles lifted half-a-dozen at a time, horses watered. Then we hear it, hooves behind us on the road. The troop starts to melt into the trees, but there’s damn all we can do with the wagons and carriages.  
 
   “Mr Carlssen,” I shout. “Stand fast. Prepare to mount. My guess is they’re friendlies.”
 
   Not more than ten on my reckoning, and coming at an easy canter. Six riders, with two pack-horses, and even the pack-animals quality and looking as much reserve chargers as beasts of burden. She is in the second half-section, Cesare on her left. I register that he is left-handed.  Useful. The four escorts are quality too. All six of the party are wearing identical armour, and helmeted. From further away than about ten yards they look more like a scouting detachment than an important personage and escort.
 
   They rein in and dismount. She beats me to it and before I can make a formal greeting she has me clasped in what would have looked like a meeting of old friends, but tempered by the softness of the cheek alongside mine. It’s a good thing I am wearing a buff coat and not a back-and-breast, otherwise our greeting would have sounded like my forge getting out a crash order. We each just manage a ‘Christ I’ve missed you’ before seemliness forces us to break, and, yes, I feel there is more, much more, driving her in my direction than expediency. The moustache is back; I realise it is mostly dye. 
 
   Time for a little formality.
 
   “Freiherr, you are most welcome. Good to see you again, Cesare. Freiherr, may I present Cornet Carlssen, commanding the troop of the Harten Squadron. Christian, this is the Freiherr Karl von Morsberg, my friend.”
 
   Protocol commands that the Meyers be introduced, and less formally I make the acquaintance of Karl’s troopers, under a sergeant whom I’d come across somewhere back across ten years of war – we neither of us could remember where. Sergeant Ansbacher. Something tells me I ought to get to know these men against the future, that same ‘something’ to which I was learning to pay due attention.
 
   Karl draws me aside. “How d’you come to have the merchant along?”
 
   “Protection. He’s looked after us too well, in the eyes of the town. And he’s organising the boats. If he delivers it’ll be no hardship having him with us.”
 
   “Well, as long as you’re content. Look, there’s much I would dearly love to say and I wouldn’t be averse to being dragged off into the bushes while we said it, but there’s a war on, and the family plate would get in the way. Rupert’s escort troop has legged it as we suspected it would, but they left it till this morning, the bastards. You must have thought you’d got away with it.”
 
   I had, of course, and say so. 
 
   “You’re a bastard, too. Serves you right. We’d even got as far as ranging the column, then there was just one order given and they all trotted off. Dickon Petherbridge and I shot straight round to Haus Rottweil, but of course you’d gone. Major Bittrich made your apologies; Frido was still with Bernhard.”
 
   “I presume Rupert and the Queen are following?”
 
   “Yes, but they aren’t breaking any records. The carriages don’t like the road, the Queen doesn’t like the carriages, and the ladies-in-waiting are a damned sight worse. They aren’t getting above a walk, so I reckon they’re a half to three-quarters of an hour behind me.”
 
   “Then I’ll leave Carlssen with you and get on my way. I think we can make better time than your lot.”
 
   “Not so fast, Colonel Hawken, Sir. Royalty wishes to express its undying gratitude, and has expressly charged me with ensuring you are here to receive it. Don’t say it.”
 
   “Fuck.” 
 
   “I knew you would. Some day I’ll civilise you, when we’re an old couple holding hands and gazing into the fire.”
 
   “In a pig’s eye. I’ll stay, though, because I want something out of Rupert, and I’m going to have to ask you to help as well.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   I tell her the plan for getting the regiment away, the critical factor of free passage through Hollenstedt, and gaining time to load the boats without interference from the Spaniards.
 
   “It comes down to this. Your party should reach the town before my first company of foot can make it. You shouldn’t have trouble getting in, but if you leave before the foot arrive, we may find the gates closed again. What I want is for either the whole of the royal party and escort, or at least a significant force – and I’m thinking fifty at least – to occupy the place until Piet van Groen is firm in the bridge gate square.”
 
   “They ought to play, as you’re doing a lot for them,” she says reflectively, “but I’ve spent too much time around royalty to have any expectation that they’ll act rationally or show normal gratitude. Speak to Langtry. He can usually make Rupert see sense. The Queen’s the problem, and she does seem to listen to her silly women. This could all turn on some lady-in-waiting spotting a rat at the wrong moment.”
 
   “What are you planning to do with them? Do you have a destination planned?”
 
   “No, my dear, and I’m worried. I wasn’t joking when I said I wanted them to go to England, but it’s not as easy as that. I can’t just put them on one of your barges and float them down the Rhine, then on a ship to Tilbury. I don’t want them to go to the Provinces because the States will control them again. They’re not much better than prisoners.”
 
   “France.”
 
   “Oh, that was you, was it? I should have known,”
 
   “Why, didn’t Langtry tell you?”
 
   “Langtry told me nothing.”
 
   “Nor Petherbridge?”
 
   “No one. I just got a connection. Soon after we parted on Monday. Someone saying something about seeking protection for them with the French.”
 
   “That was me, talking to Petherbridge. The idea just came out of nowhere. I thought it was you feeding it in my direction.” 
 
   “I don’t like the feel of this,” she says. I note that there are times when she’s thinking when her guard slips and she looks very vulnerable. My heart turns a couple of somersaults. “Someone isn’t being open and honest. Situation normal.”
 
   “Key question. Did Petherbridge pass my suggestion on to Langtry, or even higher? Or has he kept it to himself – is he playing his own or somebody else’s game? Either way, people are keeping you in the dark. And dark means dangerous.”
 
   “That also is situation normal. We should go back.” 
 
   We rejoin the party. I really have to hand it to the Meyers. They have a campfire going, and a well-used, blackened pot sitting in it. We stand gratefully by the fire. The East wind is still blowing though the miserable fine rain is missing. 
 
   “Coffee, Freiherr? Colonel?” Frau Meyer is perhaps looking a little pleased with herself, but why not? The Meyers’ ‘special occasion’ stores are stretching a little further than breakfast. Karl looks at me with the grin that is beginning to come between me and sleep.
 
   “Frau Meyer. I am wondering if I might entice you and your family away from Colonel Hawken’s company, to travel with me. This coffee is delicious.”
 
   We have made the mistake of getting through the essential business of the meeting in the first ten minutes, and then have to kick our heels waiting for the royal party. I tell Carlssen to find a suitable place for their convoy to pull off; we are comfortable where we are and I don’t want a dozen more vehicles and a score of riders falling all over us. There is, he reports, a suitable patch of ground a furlong on from ours.
 
   A steady trickle of refugees is passing; those who have picked up the rumours early and got going, to where only God, if he is still on duty, knows. Then at last it’s the royal party, the sound of horses at the walk and at least one wheel bearing in dire need of a fistful of tallow. Von Morsberg and Cesare have ridden back to intercept them and lead them into Carlssen’s staging-place. Carlssen and I sit our horses at the roadside, making our obeisances as Rupert and the Queen pass. Langtry gives a jerk of the head as he passes, which says ‘come and join us’, and holds up five fingers twice. A cheerful wave from Petherbridge that ignores formality.
 
   Ten minutes pass, and Christian and I trot off to pay our respects. As always, I shake my head at the performance involved when the mighty take to the field. An open-fronted pavilion stands with its back to the cutting wind. A couple of braziers in the entry. There are two chairs in the pavilion, hardly thrones but hardly camp furniture either. But there is a wide and welcoming smile from the Prince, and although the Queen is less forthcoming, one might put it down to the joys of riding in an unsprung carriage.
 
   I make my bow and present Christian. I play the gentleman and give him more of a build-up for his part in the Hollenstedt fight than he really deserves. He makes a good first impression, saying little and looking presentable. We are dismissed. Petherbridge and another of the Prince’s gentlemen field Christian and take him off for a glass. I let him go, as I have managed to get Edmund Langtry on his own.
 
   “Glad to be on the road again, Colonel?”
 
   “That I am, Sir Edmund. Yourself?”
 
   “Most certainly. I did not like the feel of things in Bad Waldbach. Although nobody tried to murder me, I had the feeling that something unpleasant could happen at any moment, as it nearly did to you.”
 
   “Yes. The Queen and His Royal Highness are too valuable to be in actual physical danger. That doesn’t apply to us smaller pieces. Pawns don’t tend to last long.”
 
   “You’ve realised you’re on the board, then. I don’t need to warn you to watch your step.”
 
   “No, Sir Edmund. And one step at a time. Which brings me to a serious matter where I and my people need your assistance.”
 
   I give him the same briefing I gave Karl. He is silent for a moment or two, weighing things up. I had thought him out of his depth that evening at Bad Waldbach, but this is a practical problem with which he’s entirely at home.
 
   “I see the problem. Ideally, you’ll want the whole party to hold state in Hollenstedt for – well, how long?”
 
   “It depends on what speed you are making. If the carriages or their passengers can’t do more than a walk, and the first company of foot get on the road tomorrow, it may be only a matter of a few hours. As a worst case, one full day.”
 
   “I’ll do what I can. Now, exactly what force have you got for us?”
 
   “Right now, Mr Carlssen’s troop less one and a half sections. By tonight, you’ll have the balance of the squadron. Two troops altogether, less one section I’m keeping as my palace guard, and their support echelon complete.”  
 
   “With our gentlemen, about fifty-five sabres?”  
 
   “That was my reckoning. The squadron leader is called Harten. He’s an ex-ranker, but that means you’ve got more competence than the usual run of cavalry officers, even if he may be short on the courtly graces. The young man you’ve met, on the other hand, is socially accomplished but perhaps not quite the warrior I made him out to be to the Queen.”
 
   “Colonel Hawken, whatever you may think about us, I want to say that I personally appreciate just how much you are doing for my charges. The Prince, the same. Her Majesty, on the other hand, regards such service as being hers by right. There’s nothing we can do about it.”
 
   Ask him, says my mind. Or was it her? No matter, go with the flow.
 
   “Sir Edmund, do you have any plans as to where to take the Queen and the Prince?”
 
   “That is a matter of grave concern to me. The Hague of course. Or Hesse-Cassel might give the Queen protection.”
 
   “Of sorts. We’ve just seen how much it amounts to. And the Prince?’
 
   “Will want to remain in the field, if there is a field to remain in.”
 
   “We spoke earlier of chessboards. Have you thought of removing them from play?   Neutralising them, voluntarily?”
 
   “Colonel Hawken, you are treading where you should not. What exactly do you mean?”
 
   He is on the verge of anger, but the courtier’s training was preventing him from showing it. I realised that he had confused ‘neutralise’ with ‘eliminate’.
 
   “Out of theatre. Eventually England. But initially to France.”
 
   I am watching him keenly. I’m sure that the way I had introduced the subject had caught him off guard, and that if the scheme of taking the royal personages to France had been put to him earlier, he would have immediately registered that this would be a route to England and a withdrawal from the fray.  
 
   “Sir Edmund, I feel that this has come as a surprise to you.”
 
   “That is correct.”
 
   “I, in turn, must express surprise. When Mr Petherbridge called on me on Monday, I suggested France to him as a possible haven for the Queen and the Prince. I asked him to pass this on to you as a suggestion. It would appear that he has not mentioned the matter to you. Which would account for your reaction, but raises other questions.”
 
   “Mr Petherbridge’s credentials are impeccable, Colonel Hawken.”
 
   “Of course they are, Sir Edmund. It may be simply that Mr Petherbridge has concealed the matter simply because he doesn’t like the idea of your charges throwing themselves on the mercy of Cardinal Richelieu. But if there is something deeper afoot, one would always employ an agent with impeccable credentials.”
 
   “Colonel Hawken, I cannot accept that any member of the royal household could be guilty of what you are implying…”
 
   “I’m not asking you to accept it, Sir Edmund. But I’m surprised that with all the time you’ve spent in these parts, you won’t consider it as at least a possibility.”
 
   A pistol shot, from the direction of my troops’ halt area. Another. A trumpet, the call indistinct in the wind, but it must be ‘Stand To’. Then the drum roll of hooves coming fast.
 
   “Some other time, Sir Edmund. I suggest you get this lot mounted, and quickly.”
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 27
 
    
 
    
 
   I run towards where Sonntag is being held by a servant, shouting for von Morsberg and Carlssen.  Karl is quickly off the mark, Cesare mounting and holding her horse ready for her, but there’s no sign of Christian. Then I see him, sitting in a chair, a glass still in his hand, a glazed look in his eyes, and obviously almost incapable. Petherbridge is still with him, and I get the message.  We’ve been here only ten minutes, and even a pikeman couldn’t have reached that state in the time without some serious help.
 
   “Get the silly bugger on his horse, Dickon,” I shout to Petherbridge. That might disarm suspicion. The encampment is all bustle and confusion, as men run for their horses. Karl, Cesare, and I clatter out on to the road. Two hundred yards up, Carlssen’s troop is deploying, reinforced by Karl’s four troopers in their distinctive armour. I reach up and draw Goosefeather, the sword humming in anticipation.
 
   On our right, the road is hard up against scrubby, broken ground rising sharply to a little wooded ridgeline. To our left, open fields. Carlssen’s troop has an open left flank, but Ansbacher’s four are extending the line.
 
   The Spaniards come down the road in a solid block. They are a lot more than twenty, perhaps thirty – I can’t be more precise than that. And their drills are good. They are in column of half sections, two abreast, and with hardly a check they deploy into double line, fourteen or fifteen abreast.
 
   I can’t see who’s leading Carlssen’s troop, but it must be his sergeant. Madsen? Yes, Madsen. For God’s sake, man, don’t try and take the charge at the halt, they’ll destroy you, and then us. Then there’s an order, carried away on that sneeping wind, and we see the swords come out. The brave sound of the trumpet, and the troop goes forward, beautifully under control, walk, trot, canter, and into the gallop. We are spurring forward, Sonntag muttering under his breath as usual, pulling left to close off that vulnerable flank. If Langtry can get his gentlemen there in time it will become the Spaniards’ vulnerable right. But get them under control, Edmund; don’t come in dribs and drabs.
 
   The Spaniards are falling for the attraction of the open flank, drifting right as they charge. Whether by accident or design, our troop is keeping its right anchored to the rough and not conforming. The three of us go hell for leather to extend the left. What only I know is that I have the monumental hard-on I always get in a charge. Now if there’s a bit of privacy afterwards…  There is the hellish crash of horses and men and steel meeting, and the screams of men and horses.
 
   Chivalry, and kindness to animals, comes later. I take the first horse I meet between the eyes with Goosey’s point. The jar tells me I’m going to have a bad night with my right arm and the dodgy rib, but the horse goes down, throwing the trooper clear. If you’ve any sense, laddie, stay down. Karl on my left elegantly getting her point into her first man just above the saddle. Trust a woman. We’ve got the overlap, thank Christ, and more people are appearing on Cesare’s left. Keep out of this, Rupert, you silly sod. No chance, a joyous laugh on the handsome face, its owner off the leash for a few minutes and doing what he was born for. Another target, pull Sonntag left, the killing backhand with Goosey, the sabre blade dropping as the great sword goes through the parry and takes the trooper in the join of neck and shoulder, the stroke I call the attention-getter. Some bloody fool fires a pistol, and then another. Not a good thing to do in a mêlée.
 
   We are winning. We have them outnumbered. Their drift to their right has uncovered our right hand section, and the quick-thinking corporal section leader has taken his two files forward and fallen on their left flank. Karl, Cesare and I have prevented them getting the overlap on our left, and now Rupert and his riders are rolling up their right. The Spaniards are enveloped on three sides. They are dying, and they’re dying for nothing.
 
   “Hartens, BREAK!” I might as well have farted for all the good that does. Only one thing for it. I kick Sonntag through the press to the centre where I might find the trumpeter. It costs another two or three Spaniards their lives or their looks, but I come up beside Nicholas (Nicholas?) laying about him with energy partly making up for lack of technique. The trumpeter is alongside him.
 
   “Sound the withdrawal,” I bellow in the trumpeter’s ear. He doesn’t argue; I’ve always prided myself on my shout. From somewhere he finds the puff to produce a comprehensible version of the call. For a few seconds there’s some bloody completion of unfinished business, then the two sides pull apart and glare at each other. There are only eight Spaniards left mounted, and their defiance is rapidly replaced by looks of relief.
 
   “Commander?” My Spanish is sketchy and my accent a joke, but I can usually make myself understood. A small individual in a battered helmet speaks up.
 
   “Miguel de Guzmán d’Olivares, lieutenant.”  
 
   There is a hissing intake of breath from von Morsberg, on my left. De Guzmán? Christ…  
 
   “I am at your service, señor, and it appears that I am your prisoner. May I enquire whom I have the honour of addressing?”
 
   “Roger Hawken, Colonel, in the service of the Duke of Saxe-Weimar. But I am not the senior person present. Your Royal Highness, may I present Lieutenant de Guzmán, commanding the detachment, which I think I am correct in assuming was tasked with kidnapping Her Majesty and yourself. Perhaps, Lieutenant de Guzmán, you would prefer to surrender your sword to Prince Rupert of the Rhine?”
 
   De Guzmán nods ruefully, dismounts and presents his sword to Rupert, who hands it back to him with a few gracious words, saving himself the bother of finding someone to take it off him. I am thinking fast. Whatever else is going on, I need to put de Guzmán alongside Dahlen before anybody else starts thinking, and then consult with Karl. 
 
   “Your Royal Highness, with your permission; Mr Trommel, take charge of the prisoners and hold them at my headquarters. Sar’nt Madsen, clear this lot up. Mr Petherbridge!”
 
   “Colonel?”
 
   “May I ask you to see to any casualties from the household? I assume you have a doctor in attendance on the royal personages, and I would be grateful if once he has taken care of the gentlemen, he could look over my wounded.”
 
   “Of course, Colonel.”
 
   And with a bit of luck, Roger, we’ve given nothing away, and Petherbridge is going to be occupied for the next five or ten minutes. I look for Karl, give her a ‘follow me’ nod, and make to catch up with Nicholas and the prisoners. It doesn’t look as if I’m going to get that privacy. 
 
   Corporal Larsen has been in the fight, but has gone straight back to his post as Regimental Headquarters guardian. I grab him.
 
   “Corporal Larsen, we are going to talk to the officer. I want you and the boys to get what you can out of the soldiers. If they’ve been here any length of time they’ll have some German, even if you can’t speak Spanish. They’ll be expecting to be duffed up, so don’t do it. Give ’em something to drink, a bite to eat. Be nice to them. Above all, I want to know what their orders were.”
 
   If I know one thing about Larsen from our talk in the square at Hollenstedt, it’s that he has the gift of the gab.  
 
   Nicholas has brought Guzmán to the HQ wagon. If I’ve told Larsen to be nice to the rankers, I am thinking of the reverse as far as their commander is concerned. Guzmán looks shaky.
 
   “Keep him standing, Nick. The Freiherr and I want a word with Herr Dahlen.” We walk swiftly out of earshot.
 
   “Quickly, before Dahlen gets here. Am I right in thinking what I’m thinking?”
 
   She nods. “I believe we were the only ones who noticed. I’m surprised Rupert didn’t. Perhaps he did. Being careful is second nature there. Did you leave out the ‘d’Olivares’ deliberately when you presented him?”
 
   “I thought you were telling me not to say it.”
 
   “A flash thought. You’re getting good.”
 
   “Some great-nephew or cousin?”
 
   Don Gaspar de Guzmán, Count d’Olivares, Duke of San Lúcar la Mayor. Chief Minister of His Most Catholic Majesty, Philip IV. The ‘Count-Duke’. If Miguel is a connection, we have a bird in hand of some serious value to set against the threat to the Queen and the Prince. But if it’s true, what in the name of military stupidity let them stick a piece like Miguel out on a limb like this?  
 
   Dahlen appears.
 
   “Gottlieb, do you recall the gentleman from Prince Rupert’s staff who called on us on Monday afternoon?”
 
   “Mr Petherbridge, Colonel?”
 
   “Correct. I gave Mr blasted Petherbridge an important message for the Prince’s Head of Household, Sir Edmund Langtry, concerning the royals. According to Sir Edmund, and I’m inclined to believe him, Petherbridge didn’t pass it on. What that says to me is that either Petherbridge is playing some game of his own, or he’s someone else’s representative at the exiled Court of Bohemia.”
 
   “And Colonel Hawken and I would dearly like to know the who, what and why,” says Karl.
 
   “Now what we’ve just seen on the road, Gottlieb, was a gallant if unwise little attack by a single troop of Spanish cavalry on what turned out to be a superior force. I don’t think they expected our troop to be there. We know that the troop of Hesse-Cassel’s horse deserted only as the royal party was about to leave Bad Waldbach. I don’t think the news that I was planning to reinforce had reached de Guzmán’s superiors. Which given the quality of their intel up to Sunday evening is surprising.”
 
   “Breakdown in communications,” says Karl. There is a long pause. Dahlen breaks it.
 
   “Oh, shit, oh shit.” Dahlen is shaking his head, with the air of a man looking for a wall, or at least a tree, to bang it against. “The bastard. He protected the most important fact of all with something so important I stopped looking for anything more. Bloody fucking Francisco was the go-between. We broke the link when we took him out. And to think I’ve been all palsy-walsy with the bastard ever since. I’m looking forward to renewing our relationship.”
 
   “Talk to de Guzmán first. First and foremost, I want to know if he is who we think he is. He introduced himself as de Guzmán d’Olivares. As far as we can tell, we were the only ones who noticed.”
 
   Dahlen whistles, a long, low whistle.
 
   “If it’s true, then we could play him back for something very valuable indeed. What in the name of all the powers is he doing out here?”
 
   “My thought exactly. So I also want to know what his orders were, and I want to know why he was late, why there weren’t more of them, and why they only sent a lieutenant. And I think I can guess the answer to the last three, though I’d like it confirmed.”
 
   “Go on, Colonel.”
 
   “In a word, Balck. Those contact reports we had yesterday. I believe one of them was our friend who is now drooping outside your wagon. My informed guess is that they bumped Balck’s screen and lost a few. What I’m wondering is what exactly was de Guzmán’s position.”
 
   Karl is wearing her thoughtful look. “Try this. The Spanish hierarchy think that picking up the Queen and Rupert’s going to be a walkover. Miguel wants to be in on the act and bask in the glory, so he blisters himself on to the troop. When they hit Balck’s outriders, it starts to go pear-shaped, but he takes command and if he can pull it off he can go home to Uncle smelling like a whole orchard-full of roses. So he presses on, and the rest we know.”
 
   “It could fit. Gottlieb, talk to him, and when you’ve done that, you can put Francisco through the mangle again. And when you’re really satisfied you’ve wrung him dry, kill him.” 
 
   “I might just enjoy that.”  
 
   Karl interrupts. “Don’t kill him. By all means give him another working over. Get a statement from him about his connection with Mr Petherbridge, and then keep him somewhere warm and comfy till we can confront Petherbridge with him.”
 
   Dahlen concurs. “I’m sorry. You are absolutely right. And it grieves me to say it, but I have a distinct feeling that if I ask him nicely, like one professional to another, he just might sing without any persuasion. I’ve known it happen.”
 
   “And it would be preferable to produce undamaged goods in front of Rupert.” That’s Karl.
 
   He goes back to the office wagon, visibly seething even in back view.
 
   “I still wouldn’t like to be Francisco right now,” says Karl. “You know, my dear, we’ve been incredibly lucky. Saved from our own foolishness. I should have come on quicker and taken Carlssen’s troop back with me.”
 
   “Saved by Gottfried Balck. I must thank him some day. Or perhaps I won’t. Gottfried has a quite good enough opinion of himself already.”
 
   “Roger, we’ve got a few minutes before people start functioning again and we’ve got to get back to the bowing and scraping bit. Tell me about your talk with Langtry.”
 
   It only takes a minute or two, because most of the actual discussion had been Langtry having difficulty in coping with the realities of war and politics. We have just got on to the implications when Nick comes up and salutes. He’s limping a little and is heavily splashed with blood, but he has the air of someone who’s had a good day and doesn’t care who knows it.  There’s an overlay of something else as well.
 
   “Karl, have you actually met this young reprobate?”
 
   “You haven’t introduced him, but I know who he is. I know it’s Nicholas, but I don’t know the rest.”
 
   “Freiherr von Morsberg, may I formally introduce Fähnrich Nicholas Trommel, who keeps on making himself indispensable. What happened, and why did I find you where I should have found a troop leader?”
 
   “That’ll have to wait, Colonel, Freiherr. You need to know that Sir Edmund got himself killed in that little barney.”
 
   “My turn,” says Karl. “Fuck.”
 
   “Thank you, Nick, even though you’ve completely spoilt our day. Now you’re here, some legwork. Tell Mr Dahlen he is to deal with de Guzmán as quickly as possible and to leave Francisco till tonight. Prinski, Gretta, the Meyers, Corporal Larsen, ready to move in thirty minutes. Finally, what’s the butcher’s bill?”
 
   “Three dead of ours, five wounded to matter. Doctor hasn’t seen the wounded yet, farrier sergeant says we’ll lose two or three, two pretty certain to mend. We’ve also lost six horses, but we’ve captured more than twenty. And they’re good.”
 
   Better trust a good farrier than a bad doctor. They do much more than hooves. Eight cas out of twenty-four is bad, though. Harten isn’t in a position to take losses on that scale.
 
   “How about the Prince’s gentlemen, other than Sir Edmund?”
 
   “A couple of wounded only. Remember they joined in late, when we were winning. And they had good armour. Sir Edmund was shot.”
 
   I had only heard two shots fired, other than the two warning discharges that had alerted us.
 
   “Who fired the two shots at the start?”
 
   “Gretta. She’s got ears like a bat.”
 
   “Thank you for that, Nick. On your way. Oh, and I’ll have my helmet back. Karl, this gets worse. I almost don’t want to find out, but it would be instructive to see someone other than Gretta cleaning a pistol in the next few hours.”
 
   “Sorry, my dear, but I ought to know. Who is Gretta?”
 
   “The urchin who drives my vehicle and generally acts as my guardian angel. She’s also Nick’s girl.”
 
   “God, that little thing. She oughtn’t to be doing what she’s doing, particularly the bit with Nicholas.”
 
   “She says she’s fourteen. Been with the Montecuoli as far back as she can remember. Don’t worry about her, we’ve more important matters. Who succeeds Langtry?”
 
   “The Honourable James Crofton. The Queen has a chamberlain, a Scot called Sinclair, who worked in double harness with Langtry. Sinclair did the diplomacy and Langtry the man of action bit. Pity you haven’t had the opportunity of talking to Sinclair.”
 
   “So dear Dickon isn’t first in the line of succession?”
 
   “No, but Dickon’s probably the brightest mind in the entourage. That’s why Edmund made him – oh, adjutant, chief of staff, call it what you like. And he’s taken pains to be friends with Crofton.”
 
   “Which leaves you to hold the ring. You realise that when I suggested neutralising the two principals, taking them off the board, Langtry thought I was proposing to kill them?”
 
   “It’s a possible solution. What is exercising my mind is that we might do what the Spaniards planned to do.”
 
   “Kidnap them ourselves?”
 
   “Effectively, yes, but as willing victims. If we can convince them that going to France is in their interests, we might detach them from a household that’s now under Spanish influence, if not control. What’s the command set up for the escort?”
 
   “Through Langtry or one other person. God help us, I saw that as Petherbridge. I’ll tell Harten to take direction from Crofton, but to clear with you before doing anything that doesn’t strike him as routine. And I want it to be crystal clear that Harten’s squadron remains under my command, unless someone else offers to pay the wages.”
 
   “Which they can’t.”  
 
   “Which they can’t. If he doesn’t like what he’s told to do, he’s to pull out. But that means you pull out as well.”
 
   “What do you mean by that?”
 
   “What I mean is that Harten’s there to protect you as much as he is the royals. You’re too important. I’m not just being possessive.”
 
   “You’d better not try, Roger Hawken. Who the hell is that?”
 
   Christian Carlssen, still the worse for wear, but doing his damnedest to get himself under control.
 
   “Colonel, Freiherr, I have come to apologise for my behaviour. It was totally unforgivable. But I simply cannot understand why I was overcome so quickly.”
 
   “I can, Christian. First of all, I don’t blame you in any way for what happened. I accepted a glass while I was there, as you did, but mine just had sack in it, and very nice too. What they fed you was something special.”
 
   “Fed me?”
 
   “Someone was trying to put you out of action so your troop wouldn’t have a commander when the Spaniards hit. Someone who was expecting that attack. If Sir Edmund hadn't taken me off, they might have had a go at me too. As far as I’m concerned, you were a casualty. I’m going to tell your troop it wasn’t your fault, and the Freiherr will brief the Prince.”
 
   “What you need to know, Christian, is that there is someone in the Prince’s retinue who is working for the Spanish.”
 
   “Petherbridge, Freiherr. He gave me the drink.”
 
   Karl goes on. “You should also be aware that Sir Edmund Langtry was killed by a pistol ball in the fight. We would like to know if any of the Prince’s gentlemen fired a pistol during the proceedings.” 
 
   “Sir Edmund? The Prince’s Controller, killed?”
 
   “Just that, Christian.” 
 
   Drunk or doped, he made the connection.
 
   “Colonel, you think he may have been murdered, under the cover of the battle?” The enormity of what was happening was helping to clear his head.
 
   “Let me give you the bigger picture, Christian,” says Karl. “The Queen and the Prince are important because they are figureheads for the Protestants. Whoever controls them can use them to help or hinder the Protestant cause. Are you getting this?”
 
   “Yes, Freiherr.”
 
   “The Catholics, which means the Hapsburgs, don’t want to kill them off, because that makes them martyrs. The Protestant princes want them available – though one of them seems to have been ready to sell them out.  
 
   Christian’s looking a little dazed, but is nodding vigorously, more than I would have thought his head would stand in his present condition.
 
   “I think I’ve got all that. Now, where do I come in?”
 
   “To anyone who isn’t involved in the plotting,” I say, “you’ve made a bit of a fool of yourself today. If you go on playing the idiot boy and keep your eyes and ears open, you’re likely to hear things the Freiherr won’t. We expect more attempts to kidnap the Queen and the Prince, whether overt attacks like today, or clandestine action.”
 
   “What you must keep in mind,” Karl puts in, “is that none of the players has an interest in seeing the royal personages killed off. Unfortunately, that comfort doesn’t apply to the rest of us.”
 
   “Are you going to bring Captain Harten in on this?” Carlssen asks. It’s a question that has been exercising my mind too.
 
   “I’m going to tell him the same story you’ve just had, and that we have asked you to keep your eyes and ears open. But I want his relationship with the household to be entirely formal and military. He’ll take his orders from whoever replaces Sir Edmund, though he’ll a back channel to me through the Freiherr.”
 
   “Christian,” says Karl, sympathetically. “This is a lot for you to absorb in your present state. When you’ve had time to think, you’ll have questions to ask. Come and see me and ask them.”  
 
   “Time to go,” I say. We need to get everybody on the road. I want to talk to Sergeant Madsen. When we’ve finished, come back and I’ll give you your riding orders.”
 
   He goes. Karl turns to me. 
 
   “I must go. My place is with the Queen’s party. Don’t want to, but I must.”
 
   “I don’t want you to either. I will see you at Hollenstedt. Be careful.”
 
   “And you.” The dark eyes full of concern.
 
   “My dear, all I have to do is fight a battle or two. You’ve got the hard part.”
 
   “I know, but I do believe I’ve acquired an ally. You can’t do much more for anyone than give them back their self-esteem.”
 
   “Make my goodbyes for me, and get them on the road as soon as you can. I had hoped they’d be beyond the woodline by tonight. No chance now. Handshakes only, they’re looking.  Luck, and go well.”
 
   “Luck, and go well.”
 
   The rest of it was in the eyes, and the minds. Cesare brings up the big grey horse.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 28
 
    
 
    
 
   I tell Madsen that someone with an axe to grind had wanted his troop leader out of action, and he nods philosophically. I can hardly tell him the whole story, but like most soldiers he’s prepared to believe the worst of people in high places. I am more interested in hearing from him exactly what transpired when the Spaniards turned up. Nicholas comes out of it rather well.
 
   “It starts with that Gretta, your driver, Sir. She hears ’em first, shouts ‘cavalry’, and fires them two big pistols she has on the box. That wakes everyone up, and Nick – sorry, Mr Nicholas – yells ‘trumpeter, sound Stand To!’ Sandby doesn’t argue, blows the call, then Mr Nicholas gives us ‘Mount’, shakes us out into line, me helping him with the commands a bit, then he turns to the troop and says a couple of words apologising for not being our usual troop leader but he’s sure we’ll do our best, then it’s ‘Swords’ and we charge ’em, and the rest you know. And it was grand to see the three of you coming up on the left where we needed more in the line, then the Prince and his gentlemen and we knew we’d got ’em. But the lads all know Mr Nicholas since what he done at Hollenstedt, spiking the cannon, and they think a lot of him. Pity about the old gentleman.”
 
   “Sir Edmund Langtry?”
 
   “That him? Well, I was at the back of the troop of course, and I see the Prince tearing in like the madcap he is and there’s the old gentleman close behind, and the rest of the gentlemen joining in, and some bloody fool fires a pistol at God knows what, then another. And then we find Sir Edmund’s been killed by a pistol ball.”
 
   “Sergeant Madsen. Was it someone on our side fired the pistol shots?”
 
   “That’s right, Sir. Them was the only two fired, except Gretta’s warning shots at the beginning.”
 
   “Sergeant Madsen, thank you. I assume you didn’t see who fired? It would have been difficult to tell in the press.”
 
   “That’s right Sir.” A hint of relief that I wasn’t going to push him?  
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Yes, sergeant?”
 
   “Might this have anything to do with Mr Carlssen and the drink?”
 
   “Yes, Sergeant Madsen, it just might. And I do not want you to mention this conversation to anyone, including Mr Carlssen and Captain Harten. There is one exception. Should you hear of anything happening to me, you are to seek out the young gentleman who was fighting with us today, the Freiherr von Morsberg, and tell him the same story. He will listen to you. Do you understand?”
 
   “I understand, Sir.”  
 
   “You did well today, Sergeant Madsen, you and the whole troop. I’d like to speak to all of you before I move off.”
 
   “We’d appreciate it, Sir.”
 
   Carlssen comes back, and we talk practicalities.  
 
   “If you’re going to have enough daylight for harbouring up you’ll be lucky to get in much more than three hours more travelling today. That’ll leave you well short of the woods. And there aren’t any villages on the road between here and the woods, or our people would be in them.  You’ll have to look for a farm.”
 
   What is more of a concern was the state of Christian’s troop. He is down to sixteen. If I hold on to Corporal Larsen and his section he will have just twelve. But with Karl’s six and Rupert’s remaining sabres, they’d still have over two dozen, and provided Harten has moved off promptly, they should join up with the balance of the squadron at about five o’clock. It should be enough; I’ll keep my four.
 
   Nagging at my mind is whether Balck’s second contact report had been another raiding party, and not part of a general move North by the Spanish. I am feeling slightly miffed with Balck for his precipitate withdrawal; pull out the foragers by all means, but leave the screen in place till you’re sure about what you’re seeing. One of the contact reports, probably Guzmán’s troop, indicated it had passed West of Bad Waldbach. The other contact was further East; that could mean a raiding party tasked with moving up the northeast routes, but it might have hooked round the town to come our way. And it would be too much to hope that this party, as well, had been mauled by Balck’s screen, or was being led by a not-very-competent officer.
 
   “Happy with it, Christian?”
 
   “I’ll be a lot happier when I’ve linked up with Sven.”
 
   “So will I.”
 
   I get the troop in a little (so little) half-circle round me, without Christian. I remind them about the barricade and my running away from them, which is good for a laugh, then say my piece about how well they’d done today, at what cost, and the importance of it. I ask to meet the corporal leading the right hand section, who had done so much to turn the fight our way, and congratulate him on his quick thinking.  
 
   Then I tell them about what had happened to Christian and the fact that he isn’t to blame, and go as far as I can in saying why. I’m following my belief that the more you tell the troops and the more you trust them, the better they’ll trust you and the better they’ll perform. And it’s always easier with a small group. Bless ’em, they give me a cheer, so I tell them to give themselves one and join in.
 
   And that is it, and it’s time to go, but there’s always something.
 
   “Colonel, the prisoners.” Sergeant Madsen.
 
   With mercenaries, it’s easy; they sign up with you, or you knock them on the head.  These aren’t mercenaries, they’re Spanish regulars, and we’re likely to be fighting a battle against their mates, any time from now on. I don’t want them even if they offer to sign up, but they’ve fought a good clean fight. I’m getting squeamish.
 
   “Break their right legs.”
 
   Trained cavalrymen are valuable, far more than infantry; simple fractures mend, and a horseman’s back in business quicker if it’s his right leg rather than the left that’s broken – he can mount a horse sooner – so he’s worth the effort of mending him. I am going to hurt these poor sods, but I’ll be giving them a chance of living to fight and die another day.
 
   “Christian, I’m going to get on the road. Wait till we’ve moved off before you start on the legs.”  I don’t want the Meyer ladies to hear the screams.
 
   We make a less formal departure than we had from Haus Rottweil. I’ve helped myself to half a dozen of the Spanish horses, which makes things a little untidy. I had hoped we could slip past royalty country with a bow and a sweep of the hat, but it isn’t to be. It’s just Rupert and Karl, though, with a couple of his gentlemen keeping themselves at the back, and they settle alongside as we ride. Rupert thanks me, simply and sincerely, and then confirms he was wide awake after the battle.
 
   “That was a shrewd move of yours, shortening the little Spaniard’s name.”
 
   “Thank you, Highness. I thought you’d notice. D’you think anyone else did?”
 
   “Poor Edmund would have done so.”
 
   “Mr Petherbridge perhaps? He strikes me as a well-informed young man.”
 
   Rupert gives me one of those looks, then places himself next to Nicholas. I make the presentation, and Rupert, bless him, is at his best. I suppose there isn’t a lot between them on age, Nick being, at best guess, about sixteen himself, and once he relaxes he does well, not getting above himself, but not freezing up either. Rupert showers compliments on Fähnrich Trommel, and I foresee grave difficulties in finding a helmet to fit him over the next couple of days at least.  
 
   Karl and I don’t say much as we ride knee to knee; for a start we are eavesdropping on the eulogy next door, but we are getting, so quickly, to a state where if we are together there’s no need for many words. So much for my early doubts. She is hoping to get a quiet talk with Rupert on the way back and bring him up to date, though our little exchange seems to indicate that the prince isn’t missing much. 
 
   I suppose they ride with us for a full ten minutes, then it’s time for ‘luck and go well’; but royal prince as he is, he says it in turn to every man and woman in the column, even the two prisoners. 
 
   I drop back to speak to Guzmán.  
 
   “Señor de Guzmán, may I enquire by what title I should address you?  I am led to believe that you are of some considerable rank. And once we have determined the correct civilities, and you have given me your parole, we might do something about those inconvenient ropes.”
 
   “Lieutenant will do perfectly well, Colonel. In fact, given the quite appalling informality with which you seem to operate, it might be easier if you simply call me Miguel? I will of course, address you as Colonel. And may we converse in English?  I think my English is better than your Spanish, as much as my German is worse. As your interrogator seems to be aware, I am related to the Count-Duke, but quite distantly. Third cousin – grandson of his first cousin. And I am happy to give you my parole. Will you tell me what you have done with my soldiers?”
 
   That was a first. I had never known a Spanish officer show much concern for his men. “I had to be cruel to be kind. One broken leg each.”
 
   “That makes you a humane man, by the standards of this war. Thank you.”
 
   “Dahlen, please untie the señor. Miguel, I ought to warn that if you were thinking that speaking English would give us some privacy, Herr Dahlen has fluent English, and Nicholas Trommel nearly as good.” Nick and I frequently use English for a degree of privacy ourselves; I’d taught him to speak it with a thick Wiltshire burr for additional cover. 
 
   Dahlen and Guzmán pull out of the line, and a more comfortable Guzmán rejoins me. I think he is playing down his position; third cousin is hardly great-nephew, but could count as closer than it looks at first sight. 
 
   I am being pulled two ways over Guzmán; there must be useful information to be had from him, but I am reluctant to turn Dahlen loose on him with his alchemist’s kit. Yes, birth and position have a lot to do with it; if he were an ordinary troop officer I’d have no compunction at all in hurting him physically or mentally to lay his knowledge bare. But if at some time in the future I am going to trade him, he’ll be of more value undamaged. 
 
   I hand Miguel over to Nicholas, and drop back out of earshot to discuss matters with Dahlen.
 
   “Francisco’s seen him and I think he recognises him at least. I can’t say whether they’ve had any dealings in the past, though. What are you thinking of doing with Guzmán?”
 
   “The answer, Gottlieb, is a simple proposition – that is one that’s simple to state, more difficult to put into effect. Is the information he may have on board more valuable than the man is as a piece of undamaged trade goods?”
 
   “That just about sums it up, Colonel. If I may put a thought in your head, I believe that you are thinking we may become involved in a formal battle or some sort of siege, even, at Hollenstedt?"
 
   “Very likely a formal battle, Gottlieb. Not a siege.”
 
   “Well, Colonel, my point is this. Exchangeable prisoners – trade goods – come into their own on formal occasions, where they don’t in withdrawals and running battles. So the value pieces you hold should influence you towards including a formal engagement somewhere in your design for this little campaign.”  
 
   “Pieces?”  
 
   “Yes, Colonel. Pieces, plural. If we’re talking dirty, who, in the last resort, controls the royal personages at this moment? I think you’re too straight to do it, but you could trade the royals as well. It depends on your priorities.”
 
   I suppose the equation has been banging about in my mind, but I had shut it up in a double-locked room. Now Dahlen has found the key, and made me confront it. To put it bluntly, circumstances have put not just one, but three hostages into my control. How many lives is it worth to keep the Queen and the Prince out of Spanish hands? But if I trade them, can I trust the Spaniards to let the regiment walk away unharmed? Likely not, and I’ll have let them go for nothing. Dahlen hasn’t finished.
 
   “And that leads me to another, related matter where I feel I am treading on dangerous ground.”
 
   “Go on, Gottlieb, we’ve known each other a long time.”
 
   “I’m not a battlefield soldier, Colonel. But I do fight campaigns of my own, on a small scale. And I am going to stick my neck out and offer a piece of advice, which you can take or leave or tell me it’s none of my concern. We’re withdrawing and that means we have to dance to the Spaniards’ tune. But only up to a point. If we’re going to come through this, you have to force the Spaniards to fight the battles you want to fight and the way you want to fight them, and not the other way about. It’s a matter of emphasis. I don’t think the shape of the operation needs changing, but when you talk to the commanders tonight, I suggest you keep that in mind. I’ve probably said too much.”
 
   “You haven’t. It’s the influence of that bloody place and too many compromises and compromisers.” Dahlen is right; I am waiting for things to happen to us rather than making them happen to the Spaniards. If I had a properly balanced, all arms force I could think about mounting a cavalry raid to knock them off balance. But I don’t have the squadron, and even if I had, they aren’t strong enough to do it, the more so after today’s losses.
 
   “What was that about meeting the commanders tonight? I warned them for tomorrow.”
 
   “You have a good staff, Colonel Schmied. Don’t try to do it all yourself.”
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 29
 
    
 
    
 
   Harten has done the right thing and pressed on with his headquarters and remaining troop at best speed, leaving his wagons to meet the road later and further North. We meet them a couple of hours down the road and halted. There is a lot to talk about, but the excellent job Bittrich and Senger had done on the operation order means that he is up to speed on the military aspects of what was going on.
 
   The political picture, including the Carlssen problem, is something else entirely. I give him the best summary I can, with Dahlen, Senger and Nick sitting in. I stress the importance of getting his channels right, and taking orders from Crofton, and Crofton only.  
 
   Dahlen reports that Guzmán has been talking quite freely about his mission, but, he thinks, is being economical with the truth, particularly with regard to his own part in it. His story of the progress of the raid corresponds with my guesses as to the mishaps that had taken place, but Guzmán’s version of events has himself as a simple troop leader. Dahlen’s view is that von Morsberg’s idea of Guzmán attaching himself to the party makes more sense, but that the attachment was not a whim of his own, but had been ordered by the high command. I remember something.
 
   “Corporal Larsen. Damn it, I forgot. I should have talked to him earlier.”
 
   “Where does he come in?” asks Harten.
 
   “I told him to be nice to the Spanish prisoners and see whether he could get anything out of them.”
 
   Larsen had been able to communicate with the Spaniards enough to understand their grumbles, and the fact that they felt the result of the fight to be thoroughly unfair. It wouldn’t have happened, they’d said, if they’d had their proper officers in command. 
 
   They had been the captain’s troop in their squadron. Their captain had been commanding the mission, but they’d lost him, the troop cornet, and three or four troopers when they ran into Balck’s vedettes. Their officers hadn’t expected to meet trouble that far South. Guzmán – Larsen wasn’t too clear about Spanish officer ranks but he’d gathered that he was senior to the captain; he might possibly even have been a colonel – had taken command, but he wasn’t very good, and had got them well and truly lost trying to slip past Bad Waldbach on the by-roads.  
 
   They’d been told their job was to take two important personages prisoner. On no account were they to kill them. The targets would be lightly guarded. They hadn’t expected to meet our cavalry troop, and they weren’t at all complimentary about Major (or Colonel) Guzmán’s leadership in action.  
 
   “Corporal Larsen, you’ve done very well indeed. What you have found out about Señor de Guzmán is important, and could have a real effect on what happens in the next few days.”
 
   Dahlen is nodding agreement. “Corporal, don’t talk about this to anyone else. The señor is telling us he’s only a lieutenant, and we don’t want him finding out we know different.”
 
   “I heard that, Sir, and I wondered, but I didn’t want to chip in.”
 
   “Good thing you didn’t. Sven, I want to keep Corporal Larsen with me until we’re all in Hollenstedt. I’m going to need all of Ricco’s lights for other things. And before you start bitching, try this for size.” I hand him his letter of credit. He opens it and whistles appreciatively. Then I take him aside and gave him a potted version of what Karl and I had told Carlssen.
 
   “It’s a court, Sven, and like all courts it’s full of people playing their own games. Watch your back, and remember you can trust von Morsberg.”
 
   “Anybody else?”
 
   “No.”
 
   It is time to go, or to tie up loose ends before going. I put in a plea to get the royal party on the road as early as possible in the morning, and a warning that he might be followed up more closely than he would like. He should link up with the line of vedettes Fitch will be putting out across the open country to the East, covering the move of the companies. He should also feel sensitive about the amount of cover to the West of the road; the line of scrubby wood at the top of the escarpment is giving me an uneasy sensation on the back of my neck. Finally, I ask him to send a galloper to confirm that he and the royal party have linked up, and to advise on their overnight location. 
 
   We make it to Montecuoli’s headquarters hamlet with just enough light to see by.  They’ve cleared a farmyard for us, and I leave Nick and Corporal Larsen to organise the harbour while Dahlen and I go in search of Ricco.
 
   “Glad to be back?” I ask him.
 
   “Yes – but.  I’ve enjoyed myself. I’ve got a lot of clerking to catch up on.”
 
   “There’s not going to be a lot of time for that. Before you get involved, may I thank you for all you’ve done – and especially for Sunday night in the carriage-park. And I’m grateful for your advice today. There’s one more thing. I haven’t got the resources to look after the two prisoners overnight – particularly since I don’t want them talking to each other. Could you take charge of them?”
 
