
		
			
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		

	



PENGUIN BOOKS

CAPRICE AND RONDO

‘Dorothy Dunnett takes readers with her into a fabulous past, using suspense and high adventure’ Sunday Telegraph


‘A series that will give us our fill of high Renaissance adventure and espionage… she strings every vivid incident on a rapturously solid sense of period’ Guardian


‘Dorothy Dunnett’s novels are as different from the general run of historical fiction as Renaissance paintings are from those of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. They are intensely vigorous and detailed, and without a trace of sentimentality… a generous feast for greedy enthusiasts’ Daily Telegraph


‘If anyone can convey the dynastic concerns of fifteenth-century politicians, and the opulence of their courts, it is Dorothy Dunnett… Imaginative, scholarly and compelling’ Mail on Sunday


‘A glorious panorama of medieval times’ Sunday Express


‘Ms Dunnett can describe a duel more convincingly than Dumas’ New York Times Book Review



ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Dorothy Dunnett was the author of two cycles of historical novels, the six-volume Lymond Chronicles and the House of Niccolò, a bestselling epic about Macbeth entitled King Hereafter and a series of contemporary thrillers.

From the publication of The Game of Kings (1961), the opening book of the Lymond Chronicles and her first novel, Dorothy Dunnett’s work earned enthusiastic support from readers and went on to inspire the most fervent discussion, speculation and comment from every continent in the world. Her fans set up hundreds of websites with at least a dozen chat rooms, published a global magazine and held five international gatherings to celebrate her memorable characters, painstaking scholarship and rich and vivid storytelling.

Dorothy Dunnett served on many boards and committees concerned with cultural and artistic matters – she was a fellow of the Royal Society of Arts and a non-executive director of Scottish Television – and was awarded an OBE for her services to literature in 1992. She was married to the author and former editor of the Scotsman, the late Sir Alastair Dunnett, and had two sons. She died in November 2001.

The spellbinding House of Niccolò series invites us to enter the Renaissance world of trade, war and banking as it opens before Niccolò, the disarming, elusive genius who seems formed to exploit it. The series consists of eight volumes: Niccolò Rising, The Spring of the Ram, Race of Scorpions, Scales of Gold, The Unicorn Hunt, To Lie with Lions, Caprice and Rondo and Gemini.


WHISPERING GALLERY

The quarterly magazine of correspondence among Dorothy Dunnett readers worldwide

For details please send an s.a.e. to:

The Editor

Whispering Gallery

c/o Michael Joseph Editorial

80 Strand

London WC2 0RL




The House of Niccolò:

Caprice and 
Rondo

Dorothy Dunnett

[image: image]

PENGUIN BOOKS




PENGUIN BOOKS

Published by the Penguin Group

Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

Penguin Putnam Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA

Penguin Books Australia Ltd, 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia

Penguin Books Canada Ltd, 10 Alcorn Avenue, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4V 3B2

Penguin Books India (P) Ltd, 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi – 110 017, India

Penguin Books (NZ) Ltd, Cnr Rosedale and Airborne Roads, Albany, Auckland, New Zealand

Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank 2196, South Africa

Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

www.penguin.com

First published by Michael Joseph 1997

Published in Penguin Books 1998

This edition published with Introduction 2000

6


Copyright © Dorothy Dunnett, 1997

Introduction copyright © Judith Wilt, 1998

All rights reserved

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Except in the United States of America, this book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser

ISBN: 978-0-14-194612-2


For Annabella Charlotte Dunnett



The author wishes to express warm thanks to the Centralne Muzeum Morskie, the Polish Maritime Museum of Gdańsk, source of much of the known information about the seamaster Paúel Benecke, and possessor of an elegant scale model of the actual Peter von Danzig. The kind help of the museum’s staff and librarian, Bożena Šwiderska, was invaluable in recreating the Danzig of half a millennium ago.

Perhaps it should be added that Hans Memling’s historic painting, The Last Judgement, remained in Gdańsk, and is on public view there.




