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Prologue
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The house looked just like the others in the street that lay nestled beyond the main throughfare. This was the heart of Brandenburg and the houses were all grand. Formidable looking gates allowed even carriages through but both the gates and the main door were guarded and visitors had to be invited. This house was not one which blazoned its identity. The guards were discreet and wore no livery. They were not even visible until someone came to the door and then they would appear. They were not pretty guards chosen for their good looks, but for their skills. These guards were hired swords. In another life they would have been killers. They had the scarred faces and gnarled knuckles that bespoke men who knew how to use their fists as well as their weapons. Those tools of their trade hung from their belts. They had good swords but not the kind that had to be used two handed. These were razor sharp swords that could be used along with a parrying dagger. That they had two daggers, one in their belts and one in the top of their boots also bespoke a military background. The two pistols that were in their holsters were always loaded but they were a last resort, for firearms were noisy. These guards preferred bladed weapons or their fists.

The noble who approached the door was alone. He had been told to do so by the messenger who had contacted him. His men waited but they were out of sight, just around the corner in the next street where they guarded the horses. He did not fear assassination. If he shouted then they could reach him in moments. The reason for his visit was simple. He had been approached by a priest who had promised him land if he went to the house. As surety for his safety that priest was now held by his men. He was, however, intrigued. This was winter. There were no battles fought in winter, even in this religious war that had torn the heart from the heartland of the empire. Why had he been summoned? The priest had said that it would be in his personal interest and there might be land and more for him. That had ensured that he would attend. He fought for the Protestant side but that was for pragmatic reasons, he hoped that they would return to him the lands he felt were his. He had one cause, his own. 

As he raised his hand to knock he hesitated. He was not a brave man. He had fought at Breitenfeld but his pistols had not been fired and his sword had remained sheathed until there was no risk to him. He had made sure that others were around him to do both the fighting and risk the shot and shell that could end a man’s life. He had been seen close to the fighting and, if men spoke of it, then they might say that he was in the thick of it. The reality was that he was not. He had shouted commands and warnings but his aides had been the ones who had unsheathed their swords. Of course, when it was clear that they were going to win and the Imperial tercios were being slaughtered he waved his sword, spurred on his horse and played the part of a gallant cavalier. He took a deep breath. He decided that this was worth the risk and he rapped on the door. 

The two men who opened it made him start and take a step back. He felt terrified by their faces. That was their purpose and they were there as a deterrent to casual callers. The crosses hanging from their necks marked them as Catholics but there was nothing Christian about the two men. The noble was so stunned that he was silent. However, it was clear that he was expected for the inner door was opened and the two men stood apart to allow him to enter. He did so trepidatiously. One of the guards scanned the street to look for watchers while the other led him silently down the corridor, lit by brands in sconces. He wondered if they were mutes. Another guard stood at the door and he was left there, almost like a parcel waiting to be delivered. The man who stood outside the door was another like the two weapon laden men who had admitted him but there was something different about him. The noble had seen enough battles to recognise nationalities. He had a full beard as well as a sharp nose and he looked at the noble with piercing hawklike eyes. This one had the look of a Polish Cossack. They were men who served the Polish king. Their ancestors had come from the steppes and were now a regiment loyal to the king. They were fierce soldiers who made the Croats seem like nuns. The man said nothing but opened the door and slipped inside. It gave the young noble the opportunity to study the house. There was nothing about the interior which suggested a woman’s hand. Everything was functional. There were neither drapes nor paintings on the walls. The brands that burned gave light but were not pretty. This was the home of a man who did not care for decoration. The door opened and the silent guard gestured for him to enter. As he passed the man his sword and dagger were deftly taken. He was about to object but the guard glared at him. He entered the room, the door closed and he looked around. There was a table on which lay a jug and two goblets. A fire burned in the hearth and there were two chairs, their backs to him. Was he alone?

He moved towards the table to pour himself a goblet and almost jumped from his skin when a voice came from one of the chairs, “You can drink later.”

He moved closer to the voice and saw two men seated in the chairs. The one who had spoken was an older man. From his dress he was a priest of some kind. He guessed he had some senior post because he wore expensive rings upon his fingers. He also saw, in the corner and hidden in the shadows, another man. 

The second seated man who addressed him was younger and had the sharp eyes of a zealot. They burned. He spoke, “We need to find out, before we proceed, your views on this war.”