   Bless him, he doesn’t hesitate. “Of course. I’d like to talk some more to de Guzmán anyway. I’ll ask Sheehan to help with the guarding. We can tie Francisco to the strongbox wagon, and that’s one of ’em taken care of – he’s got a permanent guard on that with his centurions. You ought to know that I was right about Francisco. He was the runner.”
 
   “Gottlieb, thank you kindly. One thing less to think of.”
 
   “I think you would like to know if Don Miguel knows that Petherbridge is the mole. If he’s any good it may be difficult to get him to confirm it unless you give me freedom of action with him.”
 
   “I’d rather not, if we can do without it. Keep at him, but nicely.”
 
   “I’ll do that.”
 
    Ricco has set up for the conference in the covered area alongside the mess wagon, and there are obvious arrangements for socialising afterwards. Piet van Groen has arrived, with his chief clerk to take notes. Sosabowski, with further to come, hasn’t yet turned up, but Harten’s galloper has, so that’s the royal party’s security under control. There is small talk, and a lot of catching up to do before we start the conference – I’m calling it a conference because the main business is to tie up loose ends arising out of the written order, mainly sequencing and timings.
 
   The echelons, as I had expected, have had a hard time getting through the woods, and the pioneers have worked themselves into the ground putting down corduroy surfacing on the worst patches. There is little left in the way of transport on this side of the woods, and just as well, because even light vehicles are having problems. That, I think, will really please the Queen and her ladies in the morning, on top of an early start.  
 
   Sosabowski comes in, accompanied only by his bodyguard. He isn’t going back to the company tonight; he’s given orders to march at first light, and they are perfectly capable of doing it without him effing and blinding about in the dark trying to find his way home.
 
   We are in agreement that my assessment of a full infantry tercio plus cavalry was a fair worst case. They all have copies of the op order so are in my mind as regards the shape of the operation. Everyone knows that the outcome will turn on our being able to write down the cavalry element before it can debouch from the woods into the open country beyond.  
 
   We aren’t a strictly hierarchical organisation. Ricco, Piet, and Jan know their business, and I’m not going to win friends and influence people by asserting my authority against their judgement, even though I am still sitting on the envelopes with the money. I can feel the debate moving against my plan to hurry Piet’s company to Hollenstedt at best speed. Give them the order that fits their thinking.
 
   “Gentlemen, modification to the plan. Piet to move at best speed to the northern exit from the woods, but to go firm there until whatever cavalry they put against us is destroyed.” Good word, that, ‘destroyed’. Nicely aggressive. Thank you, Gottlieb. “Anything that gets past Ricco’s block is your responsibility, Piet.”
 
   I feel I’ve not only done the right thing but also timed it right. Complete agreement, though I would have thought that Ricco would have had more confidence in his ability to wipe the cavalry.  After that it is bits and pieces. Fitch’s primary task to cover Sosabowski’s move. Concern about Sosabowski being caught by cavalry in the open. To move as near the woodline as possible and in emergency take cover among the trees. Grumbles about not being allowed to move earlier.  Time to open the presents.
 
   “If we had,” I say, “you wouldn’t have this lot. I only got my hands on it this morning.  Saxe-Weimar’s paid up pretty well to maintain his and our good name.”  
 
   They look at the numbers and the grumbles stop. Even Ricco, who with the loot from Hollenstedt could legitimately have closed his operational season down then and there and come out with a decent year’s profit on the ledgers, is impressed. I drive the point home.
 
   “Strelitz tells me the Duke has cleaned himself out on our account, and I’m inclined to believe him. It’s more than I was led to expect.”
 
   Depending on how many come out the other end of the next three or four days, the companies have between six and eight weeks’ pay in hand. There’d been seasons of alleged full employment when we’d done worse, given that the initial six weeks’ upfront money is only just running out.  
 
   Someone asks about the royals, and I tell the story of the day’s action. It is fair to call it that; it had been more than a skirmish. Nick’s part in it makes a good story, and the fact that we’d picked up a Spanish officer prisoner causes a stir of interest.
 
   “Aristocrat or worker-bee?” asks Montecuoli.
 
   “Aristocrat.” But I didn’t overplay Guzmán’s importance. I tell them his name without the flourishes and as nobody bothers to ask any more, I don’t tell them.
 
   Montecuoli is still subdued as he had been when last I saw him, and I ask him directly about his health. Just as Strelitz had talked about false heroics to me at the beginning of my employment with him, I need to know whether I can rely on Ricco being at full performance on the morrow. He claims to be fine, but I wonder, still thinking about the difference of opinion a few minutes back. 
 
   We’ve broken up the formal part of the meeting, but as usual there is a lot of business being done, and the clerkly persons are logging the occasional significant remark. The time comes when I feel we’ve beaten the thing to death and there isn’t a lot of point in staying out of bed. No speeches.
 
   “Gentlemen, thank you. We’ve a lot to do tomorrow, and an early start. I’m for my bed.  Sleep well. Yes, Ricco, put tonight on my bill.”
 
   Abeille intercepts me as the meeting breaks up, pulls me out of the way.
 
   “I didn’t want to talk about it during the meeting, but I’m worried about Captain Monte,” he said.
 
   “So am I. Not just the personal, I need him on form tomorrow. What do you think is wrong?”
 
   “I think it’s in the mind. He’s starting to lose interest in the business, and it’s affecting his thinking generally.”
 
   “I know what you mean. He said something about giving up on the morning after Hollenstedt. I know he says something like it twice a week under normal conditions, but this seemed different.”
 
   “You know he wants you to take over the company. Roberto will never be fit to take it on.” Roberto, Ricco’s only son, born with a twisted leg. Now seventeen years old.
 
   “I know. I was talking to Piet. He advised me not to. Says it’s too late. I know what he means.”
 
   “Go on, Schmied.”
 
   “Companies like ours are too small for today’s wars, and we’re one of the bigger ones.  And we’re not people-efficient. Add another twenty-odd bodies to our headquarters and echelon, and we’d have enough of everything to support a regiment. I saw this with Höppner and Balck.”
 
   “Schmied, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have got you going on this. Wrong time, wrong place.  Later perhaps. But I want a word about your captive Spaniard. You said his name is Guzmán? De Guzmán d’Olivares? Christian name Miguel?”
 
   “That’s right, old friend.”
 
   “How old is he?”
 
   “Difficult to say. Not a boy. More than twenty-five, not much over thirty.”
 
   “That figures. You’ve got a prize there, Schmied. He’s the Count-Duke’s great-nephew, and great-uncle is said to think a lot of him.”  
 
   “Gottlieb and I thought he might be, but he’s made a point of distancing his relationship from the old man. Claimed to be a third cousin.”
 
   “Well, he would, wouldn’t he?”
 
   It had not been at all a clever move for Miguel to accompany the kidnap force. I am coming round to Karl’s view that he had forced himself on the expedition. I can’t see yet how best I should play the three cards, de Guzmán, the Queen and Rupert, which Fate has put into my hand.   
 
   The wind is blowing warmer. It has gone round to the West. If it holds, the boats will be able to get up the Weder.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 30
 
   Thursday
 
    
 
   I’m beginning to wonder how I had ever gone to war without the Meyer family in support. Frau Meyer is dispensing a thick buckwheat gruel to the headquarters staff and a few opportunists who have caught something on the wind. There is something sweet in it, real sugar if I wasn’t mistaken.
 
   The morning is cloudy, but the wind is still from the West and it’s at least one coat warmer than the previous couple of days. We, that is my party, are not in a tearing hurry to be off; getting the guns and the Montecuoli foot to the defile is the first priority. The foot will take up a position on the wood edge until the royal party and de Groen’s infantry have passed through, then withdraw to their ambush site inside the woods. Ricco had described it and it seems about as good as it gets. I’m not going to interfere; it’s his battle and I trust the old so-and-so to do what he’s paid for.
 
   My little headquarters will split into two for the day’s doings. Senger with the office wagon, Gretta with my vehicle, and the Meyers’ carriage and cart will join the heavy end of Montecuoli’s company HQ with Dahlen and Sheehan for mutual support and comfort. I will keep just Nick and two of Larsen’s troopers. Larsen and the fourth man of the section will go with Senger to add a touch of muscle to the group.
 
   That’s what I had intended. When I come back from the Meyers’ breakfast party I find Gretta fussing over one of the Spanish troop horses, at least two sizes too big for her, and Nick with a second. The other four have vanished, purloined by Fitch to give himself a couple of extra half-sections for the screen, the personnel being enthusiastic juveniles from Müller’s empire. On the box of my little carriage is another of the same breed, an even smaller version of Gretta herself. It’s pre-Hollenstedt all over again, only this time the urchin in question does show signs of a wash.
 
   “Might I enquire what the hell is going on?” I ought to be monumentally annoyed, like a proper senior officer, but I’m getting used to having my life organised for me by my little household and curious as to what will happen next.
 
   “This,” says Gretta, “is my little brother Hansi. You can’t do your job properly without two gallopers, and now you’ve sent Corporal Larsen away you haven’t enough people to watch your back. And you need a spare horse.” She’s right on all counts, of course, and I’ve got accustomed to having her watching my back from the moment we arrived in Bad Waldbach.
 
   “Hansi, can you drive?”  
 
   “Of course he can,” says his alleged sister. I’m prepared to believe it, as I had been unsurprised at her competence. “He can shoot too. And I’ve fixed the details with Mr Sheehan.” Hansi will be paid, and Sheehan would in due course charge my HQ account accordingly. 
 
   “All right, I’ll see whether it works.” Around us, the company is shaking itself out preparatory to moving off. The foot will take a couple of hours to reach their first positions, with a halt on the way.
 
   The guns are first off. Magda the mortar had gone through the woods yesterday and by now should be on the move again towards Hollenstedt, with the rest of the heavy transport under Müller and the companies’ quartermasters. The Hollenstedt falcon is with them. Ricco and Ansaldo have agreed they can’t use it in a mobile action, without its own limber, team and gunners.
 
   Ansaldo will site the two usable falcons and the smasher at the entrance to the woods. They should be there in an hour, and will give a nasty surprise to any Spaniards who may get there earlier than we anticipate. They’ll also provide reassurance to the royal party, which ought to reach their location before the foot arrives, provided that Harten has managed to chivvy them along satisfactorily.
 
   There is still the personal preparation to do. I had been wearing my good buff coat yesterday against the social aspects. This is a day for practicalities, and it’s the fighting coat with its stains of long use, today with the sleeves laced in and the garment heavy with its steel inserts, the throat protector and the big helmet.  
 
   The whole point of turning out by the roadside is to look at the state of the troops, and the foot in particular. One of the facts of military life is that those who ride are usually happier souls than those who walk. Ansaldo and his gunners, Bertha Tetziger leading the light echelon, Sheehan’s centurions with the strongbox wagon, Abeille and Piotr; all of them looking content with their lot.
 
    Then the foot, the pikes with Wolfgang leading his horse, Leo riding ahead of the shot. They look about right; the troops had been spared a long stay in doubtful billets, and Abeille is cautiously happy about their health. Marching back the way they’d come would not raise much excitement, but marching was something we just did. And the grapevine will have told them already that the company is holding a couple of month’s pay. There’s no great swagger, but heads were up and they look as cheerful as overloaded infantry on the move ever do.
 
   Just a few of my old lot are at the back. The pioneers, the toolcart with them, are working on the road and bivouacking on the work site.  Some of the skirmishers have managed to find a place to ride, the balance are marching but having an easier time than the heavy foot. The doglocks are lighter than muskets or pikes, and there’s usually space on the transport for the kit.
 
   Talking of kit, what on earth are those objects on the skirmishers’ support wagon? I call Andreas Fischer over, and he pulls out of the line.  
 
   “Andreas, have we gone back a century?”
 
   “Do you mean the bucklers, Colonel?”
 
   The round shields are something out of another era.
 
   “That I do. Captain Monte’s idea, or yours?”
 
   “I put him up to it, when we looked at the ambush position and started talking close-quarters stuff. He jumped at the idea. Hayek got them knocked out in a couple of days. Then we’ve been training. The heavies have been making a few rude remarks.”
 
   “I’ll bet they have. You’d better catch up. Tell the boys luck from me. Luck, Andreas.”
 
   “Thanks, Colonel. Luck, and go well.”
 
   Ricco is for setting off straight away, but I insist he goes down in company with us.  Provided he’s on the first position five minutes before the foot he’ll be in ample time, and I’m not happy about a pair of riders on their own on that road. I can’t rule out the possibility of a probing patrol getting up earlier than we had anticipated and picking off the unwary.
 
   The Meyers produce a pot of coffee, Frau Meyer apologising that it’s the last of their supply. We stand around making small talk while the foot put some distance behind them, everyone with a watch taking surreptitious glances every half-minute.
 
   Then, thank Christ, it’s time to kill the fire, and mount, and the two headquarters range on the road. Yes, Hansi can drive, and competently; Gretta should look ludicrous perched on that big troop horse but doesn’t. She has inherited the two-foot dirk that Nick had carried in the days when he was just a runner; on her it looks like a proper sword, and she’s rigged herself a back harness for it.
 
   “Luck and go well, Colonel,” Sosabowski, setting off to ride back slowly and meet his company. ‘Colonel’. Well, that sounds like a vote of confidence.
 
   “Luck and go well, Jan.”   
 
   It would have been a strong-willed individual who didn’t spend the whole of that ride either casting glances to his left or thinking about it. Occasionally we catch sight of horsemen in the distance, but in pairs and not driving towards us. Fitch’s vedettes, falling back from yesterday’s patrol line. I put the glass on them. No signs of agitation. To our right, the woodline is about a mile and a half away.  
 
   Ansaldo has the falcons in concealed fire positions about ten yards inside the treeline, with a clear run forward so that when the royal personages show, the guns can be brought into full view. The smasher is twenty yards down the track.  Ansaldo and his boys have been making up heavy canister, or light grape, from the bits of the Hollenstedt Dom roof they’d brought with them. Pikemen’s or cuirassiers’ armour keeps out light canister, whatever the round does to the unprotected bits. And although a horse hit by canister may appear cruelly mauled, it takes more than that to bring them down quickly except at point blank range. I remember the effect of the powder mill fougasse on Ernst Morgenhalle.
 
   I take Senger aside for a last word on alternative command arrangements in case of a disaster. If things go badly wrong, command will devolve upon Ricco. Senger and the surviving elements of the HQ are to place themselves at his disposal. I have deposited my letters of credit with Sheehan, with an authorisation to release the three thousand rix to Senger for headquarters expenses should anything happen to me.  
 
   As I’ve said before, I owe my survival to my strong streak of pessimism, but Senger’s face tells me that even he thinks I’m going too far, so I send them on their way. There are three carriages to get through the woods, and not a lot of horses and people to do it. Oh God, and royalty will be worse. Van Groen’s lot will have to manhandle the royal vehicles. I am starting to have other thoughts for Harten’s cavalry.
 
   I know Ricco wants me out of his way. A sensible commander doesn’t concern himself too much with what his subordinates are doing now, unless they are in trouble, but with what they have to do next, or even next but one. The royal party is late. I need to know what’s happening in front of us, and what is likely to happen next. There’s only one way to find out, go and look. 
 
   I want to avoid court procedures and make contact with Sven. I’m not worried about talking to Rupert, but an audience with the Queen I can do without. It turns out a lot easier than I anticipated, because Rupert is part of the point section. He is treating his gentlemen and Harten’s troopers as interchangeable. At first I think it’s a prank, then I realise he is carrying out some painless but serious low-level training. The section also includes one of the household I don’t know, who is introduced as ‘you know Robin, of course’. So we fall in alongside the section and start heading North again. I peel Rupert off for a one-to-one session where I update him on progress, and on Abeille’s assessment of Guzmán’s relationship with the Count-Duke.
 
   “I honestly don’t know the family tree that well,” says Rupert. “Is your man reliable?”
 
   “European politics is his consuming passion, when he isn’t recasting European religion according to his own ideas.”
 
   “I think I’d like to meet him.”
 
   “You’d probably be amused and appalled in equal measure, Highness.”  
 
   I then put to Rupert what has been exercising my mind since the previous afternoon. The royal party and escort should be moving independently to Hollenstedt and further North. They had got away late, and the regiment early. As a result, they are closer to the action than I would like, but there are a lot more troops to protect the Queen and the Prince.
 
   “The upshot, Highness, is this. At present all my heavy cavalry is committed to protecting Her Majesty and yourself. My lights, and there’s only twenty of them, are screening the withdrawal of my infantry to the road through the woods. Everything you and I know about this business says that sometime soon, or even very soon, there’ll be Spaniards on all our heels. I want to draw them into the woods, fight an ambush battle, and destroy their cavalry. And to do this, I need to withdraw most of my heavies from you, temporarily. There will be plenty of infantry to take over.”
 
   I hadn’t anticipated his reaction. I had become too used to politicians.
 
   “By God, Roger, we’ll fight with you!”
 
   “Highness, there’s nothing I’d like more.” Particularly if something nasty were to happen to Dickon Petherbridge, I think. “But I ought to be a boring adviser and point out the implications.” Part of me is agreeing with my first response. Rupert leading his own people and Harten’s professionals? They’d be unstoppable in a small action like this. But I think of Gustavus, shot in the back at Lützen, and closer to home, Edmund Langtry yesterday.
 
   “It’s your decision, Sir. But things go wrong in battle, as you well know. Would I be totally out of order if I were to suggest that Sir Edmund’s death yesterday might be something other than pure mischance?”
 
   “In public you would, Roger. Between the two of us, your point is taken. And as regards all your advice, it is totally sound, and I agree to all your proposals. I will inform Mr Crofton and Mr Petherbridge. You don’t need to say anything to them. Just give your orders to your Captain Harten. Incidentally, I like him a lot.”
 
   “Thank you, Highness.”
 
   “And now I must resume my arduous duties under Corporal Andersen.”
 
   “Your servant, Your Royal Highness.”
 
   “Your servant, Colonel Hawken. Oh, and Mother is busy being indisposed. Just wave your hat as you ride by the carriage.”
 
   We wheel, and trot down the line of carriages. They too are moving at the trot, and riding badly as a result. A lady is being noisily sick out of one of the carriage windows. There are more members of the little court, both male and female, on horseback than had been the case on yesterday’s leisurely progress, looking pretty subdued. Yesterday’s action must have concentrated their minds. I wave my hat as suggested at the royal carriage, and at one or two of the superior équipages for luck, being rewarded by a wave and a half in return. Rupert must have taken pity on the travellers, for as we move up the column it comes to a halt.
 
   About half the Prince’s supports, a section and the other half of the point are riding close escort on the carriages. Two of von Morsberg’s troopers and her packhorses are with the support wagons, but she herself is nowhere to be seen. I assume she’ll be where things are more likely to hot up first of all, and press on back to Harten’s little HQ. She isn’t there either.
 
   “Up there,” says Harten, pointing to the escarpment on our right. “Freiherr said I’d enough to do down here and he’d look after things on that flank, but would I keep a couple of sections in hand in case something turned up. Glad to let him get on with it. Capable, for all that he’s only a lad – doesn’t seem much older than the Prince. Friend of yours, Sir?”
 
   “A very good friend.”  
 
   For all we’ve known each other less than a week. Would I be justified in riding up the escarpment to see her – sorry, see the ground for myself? Hardly. Sonntag is in far from perfect condition, and God only knows how many more hours we’ll be in the saddle before this day is out.  
 
   Harten’s outlying road guard is a single section of four troopers about two miles south of us, observing from static half-section positions about a quarter mile apart, each half-section leapfrogging the other in half-mile bounds back on timed intervals. If there’s a contact, the lead half section will come directly to report while the rear pair of horsemen hold their position as long as possible to observe. It’s really light cavalry work, what Ephraim Fitch does for the Montecuoli as a matter of course. I say so to Harten.
 
   “Heavies can do anything lights can do apart from run away as fast, and there’s a lot we can do they can’t.” The Prince has taste. I like Harten, too.
 
   Immediately in front of us Harten has deployed a section to operate a checkpoint. To our left we can see a couple of two-man vedettes across the fields, the further about a mile away. They have clear visibility all round, so the separation doesn’t matter.
 
   “They’re in contact with Ephraim’s right hand pair,” says Harten. “I sent Christian out to oversee the change first thing this morning. Help clear his head.”
 
   “How is he?”
 
   “Sadder and wiser, I think. We’ve all got to learn, but he really chose his moment, didn’t he?”
 
   “Are you two getting on all right? If you need a third officer and you’ve someone you’d like to make up, then say so.”
 
   “Actually, Colonel, when we’re through with this lot, I’d like to talk about taking your Nicholas on. But I’m managing all right. I’ve got Arne Ragnarsson as Corporal of Horse and he’s nobody’s fool.”
 
   Except that he could have stayed safely tucked up on his volcano in Iceland and never got himself involved in this damnfool war. As for the matter of Nick, that will be worth mulling over, if we come through.  
 
   Behind us are another couple of sections, Harten’s trumpeter, and two or three of the gentlemen. There is a steady shuffle of refugees coming through, a few mounted, and the odd wagon and cart. The troopers on the checkpoint are giving detailed attention to horsemen, making them dismount and checking for any weapons in excess of those needed for self-defence. It’s unfair to expect anyone to travel unarmed, and reasonable for individuals to wear armour, but concealed weapons and protection are suspicious, groups of armed individuals more so, and groups in a hurry most of all. And there is nothing to prevent a group with malice aforethought slipping past the forward picquet in penny numbers, ditto the checkpoint, and forming up as a strike force further down the road.
 
   “I’ve pointed this out to the Prince,” says Harten, “and I’ve sent a half-section escort down with a couple of parties I didn’t like the look of. If they’re on good horses and in a hurry I’m really worried.”
 
   “Sven, if we can talk while you’re keeping an eye on things, I’ve spoken to the Prince about releasing a troop’s worth of your people back to me today. You know I’m planning to hammer their horse in the woods. I need your people to bait the trap, then to keep it shut while we kill them. I was planning to use Fitch, but he’s going to be tied up with covering Jan, and he can’t fight heavies even in close country.”
 
   “Yes please, Colonel. Can I come?”
 
   “It’s a troop job, Sven, and you’ve got a troop leader who badly needs to get his name back.  Where is he now, incidentally?”
 
   “Up with the section on the road, under strict orders not to get in the way.”
 
   “Learning process, too?”
 
   “Yes. Unlike my lamented predecessor, I believe even officers of heavy horse need training. Hello, what’s going on?”
 
   There is a scuffle at the checkpoint, which consists only of a wagon parked across the road to shut off two-thirds of its meagre width. A well-dressed individual with two companions is refusing to dismount for search. The corporal in charge is being civil, but the man is starting ‘on what authority’ and ‘do you know who I am’. A sergeant eases himself into the picture, and the backup sections start to take an interest.
 
   As does another group of three mounted men approaching the barrier, and suddenly there isn’t any foot traffic. And there are a couple already through who just might…
 
   “Sven, sound the alarm,” I say, conversationally. “I mean it.” Better a false alarm than a real one five seconds too late. It helps to be senior; no one around to give me a bollocking if I’ve got it wrong, and I’d rather be embarrassed than dead. Sven looks at me, at the barrier, and registers.
 
   “Trumpeter!  Trumpeter – Alarm!”
 
   There aren’t enough of them at the barrier to make a real nuisance of themselves, and between the checkpoint section and the supports it’s over in about five seconds. My two escort troopers shoot off after the two characters who’ve already gone through the barrier, bring them down by the cruel but useful expedient of hamstringing their horses, and kill them. The other three make a show of charging the barrier. Gretta drops one of them at twenty yards with one pistol and as the other two think better of it and turn away, swears she’s winged another.
 
   To me, the skirmish screams ‘diversion’, and I wheel out of the way and get my glass on the escarpment. There are riders up there, many more than von Morsberg’s four. I pray she’s heard the trumpet call.
 
   “Sven, all riders close on the carriages. Your battle.”
 
   “Sir!”
 
   Sputter of shots on the top. More than pistols; she has carbines. Then four riders spurring down the hill making straight for the carriages. We are an hour or more from the woodline; no choice but to fight where we stand. Sven taking his time, an extra fifteen seconds to bring some order to the proceedings. With my five, we make something that looks like a troop. 
 
   God help us, they’ve made the same mistake as yesterday.  They’ve used up eight of their force at the checkpoint.  There are about thirty following von Morsberg’s four down the hill.  But there are already nearly twenty men around the carriages, Rupert’s four falling back from the point, twenty more of us coming hard down the road.  They break off, pulling back to the top of the scarp.  I wave my hat to them, and one of them, with an un-Spanish sense of humour, waves back.  Sven rides up to me.
 
   “Colonel, now we’ve got that lot breathing down our necks I’m going to have to run close protection for the party till we reach the main force, so with your permission I’m going to call in the road watchers, and the field vedettes as well.”
 
   “By all means.  I’d do the same.”
 
   “Trumpeter – sound Recall.  And go on sounding it. What do you think we had there?”
 
   “My best guess is the other deep penetration troop, the one that went East of Bad Waldbach. Not the main body. Again, they won’t have been expecting an escort. Hello, Karl. That was well done.” She’s tired, and shaking a little, and I can’t give her the long, slow hug she needs.
 
   “I think they were trying to get ahead of us along the ridge into an ambush position, and couldn’t slip past my four. So they had to go noisy.”
 
   “Colonel said he was worried about the ridge top. That’s why I mentioned it when we talked about deployment first thing. And it was him that told me to sound the alarm.” Harten is being honest, and generous.
 
   “You heard it, I hope?”
 
   “Yes, about five seconds before they came straight at us. It was carbines, then straight over the edge. Why are you still dragging that poor child into danger?”
 
   “That poor child has killed one today and claims to have wounded another. The danger goes the other way. She’s promoted herself to second galloper and I’ve got a new driver. An even smaller target.”
 
   I’ve got all that I’d come for, and there is no point in hanging around. With the riders on the ridge I ought to be pressing back to the main body at best speed. 
 
   “Sven, I want to borrow an extra couple of troopers now, to look more impressive on the way home.”
 
   “Can do, Colonel. Oh shit, you’re not going to get away as quickly as you hoped. I’ll detail a half-section.”
 
   It’s Rupert, with a tall gentleman in tow, a shade older than the general run of the household. We are apart from the main body, and I m learning that Rupert doesn’t expect full honours in such settings. Hat off, half bow.
 
   “Roger, you need to meet Gerald Crofton. The Honourable, for the record.”
 
   Gerald, though not Edmund Langtry, looks a reasonable pair of hands. Mind you, so had Dickon Petherbridge on first acquaintance.
 
   “Your servant, Mr Crofton.”
 
   “And yours, Colonel Hawken. As His Royal Highness has not got around to thanking you for your part in today’s proceedings, may I do so?”
 
   At which point Harten and Karl chip in to sing my blasted praises, and it all gets out of control, and I’m dragged over to say hello to Her Majesty, who is now less indisposed.  Somebody, it must have been Rupert, says a few words in her ear, somebody else gives her a sword, and Crofton tells me to get my hat off again and kneel. So I kneel, in my scruffy fighting order with the blood, and worse, stains that would never come out on the buff coat, and Sir Roger Hawken is invited to arise. Sir Roger Hawken?
 
   “Sir Roger Hawken of Longtreavie in the county of Lanarkshire, Scotland. And that’s a wee bit of land my old father James the Sixt bestowit on me, and it’s mine to dispose of as I think fit. And you, my laddie, you won’t have to argue about a title tied to a piece of German property that’ll change occupiers a dozen more times before we’re all in our winding-sheets. You’re a proper Scots knight, Sir Roger. So now you can gie your Queen a kiss.”
 
   So, like a proper Scots knight, I do. She’d lapsed into her father’s Scots and there is something stronger on her breath. And perhaps it’s all part of reaction to another deliverance, but they cheer me, and the Queen’s and my own lot’s faces, including Karl’s, are shining and just for a second or two we all forget the bloody war. 
 
   It’s all a charade, of course, but it has one positive aspect, in that I meet Jamie Sinclair.  At least that’s what it becomes later, though initially it’s ‘James, Lord Sinclair’, Her Majesty’s chamberlain and counsellor, and her link to Edinburgh. He introduces himself.
 
   “My congratulations, Sir Roger, and now I advise you to ignore it for the moment, though you might find it useful in these parts where they’re all obsessed with their quarterings. It won’t apply officially until Lyon has approved and registered the title, and that’ll depend on the posts.  And Lyon may refer it to King Charles, who may or may not approve. Colonel’s a proud enough handle for the now. Incidentally, the land’s naught to look at, but it’s sitting on a grand pile of coal, and the Mains is a fair decent house. And whatever the King or Lyon may rule, I’ll see you get the land.”  
 
   These are his first words to me, and if they don’t sound like the beginning of a long and fruitful relationship, I’ve come to rely on Jamie as a fast friend in turbulent times. 
 
   I say my farewells, accept a few more congratulations, including one from Petherbridge which is either genuine or a superb piece of acting, and I’m off, making the best speed we can down the road without overtaxing the horses. I’ve taken over the spare horse to rest Sonntag. He has his faults, but I know them, and don’t fancy going into action on anyone else. 
 
   The Spaniards on the ridge have taken the hint and buggered off, presumably to rejoin the main body. There’ll be an interesting inquest going on. From where I’m sitting, it’s a mixed outcome. We will have given their morale a dent, but we may have imposed caution on them, and for success in the next phase I’d prefer them enthusiastic going on foolhardy.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 31
 
    
 
    
 
   Montecuoli has closed the road through the woods and is diverting the refugee traffic to the West.  He is issuing a robust message to the effect that any unidentified person found in the wood belt will be assumed to be a Spaniard and shot on sight. That isn’t as draconian as it sounds; slipping scouts through in the guise of refugees is normal practice. 
 
   It would have been convenient and tidy if royalty had arrived first, to be followed through the bad going by Piet’s company. But it doesn’t, and the Dutch come plodding in from the East looking much like the Montecuoli foot, neither happy nor unhappy, give us a wave, and disappear into the trees without breaking step. Piet drops off for a word. We stand on the wood edge, watching the raggedy string of refugees spit and turn left, or turn left and spit according to preference, and wait for our betters to turn up.
 
   Ricco has a guard of pikes lined up who present arms creditably as he and I salute the Queen’s carriage. I’ve told Harten to keep the carriages rolling at all costs; the last thing I want is any more socialising. I can’t stop Rupert breaking off, and to be honest, it would have been unfair not to let the two company commanders renew their acquaintance with him. Like me, they had met him in the heady days in Prague. So I present them on a basis of previous knowledge, and he gives a good impression of remembering them. Perhaps I’m being cruel; he was and is first-class at faces and names.  
 
   Karl had gone back up the scarp when the Spaniards had withdrawn, and resumed her flank patrol. She, Cesare, and her troopers all look tired, bloody tired, and their horses more so with working in the rough going.
 
   “Whatever happens this afternoon,” I say to her in the brief moment we manage to ourselves, “please stay out of it. If we win, then you won’t have been needed. If we lose, then they’ll need the best you can give them. Your priority is for you and all your people to rest up.”
 
   “Are you giving me orders, Colonel?”
 
   “I’m trying to.”
 
   “I accept them. What you’re saying makes total sense.”
 
   It’s in the eyes, and there is no need for anything else.
 
   I suggest to Rupert that Piet should ride along with him; he agrees, of course, but Piet is impressed. I’m surprised he doesn’t see through my wicked ploy. On a bad road, how convenient to have the commander of the nearest infantry company on hand to find working parties for unsticking the vehicles. I manage a quiet word with Crofton.
 
   “Mr Crofton?”
 
   “Colonel?”
 
   “You know there’s going to be a battle. I hope you will be far enough through not to be involved. But try to stop him doing anything silly.”
 
   “Colonel Hawken, I will do my best. But we both know him. We have to balance the two sides of what he is. Believe me, I appreciate your concern – and your understanding.”
 
   “Mr Crofton, I think he is fortunate to have you with him. May I suggest that you too should be careful?”
 
   “I appreciate that too, Colonel.”
 
   They are gone, and the jingling quickly dies, muffled by the trees, even though the beeches are still only in part-leaf. Fortunately there is the usual scrub at ground level to provide cover, and that is further on.
 
   Harten has juggled his numbers to produce six sections for Carlssen’s troop, making it up to twenty-eight riders in all. They have dropped off a section, echeloned back as before, a couple of miles to the South on the road. I tell Christian to push out a section to our forward left and if possible re-establish contact with Fitch, and another on the escarpment. Both section commanders are to fall back onto the main position if they hear any firing, whether they hear ‘Recall’ or not. 
 
   It’s time for Montecuoli to give his attention to the ambush position, and to thin out the troops holding the wood edge. The falcons will stay to help Christian deal with the enemy’s front end, and the skirmishers will remain to protect the guns. When it comes to running for it, our guns are as fast as the heavy horse. Apart from the gun limbers, the only vehicle we keep is the blood wagon.  
 
   We have the problem of who should command the forward end of the force. Ricco is adamant that he won’t give up Wolfgang or Leo. Andreas doesn’t have the experience, and Christian will have his hands full with fighting a troop battle, not to mention the fact that we neither of us trust him sufficiently to make such a crucial decision. I could keep Harten back, but, again, Sven has little battle command experience.
 
   “You’re going to have to do it, Schmied,” said Ricco. I had known myself that there is no alternative. The regimental battle is going to turn on launching Carlssen’s troop at the right moment, which means reading the battle right, which in turn means someone who is good at reading battles. I have been doing this sort of job for years for the company, and half the force is from my old troop. Ansaldo will trust me to get his darlings away, which means he won’t insist on staying forward. There is one ingredient missing; I am used to having Ephraim Fitch’s reassuring presence on these occasions, quoting some more or less relevant tactical lesson from the Book of Kings.
 
   The transport goes first, with Ansaldo and the smasher. Then the foot shake out on to the road. It’s around one o’clock when they move off. By now I am beginning to wonder that we haven’t been troubled, other than by the two individual troops back down the road. It doesn’t seem possible that the Spaniards don’t have a proper mounted pursuit organised. They can’t be following up only with foot. Have I been too conservative, not aggressive enough, as Dahlen suggested? Should I be forming a decent-sized cavalry force including Fitch’s light horsemen, and taking a look myself?
 
   These are the thoughts that come when you’re waiting, with nothing else to do but think. It’s better than being an ordinary Landser, when your thoughts centre entirely on your chances of survival. 
 
   The ambush site is just over half a mile into the woods, over a crest where the road runs downhill for a quarter-mile or so. Halfway down there is a right-hand bend, and a high bank on the East side of the road. At the bottom of the slope is one of the worst bits of going, a ford where the stream spreads out to provide twenty yards of mud. Hayek and the pioneers had ditched the road, built a culvert with tree trunks, and corduroyed the approaches, but the roadbed is still soft and the timber has sunk almost as fast as it can be cut and laid. There are three layers in the worst bits.
 
   Allowing two miles in the hour for the marching troops on an indifferent surface, and they will take about twenty minutes to be falling out on the position, and firm on it ten minutes later.  Another quarter-hour, and they will all know what they have to do. By a quarter to two we’ll be as ready as we can be, except that the falcons have a vital part to play, we need the horse to contain any breakout, and the skirmishers are required for their own special brand of butchery. 
 
   How far forward of the main body do Spanish horse push their patrols? Will they use a fighting forward detachment as well as recce? If they do, we’d rely on the cannon to break it. I am impressing on Christian that he is not to charge an undamaged troop-sized force. Our job is to destroy their recce and to give the idea that we are holding the wood edge in some force. Our running for it should look as though we were having second thoughts.
 
   I talk to the gun detachments and the skirmishers. The gunners show off their new rounds. They seem unconcerned at the prospect of action, absorbed with trying out their new toys against a live target, like true professionals.
 
   The skirmishers, in contrast, are a bit subdued. Together with the pioneers and the scouts, they are the most intelligent soldiers in the company and, and have few illusions about the difficulty of what is coming. Kwiatowski has succeeded Fischer as sergeant, and my friend Marck is filling the corporal slot. They have a couple of Schützen rifles, as well as the smoothbore doglocks. They are rather well set up for dealing with mounted patrols, and I tell them so. It’s like old times; I know about two-thirds of the faces. I tell them what we are doing, in detail, and as usual they respond. 
 
   You feel them in your head before you hear them. Hooves on the road, two horses, coming fast. Look at watch. Just before half past one, as far as I can tell. Fifteen minutes before we should decently go. The troopers pull up. A volley of Danish to Christian. Sergeant Madsen calms them down. The senior rider reports again, more calmly.
 
   “Mr Carlssen?” Formality at times like these is a steadier. Christian, wound up, visibly brings himself under control.
 
   “Contact, Sir. Ten minutes ago. Horse, large troop or squadron minus. Section strength point detachment, working quarter mile ahead. Another section flank protection on the open country to the East. They couldn’t see if there was anything on our right flank but at the speed they’re coming, I’d say it was doubtful.”
 
   So would I. Christian, you’re learning. 
 
   “They’re coming on as if they think there’s nothing in the way.”
 
   “Thank you, Christian. Tell ’em well done. The rear half-section won’t hang around, I hope?”
 
   “No, Colonel. And I would like to pull in the flank sections now, with your agreement. I think we will be fighting rather than observing, and soon.”
 
   “Quite right, Mr Carlssen. Do it. Andreas, did you get that lot?”
 
   “Yes, Colonel. You’ll want me to deal with the point?”
 
   “Correct.”
 
   Carlssen’s trumpeter is sounding ‘Recall’. I have my glass on the left-hand section, hoping that they’d washed their ears out in the last month. They wheel and start for home. The right-hand four, closer, are already on their way. 
 
   Christ in Judas’s chariot, it’s all happening. The rear half-section of the road watch coming in, one of them swaying in the saddle. Fuck, the section commander is the casualty.  Stayed too long, always the temptation. But the man’s tough, and makes his report before his half-section hurries him off to Piotr.
 
   “Christian?” The boy is steadied. Time to treat him as family again.
 
   “It’s cost, but it’s good, Colonel. They stayed long enough to see the main body. We seem to be up against two big squadrons or a small regiment.”
 
   “Thank you. Did he report how far that advanced detachment’s in front of the main body?”
 
   “No, Colonel. Sorry, I should have asked.”
 
   “Just go and find out.” If they got it, they got it. If they didn’t, work it out in terms of ranges and times. The forward half section hadn’t seen the main body, but had pulled out without coming in range of the point. The corporal had been too conscientious. At a guess –
 
   “Half a mile, give or take. The trooper’s bright. Sorry again, Colonel.”
 
   “Stop apologising, you’re doing all right. How’s the corporal?”
 
   “Hit square in the back. Went through the coat, bust a couple of ribs. Piotr thinks the lungs are all right.”
 
   “Ephraim would say, praise the Lord.”
 
   “Colonel?”
 
   “Yes, Christian?”
 
   “This may not be the time and place, but thanks.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “I made a right pig’s ear of things yesterday, and you’d have been quite justified in sending me down with the transport. As it is, well, we’re here, and I’m grateful.”
 
   “Don’t overdo the gratitude, I may get you killed in the next half-hour. Don’t tell me you’re enjoying yourself.”
 
   “Sorry, Colonel, but I am.”
 
   I gather Christian, Andreas, Nick, Sergeant Madsen and the two number ones on the falcons for the quickest orders party in military history. We haven’t known till now what is going to hit us, and what we need to do with it. Heavy horse are no damned use in static defence, if they take a charge at the halt they get hammered. I have one charge at my disposal. I have to get rid of the point; Andreas’ job. Then we need three or four rounds gunfire into the advanced troop, and Christian to charge home and wipe them off the map. 
 
   While he is charging, the guns will limber up and go like the hammers of hell down the road to take up their positions in the ambush. Christian will briefly make faces at the enemy main body then follow the guns down the road. The skirmishers to run for it as the guns ceased fire.  Those that can ride can use any spare horses Christian doesn’t need. Two or three can hang on to any space on the limbers, and there should be room on the blood wagon for the rest. I will keep Christian’s trumpeter for control.
 
   I pass the brandy round for a quick nip, then McGinnis contributes a mysterious flask.
 
   “Christ, what’s in that?” I ask when the breath comes back.
 
   “You don’t want to know, Sir,” says the other number one. “He only makes it at the full of the moon.”
 
   It relieves the tension a bit. Madsen has positioned the horse a hundred and fifty yards or so to the left, beyond the road, to give their charge a measure of flank attack. The spare horses are with me, tied up.
 
   The ground to our front and left is open, and the Spaniards will have no problems in deploying into line on that side. The broken ground to our right will restrict them. 
 
   They come quite slowly; the encounter with the vedettes will have warned them that the countryside is not totally empty. What we need at this stage is for them to assume we are not holding the wood edge other than with another observation post. And I want to hit the advanced troop and the point simultaneously, the troop with roundshot while they are still in column, the point with close range small arms fire. I have to rely on the attackers doing what I want, but unless they are deeply suspicious there is a good chance that they will. Andreas is in my mind, and he and Kwiatowski have their hands on the collars of the skirmishers. The biggest worry is that we have forty-odd horses, any one of which might give us away.
 
   They come on at a trot, the troop closing up on the point section, the distance between them down to three hundred or less. The point is a hundred yards out, the troop now inside roundshot range. I’d had a thought that we might entice the point section inside the woodline before dealing with them. No chance of that now. I’m standing by the left-hand falcon. The point section is blocking the guns’ view of the troop, but the angle is opening.  
 
   “Fire as soon as they’re clear, McGinnis. Andreas, when the cannon fire. Stand by.”
 
   “Clear, Sir.” McGinnis. “Firing NOW.”
 
   Two three-pounder shot hit the head of the troop column, almost squarely in enfilade.  Through the glass I can see the blood spray. Four or five horses down. Small arms popping. Two of the point saddles empty, the other riders wheeling, then a horse down. The troop starting to deploy, but the second salvo catching them still in column. We’d taken ten off them so far.
 
   “Trumpeter! Sound ‘Charge’. The most exciting, most fearsome call in the repertoire.  The trumpeter is shaking, but he gets it right, or as right as it needs. Damn it, I’m shaking too.
 
   The third salvo is on its way. And there’ll be time for a fourth, if I’m not mistaken, to keep them confused as Carlssen charges home. 
 
   “Andreas, get ’em up.” The skirmishers can’t go till the guns are limbered up but they need to be ready to mount. Nick brings Sonntag over and I mount. We can hear and feel the thunder of Christian’s charge as the fourth salvo crashes out. The gunners bring the falcons out of action and limber up. Four skirmishers climb on and cling like grim death, as the teams are whipped up and away on the road into the woods.
 
   The Spanish troop are still trying to form line and incline to face our charge as Carlssen slams into them, and the result isn’t pretty. He is over the top of them then wheeling right, the line forming rough column as he approached us.  
 
   “Two horses hurt, one trooper dead, a few cuts but they can all ride. We hurt them good.”
 
   “That was pretty near perfect.  Andreas, two spares left. Rest on the blood wagon.”
 
   My spare horse has a skirmisher on it, and Gretta has one up behind her. The guns are away, and the enemy troop has lost interest for the moment.  The main body would be two, three minutes behind; time to go. Meyer, Piotr’s driver, not waiting for orders, off and away. My group next, swollen by four skirmishers and two extra horses. Finally, our still almost intact troop of horse. The enemy main body is in sight, the ground shaking under their hooves; most definitely time to go.
 
   To say that a ride is uneventful when your heart is in your mouth and there are a couple of hundred angry cavalrymen two minutes behind you may be a contradiction in terms, but it’s true. The horses blowing a bit up the hill, but we pass the crest among the close-packed pines without mishap, and slow down to get everyone under control as we approach the ambush position, back into beech wood. It looks pretty good; that is, there seems to be nothing there. The falcons have taken up their fire positions, and we need to melt into the scenery as quickly as possible.
 
    Ricco’s command post is about fifty yards back on the West side of the road, and I place my group twenty or thirty beyond that, the horse to my right. The skirmishers’ position is on the bend in the road, and their antique equipment is dumped there ready for their arrival.
 
   Ricco has spent three days preparing the ambush, and as he had said, he couldn’t have found a much better place for it. There is only one way in for horse, the road; dismounted men might thread their way through the line of pine thicket, but not a horseman, let alone a formed body of cavalry. But the beech wood provides freedom of movement for the defending force, and the alder scrub cover for the ambush troops, even when standing to fight.
 
   Most of the pikes, about two-thirds of them, are forming a stop eighty yards down from the bend, and extending fifteen or twenty back up the West side to protect the falcons. The stop will move into position after the first salvo from the cannon. 
 
   The shot are lined up in the scrub fifteen yards off the road in open order and in three ranks, staggered to give the centre and rear ranks a clear shot. On the rough ground, the normal Gustavus drills of advancing to fire and retiring to reload won’t work; the shot will reload in place, and the front and centre ranks will be praying that no one behind them has a score to settle. The smasher is concealed at the bend, protected by the rest of the pikes who also form a firm base for the skirmishers. Scharff has the choice of firing at the approaching hordes or into the back of the mass downhill from him. He can also engage any enemy trying to escape or turn our flank from above the bend; Christian’s job is to block any enterprising Spaniards trying that one on.  The bank on the Spaniards’ right might be climbable by a heavily laden horse here and there, but is generally going to be an effective containment.
 
   In short, the position is the sort of place that no sensible cavalryman ought to gallop into without a thorough prior examination. We are banking on the proven fact that horse soldiers in the midst of a pursuit and when the road has turned downhill tend not to think hard if at all. And after what we’ve done to their advanced detachment a few minutes ago they are likely to be in get-even mood, which again is not conducive to clarity of thought. They’ve had half a mile of unopposed ride to the summit, and if they were expecting us to try and stop them they might well think we’d do it in a valley bottom and bad going. If they thought at all.
 
   It has been our turn today so far, and it goes on being our turn.  
 
   The tempo of the hooves quickens as the riders pass the crest. They are coming fast.  There is a point, just a section again, and we let them through. The pioneers working at the bottom of the hill will have a rope across the road at neck height to spoil their day. There is a hundred yards between the point and the main body. Montecuoli has delegated the order to open fire to Ansaldo.
 
   The falcons flame.  
 
   Heavy canister over roundshot, twelve quarter-pound lead balls and a three-pound shot at twenty yards range. The two leading horses both explode, in a cloud of blood and flesh and entrails, as the roundshot plough through the length of the horses’ bodies and on into the next file, and the next, while the canister balls take four riders dead off their dead or dying mounts and cripple another two horses. The pikes pile out of cover and form two ranks as the momentum of the charge carries the already dead animals and men up to them. The following files crash into the human and animal debris on the road. Horses down, throwing their riders. One unfortunate catapulted on to a pike where he hangs impaled for a split second before the weapon and its burden drop to the ground.
 
   The second salvo booms from the falcons, and now it is the turn of the shot. Leo at the rear, with his sergeants spaced so that each of the three has twenty yards of musketeers at one man to the yard.
 
   “Rear rank, ready!” Leo’s sword raised as he gives the command, the sergeants echoing, “rear rank, ready!”
 
   “Rear rank, give fire!” The sword drops, again the sergeants, “rear rank, give fire!” The rear rank fires first so that its reloading is the best protected. By the time the front rank is recovering its pieces the enemy will have been mortally struck. After ten seconds, the centre rank fires, another ten, the front, another ten and the rear is ready to fire again. Each volley is throwing twenty ounce-plus balls into the carnage to its front, penetrating even the best armour, ripping horses apart, killing men three times over. The shot growling as they fire, an involuntary animal noise. Blood spray, a red mist hanging over the killing zone, turning into dirty red fog as it mixes with the powder smoke. There is no wind under the trees, and the fog hangs, thickening with each volley, and each salvo from the falcons. The screaming increases.
 