Characters

November 1473 – January 1477

(Those marked * are recorded in history)


Rulers


*England: King Edward IV House of York
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*Burgundy: Charles, Duke of Burgundy, Count of Flanders

*Pope: Sixtus IV (della Rovere)
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*German Emperor and King of the Romans: Frederick III
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*Muscovy: Grand Duke Ivan III Vasilievich
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Jooris, agent in Antwerp


GERMAN COMPANY:
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*Bastard Anthony of Bourbon, natural brother of Duke Charles
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*William Hugonet, lord of Saillant, Chancellor of the Duchy
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*Jacopo Galeotto, Italian mercenary leader

*Philip de Croy, comte de Chimay, company commander
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*Anselm Adorne, Baron Cortachy, Conservator of Scots Privileges in Bruges
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*Robin of Berecrofts, Scotland, her husband

Mistress Cristen, her nurse

*Anselm Sersanders, her brother, Adorne’s nephew
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*Marguerite van Borselen, his wife
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*Hans (Henne) Memling, Rhineland artist settled in Bruges
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*Stephen Angus, Scots agent in Bruges


VEERE AND MIDDLEBURG:

*Wolfaert van Borselen of Veere, Count of Grandpré, ‘cousin’ of Gelis van Borselen

*Charlotte de Bourbon, Wolfaert’s second wife

*Anna van Borselen, their daughter

*Paul van Borselen, bastard son of Wolfaert


DIJON/FLEURY:

Enguerrand de Damparis, friend of Marian de Charetty’s sister

Thibault, vicomte de Fleury, maternal grandfather to Nicholas, and brother of late Jaak de Fleury of Geneva

Brother Huon, his nurse

Ysabeau, younger sister of Josine, first wife of Thibault


The Vatachino Company

Martin, broker, merchant and agent

*David de Salmeton, former agent


Rome (including Papal Legates)

*Father Ludovico de Severi da Bologna, Patriarch of Antioch and Papal Legate to Persia

Brother Orazio, his clerk
*Marco Barbo, Cardinal of San Marco and Papal Legate to Germany, Poland and Bohemia

*Prosper Schiaffino de Camulio de’ Medici, Collector for the Apostolic Camera in England, Ireland and Scotland

*Cardinal Philibert Hugonet, brother of Chancellor Hugonet of Burgundy, and employer of Anselm Adorne’s eldest son Jan


Poland

*Paúel Benecke, Danzig privateer, captain of the Peter von Danzig

*Malgorzaty, his wife

*Elzbiete, his daughter

Gerta his mistress, tavern-keeper in Thorn
*Filippo Buonaccorsi (Callimachus), royal secretary, exiled Italian poet and scholar

*Nicolao Lipnicki, his servant

*Filip Bischoff, Danzig merchant

*Elzbiete Gerber, his wife

*Barbara, one of his daughters

*Jerzy Bock, Elder of the Confrérie of St George; Bischoff’s brother-in-law

*Johann Sidinghusen, Danzig merchant, part-owner of the Peter von Danzig; father-in-law of Bock

*Tidemann Valandt, Danzig merchant, part-owner of the Peter von Danzig

*Heinrich Niederhof, Danzig merchant, part-owner of the Peter von Danzig

*Elizabeth Habsburg of Austria, Queen of Poland, second cousin of the Emperor Frederick

*Wladyslaw, King of Bohemia, her eldest son

*Kazimierz, *Jan Olbracht, *Aleksander and *Zygmunt, other sons

*Jan Dlugosz, royal tutor, national historian, canon of Cracow

*Jan Ostrórog, royal tutor, political writer, Castellan of Poznan

*Archbishop Gregory of Sanok, Primate of Poland

*Thomas Halkerston, Scots merchant in Danzig

*Stephen Lawson of Haddington, the same

*William Simpson, the same

*James Lauder, the same


Germany and other Hanseatic League

*Emperor Frederick III of the House of Habsburg

*Archduke Maximilian, his son

*Heinrich Castorp, merchant of Lübeck


France and Lorraine

*René, Duke of Anjou, Count of Provence and titular King of Naples and Sicily; father of former Queen Margaret of England