He found his voice, “I am sorry, who are you?”

The older man said, “I am Bishop Arachy Grochowski and I serve King Sigismund of Poland.”

He knew that King Sigismund was ill. It had been common knowledge in the camp of King Gustavus Adolphus. The Swedish king had fought a long and successful campaign against King Sigismund who had claimed the Swedish throne. This began to make sense because King Sigismund hated King Gustavus. Having spoken once and feeling on more secure ground the noble went on, “And what does the King of Poland want with me? My disputed lands are not in Poland.”

The younger man, the zealot who had not revealed his identity, nodded, “We know that. Do not get ahead of yourself. Answer our questions and then all will be revealed.”

“And if I choose to leave?”

“There is the door and it will not be barred to you. Leave.” There was something in the man’s look that suggested his health might be harmed if he did leave.

“No, I shall stay and hear your words. Who are you?”

The man smiled but there was no warmth in the smile. It was a cold one and made the visitor shiver. “The man who will replace the land you lost with something of equal value and will not cause you to lose any men to gain it.” He was hooked. His disputed lands meant nothing to him except as an income. He was used to a rich life and he did not like the life of a campaigning warrior. He served King Gustavus in the hope of having his land returned. He could not help but give half a smile. The man continued, “I can see that I have piqued your interest. Now, how do you feel about King Gustavus Adolphus?”

He frowned. Was this some sort of elaborate trap? Were these men masquerading as Catholics? “I do not understand the question. You know I serve King Gustavus and I am one of his aides.”

The man smiled again. This time it was a silkier smile, “Yes, but we also know that your heart is not in this fight, is it? In the last battle for instance, we know that neither your sword nor your pistol was used.”

How did they know that? Was there a spy amongst his own men? He said nothing.

“The king does not reward you. Others have been given commands but you merely follow his banner. To be honest you are little more than a titled servant. I ask again how do you feel about him? If he were no longer the leader or if he came to an untimely end would you grieve?”

He looked at the bishop who was watching him impassively. “Bishop, what is Poland’s interest in this matter?”

“King Sigismund is coming to the end of his life. He is ready to face God but the loss of his lands to King Gustavus rankles. He would like to know that when he died King Gustavus was gone from this world.”

“You wish King Gustavus dead?” He asked the question of the courtier. He wanted no misunderstandings.

“Do you wish him dead?”

The noble shook his head, “He has promised me the return of my lands when this war is over.”

“And do you believe him?” He did not answer. “Your silence is eloquent. You are a practical and pragmatic man. Religion means nothing to you for you are self-serving.” The courtier held up his hand to silence the anticipated objection. “I applaud such sentiments. If you are willing to end the life of King Gustavus then there is a reward for you in Poland, close to the border with Brandenburg. Świdnica is a prosperous place and has a greater income than your disputed lands which, by the time this war is over, will consist of corpses, weed filled fields covered in animal bones and burnt-out buildings. Świdnica is safe and is beyond the war’s ravages.”

He thought about what he was being asked. He had men who worked for him who could do the deed but, equally, he knew that the bodyguards of the Swedish king might have something to say about that. “If I am dead then the reward means nothing. The king is protected.”

The courtier leaned forward, “You have been in battle with the King of Sweden. Does he stay where it is safe?”

The noble shook his head, “No, he is reckless and has great courage,”

“And since his wounding he can no longer wear a cuirass and fights in a buff jacket.” They had clearly thought this through. “When, in the heat of battle, you find yourself close to him what could be simpler than to slay him in the smoke and the din of death?”

“But that would mean that I was in danger too.”

“Yes, you must pin your courage to the banner and stay close. Think of the reward.”

“We are in winter camps at Mainz.”

“But we know that in the Spring he will war in Bavaria. There will be battles.”

“And you will give me the land now?”

The bishop shook his head, “The land comes when King Gustavus Adolphus is dead and not before.”