   Scharff blasts the advancing horsemen to his right with two rounds of heavy canister, sixty quarter-pound balls each. The balls are stopped by a horse or an armoured man, but there are always gaps, and another killing zone is in operation. After the second round, the skirmishers go in, using the sword-and-buckler tactics of a hundred years ago, tearing down the column to hamstring forty horses and peeling off into the undergrowth before the riders can register what is going on. Horses go down, exposing the right-hand rank of the column to the smasher’s fire. The skirmishers come back, killing those unhorsed troopers who have not fallen victim to the canister, as Scharff switches line to rake the rear of the struggling mass to his left, completing the destruction begun by the falcons and the shot.
 
   It is the swiftest and the most comprehensive killing on a battlefield I have seen in ten years of battlefields. Somewhere at the back an officer manages to organise the counter-move Ricco had anticipated, twenty-plus troopers breaking left off the track to hook round behind the smasher and roll up the shot. Scharff damps their ardour with a well-placed round. Ricco and Christian both see it at the same time, Christian looks at Ricco through the fog, Ricco waves and pointes, and away goes the troop through the beech trees. There are only about fifteen Spaniards left after the smasher fired, and they don’t wait to take the charge, but wheel back on to the track and head South away from the battle, joining the flow of those few who had been able to disengage.  
 
   It would have been nice to have enough force to plug the escape route. The firing dies down, and we can make out individual screams. The shot have ceased fire, grounded arms, and gone forward to finish off the opposition with their short-swords. Above the bend, the skirmishers and the pikes are doing the same.
 
   I ride forward to congratulate Montecuoli, but as I do so he sways in his saddle and would have fallen had Breitling not been quick to steady him. I spur Sonntag over.
 
   “Is he hit?”
 
   “No sign of anything.”
 
   Nor can I see sign of a wound. Ricco’s face doesn’t seem right, as though someone has smeared the features.
 
   “Ricco, are you all right?”
 
   “Don’t think so. All seems blurred.” So are the words. His left arm has dropped, but he is still holding the reins with his right.
 
   “Can you ride?”
 
   “Can try.”
 
   “Breitling, get him to Abeille, and quick as he can manage. Is Abeille forward with Piotr?”
 
   “Yes, Colonel.”
 
   That is a mixed blessing. Abeille will see Ricco straight away, but won’t have his more exotic potions in the forward aid post. He has something for strokes, I remember, something based on willow trees.  
 
   “Go well, old friend.”  
 
   He mumbles something in reply. Breitling looks almost more stricken than the man he serves as he leads Wandervogel away with his semi-conscious burden, the horse seeming to take extra care as they pick their way through the trees. Well, he’d never fought a better battle, and he’d seen it won before being struck down.
 
   Which leaves me with a problem, but a lot less of a problem than I would have had if Ricco’s stroke had come half an hour earlier. I ought to be on my way, but it won’t hurt if I hang on and keep an eye on things while the troop captains finish off their business. Then Wolfgang can take over and bring the company out of action.
 
   It’s all too easy to leave a battle ninety-five percent finished, but clearing up that last five percent is what distinguishes the professionals from the rest.
 
   “Gretta, find Mr Carlssen and tell him to report to me. I’m going to find Andreas Fischer.  I think he’ll be somewhere near the smasher. Come along, the rest of you.”
 
   Andreas has assembled his lot about twenty yards up the hill from the smasher, and they are looking inordinately pleased with themselves. They’ve got away with murder – literally.  They’ve a couple hurt badly enough to go to the aid post, and there’d be a lot of sore left arms in the morning from sabre blows on the bucklers, but the ancient tactics have worked amazingly well and Andreas is preening himself for having had the idea in the first place.
 
   In front of us the road is a mass of dead men and horses. Nothing moves. On this sector the butchery is complete, though there is still the odd pistol shot and scream coming from our left as the shot and the pikes complete their share of the five percent. Gretta comes up with Madsen.
 
   “Mr Carlssen?”
 
   “At the aid post, Sir. He took a cut in the charge.”
 
   “I thought they ran for it.”
 
   “The first charge, Sir. Out in the open. I knew he’d been wounded but he told me to keep quiet. He’s been bleeding but he thought he ought to get the battle over.”
 
   Oh Christian. Oh shit. You gallant, silly, wonderful cavalry officer. I’m never sure whether ‘cavalry officer’ is a pejorative term or not.
 
   “How is he?”
 
   “Dodgy. It’s not anywhere dangerous, but he’s lost a lot of blood.”
 
   “You all right to take over?”
 
   “Yes, Colonel, but –”
 
   “But what, Sar’nt Madsen?”
 
   “It’s Mr Nicholas, Mr Trommel that is, Sir. Captain Harten, he’s been thinking aloud, as you might say, and we know he’s asked you about Mr Trommel joining the squadron.”
 
   Harten had obviously been doing a bit of sounding out before approaching me that morning. Well, it doesn’t have to be permanent. Poor Cornelis was still technically on loan when we’d got him killed in Hollenstedt. Harten had asked for Nicholas. I look at him. He has good Spanish armour even if the helmet doesn’t match, a Weaponsmith sword, a decent horse.
 
   “Nick, Christian’s hurt. How do you fancy an attachment to the Hartens as troop leader?”
 
   He doesn’t have to say anything; it’s there in his face.
 
   “You’re to do everything Sergeant Madsen tells you. And you can keep the horse.”
 
   He struggles to find the words. I remember how I’d felt when Ricco had given me my start. “I know what you’re thinking. Consider it said. Now, boys, there’s work to do.”
 
   The road between us and our old position on the wood edge will be peppered with stragglers from the rear squadron of the Spanish force. Give them time to get their breath back, and they could regroup and give Sosabowski and Fitch a hard time as they close up. I have to keep them off balance and prevent that regrouping.  
 
   “Mr Fischer, someone’s got to clean up the road behind us so that the Poles and Ephraim can come through. That’s you and the horse. You’re in charge, Nick and Sergeant Madsen in support. There could be forty of them left. I want you to pick on the small groups and wipe them out, and above all, don’t give them time to get their act together. Look out for that half-troop that tried to counter-attack.”
 
   “Yes, Colonel. How far do you want me to go?”
 
   “Your discretion, Andreas. Ideally, I’d like you to go all the way back to the wood edge and link up with Jan and Ephraim. But don’t lose the force doing it. You’re all high-priced help.”  Ordinary shot and pikemen are two a penny but men who can do what the skirmishers have just done, or what I am asking them to do now, are harder to come by. I could send the horse on their own, which would be the classic way of doing it, but by including the skirmishers as foot cavalry I’m trying to make good and sure that my few heavy horse are not going to gallop into a trap themselves. 
 
   “Don’t hang about. Longer we give them to get sorted, the worse for us.”
 
   Madsen calls up the troop, and Andreas’s people re-equip themselves as skirmishers. They set off back up the road, the skirmishers holding on to the stirrup leathers. I’m not treating this excursion lightly; you lose more during the clearup than in the ambush itself. Nick waves, an excited schoolboy, and Madsen moves to calm him down.
 
   I go back to Ricco’s old command position and call in the commanders, Wolfgang, Leo, and Ansaldo. They are grimly pleased with the day’s work, but sobered by the scale of the killing.
 
   “What’s wrong with Ricco?” Wolfgang asks.
 
   “Stroke. How bad it’ll be we won’t know till Abeille’s looked at him, and probably not for a day or two anyway. So no question. Wolfgang, you command.”
 
   “You’re next in line, Colonel.”
 
   “Wolfgang, I’m not going to try to ride two horses. I know you’ve got one competent sergeant in Peltzer. Is he better than Hartstein?”
 
   “Very much so. Hartstein’s reached his limit. But the troop will be all right with Peltzer.”
 
   I watch Wolfgang adjusting himself to the new situation.
 
   “Congratulations, Wolfgang, and my sympathies.” Leo will never make the effort to seek advancement. If someone gives him a promotion, he’ll take it and the extra pay, but he’s happy doing what he does, and doing it well.
 
   “Right, gentlemen, we’ll have a drink on this when we catch up with the transport. My flask somehow got emptied while we were waiting for them at the wood edge.”
 
   “Shaky do?”
 
   “Yes. Now, tell me the score.”
 
   The butcher’s bill is very light, mostly in the clearup, which is ambushes. The pikes have lost one killed and two wounded by Spaniards who weren’t as dead as they seemed. The shot have taken a couple of wounded in the front rank during the engagement proper, and one man dead in the centre rank who had literally lost his head when the musketeer behind him got it wrong. Leo doesn’t suspect foul play.
 
   “Actually, I’d expected to have three or four accidents. We got away with it.”
 
   The shot have also had their share of survivors anxious to take someone with them, another two killed in the clearup. Ansaldo has one gun number with flash burns, and is mortified.
 
   “Error of drill, Colonel. I have stopped the number one a week’s pay and will take the same myself.”
 
   Excess of enthusiasm, I think. Ansaldo is more concerned for his guns.
 
   “I’d be grateful if we fired fewer rounds double-shotted, Colonel. I haven’t had time to gauge the barrels, but I’m worried about bulging.”  
 
   Given Ansaldo’s waistline, this provokes an unseemly giggle from Leo and a glower from me.
 
   The upshot is that we’ve inflicted a major defeat on a regiment of cavalry at a cost to date of just five dead. I’m not going to close off the balance sheet until Andreas reports in, but we have done incredibly – I don’t like to use the word but I can’t avoid it – well. It’s time to thin out here, keeping only a link force for Andreas to fall back on after making contact with the Poles.
 
   The troops are doing over the Spanish dead on their never-ending quest for anything saleable, drinkable, edible, or remotely useful. After this I can expect every pikeman and musketeer to have added a horse pistol to his armoury, which he’ll carry till he gets tired of it, and cause all kinds of problems by using it to settle minor domestics. There are little knots of looters here and there and the occasional altercation coming from them. These would be the ones who have moved in on headquarters. More jewels, nicer armour, better weapons. Look for the guidons and trumpets. Standing orders are all papers to be delivered to company headquarters.
 
   There are lots of papers. I am wishing I had Dahlen on hand for an initial scan, but as it is I have to load one of the spare horses with an assortment of satchels and saddlebags. The prize is what looks like an adjutant’s mobile office, from the debris of the regimental headquarters. Even my limited Spanish tells me the owner had no business taking its contents into battle. If I’m not mistaken, what I have in my hand is a copy of the operation order for the whole tercio. And what the order says, subject to a Dahlen second opinion, is that the tercio’s primary mission is the apprehension of the former Queen of Bohemia and her son Prince Rupert. In addition, they are tasked with the destruction of ‘von Strelitz’s regiment’. There are two qualifiers. The primary task is to be achieved by advanced detachments, and only if they fail is the main force to be used to secure the royal personages. And in neither case are excessive losses to be incurred.
 
   Well, it depends on how you define excessive losses. We have written down a regiment of cavalry to half-squadron strength at best. From the popping of small arms we can hear up the hill, they are losing a few more right now. When might they decide that enough is enough? And there is an interesting give-away in that they have sent a tercio to destroy a regiment; that seems to indicate that they know that the rest of Strelitz’s brigade isn’t with us.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 32
 
    
 
    
 
   It’s time for me to back to where I have some staff to do a bit of thinking on my behalf. What concerns me immediately regarding the orders is how much Petherbridge knows of the contents.  
 
   I tell Wolfgang to abandon the ambush site, and establish a layback beyond the stream crossing with the falcons and forty or so pikes and shot to keep them company, plus the remaining pioneers and the blood wagon. They are to stay and check the Poles, Fitch, and Andreas’ detachment through, then cover the pioneers while they destroy the crossing. I want the foot not just out of the woods but well clear of them before nightfall. It will be asking a lot from the Poles, who have already been on the move for over eight hours, but I don’t want Spanish infantry around us in the night. Gretta I send off with a message to Piet telling him to pack up and make best speed to Hollenstedt. I don’t think he has had any trade at all, and I hope he’s feeling embarrassed at having opposed my original plan.  
 
   Lemade is in charge at the crossing with four of the pioneers; Hayek has taken Hagen and the rest to join Piet and arrive early at the Hollenstedt bridge. There are actually a dozen or more men and women working on the causeway, and a little dam just upstream. A couple of women are tending a cooking pot over the fire. Four obvious cavalry horses are tethered among the trees with the tool-cart ponies. The scene is more like a gypsy encampment than an operation of war.
 
   “Invited a few refugees to help on the strength of some grub,” says Lemade. “Lot of livestock in these woods. The other two are Spaniards. Their mates broke their necks on our rope but these two managed to pull up in time. All right, Manuel?”
 
   A flash of teeth and a nod. “I’ve told ’em they can sign up if they behave themselves.”
 
   It makes sense. Among the pioneers they’ll be less conspicuous than as cavalry troopers, and Hayek is still short-handed. One of the pioneers looks somehow familiar, but I can’t place him among my memory of the original section. “Who’s the one with the sledge, Corporal?”
 
   “Name’s Wengel. Signed up after Hollenstedt. The one with the helpful wife. He didn’t want to go home.”
 
   I wonder for a moment how Frau Wengel is managing without the breadwinner. I hazard a guess, and stop worrying. 
 
   “The dam?” It’s quite an elegant structure, with a neat little sluice gate in the middle, open at the moment.
 
   “We’ll let that fill before we blow. Water’ll help clear the causeway and really fuck up the going.” It’s the little touches that count, like the log hardstanding by the dam where the Landsers can fill waterbottles – if there’s time.
 
   We come up on Abeille and his wagons half a mile or so down the road, making the best speed possible, which isn’t great with the state of the going and the need to give the wounded the easiest possible ride.
 
   “Tell me.” 
 
   “Your little Danish cornet is probably going to die from a mistaken sense of duty and severe blood loss. His corporal with the busted ribs will be all right. One of the two pikemen will die soon. The other, and the two from the shot, will recover if they don’t get infected. One of your skirmishers has a broken arm; the skin’s intact so he’ll mend, no problem. The other’s a head and passed out on me after he got here. If he doesn’t come round in twenty-four hours I’m afraid it’s the usual. Ansaldo’s burn is face and hands, but I’m hoping the eyes will be all right. Finally, speaking as a member of the human race, from what I saw back there I consider you a murdering bastard.”
 
   “You always say that. You ought to know there’s some more Danes with various cuts and bruises that you’ll be seeing tomorrow, and you’ll have some custom from Fischer’s lot, but minor stuff. How’s Ricco?”
 
   “Can’t tell for a day or two. I’ve some stuff on the big wagon that'll help. I’ve given Breitling a note for Costas.” Costas Gavrielides, Abeille’s dispenser.
 
   “The willow.”
 
   “Yes. Clever of you to remember. It should stop him getting worse and with a lot of luck it may improve things, a bit. But don’t expect him ever to be his old self.”
 
   “But he’s not going to die?”
 
   “Most unlikely. But he’ll probably always be physically weaker down his left side. If he gets his speech back fully, that would indicate his thinking will be all right. But you ought to be planning on the company being your responsibility for some time to come, if not indefinitely.”
 
   That is something that will have to wait. Wolfgang is a safe pair of hands for the time being. There are a lot of wolves chasing the sledge; shoot the nearest. Poor Christian. He’d gone all out to clear his name after yesterday’s fiasco. He’d done more than enough, but thought he needed to do more still. 
 
   The Dutch are already on the move, the rear of the column out of the woods. Piet is waiting for me on the road.
 
   “Ride with me, Colonel?”
 
   “That would be pleasant. Yes please.” 
 
   He has the grace to apologise.
 
   “Breitling gave me the outline, and I realised I was wasting my time sitting here, so I’d reverted to your first order before Gretta got here. I’m sorry, Schmied, I should have trusted your judgement.”
 
   “I was trusting Ricco to get it right. He’s been doing that sort of thing for a long time.  How was he when he went through?”
 
   “Well, he was managing to stay on his horse. They weren’t going at all quickly, though.”
 
   “Abeille should be down soon, and he’s given Breitling a note for the dispenser. This makes you unequivocally next in line for my job.”
 
   He nods. “Wolfgang taken over?”
 
   “Yes. There’s going to be a lot to talk about when we finish with this.”
 
   “But short term we still go back to the Provinces?”
 
   “The companies, definitely. My HQ, not certain, but Ricco’s state is pushing me that way. That still all right with you?”
 
   “A lot better than sitting here waiting for something to come up. How was it back there?”
 
   “The plan worked. The rest you can imagine.”
 
   “Messy?”
 
   “Yes.  Messy.”
 
   We ride in silence for a while. I am coming down after the stress and the high. Time to start thinking again. It’s now about half past three. I could stamp my foot (difficult in a stirrup) and insist on Piet’s company marching till nightfall, in which case they’ll have an ill-tempered bivouacking, a bad night, and an excessively grumpy start to tomorrow’s march. Or I can make sure they get a reasonable night, and exhort them to open their legs for tomorrow’s stint. We are two normal days’ march from Hollenstedt; if they put another three hours behind them tonight and go for it tomorrow, they could be into the town tomorrow night to link up with Harten. I put it to van Groen, and he agrees it could work.  
 
   “Hell’s teeth, I never asked you about our royal guests. I assume they had a miserable time in the woods.”
 
   He laughs. “You don’t know the half of it. The Queen got out of her carriage and rode through, but they didn’t have saddle-horses for all the ladies and gentlemen and some of them had to walk. And of course, that was through the worst bits. That really is a bloody awful road. I don’t know how we got the carriages through.”
 
   Bless him, I don’t think he registers even now how I’d set him up. I’m not going to mention it and spoil a beautiful friendship.
 
   “How long ago did they get clear?”
 
   “They’re about a half-hour ahead of us.”
 
   And as far as I’m concerned, they can stay that way. They have a dozen horse with them to help them harbour up.   
 
   The Montecuoli company echelon and the combined headquarters are located about an hour’s march from the woods, in a large farm or small village half a mile off the road, with a tac sign to direct the weary traveller. Ricco had left his reserve of cattle there on the way up. There is an L-shaped patch of woodland adjacent to the farm planted to provide shelter from the wind, which will protect the troops when they came in. There is enough room for the Poles as well as the Montecuoli. I am planning on neither of them going any further that night. I’m having a bad conscience about Sosabowski; apart from grouping Fitch with him to give him warning of trouble, I’ve done little to help. The Poles are an independent lot, but it was unfair to take advantage of them.
 
   Time to split up. I tell Piet I’ll see him on the road in the morning. The royal party is well behind schedule. If I want to I can make an early start, catch them up, link with von Morsberg and Harten, and arrive in front of Hollenstedt in daylight tomorrow, with the Dutch close behind.  
 
   The guard at the farm entrance is two of Abeille’s Hollenstedt convalescents, enjoying a cushy number while it lasts. Gaston, one of the skirmishers wounded at the cottage and, God help us, Iwanek, the pioneer who’d survived the business with the handcart. They salute cheerfully.
 
   “Afternoon, Sir. Glad to see you back. Challenge fifteen, countersign three.”
 
   “Thank you. You two mending all right? Surprised to see you back on your feet so soon, Iwanek.”
 
   “Got bored, Sir.”
 
   “Don’t overdo it, man.”
 
   I tell Gretta to deliver the papers to Senger and to have him bring Dahlen in to sort them into levels of interest, then make for the medical wagon.  
 
   “Hello, Ricco. How are you feeling?” Banality, when a man whose whole being is an animal physicality coupled with a first-class military brain is struck down in both departments, and, worse still, knows it.
 
   “I keep, keep checking, but, but it doesn’t seem, seem seem to be getting worse. Or better, better either.” It isn’t a stutter, but a full repetition of the words. The speech is indistinct, but no worse than it had been up in the woods. 
 
   “Did Costas find the jollop?”
 
   “Yes. Don’t, don’t know, if it’s doing, doing, doing any good.”
 
   “Andreas is clearing up above the ambush. He’s got the cavalry troop under command.  Young Carlssen’s bad – got hurt in the first charge and bled more than he should. Wolfgang’s setting up a layback beyond the crossing. Most of the company are on their way down. No sign of the Poles yet.” Give him something concrete to think about, if he could, and perhaps get his mind off his own condition.
 
   “Who’s commanding, commanding the cavalry?” A good sign. He’s making a connection.
 
   “Young Nicholas Trommel.”
 
   “Used to be, be your runner, runner? Didn’t, didn’t know called Trommel.”
 
   “Had to find a surname for him when I made him up. Harten asked for him. Ricco, I’ve got to go. We picked up some interesting papers from their HQ. Dahlen’s looking at them now.  Abeille should be here in – oh – not more than half an hour.” 
 
   I go, feeling lonely. 
 
   Dahlen and Senger are buzzing happily when I climb into the HQ wagon.
 
   “It helps a lot when people are really stupid,” says Dahlen.  
 
   “The op order?’
 
   “Not just the op order. We’ve got their order of battle and some sort of intelligence summary here, not to mention a lot of other stuff that’d make interesting bedtime reading if we had the time. The intsum’s more than a little incomprehensible, though.”
 
   “Code? Cipher?”
 
   “Not really,” says Senger. “It’s plain text, but it’s written as if the author and his readers have a common background and use terms which have meanings known just by the few. It’s quite clever. Bounces from Spanish to Latin and back. Saves a lot of time as long as you’re confident the insiders will get it right and the outsiders won’t. Look at this: ‘ponticulus aware’. What the hell does that mean?”
 
   “That one’s pretty obvious. Who do we know in this business called ‘bridge’?”
 
   “Shit,” says Dahlen. “But why the diminutive?”
 
   “Could be a clue that they don’t rate him.”
 
   “Or trust,” says Senger. They’re getting off track, speculating for the fun of it. Get them back.
 
   “Two suggestions for you. First, get Abeille on the case. His mind’s even more twisted than yours. Second is we’re holding two people who could have seen this stuff. Let ’em look at it, separately, and see if they’ll be helpful.”
 
   They confirm what I had roughly translated of the operation order in the woods, and I ask them to make a summary of anything that comes out. I leave them and go over to my rabbit hutch on wheels. The travelling boxes are on the ground, Gretta and Hansi fussing around.
 
   “Colonel.”
 
   “Yes, Gretta?”
 
   “Nothing much you can do at the moment, is there, Sir, ’cept worry?”
 
   “I’m afraid you’re right.”
 
   “Then get your head down for a couple of hours.”
 
   “Sir.”
 
   “Sorry, Colonel, Sir. You’ll feel better. And I got this off the mess wagon.”
 
   I had thought that if I lay down I would simply go on thinking. No, not thinking; listening for the sound of cannon-fire, which would tell me that all my planning has turned to rat-shit, and the Spanish foot have got into the woods ahead of Jan and Ephraim. In which case they would be down our throats in less than an hour, and I would lose first the Montecuoli Company and then van Groen’s, picked off one at a time. Instead I sleep; either Gretta is learning to pick some good bottles, or perhaps she’d scrounged something from Costas to put in it.
 
   It is still daylight when she wakes me. I don’t think I’ve had even an hour.
 
   “Galloper coming, Colonel. Looks urgent. Here’s your glass.”
 
   Through the glass I make out that the rider is one of Fitch’s. It does look urgent.  Watching a galloper, you can usually tell whether he is carrying good, bad, or sky-is-falling news.  This looked like the latter.
 
   There are two messages. The one that matters is from Jan. It could hardly have been worse news.
 
    
 
   ‘Main body of company has deserted to Spaniards.  Have two sergeants 34 rank and file with me.  Most not armed.  Intend follow original plan. Capt Fitch covering move.’  
 
    
 
   The message is timed half past twelve. The second is from Wolfgang, and is simple practicalities.
 
    
 
   ‘Have debriefed rider and read message. Remounting him. Fischer reports all well, no contact yet with Sosabowski or Fitch. Intend continue as directed.’ 
 
    
 
   It helps that Wolfgang knows me well enough not to be inhibited about opening the mail.
 
   “What’s your name, lad?”
 
   “Arkwright, Sir.” Another Englishman.
 
   “Am I right in thinking you were held up by a battle?”
 
   “Yes, Sir. I were coming down the road to the edge of the woods when I sees Mr Carlssen taking on their point. I takes cover in the woods till what were left of the Spaniards come back, then I links up with Mr Fischer. Thought message were better late than not at all.”
 
   “You did right.” Frankly, I’m glad I hadn’t received the tidings before we took on the cavalry. There had been quite enough to worry about without adding Jan’s plight. Now there is time, and necessity.
 
   “Get yourself off to the cookhouse, Arkwright. You’ve done well. I’ll tell Captain Fitch.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.”
 
   “And Arkwright.”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “You know what was in the message.”
 
   “Pretty much so, Sir. And me and Lugosi, we was end vedette, East end o’t line. Saw t’Polish company moving off South. Went to see what were going on, got fired at, so we buggered off to find Captain Fitch. He keeps us with ’im, we go looking for Captain – t’Polish captain, don’t know ’is name proper. We find ’im with thirty-odd of his lads who’d made a break for it, rag order, short o’weapons. And the rest you know, Sir.”
 
   “Thank you, Arkwright. I’d be grateful if you don’t talk about this until everybody gets in. It’s important news, but there are a few people around here who shouldn’t know about till they have to.”
 
   “Sir.” Once Fitch’s troop arrives the news will be all over the company like a rash, but I don’t want it spread around until I’m clear in my own mind as to what to do. And I don’t want the prisoners knowing it too early, either.  
 
   The news is on the bad side of bad, but once the initial shock has worn off it doesn’t presage total disaster. It means that I have lost what comfort space I might have had; I can’t afford anything else going wrong. But as Wolfgang had suggested, there is nothing to be done for the moment. The remnant of the Poles would pass through the layback and end up here, as their whole strength should have done. The crunch would be how many battles I would have to fight at Hollenstedt; critically, whether I would have to fight the townsfolk and the Spaniards, or the Spaniards alone. Send a galloper to Piet with the news – Senger can see to that. I ought to update Karl, but doing that will probably alert Petherbridge to the fact that something is amiss; I can’t reach her mind.
 
   I need to bring my trusties in on the new development, even if it does mean breaking them off from analysing the Spanish documents.
 
   “Sorry to break up the party, but I need to talk. Francisco, take yourself off somewhere – don’t run away, I’ll probably need to pick your brains too.”
 
   I check that the door is properly fastened.
 
   “Don’t tidy this lot up, you can go back to it in a minute or two. You saw the galloper.”
 
   “Yes,” says Senger. “Didn’t look like good news.”
 
   “It isn’t. Captain Madjewski and most of the Poles have gone and joined up with the Spaniards. Captain Sosabowski’s coming through with fewer than two score.” There is a pause as they take in the implications.
 
   “Any details, Colonel?” asks Dahlen.
 
   “No. Just the bare facts in the message from Captain Sosabowski. Won’t get the trimmings till he comes in.”
 
   “There isn’t really a lot we can do about it.” Dahlen being his matter-of-fact self.  “We’ve got to break clean at Hollenstedt however many or few we are. What it amounts to is that you’ve lost any margin for error. What did you see the Poles doing once we were in? You didn’t cover the detail in your op order.”
 
   “Secure the route through the town – that was the pikes, the shot to reinforce the Dutch on the walls. I was hoping not to have to use the Montecuoli till they’d got their breath back.  Even if they don’t get knocked about between here and the town they’re going to be very tired.”              
 
   “A lot’s going to depend on what Captain Sosabowski’s got most of, pikes or shot. Even split would be worst – do nothing well,” said Senger.
 
   Dahlen is scratching his beard. When he does that I know he is starting to explore the deeper levels – the back-story.
 
   “What is exercising my mind is how pre-planned was this flight of the Israelites,” he says.
 
   Senger and I look at him, neither of us wanting to ask what might turn out to be a bloody silly question.
 
   “What I mean is, to what extent were the señores expecting this sudden accretion to their ranks? And lurking outside is our friend who has a proven record of hearing things he oughtn’t.”
 
   “Let’s have him in then. Though I think it’s a long shot. The way he’s sung so far, I’d be surprised if he’s been holding back on this one.”
 
   And so it proves. Francisco, despite his addiction to eavesdropping, has heard no rumour of the Poles coming over. Though not conclusive, that indicates that the defection was self-generated, which in turn means that there should have been no leakage of our plans before the defectors and the Spanish force linked up. Their horse certainly could not have known, given the abandon with which they had hurled themselves into Ricco’s ambush.
 
   I go back to Abeille’s empire. Breitling has positioned Ricco’s carriage alongside the medical wagon. I want to keep him abreast of what is going on, not just for his benefit but also for my own. He seems to be taking everything in, but the effort of making intelligent comment is too much for him. He seems worse than he had been earlier.
 
   “Reaction. I hope I’ve done enough to stop him getting any worse. As I’ve said, it takes time, and I can’t predict how much he’ll recover.”
 
   “What actually happens?”
 
   “Something goes in the brain. Part of it stops working, I don’t know why. It’s like so many things with the body. If we knew more about what’s actually going wrong, we might come up with better remedies. But it’s all empirical. We know that the willow helps. We don’t know why. We’ll see what he’s like after a night’s sleep. What were you talking about?”
 
   “Most of the Poles have deserted, gone over to the Spaniards.”
 
   “Sounds bad. Knowing you and knowing what you intend to do, I take it we just carry on more or less as planned and everyone has to work harder?”
 
   “That’s about it. Not much else I can do.”
 
   “Well, if you want to talk, don’t forget where I am.”
 
   “Thanks, old friend, I won’t.”
 
   Gretta tracks me down.  
 
   “Captain Mendel’s clear of the woods, Colonel.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Went to look. Knew you’d want to know.”
 
   I am going to miss Nick, but it won’t be from any reduction in the level of service.
 
   “Any cannon fire?”
 
   “No, Colonel. There’s a clean shirt in the carriage.”
 
   Sosabowski and his handful must on their way through the woods, ahead of the Spanish foot. And if that were true, he would be through by nightfall, and I can risk the remnant and the Montecuoli both bivouacking here. I won’t ask anyone to go further.
 
   Clean linen is a great morale booster, and there is something to eat, and it’s a refreshed if not relaxed regimental commander who goes back to see what the office is doing. They are on the Spanish papers again. They are quite pleased with progress, but Francisco, although useful on nuances of translation, is not up to speed on the back story, while Guzmán, who probably is, doesn’t want to be helpful.  
 
   The order of battle shows the foot to be about three times our strength, three regiments each around six hundred strong. If we try to give battle in the open field, we will be annihilated as thoroughly as we had done it to their cavalry. The consolation is that they are weak in artillery, only two sakers, six-pounders. The weight of shot gives them advantage, and they will outrange our falcons, but a six-pounder is heavy for a field piece and a ponderous object to drag around a battlefield. My guess is they’d be wagon-hauled and incapable of manoeuvre.  Magda will outrange them, but Magda only has ten explosive bombs left, though we’re all right for incendiaries – Ansaldo and Septimus have remanufactured around half of what we fired against Hollenstedt.
 
   The intelligence summary is still fragmented. Abeille at first told Dahlen where to go when he asked for help, but has relented and promised to come over for half an hour once he’s got the casualties settled. One thing is already clear; if ‘ponticulus’ is Petherbridge we have enough to hang him, and ‘ponticulus’ isn’t, as I had pointed out, much of a cover. It also appears that the Spanish are expecting to find one of their own in Hollenstedt, an agent independent of the Imperialist chain of command. They haven’t been able to identify him and are waiting for Abeille.
 
   We are all waiting, for one thing or another. I can see the Montecuoli foot on the road, marching purposefully but slowly. Bertha Tetziger has the Gulaschkanone bubbling with something reviving for them; this isn’t the time to be niggardly with the rations. We need maximum effort from the troops now and for the next two or three days. I’ll make sure she does the same for the Poles. I don’t want any soldiers falling asleep where they drop, unfed, and in no condition to march in the morning. Until they catch up with their own wagons they’ll have to blister on to the Montecuoli.
 
   Leo comes in, the blood and the powder residues accentuating the lines on the normally handsome face, and looking about fifty.
 
   “Quick word, then get the troops fed and something for yourself, then clean up a bit and give me the detail. You’ve heard about Jan.”
 
   “Yes, the bare bones.”
 
   “I’ve only got those. We’ll have to leave the detail till Jan arrives. How’s Wolfgang?”
 
   “Left him on the layback. It’s a good position to fight from but not brilliant for getting out of.  Andreas sent a man down to say that the half-troop seemed to have legged it, there were only odds and sods in the woods, and he was sneaking forward very, very carefully.  That was before the galloper arrived.”
 
   “How long since you left Wolfgang?”
 
   “Two hours, or a bit less.”
 
   “And no sign of Jan. Go and see to the Landser.”
 
   He goes over to where the mix of pikes and shot are forming some sort of line up to the field kitchen with their assortment of trenchers and bowls. You can tell how tired they are; it’s a mixed line, pikes and shot together, and no one is trying to pick a fight.  
 
   There is a single explosion to the South, in the woods, muffled by distance and trees. Not a cannon shot. It has to be Lemade, blowing the causeway. I can see in my mind’s eye the mess that the crossing would be in, helped by the surge of water from the little dam. It won’t stop the Spanish infantry dead, but they will have to divert around the swamp, and heavy troops are bad at scrambling. Their transport would get through in the end, but it ought to add an hour or more to their transit, and my comfort, time. It would already be starting to get dark under the trees; if the Spaniards are enthusiastic enough to follow up that evening, the demolition will be a nightmare to traverse in the full dark.  
 
   No firing, no cannon, after the noise of the demolition. That means an orderly withdrawal of the layback, and an unhindered march for the hundred-odd troops still on the move. More waiting, less tension. The open side of the L formed by the wood faces more or less South. The Montecuoli settle themselves West of the farm. The Poles would grumble that they had the less cosy side, but there really isn’t much in it. Bertha fires up the Gulaschkanone again.
 
   Leo returns, a little cleaner, a lot more relaxed. There isn’t much to add to the bald account he’d given me a few minutes earlier, but I let him talk. The engagement had been something out of the ordinary, and I feel that everyone, even the most stolid soldiers, has been affected by the one-sidedness of the killing, so much so that the Poles’ desertion seems to have had little impact on him so far. I apologise for keeping him from his bed, but I want to have him there when I debrief Sosabowski, Wolfgang, and Fitch.
 
   The daylight is fading when Sosabowski’s little group came in sight. If Leo’s people had looked tired, these are at their limit. They would have been actually marching for twelve hours, much of it on bad going. I call for Gretta and the spare horse, and ride down to the junction to meet them.
 
   Exhausted they may be, but the sergeants are lifting them and they still look like soldiers.  Sosabowski and his bodyguard are leading their horses. I dismount, and salute them as they came in. There are fewer marching than I would have thought.
 
   “Thank you for that, Colonel,” says Sosabowski. “A nice touch. The bad cases are on the wagons. These are the hard-arses who insisted on walking.”
 
   Like their commander. Wagons? Ask later.
 
   “I won’t ask how it was. I’m just glad to see you. Talk later.”
 
   “Don’t think we’d have made it if it hadn’t been for Ephraim. He shepherded us all the way, as well as doing all the thinking. We didn’t see a Spaniard except for a few stragglers, and drivers. A couple of carbine shots at the far end of the woods. No casualties but a lot of bad feet.”
 
   “Did you say drivers?”
 
   “We – that is, Ephraim Fitch – lifted the transport wagons of a certain ex-regiment of horse. Ricco did one hell of a job in the woods – I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a mess.  Incidentally, how is he? Wolfgang told me.”
 
   “Sort of in-between. Abeille thinks he’ll mend, at least partially. There’s a meal waiting. Our cookhouse. Once you’re all in and fed, come and talk. And Jan.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I’m very relieved to see you.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Schmied.”
 
   “Shit happens. Go and eat.”
 
   The troops, stumbling more than a little, head up the side road to the farm. I can smell Bertha’s all-in stew on the wind; it would provide the incentive to keep them going the last half-mile. A long tail of wagons rumbles past, a soldier beside each driver. Another smell – corn sacks, by God. The horses will eat well tonight, and in the morning. And the dear knows they need it.
 
   Then, in the dusk, Ephraim Fitch and the light horse, who have covered themselves in glory that day. Jan is a man of few words, and that ‘shepherded’ is high praise.
 
   “How was it, Ephraim?”
 
   “We did what we had to, Colonel, with the Lord’s help, and I think we did it well.”
 
   “I think you are right. It was well done. Thank you for pulling the Poles together. The crucial question. Are their foot following up tonight?”
 
   “I cannot be certain, Colonel, but I doubt it. They had not reached the woods when we entered them. I handed over the rearguard to Mr Fischer at that point.”  
 
   “The scouts?”
 
   “Working to Mr Fischer. If you will excuse me, Colonel, I have a lot of horses to see to.  God be with you.”
 
   “As He surely is with you, Ephraim.” 
 
   There is a gap. Then more foot, under a sergeant – Peltzer, Wolfgang’s lead sergeant, the NCO who had cleared the Rathaus square in Hollenstedt.
 
   “That you, Colonel? Troop, troop eyes – right!”
 
   “Thank you, Sar’nt Peltzer. March at ease. Can I take it all’s well?” He drops off the column. 
 
   “It is, Sir.”
 
   “Who’ve you got?”
 
   “Pikes and shot from the layback. Lemade’s odds and sods. He’s converted the actual pioneers to cavalry. There’s no one behind us walking.”
 
   “No one? Oh all right, I can guess. Get up to the cookhouse while there’s still something left.”
 
   Then the last serial, the guns, Ansaldo their fussing mother-hen, the troop of heavy horse under Nicholas, Lemade on his captured chargers with the tool-cart, the skirmishers, also all mounted on looted horses, and last of all, Wolfgang and the two scouts, Grüber and big Jeanne. 
 
   “Wolfgang?”
 
   “Colonel?”
 
   “How is it? Just the essentials for now.”
 
   “Jeanne, tell Colonel Schmied what you told me.”
 
   “Colonel, Grüber and I stayed out in the rough ground West of the road outside the wood for half an hour after the Poles and Captain Fitch went through. We could see plus of a mile South. The Spanish foot had not come into sight. All we saw were a few stragglers from the horse, most of them dismounted.”
 
   “I think it’s safe to assume they won’t attempt to follow up before first light, Colonel.”
 
   “I think you’re probably right, Wolfgang. But I really would like to know why they aren’t pushing on hard.”
 
   “Fischer reported the troop getting away. They would report the ambush. Probably make it sound even worse than it was. They may assume that we’re still there.”
 
   “That’s quite possible. Wolfgang, everybody’s knackered, I know, but the Poles aren’t fit for anything. I want you to arrange a road watch here tonight – just that, a watch, not a guard, with a couple of alarm riders. Use echelon people. Now go and see to your horses and your people. Debrief once the troops are settled.”
 
   Horses, men, officers.
 
   There is a certain amount of self-satisfaction at the debrief as far as the Montecuoli are concerned. Mostly I just let them talk; what comes out is as much for the benefit of those talking as for mine. Fischer’s excursion hasn’t been painless. He has lost a skirmisher dead and a couple of Nicholas’ horsemen wounded, but what is left of Sosabowski’s company has come through unscathed, and Andreas reckons he’s accounted for upwards of ten or eleven riders. More importantly, he has prevented the scattered remnants reforming, apart from the half-troop that had gone scurrying home, presumably with tales of massacres at the hands of monstrously superior forces.
 
   Fitch can’t resist something about ‘manna from heaven’ where the supply wagons are concerned. There had been an escort of a dozen heavy horse, and if a score of lights could run that off, it’s a positive indicator for tomorrow.
 
   I talk to Sosabowski on his own, having taken over Senger’s sanctum for the purpose.  It is an emotional experience for both of us. I had only heard the bare bones of the story until now, and I am dealing with a man whose whole life has come unravelled with no warning that day, as has Ricco’s. It doesn’t help that Jan, like Piet and Ricco, is more than a year or two my senior. Well, Roger, part of command is propping people up, whether they’re young or old. So I start by giving him a hug, which is something of a surprise to him, then a glass. I have a bottle of Polish Schnapps, what they call wodka, and I don’t stint him.   
 
   The problem traces back to one individual, a new ensign called Piasecki, recommended to Jan by a family friend. This Piasecki was efficient, keen, fit, energetic, and ready to learn. He had the sort of personal magnetism that appealed to the troops, and would have been damned near perfect, had he not also been a religious and nationalist fanatic.
 
   “I underestimated the problem, Schmied, and I deserve to be kicked from here back to Warsaw for not realising what was going on, and for leaving them on their own last night,” he says. He needs to talk as the Montecuoli had needed to, so that the demons can come out and be neutralised by being seen for what they are. I prompt him, though he doesn’t need it.
 
   “What was going on?”
 
   “Piasecki didn’t think we should hire out to anyone but Catholics. He doesn’t approve of a Polish unit being in this war at all – thinks we should stay home and fight Russians or Swedes for Poland-Lithuania, and he didn’t like the way we work.”
 
   “Why didn’t you send the little monster home?”
 
   “Oh, he was clever – never came up against me head-on. Yes, with hindsight, but kicking him out could have precipitated a crisis – he’d made himself popular. Madjewski liked him, they were distant relatives. In fact Madjewski was in his pocket, and not realising that was the biggest of a lot of mistakes on my part.”
 
   Madjewski was Jan’s second-in-command. He too, was a religious, though one would not have said ‘fanatical’. I could guess what was coming next.  I wasn’t wrong.
 
   “What really put the cat among the pigeons was the royal connection. I’d moaned to Madjewski about your getting involved with the Queen and Prince Rupert, and he must have talked to Piasecki. Piasecki really didn’t like the idea of our being tied up with Calvinist royalty, and I mean really.”
 
   “And that justified mutiny – to Madjewski as well as Piasecki, and to most of the company?”
 
   “I can only conclude that Piasecki had prepared the ground well. He must have had a network of trusties throughout the company. It’s noticeable that the ones I still have are mostly the old and bold. The ones who wouldn’t fall for his line.”
 
   “What actually happened this morning?”
 
   “Company paraded for march. Madjewski informed them previous plans had been cancelled and that the company would be marching South to join their co-religionists. It obviously wasn’t a surprise for a lot of the troops, but Sergeant Beck, who’s German anyway, not much for any religion, and hadn’t been talked to, immediately asks how the hell they’re going to manage marching away from all the heavy transport, which is with your man Müller.”
 
   “Which didn’t go down well?”
 
   “It didn’t. Beck was immediately set upon. The older men in the troop rallied round to help him. It got ugly. They realised that their only chance was to run for it. Fortunately, nobody was loaded apart from the odd pistol, but there were a couple killed on each side before Beck got clear. They had to drop most of their equipment, and worse than that, they had to leave the badly wounded. They’ve got their short-swords, but apart from half-a-dozen muskets, that’s it.”
 
   “So what you have are all shot?”
 
   “Almost. There’s another sergeant, friend of Beck’s. Pikeman, surprisingly. He brought five or six of his, but not a pike among ’em.”
 
   Well, all in all there was some small consolation. Jan had brought nearly thirty musketeers, and shot, even thirty of them, were more use to me than the same number of pikes. 
 
   “Spare weapons?”
 
   “With the second line. Somewhere between here and Hollenstedt. Beck knew what he was talking about.”
 
   “Jan, I have to know how much your renegades know about the plans.” We could assume the Spanish command knew by now anything Sosabowski had told Madjewski. The blessing was that if he had known about the cavalry ambush, he hadn’t managed to pass the information on in time.
 
   “Madjewski knows the outline, as you gave it to me on Tuesday. And he had a look at your op order.”
 
   “Why d’you think he went South instead of intercepting the Spaniards at the edge of the woods?”
 
   “Two reasons,” Jan replies. “The first is the risk of a misunderstanding if he tried to join up too close to the sharp end. The second is that if he’d come down the road he’d have bumped into me.”
 
   “And you might have taken the company back. He couldn’t take the risk.”
 
   “That’s my reading.”
 
    There is one more point, at the heart of any mercenary unit. Normally one doesn’t pry, but this isn’t normal working.
 
   “I don’t want to poke my nose in, and tell me to bugger off if I’m intruding where I shouldn’t, but where do you stand as regards your money?”
 
   “Madjewski’s got the petty cash, and that’s all.  You know Sheehan manages my funds?”
 
   I didn’t, and say so, but I’m not surprised; I know Sheehan provides confidential financial services to a variety of customers in places where the big bankers won’t go.
 
   “My main holdings are with the van Daams, as I think yours are,” he says.  “And while I’m alive, I’m the only one with access.  If anything happens to me, Sheehan’s got his instructions.  And I still have the Duke’s letter of credit.  I can rebuild.”
 
   He had come into the office with his chin on the floor.  He’d talked out his problems and is on the up, but we neither of us have any illusions about the contribution he could make to the next battle.
 
   “Schmied, you ought to know that I may have thirty-five or so, but a dozen of ’em won’t be much good for a week or more.”
 
   “Can they stand on a wall and shoot?”
 
   “Reckon half of ’em. May have to carry ’em into place.”
 
   “Then we’ll do it. Jan, I’m just damned glad to have you here. Now go and get some sleep. Use my carriage.”
 
   “Carriage?”
 
   “Pony-carriage, actually. It’s basic, but it’s got a proper bed.”
 
   “Roger, I’m not sure how to say this, but thanks for being so God-rotting English.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “No histrionics, and being just so damned decent about it all.”
 
   “I try. Now go to bed.”
 
   I call for Gretta, tell her the pony-carriage will have a guest occupant that night, and send her to find Abeille. She takes in the situation and I knew there’ll be somewhere for me to sleep when I need to. I want Abeille in his role as sounding-board outside the chain of command, to clear my head rather than to seek advice. He comes, and we walk among the sleeping soldiers.
 
   “You ought to be getting your head down, Schmied. Hell of a long day. I can give you something to help you sleep if you need it.”
 
   “Don’t think I will, but thanks.”
 
   “How was Sosabowski?”
 
   “A bit like Ricco, at the start. World come to an end. He picked up. He can still find a platoon of shot from the old and bold he’s got with him.”
 
   “We were in as bad case after Breda, and worse than that in ’21. He’ll bounce back.”
 
   “I doubt he’ll be recruiting many Poles. His Germans stayed loyal.”
 
   Abeille is quiet for a moment. “Are you all right, Roger?”
 
   He has his confessor’s voice on, the serious soul beneath the banter and the cynicism.   At moments like these you realise that the banter and the cynicism are a cover. Abeille has arrived where he is, not out of a delight in making mischief, but as a man who cares too much about what he sees around him and despairs of doing anything to put the big issues right. 
 
   “Adjusting, I think. Getting a different view of things, and people. Biggest change is Ricco not being there.”
 
   “Everyone feels that. No, I just thought I’d offer an ear. You have changed.”
 
   “Go on, say I’ve grown up at last.”
 
   “God forbid. No, what’s happened is that you’ve at last been given something to get your teeth into. And it’s not just the regiment. What are you up to with that woman, besides the usual?”
 
   “What woman?”
 
   “Don’t go all Jewish on me. I was quite worried about you for a time, till I checked.”
 
   “Ever heard of The Way?”
 
   “I knew he – she was involved.”
 
   “Are you?”
 
   “I talk to one or two people who are. Be careful with them. There’s undercurrents.  The Inquisition doesn’t like them, and for once I can sympathise. I don’t know where your interesting Freiherr stands. Don’t worry about it till you’ve got your present problems behind you.”
 