*René II, Duke of Lorraine, grandson of King René

Bernard de Moncourt, seigneur de Chouzy, kinsman of Clémence de Coulanges


Scotland

ROYAL HOUSEHOLD AND NOBLES:

*James Stewart, (Third of the Name), King of Scotland

*Margaret, daughter of Christian I of Denmark, his Queen

*Mary Stewart, the King’s elder sister

*James, 1st Lord Hamilton of Kinneil, her second husband

*Robert, Lord Boyd, father of her first husband

*Alexander Stewart, Duke of Albany, the King’s brother

*Margaret Stewart, the King’s younger sister

*James Stewart of Auchterhouse, Earl of Buchan (Hearty James), half-uncle of King James


IN EXILE:

Jordan de St Pol, vicomte de Ribérac, lord of Kilmirren, formerly royal adviser and merchant in France

Simon de St Pol of Kilmirren, his son

Henry de St Pol, son of Simon’s late wife Katelina van Borselen, sister of Gelis


MERCHANTS AND OTHERS:

*Archibald of Berecrofts (Archie), Canongate merchant

*Robin, his son, husband of Katelijne Sersanders

Isobella (Bel) of Cuthilgurdy, neighbour to the St Pols of Kilmirren
*Andro Wodman, merchant; former Scots Archer in France

*Euphemia (Phemie) Dunbar of Haddington Priory, daughter of George, Earl of March

*William Roger (Whistle Willie), Court musician

*Thomas Cochrane, master mason

*Thomas (Thom) Swift, Edinburgh merchant

*Andrew Crawford, Edinburgh merchant

Richard his son
*John Bonkle, merchant

*Andrew Haliburton, merchant


The Duchy of the Tyrol

*Sigismond, Duke of Austria and the Tyrol

*Eleanor Stewart, his wife, aunt to King James of Scotland


Venice: Colonials and Diplomats

*Caterino Zeno, envoy to Uzum Hasan of Persia

*Martin, his clerk

*Violante of Naxos, his wife, niece of Uzum Hasan’s Christian wife

*Pietro, her legitimate son

Nerio, exile from Trebizond, her unacknowledged son
*Catherine, widowed Queen of Cyprus

*Marco Corner, sugar-grower in Cyprus, her father

*Fiorenza of Naxos, his wife, mother of Queen Catherine and sister of Violante and Valenza

*Josaphat Barbaro, Venetian envoy to Persia; former consul at Tana

*Ambrogio Contarini, Venetian envoy to Persia

*Father Stephano Testa, his chaplain and secretary

*Augostino Contarini, his brother, sopracomito to Barbaro in Cyprus

*Francesco Contarini, Venetian governor of Albania

*Paolo Ognibene, Venetian envoy to Persia

*Bartolomeo Liompardo, Venetian envoy to Persia


Genoa: Colonials and Diplomats

*Antoniotto della Gabella, Genoese consul at Caffa

*Oberto Squarciafico, Treasurer for Genoa at Caffa

*Cristoforo, Governor of Soldaia


Florence & Bologna: Colonials and Travelling Professionals

*Arnolfo Tedaldi, Medici agent in Poland

*Nicholai Giorgio de’ Acciajuoli, Greek-Florentine nobleman

*Rudolfo Fioravanti degli Alberti (‘Aristotele’), engineer

*Andrea, his son

*Pietro, his pupil


Gothia and Black Sea Circassians

*Isáac, prince of Mánkup and Gothia

*Aleksandre, his brother and successor

*Abdan Khan, Circassian leader of Gothian armies

*Marta, Circassian housekeeper in Fasso


Muscovy

*Zoe/Sophia Palaeologina, wife of Grand Duke Ivan III and niece of the last Emperor of Constantinople