The courtier smiled, “Men fight in this war for many reasons.” He glanced at the shadowed figure in the corner, “Some fight for the domination of the empire. Some, like you, fight for other reasons and that is not a cause for us to disagree.” The courtier stood and went to the table. The noble’s eyes followed him and saw that as well as the wine and goblets there was a purse. The courtier picked it up, “We know that you have needs and one of them is gold.” He picked up the purse. “This is, shall we say, the seal for the arrangement. The land will come when he is dead but this ensures that you will do what we ask.” The noble could not keep the pleasure from his face. He could keep the gold and not bother to do the deed. The courtier moved the purse away from the noble. “Of course, if the deed is not done by the end of next year then this gold, all of this gold, will be returned to us.” He nodded towards the door, “You have met my debt collectors, have you not?”

The smile of joy was replaced by a look of horror. The last thing he needed was to have those men hunting him. “Let me be clear, so long as I find some way to end the king’s life by the end of the next campaigning season then I get to keep the gold and I will be given Świdnica?”

“That is right.” The courtier put the purse down and poured three goblets of wine. He did so carefully, spilling not a drop and ensuring that all three had exactly the same amount. He was a calculating and meticulous man. The bishop stood to join them.

The noble thought of the battles that they had fought over the last year or so. King Gustavus had been lucky. A man only had so much luck. It might run out and if he took the gold then he could buy a better cuirass and be on hand to seize any opportunity that came his way. He did not particularly like the Swedish king. The king had not rewarded him as he saw fit. Others had been praised and given gifts. He had been ignored and overlooked. He was not enamoured of their cause. It did not matter to him if the empire slaughtered every Protestant in their lands so long as he had his own lands returned to him. He smiled and said, “I will do it.”

The two Poles looked at each other and raised their goblets. The courtier said, “The fate of King Gustavus Adolphus is in your hands, my friend. Take your money and may God be with you.”

As he stood the courtier said, “We have many spies in the court of King Gustavus. You need not know who they are but we have plans afoot which will starve the Swedes of powder and ball. We have men placed in his armies who command and will, at the apposite moment, pretend not to hear an order. They play their parts and you will play yours.” He nodded. The young man said, “One more thing. You met Jan did you not?”

The noble frowned, “Who?”

The zealot said, “The one who allowed you to enter and took your weapons.” He nodded. “It will not be for some time but he and others like him will come to seek employment. Take him on. He will ensure that the deed is done.”

They had him. He was trapped. The Polish Cossack would ensure that he had to try. He had gold and the promise of land but he did not like that there were spies. He did not like to be watched. He was a careful man and he never made enemies of a superior. The inferiors were a different matter. The men had implied that it was amongst the leaders where the spies lay. He would keep his eyes and ears open. 

It was as he passed through the doorway that he heard the courtier say, in Spanish, “That should ruffle some feathers, eh, Don Alvarado?” He now knew the identity of the shadowy third man. He would keep his ears open for his name in the future.
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The North Sea October 1631

The ship in which I sailed back from the Baltic was not a large one but it was fast. That had helped me decide to take it. I had been relieved to board the ship with my chests of gold and silver intact. I had travelled through land controlled by King Gustavus but the chests were clearly intended for bullion. I had not enjoyed a good night of sleep since leaving my regiment in Germany. I had just a couple of months to spend back in England and I had not seen my family for a long time. I needed to see my wife, Charlotte, and William, my son, as soon as I could. My son would now be walking and talking. I had missed the stages that led to that and I wanted to make the most of every moment I had been allowed to spend away from the war.

Captain Stewart was a dour Scotsman and thanks to the mercenary companies of Scottish soldiers who fought for King Gustavus and the Protestant alliance there were many such sailors who profited from the war. England and Scotland were ruled as one now and while, since Buckingham’s disasters, they no longer fought the Spanish, they provided weapons, powder and, most importantly, mercenaries who fought for the Protestant cause. 

The grizzled sea captain waved me over to the helm, “Another day, Colonel Bretherton, and we will reach Hartlepool. I am just sorry that I could not sail up the Tees for you.”

I shook my head, “There is an agent in the port and I can reach home in a day. It would take you three days to negotiate the bends in the river. I thank you for such a quick voyage.”

He nodded and took the clay pipe from his mouth. He tapped it against his palm and said to the helmsman, “Bring her up a point, Robbie.”

“Aye, Captain.”

“This will be my last voyage before February. It is time to take the old girl from the water and clean the hull. The last thing we need is to have the worms eating at her. I get to spend time with my family and then it will be back to the duty of ferrying supplies for the Swedes.”

I knew how parlous and dangerous an existence sailors led.