   It’s a strange experience, talking to Abeille among the sleeping bodies. The Montecuoli company bivouac area is an unquiet place, as the sleepers relive their experience of the day in their dreams. There is a lot of calling out, even the odd scream, some who just whimper in their sleep.  
 
   “It’s good,” says Abeille. “It’s nature, cleansing their minds. They’ve seen and done too much today.”
 
   “Shows they’re not as totally hardened as they pretend to be,” I reply. “Can’t be bad.”
 
   The Poles just snore; if they are dreaming, it’s probably about feet.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 33
 
   Friday
 
    
 
   I’d given brief march orders, telling Nick to pick out a section of wounded on light duties to close up and rejoin the royal party. I want the rest of Nick’s troop to be more a threat rather than an active participant – if possible. We have horse artillery; we’d go on teaching their patrols how useful it is. 
 
   For the main body, I want to trade an early start for a fairly relaxed marching day. Van Groen’s company had had the easiest time, by a country mile. Their mission is to arrive at Hollenstedt simultaneously with the royal party and make a real show of force. Not only should they also get away early but they should, as I had asked van Groen, step out very firmly indeed. 
 
   I don’t think the Spanish will be in press-on mood, even though they know how weakened we are. If you have very few cavalry, you get protective about them, as I am being with what’s left of the Harten squadron. Their horse might take as much as three hours to get through the woods, the foot a lot more. Assuming everybody steps off at the same time, that puts their head of column five or six hours behind mine, and their head an hour less behind my tail. It isn’t a huge comfort space, and it could disappear if the Montecuoli did only the short march.
 
   There is another element of the force somewhere between myself and Hollenstedt.  Trundling sedately down the road are the heavy echelons, with the reserve weapons, rations and ammunition, the workshop wagons, and the whore of Leiden herself. There should still be some cattle as well. I’ll be relieved when they are no longer out on their own.
 
   I get my party away early. I’m intending to go through at best speed and give Senger the sort of long move he likes. I have four troopers again in my escort, plus the reinforcement section for the royal party. There are an extra couple of wagons from the swollen numbers at the farm, to diminish the length of the main column as much as anything else, but giving us a welcome addition of forage for the horses. Ansaldo comes with me, to be at Hollenstedt early in case we need Magda to get in. 
 
   We are making six miles in the hour on a good road surface, and after a couple of hours we come up on van Groen’s, stepping out briskly but not overdoing it. On the principle of not pushing marching troops off the road unless there’s a good reason for it, we stop for a late breakfast, then tail them until they take a halt, and go through. I pull off for a word with Piet, who is fairly seething with curiosity and concern in equal measure.  
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Religion and politics, politics and religion. Did you meet that ensign of Jan’s, Piasecki?”
 
   “No. Didn’t mix with them much. Perhaps we shouldn’t have left them to themselves the way we did.”
 
   “Perhaps. Fact is we’ve only got about a score of fit Poles, a few more we can use in static defence. Mostly shot. We can talk the whys and wherefores later, when this is over. For the moment my concern is getting into Hollenstedt. I don’t know what we’re going to find there, but we’ve got to secure the bridge gate and the through route.”
 
   “What about the cannon?” he asks.
 
   “Ansaldo destroyed the six-pounders. There are swivels on the corner towers. I want to remount the two from the land side on the bridge gate turrets.”  
 
   “Understood. We just press on, then.”
 
   “Yes. I don’t think the royal party will be going any faster than you, and they’re likely to take a long midday halt. Don’t overrun them if they do. When we get there, I may have to ask you for a palace guard, either outside the town or in.”
 
   “I’d rather be outside. Soldiers and towns. My lot haven’t done as well as the Montecuoli on this one, and there might be trouble.”
 
   “I hear you. But if I can get them into the town tonight, I want to.”
 
   “You’ll be wanting to take your pioneers with you.”
 
   “Very much so. Can you send them on when they’ve had their halt?”
 
   On the original plan, Sergeant Hayek and all the pioneers apart from Lemade and his half-section would have been picked up by Piet and by now should have been nearly at Hollenstedt. The change I had acquiesced in is making them four hours late. Nothing to be done about it, but it brings home to me just how little time there is to set up the bridge for demolition.
 
   Press on, deal with one problem at a time. We go on at the walk, to let the pioneer wagon catch up.
 
   When they do, Sergeant Hayek is seething.
 
   “Sorry, Sir. Didn’t know what to do for the best. I thought hard about cutting loose yesterday afternoon but I wasn’t too happy about arriving with just four blokes and starting to dig holes in their bridge. Might have upset people.”
 
   “It would, Sar’nt Hayek, it would. Anyway, you and I will recce that bridge together.”
 
   We are catching sight of the royal convoy about three miles ahead as we top the ridges dividing the little valleys carrying insignificant streams down to the Rhine, five or six miles to our left. The bridges are mostly little more than culverts. We are making perhaps two miles in the hour more than the convoy, but until they stop we are going to be a long time catching them. Ideally, I would like to join up with them a couple of miles short of Hollenstedt, halt for a conference to plan our entrance, and allow the Dutch to close up while we were doing it.  
 
   But the royal party is too far ahead of everybody, and we are too far ahead of van Groen.  Change of plan. I call a halt. I’ll send the reinforcing section ahead to halt the royal party, and wait for van Groen.
 
   “Will there be time to cook?” asks Frau Meyer. Gretta had topped up the Meyers’ stocks, trading on Bertha’s current largesse.
 
   “If you can do something in forty-five minutes.”  
 
   Frau Meyer finds something for the cavalrymen to munch on the way, and they go off, getting up to an easy canter. I’ve told the corporal to give ‘military reasons’ to explain the halt, which is perfectly true, and to tell Harten to stay put till he sees my party begin to move, then to allow half an hour before getting moving himself. I don’t think either he or Rupert would need any explanation.  
 
   We are still on the ridge, and have good seeing all round, though that means that anyone else can see us. Van Groen is a couple of miles behind; we’ll move off when he has almost caught us.
 
   I walk away from the group, into the wind, and feel better. There’d been a lot of cobwebs in my brain. As they clear, a thought comes through.
 
   Why are you stopping?
 
   To let the Dutch catch up.  Message with the section closing on you.
 
   Are you all right?
 
   Moderately.  Poles have mutinied, gone over.
 
   Not good.
 
   Not good at all.  No margins.
 
   Nevertheless, I feel better.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 34
 
    
 
    
 
   So we come to Hollenstedt a second time, and we get it more or less right, for the watchers on the walls can see another packet approaching as each of the three forward groups arrives, and pulls into the meadow where we had assembled after the fight. Sergeant-major Müller is first in with the heavy echelon, which provokes the arrival of a town guard patrol to enquire as to their business. The patrol is told to await the arrival of higher authority, and to fetch its own. Nobody raises his voice or brandishes any weapons, but the hackbuts are there for anyone to see. 
 
   With the royal party being next in, with more than a dozen professional heavy horse and as many gentlemen-at-arms, curiosity begins to move up the social scale and a welcoming committee of sorts assembles at the little checkpoint at our end of the bridge.
 
   And leaves the fucking gate open.
 
   We are moving with Larsen and his half-section in front of Gretta and myself, then Senger’s big office truck, with its four-horse team. Hansi, driving my little vehicle, comes next, then the Meyers’ carriage and cart, the pioneers’ wagon, the stores vehicles, and the other two Hartens. We are about three hundred yards from the bridge, moving at a walk. We’ve pulled ahead of the Dutch after our halt, and I am guessing they are about ten minutes behind.
 
   “Corporal Larsen, do you see what they’ve done?”
 
   “Yes, Sir. Do you want to rush it?”
 
   “No. Prinski drives over the bridge at this pace and parks up in the gateway. Then we rush it. Watch my moves. What I want you to do in a moment is drop back, warn your two at the back, the Master Gunner and Sergeant Hayek.” Ansaldo has lost his companion. De Guzmán has been riding with Senger in the carriage since the halt. I don’t want the wrong people to see him, if the report of a Spanish agent operating in Hollenstedt is true.  
 
   “I want Sergeant Hayek to take the turrets. Once you’ve spoken to him, place yourself gently between Hansi and the Meyers’ carriage, and when we get to the field, ease them off the road. I don’t want civilians involved. Got it?”
 
   “Got it, Colonel.” Even though we’re speaking in conversational tones, I can sense the excitement. Gretta looks across at me and gives me her approving grin.
 
   “Hansi looks so small and pathetic, no one will suspect a thing.” 
 
   “I seem to remember thinking something like that about you, before you got those pistols.”
 
   I drop back alongside the office and speak to Prinski, who as I’d expected seems quite unfazed at leading the second assault on Hollenstedt. Giuseppe, his mate, reaches for the carbine but I check him.
 
   “Nothing out of the ordinary. Assume someone’s got a glass on you.”
 
   I don’t say anything to Senger because I don’t want to alert de Guzmán. I slip back alongside Gretta.
 
   “Corporal Larsen, go now.”
 
   I hope it looks like the normal sort of rearrangement you might expect to see in a party approaching a town, with the escort section dropping back to let the gentleman lead in. Gretta and I will drop out to speak to the royal party – actually, to warn Harten and –
 
   You’ve noticed the gate.
 
   Yes, in hand. Watch me.
 
   A hundred yards to the checkpoint. Passing the carriages. Time to start acting your heart out. Raise hat, bow in the saddle in all directions, recognise old friend (Harten), pull off road with cheery greeting, call over shoulder to Prinski to carry on, office carriage rolls past checkpoint, Giuseppe doing polite like mad to the burghers by the roadside. They’re on the bridge, tear eyes away.
 
   “Sven, don’t do anything more than nod. The carriage is going to jam the gates open. We take the gate square and the turrets, nothing more. With me.”
 
   Me too.
 
   There’ll be twenty horse, five pioneers, and as many of Müller’s echelon people as wake up in time to what’s going on. I don’t particularly want Rupert’s swords getting away from the carriages, but there’s no time for tying that up either way, and if they join in it’ll add to the confusion. I’m banking on about a minute of confusion to get the job done.
 
   Risk looking at the bridge again. Prinski easing the carriage gently forward as if time had never mattered. On the town span now, smiles everywhere. He – is – through; and the carriage stops at an angle. A volley of Polish invective, a shriller burst in German from Hansi who is down off his box and pushing up past the carriage to say his piece about driving competence, or lack of it. Laughter from the gate.
 
   “Hawkens, GO.” Sonntag cursing, wakened from a dream of green pastures.  Goosefeather out, buzzing through the gauntlet. Larsen and his three first away, keyed up and ready to go, the rest streaming out behind. The pioneers tumbling off the wagon, dragons in their hands. Concentrate on the gate.
 
   The bloody fools are trying to push the gates closed with the carriage in the way, instead of getting on with killing the crew and moving the carriage. Hansi’s vehicle is still on the bridge but is narrow enough for a horse to pass easily either side. Our horses cannon into the gate and open it fully again as the rest of the riders stream in.
 
   Blocking Hauptstrasse.
 
   Right.
 
   One thing less to think about. Six troopers in place there.  
 
   “Sven, block the side streets, then arrest this lot. You know the layout.”
 
   The geography of the bridge gate square etched on the memory of every trooper of the Harten squadron.
 
   Hayek and his pioneers, splitting into two and mounting the stairs to the gun platforms.  Thirty seconds later, just four townsmen come down the same stairs at the run and join the gate guard lined up against the wall, as half-a-dozen hackbutters from the echelon came over the bridge to reinforce.
 
   “Oh shit, what’s happened to Hansi?” Gretta is off her huge Spanish troop horse to where a small figure is lying very still by the entrance to the gate guardroom. The small figure stirs.
 
   “Is it finished?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That fucker hit me,” he says, pointing to an undersized member of the gate crew.  “Thought I’d best stay down till it was all over.”
 
   “Did you hit my brother?” She is about four foot six inches tall, and frightening. She draws the two-foot dirk from its back-scabbard, weighs it in her hand for a moment, holding the man’s eyes with hers. He cringes. Then like lightning, she reverses the weapon and hits the man across the mouth with the hilt. He drops, and for a moment I think she’s hit the killing spot. Then he stirs a little.
 
   And that is the total butcher’s bill for the second break-in to Hollenstedt by the Hawken, formerly the Strelitz, regiment. One child driver given the sort of thump he’s grown up with on a daily basis, and one citizen who has learned the hard way to take small girls very seriously indeed.
 
   There is a certain amount of merriment tinged with sheer disbelief at our good fortune, and a huge feeling of relief on my part that I won’t, after all, have to fight my way into the town with one hand while holding off a Spanish tercio with the other.  
 
   A shout from one of the turrets. The Dutch are in sight. Scribble a message to van Groen.  Not to stop but come straight through into the town. Tasks: first, secure the route through the town. Second, establish a blocking position on the bridge. Message to Sergeant-major Müller: once the Dutch are in place, move the heavy echelon through the town and halt outside the land gate. Call Gretta. Tell her the contents, listen to her repeat. She is also to tell Ansaldo to join me in the gate square as soon as possible.
 
   I join Hayek on his turret top. The wreck of the six-pounder saker still there, fragments of the barrel still lying where Ansaldo’s overcharge and overshotting had thrown them, and the mounting in a sorry state. 
 
   “Sar’nt Hayek, we’re going to have a lot to do but I’m going to talk to the Master Gunner about moving the swivels from the corner towers on the land side. He may need help with the dismount and remounting.”
 
   I hadn’t looked at the swivel guns on our last visit and didn’t know how big they were, but to have all four available on this side of the walls would be a bonus. Swivels fire an iron shot, something under a pound, which will go through three men at least. Poor old Morgenhalle.
 
   “Could I ask you to call Septimus in to work on the mountings, Colonel? I need to get started on the bridge soon as maybe. The town span?”
 
   “Yes. Quite right. Sorry. I’ll see to Septimus. You get on with the bridge while I think what else we need to do.” By the time he has himself sorted out and started, the Dutch should be here. He goes, I stay on the turret to have an undisturbed think.
 
   My undisturbed think is disturbed by an altercation developing in the square. The reception committee has got its breath back after our effrontery, and crossed the bridge to enquire what the hell is going on.  
 
   Harten is fielding the ‘this is an outrage’ and the ‘what is the meaning of this’ efforts of the burghers. I feel he could do with a bit of support and go down to join in.  
 
   I’m impressed with the way in which Hollenstedt has so rapidly produced replacements for the crew we had killed off ten days ago, and also by the fact that they haven’t learned a lot.  I’d been thinking we’d left them off lightly. Now I’m sure of it.
 
   “Gentlemen, may I be of any assistance?”
 
   They turn on me, and give me the same treatment as they’ve given Sven.
 
   “Gentlemen!”  
 
   There is a brief pause.
 
   “Gentlemen, I am not prepared to listen to that kind of tirade. Who is the senior person here?”
 
   The delegation, it turns out, is headed by the new Unterbürgermeister, a Herr Prittwitz.  Nittwitz, I think (in English), and smother a giggle. 
 
   “Herr N–, er, Prittwitz, your servant. My name is Roger Hawken, Colonel, in the service of His Grace Bernhard, Duke of Saxe-Weimar. I wish free passage for my regiment, and that is all.” I’ll leave them to find out later what I plan to do to their bridge.
 
   “I shall be establishing my headquarters in the Ostplatz. I would be most happy to receive your Bürgermeister there when it is convenient.”
 
   Prittwitz seems to be recovering his balance, as the exchanges move in the direction of polite formality.
 
   “I am sure Herr Tetziger will be pleased to accept your invitation.”
 
   “That will be Herr Peter Tetziger? So young a man to be carrying such heavy responsibilities.”
 
   “Oh no, Colonel Hawken. Peter Tetziger commands the town guard. Herr Johannes returned four days ago, and immediately assumed the duties of Bürgermeister.”
 
   So much for my thoughts of trading on whatever sense of obligation Peter might feel for my saving his neck.
 
   “How interesting. Please inform Herr Tetziger that I look forward to making his acquaintance.” So far, Prittwitz has failed to make the connection between the force that has arrived on their doorstep today, and the unpleasant people who sacked the town a fortnight before. The deception will last at best until I come face to face with a Tetziger, but it’s worth carrying on as long as possible.  
 
   “Thank you, Colonel. I understand that Her former Majesty Queen Elizabeth of Bohemia and Prince Rupert are waiting across the river?”
 
   “And how do you understand that, Herr Prittwitz?”
 
   “One of our party spoke to a member of the escort, one of the English gentlemen.”
 
   There is no point in denial. I can guess which gentleman has been so forthcoming.
 
   “Yes, Herr Prittwitz, that is the case. I anticipate that Her Majesty and her party will be moving on with all despatch.”
 
   “That would be a pity. The day is far on. Perhaps it would be more pleasant for Her Majesty and His Royal Highness to spend the night in some degree of comfort here in Hollenstedt.”
 
   “Perhaps. But they may wish to continue their journey. They have far to go.”
 
   Shit. The suggestion of spending a night in solid accommodation will appeal to every member of that household except perhaps Crofton and Lord Sinclair. I should have got them moving earlier. 
 
   Prittwitz is making his farewells.
 
   “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Colonel Hawken.”
 
   “The same, Herr Prittwitz.”
 
    Ansaldo comes, and we talk swivel guns. I send him off to look at the land side towers and the mechanics of transferring the little guns to the bridge gate, telling him he has call on Septimus and the rest of the workshop section for work on the mountings.    
 
   Then the Dutch arrive, and the tension diminishes. A line of soldiers occupies the Hauptstrasse. My HQ moves into the Ostplatz, and Senger rubs his hands at the prospect of getting back to normal working. I offer de Guzmán the use of my carriage; I don’t want him wandering off, parole or no parole, and I can’t have him hanging round the office truck. Gretta returns and I send her off to find the forge wagon in the echelon and tell Septimus to link up with Ansaldo at the gate towers. If I know my ex-apprentice he’ll enjoy the challenge. 
 
   Karl comes in to tell me she is taking her troopers back to join the royal party, and to grill me about the Poles. I give her the short version, then fill her in on my interview with Prittwitz; she is quicker off the mark than I had been.
 
   “I’d better hurry. If the invitation gets there before I do they’ll be stuck for the night.  Funny how things have changed round – originally we thought we’d need them to get the gates open and that there’d be difficulty in keeping them here long enough. Now it’s the opposite.”
 
   “There’s more.” I tell her of the indication that there is a Spanish agent loose in Hollenstedt.
 
   “That could be Tetziger,” she says, “But it doesn’t have to be.”
 
   “I’m sure the other two brothers were solid Imperialist. But that doesn’t preclude Johannes being in Spanish pay.”
 
   “Look, we can go on hypothesising for ever. I’ll get back and speak to Sinclair.”
 
   “And Crofton. Tell ’em what we suspect.”
 
   “I will. I’m not cross with you for not briefing me, because a comfortable bed under a solid roof is going to win hands down over going on tonight. Whether or not we warn them in time.”
 
   Piet arrives, and we knock out a simple plan for security overnight with shifts on duty in the town, and a close bridge garrison at the far end, based on the checkpoint. I talk through the variables with him, and the options.
 
   “You’re going to blow the span nearest to the town," he states, rather than asks.
 
   “Yes. That is, if we can get down to the arch ring through the fill.”
 
   “Any reason why not?”
 
   “Depends what’s in there. If it’s rocks it’ll be difficult.”
 
   “And if you can’t?”
 
   “Usual fall-back. Crater the approach beyond the abutment.”
 
   “Not as good. Won’t stop them. We’d kill a lot.”
 
   “Their commander’s got a casualties clause in his orders. The cavalry had a copy. If we can take a third of his foot off him he may well give up.”
 
   “May.”
 
   “May.”
 
   “Do you want me to put anything on the Rathaus?”
 
   I’ve been thinking about this. “No. It’s likely that the royal party will be dossing down there, and they’re Harten’s problem, not yours.”
 
   He is silent for a moment, then, diffidently, says, “We’re going to be fighting a battle tomorrow, aren’t we?”
 
   “Yes, and at the moment I don’t know when, or with what, or exactly how.”
 
   “I’d like to make a suggestion. Build a breastwork at end of bridge. We could get by with fewer troops that way. Tie it in with the checkpoint.”
 
   That’s twice the checkpoint has come up. Each time something has chimed in my mind, the second time more strongly than the first. There is something about the checkpoint that is relevant to our problems, but I can’t place it.
 
   “I’m off to the company. What are you going to do?”
 
   “Go and annoy Sergeant Hayek. Then I’ll have to pay my respects to royalty.”
 
   I tell Senger to draft orders for embarkation. Priority people, money, weapons, first line ammunition, food, second line ammunition, general stores, forage. We are in luck, boats for three companies and only two to go. Horses to be driven or ridden along the riverbank unless this becomes impossible due to going or hostile action. As many vehicles as possible to be loaded.  Fitch as Master of the Horse. Sergeant-major Müller to direct loading operations. 
 
   “That leads me on to something you’re trying to stop yourself asking. Where do you want to go? I’ll say my part. I want you to come back with me to the Provinces.”
 
   “I ought to go back to the General. But he left it open.”
 
   “Let me put something to you, which I haven’t had time to develop. I’m looking at merging the Montecuoli and van Groen’s, and bringing in a squadron of horse to make a permanent regiment. That may be Harten’s, or it may not. I think you like working at regimental level. And I’d bring Gottlieb in to this HQ. You make a good team.”
 
   “It’s a lot to think about all at once.”
 
   “And we haven’t got time to discuss it. If we’re still alive this time tomorrow, we’ll take it further. I’m going to talk to Hayek, and then on to royal country. If Gretta gets past me, keep her here.”
 
   Hayek and his four have started a trial hole close to the parapet, ten yards on to the bridge, one-third span. They have dug a hole through the hardcore about three feet square and a foot deep. They are standing round the hole looking at it, like hole-diggers everywhere.  
 
   “And that,” said Hayek, “is as far as it goes.”
 
   “Rockfill?”
 
   “Rockfill. But that’s not the best bit.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “It’s rockfill with graded in the gaps, which you might expect. And it’s stuck together, which you mightn’t but isn’t that surprising. But it isn’t lime mortar, like you would expect. We might just have had a chance if it was. It’s Roman cement, Sir. This bridge is one solid arch. It’ll stay up in a fucking earthquake.”
 
   If you can’t blow the bridge, crater the approaches.  
 
   I look at the checkpoint, and remember. What had been there, on the horizon of my mind, was what Peter Tetziger had said as we walked across the bridge together.
 
   ‘There’s an underground passage linking the towers. One door only, the left hand tower.’
 
   Two towers, one door.
 
   “Sar’nt Hayek, with me. Bring a pick. Rest of you stay here and look busy.”  
 
   The two towers stand beyond the bridge end, sitting on the wing walls of the abutment.  The left hand tower is a single chamber about eight feet in diameter and perhaps twelve to ceiling level. A ladder runs up to a trap in the ceiling; another leads down to the cellar. A ratty torch in a holder on the wall. Hayek lights it and we climb down.
 
   The cellar looks to be eight or nine feet deep, that’s eight or nine feet below road level, with an earth floor. The passage to the opposite tower is just wide enough for a man, less than three feet. The other tower is the duplicate of the first, except for the absence of a door.
 
   We are back in the first tower. “Put your pick in that floor, Sergeant Hayek.”
 
   Except for the ring foundation for the tower walls, there is nothing in the floor but dirt.  We can blow out the foundations and the wing walls, and the weight of the towers will do the rest.  Dig charges into the floor of the passage, tamp it with rubble, and we’d have a line crater ten feet deep in the middle, which would link up with the holes where the towers had been.
 
   “Can do, Sergeant Hayek?”
 
   “It’ll be a pleasure, Sir.”
 
   “We’ll need a bit of a diversion. Leave what you’re doing on the bridge – backfill the hole and tell the boys to look disgusted while they’re doing it. Then start on some new holes in the open beyond the towers as if we were going to do a couple of craters there.”
 
   “About twenty feet apart either side the roadway?”
 
   “That’ll do nicely. Don’t rush it.”
 
   “What about rubble for tamping? Should we drop the towers now?”
 
   “No. I don’t want anyone watching to get any ideas about us doing anything with the checkpoint.” I tell him about van Groen’s suggestion of building a breastwork, and that we can save a lot of bother by hauling rubble from the wreckage of the land gate. We’ll dump the material at the checkpoint, then put the breastwork in place when the main body comes through in the morning. He is to set up the main demolition during the night, and then start again on the diversionary craters in daylight.
 
   “We could charge the holes and fire them. We’re not short of powder. Help with the play-acting, and it’ll make holding the breastwork easier.” Hagen, entering into the spirit of the operation.
 
   “Good. You know what you have to do. I have to ride over to speak to the sensible members of the royal party. I’ll tell the Sergeant-major he’s to find you some empty wagons.  Ride up to the far end and start loading, soon as you can.”
 
   “Labour?”
 
   “Press some townsfolk. Ask Senger from me for something out of the petty cash, if you need it. If the Sergeant-major offers you some hands, I’m sure you won’t argue.” 
 
   The first person I trip over in the meadow is Herr Meyer. One mistake I’d made was in not making this nice, efficient man my acting adjutant. 
 
   “Herr Meyer, your servant, Sir.”
 
   “And I yours, Colonel. Colonel, I feel that I should be doing what I came for, that is checking that all is well with the river craft.”
 
   “I agree, Herr Meyer. Shall we arrange an escort for you? I see Captain Harten over there doing nothing.”
 
   Harten goes off to whistle up a half-section. Meyer turns to me.
 
   “I will be returning to report this evening, though I am sure that all will be in order. But I feel that my wife and daughters would be safer as well as more comfortable if they transferred to our yacht tonight. We are in your debt for allowing us to travel with you.”
 
   “Herr Meyer, I feel that the thanks should come from me. Frau Meyer and the girls have made life so much easier than it normally is in the field. Perhaps in the next few days you will be able to show us how to be comfortable on the water.”
 
   “We will try. One thing more, Colonel. I will have to abandon my carriage at the wharf.  If you wish to make use of it, please do so. I will picket the horses.”
 
   “That is most kind.”
 
   “I will see you this evening. Go well.”
 
   “And you, Colonel.”
 
   Harten comes back with a couple of troopers, and we walk off, Sonntag’s bridle over my arm. Running into Harten a stroke of good fortune, in that he can show me where and where not to go in the royal carriage-park. I want to start with von Morsberg, but take the opportunity of updating Harten.
 
   “The first thing, Sven, is that Christian Carlssen got himself badly cut up in yesterday’s fight, and Abeille doesn’t think he’ll live. Wouldn’t give up and lost too much blood.”
 
   “Proving himself.”
 
   “Yes, and he didn’t need to. He’d already done more than enough, so had the troop. But you lost another trooper killed and three or four wounded. Madsen asked for Nicholas and he’s got him.”
 
   “That’s good. Thank you, Colonel. I take it that the ambush worked?”
 
   “Spectacularly well, but Ricco had a stroke in the middle of it. Wolfgang’s commanding.  And there’s more bad news. Most of the Poles have gone across to the Spaniards. Jan’s only got two dozen fit, plus what he can scrape up from his echelon. And finally this town has been taken back by the same bunch, or what’s left of them, that were running it when we came through last time. The new Bürgermeister is the brother of the one the townsfolk hanged. I don’t know yet if he’s gathered who he’s got within his walls, but we can bank on some helpful bastard telling him – if they haven’t done already.”
 
   “This is Herr Tetziger?”
 
   “That’s right. Bittrich told me that when he came through, Johannes Tetziger’s son, Peter, was running things and pretty effectively. Now Johannes is back and Peter’s out in the cold.”
 
   “That’s Peter who gave us a hard time at the bridge gate?”
 
   “The same. One of the facts in our favour is that Peter owes me one – if he remembers. I hope he does. I liked him.”
 
   “The brief look I had of him, I agree. Christ, I can still smell the three of you that night.  The rest of it sounds a bit horrendous. Can we cope?”
 
   “Yes, if nothing else goes wrong, but we’ve not got a lot in hand. Now, show me where I can find the noble Freiherr.”
 
   The carriage-park is busy with the preparations for moving off. Obviously, I haven’t arrived in time to do anything about pre-empting the invitation from the town dignitaries, if it matters.
 
   “Sven, I have a bad feeling about the court being enticed into the Rathaus. Spiders and flies. Tetziger may be in Spanish pay – Dahlen thinks there’s a Spanish agent in Hollenstedt and it could be him – but if he isn’t, he’s strong Imperialist. Petherbridge we know is a wrong ’un, and seems to have suborned at least one other of the Prince’s gentlemen. There’s de Guzmán; Abeille’s sure he’s someone seriously important; he may be on the outside but he could come into play, particularly if Dahlen’s Spanish agent can contact him.  But there is one plus. Once they’re in there, they’re in.”  
 
   Harten grins. “Got it. You want me to make sure that they stay that way.”
 
   “Absolutely right. Once all the high-priced are sealed up together, I want to own the town, and I don’t want the inmates talking to anyone on the outside.”
 
   “What about you, Colonel?”
 
   “I’ll only go in there if there’s some serious horse-trading going on. I’ve got a battle to run. The Freiherr knows more about the issues than I do. He’s Saxe-Weimar’s executive arm, which puts him pretty high up the Protestant pecking order. But if I do have to go in, you stay outside. That isn’t a recommendation, it’s an order. While I’m alive, you stay out of that building.”
 
   He goes off to organise the move of the royal party. Karl appears, wearing a resigned look.
 
   “I got to Sinclair and Crofton before the invitation arrived and told them how we felt.  But there’s a reception and banquet as well as beds. I’m afraid it’s no contest.”
 
   “You didn’t speak to Rupert.”
 
   “No point. All the ladies, and that includes the Queen, want to party.” 
 
   “I’m more than ever convinced we let this town off lightly. I just hope they’ve changed the sheets since the Montecuoli were in there. And though I aim to keep out unless it’s essential, I’d love to see whether certain of the ladies of the upper crust can look me in the eye.”
 
   “Don’t tell me you were misbehaving too.”
 
   “I behaved like an English gentleman, or a Scots knight, and succoured a damsel in distress. And I’m not saying anything more on the grounds that I’d incriminate myself. Now stop prying. What do you think we’ve got on our plate tonight?”
 
   “Purely a delaying action. I don’t think the opposition will make any move until they’ve got the Spanish force visible on the other side of the river. While they may have the royals technically in their custody, they can’t do anything with them while you’re sitting round them with three hundred soldiers, or five hundred-odd in the morning. They’ve got to get rid of your regiment in one way or another; either destroy you, or persuade you to leave the royals with them.”
 
   The trading option I’d discussed with Dahlen; hand over the royals and walk away.  
 
   “There hasn’t been time to tell you, but we picked up a copy of the Spanish operation order after the ambush. They’ve two missions, pick up the Queen and the Prince, and destroy us.  That’s an ‘as well’; if they get the royals first they’ll still come after us. There is a qualifier – no excess casualties, and I reckon we’re halfway to that already. But I don’t think whoever’s commanding that lot will let us go if we do offer to trade.”
 
   “Condign punishment as an example to others.”
 
   “To everyone. Not just the Protestant princes, but the French too.”
 
   “And the Imperialists.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I hadn’t got that far, but I hadn’t been thinking twisted for as long as she.
 
   “There’s Habsburgs and Habsburgs. Which means that there have to be top Hapsburgs and bottom Hapsburgs. You know families; it’s the same everywhere. How are you going to fight your battle? Can you blow the bridge in time?”
 
   I look round. We are about fifteen yards from anyone else, but I drop my voice.
 
   “I can’t blow the bloody bridge. Essentially, the whole structure is solid rock. I suspect the Tetzigers know it can’t be done.”
 
   “Can you do anything with the approaches?”
 
   “I think more than you’d think. I’m not going to tell you exactly how because persons you’ll be meeting tonight might ask you, and not nicely. What I will tell you is that we are going to crater the approaches, and build a breastwork between those two towers. And everybody will see us doing it. So tell them that, if they ask you, and let ’em believe the evidence of their own eyes.”
 
   “But you can’t guarantee you’ll produce an uncrossable obstacle.”
 
   “You’re right, I can’t do that. But what I’m planning to do, my love, is to produce an obstacle that the bastards can’t get past without taking unacceptable casualties. I think I can do that, and if I bring it off I hope – and I can only hope – that their boss will invoke his casualty clause, and bugger off home. But I’ve got a qualifier too.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “There’s a limit to the number of my people that I’m prepared to lose to keep the Queen and the Prince out of Spanish hands. Particularly Sven’s squadron. He’s lost a quarter of his sabres, and most of them defending the royals. Yesterday, the Montecuoli fought a brilliant battle that was all about getting the regiment clear and had very little to do with preserving the royal party. If I can go on fighting battles like that, I can keep my captains with me. But you, and our social betters, have got to realise that there comes a time when mercenary commanders say enough is enough and go home. And they’ve got their money.”
 
   “That applies to all of you?”  
 
   “Greater or lesser extent. You’ve seen what happened with the Poles. I can hold the Montecuoli, and Sven. The Montecuoli effectively owns him anyway. Piet’s the question mark, but he’s straight. He’ll weigh the pros and cons and be honest about whatever he does.  Sosabowski’s out of it. Until he rebuilds he’ll have to stay with another company, but if Piet goes Jan and his few may go with him. For the moment he’s a score of muskets to thicken up Piet’s firepower. But this fight will be decided above all by the artillery and the pioneers.”
 
   “And the royal personages?” She is letting me make the running.
 
   “Remember what we’ve discussed before. Talking dirty, of the players here, you and I are less concerned with the survival of the Queen and the Prince than anyone else. If you’re being the Heilbronn League’s representative then you’re speaking for the Protestant cause and the Protestant cause needs them. But if it’s you and I, speaking for the Way, we want them off the board. I’ve got a position here as well; she’s the sister of my King, she’s just tapped me on the shoulder with a sword, there’s a personal loyalty. But from any of our positions, they’re better dead, and particularly killed during a gallant rescue effort, than in Spanish or Imperialist hands.”
 
   “The Spanish are more concerned than keeping them alive than we are,” she says. I had thought that she was the ruthless one, but wonder if I’ve gone too far. “I agree.”
 
   “It’s the strongest card in our hand,” I say, “Except for a very good pioneer sergeant from Bohemia.”
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 35
 
    
 
    
 
   We’d cleared our minds, and she had enough of my plans. Cesare will go with her to the Rathaus. I will take over her four troopers, which lets me release my escort section back to Sven.  There are people around us, and once more we have to rely on the mental contact for the important things, when the ordinary human part of each of us was crying out for five minutes privacy, and no God-rotting armour in the way.
 
   We manage five minutes, but with Jamie Sinclair. I’m able to add my reservations about the night’s entertainment to Karl’s, and to warn him that Johannes Tetziger is English-speaking.  Unfortunately, Jamie takes my assurance that I do not think that the Queen is in any direct physical danger the wrong way. We don’t see Crofton, and quite frankly I see no point in trying to scrape a few minutes with any of them, even Rupert. I would put my battle together, Karl would do her best to prevent the opposition from gaining any advantage in the Rathaus, and we would play the pieces to what we saw as best advantage. We would have to hope that the mind contact would work well enough to prevent our working at cross-purposes.
 
   We part – so many partings. I go to find Sergeant-major Müller.
 
   The part of the meadow where Müller’s empire is getting on the move looks like chaos if you aren’t used to the fact that most purposeful military activity looks like chaos to the uninitiated. He is totally unworried and enjoying himself immensely.
 
   ‘Sar’nt-major, I want minimum three two-horsers for Sergeant Hayek overnight. I also want him to have full call on all powder other than first and second line small arms and arty.”
 
   “Colonel, your merest whim is my command.”
 
   “Bollocks, Sar’nt-major.”
 
   “That’s better, Colonel Schmied. Yes, of course you’ve got ’em, but purely out of curiosity?”
 
   “The two-horsers are for hauling rubble from the land gate to build a breastwork at end of bridge as well as for the powder.”
 
   “Tying those two little towers together?”
 
   “Right. The powder’s for making a fucking great big hole where the towers were.”
 
   “Which you think will leave the abutment wall bare-arsed to the wind, and Ansaldo will kill lots of Spaniards from hundreds of yards away while they queue up to try and climb it.”
 
   “Time you took over my job, Mr Müller.”
 
   “Not at all, Colonel. I do my job and I think I do it pretty well. For what it’s worth, I think you’re doing yours pretty well too. Hayek’ll want some labourers to load at the far end. He can have a section of my ladies.”
 
   “Thanks for all that. Now there’s one thing more. The Poles. What you don’t know is that their main body deserted yesterday morning.”
 
   “I do know. Gretta briefed me. I’ve spoken to their quartermaster sergeant. Said he wasn’t totally surprised – been some funny goings-on. He’ll break out a stores pack to get what’s left of them back in business. Says not to worry about his lot. Most of ’em aren’t even Christian, let alone Catholic – still worship trees. And he’ll comb out a few that can use a pike or a musket.”
 
   Strelitz had reminded me, as part of my education, to remember that bad news is never as bad, or for that matter good news as good, as it sounds at first report. That seems to be happening.
 
   “Can I ask you to tell him to have the people and the kit in the Rathaus square by eight tomorrow morning?”
 
   “I’ll do that, Colonel. How are we?”
 
   “It’s going to be a lot tighter than I’d like, Mr Müller, but we’re still in business. Can’t afford to have much more go wrong, though.”
 
   When I’d been a mere captain and condemned to humour him, this stage in the conversation would have been concluded with ‘now bugger off, Captain Sir, I’ve got work to do’.  I had graduated to this being understood rather than stated, but the inference is there.
 
   “I’m most grateful, Mr Müller. Have a pleasant evening.”
 
   “You too, Colonel. Going to the party?”
 
   “No way. I can remember the smell of that place, last time. Come to think of it, I don’t think I’ve been invited.”
 
   “That, Colonel, may be a fortunate omission.”
 
   Hayek and his little band have made a brisk start on the charge holes for the diversionary craters on the bridge approaches.
 
   “You’ve got your wagons and a loading party for the far end. Can you cope with the offloading?
 
   “Yes, Sir. Thank you for fixing it.” 
 
   “I’ll leave you to it. Tie in with the Sergeant-major. I will speak to Captain van Groen about your protection party. Luck.”
 
   “Luck, Colonel.”  
 
   Van Groen has set up shop at the bridge gate. He has sensibly elected to make sure that his platoon guarding the bridge end are properly fed and watered before moving into place. With the mass of people, animals and vehicles still occupying the meadow there’s no immediate need for their presence. A shout from the top of one of the gate turrets.
 
   “Can you come up, please, Colonel?” Ansaldo. He’d vanished on his recce about two hours ago and hadn’t been seen since
 
   “Is Captain van Groen still around?” I call to the sentry.
 
   Piet comes out of the same house that Sandberg had occupied, which has an unpleasant piquancy.
 
   “Piet, I’m going up top to talk to Ansaldo. Care to join me?” 
 
   Ansaldo and his gun fitter have one of the swivels from the disengaged side of the town with them. They are working on the problem of how best to mount the little piece. We are looking out almost due East along the bridge, the river running North to South on this side of the town before swinging West again towards the powder mill and the Rhine.
 
   “Essentially, Colonel, where do you want her to fire? Would I be right in thinking that you’re interested in straight down the bridge and very little else?”
 
   “Not quite, Master Gunner. Before we go any further, I’d rather your fitter made himself scarce. Do you mind?”
 
   The fitter drops through the trap and reappears on the wall-top firing platform.
 
   “What I am planning is a large demolition at the far end of bridge. There are cellars under those towers, with dirt floors. We can easily place charges against the inside of the wing walls.  They go out, and the towers fall into the river taking the approach road with them. To finish off, there’s a passage joining the two cellars. We charge that and we get a crater in the middle as well.   
 
   “We’re going to hold a barricade at the far end till that is ready, but I want to give the impression that this breastwork, with a couple of craters beyond it, is our main defence, so that the buggers commit a major effort against it. Hayek lights the fuses and everybody runs for it. I hope the Spaniards will be all over the breastwork when the main charges go up, and that we’ll catch a few on this side.”
 
   “And for all that you’ll need fire straight down the bridge.”  
 
   “Yes, and I want you to set up a main battery at the northeast corner of the town. You can hit their attack in flank from there. But that gives the Spanish the opportunity of flanking our people on the bridge from the South side. So I want you to mount both the swivels here so they can cover the bank downstream from the bridge and interlock with the southeast tower gun, as well as fire along the bridge. You know they’ve got two sakers?”
 
   He nods.
 
   “They’d be sensible to put them that side as well. If they do you’ll have to chase them around with Magda. Can you man all three falcons?
 
   “If we’ve got them grouped, yes. But I won’t have anyone spare to crew the swivels.”
 
   “Piet, you’ve been quiet. What do you think?”
 
   “First, may I risk the Master-Gunner’s wrath and say that this swivel is essentially just an oversize musket, so if I free off a dozen of my shot, would you be able to train ’em up in time?”
 
   Ansaldo allows that something like that might be possible. Piet goes on.
 
   “What I’m thinking is that you’ve cooked up a plan which enables us to hold the bridge with an absolute minimum of men. That is, if you can get Jan and Wolfgang back soon enough in front of the Spanish to man your breastwork before they hit us. Otherwise we’re fighting a conventional battle in the open against a vastly superior force. Tell me, if everything’s ready to blow and there still aren’t any Spaniards in sight, are you going to wait and try to blow them asunder on the obstacle, or play safe and fire it?”
 
   “Play safe, play safe, and play safe again. I don’t want to get any more of our people killed than we did yesterday. They won’t be able to get across in daylight with the cannon on them. And with the swivels, and a few shot on the walls, we should be able to hurt them badly.  It’ll just take longer.”
 
   “Why not just run for it?”
 
   I tell him the contents of the Spaniards’ orders, and my view that we will need to hurt them a lot more before they will break off the pursuit.
 
   “Our boat party should be all right, but if we don’t break them, Jan will have them snapping at his heels. I’m less worried about the royal convoy. They should be able to see off what cavalry we’ve left the Spaniards, and there’s no problem with the foot.”
 
   “And if what you say is right, we don’t gain anything by handing over the royals.” Piet is getting the message.
 
   “The orders say they’re still to come after us.”
 
   “Fair enough. But although I’m not planning on joining the Spaniards, I’m also not going to lose a lot of people protecting the Queen and her retinue if they persist in doing bloody silly things like tonight. I understand they’re on full board at the Rathaus.”
 
   “Believe me, Piet, I agree with you. And I’ve pointed that out to von Morsberg. I gave them Sven’s squadron expecting they’d be independent, away on their own and out of our hair. I did think they might help get the gates open here, but I planned that they’d be on their way by now. And I do not trust the town management one little bit, nor at least two of Rupert’s gentlemen. The only plus we’ve had from the way it’s turned out is having Sven’s troopers yesterday – though that was a pretty handsome plus.”
 
   “What exactly is your position, Colonel?”
 
   “Not totally simple. I do not want to see the Queen, or the Prince, in Spanish hands. The Count-Duke could use them to make serious mischief, and not just here. England’s been at war with Spain on and off for more than fifty years, and King Charles’ll be seriously embarrassed if his sister’s a prisoner of state in Madrid. But I’m not prepared for any of the companies or Sven to take significant casualties preventing that happening. I’m fighting here to get sufficient of a clean break to get our people away, no more than that. If it helps the Queen and her party to make their escape, then that’s a bonus. But it’s not my prime concern as commander of this regiment.”
 
   “Thank you for that, Colonel. I’ve been wondering if you were signing us all up as Queen Elizabeth’s household troops. Jan was feeling the same, and now we know, his people even more so. I’m happier now, but I have to say that royalty is very good at putting you in positions where you feel an obligation to do more than you should. Do I make myself clear?”
 
   “You do. Piet, and I’m only too well aware of what you’re saying. Why do you think I’ve been avoiding the bloody woman all day?”
 
   “Well, Colonel, I’m afraid your luck’s run out.”
 
   I have been looking at Piet and not at the bridge, and the royal party is practically below us. There’s no alternative but to go down to the gallery across the gateway and make our bows, and hope that they will go on their way and leave us alone.
 
   Dream on. Rupert sees us, and calls us down. He’s halted the party with the royal carriage just into the square.
 
   “Your servant, Your Royal Highness.”
 
   “Sir Roger, you have been neglecting us. And Captain van Groen. I have not thanked you sufficiently for your company’s efforts yesterday. Without them, we would still be stuck in that benighted wood. Roger, go and talk to Mother. She has a bone to pick with you.”
 
   Van Groen throws me a look that has question marks all over it, as Rupert engages him in pleasantries. I make my way down the line to the Queen’s carriage, exchanging bows as I go.  Christ, the sooner this lot disappears into the mists of the North the better.
 
   Her Majesty is all charm, with barbs in it. Where have I been all day, her newest Scots knight is neglecting her for the doubtful company of the soldiery, she knows that I have duties to perform but surely I could delegate some of them to my subordinates, etcetera, etcetera, etcetera.  Wait for it, Roger, something ghastly is about to happen.
 
   It does. “So, Sir Roger, I must insist that you attend me at the Rathaus tonight. This is a royal command.”
 
   Behind the carriage, Jamie Sinclair raises his eyes to heaven, then looks at me and nods his head.
 
   “Your Majesty, I shall be there, but may I crave one indulgence?”
 
   “Which is, Sir Roger?”
 
   “That you will allow me an hour to make myself suitably presentable and to hand over to my deputy, Captain van Groen.”
 
   “I think we may make that allowance, Sir Roger, for the pleasure your company will provide. We also have to make preparation.”
 
   I am dismissed, seething, as Sergeant Hayek had been seething earlier. At that moment, I would happily have sent the whole boiling of them back under Sven to meet the Spaniards. My only reservation would be that it would put Sven and his troopers in peril.
 
   Piet and I stand while the procession passes. Karl waves; she is out of her armour, and Cesare isn’t with her. I turn to Piet.
 
   “What was all that about ‘Sir Roger’?” he asks suspiciously.
 
   “Bribery. It’s about all they’ve got. Come with me up to the square. I’ve got to go to the Rathaus party. We’ll talk while I change. Be careful. I’ve still got that Spaniard with me and he speaks English, and more German than he lets on.” We clatter up the hundred yards to the headquarters square, which we are now sharing with Harten’s light echelon. Gretta has established working relations with the houses on our side, probably by handing back a small proportion of what we’d looted off them.
 
   “Gretta, get out my pretties and a clean shirt, and if Hansi can find some hot water you can both have a day off next year. Ask Mr Senger if he can entertain Don Miguel for a few minutes. Don Miguel, my apologies, but I’d like to use my carriage. Not for long.” I am climbing out of Goosefeather’s harness as I speak.  
 
   “Piet, you know I’ve been trying to avoid this, but thank Christ I’ve expressly excluded you and that I was able to tell you how I intend to fight the battle tomorrow, if I’m here to fight it.”
 
   “It could be that bad?”
 
   “It could. If I’m not back here by midnight assume I’ve been neutralised and carry on accordingly. Your regiment. Your decisions after that. Senger has the papers and the releases for the HQ letters of credit for when you need them. Meyer is at Hollenstedt wharf right now, checking up on the boats. Müller will have the heavy echelons on the road any minute. Ansaldo and Hayek are briefed. It’s all done, apart from slotting in the companies. And that bloody woman thinks I should have passed the day with her exchanging pleasantries.”
 
   “You really are a fucking pessimist.”
 