*Ivan, her stepson

*Maria, Grand Duke Ivan’s mother

*Andrew, Grand Duke Ivan’s brother

*Boris, another brother

Dymitr Wiśniowiecki, fur trader
*Metropolitan Philip

Brother Ostafi of the Trinity Monastery of St Sergius

Brother Gubka of the same
*Marco Rosso, Grand Duke Ivan’s envoy to Persia


Persia

*Uzum Hasan, prince of the Turcoman Horde of the White Sheep, and chief ruler in Persia

*Theodora, his wife, daughter of John, Emperor of Trebizond and aunt of Caterino Zeno’s wife Violante

*Hadji Mehmet, legate of Uzum Hasan


Tartars

*Mengli-Girey, Khan of the Crim Horde, Qirq-yer

*Karaï Mirza, his constable

*Eminek, brother of Mamak, the late Tudun (Tartar Governor) of Caffa

*Sertak, son of the widow of Mamak

*Akhmat (Mohammed), Khan of the Golden Horde, Saray


Ottoman Turks

*Sultan Mehmet II of Istanbul/Constantinople

*Gedik Ahmed Pasha, his Grand Vizier


Cairo

*Sultan Qayt Bey, Circassian Mameluke

*Father Lorenzo, Greek Orthodox Steward and Treasurer of the monastery of St Catherine’s, Mount Sinai

Imam Ibrahiim of the University of al-Azhar, Cairo
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Introduction

THE ELEGANT WORKING out of designs historical and romantic, political and commercial, psychological and moral, over a multivolume novel is a Dorothy Dunnett specialty. In her first work in this genre, the six-volume ‘Lymond Chronicles,’ suspense was created and relieved in each volume, and over the whole set of volumes; the final, beautifully inevitable, romantic secret was disclosed on the very last page of the last volume. ‘The House of Niccolò’ does the same.

The reader of Caprice and Rondo, then, may wish to move directly to the narrative for a first experience of that pattern, with a reader’s faith in an experienced author’s caretaking; the novel itself briefly supplies the information you need to know from past novels, telling its own tale while completing and inaugurating others. What follows, as a sketch of the geopolitical and dramatic terrain unfolding in the volumes which precede Caprice and Rondo, may be useful to read now, or at any point along the narrative, or after reading, as an indication of which stories of interest to this volume may be found most fully elaborated in which previous volume.

VOLUME I: Niccolò Rising

‘From Venice to Cathay, from Seville to the Gold Coast of Africa, men anchored their ships and opened their ledgers and weighed one thing against another as if nothing would ever change.’ The first sentence of the first volume indicates the scope of this series, and the cultural and psychological dynamic of the story and its hero, whose private motto is ‘Change, change and adapt.’ It is the motto, too, of fifteenth-century Bruges, center of commerce and conduit of new ideas and technologies between the Islamic East and the Christian West, between the Latin South and the Celtic-Saxon North, haven of political refugees from the English Wars of the Roses, a site of muted conflict between trading giants Venice and Genoa and states in the making and on the take all around. Mrs Dunnett has set her story in the fifteenth century, between Gutenberg and Columbus, between Donatello and Martin Luther, between the rise of mer-cantile culture and the fall of chivalry, as that age of receptivity to – addiction to – change called ‘the Renaissance’ gathers its powers.

Her hero is a deceptively silly-looking, disastrously tactless eighteen-year-old dyeworks artisan named ‘Claes,’ a caterpillar who emerges by the end of the novel as the merchant-mathematician Nicholas vander Poele. Prodigiously gifted at numbers, and the material and social ‘engineering’ skills that go with it, Nicholas has until now resisted the responsibility of his powers, his identity fractured by the enmity of both his mother’s husband’s family, the Scottish St Pols, who refuse to own him legitimate, and his maternal family, the Burgundian de Fleurys, who failed his mother and abused him and reduced him to serfdom as a child. He found refuge at age ten with his grandfather’s in-laws, especially the Bruges widow Marian de Charetty, whose dyeing and broking business becomes the tool of Nicholas’ desperate self-fashioning apart from the malice of his blood relatives.