“We had a great victory at Breitenfeld and we now have more of Germany returned to Protestant rule. Soon you may have to find another employer.”

“There is always war, Colonel, and if there were not then we would just haul coal to feed the fires of the rich men in London.”

I laughed, “Aye, they have hewn all the trees that there were.”

He nodded his agreement, “If you like, Colonel, I can give you a passage back to Peenemunde, when you return to the war.”

“Thank you, that would be helpful.” I nodded, “I will speak with the agent, George Smith.”

He nodded, “There will be gunpowder as well as cannon balls for that voyage. The crew do not like it for it means three days of cleaning when we reach the Baltic but it brings, with the weapons we shall carry, the greatest profit.” He smiled, “It also means no lights and cold food so I fear that the voyage back may not be as pleasant for you.”

He was right. King James supported the Protestant cause but the only soldiers that were supplied were mercenaries. Those who owned mines and made weapons and gunpowder had the greatest profit. England and Scotland had been spared the ruinous nature of religious war. The land had not been riven with indiscriminate death and destruction, not to mention disease and famine, as Germany and parts of the Netherlands had. I was glad that my wife and son had not been in danger. However, I still cursed the predatory Catholic Empire that sought to impose its will on the world. The war was also necessary to me for it had brought me a good living and an income. The two chests of coins that I carried with me were testament to that. I had saved my pay and made money from the weapons my company had captured and sold. I knew that I could retire because I had enough gold to buy more land and become a farmer. It would not happen. I was not a farmer and I had an association with Bretherton’s Horse. The regiment I had been given had been a wild bunch of men when I had taken them over but thanks to hard work and discipline they were now the finest regiment of Light Horse in Gustavus Adolphus’ army. I knew that men like Torsten Stålhandske who led the king’s Finns might dispute that but I knew differently. They obeyed my orders and their wildness was controlled by good officers. I felt a bond with them. They were like brothers in arms and I knew that I would have to explain that to Charlotte. When she saw the gold then she would ask me to give up my sword.

It was not long after dawn when I saw the arms of the port of Hartlepool welcoming me as well as the ship. I knew then that I was close to home. I would have a day of hard riding and then I would be in the bosom of my family. We negotiated the narrow entrance and, even as we tied up at the place vacated by the collier, heading no doubt for London, another ship followed us in. It was a busy port. The captain had two of his men carry my belongings ashore. I had the chests, my armour, my war bag and my clothes. My weapons were festooned about my body. It was a habit I could not shake. It was as natural as making water in the morning and then donning my clothes. I was a soldier and it was what we did. Once I reached home I would put them in a chest and forget them until January.

George Smith, the Swedish agent, strode over. He was a mountain of a man and despite his name he was not English. When he saw me he beamed, “Colonel Bretherton, I did not expect to see you again. I thought you would be fighting the good fight for King Gustavus.”

He looked at the pile of my belongings, “And I am guessing that you will need a riding horse and a sumpter?”

I nodded, “And as I will be sailing from here in February with Captain Stewart I would be obliged if you would let me stable them until my return.”

He nodded, “That suits me. This is the last of the ships to arrive before winter. It would help me if you were to feed and stable them. My wife and I can now hunker down and enjoy warm fires and just listen to that icy east wind as it beats on St Hilda’s walls.”

I had been close to the east for the last couple of years and it did not feel as cold here. I knew that when I returned to Germany, in the spring, I would find it far colder. We went to his stable where I chose my own saddle. There was a time when I would not have been choosy. I now knew what I wanted. I saddled the hackney myself and as I did so I saw that the horses were good ones. By that I mean they were schooled and obedient. George helped me to load the chests, bags and war gear. I saw him raise his eyebrows when he loaded the two heavy chests but he said nothing. The chests were not large but their weight told him what they contained. As a precaution I loaded my pistols and put them in the holsters on the saddles. I mounted.

“Take care, Colonel.” George pointed to the clouds to the northeast. “I am thinking that you shall have rain before you reach your home.”

I nodded, “Aye, we endured a squall on the voyage here. I have a good hat and an oiled cloak. I shall return in time to take ship.”

“And if the ship is delayed I have a room for you, Colonel.” I knew then that he was paid well as the Swedish agent in Hartlepool. 