   “I’ve said it before, it’s why I’m still here. There’s one thing more. If I don’t come through tonight, and Karl von Morsberg does, then I strongly advise you to listen to that one for political advice. Bernhard of Saxe-Weimar does. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to change.  Thank you, Hansi.”
 
   “If something does happen to you, do you have any views on what to do with your hosts tonight?”
 
   “That, again, Piet, is at your discretion. But I have been thinking we let this town off lightly a fortnight ago.”
 
   “I quite understand. Luck, and go well, Schmied.”
 
   The nickname, unadorned by title, is somehow comforting.
 
   “Thanks, Piet. Luck, and go well.”
 
   If anything does happen to me tonight, I can rest easy on one point. ‘Vengeance is mine’, saith the Lord, but there are a lot of my people around to dispute His title to it.
 
   I have a passable shirt left, and my good suit has seen so much use at Bad Waldbach that at least it isn’t creased to embarrassment. I think hard about weapons; tonight isn’t about fighting.  Either I’m going to walk out at the end of the evening exactly as I came in, in which case I’ll feel a fool if I’ve gone in dripping with cutlery and firearms, or I’ll be disarmed prior to the second stage of the entertainment. That might be politely or less so; whichever way it happens the outcome is the same. If you raise an objection, any self-satisfaction you may feel at laying a couple of the opposition flat is tempered by the fact that you’ve been hurt yourself, so you are less effective when its starts to matter. And you have probably ruined a good suit.
 
   So I didn’t even take Perdita. I did not want the lost one to become lost herself. Down the years I’d made a succession of little dress swords, all called Lizzie, after the aunt who taught me a great deal during my teens. The current one is Lizzie Five, and her predecessors had gone astray on similar occasions all over Germany. And the left sleeve of my dress doublet, stiffened like the right, holds the only other weapon I take that night, the little dress dagger in its spring sheath that had saved my neck at Bad Waldbach. Oh yes, and there were a few oddments spread around the pockets: small notebook, two pencil stubs, two pieces of strong wire with right-angle bends in them and flattened ends, pair of rather special nail-clippers, pocketknife, piece of string, tinderbox. The sort of rubbish that tends to accumulate in pockets everywhere. 
 
   “Thought you said you were staying out of it tonight,” says Gretta as I stepped out of my rabbit-hutch, feeling like the fatted calf after the father turned nice.
 
   “So did I. Royal bloody command.”
 
   “’S not safe, is it? Y’ought to take me along, watch your back.”
 
   “There’s times and times. This isn’t one. Certainly we’ll get some clothes for you to do it the next time.”
 
   “Heard what you said to Captain Piet.”
 
   “You shouldn’t listen at keyholes. Go and tell Don Miguel he can have the carriage back.  I want to talk to Mr Senger. See that the horses get some grass before dark.”
 
   I tell Senger more or less the same tale I had told Piet, and the continuity arrangements. I keep it formal, which helps.
 
   “I will place the headquarters at Captain van Groen’s disposal. I think everything is in order.” Then a complete change of mood. “For fuck’s sake don’t go. I wish we’d never got involved with bloody royalty.”
 
   “So do I, Lorenz, so do I. I’d better be going. I’m walking.”
 
   Sergeant Ansbacher lends me a couple of troopers for company on the short walk down the Hauptstrasse to the Rathaus square. Cesare is with the section.
 
   “The Freiherr did not want me to be locked into the Rathaus if it happened to her. And she has taken only a minimum of possessions in with her. I have her armour here.”
 
   Well done, the two of you.
 
   There is still a smell of burnt, if not burning, around the place, and whatever tidying-up work the Tetzigers had initiated has not included the Dom, which is still looking forlorn on my left. Van Groen’s guard force is deployed in four-man bricks at fifty-yard intervals. They look relaxed but not sloppy, and give me confidence that our main interest in the town, the route through, is well and truly secure. 
 
   I stop to speak to Harten. He is, indubitably, thin on the ground. Even with Larsen’s four and the section of lightly wounded I had scraped up for him, he has fewer than a score of riders to fulfil his task. However, he has reinforcements at hand; a sergeant and fifteen or so of van Groen’s pikes are also in the Hauptplatz. They are in a block, not deployed.
 
   “Piet’s reserve,” says Harten. “We spoke and he agreed to hold them here to provide more of a presence. I thought you were planning to stay out. Can I guess that Her Gracious Majesty insisted?”
 
   “Got it in one. Sven, you know I have bad feelings about tonight. I’ll also tell you what I told Piet, that while I may have some personal obligations to the Queen and the Prince, I am not going to jeopardise the safety of the regiment to meet them.” 
 
   “While the two interests coincide, sort of thing?”
 
   “Quite right.” 
 
   Harten is not the sort of officer who needs a lot of explanations.
 
   “If anything goes wrong, try and get word out, and we’ll take the place. I personally don’t give a toss what happens to anyone in there except our two.”
 
   “In the last resort, Sven, I agree with you.”
 
   He is shocked at my response. “Even the Queen?”
 
   “Yes. No time now, I’ll explain later. But I don’t want a rough-house until we’re all here, Jan and Wolfgang as well. Show of force first to persuade them to see sense. I’d better be going.”
 
   “Luck and go well, Colonel.”
 
   “Thank you, Sven. And to you.”
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 36
 
    
 
    
 
   The four great windows overlooking the square had been blocked for the first seven or eight feet of their height with building stone, and their semi-circular heads with timber. The rest is glass, in framing more functional than ornamental. The double doors have patches either side where the falcons and the smasher had torn away the woodwork round the locks. The stonework bears the marks of scores of bullets and canister fill.
 
   The last time I had seen the great entrance hall had been in the aftermath of a heavy night’s death and debauchery. At least the bodies, living and dead, of that occasion had disappeared, and the place smelt better. They had made a real effort, inside as outside, to make the place serviceable at least, though short of a major rebuild not much could have been done to repair the cannon damage. The disastrous state of the floor had been disguised with an assortment of rugs and carpets in a glory of mismatching. 
 
   The room is about half full of people, thirty or so participants, and around ten or a dozen guards or footmen. About a third of the thirty are from the Queen’s party, the rest from the town.  Swords are not being worn. A flunkey requests mine. I slip the sling over my head and part with Lizzie Five with a slight pang, wondering if, provided I get out of here, I have just committed myself to forging Lizzie Six.
 
   Prittwitz is receiving the guests. A major-domo looms.
 
   “It is Colonel Hawken, is it not, Sir?”
 
   No, damn it; let’s give them the full broadside.
 
   “My full title is Colonel Sir Roger Hawken, Knight of Scotland, commanding Hawken’s Regiment, in the service of His Grace the Duke of Saxe-Weimar.”
 
   “My apologies, Sir Roger.”
 
   “None needed. There is no reason why you should have known.”
 
   The man has a good shout. It’s nicely done. There is the merest flick of a raised eyebrow and mouth corner, a ghost of a wink from myself, and the man’s foot moves to cover the five-rix piece that has mysteriously appeared on the carpet between us.  
 
   One or two heads turn as I make my way across the room to where the Unterbürgermeister is emplaced in front of one of the fireplaces. We exchange formalities, a not very smart goblet finds its way into my hand (the van Daams had the good stuff and we had the proceeds) and I set off on the circuit. Well, I haven’t been wrong about the female population.  There are a number of respectable ladies in respectable widow’s weeds who shift uneasily and change position as I approach, then a much younger, pleasantly plump person, also in black.
 
   “Fraülein Tetziger, how pleasant to renew our acquaintance.”
 
   She blushes, just a little. “May I congratulate you, Sir Roger? So much has happened since last we met. A knighthood, and a colonelcy.”
 
   “It happens, these days. Fortune’s wheel revolves faster than in normal times.”
 
   “Indeed it does.”
 
   “Which reminds me. How is it with your cousin Peter? I heard about his elevation, and subsequent events.”
 
   “Colonel, to use an expression which I am sure you use as I do, Peter is considerably pissed off with what has happened. You may have the opportunity of speaking with him later.  Incidentally, we are to be married.”
 
   “May I congratulate you?”
 
   “Thank you. Fortunately, nobody is making any difficulties over our close kinship.” There was an emphasis on the ‘fortunately’, which excited my curiosity.
 
   “Fortunately?”
 
   “It is more than possible that the marriage will take place quite soon.”
 
   I make the connection – yes, it was just possible – and disgrace myself with an attack of the giggles. For a moment, Else looks appalled, then the funny side of it strikes her too, and she joins in. It’s deplorable behaviour by any standards, but it’s what I need. 
 
   “Fraülein Tetziger, may I further congratulate you. Such things happen in these troublous times. I trust you have been and are being suitably comforted?”
 
   “Yes. Kissing cousins, and all that. But, you know, I could quite have fancied being Lady Hawken. And I have to say I have reason to be grateful to you on more than one account.”
 
   She had lost me on that one. Yes, I had given her protection on the night of the sack, but she hardly owed me for it; there had been quite adequate recompense.
 
   “I no longer have to worry about the unwelcome attentions of Herr Doktor Morgenhalle.”
 
   “Do you know, I had genuinely forgotten that matter. I wish you well, and I really mean it, Else.”
 
   I go on my way. The depression has lifted; whatever is going to happen will happen, and I would cope with it or not as the dice rolled.
 
   Where the hell have you been?
 
   Down in the dumps. Better now. When are you coming down?
 
   Five minutes. Are you having fun?
 
   Surprisingly, yes.
 
   I run into a knot of Rupert’s people, most of whom I don’t know but including you-know-Robin-of-course, which at least gives me a foothold. We talk horses for a few minutes, and then she is descending the stairs, wearing a gorgeous burgundy-coloured suit that screams money from every seam.  
 
   “His Lordship, the Freiherr von Morsberg.” No, it’s a different major-domo. No undignified scurrying between front door and stairs.
 
   She crosses to Prittwitz, the courtesies, then loose in the room. She takes her time before reaching me, while one or two more dignitaries and not-so-dignitaries arrive, mostly from within the building, including Sinclair, Crofton and Petherbridge, each with a lady of the court in tow. 
 
   Then there was one of those expectant hushes which happen when an expectant hush is required (I don’t know how it happens, but it does), and Johannes Tetziger, former Stadt Treasurer and now Bürgermeister of Hollenstedt, descends the grand staircase, Frau Tetziger on his arm. 
 
   It’s fortunate that I’ve had about ten minutes to recover from my fit of laughter with Else. This is worse, much worse. I have met Frau Johannes Tetziger before, in company. In company with Leo Mendel, and two of the ladies in black who had been avoiding my presence earlier.  Yes, I had seen her face, as well as everything else, and she had seen mine. And there was going to be a presentation in a moment or two.
 
   I got all of that. Don’t even think of going there.
 
   Might be fun.
 
   It can’t be the wine, I’ve hardly drunk anything, but I have swung from doom and gloom to a feeling that anything can happen tonight, and the only thing to do is to ride our luck, and follow Dahlen’s advice. Dominate events. Keep the rest of them off-balance.
 
   Karl announced again, to the Tetzigers, and of course does everything perfectly. Another couple of couples, and it’s Hawken’s turn.
 
   “Herr Bürgermeister, Frau Bürgermeisterin, Colonel Sir Roger Hawken.”
 
   “Your servant, Herr Tetziger. How pleasant to meet you again.” I don’t think he believes me. 
 
   There is something pleading in his wife’s expression. “I am honoured to make your acquaintance, Frau Tetziger.”  
 
   If you hadn’t done that you’d have spoilt our evening.
 
   I can be good, when you ask nicely.
 
   I catch up with her in person after that and behave myself like an officer and a gentleman, and we circulate together, with me hoping that I wasn’t giving anything away that might have caused raised eyebrows, then there’s another hush.
 
   “They’ve got a bit of a problem, you know,” she says.
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “This room’s Imperialist territory, even though we’ve got half your regiment outside.  And ma’am’s late husband was declared rebel by the Emperor. How do they announce her in terms that won’t cause a royal tantrum on the one hand or put Tetziger on the spot or the other?”
 
   “Delicious, isn’t it?”
 
   “Roger Hawken, I do not know what I am going to do with you. We’re on our own, there are people in here who would like nothing better than to hang us in the morning, and you are –”
 
   "– enjoying the party, my love, and storing up tall tales to tell in the market-place when I am old and past it, which is what old soldiers do. Do what I’m doing. Wing it until we have to act.”
 
   “I’ve never met anyone like you. How do you do it?”
 
   “Because there’s nothing else we can do. Because we don’t know which way the dice will roll in the next five minutes. Just live it. There’s another thing.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’ve never met anyone like you, either.”
 
   There is a madness sweeping me along, and I hope it’s starting to infect her too.  
 
   Then they are descending the stair together. It isn’t the perfect choreography of Bad Waldbach, but it’s not bad for an improvisation. And someone has done a good job on the script, too.
 
   “Her Majesty Elizabeth, formerly Queen of Bohemia, and His Royal Highness, Prince Rupert of the Rhine.” Clever. The ‘formerly’ could be glossed over by her royal self, and covers Tetziger’s arse if anyone wants to go sneaking to his overlord or even higher.  
 
   There is a brief flurry of provincials anxious to be presented to Royalty, rebel or not, then we are summoned to descend to the dining room of the Rathskeller. We are shown to places, which I don’t like since I am separated from Karl, but it isn’t a total waste as I am seated opposite Crofton. I’m able to talk to him because one of the ladies placed next to me is among those who are not anxious to renew my acquaintance, and the other is too terrified by my presence to say more than ‘yes’ or ‘no’.  
 
   I growl at Crofton for permitting the royals to trap themselves in the Rathaus when they could by now be ten miles North, and receive a lecture on the trials of being a royal servant. I update him as to the battle plan, as far as I can in public, and the need for him to separate the Queen from Petherbridge, who is fortunately out of earshot. 
 
   What is going to happen will happen. The first sign of it is when Tetziger excuses himself and leaves the table, followed at brief intervals by his deputy, and then by Petherbridge. A minute or two later there is a tap on my shoulder. It’s Peter Tetziger, but my attempt at the pleasantries is cut short.
 
   “Colonel Hawken, would you please come with me. The Bürgermeister wishes to speak with you.” Not ‘my father’, not ‘Roger’. Party’s over. Go on playing it as you have been; they’ll think you’re drunk. I take a pork hock with me to add to the impression of carelessness. No one has picked up Karl, yet.
 
   We have the two flights of stairs to climb to the council chamber. I make more efforts at conversation with Peter, again with no success, so confine myself to making inroads into the pork.  
 
   The chamber is brightly lit. With the candles and the warmth of the May evening, it is hot. Tetziger père is sweating visibly in his fur-embellished robes. Now there is a genuine surprise, in fact two surprises.  Seated at the council table, from which an obviously serious effort had not been able to expunge the damage caused by my firework, are Tetziger, Prittwitz, and Petherbridge, which is as might be expected. In addition, the gathering includes de Guzmán and Meyer, which isn’t expected at all. That seems to identify ‘the Spanish agent in Hollenstedt’.  Peter withdraws.
 
   “Don Miguel, I seem to remember that last time we spoke I still had your parole.”
 
   “I took the liberty of releasing Don Miguel, so technically he has been recovered by Spanish forces and his parole status ceases to apply,” says Meyer. Well, that’s one interpretation.  I’m not in a position to argue, and there are more important things to worry about, like whether Meyer is aware of Madjewski’s defection. I hadn’t spoken of it to him, but it had been the main topic in the HQ and Meyer is, as I adjust my thinking, ex officio in the business of keeping his ears open. “I regret that I had to tie up Mr Senger. He didn’t get damaged in the process. And your boats are safe, and waiting for you to load at any time.”
 
   Petherbridge rounds on him.
 
   “What the hell do you mean, his boats are safe? Whose side are you on, Herr Meyer?”
 
   “Perhaps I should make my position clear, Herr Petherbridge. Which is, I believe, Herr Tetziger, the reason for this little gathering?”
 
   “Quite so, Herr Meyer. And in order that we may conduct our discussions in a civilised atmosphere, perhaps I may invite you to take a little more refreshment. Herr Prittwitz, would you mind? And I feel that we will make best progress if we speak English. Am I correct, Don Miguel?”
 
   “It would be convenient, Herr Tetziger.”
 
   “Herr Meyer?”
 
   “That will not be a problem.”
 
   I wonder how much Strelitz and I had given away in our discussions in English at Haus Rottweil. Meyer begins again.
 
   “My position is that I serve the government of His Most Catholic Majesty and am directly responsible to the Count-Duke. I have no contact with the local command structure or its inept and compromised intelligence operation in Bad Waldbach, though I have to confess I found that a valuable cover for my own activities. My commitment was and is solely devoted to the securing of the persons of the ex-Queen of Bohemia and Prince Rupert, and their transport to Spain.  Colonel Hawken, I have no interest in causing any harm to you and your regiment other than in the furtherance of my main task. As far as I am concerned, and that also goes for my principal, the sooner you are out of these territories the better, and in accordance with our business arrangements I have done and will do everything to expedite it.”
 
   The proceedings are interrupted by the return of Peter Tetziger with Karl, who is looking flushed and angry, whether genuinely or acted wasn’t apparent.
 
   Genuine. He made some unpleasant remarks on the way upstairs. I reacted. Shouldn’t have.
 
   Don’t worry. Think cover and confusion. It’s a very nice suit, but perhaps a bit much.
 
   “Pray join, us, Freiherr. Your position as representative of His Grace the Duke, and therefore of the Heilbronn League, is well known.”  
 
   “Thank you, Herr Bürgermeister. I would be grateful if you would request your guard commander to mind his tongue when dealing with your guests. Or am I a prisoner?”
 
   “A guest, Freiherr, a guest. Though that may change as a result of our deliberations.”
 
   First warning. Tetziger turns to de Guzmán.
 
   “Don Miguel, would you care to state your position?”
 
   “I am the personal representative of the Count-Duke in these provinces.”
 
   Meyer, who is shielded from de Guzmán by Johannes’ ample form, looks at me and raises his eyebrows. I find the gesture comforting.  
 
   Miguel continues. “Like Herr Meyer, I answer to him and not to the local command. And also like Herr Meyer, I am interested primarily in bringing the ex-Queen under the control of my great-uncle – yes, Colonel Hawken, you were correct as to the relationship. I am prepared to say that Prince Rupert’s future is not a major consideration. And I also must say that although I have formed some regard for Colonel Hawken over the last few days, I do not share Herr Meyer’s lack of interest in the destruction of his already depleted force. Quite the reverse.”
 
   Oh shit, they do know about Madjewski. Don’t make anything of it, or show you’re worried. “Mr Petherbridge is keeping very quiet,” I put in, between bites at my pork joint, which I am keeping going for as long as possible as a stage prop rather than a food item. “Dickon, what’s driving you in this? I take it that there’s something more than money in it. Don’t tell me you’re Spanish under the skin.”
 
   He is silent for a moment, looking at me while I see a succession of emotions flickering across his features. Eventually he says it, quite simply.
 
   “My mother was a Catesby.”
 
   “Oh, you poor sod.” It’s a genuine, unthinking reaction, and I have to say there is sympathy in it, whatever he has done since then in the name of revenge. Being a Catholic recusant had been hard enough under the old Queen; to be associated as close family with the leading Gunpowder plotter would have meant a choice between exile at no notice or a high probability of a death sentence.  
 
   “But you’re too young…” I begin again.
 
   “Born in these parts. Never been in England. Thought if King James’s daughter were in the hands of the Spanish they could use her to hurt England badly.”
 
   “You’re not an assassin, then?”
 
   “If I were, d’you think she’d still be in the land of the living? Perhaps as a last resort.”
 
   It’s Tetziger’s meeting, but I’m starting to run it. Don’t lose it, keep driving on.
 
   “Herr Tetziger, we’ve three people here who are united in wanting to see the ex-Queen under the control of Spain, and not just under Spanish control but physically moved to Spain.  Where does that leave you? If I’m correct I think you are the only Imperialist in the room. My own feeling is that our Spanish contingent is actually a lot more interested in using Her Majesty to influence relations with England than they are with bringing the Protestant princes to heel. Are you happy with this?”
 
   He isn’t, and he is even less happy at having it pointed out in public, but he can see where I am trying to take him and doesn’t fall for my attempt to drive a wedge between him and the other three.
 
   “And you, Colonel? And the Freiherr? You have been asking us to declare our positions.  What about yours?”
 
   My turn. Not that you aren’t doing well.
 
   “Our position is that we wish the Queen and the Prince to play their part in the furtherance of the Protestant cause, so that an equitable settlement can be worked out between Protestant and Catholic rulers throughout Europe.”
 
   That was a bit old-fashioned.
 
   I know. Purest bullshit. See how they react.
 
   The reaction is not quite what either of us expects, or if we had thought it might come up, we hadn’t expected it to do so as quickly as it does. It has to be Petherbridge, as, by mischance, he is further into our thinking than are the others.
 
   “How does that square with Colonel Hawken’s suggestion that the Queen and the prince should take refuge in France?”
 
   “You should have passed that on to Langtry, you know. You gave yourself away. Did you have to kill him?”
 
   I am trying to unbalance him, and it does.  
 
   “Sir Edmund was killed in battle. There is nothing to prove I did it.”
 
   “But a fortunate accident from your point of view, Dickon? Actually, it reinforced the case against you, whatever you may feel about proof in the strictest sense of the word.”
 
   “Hawken, you are not in a position to play games with us. We hold the cards here. We have the Queen in our custody, not to mention yourselves. And tomorrow there will be a Spanish tercio in the town, and we will see who is shouting the loudest then.”
 
   “Be careful, Dickon, be very careful. At the moment you and your people own this Rathaus and damn-all else in Hollenstedt. I already have three hundred troops in the town.  Tomorrow morning, and before your Spanish tercio can get in, I will have another two hundred, with artillery. If they want to, my people can break in here and hang the lot of you – and if we’re still in here, they will. And you haven’t asked the fundamental question, any of you.”
 
   There is a pause. Meyer breaks it. Meyer, probably the most civilised of all the men in the room, with his slightly lawyerish style of speech.
 
   “May we enquire what the question is? Or may I hazard an answer?”
 
   “I should be interested to hear your assessment, Herr Meyer.”
 
   “First of all, Colonel, may I be assured that the Freiherr and yourself have a common interest in these matters?”
 
   “You may, Herr Meyer,” says Karl. “We may differ slightly over detail, but nothing substantial.”
 
   “Then I suggest that the Colonel’s proposal that the Queen should go to France indicates that you both feel she would be better off the chessboard, perhaps even in England?”
 
   “That is correct,” she says. A flash thought in my direction.  
 
   I like this man. Thinks for himself. We should use him.
 
   “And you feel that the larger issue, of a lasting peace in Germany, would be aided if she were no longer in the picture?”
 
   “Quite so, Herr Meyer.”
 
   “And in the last resort, Freiherr, if the Queen were to be killed – forgive my bluntness – in the course of tomorrow’s fighting, this would have a similar effect on what we are calling ‘the larger issue’?”
 
   “Particularly if her death occurred in the course of an action which could be portrayed as an attempt to free her from Spanish custody. Taking it further, if that death could be laid at the door of Spain, or for that matter, the Empire, then it might have markedly deleterious effects on relationships between, say, England and Spain. I have to say that Colonel Hawken has personal loyalties to the Queen as an Englishman, and as a Scots nobleman, which affect his view of what I have been saying, but in the last resort he will agree with me.”
 
   Won’t you?
 
   Don’t like it, but yes. 
 
   “Freiherr von Morsberg is correct, Herr Meyer.” 
 
   We are dealing with matters of great pith and moment and everybody seems to be taking things very seriously, but Meyer is smiling. A cynical, worldly, smile.
 
   “In point of fact then, the two of you are saying we’ve got fuck-all leverage until Don Alvaro forces his way in here tomorrow.”
 
   “Admirably phrased, Herr Meyer,” says Karl.  “I love the language of diplomacy, don’t you, Roger?”
 
   “Indeed yes.” 
 
   “Don Alvaro d’Ortega y Vallodolid. A fine soldier.” De Guzmán, making a manful effort at getting back into the conversation. We know all about Don Alvaro from his subordinates’ appalling document security.
 
   Time I put the pressure on again. “Herr Meyer, you used the word ‘until’. Be careful.  There are no certainties in war.”
 
   “I think there are on this occasion, Colonel Hawken,” says Tetziger. “We have seen your pathetic attempts to demolish the bridge.”
 
   “Herr Tetziger, that bridge is a death-trap even without a demolition. Karl, I think I have something to tell them.”
 
   What?
 
   The casualty clause.
 
   Yes, go ahead.
 
   “Please do not keep us in suspense, Colonel Hawken.” Meyer, all urbanity.
 
   “Don Miguel may be aware, but the rest of you will not, that your gallant Don Alvaro has a butcher’s bill clause in his orders. We took a copy off one of the officers of his cavalry regiment headquarters.”
 
   “What exactly do you mean by that?” said Tetziger.
 
   “What I mean is that Don Alvaro is under orders not to incur excessive casualties in fulfilling his mission. We’ve already destroyed practically all his horse. You ought to be thinking that there will be a point where Don Alvaro will give up and go home. We aren’t short of ammunition.” 
 
   “If I may add another point,” says Karl, “which impinges on the well-being of every person in this room, including Sir Roger and myself. Sir Roger’s regiment thinks quite highly of him, and as they know that I am on friendly terms with him, I may feel included in that regard. If anything were to happen to Sir Roger and myself, or even if the regiment were to form the impression that anything had happened, then you may rest assured that its members would inflict retribution not only on all of you, but everyone in the Rathaus and the town. And they would not be particularly concerned if any member of the royal party were to suffer in the process.”
 
   Meyer is back on the case. “I see your point, Freiherr. While Colonel Hawken’s regiment controls Hollenstedt, your continued safety is necessary for our survival. And it is also critical in ensuring the survival of Queen Elizabeth, in which we all have an interest. Paradoxically, ourselves more than you.”
 
   “An admirable summary, Herr Meyer. I believe what we have here is called a stand-off.”  Karl is indubitably warming to the man. “And for your well-being, I would recommend that you assure Colonel Hawken’s people of ours. A balcony appearance in the morning, perhaps. Or you might be really radical and simply let us walk out of here. You can hang on to the Queen; I don’t think anything short of physical force would get her out of here tonight anyway.”
 
   She’s overdone it, certainly as far as Tetziger is concerned. The man is struggling for words and breath equally.
 
   “You would do well, Freiherr, to remember that you and Colonel Hawken are our prisoners.”
 
   “And you, in turn, Herr Tetziger,” I said, “would also do well to recall that you are all my prisoners – or Pieter van Groen’s, which amounts to the same thing.”
 
   “I for one insist that they are locked up where they can do no harm until Don Alvaro has taken the town,” says de Guzmán. “If we let them continue talking in this vein, the Lord God alone knows where they will take us. There are those in our camp who might relish the prospect of debate with you two; it would take little effort on the part of our keener inquisitors to link you with the Evil One.”
 
   Karl laughs that lovely deep contralto laugh that might disarm even a senior representative of the Holy Office, or totally confuse him if he wasn’t sure quite what he was dealing with. “God’s death, Don Miguel, I’ve already had too much of that from the bloody Calvinists.”
 
   “For Christ’s sake, Herr Tetziger, take ’em downstairs before they destroy us.” Meyer is laughing too.
 
   So we are bundled downstairs by the representatives of the Stadt, and taken to the armoury corridor, and into a side room. There is the click of an indifferent lock on our prison cell, followed by the emphatic bang of the main door, and the noise of good solid locksmith’s art shooting home. They’ve left a candle, bless ’em. I look at, Karl, and she looks at me, and we start to laugh. And go on laughing. Fortunately there are chairs, and a table, so we didn’t have to sit on the floor. You need a chair to laugh on.
 
   “Karl, do you realise what they’ve done?” 
 
   “Several things. Take in order of priority?”
 
   She is already out of her doublet.
 
   “Save the light, I’ve got a tinder-box, among other things.” I blow out the candle.
 
   “What else have the silly buggers done, because your voice is saying silly buggers?”
 
   “Kept us together. The one way they could control me is to keep us apart and threaten you.”
 
   “Control you? Is that the only plus you can think of? Stop being so fucking practical and help me off with these breeches.”
 
   There is a table, and a couple of chairs, and several degrees of ingenuity. And two people who have been craving just a minute or two alone together have suddenly been granted their hearts’ desire by people who might well have been surprised by what is going on in the lower regions of the Rathaus.  
 
   Dereliction of duty, perhaps, plus one or two other charges to do with good order and military discipline, and possibly even conduct unbecoming. After an hour or two we come down and draw breath and practicality. I light the candle. Karl, tawny in the candlelight, is sitting on the table swinging her legs, and I wish I hadn’t blown it out in the first place. She looks round the room.
 
   “One or two things lacking in here.”
 
   “What? Oh yes, I see, or rather I don’t see. I’ll get the door open.” The lock hadn’t sounded up to much when they secured it, and it isn’t. The nail clippers have gripping faces next to the joint, which makes it possible to put a fair amount of force on the lock picks. Karl disappears up the corridor towards the powder store.
 
   “Thank God for fire buckets. Are you going to have a go at the main door?”
 
   “I’ll have a look but it’s built to last. I used the locks last time.”
 
   It takes less than two minutes to come to the conclusion that I am wasting my time and in danger of breaking a nice piece of steel. 
 
   “We’re in here until someone comes along with the key – or if I remember rightly, two keys.”
 
   “It might have been nice if they’d provided a little bread and water, at least.”
 
   The candle is burning down, and the initial euphoria has worn off. It had been, say, ten o’clock when they locked us in. It is now one o’clock, or thereabouts, by my watch. Karl produces a more respectable timepiece, and agrees. Piet is now in command, but probably won’t be doing much except keep a fatherly eye on Hayek’s and Ansaldo’s preparations. I hope that Piet and Harten won’t try a rescue; once the whole regiment is in Hollenstedt, if there is a time cushion between their arrival and that of the Spanish foot, something might be done more effectively and with less mess. But if time is pressing and we’re still down here when Don Alvaro attacks – well, despite handing over to Piet, it’s my battle plan and I bloody well want to fight it, however competent I know Piet to be. And once battle is joined, our people will have enough on their hands without having to think about getting us out.
 
   Another quarter-hour passes, and we are dozing off on the uncomfortable chairs, thirsty and grumpy, when there is the unmistakable sound of a key being turned in a heavy lock.
 
   “Room service?” hisses Karl, listening.
 
   “No. Whoever’s doing that doesn’t want to be heard.”
 
   “Then who? Hardly a Tetziger. The young one was even worse than the old. Candle?”  There is still a little life left in the flame.
 
   “Leave it,” There’ll be less chance of mistaken identity if there’s a bit of light. I draw the little dagger from its sheath in the sleeve. Somebody might have had the idea of a quiet removal of two embarrassing individuals, and to hell with the consequences.
 
   A shaded candle comes down the stairs, and seems to come down one extra step, so that it is closer to the floor than if carried by a man of normal height.
 
   “Colonel Schmied, Sir?”  
 
   “Gretta, how in the bowels of hell did you…?”
 
   “No time. Hansi’s keeping lookout. Freiherr, you’d better finish getting dressed. ’Sall right, I know all about you two.”
 
   There is an air of ‘bless you, my children’ about her. I am beginning to wonder what the hell I am going to do about Gretta, as I had about Nicholas.
 
   A minute or so for Karl to tidy herself, and we are on our way. Hansi meets us at the top of the stairway with an all clear, and we dutifully lock the door behind us.
 
   “No guard?” 
 
   “No. Cocky bastards. Keep going, Colonel. Can’t help feeling it’s too good to be true.”
 
   But it is. The Rathaus is quiet, all its inhabitants safely tucked up in their chaste beds, unlike the last night I’d spent in the place. We sneak out of the back entrance, report to the nearest of Harten’s vedettes, then to Captain Harten himself, still keeping the vigil.
 
   “Thank Christ you’re out, Colonel. Also thank this one, and young Peter Tetziger.”
 
   “Peter? He was being a complete pain in the arse in there.”
 
   “Boy’s a good actor. Gretta will fill you in on the details. With your permission Sir, I’m for my bed.”
 
   “By all means, Sven. And thanks. Could you send one of yours down to the bridge gate to tell Piet I’m back in business? No need to talk until the morning.”
 
   “I’ve got something for you in the office,” says Gretta. “Just drink, I assumed they fed you before you got locked up.”
 
   A sleepy Senger opens the door of the office truck and we pile inside. There is beer, and for a minute or two that takes precedence over other matters.
 
   “I paid for it out of the petty cash,” says Gretta. “Didn’t want to do a robbery with violence tonight.”
 
   “You’ve got good taste. Now talk, all of you, but first of all, however you pulled it, you’ve done wonders tonight. Thanks, and thanks again.”
 
   “And so say all of us,” says Karl. Then, “Shit.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Left my sword behind. What about you?”
 
   “You can borrow Perdita in the morning. I took a toy sword to the party. Now tell. Who got the word out? Peter?”
 
   “Yes, and he sends his apologies for being extremely unpleasant, particularly to the Freiherr. He was making sure you were both genuinely annoyed when he delivered you to Daddy, so as to be better able to help later.”
 
   “He certainly succeeded in that,” says Karl. “If I actually were what I pretend to be I would be really incensed at what he said to me on the way up. It was quite bad enough anyway.  But where did he get the keys?”
 
   “Peter didn’t,” Senger chips in. “You owe that to Gretta. Let me tell them.” And he tells his tale of being surprised by Meyer on the latter’s return from the wharf, and being tied up while Meyer released de Guzmán and departed to the Rathaus.
 
   “Gretta comes back from grazing the horses and frees me, and is all for barging straight in and sorting out the entire Rathaus single-handed. Captain Harten and I get her calmed down, and she waits with him through the evening till things go quiet in the Rathaus. A bit later Peter Tetziger comes out and tells us they’ve locked you in alongside the armoury, but his father’s got the only set of keys. Gretta remembers the keys Andreas Fischer took off the Tetziger that got killed in the Westplatz when we came in, and you telling her to stow them on the trap. She goes and gets them, Peter shows her and Hansi the way in, and the rest you know.”
 
   Karl gets up from the bench where she was sitting and embraces Gretta. There isn’t much more to be said. We were free agents again, mostly thanks to a fourteen-year-old girl who could teach her elders a lot about presence of mind and rising to the occasion.
 
   Gretta hasn’t finished with us. “I’ve fixed beds for the two of you in the house behind your carriage. You might as well have a comfortable what’s left of the night, but Mr Senger’s got something more for you before you get your head down, Colonel.”
 
   “Galloper in from Captain Siegel, Colonel. Here you are.”
 
   Wolfgang’s message is good news without being startling; the sort of message you like to get at two in the morning. The companies had camped for the night about twelve miles, Wolfgang estimated, from Hollenstedt. They had kept going until Fitch’s patrols had confirmed that the Spanish, who were still an hour’s march or more behind them, had halted. Fitch intended to harass the Spaniards to ensure they did not sleep easy. The Poles would set off independently in the morning ahead of the Montecuoli.
 
   “Galloper still here?” I ask.
 
   “Yes. He came in about two hours ago. I saw to it that he got something to eat and drink, and his horse.”
 
   “Gretta, find him a fresh horse. Lorenz, five minutes and I’ll have a draft for you to tidy up and copy.”
 
   I sit at the desk and knock out a summary operation order for the morrow. Sosabowski to reinforce the Dutch shot on the river wall. The van Groen pikes, less the bridge end guard, to continue to secure the Hauptstrasse until the Montecuoli have got their breath back, then to concentrate in the bridge gate square and be prepared to repel any assault along the bridge.   Magda and the Hollenstedt falcon to locate in Ansaldo’s main battery at the northeast corner of the town. The smasher at the far end of bridge. Van Groen to command all troops on the bridge and the river wall. 
 
   If the Montecuoli are being followed up closely by the Spaniards they and the Dutch are to be prepared to form a battle line and force the Spaniards to deploy, then thin out and withdraw through the gap in the breastwork. The Montecuoli to double up as town security and regimental reserve, based on their old home in the Westplatz. The cratering charges beyond the breastwork to be fired once all troops are through the barricade. Assuming the main demolition is fully prepared, van Groen is to order all troops to withdraw and to order Hayek to fire it immediately.  After that, the Spaniards are to be destroyed by fire as they attempt to cross the obstacle. 
 
   “Mr Senger.”
 
   “Colonel.”
 
   “Two copies please, to go back with the galloper, one to be passed on to Captain Sosabowski. Two more, slow time, for Captain van Groen and Master Gunner.”
 
   He sets to work on the draft while I have a word or two with the galloper. Then I go to my bed, shepherded by Gretta. She is right; there isn’t any more I can sensibly do that night, and it isn’t long to dawn. 
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 37
 
   Saturday
 
    
 
   I wake early. The clockwork of my mind is running from the first moment of wakefulness, so I haul out to sample the day. A grey dawn, the wind coming out of the northwest, a hint of rain in the air. Nothing to be done, and at least my shot, and their powder, have protection from the weather. Which can’t be said for the Spanish.  
 
   The senior officer problem again. Everybody knows what they have to do, or if they don’t they’re keeping quiet about it. I have nothing more to do about preparation for today’s battle. I ought to be thinking about tomorrow, but tomorrow ought to be the start of our Rhine cruise.  Sergeant-major Müller would have the loading in hand, and as there haven’t been any howls of anguish from his direction I can assume that the water transport is even now being stuffed with our goods and chattels. Other than setting a good example, there had been no reason for me to get out of bed.  
 
   So I do the pre-battle personal things, to stop me looking at my watch every five minutes.  I check the battle haversack, freshen up Goosefeather’s edge with the oilstone, then do the same for Perdita and the daggers. I can hear a succession of bangs from the direction of the river wall. Ansaldo’s swivel-gunner course, doing their practicals.  
 
   Eventually I find myself battleworthy clean, and dressed, breakfasted courtesy of the goodwife of the house and our supplies, and with something of an effort jacketed and harnessed for war. I bid Senger good morning, place myself in the armchair, and wait for something to happen.
 
   “You ought to see these, Colonel,” he says. “I didn’t show them to you earlier because you needed to get your head down, but I don’t like the look of them.”
 
   ‘These’ are the strength returns from the Poles and the Montecuoli.
 
   “What struck me was the sick, lame and lazy.” 
 
   Neither company has taken much in the way of battle casualties. It’s the non-battle injuries and the sick that are worrying. Friday’s forced march has taken its toll. The lame will not affect the fighting strengths by much, but they will slow the companies down. We don’t leave stragglers to Spaniards. On my reckoning, Don Alvaro has halved the gap between himself and the Montecuoli yesterday. Today looks like being worse. Corporal Lemade might hold up their transport by blowing the little bridges in the valleys, but he won’t be able to stop the infantry.  There is not going to be lot of space between pursued and pursuers when the finishing post comes in sight.
 
   A sputter of firing – pistols mostly. Senger and I both out of the office, listening.
 
   “Coming from the Hauptplatz, I think,"
 
   “I agree.”
 
   “Going to look, Colonel?”
 
   “Certainly not.” If the situation needs my attention, I’ll hear about it soon enough. And of course it’s Gretta, making her first appearance of the day.
 
   “Tetziger domestic in the Rathaus. Peter Tetziger got out but the old man and some of the help were firing at him. Mr Ragnarsson returned fire. Couple of theirs got hurt, including the pig-face. None of ours.”
 
   A rumpled and fresh out of bed Sven Harten, bringing Peter Tetziger with him.
 
   “Hello Peter. What was all that about?”
 
   “Father didn’t like it when he found you’d gone missing and blamed me. Still thinks I have the spare set of keys. It got ugly so I ran for it. I wouldn’t have got away without Kreuzer.  The major-domo who was announcing you last night. He got the doors open while I held them on the stairs.”  
 
   “Your father’s wounded at least. Do you want to go back in?”
 
   “No thank you. Not unless your friend Miguel’s been knocked out as well. He was more trouble than my father.”
 
   “Welcome aboard then. I haven’t thanked you yet for last night.”
 
   “Nor have I apologised for my appalling behaviour. Worked, though.” He grins mischievously.
 
   “What about the royal party? They get involved in your family discussion?”
 
   “No. I would hope the Prince’s gentlemen secured the staircases. I was too busy to enquire, and to be honest I didn’t much care.”
 
   I ask Senger to take Peter to my lodgings and get him a drink of something. It’s nice to have detached him from the opposition, but today Peter Tetziger will only get in the way of my battle. 
 
   “What are you going to do with him?” Sven asks. 
 
   “Lock him in one of the gate towers, like I should have done with de Guzmán. I’d like you to see to it for me. I haven’t time to be nice to him and I still think we’ll have a few more essentials off this town before we go, so we aren’t going to part bosom friends. On the evidence of last night’s party there’s still plenty to be had.”
 
   “What about tasks today?”
 
   “Wolfgang takes over town security when he gets in and has had time for a cough and a spit; till then the Rathaus is still yours. I want you to receive all the horse including Fitch’s, and put them together again. They will be very, very tired. I don’t expect you to be able to do a lot more than that, but I want you to be prepared to patrol the area between here and the wharf if  the Spaniards look like slipping any small force across.”
 
   “I could do that with a couple of observers on the southwest tower and save the horses and men.”
 
   “Do that. But warn off a reaction force. Enough to be going on with?”
 
   “Enough. Luck, Colonel.”
 
   “Thanks, Sven. Luck.”
 
   Gretta is back at the headquarters with the news from Hayek. Both demolitions are ready to go. They have taken work on the breastwork as far as they can; Hayek is anxious about leaving too small a gap and having a wagon, or worse a gun, get stuck or damaged on the way through.
 
   “Do we take horses down to the gate?” she asks.
 
   “No. We walk.” The little gate square will soon fill up with all kinds of traffic. Two horses fewer would help.
 
   I still haven’t seen Karl that morning. Senger says that as far as he knows she is still in the house, so I pick up Perdita and take myself over while Gretta and Hansi see to Sonntag and her bay.  
 
   Karl is being fussed over by Cesare. She is drinking something hot that smells of herbs, and is definitely not her usual self.
 
   “I can put on a good act most of the time, but I can’t get away from Mother bloody Nature. And just occasionally I get hit like this. There’s one good side to it, of course. Can’t put too much trust in the vinegar or lemon, and as for last night, well…”
 
   “Hate seeing you like this.” One didn’t think of vulnerability in the context of Karl von Morsberg. “Sorry to be practical, but how long?”
 
   “Oh, I could ride now if I had to, but I’ll be feeling sorry for myself for the rest of the day, possibly longer. I’ll send a rider up to Sven, and if there are any developments on the regal front I’ll steel myself and sort them. What was all the noise about?”
 
   “Peter Tetziger falling out with his father. He’s with us now, but I’ve locked him up out of the way. The Queen’s party wasn’t involved. Old man Tetziger got shot. Don’t know how badly.”
 
   “You’ve got a battle to win, my love. I don’t want you worrying about that lot, I’ll see to them. Thank you for the sword.”
 
   Cesare is being protective, and glowering at me. He doesn’t actually say ‘get the hell out’, but he might as well have done. I kiss her, chastely, and leave, another ‘luck and go well’ echoing in my head.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 38
 
    
 
    
 
   Piet greets me in the gate square. “Morning, Colonel. Heard the firing. Anything startling?”
 
   “Outbreak of domestic violence in the Tetziger family.”
 
   “Oh, that’s why we’ve got little Peterkin locked up. He’s not happy.”
 
   “Piet, I couldn’t give a toss whether he’s in black depression or beatific elation. You and I have got a battle to fight. How’s it going? I know Hayek’s reported the demolitions ready.”
 
   “We’re about as ready as we can be. We’ll need a quarter-hour to change the shot round when Jan comes in. I’ll shift mine to the North half of the wall. We’ve got some competent swivel-gunners.”
 
   “I heard. Can they hit what they aim at?”
 
   “Adequately. They’ll be firing at mass targets, mostly”
 
   “Right, Piet, thanks. I’m going to start by talking to Ansaldo. Gretta.”
 
   Piet hasn’t bothered to man the walls in strength; there are fewer than ten musketeers on the two hundred yard run of wall from the gate to the northeast tower. The usual questions: “Get any sleep?” “Get any breakfast?” “How are your feet?” and the usual ribald responses. The most important fact is that they had all found something to eat that morning. This quarter of town had been less worked over on our previous visit, and the inhabitants are almost friendly. They are probably thinking that if we fail to keep the Spaniards out, they might well forget that Hollenstedt is supposed to be on their side. 
 
   Ansaldo’s battery is still under construction. Magda is bedded in ten or twelve yards out from the wall and a short fifty yards back from the corner tower. She is far too far forward for a siege piece, but as the only weapon I have that outranges the Spanish sakers, I need her under close command to chase them round the battlefield. She is emplaced behind a man-high revetment stretching out from the town wall with a return run enclosing her, the detachment and ammunition, and the home comforts usually associated with siege gunners. She is immune from any weapon in Don Alvaro’s tercio.
 
   They are still working on the positions for the falcons, right up on the bank. One gun is already in place, the Danes’ former trophy. There are fifty-odd labourers doing the work under the direction of Magda’s detachment. I call Ansaldo over to the foot of the wall.
 
   “Where did you get the workers?”
 
   “Sar’nt-major Müller. There’s plenty of volunteers, and we’re paying. They may not like us, but they like idea of Spaniards in the town even less.”
 
   I confirm that Ansaldo is happy with his lot, exchange a couple of words with Carter the Puritan bombardier, acting as Magda’s fall of shot observer on the tower, and the newly trained and enthusiastic detachment on the swivel sharing the gun platform with him. I’m about to drop down to the wall top level when something clicks in my mind. We had trained three musketeers per swivel, but there are five men on the platform, as well as Carter.
 
   “Who are you?” I ask the two supernumeraries.
 
   “We’re usually on this gun,” came the reply. “We want you out of here, Captain, or Colonel, or whatever you are. We were getting ourselves sorted out after the last lot and it all starts happening again. But we’re Germans, and we don’t want Spaniards in our town, or in our bloody country. So we’re helping for now. That’s about it.” 
 
   I thank them, and shake them by the hand, and wish them luck. It’s the same story on the bridge turrets.  
 
   “I’ve never seen anything like it,” says Piet. “Couple of ladies, and I mean ladies, turn up and ask if they can offer their houses for aid posts. Odd individuals offering to help any way they can. I’ve sent half a dozen up to help Sergeant Hayek. Ought we to turn Tetziger loose?”
 
   “No. This is spontaneous. If we let a Tetziger out to control it, they’ll start to think it’s official and go away.”
 
   “We’ve actually got more than we can use. Any ideas, Colonel?”
 
   “Doesn’t apply at the moment, but if we start taking casualties we could use some loaders. And see if the generosity extends to food and drink. The companies will want something when they get in.”
 
   “I’ll do that.”
 
   “I’m going up to talk to Hayek.”
 
   At end of bridge, the piles of rubble stand ready to complete the breastwork. The firetubes for the fuzes from the crater charges sit under little stone cairns. There is no sign of the fusing arrangements for the left-hand tower; the firetubes for the right-hand are concealed by a pile of loose rubble, itself covering a hole left by a missing ashlar block in the tower. 
 
   “You said you were ready, and you look ready. Anything more?”
 
   “It’s the usual, Colonel. I’ve checked everything three times over. And we’ve all seen something triple-checked that spat in our eye. I can’t say anything more than that, and there’s nothing more to do except finish off the breastwork if there’s time.”
 
   “Order to fire?”
 
   “Captain van Groen. Red flag waved from bridge gate. That’s for the towers.”
 