Soon even public Bruges and the states beyond come to see the engineer under the artisan. The Charetty business expands to include a courier and intelligence service between Italian and Northern states, its bodyguard sharpened into a skilled mercenary force, its pawnbroking consolidated toward banking and commodities trading. And as the chameleon artificer of all this, Nicholas incurs the ambiguous interest of the Bruges patrician Anselm Adorne and the Greco-Florentine prince Nicholai Giorgio de’ Acciajuoli, both of whom steer him toward a role in the rivalry between Venice, in whose interest Acciajuoli labours, and Genoa, original home of the Adorne family. This trading rivalry will erupt in different novels around different, always highly symbolic commodities: silk, sugar, glass, gold, and human beings. In this first novel the contested product is alum, the mineral that binds dyes to cloth, blood to the body, conspirators to a conspiracy – in this case, to keep secret the news of a newly found deposit of the mineral in the Papal States while Venice and her allies monopolise the current supply.

Acciajuoli and Adorne are father-mentor figures Nicholas can respect, resist, or join on roughly equal intellectual terms – whereas the powerful elder males of his blood, his mother’s uncle, Jaak de Fleury, and his father’s father, Jordan de Ribérac, steadily rip open wounds first inflicted in childhood. In direct conflict he is emotionally helpless before them. What he possesses superbly, however, are the indirect defenses of an ‘engineer.’ The Charetty business partners and others who hitch their wagons to his star – Astorre the mercenary leader, Julius the notary, Gregorio the lawyer, Tobias Beventini the physician, the Guinea slave Lopez – watch as a complex series of commodity and currency manoeuvres by the apparently innocent Nicholas brings about the financial and political ruin of de Fleury and de Ribérac; and they nearly desert him for the conscienceless avenger he appears to be, especially after de Fleury dies in a fight with, though not directly at the hands of, his nephew.

The faith and love of Marian de Charetty make them rethink their view of this complicated personality. Marian, whose son was killed beside Nicholas in the Italian wars, and whose sister married into his family, is moved towards the end of the novel to suggest that Nicholas take her in marriage. It is to be platonic: her way of giving him standing, of displaying her trust in him and his management of the business, and of solacing him in his anguish. Once married, however, she longs despite herself for physical love, and Nicholas, who owes her everything, finds happiness also in making the marriage complete.

That marriage, however, sows the seeds of tragedy. The royally connected Katelina van Borselen, ‘characterful,’ intelligent, and hungry for experiences usually denied a genteel lady, has refused the vicious or vacuous suitors considered eligible, and seeks sexual initiation at the hands of the merry young artisan so popular with the kitchen wenches of Bruges. Against his better judgment, Nicholas is led to comply, for, however brusque her demands, she has just saved his life in one of the several episodes in which the St Pols try to destroy him. Two nights of genuine intimacy undermined by mismatched desires and miscommunicated intentions culminate in Katelina’s solitary pregnancy. Unaware of this, Nicholas enters his marriage with Marian, and Katelina, alone, fatalistically marries the man in pursuit of her, the handsome, shrewd, and fatally self-centered Simon de St Pol, the man Nicholas claims is his father. Sickened at what she believes is Nicholas’ ultimate revenge on his family – to illegitimately father its heir – Katelina becomes Nicholas’ most determined enemy.


VOLUME II: The Spring of the Ram

Simon de St Pol, the overshadowed son of Jordan de Ribérac, husband of the bitter Katelina, father of the secretly illegitimate Henry, has clearly had his spirit poisoned long since by the powerful and malignant de Ribérac, and is as much pitied as loathed by Nicholas vander Poele, who sees in Simon something of his own deracinated brilliance. Looking to find a sphere of activity where Simon and Nicholas can no longer injure each other, Marian de Charetty, now the wife of Nicholas, persuades her husband to take up an exciting and dangerous project: to trade in Trebizond, last outpost of the ancient empire of Byzantium.