When we reached his home he had my horses prepared while his wife gave me a freshly baked loaf for the journey. I was keen to get home and I mounted as soon as the horses were ready.

It took longer than I wished to negotiate the busy port and leave by the Middleton Gate. I left the town and headed down the road that headed to the Tees. Here there was nothing to stop the wind and I urged the horses on to cover the open ground. I had twenty-eight miles to travel and I only intended to stop to water the horses. I would not need food. I had an ale skin provided by George and the loaf given to me by his wife. I was a soldier and they would do. As I headed down the road that wound down the dunes to the Tees I could smell the smoke from the fires of the salt makers at Seaton. As the wind was blowing from the northeast, once I had passed it the smell lingered until I turned slightly more westerly to head for Norton and cross the marshland that lay before it. The best road passed through Stockton and then ran along the north bank of the Tees. Stockton would be the last large place that I passed. After that I knew that I would see nothing but small manors and farms: Sadberge, Great Burdon, Haughton le Skerne and Low Coniscliffe. Once I reached Low Coniscliffe then I would be almost home. I would be recognised and known by the people that I passed. Many of the men who toiled on the farms would have been trained by me when I had commanded the militia.

I watered the horses in Stockton. The castle was largely empty for there was no lord of the manor. It was used, sometimes, as a gaol or, if there was local trouble then a garrison might occupy it. Since King James had united England and Scotland that was rare. I was not sure about his son, the new king. I had learned that he was less enthusiastic about the war against the Imperialists. That might be something to do with his French wife who was a strong Catholic.

The rain came when I was between Sadberge and Great Burdon. It had threatened all the way from Hartlepool and I had hoped to reach home before it arrived. Luckily it came from the northeast and I endured it on my cloaked back. I was glad that I had eaten the bread by Stockton. I was not a fan of soggy bread. The ale was also finished and I carried an empty skin. Like the ale skin the road was empty. There were few travellers and I suspect that they were enjoying meals at the inns like the Fighting Cocks and waiting to continue after the downpour. It was after Haughton that the land dropped a little as I headed for the crossing of the River Skerne. It hardly needed a bridge and was a river I would normally have forded but I did not want to risk becoming even wetter and so I headed for the bridge.

My cloak covered most of me and hung down to protect my legs and my sword. The two men who rose from the other side of the bridge must have been soaked to the skin. The fact that they were brigands was clear both from their dress and their weapons. They had worn, leather jacks that had seen better days, and a cudgel hung from each of their belts, while in their hands they held short swords. I guessed they were ex-soldiers. Certainly, the older one had that look while the younger one looked to be an apprentice. From their point of view all that they saw was a traveller who was alone and led a laden horse. The bridge was exactly halfway between the two villages and I could see why they had chosen it. I was on the top of the bridge and to turn was almost impossible.

The elder one, who had a few grey hairs in his lank hair, spoke. His voice told me that he was local, “Hold there, Master, and keep your hands where I can see them. I can see that you are a wealthy man while Tom here and me are poor. That does not seem right to us. Now, if you will share with us what you carry, equally mind, then we shall let you keep your horses and carry on your way. That seems reasonable, does it not?”

I threw back the hood on my cloak and let go of the reins of the sumpter. He could now see my face. I wanted him to know who I was. “You speak reasonably as you threaten me and I will respond in kind. Here is my proposal. Sheathe your weapons and flee as fast as you can and hope that I never see you again. I am Colonel James Bretherton of Piercebridge and I do not take kindly to threats.”

They looked at each other. The one called Tom, the younger one, looked less confident but the older one decided to bluster it out, “Fine words for a man alone and there are two of us. For the threat you have made we shall take all your goods and your animals. However, I desire to be away from this rain and I will let you keep your life.” I saw the look in his eye which told me what he would do. I was doomed to die and then there would be no witnesses. My body would be stripped and by the time it was found would be almost unrecognisable. “At him Tom!” They both ran at me coming from two sides.