   “What about the craters?”
 
   “Blow those as soon as the last of the horse are through. Which means Corporal Hagen blows them when Ephraim Fitch says I can.”
 
   “Where is Hagen?”
 
   “In the tower, getting his head down.”
 
   The arrangements for the craters make total sense as far as I was concerned. However, I’m not happy about the firing of the main charge. I have seen too many occasions when an ‘at command’ demolition of this sort has gone awry. It’s the wood edge again, the need for the right person to make the right call. I can see the same feeling reflected in Hayek’s weary eyes. The whole plan to block the Spaniards and hold Hollenstedt turns on getting the timing of the main demolition right. If it works, the rest should be plain sailing. 
 
   “Sar’nt Hayek, old mate, it’s all been changed. You and I are going to fire this dem when I think it should be fired. I’ll go back and tell Captain van Groen.”
 
   I can smell the relief, let alone see it in his eyes. Nothing heartens the troops more than a senior officer electing to commit suicide in a good cause.
 
   “Your people had some breakfast?”
 
   “Mr Müller sent some up on one of the rubble wagons. We’ve still got some beer in the tower.”
 
   I walk back across the bridge, having, I think, justified my existence. The morning is still grey, but the rain is holding off.
 
   Piet’s reaction to my decision is pure relief. 
 
   “I wasn’t happy. You’re right about the decision having to be taken by somebody on the spot, and I couldn’t, with a battle to fight from here. You’re mad, of course. If you’re knocked out, who decides?”
 
   “Hayek. Then his corporal. You can’t get there in time. Hayek knows what this is about.”
 
   “Captain van Groen, Sir.” It’s one of the amateur swivel-gunners. “Someone’s coming.  Wagons.”
 
   Something is moving on the road from the South. I put the glass on them. Wagons, they are. Sosabowski’s captured transport. It is a longish mile to the crest where they had appeared.  
 
   I turn to Piet. “It begins.”
 
   He nods. Unspoken, the shared thanks that the waiting is over.
 
   “Gretta. Back to HQ. Inform the Freiherr and Mr Senger that we have the Poles in sight.  And Captain Harten. Send Hansi to tell Mr Müller. Then back here.” 
 
   Piet is listening hard on the turret top.
 
   “Thought I heard cannon. Yes, there it is again.”
 
   I hope that it’s Fitch keeping what is left of the Spanish cavalry honest. If they are engaging the foot, then things are not looking good. Sosabowski’s wagons are clearer in the glass now, a quarter-mile our side of the crest. There are troops on all of them. This time none of the Poles are marching
 
   I look at my watch. Shortly after ten. If my calculations are correct I can expect to see Wolfgang’s company, my company, in under an hour. The cannon-fire has stopped.
 
   Two horsemen detach themselves from the wagons and come down the slope at an easy canter, which didn’t suggest imminent alarms and excursions. Sosabowski and his bodyguard.   Piet and I meet him in the gate square, and we go into Piet’s HQ in the house opposite the gate.
 
   “Thanks for that,” he said, after draining one tankard and pausing a third of the way through the next. “My few are all right now, or will be when they get some weapons. In fact, they’re fed up with running away. Wolfgang got a bit of a fright this morning, though.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Fitch did a good job keeping them awake last night, and we thought they’d be a bit sloppy this morning as a result. It’s a full tercio, and yesterday they took a long time to sort themselves out and get on the move – lots of bugles and colours and drums and trumpets; you know what Spanish regulars are like.”
 
   We nod assent.
 
   “Well, this morning the bastards cheated and got a couple of companies on the road early, ahead of the main body. Ephraim picked it up, took all the horse and the guns down, charged their head of column as best he could with his knackered horses, then hit them with the cannon as he pulled out, but it was a shaky ten minutes. I went down myself to see what was happening and found a very worried Wolfgang. Trouble is, Ephraim lost half a dozen doing it. And it sounds as if he’s had to do something like it again. You’re running out of cavalry, Colonel.”
 
   I know it, and there isn’t anything to be done about it, so bite the bullet.
 
   “How far back is Wolfgang?”
 
   “Couple of miles behind me. Any change to last night’s orders?”
 
   “No. Any problems?”
 
   “None, except how long have I got?”
 
   “Hour at most. I need your shot in position when the Montecuoli arrive. Your QM sergeant’s in the Rathaus square with the kit, and he’s combed out a few more bodies who can shoot.”
 
   “Right. Once we’re sorted, we’ll take the South run of the wall. I’ll set up on the far tower.”
 
   The Sosabowski company is getting back into business; there are just enough of them to take a real part in the battle. 
 
   Sosabowski’s wagons are crossing the bridge and rolling through the gate square. Piet’s appeal to the inhabitants has had an effect, and a good number of citizens are handing bread to the troops on the wagons. Sosabowski is off, directing operations.
 
   “I never asked you how you got into the town,” he calls as he left.  “You obviously didn’t have to fight for it.”
 
   “Tell you later. Makes a good story.”
 
   Piet and I go back to the turret top.
 
   “Any more firing?” Piet asks the gunners.
 
   “No, Captain.”
 
   “Perhaps they’ve got clear ahead?”
 
   Perhaps that skirmish we thought we’d heard has been enough to see off the Spanish horse. Fitch’s contingent would be exhausted, but I am more concerned about the state of the gun detachments and teams. I can see them with my mind’s eye, trotting up the side of the column, unlimbering as it passes, coming into action ready to support Fitch’s depleted horsemen, perhaps firing two or three rounds, coming out of action, limbering up, repeating the process, time and again. In an hour or less I would be depending on those same gunners to win the battle, and they and their horses would be the most tired of all my tired regiment.
 
   A single thump from the South. Lemade earning his keep. The bridge in the last valley had been one of the bigger ones, I remembered, the streambed ten feet below road level.
 
   “Corporal Lemade’s won them another fifteen minutes.” Their foot will have to scramble across the stream in any old order, and it will take time to sort them out again. And they will have to leave a party behind to improve the crossing for the next along, and the transport.
 
   Write two messages, a bit more carefully than usual. One for Sergeant Hayek as soon as I link up with him again, authorising him to fire the main demolition at his discretion should I become a casualty. A second, which I would give him when I ordered him to blow if I were still around to do it, confirming my order.
 
   The Montecuoli Company comes into view, first the wagons, moving faster than the Poles, then the foot. There are a hell of a lot of wagons; perhaps I should have brought more with me yesterday.  
 
   “Piet.”
 
   “Yes, Colonel?”
 
   “Time for me to go up the bridge. One thought’s just hit me, looking at the length of that column. We’ve got to keep the Hauptstrasse clear for the guns to come through. If that means putting wagons in the Dom square and up side streets then so be it, but keep that road open.”
 
   “Point taken. I’ll see to it. Luck.”
 
   “Luck, Piet.”
 
   I am feeling the warm glow that comes with seeing another problem and doing something about it. And Lemade has probably given the Montecuoli the difference between a clean and tidy arrival in Hollenstedt and a messy scramble. I am feeling positively cheerful as we stride across the bridge.  
 
   Corporal Hagen has surfaced from his nap and is standing with Hayek by the tower door.  I hand Hayek his discretion to fire order.  
 
   “Thank you, Sir, and I hope I don’t have to use it.” It isn’t a moment for levity. 
 
   The convoy comes on; there must have been more than thirty, the numbers swelled by the ammo wagons for the falcons and the smasher, and the smasher itself. Bertha Tetziger is driving the lead vehicle, and immediately behind her is the Gulaschkanone, simmering gently.
 
   “Welcome home,” I call to her.
 
   “What’s this place? Can’t remember,” comes the reply.
 
   “Ammo wagons to join the Master Gunner at the northeast corner.” I indicate Ansaldo’s battery to her. The transport starts to cross the bridge.
 
   It’s the seventh or eighth wagon, and it is one of the captured Spanish vehicles. I think it is an accident, but if it has been arranged by a driver still anxious to show his loyalty to his previous employers it could hardly have been managed better. 
 
   The wagon is just on to the town span when the near front wheel comes off, the axle-end digs into the bridge surface, and the wagon stops dead. The driver is thrown off his box on to the bridge parapet, where he scrabbles for a handhold, then falls. The river has gone down in the last fortnight, but is still running fast.  
 
   The column becomes a confused mass as drivers try to calm their horses, who are not too keen on being on a bridge anyway. The two-horse team on the foundered wagon are panicking, lashing out in all directions, tangling themselves in the harness and panicking more. You think you’ve planned for every contingency, then fucking Fate kicks you in the balls with something as stupid as a loose wheel.
 
   “Corporal Hagen!”
 
   “Sir.”
 
   “Working party down to that wagon. Get the load off, pitch the lot into the river, horses as well if you have to.”
 
   Hagen gathers his troops and I go up the checkpoint tower, both to get a better view of the landscape and of what is happening on the bridge. The Montecuoli foot are still more than half a mile away, the horse deployed beyond them. There is a scatter of enemy horse, then the head of their marching column clearly visible on this side of the crest. I look once, then turn my attention to the bridge.
 
   Fodder sacks are coming off the wagon as a couple of pioneers start to knock the top courses off the bridge parapet with their sledges. They cut the horses loose, and the offside animal disappears through the town gate at the gallop, to cause God knows what confusion in the square. The near wheeler is down. It struggles to its feet, with an obvious broken hind leg.  
 
   One of the party leads the injured horse clear while the rest back and fill the empty wagon until it is alongside the lowered section of parapet, then tip it till the body is resting on the wall top, lift it to the vertical and over, to fall the thirty feet to the river. They manoeuvre the injured horse to the same place. A pioneer stuns it, a blow between the eyes with his sledge, then before it can fall to the ground it is over and following the wagon downstream.  
 
   A couple of Hagen’s men lead the first wagon past the spot, and traffic starts to flow again across the bridge. But we have lost most of the time that Lemade’s demolition had gained us, and the drivers are taking it very carefully, none of them wanting a repeat performance. 
 
   Sergeant Scharff has pulled the smasher out of the column but hasn’t unlimbered.  He sees me on the tower and comes up.
 
   “It isn’t going to be a tidy business, Sar’nt. Once the transport and the falcons are back, I want you to bring the smasher on to the bridge. Handspikes and drag ropes; your limber goes back to the gate square but no further. We may have to fight at the gate.”
 
   “Usual eight rounds, Sir?”
 
   “Yes. Any of the heavy left?”
 
   “Just three.”
 
   “Keep ’em all here.” The heavy canister is effective out to two hundred yards, and I will need range for the bridge fight. I explain the plan for the barricade, and Scharff nods.
 
   “Going to be an all-hands-on party, Sir? Wouldn’t be the first time.”
 
   “The pioneers had some beer earlier. If you ask Sar’nt Hayek nicely, he may have some left.”
 
   Scharff grins and leaves.
 
   The Montecuoli foot are nearly into the meadow, less than a quarter mile away, the Spanish foot a half-mile. If it hadn’t been for the traffic jam we’d have got away with it, a clear gap to fire the demolition with the Montecuoli safe inside the town. The two falcons come past the foot at the canter, unlimber and come into action on the right hand side of the road, fifty yards beyond the bridge, with the air of men who’d done this ten times that day already and are getting pretty good at it. It looks as if Wolfgang has decided that he is going to have to deploy a battle line before the bridge.  
 
   The transport still hasn’t cleared the bridge, and is moving desperately slowly. I don’t want to nag Piet, but the falcons have a thousand yards to go through the town and back again to join Ansaldo once they’ve crossed. 
 
   There is one thing going for us. The Spanish main body has still not shown on the crest.  Two days ago, I had won a battle by wrecking an advanced detachment. This would be more difficult, but with fire support from the town we might just win the five minutes it will take to extract the guns and the foot.  
 
   “Sar’nt Scharff!”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Cancel sending your limber away. We’re going to have to fight here. Deploy with the falcons, and take command. And Sar’nt Scharff.”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Start hitting the bastards as far out as you can. Concentrate on their shot.”
 
   “Got it, Sir.”
 
   The shot will do the damage to us in the early part of the action, before the pikes close to give the coup-de-grâce. I don’t intend the action to extend beyond the early part.
 
   Abeille’s vehicles, his heavy wagon and two carrying the wounded, are coming up to the checkpoint. I’ve expected Montecuoli to be riding with him but he isn’t visible. I slip down the ladder.
 
   “He’s riding with the company. It won’t hurt him and I’m damned sure it’s for the best, both for the Landser and for him. Are you all right?"
 
   "Yes. How are your other customers?"
 
   “It was going all right until this morning. Fitch saved our bacon but I’ve got four of his in here. And he had two killed. I lost young Carlssen. Your man Nicholas is doing well. Are we going to win today?”
 
   “Bloody silly question.”  
 
   Dahlen is next through, but there isn’t time to do more than get an update on strengths.  Fifty-three shot, fifty-six pikes, plus ten skirmishers and six pioneers with the main body, five with me. Fitch’s horse, eighteen Hartens including Nicholas, a dozen left of his own. Two companies of Spaniards – the odds were not much worse than two to one.
 
   It is going to take another ten minutes before all the transport is off the bridge, let alone off the Hauptstrasse. No doubt about it, I am going to have to fight here. But still no sign of the Spanish main body. I call for Gretta and scribble a message to Piet, one to Ansaldo.
 
   For Captain van Groen. Because of traffic jam must fight enemy advanced guard forward of bridge. Retaining bridge garrison pikes as reserve to Montecuoli. Swivel guns and shot generate maximum fire support. Imperative Hauptstrasse cleared for movement of guns.
 
   ‘For Master Gunner. Because of traffic jam must fight enemy advanced guard forward of bridge. Unable withdraw falcons until route clear. Support action as targets available.’
 
   “Got those?  Repeat.” Word perfect as usual.
 
   “Luck, Gretta. Go well.”  
 
   “Luck, Colonel. ’Sbad, innit?”
 
   “Not good, but we’re in with a chance.” She is off, wriggling through the traffic.  
 
   Ansaldo’s single falcon will not be able to come into action until the enemy have formed their line, and then only against their right wing. But Scharff’s two can. The road coming up from the South takes a long left hand sweep as it passes through the meadow, and Scharff’s guns will not be masked by the Montecuoli foot as they fire across the arc at the Spaniards. 
 
   The range is under six hundred by my reckoning. Battle range for the falcons is a quarter-mile or less, but even if the first rounds are ineffective, the Spanish foot will know what is coming. Scharff looks at me; even at fifty yards I can see the question mark.
 
   “Carry on,” I shout, and the first little gun roars almost before I’ve finished. It is good powder. The shot takes first graze at around four hundred and carries to the column. The shot is striking obliquely, not fully in enfilade, but I reckon four or five down. The second doesn’t carry, and there’s a bit of shovel work done under the trail. After that the gunners go about their work; they have five minutes to hack at the column, and that is going to cost the Spaniards forty or more dead and wounded.
 
   Wolfgang has the company deployed astride the road, the main part of the line level with the guns, the end files returned at an angle to the main line, the guns in a gap. The shot are in the centre, supported by the two dozen Dutch pikes. They are too far forward for my liking; if the Spanish deploy at long musket range the shot on the walls will be wasting powder. The road itself is open for the horse to come through. 
 
   “Wolfgang. Skirmishers up the tower. Shoot anyone giving orders, from sergeants up.”  Take out the sergeants and drills can really fall apart. And they have the two sniper rifles.  
 
   I tell Ricco to get the hell out, which he does, riding meekly back shepherded by Breitling. The last vehicles are almost off the bridge, but it will still be chaos in the gate square.
 
   “It bloody well is, and Ansaldo’s having whole litters of kittens about getting the cannon back,” said Gretta, reappearing at that moment. I send her to find Hayek and Hagen. From now on the four of us are going to stick together like shit to a blanket.
 
   The next stage is for the horse to go back. If they turn right when they get in, they can find their way to the Ostplatz and Sven’s reception party by the back doubles. That will keep them out of the scrum in the Hauptstrasse. With a minimum of fuss they come back, heavies and lights mixed, Dahlen’s thirty looking about right. There is time for some ‘well dones’, and that is all. An old man of sixteen doffs his helmet; Nicholas Trommel, come of age in the last three days.  I get my directions through to Madsen, then they go unhurriedly across the bridge, forming an orderly queue at the far end.
 
   “Watch them,” I say to Wolfgang. “As soon as they’re through the gate, start to thin out the foot.”
 
   The Dutch pikes first, then the shot, finally the Montecuoli pikes. Before any of the foot move, the guns and Piotr’s blood wagon will have to pass the towers. Hayek will then have a perilously short time to complete the breastwork, leaving a gap just sufficient for the foot to pass.  From the breastwork, the shot will cover the withdrawal of the pikes, who will go straight back, apart from a dozen or so to hold the breastwork for the last critical couple of minutes. By then the enemy will be in range of all of Piet’s weapons, muskets as well as swivels, but these will not be able to bring fire to bear at the critical point, where the Spanish pikes are leaning on ours. The smasher will stay for that. Hagen will fire the crater charges if he can, but I am not holding out much hope that the fuzes will survive the trample of feet.  
 
   The only fire coming from the Spaniards is a few ineffective pistol rounds from their scattering of horse. Their foot is in trouble; deploying off the line of march into battle formation under cannon fire is not their preferred practice. If I had enough heavy horse left to press home a charge against them as they deploy, or a lot more skirmishers to harass them, I might have broken them before they even got into action. They are close enough now for the falcons to pick out and concentrate on the shot in the centre rather than the pikes, but still not close enough to bring the smasher into action.
 
   “Horse are nearly off the bridge, Colonel,” says Wolfgang. “Time for the falcons to go.”
 
   “Right. Bring ’em out.”
 
   Wolfgang goes forward to Sergeant Scharff. The falcons fire two more quick salvoes, perhaps another fifteen down, then they are coming out of action, the teams coming up behind the foot, the detachments bringing the limbers back. The middle and wheeler riders swing out of their saddles to harness up the limbers, while the gun numbers double back to run the pieces themselves to the rear of the line, and drop the trail eyes on to the limber hooks. The smasher limber goes as well, to wait impatiently at the gate. Ansaldo will see them go. He will be alternately stamping his foot and looking at his watch until his darlings are under his wing again.  
 
   Piotr follows the guns back, then halts on the bridge. As soon as he is through, Hayek’s people throw themselves at the rubble stockpile and begin to close the gap. Scharff gets away three rounds from the smasher, the heavy canister cutting into the ranks of the shot and taking down ten or a dozen with each. Then he is bringing the stubby gun out of action, the detachment panting as they run it back to the barricade, as the right hand division of the pikes sidesteps left to close the gap in the line.
 
   The Dutch pikes turn about and march back to join the queue at the gate. The Spaniards, spared the torment of the cannon, complete their dressing and begin to advance to musket range.  As they do so, they came into the view of Ansaldo’s single falcon at the corner of the town.  Firing in perfect enfilade at two-fifty yards, the little gun knocks down four or five pikemen at its first discharge, and goes on doing it. The wall swivels are feeling for the range, and start to score steadily, a couple of shot dropping at each hit. I hope Ansaldo has drummed into them to fire high rather than short; overhead fire makes me nervous. 
 
   Leo gives the advancing foot three considered volleys, each file falling back to reload as our armoured pikemen close across their front to cover them. The Spaniards come on, the shot stumbling as they pick their way over the debris of their front rank.
 
   “Pull ’em out after the next volley,” I say to Wolfgang. “Barricade’s nearly ready.” Or as ready as it needs to be. It is tall enough now to conceal the smasher. The Spaniards are still coming on, closing the range. At a hundred yards, muskets will penetrate the pikemen’s armour.
 
   “Ready,” calls Leo.
 
   The pikes spread out again, exposing the shot. Again the triple volley. The Spaniards halt, dress their line. Men are still dropping, as the swivels and Fischer’s snipers take their toll.
 
   “For what we are about to receive…" says Leo.
 
   The pikes have formed their human shield again, as the shot turns about and march back from the centre. By now, the Spaniards can’t have any more muskets in line than we, and the volley sounds like it. But it is quite bad enough, enough to show how much worse it would have been had we not written down their shot with the cannon. A dozen of the pikes are down. Three are quickly on their feet – a musket ball that doesn’t penetrate armour is still a knockdown blow.  The three are passed back to the rear, to make their own way back to Piotr on the bridge and out of action.
 
   The shot are hurrying back, still keeping in order but hardly parade ground precision.  The backing and filling as the pikes conform to the shot dropping back to reload has left the line about thirty yards from the towers. The barricade extends from the upstream tower with a four-foot gap between its end and the wall of the downstream tower. There is room for five muskets at a time to line the wall.
 
   The pikes are withdrawing by ranks, each turning about, marching back five paces, turning about again as those in front repeat the manoeuvre. They are within the taper of the bridge wing walls now, the narrowing space compensating for the diminished numbers in the line.
 
   “Time to go,” says Wolfgang,
 
   “Do your stuff, Konrad,” says Hayek.
 
   Hagen blows on the match in his portfire, crosses the road to the far crater charge hole, blows on the match again, and puts it to the fuse. A flash. He returns and repeats the process.
 
   “How long?” asks Wolfgang.
 
   “Three minutes, if we’ve got it right, and if they go.” says Hayek.
 
   My turn. “I don’t think this is a good place to be standing about.” The shot are through the barricade. In a minute or so there will be a major pushing and shoving as the pikes get themselves through the gap. “Shall we go?”
 
   “SAR’NT PELTZER!” bawls Wolfgang. Peltzer, behind the pikes, raises a hand in acknowledgement.
 
   “BREAK NOW.” Again the wave, almost nonchalant. Orders, carried away on the wind.  The rear rank pikes coming up to the vertical, the rank turning in to the centre, marching back from the centre in two files, breaking into the fastest march pace pikes can manage, a sort of double-shuffle.
 
   “Keep to your left, your fucking LEFT.” Wolfgang still on the enemy side, shepherding the pikemen clear of the fire of the shot lining the barricade. Leo has the shot lined back in ranks of five, reloaded, ready to come up to the breastwork. The skirmishers’ doglocks still cracking away from the tower, trying to pick off the leaders.
 
   The second volley comes, but it falls not on a formed triple line but on a loose group.  Four men hit, one up again, two fit men dragging one of the casualties.
 
   “Clear,” from Leo. “Give fire!” The first five musketeers fire, turn, march back. The second rank steps up to the breastwork.
 
   “Too crowded here,” I say to Wolfgang. “Send the pikes back. Keep just a dozen. Pioneers can go. Piotr too.”
 
   The gate swivels are keeping a steady fire on the Spanish centre as it comes on.  Ansaldo’s single falcon and the northeast tower swivel are taking their toll of the pikes on the enemy right, but only the southeast tower gun is engaging the left wing, which is starting to press forward in advance of the rest of the line. Discipline is holding, but it will be another half-minute or more before the last of the pikes can be through. At all costs, I don’t want them to have to turn and fight.
 
   “Wolfgang, tell Fischer to concentrate on the pikes to our right.” The skirmishers’ weapons won’t make much impression on pikemen’s armour, but they may make them a bit more careful. Someone else has noticed. The Spanish are now within musket-shot of the town walls, and the battlements come to life, muzzle-flashes and smoke rippling up and down the walls as the Dutch and the fewer Polish shot join in the action.
 
   The pikes are all through, and the smasher is up into the gap.
 
   “Three rounds then go. Halt fifteen yards this side the gate.” 
 
   “Three rounds gunfire, Sir.”
 
   The smasher barks, recoiling out of the gap.
 
   “Pikes,” snaps Wolfgang. Three pikemen block the gap.
 
   Scharff’s first round reminds the Spaniards that we still have teeth, as they sense we are about to run for it. Wolfgang calls the skirmishers down from the tower as the last rank of shot steps to the breastwork, then a thundering, heaving roar comes from twenty-five yards in front of us as the ground on the right hand side of the road erupts.
 
   “Look up!” comes Hayek’s shout. We hug whatever cover is available, the tower walls, the barricade, the parapet, the friendly earth. No one is seriously hurt by the debris except, by ill luck, Hagen, knocked over by a rock that takes him on the shoulder and breaks something, and then hit by another lump that leaves him barely able to walk.
 
   “Gretta, take him out. Give me your portfire, Corporal.” They struggle off, joining the thinning stream crossing the bridge.
 
   The explosion has caught twenty-odd Spaniards directly and terminally, and knocked over a good few more. The hole is about twenty feet across, a complete obstacle to troops trained to parade tactics. Any move towards the bridge will have to be on the upstream side of the approach, exposed to Ansaldo’s fire. But above all, the explosion has given us the minute’s breathing space we need.
 
   Scharff is rolling the smasher forward into the gap, but I check him. There is nothing worthwhile to fire at.
 
   “Go now. Wolfgang, I’m going to blow. Everybody out except the skirmishers. You too.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   I hold up Hagen’s portfire. “I’m back to being a pioneer.”
 
   Wolfgang is shooing everybody away. I rummage in my haversack for the message pad, tear out the fire order, and hand it to Hayek.  
 
   “Orders, Sergeant?”
 
   “Me left, you right, Colonel.” A grin of complicity, as in some schoolboy prank. I grin back.
 
   “Very good, Sergeant.” 
 
   Sergeant Hayek’s fuzes are concealed under the ground floor of the tower, in case the enemy are over the barricade before the demolition fires. I reckon he will take about five seconds to be in a position to light, so did the ‘hundred and one, hundred and two,’ thing before applying the portfire to my two firetubes under their rubble camouflage. Two satisfactory flashes. Hayek reappears.
 
   “Two burning, Sergeant.”
 
   “Two burning, Colonel.”
 
   “Mr Fischer. Sergeant Hayek and I are leaving. A volley, please, and go.” 
 
   By the time the skirmishers have got their volley away, Hayek and I are ten yards down the bridge. The Spaniards have seen us go, and a few press-on types have broken ranks and are through the barricade. There is a clatter of hooves, and I turn to see a solitary horseman in full armour put his mount at the barricade and clear it, the horse changing feet elegantly on the top, while the detached part of my mind finds time to admire the horsemanship. Have to do something about him though. My hand goes up to Goosefeather’s grips. The reassuring tingle is there. There is something else too, as if the sword were reproaching me for neglecting her.
 
   That is momentary. The rider has selected me as his prey, and the pistol comes out as he collects the horse as it pecks on landing. He levels it, and his hold looks disturbingly steady. He is ten, perhaps twelve yards away when he fires, and I know the ball is going to hit me before it does. 
 
   It takes me on the left shoulder, on the plate, but it is heavy for a pistol and the impact knocks me off balance and almost off my feet, spinning me round till I am facing away from the horse and rider, and putting me on their left as he passes. As I am forcibly turned about I catch sight of Gretta and Hagen, making painfully slow progress down the bridge. Unless I do something, they’ll be next.  
 
   The horse’s forequarter comes into vision at the corner of my right eye, and I find myself letting rip a backhand with Goosefeather by pure instinct, hoping it may damage either the rider or his mount enough to slow them and allow the two fugitives to reach the protection of the group around the smasher. I feel the heavy blade strike steel, slow as it splits the thigh armour, bite through bone and into something soft beyond. There is blood, a lot of it, and a thin scream. I lurch into the bridge parapet, steady myself.
 
   Hayek’s voice. “Come on, Colonel.” He has turned back, and half-drags me to where the skirmishers are clustered round the smasher.    
 
   “One round, and go, Sergeant.”
 
   The smasher barks and goes back five yards on the smooth surface of the bridge. We scoop up the trail handspikes and the drag-ropes and take the piece off the span at a respectable trot into the gate square, while four of the skirmishers pick up Hagen bodily and carry him to the gate. Someone makes to close the gates, but they are stopped by a general consensus wanting to watch the fireworks. 
 
   It’s the right-hand initiation point that goes, and all those who don’t blink have the same story. The right-hand tower footing charges and the kegs under the passage floor go almost simultaneously. The tower foundations and the wing wall of the bridge approach blow out in a cloud of rubble and dirt. The right hand side of the tower collapses first, then the left follows it, so it appears that the tower tips over the wing wall and into the river in an avalanche of stone, taking another dozen soldiers with it. The explosion wave from the charges under the passage is like a superfast saw, ripping across the roadway from ten feet below. Finally the upstream tower, in a repeat of the first, except that there are more Spaniards in the area of the collapse. We can’t see it, but those on the wall and tower tops can, as the avalanche pours into the river choking the flow through the arch and the water builds up, sweeping away living and dead and debris in a hungry, licking flow. 
 
   At the gate we’ve seen enough, and there is a huge, animal cheer. Gretta hasn’t been able to get Hagen away; he won’t leave until he has seen what happened.  
 
   Gretta asks, in a small voice, “We’ve won, haven’t we?” and I say “Yes”, and hug her, and then I hug Hayek, which is bad for discipline but I don’t care, shake Hagen by his good hand, and look around for Wolfgang and Leo. I can’t see them, so we make our way up to Piet’s command post,  
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 39
 
    
 
   The plate might have stopped the ball penetrating or breaking anything, but I am going to have an interesting colour scheme under it, and I don’t expect to have a lot of movement in the shoulder on the morrow. Nevertheless, I’m feeling quite pleased with myself. After all, using the checkpoint structure as the basis for the demolition was my idea. Wolfgang is there with Piet, and I thank him, and then thank Piet for the fire support, and Piet congratulates me, a bit formally, I think. The mood is more subdued than down in the square. 
 
   “Where’s Leo?”
 
   “Piotr took him away. Short, with a swivel. Back of the head. He’s unrecognisable, as you might expect.”
 
   Jesus fucking Christ. Just when you think things have turned out better than you could have hoped, shit happens again. And the irony of it. Leo, the handsome ladykiller, not only dead, but with his looks destroyed as well.
 
   “I’m sorry, Schmied. I feel responsible.”
 
   “Piet, the only people who are responsible for this are those people who got us into it in the first place. And if they hadn’t, we wouldn’t have been paid.”
 
   “I know, it’s what we do,” says Wolfgang.
 
   “It’s what we do. We’ll pour a glass for him when there’s time, and for Cornelis, and all the others this blasted little campaign has cost. Now, we’ve still got a war on our hands. I see we’ve got the main body.” A long black caterpillar is progressing in a stately manner down from the crest to our right.  
 
   “Head of column here in a short half hour,” says Piet, “then a grandstand view of how to deploy a large force, Spanish style. Say another hour and a half while they close up, get organised, and come up with some ideas. Reckon we can ignore them for a couple of hours.”
 
   I agree. “Time to get this place sorted out. Wolfgang, get your boys up to the far square.  There’ll be some grub waiting. Think about a new commander for the shot. The sergeants can sort the troop for the moment. Then stand down for an hour and a half. I’d like it to be more but with no Poles I’ll need you to secure the town. And be reserve to Piet.”
 
   “Who’s going to tell Ricco about Leo?”
 
   “You are. Don’t try and keep it from him. He’ll know if you’re stringing him along. I’m going to talk to Ansaldo. I am going to fight this bunch from cover and persuade the bastards to give up. That probably means killing a lot of them.”
 
   “Anything you want doing at the moment?” asks Piet.
 
   “Just admin. Reserve ammunition, feeding and watering. And remember one thing, all of you. Once we’ve seen off the Spaniards, the burghers of Hollenstedt are going to want to see the back of us as soon as maybe. They won’t like what we’ve done to their bridge. So don’t expect the sweetness and light to last. It may be disappearing already.”
 
   “You mean Leo?”
 
   “I do. In fact I think we ought to say to the town swivel-gunners ‘thank you but we can manage quite well on our own now’. We may have to go down the bridge again.”
 
   “Right. I’ll tell ’em myself. Sound better. And you stay out of trouble from now on. That was close.”
 
   “Thanks. I’ll tell the northeast tower crew. Gretta. For Captain Harten, Mr Senger and Freiherr von Morsberg. ‘Bridge approach demolition successful. Head of Spanish main body arrives in a quarter-hour plus. No action necessary.’ Then report back here. I want to see what that hole looks like from both sides.”
 
   The word for that is ‘impressive’. The support walls of the bridge approach have been blown out to a depth of twenty feet below the wall top. The abutment wall has been stripped to a depth of ten feet or more. A ridge rises along the centre line of the approach road reaching original level fifty feet from the abutment. Good enough, and better still is the fact that the material of the ridge is far from stable. Little avalanches are still happening, and it will be hell’s delight for laden troops to try to move across that lot, let alone find a firm base for scaling ladders.
 
   They’ll do it in the end, of course. It will need serious shovel work to clear down to a firm base. That will make the exposed height nearer fifteen feet than ten. The last five yards along the centreline will be sheltered from our fire by the abutment wall, but they’ll have to get there first. 
 
   I warn Ansaldo that the meadow will soon be filling up with Spaniards and providing some worthwhile area targets for Magda. We’ll have to keep the few explosive bombs for the sakers, but incendiary, the forty-pound bombs holding twenty-odd pounds of wildfire, will cause casualties and confusion among a mass of troops. Three or four musketeers with their cartridge bandoliers alight, and nobody wants to stand too close.
 
   I leave Ansaldo deep in conversation with Carter, and set off down the wall for the far tower, having dismissed the town gunners. I’m able to keep the parting amicable, which is anything but the case with the upstream gate tower. When Piet goes across to dismiss the town gunners, he finds them very dead. The townsmen had been on the gun when Leo went down, and Piet’s senior man had seen the muzzle deliberately depressed for the shot. They had cut the townsmen’s throats there and then.
 
   “I’ve left ’em up there. We don’t want to be explaining things.”
 
   “Damn right we don’t. I assume you gave them a bollocking, then told ’em well done?”
 
   “Absolutely right.”
 
   Piet and I are more than beginning to understand each other. 
 
   Hayek’s efforts have produced an even more impressive effect on the South side of the approach. This time the main demolition has linked up with the road crater to produce an even bigger scar. As the southeast tower swivel crew comments, the Spanish are going to have a fucking awful job even getting to the abutment wall, let alone climbing it.
 
   Time to take a pace back. What am I supposed to be doing? Knocking seven bells out of Don Alvaro’s tercio may be immensely satisfying, but defeating the Spaniards is a means to an end, Hawken, not an end in itself. If Don Alvaro decides that the bridge is impassable, his mind will turn to other means of doing us dirt. With Meyer keeping a foot in both camps, he knows we are intending to get away by river, so he may shift his main effort from a fruitless attempt at forcing the bridge to moving the bulk of his force, and those God-rotting sakers, down-river to block our exit.  
 
   I explain my thinking to Piet.
 
   “I need to keep Don Alvaro thinking he may just be able to get at the Queen by coming over the bridge, and forget we want to get away from downstream. We need to keep him looking at the bridge, and only at the bridge. Once we can get him committed, Spanish pride will keep him trying while we shoot the shit out of him. Pass the word to the swivels not to be too keen to kill off their recce. I’ll write a note to Ansaldo.”
 
   “Schmied, you have a devious mind. It was all right when you only listened to Abeille.  Now you’ve been mixing with Strelitz, and that von Morsberg, and your dukes and princes, you’re leaving us simple souls behind. That isn’t to say that I don’t think that you aren’t probably right.”
 
   “Piet, if you can get that many negatives into one short sentence, you’re going down the same road.”
 
   “God forbid. You’re talking come-ons, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes. Trouble is, I can’t think of how to add the honey without it looking too obvious. I’m going to check up on the Rathaus and its contents. When Don Alvaro decides he wants to talk, I’m going to offer him a consolation prize. Gretta, take this message to the Master Gunner.  Tell him Captain van Groen and I are being subtle. He’ll understand. I’m going back to HQ.  Captain van Groen has been telling me I’m in the way.”  
 
   Piet makes to protest, then relaxes, smiling.
 
   Order has reasserted itself in the square, and the only people left are some Dutch pikes on hand to repel boarders if necessary, and shot from both companies stood down from the firing platforms for a smoke. Scharff and the smasher are there, but only two gunners.
 
   “Other three are having a break. Haven’t had their boots off for a couple of days.”
 
   “Any of the pioneers still down here, or have they gone back to Frau Wengel’s?”
 
   “Vaclav took Konrad back to Abeille. René’s with us.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “House over there, Colonel.”
 
   “Corporal Lemade, job for the section.”
 
   “Yes, Colonel?”
 
   “I want a gallows built on one of the gate turrets. The upstream. Captain van Groen needs the other for his command post.”
 
   “I’ll see to it directly, Sir. May I enquire whom you are intending to hang?”
 
   Corporal Lemade has had more than a bit of an education. 
 
   “All being well, nobody. If people give the wrong answers, an important Spaniard and a less important Englishman. Rough games. Part of getting us all out of here in one piece.”
 
   “How soon will you need it, Sir?”
 
   “Three this afternoon. Sooner, if possible.”  
 
   That will give them nearly three hours. Now I need to use the breathing space we have gained at the bridge to reassert control over the Rathaus, and to make good and sure we are up to speed in loading the boats. Since we left Bad Waldbach, poor old Senger has been mostly reduced to keeping records rather than making plans. Now there’s a chance to put that brain of his to constructive use. 
 
   “Mr Senger, I need to chase up the loading of the boats. And I need a progress report quickly – say an hour from now. Captain Harten will find you a horse and escort”
 
   “Colonel, thank you. I’ve been feeling I haven’t been doing enough to help. How was it at the bridge?”
 
   “Apart from losing people, Leo Mendel in particular, it went better than I dared to hope.  As well as the loading, I don’t think the companies are thinning out their support fast enough. I want to be clear of the town tonight, even if we don’t embark the troops till morning. All they need is eighteen hours ammo, rations and forage.”
 
   “I understand, Colonel.”
 
   He goes to a box I haven’t seen him open before and about three minutes later stands before me looking every inch the mounted soldier.
 
   “You’re a man of many talents, Lorenz. Go well.”
 
   “Thank you, Colonel. May I enquire what you will be doing?”
 
   “Cleansing the temple, or rather the Rathaus. And I’ll need something out of the petty cash for the moneychangers.”
 
   “Ah. Then luck, Colonel.”
 
   “Luck, Lorenz.”
 
   He opens the safe and hands me a couple of small purses. Now for the Rathaus. First stage, contact Karl. For the second stage, a plan is stirring in my mind, involving small persons.  
 
   Her riders are missing, less one keeping an eye on the packhorses who tells me the party has moved to the Rathaus square.  
 
   “Hansi. Saddle Sonntag please, then bring the pony-carriage to the Rathaus square when Gretta comes back. Something for the two of you to do. She’s to bring her pistols.”  
 
   My guess is that there would be a lot of people sitting round the Rathaus without a clue as to what is going on inside. My two small scruffs may have a chance of finding out, or even of getting us into the building.
 
   The Dutch have two clumps of pikes keeping an eye on the front of the Rathaus, and two watching the stable compound at the rear. There are just three doors into the building itself, the grand entrance at the front and two opening into the compound, which has a carriage entrance on its right-hand side, and a pedestrian access in the opposite wall. The place is technically sealed off, but there has to be servant traffic to enable it to function. Piet’s people are restricting this to the carriage entrance. I have decided that my two urchins would be delivering greengroceries, pitiful little creatures staggering under their burden and trading on the sympathy vote. Given that the burden will include two horse pistols under the turnips, they will indeed be heavy laden.
 
   I could, of course, rush the place, but I don’t want the wrong people hurt. I want to ease in quietly, get the front door open, and occupy the ground floor with van Groen’s pikes. After that the aim will be to take Don Miguel, Meyer, and Petherbridge into custody, freeing the Queen and the Prince.
 
   “And as you’re thinking pistols through all that, you want me, Cesare, and my three for the ease-in?” She is sitting on the wall of one of the fountains.  
 
   “You must have been reading my mind.”
 
   “I was. You’ve reverted to normal. Was it very hard going down there?”
 
   “Hard enough. Lost Leo. And to a Hollenstedt citizen. We all need to watch our backs.  How are you?”
 
   “Better, thanks. Has it occurred to you that the next half-hour or so is a good time to take the place?”
 
   “Tell me. I’ve rather lost track of what happens in the gentler world.”
 
   “In a word, lunch. Most of the inhabitants will be in the dining-room. If we take the ground floor, we’ll be sitting on top of them.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “There was a card in my room with mealtimes on it. The midday meal is exactly that.”
 
   There is the sound of small hooves and wheels, and the pony-carriage pulls into the square. 
 
   “Hansi says there’s a job for us.”
 
   “I want to get into the Rathaus, quietly. You know your way in and out of it better than anyone.”  
 
   She is to report to Bertha Tetziger, obtain a large basket of vegetables either from the rations or if necessary buy some (a small purse changes hands), take the carriage round to the back of the Rathaus and meet us there.  
 
   “I want you to bluff your way past the gate guard and the doorman. Neutralise the doorman. Then send Hansi out to report. We’ll join you.”
 
   “After Hansi and I have done all the work.”
 
   “Gretta, I know I’m asking a lot, but you can do it where we can’t.”
 
   “I know. ’Sall right, Colonel, only joking.”
 
   I’m glad she can see the funny side of what is certainly a risky exercise and a hell of a lot for a fourteen-year-old, even one of her talents. I tell the Dutch ensign in charge in the square to let the picket outside the carriage entrance know what’s going on, and to allow two children toting a large basket of veg to go in with only enough inspection for it not to look suspicious. He is also to call in a couple of four-man bricks from the Hauptstrasse to reinforce and be prepared to pile into the building when called for. 
 
   We clatter down the Hauptstrasse in the direction of the bridge gate, turn left through the Ostplatz, now full of Fitch’s people asleep where they’d dropped, and back on ourselves. We follow our noses to the back of the Rathaus, and dismount in an entry that gives a good view of the rear wall of the stable compound. A couple of minutes after we pull up there is a familiar thump somewhere behind us. Karl hasn’t heard Magda in action before.
 
   “What might that be?”
 
   “Ansaldo. There must be quite a lot of Spaniards in the meadow by now.”
 
   We have to wait nearly ten minutes till the pony-carriage arrives. They extract a two-handled basket from the rear of the carriage, and obviously aren’t play-acting about the weight as they struggle to the gate. The picquet commander makes a good show of rummaging the contents, then they’re inside. We lead our horses down to the gate, and hand the reins to a couple of obliging Dutchmen. I compliment the picquet commander on his acting. Then Hansi is out, giving us a thumbs-up round the corner of the gate, and it all starts happening.
 
   There are four of the town guard inside the gate, six of us, and four Dutch behind us as well. The guard commander feels that his position demands some show of resistance; Sergeant Ansbacher runs him through without ceremony, and the other three throw down their weapons and put up their hands. The Dutch pikes follow us in, the horseholders bring the animals over and hand them to the remaining guards who take the bridles as if it had been prearranged.
 
   “Come on!” squeaks Hansi, scuttering across the ten yards. He raps on the door with his dagger hilt. Gretta opens it, finger to her lips.
 
   “They only had one doorman, and the silly bugger didn’t take me seriously.” The dirk is still bloody in her hand; her saddle holsters slung over her shoulder.
 
   We leave Ansbacher with one of the riders to secure our withdrawal route and to block the back stair, with Hansi for communication, and press on along the ground floor corridor to the reception hall. It is empty, save for two guards with halberds half-asleep at the main entrance, and Kreuzer the major-domo sitting at the reception desk. There is a cheerful buzz of conversation coming up the stairs; it doesn’t sound as if the inhabitants are holding their breath in case something unpleasant should befall them.
 
   Told you so.
 
   All right, clever dick. 
 
   When in doubt, do something simple. “Pistols,” I hiss. “Follow me, form line. Gretta, cover the staircase”
 
   We walk halfway across the chamber, and halt in line. Five pistols cover the three men.
 
   “Weapons down, if you please, gentlemen, then your hands in the air. Herr Kreuzer, I would be most grateful if you would open the doors. Anyone who makes a sound will get hurt.”
 
   The guards put their halberds down, not taking their eyes off the pistols. Kreuzer unbolts the double doors and pulls them back. They creak a bit, but considering what we’d done to them two weeks back, they are in remarkably good order.
 
   “Karl, take the left hand stairs and cover the corridor. You two, the right hand stair.  Anyone tries to come up, send ’em down again. They won’t go, shoot. You guards come here.  Helmets off.  Turn round.” I reverse the pistol and hit each of them on the back of the head, not too hard, then go to the front door and wave to the young ensign outside. 
 
   A couple of minutes later I have fifteen pikemen and we have the ground floor secure.  Ansbacher rejoins us.
 
   “What now?” asks Karl.
 
   “What I want now is to get my hands on three individuals. Don Miguel de Guzmán d’Olivares, Herr Meyer, and Mr Dickon fucking Petherbridge. I would also like to know the whereabouts of the Queen and Prince Rupert. And I am curious as to the health of Herr Tetziger.”
 
   “I may be able to help in that department.” Kreuzer has been listening. “The last first. Herr Tetziger was painfully but not critically wounded in the exchange of fire this morning. Frau Tetziger is attending to him upstairs. The Queen has been taking her meals in her apartments. Mr Petherbridge is likely to be with her, or close by. Since Her Majesty arrived Mr Petherbridge has hardly been able to tear himself away from her.”
 
   That is no surprise. Petherbridge’s chances of survival depend on his sticking to the Queen like a limpet, and going with her into Spanish hospitality.   
 
   “I believe the Prince is below, enjoying his meal. Señor de Guzmán is with him. They, too, seem inseparable. Herr Meyer comes and goes, and I am at a loss to know where he may be found.”
 
   “That is not a problem,” says a familiar, lawyerish voice, from the main staircase. “If I may descend without being shot or spitted on a pike. Your servant, Freiherr. And yours, Sir Roger. The stand-off, if I may make so bold, appears to have assumed another dimension.”
 
   “Herr Meyer, how nice to see you. You should know, Herr Meyer, that once this business is all settled I intend to let you go.” 
 
   “If it is in your power to do so.”
 
   “Herr Meyer, you may noticed one loud, and one extremely loud bang in the course of the last hour or so. You may have wondered what we have been doing.”
 
   “There were some impressive noises and, yes, I have to confess to being curious.”
 
   “Then let me satisfy your curiosity.” I turn to the Dutch ensign. “My apologies, but I do not have your name.” 
 
   “Clijsters, Sir.”
 
   “Mr Clijsters, may I prevail on you to provide an escort to Herr Meyer down to Captain van Groen’s command post, so that he may satisfy his curiosity?”
 
   “Yes, I’ll do that, Colonel.”
 
   I find it hard to believe my luck, that Meyer’s curiosity has overridden what he should have seen as his primary task, to stay close to the Queen and reinforce de Guzmán.
 
   “That was well done,” says Karl, once Meyer is out of earshot.
 
   “Meyer’s problem is that he is actually rather a pleasant, civilised man.”
 
   “And we don’t meet many of them these days. But you’re right. Any normal person would want to see what you’ve done. Like me.”
 
   “Later. When I’m threatening to hang Miguel in front of Don Alvaro. Funny no one’s come upstairs yet.”
 
   “D’you think they know we’re here? Don’t worry, we’ve been less than ten minutes. But if Rupert’s down there, and they’re behaving properly, they won’t leave before Rupert and –”
 
   “– he’ll be first up the stairs, with his inseparable. Right. But I want Guzmán. Back off from the stairheads, everybody. You and Cesare take the far one, I’ll take this. Sar’nt Ansbacher!”
 
   “Sir?”
 
    “With me.  I may want you to hit someone.”
 
   “Sir.”
 
   Unsubtle methods have worked so far, and I’m disposed to go on riding my luck. There is a difference in the noise coming up the stairwell, a definite change in the level of conversation. 
 