It is less than a decade since Sultan Mehmet took Constantinople, and several forces of Islam – Mehmet’s Ottomans, Uzum Hassan’s Turcomans, Kushcadam’s Egyptian Mamelukes – ring the Christian outpost while delegates from the Greek Orthodox East, led by the very earthy and autocratic Franciscan friar Ludovico de Severi da Bologna, scour the Latin West for money and troops to mount still another crusade. With Medici backing and Church approval, Nicholas sets out for Trebizond to trade as Florentine consul, bringing his skilled mercenaries as a show of support from the West – a show that will soon turn real as the Sultan moves against the city more quickly than anyone had anticipated.

Nicholas’ rival, and in some ways alter ego, is the gifted, charming, and amoral Pagano Doria, trading for Genoa, gaming with Venice’s Nicholas in a series of brilliant pranks and tricks which include, terribly, the seduction of the thirteen-year-old Catherine de Charetty, one of Nicholas’ two rebellious stepdaughters. Pagano, who is secretly financed by Nicholas’ enemy Simon de St Pol, has invited the adolescent Catherine to challenge her stepfather, and no pleas or arguments from Nicholas, her mother’s officers, or the new figures joining the Company – the priest Godscalc and the engineer John le Grant – can sway her.

In Trebizond, Nicholas deploys his trading skills while he assesses Byzantine culture, once spiritually and politically supreme, now calcified in routine, crumbling in self-indulgence. Nicholas must resist the Emperor David’s languidly amorous overtures while he takes the lead in preparing the city for, and then withstanding, the siege of the Sultan. The city, however, is betrayed by its Emperor and his scheming Chancellor, and Pagano Doria suffers his own fall, killed by a black page whom he carelessly loved and then sold to the Sultan. Nicholas has willed neither fall, yet has set in motion some of the psychopolitical ‘engineering’ which has triggered these disasters, and he carries, with Father Godscalc’s reflective help and the more robust assistance of Tobie and le Grant, part of the moral burden of them.

The burden weighs even during the triumphant trip back to Venice with a rescued if still recalcitrant Catherine and a fortune in silk, gold, alum, and Eastern manuscripts, the ‘golden fleece’ which this Jason looks to lay at the feet of his beloved wife. A final skirmish with Simon, angry at the failure of his agent Doria, ends the novel abruptly, with news which destroys all the remaining dream of homecoming: Marian de Charetty, travelling through Burgundy in her husband’s absence, has died.


VOLUME III: Race of Scorpions

Rich and courted, yet emotionally drained and subconsciously enraged, Nicholas seeks a new shape for his life after visiting his wife’s grave, establishing his still-resentful stepdaughters in business themselves, and allowing his associates to form the Trading Company and Bank of Niccolò in Venice. Determined to avoid the long arm of Venetian policy, attracted to the military life not precisely for its sanction of killing but for the ‘sensation of living through danger’ it offers, Nicholas returns from Bruges to the war over Naples in which he had, years before, lost Marian’s son Felix and contracted a marsh fever which revisits him in moments of stress. When he is kidnapped in mid-battle, he at first supposes it to be by order of his personal enemies, Simon and Katelina; but in fact it is Venice which wants him and his mercantile and military skills in another theatre of war, Cyprus.

The brilliant and charismatic but erratic James de Lusignan and his Egyptian Mameluke allies have taken two-thirds of the sugar-rich island of Cyprus from his legitimate Lusignan sister, the clever and energetic Carlotta, and her allies, the Christian Knights of St John and the Genoese, who hold the great commercial port of Famagusta. Sensing that, of the two Lusignan ‘scorpions’, James holds the winning edge, Nicholas agrees to enter his service. He intends to design the game this time, not be its pawn, but he doesn’t reckon with the enmity of Katelina, who comes to Rhodes to warn Carlotta against him, or the sudden presence of Simon’s Portuguese brother-in-law Tristão Vasquez and Vasquez’s naïve sixteen-year-old son Diniz, all three of whom do become pawns.