I threw back my cloak and drew my sword. As I did, I spurred the hackney. It was not Marcus, the horse I rode to war. This was a horse bred to be hired and she was slow but the heels dug into her flanks made her move. The dangerous one was the older man and he came at my left. I kicked my feet from my stirrups and I swung my sword over my horse’s head to strike at his upper body. He was not expecting the blow and barely raised his sword in time to block it. It was a weak block and my sword drove his own blade towards his unprotected skull. His own shoddy sword saved him. Had he had a well sharpened weapon it would have driven into his skull but, as it was, the flat of his blade cracked into his head and he overbalanced and tumbled over the side of the bridge into the Skerne. Tom had not seen his friend’s end and he lunged up at me. I swung my right leg and before the sword reached me the tip of my boot cracked into his face. I saw the light leave his eyes as he fell over the other side of the bridge and like his friend ended up in the water.

I rode from the bridge and, after sheathing my sword, dismounted. I went to the youth called Tom. He was almost face down in the Skerne and in danger of drowning. I turned him over and dragged him to the bank. I did not want him to drown. Then I took the sword. It was a poor one. I jammed the end into a crack in the bridge and bent it double. It was now useless as a weapon. The other man was not in the river when I went to the other side. I saw him disappearing south. He had abandoned his friend. I saw that his sword was in the water and I rendered that useless too.

I had wasted enough time. I would tell the local judge of the incident when time allowed. I recovered the sumpter and mounted my horse. I rode on, suddenly aware that the rain had stopped. Low Coniscliffe had no constable but I reined in at the large farmhouse that stood close to the village green. The farmer walked over. He touched his cap, recognising me, “Captain Bretherton, you are back.” To the farmer, like most of the other militia, I was and would always be Captain Bretherton, the man who trained them.

“I am, Bob.” I gestured behind me, “At the crossing of the Skerne two footpads tried to relieve me of my belongings. One was called Tom.”

He shook his head, “Tom is not so bad. He is a strong lad but he just goes along with his uncle. John Taylor was a soldier but no one would have him serve with them. They say he was an archer but then gunpowder came in and fewer people used men with war bows. He is a strong man and could fell a chap with one blow. He is a thief, a brawler and a bully.”

“Why are they not in gaol? Had I been a merchant and not a soldier then I would have lost everything.”

“It is finding them, Captain. They have hideouts all over the valley and they move. John is a nasty piece of work but he is as cunning as a fox. Come the end of the month, when we have our weapon training, I will tell Captain Jackson and we will seek them out.”

I nodded my thanks and headed along the road. I was not confident. Captain Jackson was over sixty years of age. He had the rank because his family had influence. He did not know one end of a pike from the other. I shook my head in anger at myself. If I lived at home such men as the two thieves would not be tolerated. I put the two men from my mind as I neared the end of the village. I could hear the Tees. The rain had raised its level and it was noisy. I smiled as I spied my village. The horses were weary but I wanted to gallop and get into the warmth of my home and family as soon as I could. The hooves of the horses clattering down the road that led to the bridge announced my arrival. 

John Cunningham had the house next to the bridge and he called out, as I neared my gate, “Colonel, Sir, you are home.” Others, hearing his cry, shouted their welcomes and I waved.

It was dusk because the days were short and few visitors passed over the bridge once it was dark. The result was that doors opened and heads peered out at the noise which grew as I neared my home. I saw lights at my home as the noise reached within. It was Margaret who acted as a housekeeper for us who came to my door as I turned into the yard.

“It is the colonel! He has returned!” She turned within and shouted, “Ted, come and take the colonel’s horses to the stable.”

I dismounted as a young man I did not recognise raced out of the house and, whilst knuckling his forehead, took the reins of the horses. Taking off my hat I hurried to the beckoning light of the door and saw Charlotte standing, protected by the lintel, waiting for me. Her hand held the tinier one of William, my son who had been a babe when I had left. He was shyly standing behind his mother. I put my arms out and enveloped my wife. She kissed my cheek. I was aware that I had not shaved since leaving Germany and I stank of both horse and the sea.

I heard a whimper and, as I pulled away and looked down, saw that William looked afraid. I smiled, “Do not fret, William, I am your father, returned for Christmas.”

Charlotte reached down and picked him up, “I have told you of your father, the brave soldier who fights for God. He is here.” I saw that my wife had been weeping silently. I smiled and was relieved when my son also smiled and then put his hand out to touch my face. He pulled it back and said, “Rough!”

I laughed, “He can speak!”

I heard Margaret say behind me as she closed the door, “He can that, Colonel, trouble is sometimes he doesn’t want to shut up and his questions would test the patience of a saint!”