   They come up the far stair and I don’t see exactly what happens, except Cesare pouncing forward, cat-like, and coming back with de Guzmán in a painful-looking armlock and a dagger at his throat.
 
   “Pikes!” I roar, and four or five Dutchmen run to each stairhead, points threatening.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen, please return to your seats.”
 
   There’s always one.
 
   “May I enquire what is the meaning of –”
 
   Ansbacher fires his pistol into the ceiling, producing a shower of plaster and an immediate effect. I walk briskly across the hall to where Karl is smoothing down an agitated Rupert, and Cesare is radiating the impression that he’d like nothing better than to draw the blade across de Guzmán’s throat. The pikes are standing at the top of a deserted stairwell. Across the hall, Ansbacher is reloading.
 
   “Your Royal Highness, I apologise for the somewhat rough and ready tactics we have had to employ, but you should reflect that you are now free.”
 
   Rupert is in shock and much drink.
 
   “I must say, Hawken, it’s a bit much. We’re all enjoying an excellent lunch, and then it finishes with pistol shots and my friend here nearly getting his throat cut.”
 
   “Highness. You seem to have forgotten that this man is no friend of yours. He’s great-nephew to King Philip’s Chief Minister, and he’s here to kidnap you and the Queen. Karl, please ask Cesare to let Don Miguel loose?” I glower at the Spaniard. “Provided you behave yourself.  Otherwise I will hit you with this.” I show him my left, hitting, gauntlet. Cesare releases him.
 
   “Your Royal Highness, I must protest. This man is in your service, and must be disciplined for this insult to my person.”
 
   “I seem to remember, Don Miguel, that last night, when you thought you were on the driving seat, you expressed some personal regard for me. And I am not in the Prince’s service, nor the Queen’s. If I am in anyone’s, it is that of Duke Bernhard of Saxe-Weimar, but as he’s paid me off I can fairly say that I am my own master. And yours. Realities of power, Don Miguel.  And Don Alvaro is just starting to find out what sort of puzzle I’ve set him if he is to restore you to your nearest and dearest, let alone get near the Queen.”
 
   “Do not underestimate Don Alvaro, Hawken.”
 
   “Just a moment, Don Miguel. You Spaniards are very keen on protocol, are you not? So I’m going to insist on being addressed as Sir Roger, or Colonel Hawken, or just Colonel.  Otherwise you’ll be sorry. And I’ll tell you how sorry. This regiment is going back to the Provinces. In Herr Meyer’s boats, and if they can’t go all the way, we’ll walk. And if you, or your Don Alvaro, make me unhappy you’ll be coming with us, and if we walk, you’ll walk. And when we get home, I will hand you over to the States-General, and they will lock you up deep in a very solid fortress until your uncle decides he wants you back badly enough to trade something worthwhile. And that, Don Miguel, could be a long time.”
 
   “Is there an alternative?”
 
   “Yes, there is. I said I’m not working for anybody except myself at the moment, so until I decide differently, you are mine to trade. And if you are good, and Don Alvaro is helpful, I might just send you back, care of Herr Meyer. I believe he has a rather nice yacht. There is a third option, which is the least pleasant of the lot.”
 
   “I feel you are playing games, Sir Roger.” It’s said with an effort, but at least it is said.
 
   “Don Miguel, I’m not playing games when I say that I’m having a gallows built at the bridge gate, and if things start going badly, you might just find yourself swinging from it. Once I’ve hung a man who deserves it one hell of a lot more than you do. A man I thought I liked. Mr Dickon Petherbridge, traitor.”
 
   “If I had my hands free, I’d applaud. You really have the gift of the gab, Sir Roger.” 
 
   The voice comes from the grand staircase. The skirt of a dress comes into view, a man’s boots and breeches behind it.
 
   “Every one of you will stay exactly where he is, otherwise the Queen dies.”
 
   The room is frozen, but I am sure that there has been a flicker of movement. I don’t dare look round. They are fully in view now. He has a pistol, the muzzle held just below her ear. She isn’t panicking; give her a real crisis and she’ll sail through it, it’s the minor ructions when she’s impossible.
 
   “And if she does, Mr Petherbridge? How long d’you think you’d last? You wouldn’t make it to the gallows.”
 
   “That would not be of enormous consequence.”
 
   Karl has a go.
 
   “Dickon, you’re not a murderer.”
 
   Well, that’s debatable, given our suspicions about Edmund Langtry’s death.
 
   “I don’t think you have it in you to do it, not in cold blood.”
 
   Careful.
 
   I’m trying to unsettle him. I know it’s dangerous.
 
   “What do you want from us?”
 
   “Safe passage as far as Meyer’s yacht. Myself, the Queen, the Prince, Don Miguel, Herr Meyer himself.”
 
   “Can’t be done.” My turn.
 
   “In that case…”
 
   “Simmer down, Mr Petherbridge. It can’t be done because Herr Meyer isn’t here. He is viewing the damage we did this morning, in the company of Captain Sosabowski.” I’ll bet a month’s pay that Piet will have immediately offloaded Meyer on to Jan. “I’m afraid we’ll all have to wait a little longer.”
 
   “Does that mean you agree to my terms?”
 
   “Mr Petherbridge, nothing means anything until Herr Meyer returns. You assume he is in a position to ship you all out. Are you suggesting that Her Majesty should travel unattended? Or for that matter, His Royal Highness? The Meyers’ craft is a family pleasure yacht, not one of His Most Catholic Majesty’s galleons.”
 
   Just occasionally something happens that oughtn’t to change the course of history, but does. In our case the deus ex machina is nothing more than Rupert being suddenly, spectacularly and ballistically sick. God only knows what he has been taking on board at that long and merry luncheon, but it almost restores the reception hall to the state it was in when the Montecuoli had finished with it. Fortunately I am out of the line of fire. Equally fortunately, de Guzmán isn’t, and a right pretty mess he looks.
 
   But the time to appreciate that comes a minute or two later. The immediate effect is that Elizabeth of Bohemia recoils involuntarily from her son’s efforts, clear of her captor. A heavy horse pistol booms from up the stairway, and Petherbridge is sprawled on the floor. I jump over him, seize the Queen and sweep her into a corner while Karl checks Petherbridge for signs of life, and his executioner comes down the stairs to join us.
 
   “I don’t think he took me seriously either,” she says.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 40
 
    
 
    
 
   I am getting used to the idea of Gretta killing people, but some of the others, even Karl, still find it disconcerting. Don Miguel is taken completely aback. I compound the problem by sending him out under Gretta’s escort to make some attempt to clean up in one of the fountains. The Queen seems less surprised, but that is probably her conditioning to mayhem as a way of life, her own experience and that of previous generations. She is extremely nice to Gretta, then Karl and Cesare sweep her upstairs. Kreuzer has already done the same for the Prince, whose valet is going to have an unpleasant afternoon.
 
   I send Hansi off to retrieve the pony-carriage, and bring it to the front of the Rathaus.  Then I shout down the staircase for the Honourable Gerald Crofton, and only the Hon Gerald.  
 
   Mr Crofton ascends. I don’t think the royal household has covered itself in glory in the last twenty-four hours, and say so to Mr Crofton, then completely spoil his day by ordering him to have the royal party on the road by four o’clock.
 
   “It isn’t your place to give such an order, Colonel Hawken, and it is impossible anyway.”
 
   “No it fucking isn’t, Gerald. You’ve got drivers and servants to do the work, and there’s ostlers in the stables to help. And as for it not being ‘my place’, what you don’t realise is that I’m fighting a battle here to get my people clear away from the Spaniards, and only my people. I will not hold this town one minute longer than I need to do it. Your lot are getting a free ride on the back of that. And if you or anyone else in your party has any bright ideas about spending another comfortable night under this roof, you’ll be doing it without the protection of my regiment. 
 
   “I’ll go further. Two of my captains have expressed strong reservations about taking casualties to protect a royal party for which they have no great regard. I’ve had a company mutiny on the strength of it. I’ve a lot of sympathy for their point of view, and the fact that you and yours have failed to protect the Queen and the Prince hasn’t done anything to diminish it. And it doesn’t help that you’ve been having a drunken orgy here while my soldiers have been dying on the bridge. I lost an old friend this morning. He was killed by one of the citizens of this benighted town whose hospitality you’ve been soaking up. So find out which of your people are sober enough to help you organise the move, and get on with it.”
 
   Strictly speaking, of course, he is right; it isn’t my place to order him or the royal party about. They will hate it. They will only get a couple of hours on the road before they have to make camp, and if the rain which is threatening has set in by then, they’ll hate it even more. Let ’em. If I’d had my way they would have been on the road this morning, putting miles between them and Don Alvaro. They had put their heads in a noose by accepting Tetziger’s invitation. I and mine have got them out, and on that basis we are entitled to throw our weight about. Crofton sees sense and doesn’t press the matter further.
 
   Hansi is back with the pony-carriage, and I tell two of Karl’s troopers to put Petherbridge’s body inside. Gretta comes back with Miguel, whose doublet is soaked but a lot more sanitary. In fact he looks as though he has suffered near-total immersion, and seems chastened as well as cleansed.
 
   “Colonel Hawken.”
 
   “Don Miguel?”
 
   “I wish to express an apology for my behaviour some minutes ago. I implied that you were not a gentleman, which was unacceptable behaviour on my part.”
 
   “I accept your apology.”  
 
   “May I ask what happens now, Sir Roger?”
 
   There is another thump from Magda.
 
   “You hear that, Don Miguel? My heavy artillery is making things unpleasant for Don Alvaro. We have a few minutes to tidy things up here, then I request that you accompany me to the bridge gate. We will observe Don Alvaro’s attack on the bridge. Sar’nt Ansbacher!”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Don Miguel and I are going to walk down to the bridge gate. When the Freiherr von Morsberg joins you, please convey my compliments and ask him to join me there or at the northeast tower. And I would be grateful if you would bring my horse down to the Ostplatz.”
 
   “Sir.”
 
   “Gretta, I want the pony-carriage at the bridge gate.”
 
   “It’s got a body in it.”
 
   “I know.” 
 
   Miguel is doing his best to be pleasant on the way down; he is still conscious of the fact that he’s overstepped the bounds of good form and is trying to make amends. We stop at the office wagon for me to write a quick note to Sven Harten and another for Senger. I have a possible job for Harten and don’t want it to take him by surprise. The note to Senger warns him not to take off his field gear and to brush up his Spanish.
 
   The gallows make a starkly impressive sight, fifteen feet high above the tower top.  Miguel is clearly worried, and keeps glancing nervously from Piet’s observation post to the other tower. As I make the introductions, I can tell that Piet is bursting to find out whether his acquaintance with Miguel is likely to be cut off before it has fairly started. I say nothing.  
 
   Across the river, the Spanish foot are all in the meadow and their transport is arriving.
 
   “Now we’ll see if they’ve remembered to bring scaling ladders,” says Piet.
 
   “They were mentioned,” said Miguel.
 
   “How many? What length?” Piet is on him like a terrier.
 
   “I don’t know and I wouldn’t tell you if I did.”
 
   “Leave it, Piet. He doesn’t have to tell us and we’ll find out soon enough. I’m more interested in the cannon.”
 
   I can see them through the glass, just the two, each bumping along at a wagon tail. Yes, they look bigger than falcons; the order of battle was right. Sakers.  
 
   “And what interests me most is how they’re going to use them.”
 
   What I hope the Spaniards will not do is concentrate their fire on the tower gun platforms and Ansaldo’s main battery. I’m planning to win this fight with artillery, and I can’t afford to have my artillery knocked out or neutralised. Otherwise, they can use up their ammunition on the gates, the walls, the battlements, and I will be equally content. 
 
   “Piet, if they deploy those guns opposite the gates and they’re obviously going to do an old-fashioned bombardment, close the gates. If they put them on their right flank and look as if they’re going after Ansaldo, keep the gates open. As you said, come-ons. I know I’m in your hair, and I’m going to shift to Ansaldo’s tower, but I’ve one thing to do here. Corporal Lemade!”
 
   “Yes, Colonel?” Lemade, on the other tower, is only twenty feet away.
 
   “I know I said three o’clock, and I’m pressing you, but when will you be ready?”
 
   “I can bodge it for now, and tidy it later. Ten minutes all right, Sir?”
 
   “Ten minutes, and thanks.”  
 
   Miguel’s face is a picture.
 
   “Don Miguel, I wish to have a private word with Captain van Groen. Would you be so kind as to excuse us? Just drop down into the chamber below.”
 
   “What are you up to, Colonel?”
 
   “I’m going to gibbet a corpse, only from the other side it’ll be difficult to tell.”
 
   “You’re not hanging your Spaniard, then?”
 
   “Not for the moment. He’s too valuable alive. It’s Petherbridge. We took the Rathaus again. A bit cheaper this time. Two guards and one English traitor dead. Meyer sort of surrendered.  I take it he’s still with Jan?”
 
   “Yes. They’re at the southeast tower. Where’s Petherbridge? Did you kill him?”
 
   “In my pony-carriage, and no. Gretta. And one of the guards as well.”
 
   Piet looks one of his looks at me.
 
   “Look, I didn’t train her to this, or even encourage her.”
 
   “Colonel Schmied, Sir.” Lemade, across the gap. “She’ll do now.”
 
   “Thank you. Piet, can I trouble you for a couple of strong unemployed soldiers?”  
 
   They lift Petherbridge from the pony-carriage and carry him up to the gun platform. He looks undamaged. Without ceremony, Lemade puts the noose round his neck, hauls him up, and makes fast. Miguel looks relieved, but only a little, which is how I want him to be.
 
   “What did he do, Sir?” asks Lemade.
 
   “Threatened to murder the Queen. Had a pistol to her neck.”
 
   “You do it, Sir?”
 
   “No, Gretta.”
 
   Lemade’s face is a picture.
 
   I call to Piet. “I’m going up to Ansaldo. Luck, old soldier.”
 
   “Not so much of the old. Luck, Schmied.”
 
   “I like that habit you all have,” says Miguel. “I mean saying ‘luck’, or ‘luck and go well’.” If he wants to be friends again, let him get on with it.
 
   “Don’t you have anything like it?”
 
   “We say ‘God be with you’ or ‘Go with God’.”
 
   “It’s the same, really. It’s just that most of us feel God isn’t around much these days.”
 
   “How long have you been out here, Sir Roger?”
 
   “Ten years. Since I was seventeen.”
 
   “God’s death. You’re only twenty-seven!”
 
   “Do I look that bad?”
 
   “I’d have put you at thirty-five at least. What do you think you’ll be doing when you’re forty?”
 
   “If I’m still here, giving thanks thrice daily that I’m still breathing.”
 
   “I’d say you’ve done enough. At least you ought to move to a staff job.”
 
   “I wouldn’t argue. It just seems I’m in demand for this sort of work. Strelitz took me on as temporary chief of staff a fortnight ago and the next thing is I’m commanding his regiment.  Now he’s calling me his sword arm.”
 
   I haven’t found de Guzmán easy to talk to until now, but today’s events seem to be opening him up. And if I’m to follow up Karl’s ideas about placing people who share our thinking alongside the movers and shakers of Europe, de Guzmán might be a prize indeed.  
 
   We have been engrossed in conversation so have omitted to admire the scenery, and as we stop before entering the tower Miguel turns and had his first real look at the effects of our demolition.
 
   “Great God in Heaven.”
 
   “Didn’t do too badly, did we? The bridge is too well built for a hasty job, so we had to take the easier route.”
 
   “And will our people be able to get across?”
 
   “If we weren’t here to interfere, it would not be too difficult. You would have to build a temporary bridge to take the horses and vehicles. Under fire, it will be very unpleasant.” Another indicator that Miguel’s experience of battle is limited.
 
   “Don Miguel, tell me what you really think about this bloody war.”
 
   “I will tell you a thought I share with my great-uncle, and that is that no one can afford this war, whether it is Spain, or France, or the Empire, or least of all the German principalities.  And a thought that is my own, that there is no place for Spain in Central Europe, and that if we persist in retaining our interest in the old Burgundian lands, we will be in conflict with France until one of us gives up.”
 
   “Which won’t be France.”
 
   “France has resources which we cannot match in the long term.”
 
   “Don Miguel, this is probably not the place to pursue these matters, but you have said enough to make me think that we may have some aims in common, which we share with certain other people. If we both come through this, I would like to take matters further.”
 
   “Sir Roger, I am intrigued. But you must get on with your battle. I hope you will not mind if I cheer for my side?”
 
   “Not if you do it discreetly.”
 
   Another thump from Magda. On the tower top we get the full benefit. We follow the incendiary as it rises, tumbling as it goes, over the vertex and down, the wildfire blooming in the last hundred feet of the descent. It lands in the centre of one of the regiments of the tercio, among the shot, and causes a whirlpool of confusion as men try to break ranks and the NCOs hammer them back into line.
 
   “Target.” Carter, calling fall of shot.
 
   “Target.” The acknowledgement from below.  
 
   Through the glass I can see the sudden flares in the ranks as the bandoliers catch, spreading down the line and being succeeded by less intense but steady burning as greasy clothing, and greasy beards and hair, take fire. Probably twenty casualties, and the confusion, and fear of the next one, to add in.
 
   “You have your own siege mortar? How did you lay hands on it?”
 
   “We persuaded a bell foundry to cast her to my design a couple of winters back. They also made the smasher, the short canister gun in the square. We haven’t discovered anywhere capable of casting a long gun that isn’t locked into the guild.”
 
   “And they all call you Schmied. Of course, you are the Weaponsmith. There are tales about you, even on our side. I would advise you again not to get acquainted with the Holy Office.  You are reputed to be a magician.”
 
   “I have skills. But most of what I do is hard work and attention to detail.”
 
   “I believe my side is starting to move.”
 
   Carter calls down to Ansaldo. “Target moving. Check fire.”
 
   “Check fire,” called back from ground level.
 
   It looks as though Don Alvaro has been waiting for his artillery, and is anxious to start proceedings before the rain. He will feel time was pressing for another reason; just as I hadn’t known the state of play within the Rathaus, so he can’t know what is happening in Hollenstedt itself. He can hope that his agents have secured the Queen and the Prince, but he will also calculate that I would be doing something about freeing them, and every moment he lets slip by will be another moment for me to do so. Alternatively, if the royal party is free and on its way, he might still be able to make one last attempt at catch-up, capturing horses from us. Whatever he intends to do, he has to do quickly.
 
   The first regiment, the nearest to the river, is leaving the meadow. It seems to be mostly – no, it’s entirely pikes. What the – look at the other groupings. The next group back is again single arm, all shot, and a lot of them. Don Alvaro is definitely a man capable of departing from the drill book when he wants to.
 
   The wagons towing the cannon are following the first regiment as it marches towards the bridge. The regiment halts, two hundred yards back from the bank. Reserve. The cannon continue across its front.
 
   There is a shout from the ground. Carter is leaning over the battlements, listening. I join him.
 
   “Master Gunner, engage those sakers as soon as maybe, and pray they don’t take ’em up the slope.”
 
   “There’s not enough slope for them to give safe overhead fire, in my view, Colonel.  They’ll be looking for a platform where they can engage both us and the gate. They’re not mobile like us. And where I think they’re going to go trails down is in falcon range.”
 
   “The Lord be praised,” says Carter. “We will be doing His work today.”
 
   “I thought you said God didn’t play a great part in your way of life,” says Miguel.
 
   “We’re very tolerant. You could always ask Carter which God is fighting for which side.”  Carter grins, and says nothing. I lean over the battlements again.
 
   “Master Gunner. Fire at your discretion.”
 
   “Fire at discretion. Thank you, Colonel.”
 
   If we can knock out the sakers, and quickly, then Ansaldo will be able to make unhindered target practice on the crossing attempts and all our concerns about being outranged can go out of the window. The saker wagons are still coming on, and the second regiment is plodding out of the meadow. There are a lot of them, some eight hundred muskets.
 
   The sakers are coming into action fifty yards upstream of us and three hundred yards back from the bank. They look to be old pieces, the barrels cradle-mounted. The range is under four hundred. Ansaldo lets them get their trails on the ground before opening fire. The first rounds are aimed at the wagons, and the third salvo scores a hit. The team panics, one of the horseholders is knocked down and the wagon drives over him, disappearing into the distance. The scream carries as far as our vantage point.  
 
   Ansaldo has got the range, and breaks a wheel on one gun before it fires a shot. But the second comes into action. The first three rounds hit Magda’s breastwork, where they will probably do the least damage. The artillery commander realises that he is wasting time and ammunition, for the next one buzzes unpleasantly close over our heads on the tower top. I send Miguel down, as the fifth slams into the tower stonework below the embrasures. Carter and I are on the river side of the platform observing when we can; the swivel detachment are making themselves as small as possible around the sides.
 
   The sixth round comes in through the embrasure next to me and hits the swivel mounting square on. The barrel is knocked clean off the mounting and flies across the platform to land on one of the Dutch, smashing in his face and rib cage, and bursting his abdomen in a welter of blood and intestines. The shot beds in the rear wall in a shower of stone fragments. All of us are hit, the fragments clanging on helmets and plate, bruising covered and biting into exposed flesh; the two remaining Dutchmen the worst, one with a mass of small wounds, the other with a smashed knee. Carter isn’t bleeding much, but has been knocked about; there is an intriguing dent in his helmet. My left cheekbone is laid open, which is spectacular rather than dangerous. An inch higher, though, and I’d be wearing an eyepatch. I am hurting more than I like from the pistol strike, and this is a bit much.
 
   Some of the shot come up on to the platform and carry away the wounded. Both Piotr and Piet’s feldsher arrive, unbidden. They have been on standby in the gate square, and there had been some screaming. Piotr takes one look at my cheek, puts in a couple of stitches before I have time to protest, and slaps on a lump of cobweb. Miguel arrives as we are lifting the gun barrel off its victim, and just makes it to one of the embrasures before losing his luncheon. The barrel is undamaged, but it only needs a quick look at the mounting to know that we’ve lost one swivel gun as far that day’s events are concerned.
 
   After that the saker’s firing goes all over the place, either from barrel heating or fastenings coming loose. It is still a relief when it stops. Bombardier Carter takes a longer look and announces that the barrel has come off the cradle. Whether it’s good shooting from downstairs or spontaneous disintegration, I don’t much care. Meanwhile, the gunners are struggling to lever up the first gun, get the wreck of the wheel off and exchange it with one from the second. Ansaldo tells Carter to keep an eye on their progress and switches targets to the oncoming shot.
 
   It’s one thing to look at the numbers on paper; another to see them translated into actual troops on the ground. Don Alvaro has a hell of a lot of soldiers. I am coming to realise that by pushing the guns forward for maximum effect on the crossing, I have laid them open to massed infantry fire. If Alvaro chooses to move a substantial proportion of his shot upriver opposite the battery, he stands a good chance of destroying my gun detachments. I will have to be prepared to pull them out.  
 
   A couple of hundred yards upstream is the bend where the river’s direction changes from East-West to North-South as it flows through the bridge. I can bring the guns back into action at the bend and enfilade the shot, but that will lengthen the range to the bridge.
 
   I write a note to Ansaldo spelling this out, put it into one of Carter’s message bags, and drop it. I watch Ansaldo read it; I always feel a bit diffident when dealing with him on straight gunnery matters because I have to admit he knows a great deal more than I, but this time it’s tactics, and my call. Nevertheless I’m relieved when he gives me a thumbs-up.  
 
   The regiment of shot has broken into two battalions, one North and one South of the bridge. Half of the southern unit is still coming on, to halt above the bridge. It appears that Alvaro is going to use only half his shot to support the assault proper. He is committing the other half to suppressing our battery, and seems to be accepting that by the time they reach their battle position we will have done them serious damage. The three falcons are eating into the oncoming ranks, the leading survivors of each salvo only too aware that it will be their turn next.
 
   “I must compliment you on the discipline, Don Miguel. I would question how much it’s achieving.”
 
   “Do you mean your soldiers would not be able to stand up to this fire?”
 
   “If we found ourselves in this situation we’d be doing our damnedest to get out of it.  Find another way.”
 
   As we stand on the tower top, there are the first definite drops of rain. We go down to wall top level so as to be able to shelter inside the tower if it gets worse. The shot on the walls have knocked up shelters for their weapons and hurriedly stuff the muskets under them. The reserve powder and match are already under cover.  
 
   The first drops of rain act as a spur to the attackers. I can feel the effort being put in to shave a few minutes off the timings. The third regiment is moving up the road. Its main body is exclusively pikes, like the first, but its leading files are pioneers. Eight scaling ladders, thirty men with shovels or mattocks. That leading platoon our prime target, but Alvaro’s layout of the force will protect them from the cannon until they emerge from the cover of the southern battalion of shot. It will be up to the gate swivels, and our shot in the gate area, to take them on.
 
   And Ansaldo will not be able to see them until they came through the gap. I step into the tower and up the stairs to the firing platform, where Carter now keeps his lone vigil.  
 
   “Bombardier Carter, have you spotted the pioneers in the third regiment?”
 
   “Yes, Colonel. Master Gunner’s aware.”
 
   “Well done.”
 
   Trust them till it’s proved different.
 
   The head of the northern half of the shot has about fifty yards to go. There will be a pause after they halt before they can engage, but it’s time for the falcons to be coming out of action.  From the northern run of the wall I look down on the gun position. The teams for our own guns are up and waiting. The Hollenstedt gun will stay. Another salvo at the head of the column, another twenty down. They are reloading for the last rounds from the position, double-shotting with the heavy canister. The limbers are harnessed up, away goes the last salvo, and the guns come out of action.
 
   Ansaldo has moved the point of aim a little back from the head of the column, and the mixed load has sliced the near rank off more than fifteen file, while the roundshot has carried the damage deeper into the column. There are well over thirty, perhaps as many as forty down, and this time cohesion has broken, the undamaged files at the head continuing to march while those immediately behind the wreck have halted and been trodden into by those behind. The blood mist hangs, drifting away from us on the light wind.  
 
   “You haven’t seen much of this, have you, Don Miguel?”
 
   His face is grey. “No, Colonel, I have not. The skirmish where you took me prisoner was my first time in close action. I have been on the staff, but never found myself as far forward as this. I have to ask how you have survived ten years of it.”
 
   “I ask myself the same question, often. I’ve been fortunate; the people I’ve worked for don’t like taking casualties, and try not to get involved in big battles. Now think how we might put a stop to it happening.”
 
   I have to admit, they have control. The front of the column halts. The whole lot does six paces close march right, clear of the human debris. They do a ‘mark time, forward’ drill movement, and the column is on its away again, just as the remaining falcon gets away another roundshot. Half a dozen more down.  
 
   Around the bridge, the other battalion has fired its first triple volley. Eighty-odd muskets reply in one rippling volley from the walls. The southern battalion has not suffered any cannon damage, but they are not getting off scot-free, with three swivels and our muskets biting at them.  The two mobile falcons are coming into action two hundred yards away at the river bend. Wily old Ansaldo must have had the position pegged out in advance. The river broadens on the bend, and he has taken advantage of this to pick a spot still with a clear shot to the bridge but out of effective musket range of the far bank.  
 
   The shot ignore the move of the falcons. A galloper goes off towards a knot of horsemen behind the pike reserve, and the depleted battalion halts opposite our battery. Ansaldo gets off one more round, then the gunners run the falcon back into cover, block the embrasure with a small gabion, and trot back behind Magda’s breastwork.
 
   The rain has increased. It isn’t continuous, but a succession of short, light showers, lasting only a matter of seconds separated by a break of about a minute. A darkening sky to the northwest indicates more to come.
 
   Carter passed me a message from Ansaldo. 
 
   ‘Intend engage assault troops with Magda using explosive.’
 
   I scribbled ‘Yes, expend all’ on the sheet and put it in the bag. Don’t lose today’s battle because you’re saving ammo for tomorrow’s.  
 
   We can hear fire orders across the river, followed by three volleys that don’t seem impressive from a force which still numbers well over two hundred muskets. The balls seemed to be distributed indiscriminately against the battery position, the tower, and the battlements.  
 
   After the third volley I take a look and it certainly appears that there are gaps in the smoke here and there. Our shot promptly pops up and sends a single volley – perhaps just thirty-five muskets, but firing from protection at under a hundred yards they drop a dozen of the opposition. There is one of the little flurries of rain at that point and the NCOs stop the shot reloading till it passes.
 
   “Well done,” I say to the nearest corporal. “Pass it on.”
 
   “May I ask what that was?” asks Miguel.
 
   “Complimenting the NCOs for making sure the boys reload in the dry.” 
 
   “That sort of thing doesn’t happen with us. A colonel would never speak directly to a sergeant, let alone a corporal.”
 
   “I seem to remember a certain officer being concerned about what had happened to his men when they were taken prisoner.”
 
   “Perhaps it is because I am really an amateur soldier.”
 
   “Perhaps it’s because you’re not a complete bastard, Don Miguel.”
 
   Carter calls down from the tower top.
 
   “Colonel, you ought to know I made it at least a quarter misfires on that last volley of theirs.”
 
   “Thanks, Bomb.”
 
   They won’t be happy about it, and the next minute their unhappiness is compounded as McGinnis’s falcons engage them from almost square on their right flank. It’s unspectacular but bloody. McGinnis has caught them on the reload and it’s not until after the third salvo that the second triple volley came our way, audibly weaker than the previous one. Again our shot pop up and find another dozen targets.
 
   The falcons fire three salvoes at the shot then switch target to the mass of troops facing the bridge. The pioneers are almost hidden in the gap between the two halves of the southern battalion of shot. They have not gone straight into the assault, as I would have expected. Carter calls down.
 
   “Colonel. They’ve got the wheel on the saker and they’re hitching up.”
 
   “Have you told Master Gunner?”
 
   “Yes, but he can’t see from ground level, and can’t shoot.”
 
   The most useful function fulfilled by the shot opposite us: human shields for the movement of the Spaniards’ one surviving cannon.
 
   “Gretta, message for Captain van Groen. One saker moving to bridge area. Other knocked out.”
 
   “One saker moving to bridge area. Other knocked out.”
 
   “Correct.”  
 
   There is a subdued thump from outside the wall, and an incendiary bomb climbs, not very high, before dropping on our side of the demolition scar. Short. An ironic cheer from the Spaniards. Ill-advised. As a first adjusting round it’s not bad at all. Ansaldo is using tiny charges for the two-fifty yard range, and with the best will in the world the bombs are going to drop erratically.
 
   McGinnis is starting to erode the front rank of the assault regiment, as he had done to the shot. Don Alvaro is losing momentum. He must be worried about fire from the two gate swivels and be bringing the saker down to engage the towers at close range. But with the two falcons now scoring against his front, and Ansaldo about to find the range with Magda, he stands to lose more of his key pioneers than if he’d gone into the assault without waiting. He can claim some small success; he has knocked out one of my swivels and temporarily silenced one of the falcons, and as long as he maintains the shot opposite our main battery, the other two falcons cannot reoccupy it.
 
   More spits of rain. I call to the corporal of shot.
 
   “D’you have any orders about using the towers?”
 
   “No, Sir.”
 
   There are four musket embrasures in the chamber alongside us, of which two would bear on the enemy shot, and the same arrangement would apply down below.  
 
   “I’d like to speak with your officer.”
 
   No officer, but a rather stolid sergeant.
 
   “No Sir, I don’t have no orders, and what with needing to keep the platoon under my eye, I don’t think as how it’s a good idea.”
 
   “Sergeant, I think different. Eight men in the upper room and eight in the lower.  Continuous fire.”
 
   “Well, Sir…” 
 
   “Do it, man.”
 
   Four muskets per embrasure. They’ll be able to keep a steady attrition going without any worries about the weather.  
 
   Another mild thump from Magda, another incendiary. This one an over, but landing among the shot just beyond the bridge. The same turmoil in the ranks, fear of fire overcoming discipline. Incendiary not as effective as explosive, but a good second.
 
   “Saker’s got there, Colonel, Sir.”
 
   I join Carter up top and gain another ten feet of height. We can see the wagon, but the gun itself is hidden by bodies. No matter how hard we grope for it with the falcons by blasting a way through the files of shot, they can simply close up to protect it. The gate swivels and the shot will have to suppress the detachment. I’m not going to divert Ansaldo from what he is doing at the moment.
 
   The third round is an explosive. It lands among the pioneers, and we see what looks like bits of scaling ladder flying.
 
   And now it is really raining. As far as Magda is concerned, rain simply adds twenty or thirty seconds to the reload time. The detachment has a shelter, a framework covered by a tarpaulin sheet that they roll back for firing. The falcons’ limbers have covers, the powder shovels have weather closures, there are priming quills or quick match. The swivels’ powder is in shelter. Enough of the shot are installed in the towers to keep a steady, if not a heavy, fire on the opposition. 
 
   Fifteen minutes too late, Don Alvaro gives the order for the assault.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 41
 
    
 
    
 
   I watch from the angle of the tower and the battlements, where there is more shelter than on the tower top. Miguel and Gretta are inside the tower with the musketeers, Miguel because after the first five minutes he can’t bring himself to watch, Gretta because she sees no point in standing about in the rain.
 
   Ansaldo has briefed McGinnis, and when the Spanish pioneers launch themselves on to the demolition scar, the falcons follow them. It isn’t quite the execution I had planned. The range is too long, but what we lose by this we gain from the weather.
 
   The mattock and shovel men go first, to level the ridge top. They make good progress, the loose material easy to clear. The crest is lowered, and flattened, but all the time the roundshot are coming in. They are not taking many men directly, but for every man turned to bloody pulp by a hit, two are carried away by the little landslides caused by strikes on the loose material, or being unbalanced by close misses, losing their footing, sliding out of control down the muddy slope, to end in the hungry waters of the Weder.
 
   The rain grows heavier. The Spanish shot give up trying to fire. Another thump from Magda, another forty-pound explosive bomb among the waiting pioneers and their follow-up pikemen. The nagging fire of the swivels and the protected musketeers now falling only on the assault troops, the shot reduced to bedraggled spectators. The saker coming into action from within its human shield, feeling for the swivels on the tower tops. They seem to be ignoring the gates
 
   The ladder men try their luck, five ladders remaining out of eight. The ridge top now a respectable path perhaps ten feet in width, but turning to slush underfoot. The first ladder down the slope makes it to the wall, the pioneers jamming it firmly into the mud, then collapsing in the friendly shelter of the wall foot. The second team picks its way gingerly down. The leading carrier, arm through the rungs, hit by a swivel shot, hurled back by the impact, gripping the ladder in death, the body still clamped to its burden sliding down the slope. The second man, uninjured but off balance, following him down over the upstream wing wall, rolling down the steep bank to the unforgiving water beneath.  
 
   A roundshot thumps into the lower edge of the scar. Another landslide in the loose and now waterlogged material below the path. The second shot of the salvo, in a freak hit, strikes the third ladder amidships and the broken halves sweep the carriers over the downstream edge. 
 
   Two ladders left. Through the glass I can see signs of disturbance among the waiting troops. I’m not surprised. I’d intended the gap to be a death trap, with the bridge another death trap beyond. I would have taken exception at being invited to try it, and I don’t blame the mutineers one little bit. In our lot, ‘officer job’ would be in everyone’s minds.  
 
   I don’t know if they are officers or not, but it’s bravely done. They try with two ladders, and they go like the hammers of hell, or as near as anyone could on that surface, and they get them there, and fixed, and I have to admire them for it. Which leaves the little problem of who goes next.
 
   Don Alvaro has obviously decided from the outset that he is going to assault with his pikes, a sensible solution in dry conditions. I have to admit that to reorganise in the rain would tax any formation, but I don’t think that justifies sending pikes in full armour across that mud heap. I would have shot seven bells out of the gates with the saker, then sent the shot without their muskets, which in these conditions are only useful as clubs, and relied on mass and swords to support their pioneers for the break-in
 
   “Message from Master Gunner.” I slip into the dry of the tower to read it. Ansaldo worried that McGinnis probably can’t see the target area sufficiently well through the rain to place shot accurately. With the Spanish muskets opposite silent, Ansaldo intends to bring the falcons back into the battery. He will move them singly and bring the third falcon back into action to cover the move. ‘Agreed’, I write. I am thinking about the next phase.
 
   With three scaling ladders in place Don Alvaro will eventually get some sort of force on to the bridge end. If his rate of build-up exceeds the losses we can inflict on them, van Groen’s pikes will have to do something about it. If that comes out in our favour, I will invite Don Alvaro to talk.
 
   Karl appears at last, with Cesare, and Gretta as well. She has been talking to Piet, who wants to know whether I intend to wipe out the Spaniards completely, or open negotiations at some stage. My appearance comes as a shock.
 
   “What in God’s name have you done to your face?”  
 
   I start to tell her.
 
   “All right, it’ll keep. You know I am not a particularly humane sort of person, and war is war, but I think this has gone on just about long enough. Piet is starting to feel the same way.”
 
   For a Dutchman, for whom killing Spaniards rates as a national sport, this is pretty extreme, but Piet is seeing the carnage at closer quarters than I. “Are they doing any damage with that saker?” I ask.
 
   “They got one good hit on the side of one of the battlement embrasures, and hurt two of the swivel crew badly. Piet had to move a trained man from the other tower and make up the numbers with ordinary musketeers. They’re hitting the gate, and the walls, and the towers, but they’re not consistent. The shot are either in the towers like here or sitting it out somewhere dry, so they’re not taking casualties or catching cold. There’ve been some overs – one hit the Rathaus while I was still there. Took out Petherbridge’s chum and his lady love.”
 
   “How sad. Windage. Worn gun and undersize shot. I’m going to give Don Alvaro a little longer to see sense, but I’ll start setting up a parley.”
 
   It’s message-writing time again. One to Piet, then to be passed to Jan at the southeast tower, saying that I am looking for a suitable moment to summon the Spaniards, preferably when we have done something spectacular to them. The second to Harten, to implement the warning order I had given him before coming down to the gate. A third to be relayed to Wolfgang by Hansi, updating him and inviting him to come down, bringing Ricco if the latter felt up to it.  Gretta trots off down the empty wall on her delivery run, keeping her head down; we might be thinking that the enemy shot are unable to fire but she isn’t taking risks with her life expectancy.  There is the sharp blast of a falcon below us, Ansaldo getting the spare into action again to cover McGinnis’s move.
 
   “Dare I ask how things were in the Rathaus? I take it that placating Her Majesty took more effort than you thought.”
 
   “She wasn’t too bad, actually. More excited than upset. She doesn’t frighten, but she wanted to talk about the narrow squeak. She wants to reward Gretta, but we were a bit lost as to what she’d appreciate. Then we moved on to what they should do. I steered the conversation around to France, and she’s interested. I think we may be making progress there.  
 
   “Good. On practicalities, are they anywhere near ready to move?”
 
   “Actually, she was really helpful on that. Sinclair and Crofton came in telling the tale about you throwing your weight about. They were obviously expecting her to countermand your order, but it was ‘Sir Roger is quite right, we must be on our way before the day is out’, and they left with their tails between their legs. They’ll be ready; they’ve had a lot of practice at moving out in a hurry. They’ll be on their way well before your deadline.”
 
   It’s a bizarre battle. On our side it is being fought by a tiny force – fifty shot, a dozen swivel-gunners, Ansaldo’s thirty-five, a few officers. Of that lot, half are managing to keep out of the rain. On the other side of the river there are perhaps a thousand Spaniards still standing, all by now soaked to the skin. It doesn’t matter how good troops are, if they are wet and they aren’t winning they’re not a lot of use.  
 
   Two falcons are now banging away from the battery position below, the strikes noticeably more accurate. Magda thumps, the impact to the left of the previous bomb. Ansaldo using incendiary again, feeling for the saker, which is now concentrating its fire on the gate, hitting with two rounds out of three, the splinters flying.   
 
   There is no one on the scar of the demolition. The ladders are in position, but the men who have put them there won’t be in a hurry to get back. Sitting with their backs to the abutment wall, they know that none of our weapons can touch them as long as they don’t move. Above the gap, the pikes are forming for the attack. The roundshot from the falcons are ploughing into the leading ranks, disorganising as much as killing. Human shield tactics, the ranks nearer to our guns protecting with their bodies the men who will actually carry out the assault. The gate swivels eating at the downstream ranks, the assault troops, ‘Close up’ being ordered, time and again, as the leading files drop. As Karl had said, it has gone on just about long enough.
 
   “Colonel Schmied.” Bombardier Carter interrupting my train of thought.
 
   “Yes, Bomb?”
 
   “Saker’s moving.”
 
   The gun has been firing directly along the bridge, giving it a clear line of fire at the long-suffering gates. With the bridge about to fill up with assault troops, if the saker is going to give them any support they will need to open the angle. Need to keep them honest.
 
   “Thanks. Keep chasing the buggers.”
 
   “Sir.” Carter’s contribution to the battle unspectacular but beyond price.
 
   There are now three ladders. Military logic indicates that the assaulting pikemen should march to the feet of the ladders in three ranks. I would agree, except that ‘march’ and ‘three ranks’ doesn’t apply on the surface of the gap. There is a more or less flat top to the ridge about ten feet wide, but that has been rained on, ploughed by roundshot, and trampled by the pioneers and the ladder parties. There is only one way to cross it, single file, and picking your way very carefully.  That would apply even to men in skirmish order, let alone armoured pikemen. And our third falcon is back in the battery. The range is two-fifty yards, perhaps a bit more. Miguel had described Don Alvaro as ‘a fine soldier’, but I don’t have much time for generals who send overloaded troops across impossible ground under effective fire, fine soldiers or not. I expect they’ll always be around, though.
 
   The pikes begin to cross. I put my head through the door of the tower.
 
   “Don Miguel. You should come out and watch this. I think we’re starting the last act”.
 
   “What do you mean, Colonel?”
 
   “The pikes are starting to cross.” He comes out into the rain.
 
    There is something different and yet familiar about the leading pikes. They don’t look like the rest of the Spanish troops. The penny drops.
 
   “Sweet Jesus Christ!”
 
   “What is it, Colonel?”
 
   “Your Don Alvaro has a sense of humour. He’s using Sosabowski’s pikes to lead the assault.”
 
   The falcons shift target to the poor sods making the crossing. I’m not making any concessions, quite the reverse, but I wonder if it had crossed the mind of that fool Madjewski that this is just the sort of job he was likely to have foisted on him by his new masters. I wouldn’t have thought twice about doing exactly the same in similar circumstances.  
 
   Some of them slip as soon as they step on to the slope, sliding down, over the wing wall, some continuing into the river, some finding enough purchase on the bank to keep them out of the water. The falcons start to hit, taking one, two or three men directly, or kicking up fountains of mud, men slipping into the little craters and, unbalanced by the weight of their armour and the sixteen foot pikes, following their comrades down. But a few make it, and disappear from our view, hidden by the corner of the abutment wall.  
 
   While there are only a few, there is room for them to share the shelter with the ladder-men. The numbers grow, then discipline breaks down, and bodies are thrown out as the occupants fight each other for the few square feet of safety. Someone having authority must have arrived and stopped the fighting, and done more, because men, a few men, start to appear at the tops of the ladders. The first up crouch or lie down, pressing themselves against the bridge parapet, sheltered from the cannon fire, but not from the swivels and the muskets firing along the bridge.  But the numbers grow, slowly. And as they are able to shelter behind the bodies of those the fire from the towers has killed, they grow faster. I can see perhaps a dozen men on the bridge, which allowing for the numbers hidden by the near parapet, means that there must be twenty in all, though they must have lost three times that number to get them there, and are losing more every minute. In the gaps in the firing, we can hear orders being shouted in the gate square. The van Groen pikes are about to earn their keep.
 
   Men are still coming up the ladders, and men are still slipping, falling, rolling down the slope, or being taken by the roundshot. Thirty-odd on the bridge by now, still lying down as the saker, back in action, tries to suppress the gate swivels that are slaughtering them at fifty yards range. A group of men in armour but without pikes crossing the gap. Axes, sledges, packs, and bags being carried. A petard. Assault pioneers. They lose some, of course, but some reach the ladders and lie down on the bridge with the pikes. At a terrible cost, something resembling an assault group is forming on the bridge. The temptation to go down to the gate and take charge is almost irresistible.
 
   “Resist it,” she says. “Piet’s as good at this set-piece stuff as you are.”
 
   I know Piet better than she does but I also know she’s right. The numbers are growing.  They are learning, crossing the obstacle in single file now, and getting more across than they had when they were sending across files of three. We are wasting ammunition.
 
   “Bomb!”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Compliments to Master Gunner. I want him to switch fire back to the troops waiting to cross.”
 
   “Sir.”
 
   They have more than fifty on the bridge now, including the pioneers. A few Poles left in the front ranks, the majority Spaniards. The bridge is five yards wide – say six files across. Knock off the pioneers, that makes enough for a mass of pikes seven ranks deep. Piet’s pikes about sixty, ten ranks deep, in better condition than the force on the bridge, a solid reserve behind him.  
 
   Gretta, returning from her last mission.
 
   “Sorry I’ve been so long, Colonel, but Captain van Groen felt he wanted our pikes to reinforce. It looked to me as if they could be needed and I knew you’d warned Captain Siegel to be ready to back up the Dutch so I went to find him and told him to get on with it, as from you.”
 
   She’d made a command decision for me and saved fifteen minutes. Miguel shaking his head in amazement; obviously, the Spanish army doesn’t work this way, but he must have forgotten the Rathaus. I just say “Bugger protocol, thanks,” and Karl says “Well done – again, Gretta.”
 
   “Look at the bridge, Sir,” Carter calls from the firing platform. 
 
   The pikes are getting to their feet, seven ranks of them, ten or twelve pioneers behind. A couple at the front drop straight away, but they close the gaps and begin to step forward.
 
   We can’t see the gates open, but they must have, for the next thing we hear is the sharp bark of the smasher. It’s ordinary canister, and the pikes are forty yards away where their armour will keep out most of the fragments, but even pikemen’s armour doesn’t cover everything. Faces, groins, lower legs; a couple go down, three clutch their faces, one his balls, six pikes dropped, the front rank in confusion, and the van Groen pikes charge home.
 
   Not many pikes can do it, in armour. The Swiss, a hundred years before, made it a centrepiece of their tactics. I don’t think Piet would have claimed that his boys are as fast over the ground as the Swiss were reputed to be. But it’s a good fast trot for pikemen, and I think for a moment they’ve done it and broken them at the first impact, as a couple go over the parapet on our side and at least one on the far side of the bridge. Then they steady, and it’s push of pike. The saker tries to join in but the four-foot bridge parapet is good protection and the best it can do is a shower of stone splinters from a high strike which causes a couple from the rear of our troop to drop out. Then the two lots are too closely involved for the gun to engage. 
 
   Piet’s people have the advantage of numbers, fitness, the effect of the blast from the smasher, and the impact of the charge. The Poles and Spaniards have desperation, a fifteen-foot drop behind them, and the feeling that they haven’t spent three-quarters of an hour being shot at with nobody much firing back, balancing their way across twenty yards of mudslide with roundshot winging past their ears, heaving themselves up a scaling ladder and lying out for another ten minutes being shot at some more, just to give up tamely. They are the first of the main body to get to close grips with us, they find some morale out of the depths of their boots, and they fight bloody well.
 
   Weight tells, in the end; but the Dutch lose half a dozen over the parapet, and no chance of survival in the fast-flowing water for a booted man in thirty-five pounds of armour. But the rest of them do it, and the opposition are shovelled over the end of the bridge to the mud fifteen feet below, the scaling ladders ripped up and thrown into the river. The Dutch march back, mindful of the saker looking at their backs, which fires once at the best target it has had all day, and compounds its failure to achieve much by having a partial misfire and depositing a six-pound roundshot among the unfortunates lying at the base of the abutment wall. 
 