Nicholas is now the lover of Carlotta’s courtesan, the beautiful Primaflora, whose games he also thinks he can control, and he recognises a crisis of countermanipulations brewing between Katelina and Primaflora. Only at the end of the novel, after Katelina’s love/hate for Nicholas has been manipulated to bring Tristão to his death and Diniz to captivity under James, after Nicholas and Katelina rediscover intimacy and establish the truth of their relationship, after a brilliant and deadly campaign waged by Nicholas for James has brought him to ultimate tragedy – the siege of Famagusta which he planned and executed has resulted, without his knowledge, in the death of Katelina and the near-death of Diniz, trapped in the starving city – only at the end does Nicholas fully admit even to himself that much of this has been planned or sanctioned by Primaflora, intent on securing her own future.

In the end, too, the determinedly rational Nicholas gives vent to his rage. Punishment for the pain of the complex desires and denials in his private and public history cannot be visited upon the complex and only half-guilty figures of his family or his trading and political rivals and clients. But in this novel, for the first time, he finds a person he can gladly kill, the unspeakably cruel Mameluke Emir Tzanibey al-Ablak, whom he fatally mutilates in single combat while James, unknown to him, has the Emir’s four-hundred-man army massacred in a preemptive strike carrying all the glory and damnation of Renaissance kingship.

Like Pagano Doria, like Nicholas himself, Primaflora is a ‘modern’ type, a talented and alienated ‘self-made’ person. Unlike the other two, Nicholas has the memory of family in which to ground a wary, half-reluctant, but genuine adult existence in the community. At the same time, however, he avoids close relationships: he has established the Bank of Niccolò as a company, not a family. But, resisting and insisting, the members of the company forge bonds of varying intimacy with Nicholas, especially the priest Godscalc and the physician Tobie, who alone at this point know the secret of Katelina’s baby and carry the dying woman’s written affirmation of Nicholas’ paternity.

Nicholas’s only true intimate, however, is a man of a different race entirely, the African who came to Bruges as a slave and was befriended by the servant Claes, who first communicated the secret of the alum deposit, who travelled with him to Trebizond to run the trading household, and to Cyprus to organise and under Nicholas reinvent the sugar industry there. His African name is as yet unknown, his Portuguese name is Lopez, his company name Loppe. Now a major figure in the company, and the family, he listens at the end of the novel as both Nicholas and his new rival, the broker of the mysterious Vatachino company, look to the Gold Coast of Africa as the next place of questing and testing.


VOLUME IV: Scales of Gold

For those who know the truth, the deaths of Katelina, Tristão, and Tzanibey, the brutal forging of a new monarchy for Cyprus, even Nicholas’s alienation from and reconciliation with young Diniz, have stemmed from honourable, even noble motives. But gossip in Europe, fed by de Ribérac and St Pol, puts a more sinister stamp on these events. Under financial attack by the Genoese firm of Vatachino, the Bank of Niccolò undertakes a commercial expedition to Africa, which young Diniz Vasquez joins partly as an act of faith in Nicholas, while Gelis van Borselen, Katelina’s bitter and beautiful sister, joins to prove him the profit-mongering amoralist she believes him to be. They are accompanied by Diniz’ mother’s companion Bel of Cuthilgurdy, a valiant and razor-tongued Scottish matron who comes to guide the young man and woman and ends up dispensing wisdom and healing to all; by Father Godscalc, who desires to prove his own faith by taking the Cross through East Africa to the fabled Ethiopia of Prester John; and by Lopez, whose designs are the most complex of all. Through Madeira to the Gambia and into the interior they journey, facing and eventually outfacing the competition of the Vatachino and Simon de St Pol.

Like everyone but the Africans, both companies have underestimated even the size, let alone the cultural and religious complexity, of Africa: no travellers in this age can reach Ethiopia from the East, and the profits from the voyages of discovery and commerce recently begun by Prince Henry the Navigator are as yet mainly knowledge, and self-knowledge. There is gold in the Gambia, and there is a trade in black human beings which is, as Lopez is concerned to demonstrate, just beginning to take the shape that will constitute one of the supreme flaws of the civilization of the West. There is also, up the Joliba floodplain, the metropolis of Timbuktu, commercial and psychological ‘terminus’, and Islamic cultural center, in which Diniz finds his manhood and Lopez regains his original identity as the jurist and scholar Umar; where Gelis consummates with Nicholas the supreme relationship of her life, hardly able as yet to distinguish whether its essence is love or hatred.