I saw the kitchen door open and Elizabeth the cook stood there. She beamed, “God be praised you are home, Colonel, and whole. Mistress, I can add an extra bunny to the pot for dinner or ...”

I waved my hand, “Whatever you will be eating is fine, Elizabeth.”

Charlotte sniffed, “And while it is cooking you can have a bath. Margaret, fill a bath for the colonel.” She shook her head, “We have nothing in. We have yet to begin to fill the larder for Christmas.”

“This will do.”

I took off my cloak and saw William’s eyes widen when he saw the sword and pistols. “I will go and put these in the bed chamber where they are safe.” 

Charlotte handed me a lit candle, “We do not waste money, husband, by lighting rooms we do not use.” I smiled as I took it. Our home had two floors and I tramped up the stairs, ducking to avoid cracking my head. 

The house smelled familiar now. When I had walked in I had sniffed the air and been aware of the difference. I was back in England and England did not smell like Germany and my home smelled of Charlotte and dried herbs. When I entered our bed chamber I saw the small bed next to our bigger one. I had wondered, as I travelled home, if William would have his own room. There was one for him but he still slept in his mother’s room. I went to the chest in the corner. It was not completely empty because there were some old weapons within but it had not been opened since I had left. I put my sword, sword belt, daggers, pistols and holsters inside. I closed it and hoped I would not need to open it again until I returned to the war. I took off my jacket and then sat on the bed to pull my boots from my feet. The boots I would wear at home were not the ones I used as Colonel Bretherton who led Bretherton’s Light Horse to war. For the next weeks I was shedding that skin and adopting another. I went to the wardrobe and took out clothes that had not been worn since I had left for Germany. I hoped that they still fitted. I took them and headed downstairs. At the bottom of the stairs, the youth called Ted waited with my clothes bag. I saw the two chests and the war gear by the door.

“Ted is it?” He nodded, “Put my war gear in the chest in the corner of the bed chamber and find my razor. Bring it to the bathhouse. You can assist.”

“Yes, Colonel.” His voice had the twang of Northumbria.

At the door to the dining room, I was aware that William was peering at me, I paused and smiled, “I will be as quick as I can, William, and then we can talk.”

The bathhouse was simply a room that was attached to the back of the house. Warmed by the fire from the kitchen, it was a functional room. The wooden bath had a linen cloth liner to prevent splinters and while it had to be filled and emptied by hand there was a channel that led to a pipe under the door and it fed the hog bog. The pigs and the chickens did not seem to mind the wastewater. Margaret had lit a couple of candles and there were herbs in the water. She and Elizabeth brought two more pails of hot water and they were hurled in.

Margaret pointed to the hook on the wall that backed on to the kitchen, “There is your towel, Colonel. We will give you privacy now.”

As I hung the clothes I would wear on the other hooks, I said, “Ted will bring my shaving gear. He can help me.” As I began to unfasten the shirt I said, “Who is Ted and what happened to Alan?”

Elizabeth had been about to leave but she stopped and turned, “Ted is my sister’s son, Colonel. They lived up Birtley way. His father died of a wasting disease and poor Polly followed six months later. He had no one and walked all the way here, God bless him. He was half dead when he arrived.” She looked nervously at me, “The mistress took him on. He is a good worker, Colonel.”

I smiled and said, “I was not criticising, Elizabeth, I was curious and did not want to offend by a careless comment. Your words have helped me.” 

I saw the relief on her face, “You are a good man, Colonel, and we are glad to have you home again. The mistress has missed you.”

“And Alan?”

She looked sad again, “In the autumn we had heavy rain. He fell into the river, took a chill and died within a week. We buried him in the graveyard but we were the only mourners. It is sad when people die and no one comes.” She smiled as if to dispel the memory of death, “We have all missed you, Colonel, and it is good to have you home again.”

The door closed and I undressed. She would miss me again for my visit was a brief one. I reflected that I had barely known Alan but she was right, it was sad when the dead were not mourned. We had not lost many men from the regiment but those that had died were mourned. I piled my dirty clothes on the floor. They had been washed whilst on campaign but they had been given a soldier’s wash. I knew that the women of the house would make them look and smell better. I stepped into the water. It was deliciously hot and I sank into it carefully. I did not want the water to spill. The ladies had put in just enough and only my head was above the water. I sank my head beneath it. I could not remember the last time I had washed my hair. I did not think there was wildlife within but Ted would tell me better, I did not want to bring anything to our bed that would offend Charlotte.