   “Bombardier Carter, I am going down to the gate. When I get there I am going to sound the cease-fire. Master Gunner may continue killing Spaniards until he hears it. Battery to remain in action ready to resume if the enemy will not conform.” I turn to de Guzmán.
 
   “Don Miguel, I intend to summon Don Alvaro to a parley. I would be grateful if you would accompany me. I believe you have learned something today.”
 
   “I have learned something about you, Sir Roger. I had not realised that you were quite as ruthless as you have shown yourself to be. And yes, I will come to the parley. I may have something to say to Don Alvaro.”
 
   “Don Miguel, I do what I have to do, and no more. I do not take any pleasure in killing for killing’s sake. I have been fighting over the last three days to preserve my regiment, and to do this at the least cost to my own troops. I have grudged every casualty we have sustained. But I knew that the only way to persuade Don Alvaro to desist would be to inflict unacceptable casualties on the tercio.”
 
   “How many do you think we’ve taken off them, Colonel?” Gretta, being bloodthirstily curious. I think for a few seconds.
 
   “Horse, and guessing at what Ephraim did to them yesterday and this morning, something approaching three hundred. They had about fifty or sixty left of the advanced guard – two hundred plus foot there. The shot opposite the battery, two hundred. The other shot, hundred and fifty. The assault pikes and pioneers, three hundred at least, say three hundred and fifty.
 
   “Rounding that lot off, Roger, I make it around twelve hundred out of two thousand, two thousand one hundred? We’ve hit them with over fifty percent casualties in three days.” Karl sounds impressed.
 
   “I’ve seen that happen to a tercio in a single day’s big battle. But this is different.” 
 
    “I have to say, Colonel,” says Miguel, “that I am impressed, and saddened. One has seen the numbers before, though I have to say that I think our senior officers tend to under-report. I suspect that our army tends not to count the wounded as casualties.”
 
   “Even though most of them die.”
 
   “Regrettably, yes.”
 
   “Karl, before this fight diverted our attention, Don Miguel and I had a brief discussion which seemed to indicate that he might be in sympathy with our larger aims. Don Miguel, may I ask if the events of the last hour have affected your views?”
 
   “If anything, Sir Roger, they have reinforced them.”
 
   We reach the gate, where Petherbridge’s corpse swings in the northwester. Piet meets us; it isn’t a moment for fulsome expressions of gratitude. I shake his hand and thank him, and I mean it; and he thanks me for keeping out of his hair, at which Karl tells him how close I’d been to interfering, and all the time Ansaldo is blasting away at slow rate in the background, with the lighter bangs of the swivels providing a descant.
 
   “We ought to put a stop to that,” says Karl.
 
   Harten is in the gate square, mounted and looking extremely smart. Niels Lygersby had been near enough his size. Gretta takes one look at him, nods to herself, and disappears. Senger is with him as interpreter, with Sandby the trumpeter and another trooper with the guidon. The square also contains fifty-odd pikemen feeling pleased with themselves, which doesn’t make for a strong sense of order. We call Sandby upstairs to bring the proceedings to a halt.
 
   The cease-fire sounds. A wave from the northeast tower as Carter acknowledges, and one from the southeast. There is the odd round from the heavier weapons as they clear bores, and the musket fire dies away. The saker continues to fire for nearly five minutes until someone registers that we have stopped.
 
   The firing may have stopped, but the battlefield is far from silent. My guess at the casualty numbers includes both killed and wounded, and there are a lot of wounded, nearly all of them with serious injuries. Most of them are going to die, and until they do we are going to hear the chorus of pain.
 
   “What happens now?” asks Karl.  
 
   “Sven’s dressed up like a dog’s dinner to go out under white flag and invite Alvaro to parley. But the first out is Sergeant Scharff with the smasher. Have we got a white flag?”
 
   “I’ll fix,” says Piet. There is a demonstration of the chain of command in action, after which a musketeer emerges from one of the houses with a piece of sheeting. Lemade finds a presentable pole, then the Dutch open the gates and Scharff and his detachment run the smasher fifteen yards up the bridge. Behind it, Sven, Senger bearing the white flag, Sandby, and the guidon bearer sit their horses in the rain and await events. The swivel gunners stand to their pieces.
 
   On the far side of the gap, the depleted ranks of the assault pike regiment fall back on either side of the road and a delegation similar to Harten’s appears. Both sides walk their horses towards their edges of the gap. There is an exchange of salutes, then the formalities of the initial parley. We are proposing that the two sides should meet to agree terms under which disengagement can take place. The cease-fire to continue for a minimum of thirty minutes to allow them to recover their wounded; after that hostilities would recommence five minutes after the sounding of the stand-to call. Sven is to give the impression that I am entirely agreeable to a resumption of fighting should the Spaniards prove awkward. 
 
   There’s always the danger of a contretemps at a meeting of this sort, but on this occasion the likelihood of something going wrong is limited by the inability of the Spanish muskets to fire. Sven reports that the other side had been difficult at first, making out that we were offering to surrender on terms. Senger had toned down Sven’s response, and matters progressed to the position we wanted.  
 
   Gretta reappeared, carrying my best buff coat.
 
   “Saw Captain Sven all dressed up. Thought you’d want this.” It’s a relief to get out of the fighting jacket. The dent in the shoulder plate has been galling the bruise under it, and after the shower of splinters on the tower top the garment is barely fit wear for a battle, let alone a formal occasion.
 
   I’m anxious to push on. It is now well after three o’clock, and I am still thinking about being out of Hollenstedt that night. I will take to the parley Senger, Piet to personify the regiment, and Karl, representing the Heilbronn League. Gretta will escort the two prisoners. I can rely on her to kill either or both of them without question on my command. If I am killed or incapacitated she is to kill both of them without further orders. There is always the chance that someone else might be carrying a brace of nice dry pistols, and the Spanish were known to regard strict observance of the customs of war as not applying to fighting against a mercenary unit. Senger carries the white flag again. It’s time I had my own banner. Hawks would look nice.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 42
 
    
 
    
 
   Even I am shaken by what we have done. There are more than forty huddled on the bridge in the indignity of death; the survivors had used dead and wounded without distinction as protection from our fire, and there are multiple and massive wounds on all the bodies. One horse, the rider close by, his left leg severed. My handiwork. The muddy scar is covered with bodies, some, not many, still moving, and there are more, at the bottom of the wing walls, on the steep bank and at the water’s edge. A scattering of Polish armour among the Spanish, on the scar as on the bridge. I think I recognise Madjewski among the dead, but can’t be certain; I am glad I have brought Piet, and not Jan as had been my first intention. Beyond the gap, the approach is littered with what must have been two hundred more dead and wounded, and there are more, many more, along the banks where the shot had stood and had remained standing after the rain had eliminated any contribution they could make to the battle. The living have been pulled back a hundred yards or so, still standing in the rain.
 
   Piet says something in Dutch, sotto voce, which I can’t catch but whose meaning is clear. Miguel’s face is grey, but he is controlling himself like a Spanish grandee should, grief and rage warring on his face. Meyer is being quietly sick over the bridge parapet. Karl impassive, expressionless; she might break down later, in private. Gretta is unmoved, her expression one of professional inquisitiveness. I have seen worse, but only in the aftermath of clashes of large forces. 
 
   The Spanish party approaches. Half-a-dozen, including the inevitable priest.  
 
   “Don Alvaro is the tall one in the centre,” says Miguel.
 
   “Thank you, Don Miguel.” I remember Strelitz’s ploy at the parley before Hollenstedt.  I remove my helmet, place it under my arm, walk to the edge of the wall, and bow. Don Alvaro comes to the edge of the solid ground opposite.
 
   “Don Alvaro d’Ortega y Vallodolid? Sir Roger Hawken, Knight of Scotland, Colonel commanding Hawken’s Regiment, in the service of His Grace Bernhard, Duke of Saxe-Weimar. Your servant, señor.” 
 
   “Alvaro d’Ortega y Vallodolid, Count, General in the service of His Most Catholic Majesty, King Philip the Fourth. And I yours, Sir Roger.” I am thinking that the Queen had done me a favour in that mad moment on the road when she’d dubbed me knight, whatever Jamie Sinclair might have said. I present Karl and Piet, and Don Alvaro introduces his three regimental commanders, who don’t look happy. 
 
   Time to bring Senger into play. Use an interpreter, and you gain thinking time if you have a working knowledge of the language yourself. I had made my greeting in Spanish, out of courtesy, so Don Alvaro ought to be on his guard. He had replied in the same language, which might mean he was being clever. I begin, in German, deliberately projecting my voice to see what effect I might have.
 
   “Don Alvaro, may I express my regret that today’s engagement has resulted in such grievous loss of life to your force. Too many brave men have died, to no great purpose. You should be aware that Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth, and Prince Rupert, are safe under the protection of my regiment. Your agents are either dead or in my custody. May I present Don Miguel de Guzmán d’Olivares, and Herr Meyer? The body hanging above the gate is that of Mr Petherbridge, whose loyalty to his faith clashed with his other loyalties. Herr Tetziger, Bürgermeister of Hollenstedt, lies wounded in the Rathaus. My regiment is still nearly at full strength. I feel that these facts should be our starting point for negotiations.” I am watching Don Alvaro for reactions, but he is twenty yards away and the rain isn’t helping. We wait for the interpreter to do his stuff. 
 
   Don Alvaro isn’t going to help, and I can’t catch anything he was saying to his interpreter. Senger shakes his head. Alvaro replies, Senger translates.
 
   “I acknowledge that my tercio has suffered some losses in the past four days’ actions.  However, I am prepared to overlook this injury and permit your regiment to withdraw with the honours of war, provided that you surrender the persons of Elizabeth of Bohemia and her son into my custody. If you fail to do so, it will be my duty to destroy your regiment and take what personal action I may think fit against you, Sir Roger, should you survive.”
 
   I have expected some opening bluster, but this is a bit rich. Keep your temper, soft answer to start with.
 
   “I would respond to that, Don Alvaro, by proposing that if the Hawken Regiment is able to withdraw from the area of Hollenstedt free from interference on your part, I will release the Count-Duke’s great-nephew. Herr Meyer will take him South in his yacht. If there are any difficulties, however, I will be compelled to replace the late Mr Petherbridge with Don Miguel on the gallows. I would regret having to do that. And should you then wish to resume hostilities, I would invite you to look around. Perhaps you would like to consider this for a few moments?”
 
   Are you content with that?
 
   Yes. What worries me is that he may not be bluffing, but deluding himself.
 
   There is a pause, during which Don Alvaro appears to be consulting with his advisers.  We can’t hear what is being said and are having to go on body language, but it looks as if the help is urging one thing, Don Alvaro and the priest opposing them.
 
   “Bet it’s a fucking Jesuit,” says Karl. The priest is too soaked to tell. 
 
   “Colonel, will you let me have a word with Don Alvaro?” Miguel seems agitated.  
 
   “Do you think you can influence him?”
 
   “I can do him considerable assistance, or harm, for that matter. He would do well to pay attention.”
 
   “Right, do it. Mr Senger.”
 
   “Don Miguel de Guzmán d’Olivares wishes to speak with Don Alvaro.”
 
   Don Alvaro acknowledges.
 
   “Don Alvaro,” says Miguel, without ceremony, Karl, Senger, and myself straining our ears to follow the Spanish. “I have had the misfortune to witness your battle today. I consider it a disaster for Spanish arms. I know your orders include a clause calling on you not to incur excessive casualties in the pursuit of your mission. If you stop now, it might just be possible to regard your losses as not excessive. When I have the opportunity of discussing these events with the Count-Duke, I may be disposed to put a gloss on them to that effect.  
 
   “But should you resume hostilities, on the showing of what Sir Roger’s regiment has already done to your force that could only be seen as killing more Spanish soldiers in an attempt to rescue your reputation. And you still won’t have the Queen, and I doubt whether you’d destroy this rather fine regiment.”
 
   I feel something of a warm glow. “I think I got most of that.  It wouldn’t be appropriate to applaud, but take it as having happened. And I couldn’t hang you now, however ruthless you may think I am. In fact, I’d like to call you friend, if you would allow it.”
 
   “I believe I could live with that.”  
 
   We shake hands on it.
 
   There is another gesticulating match on the far side of the gap. This time it looks like the Jesuit against the rest, including Don Alvaro. It ends with the priest walking off in obvious dudgeon through the mud.
 
   Don Alvaro returns to the gap with his interpreter.
 
   “Don Alvaro wishes to know on what basis you wish to negotiate.”
 
   “My proposals are simple: a territorial settlement. The South side of the river belongs to Don Alvaro. The North side, including the bridge, belongs to me. No interference with navigation on the river. A forty-eight hour cease-fire to run from four o’clock today, unless the previous conditions are breached. I will return Don Miguel and Herr Meyer once I am ready to depart.  Nobody is to mention terms. Or winning, or losing. This is an agreement between professionals, acknowledging realities.”
 
   Now there is no doubt at all about the body language. Alvaro’s colonels are telling him, doubtless with exquisite Spanish politeness, that he’d better accept the offer or they’ll be asking to borrow our gallows.  
 
   This time he is closely escorted by all his team.
 
   “Don Alvaro wishes to inform you that he agrees the settlement.”
 
   “I am grateful to Don Alvaro. May I enquire if you would wish us to return your dead? I regret that there are no wounded remaining alive on the bridge.”
 
   “That would be appreciated.”
 
   And that is that. There is the usual exchange of compliments, and we walk back to the gate, in a sort of trance, or at least a suspension of disbelief.
 
   You did it.
 
   No, we did it. All of us.
 
   All of us, down to the smallest cookhouse hand in the echelon.  
 
   She smiles at me, a smile of relief, and of lifting of burdens, and of promises. Life is suddenly very good. 
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 43
 
    
 
    
 
   There are things to do and decisions to be made, of course, but the things are mostly pleasant, and the decisions between good or better, rather than between bad or disastrous. Piet puts a detail on to roping the Spanish dead down from the end of the bridge, then we close the battered gates and concentrate the troops in their respective squares. I keep a few shot on watch, and the long-suffering swivel crews, who are at least able to get out of the rain in the upper chambers of the towers.  Ansaldo leaves one falcon detachment out, but being gunners and in a prepared position they are fairly comfortable.
 
   I call a conference in the Rathaus council chamber, where the most pressing consideration is whether we should get the boats away that night or in the morning. Senger reports that the loading is going well. There will be no difficulty in embarking everyone tonight, but unless there are overwhelming military reasons for actually setting off, Sergeant-major Müller and the boatmen are unanimous that we should leave it until daylight tomorrow and make a good day’s journey before mooring up. I have renewed the offer of space in the boats for Jan, but he declines. I take it as a sign of returning self-confidence, and don’t press the point. The Sosabowski are on their way back, and that is good. 
 
   If the weather were halfway decent I would opt for leaving that night, or as a compromise bivouacking at the powder mill, but with the rain showing no signs of letting up I decide to risk a bit of indiscipline and spend the night in the town. We will keep a substantial guard on the river wall and make a lot of noise doing it, we’ll bump up security at the wharf just in case, and we will ask the boys, Leo’s death notwithstanding, to treat the inhabitants as still being more or less friends. That isn’t going to stop me exacting some more tribute from the town; last night’s entertainment had been a bad move on their part, and I’ve a lot of powder to replace. Piet’s lot and the Poles deserve to have a bit of a go at the place. The town management is can stay under guard in the Rathaus. 
 
   And the same goes for Peter Tetziger. He too can stay in the lockup overnight. I don’t want any argument about who is running Hollenstedt until the moment we pull out, and I will be doing him a favour by dissociating him from anything we might do to the town.  
 
   The royal party will have to do without escort until tomorrow, when Harten will catch them up. They will still need protection once they are away from Hollenstedt. They are a soft target, and even if peace does break out, the country will still be thick with brigand gangs interested in loot, women and horses for their own sake.
 
   “You’ll be joining up with them as well.” It’s a statement, not a question.
 
   “I have to. If I am to get her to France, there’s going to be a lot of negotiating. She’ll be taking the children, of course, so I’ll need to find somewhere to bring the whole family together, a place from where they can make a quick move into French-held territory. And I may want to hang on to Sven.”
 
   “That’s between you and him. Once we break up tomorrow, he’s no longer under command of Hawken’s. I’m still paying him for the moment, or the Duke is, but I don’t intend to make anything of it. I’m hoping he’ll rejoin, but if you can fund him, you’ll have your own horsemen for the rest of the season. You’ll get him cheap; there’s not going to be a lot of work around this summer.”
 
   We are going round and round, avoiding ‘when?’. She feels my thoughts, takes command.
 
   “I should go today. We can catch them easily, and if Sven won’t be joining till tomorrow, all the more reason. And we are packed.”
 
   “It will always be like this.”
 
   “It will, but I hope not always.” She smiles, a rueful smile. “Whatever else we may have, though, it won’t be the fireside, not for a long time to come.”
 
   “Now?”
 
   “Now.”
 
   “I would like to ride with you, as far as the top of the hill.”
 
   “I would like that, too.”
 
   Cesare is lurking, and I ask him to find Gretta and have our horses saddled. She appears about forty-five seconds later. She is carrying two swords, one Karl’s, the other Lizzie Five.
 
   “Horses are outside. Whatever you’re planning to do, you’ll need to ride. I chased these up. That Kreuzer’s going to be useful.”
 
   “Going to be?”
 
   “Lorenz needs another pair of hands. Kreuzer wants out of here. I signed him up. He found the swords, and he’s found you a room. Your kit’ll be in there when we get back.”
 
   I have given up on being surprised.  
 
   “Freiherr, I think you’ll want this.”
 
   “Thank you, Gretta. Perdita’s a little heavy for me.”
 
   She exchanges swords, handing Perdita back to Gretta. Workload or no workload, I thought, I know what you’re getting for Christmas, and where that last piece of antique iron will go.  
 
   There is something strange about the way Gretta is handling Lizzie Five. I look at her, and she looks back, and the look says ‘please’.
 
   “She’ll cost you one rix.” Where the coin comes from I don’t know, but I’ve seen slower prestidigitators. “You know you’ll do better with the dirk.”
 
   “This isn’t for killing people.”
 
   “I know,” says Karl. “Welcome to the club. Cesare, time to go.”
 
   Sonntag, Karl’s grey, and Gretta’s mount don’t look as if they’ve been standing in the rain all afternoon.
 
   “Hansi,” says Gretta. “Rathaus stables.”
 
   Cesare holds the grey for Karl as she mounts. Ansbacher and the other three come round the corner of the Rathaus, leading Cesare’s horse and the pack animals. We spread our cloaks over the horses’ backs, then walk them sedately across the square into the Hauptstrasse. Fischer and Hayek with the skirmishers and the pioneers are outside Frau Wengel’s in the Westplatz, the tarp from the toolcart rigged to form an alfresco annex. The boys stand and Fischer salutes as we pass.
 
   There is still a pile of rubble at the land gate. Some of Blanco and Troll must be under the stones. I salute in my turn.
 
   “Will you build another one?”
 
   “I wouldn’t go to war without it.” I don’t ask. She’ll have read the drawings of the handcart in my mind.
 
   Up the hill, through the burnt-out shells of the hovels where we had sheltered from Hollenstedt’s fire, during those soul-purifying moments as the mortar bombs fell in the gate square. Ansbacher and the troopers carry on up the road, above the treeline. Karl and Cesare, Gretta and I halt on the knoll from where I had had my first sight of Hollenstedt. The rain obscures the view, but we can make out the damage to the Dom, and the scar where the bridge towers had stood.
 
   Gretta and Cesare have dropped back into the trees.
 
   “That looks like a grave,” she says.  
 
   The little mound is ten yards to her left. I dismount and lead Sonntag over to where Trüdl sleeps. Jeanne had said she would want to watch, and she’d had a grandstand view of two battles.  There is a flask in the saddlebag; I pour a measure on the grave. Karl dismounts and joins me.
 
   “She had a Christian burial, courtesy of Ephraim Fitch. Now she’s had the pagan, to make sure.”
 
   “She?”
 
   “Trüdl. Lead scout for the Montecuoli. Killed by a sniper, the first day.”
 
   “For a small town, Hollenstedt’s cost a terrible lot of lives. It mustn’t go on like this.”  There is a sudden intensity behind her words.
 
   “We can try to do something. Miguel will be useful. And Fitch.”
 
   “Fitch?”
 
   “I am sure there is more to Fitch than we know about. I think he will be an influence in England in the future.”
 
   “And Roger Hawken?”
 
   “Roger Hawken will try to do his part by working for the right people, and by supporting the Freiherr von Morsberg with everything that is in his power to give.”
 
   “Love would be enough for that.”
 
   “We have love, and we will have it, even if there is to be no fireside.”
 
   We kiss, and again, and then I can feel her slipping away, gathering herself for what has to be done.
 
   “I must go now, and so must you. We both have people who need us.”
 
   I give her a leg-up into the saddle. My shoulder is hurting, and it shows.
 
   “You’re worse than you’re pretending, aren’t you?”
 
   “It’s not fun, but it’ll mend.”
 
   “Gretta’s well aware. Let her cosset you a bit, if I can’t. And do what Abeille tells you.”
 
   “I will, if you say so. Luck, and go well, my love.”
 
   “Luck, and go well, my heart.”
 
   She is off, quickly, calling for Cesare, and the trees close behind her in the rain.
 
    
 
    
 
   *  *  *
 
    
 
    
 
   I stand, looking after her, for a lifetime; then Sonntag nudges me, and I come back to earth, and mount. I turn the horse towards the town, but stay where I am for the moment. This is where it had started, just two weeks ago. I have grown up a lot in that short time, or rather people – Ricco, Strelitz, and not least, Karl – have noticed what had already happened, and put it to use.  It’s a different Roger Hawken sitting his horse in the rain, different from the man who had looked out at the same landscape on a sunny April midday. A little older, perhaps a little wiser, certainly a lot sadder; there are too many ghosts around.  
 
   There are things to be done down there in the town, but there are competent men and women to do them. The regiment has developed over the last fortnight into a machine; not perfect, but needing only an occasional kick to make it work. I ought to go back, but mostly to talk to people and tell them ‘well done’.
 
   Tomorrow the machine will start to break up. Jan and his Poles will plod North, to God knew what destination and fate. Sven’s depleted squadron will follow the Queen, playing their part, if all goes well, in a minor but significant reordering of the chessboard of Europe.
 
   And Roger Hawken? No longer drifting with life’s current, I have things to do. I will go back to the Provinces, and repair the damage, and let the wounds heal, and put into effect the plans I have started to make with Piet van Groen. Later in the year, I will seek out Frido von Strelitz, and report that his sword arm is again at his disposal. And I will say to him that the sword arm is ready to wield the weapon whose makings we have put together in this brief campaign, a weapon that will be the most modern fighting force on all the battlefields of Europe. 
 
   And somewhere in that future there will be Karl von Morsberg. 
 
   I’m no longer alone. A dark bay horse, two sizes too big for its rider, has come up alongside me.
 
   “Colonel Schmied.  Time to go and talk to the soldiers.”
 
    
 
    
 
   END
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Author’s Note
 
    
 
   
 
  

Setting
 
   Queen’s Pawn is the second of four novels whose main action covers a quarter-century in the life of Roger Hawken, from 1625 to 1650.  The first two are set chiefly in Germany and the Low Countries, the latter two mostly in England.  ‘Germany’ at this time was a geographical area under no central authority, containing a great number of states and statelets of diverse sizes, owing loose allegiance to the Holy Roman Emperor but effectively independent. 
 
   The Thirty Years’ War was only the greatest and the most horrific of ‘the wars of Europe that we knew precious little about, except that they were about religion, and went on seemingly for ever’ – to quote Roger Hawken in Weaponsmith (the first book of the series), speaking as a typically parochial young Englishman of the time.  The comment still applies; unsurprisingly, the war has never attracted anything near the same level of attention in British circles as have the conflicts which usually attract the title of ‘the English Civil Wars’, which is a little unfair (or parochial) –  ‘the Wars of the Three Kingdoms’ is much more appropriate.  Apart from the ‘not involved’ factor a major reason is the wealth of readily accessible detailed information in English on the one, and the dearth on the other. 
 
   The action of Queen’s Pawn takes place at a time (1635) when the war was changing its character. It had begun as a dispute between Protestant (Calvinist and Lutheran) and Catholic (Imperialist) forces within the Holy Roman Empire, accompanied by the ongoing struggle between Spain and the Dutch of the United Provinces. Spanish involvement in Germany, the result of a Habsburg marrying the daughter and only heir of the last Duke of Burgundy following his death in 1477 caused growing concern in France, as combined Imperialist and Spanish Habsburg power threatened the balance of Europe. To counter this, in the early 1630s France financed intervention by the Swedes under Gustavus Adolphus, but Gustavus’ death in battle at Lützen in 1632, and the massive defeat suffered by the Protestant forces two years later at Nördlingen, took the Swedes temporarily out of the reckoning. By 1635 Cardinal Richelieu was aware that France would have to intervene directly but was in no shape to do so. Two years later the war had developed into its final form with France and Spain as the major players, with the Imperialist role diminishing, to disappear completely following the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648. The Franco-Spanish confrontation dragged on till 1659, permanently broke Spain as a major European power, and confirmed France as the dominant nation of the European mainland.  
 
   Essentially, the political and strategic levels of the war, and the major campaigns, battles and sieges are well documented, but what went on at the grass roots is not.  This is not to say that the tactics themselves – ‘how the armies fought’ – are a mystery.  But this was a war where there was a lot more going on than major battles and sieges, and much of that was inevitably private enterprise and settling of personal scores under the cover of the main war. We are talking warlords or robber barons here, who might, or might not, deploy their efforts in support of the main causes. It follows that as well as the major engagements there were a great many smaller campaigns and actions taking place of which there is no record, but which were conducted with just as much savagery – and also tactical competence – as those activities which have made it into the histories.  It was this brutal, continuous and widespread conflict that must have been the main contributor to the devastation of the land; the big armies could not be everywhere. Which all gives plenty of scope for invention, and although Queen’s Pawn is tied into the high level happenings of the time, the detail of events is pure fiction.  
 
   The Montecuoli Company never existed – though there was an Italian mercenary leader of the time named Montecuccoli who must have been in my mind when I named my Captains. The campaign depicted is a total invention. Even the ground itself is fictional – I have spliced an additional hundred and twenty kilometres into the River Rhine, South of Worms. In the real world, the Peace of Prague came into effect in May of 1635. Although it was not totally effective and was ignored by several important players, it did reduce the level of military activity, even before that date. Nevertheless, the central idea of the book, that a smash and grab operation to gain military, political or financial advantage before the peace came into effect might yield results, is tenable.
 
   As with the lower levels of conflict, so there is a dearth of direct and reliable information as to how the line officers and the soldiers of the armies lived. Not a lot was written down, probably because of limited lifespans; as for fictional sources, the term ‘picaresque’ speaks for itself. Sources on the British wars of the period, however, are both prolific and helpful as indicators, because many of those who took part in these had fought in Germany and the Low Countries, and brought their tactics, techniques and procedures with them. However, the detail of day-to-day life still involves that word conjecture. Another factor is the much heavier impact of religion, or religiosity, on the forces engaged in the British wars. On the continent, religion may have defined politics, but on a cuius regio, cuius religio, as opposed to a confessional, basis. In this book, conjecture as to the way things worked is supplemented by the author’s experience of (much) later generations of soldiers. The grammar of war may change, but its logic doesn’t – and to my mind soldiers are more a part of the logic than of the grammar.
 
   It may be a blinding glimpse of the obvious, but armies differ from civil society. They have to do so in order to be effective, even if modern liberal societies tend more and more to deny the difference (sooner or later this denial will bite back). In 17th century Germany, the distance between the armies and civil society was at its most extreme. The soldiers portrayed here are, in their own view of themselves, friendly, normal, even pleasant human beings. Within their own closed society, that assessment is quite plausible, despite the fact that their raison d’être is killing people and breaking things outside their own circle. In the view of the civil population, however, the soldiers are objects of fear and loathing, given to extremes of violence under minimal provocation. To the soldiers, the civilians are either a resource put on earth to supply their various needs, or else a damned nuisance getting in the way of the war. This is, after all, the 17th century.
 
   
 
  

Organisations, Usage
 
   At this period, companies were organised into regiments, regiments into tercios.  Battalions did not yet form part of the order of battle. The brigade was a new-style grouping, similar to a tercio in size, but not associated with ‘tercio tactics’.
 
   The companies in von Strelitz’s/Hawken’s Regiment are about twice the size of those in national armies of the period.  The reforms associated with the name of Prince Maurice of Nassau in the second decade of the century resulted in companies about eighty strong.  However, the economics and logistics of independent mercenary companies dictated a grouping of about the size described here as the minimum for viability. In fact, as described in the text, everything in the 1630s was pointing towards permanent groupings of ‘regimental’ size (as for Höppner’s Regiment and Roger’s plans for Hawken’s). The difficulty, in turn, of maintaining these large units on a mercenary basis was a factor in the withering away of mercenary forces in the second half of the century, when they were supplanted by state armies.
 
   The ‘pioneers’ are pioneers because of the German setting. The German Army has always applied that title to what the British and American Armies call ‘combat engineers’, and has expected and equipped them to play an active part in combat.  
 
   Warrant officers, and junior commissioned officers, are addressed as ‘Mr’. This convention is a read-across from British Army practice, and also serves here to distinguish the military from the civilians, who are addressed as ‘Herr’ or ‘Mynheer’ as appropriate.
 
   Several characters bear names that will be familiar to students of more modern military history. This is no accident; German military families go back a long way. 
 
    
 
   Language and Other Liberties
 
   Given the polyglot makeup of the armies of the Thirty Years’ War, and the tendency for individuals and units to change sides at short notice, it is probable that there was a more or less universal soldier language used on both/all sides of the argument. A similar situation prevailed in the army of the pre-1918 Austro-Hungarian Empire, which also was drawn from a bewildering variety of ethnic groups speaking an equally eclectic mix of languages. Recruits then were taught a basic military German, having a vocabulary of around five hundred words. 
 
   My characters in Queen’s Pawn should be assumed to be speaking ‘the language’ – a rough and ready form of Low German, interlarded with useful words from other tongues. Most of the dialogue is therefore a translation from that into modern English – which gets rid of the gadzooks factor. The more upmarket members of the cast would be using a better form of German among themselves. I have a suspicion that ‘the language’ would not have been a million kilometres from today’s Platt-Deutsch. 
 
   Because of the sheer numbers involved, I have not italicised the untranslated, mostly well-known, German words in the text; and once again, the anachronisms are mostly deliberate.
 
   Finally, readers familiar with the literature of the time will notice that Grimmelshausen has started his writing career at a precociously early age. In 1635 he would, at the most, have been just sixteen years old.
 
    
 
   Acknowledgements
 
   First and foremost, my thanks again to David Porter for comment (going right back to the first draft), continuous encouragement and period advice. Next to all those friends who have read Weaponsmith and liked it enough to nag me into getting Queen’s Pawn to the starting gate, of whom I have to single out Bob Pearce as the most persistent. I must acknowledge a couple of near-quotations in this note from Professor Colin Gray’s Another Bloody Century. And finally, again to Sue for reading innumerable drafts and for maintaining the hope that eventually we will get to the third chronicle, Rebellion (see preview), which is the one she really likes!
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   About the Author
 
    
 
    
 
    [image: Description: Mike2] 
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   If Queen’s Pawn is your first acquaintance with Roger Hawken,
you may also wish to read…
 
    
 
   WEAPONSMITH
 
   The first chronicle in the series, following his fortunes through his first four years with the Montecuoli Company
 
    
 
   Central Europe, 1625.  Seven years of the worst war in history – so far – have turned the region into a wasteland where only the sword rules, and only the rats and the bankers grow fat. A chance meeting in England with a member of the Montecuoli mercenary company sees Roger Hawken, seventeen-year-old Englishman, black sheep of a family of minor landed gentry, leave his Wiltshire home to take service with the company at its base in the Netherlands. Roger’s indiscretions have resulted in his being apprenticed as blacksmith in place of a more gentlemanly occupation and as a smith he joins the company.  Pitchforked into the bloody conflict of the siege of Breda, he finds there is more to his job than shoeing horses and forging short-swords, and starts to make his name as a fighting soldier…
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Coming soon on Kindle
 
    
 
   REBELLION
The Third Weaponsmith Chronicle
 
 
   1642. Four years earlier, Roger Hawken’s father Richard had called him back, not unwillingly, from Germany to take on the responsibility of running the family estate in Wiltshire. With his father now dead, Roger is now settled in charge, though his elder brother Henry is the owner. The four years have not been uneventful. Roger has been married and doubly bereaved. His killing of Charlie Westerhead at Hollenstedt has established a feud with Charlie’s elder brother, Lord Francis Westerhead. Roger has had enough of war to last a lifetime, but war comes again to him as the country takes sides for the Civil Wars. When King Charles raises his standard, Prince Rupert calls on Roger to pledge his sword to the Royalist cause. He makes his way to Shrewsbury to receive his commission, setting in train a sequence of events where civil war and the Westerhead feud combine to bring about the near-destruction of the Hawken family. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   REBELLION
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
    
 
   Five of us go to the battle from Abbot’s Down. Myself and Gretta. Paterson driving the wagon with our kit and as much fodder as we can load on it, and a spare horse at the tailgate. I have no illusions about what supply will be like in King Charles’s army, and what grazing there might be will be eaten flat in no time. I think about taking another couple of riders but dismiss the thought, simply because that means another two horses, so another wagon, which means another two horses – and so on. Armies never have enough heavy horse because keeping good horses fed and in condition is a perpetual struggle. I like light cavalry, mounted on workaday nags that can live on thistles if necessary. It’s one thing less to worry about.   
 
   I can’t stop Claes tagging along. He’s happy to ride on the box with Paterson, he says, so there’ll be no need for another horse. I want to leave him with Jem Gosforth, my bailiff, as an experienced pair of hands in case there’s any raid on the farms by someone’s foraging party, but in an unguarded moment Jem allows that he can cope. Claes seizes on this. I’m not altogether sorry.   
 
   Our fifth number is young Tim Greathead. I need another driver because I have a rooted objection to living on the ground. Back in ’35, Gretta and my then runner, Nicholas, had converted a pony trap into a tiny closed carriage, which gave me thinking as well as sleeping space. I had put her on to copying the old design, and borrowed Tim from Josiah his father to do the chippy work. From that it’s a small step to driving the vehicle. I have no intention of letting him get into the fighting.
 
   I go to Edge Hill because of a direct request from Rupert to join his staff. I had met him for the first time at Christmas ’31, when the Protestants were back, for the moment, in Prague and all the world looked wonderful. In 1635 I had saved his neck, and Gretta had saved his mother’s, and our paths had crossed in the wars a couple of times after that. Last year he had written to say that if war were to come he would be commanding the Royalist horse and would like me along.  He repeats the summons after the King raises his standard at Nottingham. I can’t refuse. It’s a nice letter, and apart from anything else I genuinely like the man, even today, years on, now he’s turned into a bit of an old crusty. 
 
   Rupert is at Shrewsbury Castle with the court, and there we report after a long journey, which at least hardens off the horses and our arses, to find out what fate has in store.  Shrewsbury isn’t a place to spend time in, what with the court and its hangers-on and those bits of the army that aren’t down at Worcester covering Essex’s force, all making themselves unpleasant in a town that wasn’t flush with space before they arrived. But Rupert wants to pick my brains, and I give him the best appreciation that I can. He is in a good mood – the week before he has given the Parliament horse a walloping at Powick Bridge down by Worcester – and Rupert in a good mood is a good listener. In essence, I give him my opinion that the King and his advisers simply aren’t aware of the economic realities of modern war. The Royalists will start well, as the King’s supporters sell off the family silver.  
 
   “Damn right,” says the Prince, “we fought Powick to protect the Oxford colleges’ plate.”
 
   “Trouble is, Highness, you can sell that plate once and once only. Parliament’s got the City of London under its wing, and Parliament’s the ones raising the taxes. That gives them the financial staying power, not the King. That’s what will decide the outcome in a long war. The bottom line is, the King’s trying to fight a modern war with a feudal army.”
 
   “So what you’re saying is, we have to win quickly?”
 
    “Quite right, Sir. The King has to take London back, and declare a victory. And try not to fight a big battle. If you don’t, there won’t be scores to settle.” 
 
   I’m feeling quite pleased with my assessment, telling myself that my old boss von Strelitz would approve of my strategic thinking. Then comes the bombshell. I’m thinking I’m telling Rupert this on a ‘your ears only’ basis, and if I’d known what was coming next, I’d have been putting things differently.
 
   “Roger, this is terribly important. None of the people round His Majesty have told him anything like this. The plan is to march on London, yes, but no one’s hoisted in how vital it is to finish the job quickly. Come with me. Boy, stay.”  
 
   When a Royal Highness comes out with that, you go with the flow. The big poodle looks offended, but settles down on his rug.
 
   “Of course, Sir.” What have I got myself into? At least I’ve changed into something presentable, if not fashionable.
 
   The King is holding court in the Great Hall of the castle, which has been patched up a little from its previous disrepair to provide a suitable setting for Royalty. Like everywhere else, it’s overcrowded, and it stinks. The patching up hasn’t extended to the privies. The perfumes mix with the general stench to make the atmosphere worse rather than better. I’ve got used to the country and fresh air, and I long to get away.
 
   There’s an antechamber, full of chattering nonentities who automatically make way for Rupert. Guards and a major-domo on the doors at the far end. 
 
   I’m not tall, but I fairly tower over Charles Stuart. Henrietta Maria isn’t there – she’s away in France trying to persuade her brother King Louis to come up with some cash to help the cause – probably a hopeless mission, given France’s rickety finances and the bigger war on the Continent. But there are some familiar faces. Elizabeth of Bohemia, the King’s sister, looking even more overripe than when I’d last feasted my eyes on her in her chamber four years ago, but still, damn the woman, with that – well – magnetism, that you can almost smell. Come to think of it, delete the ‘almost’. Jamie Sinclair, her chamberlain, is with her, and gives me an encouraging smile, then there’s an undeniable wink from the Queen. I begin to feel more confident. I spot Jimmy King from Gustavus’ army at the back of the room, in a bunch of other faces that seem vaguely familiar. I’m almost among friends.
 
   Rupert presents me. I make a reasonable leg, murmur “Your Majesty” in a suitably soldierly manner, and wait to see what happens next. I’m thinking that the King, Rupert and I, possibly with a couple of advisers, will withdraw into some private chamber and I can say my piece.
 
   No such luck.
 
   “Colonel – Hawken.” There is a petulance in the voice that puts me on my guard. Its owner strikes me as a man who will make it a point to find fault with whatever he’s told, as a matter of principle. I learn a lot more about his irritating qualities later.
 
   “Colonel Hawken. How many soldiers have you brought with you?”
 
   “None, Your Majesty.”
 
   “We were given to understand that you command a regiment of foot. We would have expected you to place them at our disposal.”
 
   “I regret, your Majesty, that your information is out of date. I relinquished command of Hawken’s Regiment four years ago. It is now in the service of His Majesty King Louis.” Not to mention the little difficulty that my regiment was never based anywhere but on the Continent.  I throw an anguished look at Rupert, which screams ‘help’ to anyone with an ounce of sensibility. Fortunately he connects, which is one of the reasons I call him friend to this day.
 
   “That is correct, Your Majesty. Your Majesty will recall that I when mentioned Colonel Hawken to you last week I informed Your Majesty that he is retired from service, and has returned at my personal request to assist me with the command of the Horse. Your Majesty should also be aware that Sir Roger has made a substantial contribution to your campaign funds.” 
 
   Oh bless, Rupert. I won’t forget – how the hell had he found out? I haven’t told him about the note for a thousand pounds Scots I’d deposited with the paymasters. Drawn on the Edinburgh branch of the van Daam Bank, there’s a sporting chance, if the King’s people know about discounting, that it will never actually get back to my account. The frost hanging in the air diminishes a trifle.
 
   Protocol. Note the way Rupert’s piling on the ‘Your Majesties’. If the nephew has to do it, follow suit.
 
   Rupert goes on making the most of the opening.
 
   “Colonel Hawken has been speaking to me about the wider aspects of this war, and I feel that he should put his views to Your Majesty directly. Colonel Hawken?
 
   Oh God. Here we go – muck or nettles.
 
   “Your Majesty. May I say first, to put my thoughts in context, that I have spent thirteen years of war in Germany and the Low Countries. What I have learned there is that in the long run it is money that decides the outcome of wars.”
 
   Elizabeth of Bohemia is nodding vigorous agreement. Twenty years of hand-to-mouth existence, most of them on the charity of the Dutch States-General, gives her authority in these matters.
 
   “Colonel Hawken,” says Charles, with more than a hint of irritation, “I appreciate your views, but our situation differs from your experience. I have no doubt that what you say applies to the wars in Europe, but I can rely on the support of the gentlemen of England. I am entirely confident that their support, and with God’s help, this war can be brought to a rapid and successful conclusion.”
 
   “Your Majesty, in return I would wish to say that a quick, decisive, victory is Your Majesty’s only chance of winning the war. If you can achieve this without fighting a major battle then so much the better. If you are forced to fight, it is essential that we win quickly and that our army follows up and destroys the Parliamentary – ”  
 
   “Rebel!” comes from half a dozen voices around the chamber. I pause, momentarily thrown. My brother Henry is an unashamed Parliamentarian, and although I disagree with him over a lot of things, I can often see his point of view. But we are getting into the us-and-them mind set now. Don’t make an issue of it.
 
   “The rebel forces. The first battle has to be the only battle. If we do not win outright, and the war drags on, Your Majesty will find that I am correct, because Parliament has the country’s taxes under its hand. And it gives me no pleasure to say this, but it was an article of faith for my regiment that we did not sign up to any employer who did not have a reliable taxation base.”
 
   “You were a mercenary, Colonel?” He makes it sound like ‘child molester’. “We have no need of mercenaries. We have our loyal subjects to fight for us.”
 
   The frost is back. ‘Bollocks’ is on the tip of my tongue, but Jamie senses it and glowers. I check myself and Rupert courageously sticks his neck out. 
 
   “Your Majesty, you have a lot of brave men who have rallied to you, but they lack experience of war. We need experienced soldiers like Sir Roger here, and Lord Eythin” – he gives a slight bow in Jimmy King’s direction – “to lead Your Majesty’s regiments, and, more than that, to train them. We are fortunate that we have such people with us.” 
 
   He refrains from adding ‘and the other lot have their mercenaries too’. I can name one without a second’s thought – Ephraim Fitch, who had commanded the troop of light horse in my regiment. I have few doubts as to what Ephraim is up to. And the parliamentary side is even more likely to claim the Almighty as their ally than is the King.
 
   Who is dismissing me. “Sir Roger, we thank you for your forthright advice. We will take it into consideration in discussion with our advisers.” He turns away and says something inaudible to the tall boy standing next to his chair. I look harder and realize that this is the Prince of Wales. I bow again and back out, managing a little bow to Elizabeth on the way. I get back what looks very like a ‘come up and see me sometime’ in return, but it isn’t the time or the place for a follow-up, and I think she knows it as well as I do. Rupert joins me, which is nice of him.
 
   “You did well in there,” he says. “I was pretty sure we were going to have a tantrum. It’s his privilege as a king, but it doesn’t make him easy to deal with.”
 
   “Thank you for getting me off the hook, Highness.”
 
   “Think nothing of it. I get plenty of practice.”
 
   “Does His Majesty think he has a monopoly on heavenly support?”
 
   “Don’t go down that road. You were lucky not to get a ten-minute lecture on Divine Right. It doesn’t help that he’s running with this idea that he’s a direct descendant of Jesus Christ.” 
 
   “Is that true?”
 
   “The Guises were very strong on it, so my great-great-granny probably had a dollop of the bloodline.” 
 
   Mary of Guise, mother of Mary Queen of Scots. 
 
   “I’ve got half what he has. There must be hundreds of thousands of people with some, if the stories are true. The Sinclairs are into it too, but you won’t find our friend Jamie talking about it. Too sensible.”
 
   “Unlike His Majesty.”
 
   Rupert gives me a look that says ‘leave it’. I’m happy to do just that, and I forget about it for the moment. It comes up again, much later, with more serious consequences. I change the subject.
 
   “What’s Jimmy King up to?”
 
   “Less of the ‘Jimmy’, he’s Lord Eythin now.”
 
   “So I noticed.” 
 
   “The Queen’s doing. Thinks the sun shines out of his arse. Being sent to the Continent to do recruiting. Get more of the old dogs on board. He ought to be doing more but there’s a lot of prejudice against him. I’m part of it. “
 
   “Vlotho.”
 
   Statement, not question. I knew the answer. Jimmy had been commanding in the battle where Rupert had been taken prisoner. ‘Recriminations’ would be putting it mildly. I’m getting a taster of the tensions around the court.
 
   “Damn right. What I’m worried about is David Leslie’s on the other side. Don’t fancy coming up against him. Now, I’m attaching you to Mickleton’s regiment as advisor. Horse – of sorts.” 
 
   “I’d hardly call myself a horse soldier, Highness.”
 
   “I know you’re not, but you know enough to cope. They’re at a place called Shipston-on-Stour. Southeast of Stratford-upon-Avon. They’re late forming and they’re out on a limb. Quite a lot of Parliament people round there but we think they are staying put in their garrisons.”
 
   “Can you give me an idea where?”
 
   “Warwick and Banbury are your main concern. As far as we know, Stratford area’s for the King, but that’s no guarantee. We gave Essex’s horse a good thick ear at Powick, and he’ll stay where he is till we move.”
 
   “Will you go straight for London?”
 
   “It’s a risk, with Essex’s lot on the loose. Most of the King’s advisers are safety first. They’ll want to give him a beating before they go for London – if they do. They don’t think strategy like you do. If this goes on I’ll want you with me, but for the moment you’re more use kicking arse.”
 
   I take all of this as a compliment.
 
   “How do you think we’ll get on if we do fight Essex?”  
 
   “Should do all right. Most of our horse are a lot better than most of theirs.”
 
   “For the moment.” 
 
   He gives me a look that says he’s taken the point. “For the moment. While Essex is still around Worcester the routes should be clear. But you’ll have to be careful.”
 
   “How long have I got?”
 
   “Can’t be certain. Thirtieth today. I think we’ll be here another ten days or so. To be on the safe side you need to be ready in a fortnight – call it the fifteenth. I’ll send a galloper with orders.” 
 
   “Hate to say it, but I sense a fuckup in the making.”      
 
   “We’ve known a few, haven’t we? Message for you – Her Majesty will receive you in her chambers. She’s at the house next door this side of the Raven. Left out the door, two hundred yards down. Come back when you’re done and I’ll give you your commission.”
 
   He winks at me. The problem with the Stuarts is that with them a wink always develops into a leer. Elizabeth’s had, back at the audience chamber. Sometimes it’s appropriate.
 
   Gretta disengages herself from a group at the doorway.
 
   “We going visiting?”
 
   “The Queen, your mistress. You should pay your respects too.”
 
   She laughs. “No way. You know my terms of employment. Anyway, you’ll want me on the door.”
 
   Gretta holds her post as Maid of Honour on condition that she never comes into contact with the Queen. Elizabeth isn’t the problem – it’s the rest of her ladies.
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