I raised my head and heard a rap on the door, “Enter, Ted.” He came in nervously, his eyes fixed on the ground. I was a soldier and having emptied my bowels before now in full sight of my horsemen I was not precious about my naked form. “Come Ted, you can act as my body servant.”

“Yes, my lord.”

I laughed, “I am not a lord, Ted, I am just a colonel.”

He frowned, “But the mistress said that you were a captain.”

“I was but things change. I have much to tell you all when we eat. Tell me, Ted, do you shave?”

“Yes,” he hesitated, “Colonel.”

“Good.” He nodded, “Then you can shave me but first check my hair will you? I have campaigned in the field for so long I am surprised that birds do not nest in my hair.”

He laughed and after putting down my razor he stood behind me and I felt his fingers as he ran them through my long hair. “No, Colonel, it is all clean.”

“Good. I shall have my wife cut it when time allows. Now, while you shave me you can tell me your tale. Anyone who can walk from Birtley to Piercebridge has a story to tell.”

His story, sadly, was typical. His father had been a tenant farmer and when he had died Ted and his mother had been expected to continue to pay the rent on the farm. As Ted’s mother was ill so the farm was neglected and as soon as Ted’s mother died, the young man was evicted immediately. There were plenty of men willing to pay the lord of the manor the rent. It allowed the noble to live well, far from the northeast. There were more landowners of land in the north living in London than on their own land. On campaign I had met many such nobles. None were English but the life they led was the same.

“And are you happy here?”

He paused in his shaving and beamed, “Colonel, this is like heaven. I have my own room and I enjoy the work.” His face clouded, “You are not thinking of letting me go are you?”

“Good heavens, no. I am a soldier and my work is not in this land but abroad. I am pleased that my wife has such a rock as you.”

I saw that my words had pleased him and he continued to shave me with a smile upon his face. “There.” He stood back.

I ran my fingers over my face. It was smooth. I stood, “Good, you have done well. Fetch me my towel and you can help me to dress.”

“I can get a couple of coals from the fire to heat up the water again, if you wish, Colonel.”

“No, I am clean and ready to dress.”

The clothes still fitted. That was not a surprise really for we did not eat well enough for my girth to have grown. Ted picked up my clothes, “I will take these to the laundry, Colonel. Shall I return your razor to your bed chamber?”

“You can indeed.”

I headed for the dining room and as I entered I could smell the aroma of rabbit stew with herbs and wild mushrooms. Charlotte and William were already seated and Margaret hovered next to my wife. Charlotte clapped her hands together, “Much better, husband, although I think we need to tame those flowing locks.”

“Just so.” I sat next to William. “And now I am home and the world is well once more.”

I looked hungrily at the stew and went to take the serving spoon. Charlotte shook her head, “First we say Grace.”

I nodded. I was now in a different world. The world of soldiers lay, thankfully, on the other side of the German Sea. There we ate as soon as we had food. We said Grace when we remembered. We were grateful for the food but too hungry not to eat immediately it was laid before us.

Grace said, the plates were loaded with food. There was fresh bread and it was good bread. In Germany we often ate what they called black bread. It was filling but not to my taste. Here the bread was delicious in its own right, but when used to mop up the gravy from the stew it was as fine a feast as I could remember. Once the edge had been taken from my appetite I told them of the war. It was, of course, a cleaned-up version. I told them of victories and not the slaughter. I regaled my son and wife with stories of the Lion of the North, Gustavus Adolphus. I could see that my wife was proud of me. I saw the smile on my wife’s face; however, as she took it all in I saw the smile turn to a frown.

“Does that mean you are not done with war? You will be returning to serve the Swedish king?”

I nodded and dabbed my mouth. I took a swig of wine and said, “The war is almost done. King Gustavus has the beating of Tilly and soon the Protestants of Germany will have their freedom. Then I promise, I will return home.”

She looked sad, “I thought you were home for good. Are those chests you brought not filled with coins?”

“They are.”

“Then why do you need to return?” I said nothing. “When you took on this task it was for money. You have that money.”

I sighed, “You are right but I cannot leave the job half finished. My love
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