On this journey, Godscalc the Christian priest and Umar the Islamic scholar both function as soul friends to Nicholas, prodding him through extremities of activity and meditation that finally draw the sting, as it appears, from the old wounds of family. Certainly there is no doubt of the affection of Diniz for Nicholas, and surely there can be none about the passion of Katelina’s sister Gelis, his lover. As the ships of the Bank of Niccolò return to Lisbon, to Venice and Bruges, success in commerce, friendship, and passion mitigates even the novel’s first glimpse of Katelina’s and Nicholas’s four-year-old son Henry, moulded by his putative father, Simon, in his own insecure, narcissistic, and violent image.

On the way to his marriage bed, the climax and reward of years of struggle, Nicholas is stunned by two blows which will undermine all the spiritual balance he has achieved in his African journey. He learns that Umar – his teacher, his other self – is dead in primitive battle, together with most of the gentle scholars of Timbuktu and their children. And on the heels of that news his bride Gelis, fierce, unreadable, looses the punishment she has prepared for him all these months: she tells him how she has deliberately conceived a child with Nicholas’s enemy Simon, to duplicate in reverse – out of what hatred he cannot conceive – the tragedy of Katelina. As the novel closes, we know that he is planning to accept the child as his own, and that he is going to Scotland.

How Nicholas will be affected by the double betrayal – the involuntary death, the act of willful cruelty – is not yet clear. There is a shield half in place, but Umar, the man of faith who helped him create it, is gone. Nicholas’ own spiritual experience, deeply guarded, has had to do with the intersection of mathematics and beauty, with the mind-cleansing horizons of sea and sky and desert, and with the display in friend and foe alike of the compelling qualities of valour and joy and empathy: the spiritual maturity with which he accepts the blows of fate here may be real, but he has taken his revenge in devious ways before. More mysteriously still, the maturity is accompanied by a curious susceptibility he cannot yet understand, a gift or a disability which teases his mind with unknown events, unvisited places, thoughts that are not his. As much as his markets, his politics, or his half-hidden domestic desires, these thoughts seem to draw him North.


VOLUME V: The Unicorn Hunt

Thinner, preoccupied, dressed in a suave and expensive black pitched between melodrama and satire, between grief and devilry, our protagonist enters his family’s homeland bearing his mother’s name. Now Nicholas de Fleury, he comes to Scotland with two projects in hand: to recover the child his pregnant wife says is Simon’s, and to build in that energetic and unpredictable northern backwater a new edifice of cultural, political, and economic power. Nicholas brings artists and craftsmen to Scotland as well as money and entrepreneurial skill, making himself indispensable to yet another royal James. But are his productions there – the splendid wedding feasts and frolics for James III and Danish Margaret, the escape of the king’s sister with the traitor Thomas Boyd, the skillful exploitation of natural resources – the glory they seem? Or are they the hand-set maggot mound, buzzing with destruction, of Gregorio’s inexplicable first vision of Nicholas’ handsome estate of Beltrees? Is Nicholas the vulnerable and magical beast whose image he wins in knightly combat – or the ruthless hunter of the Unicorn?

The priest Father Godscalc, for one, fears Nicholas’s purposes in Scotland. Loving Nicholas and Gelis, knowing the secret of Katelina van Borselen’s child, guessing the cruel punishment which her sister has planned for Nicholas, the dying Godscalc brings Nicholas back to Bruges and extracts a promise that he will stay out of Scotland for two years, and so remove himself from the morally perilous proximity of Simon, the father-figure whom he seeks to punish, and Henry, the secret son who hates him more with every effort he makes to help him. Nicholas agrees, and turns to other business, mining silver and alum in the Tyrol, settling the eastern arm of his banking business in Alexandria, tracking a large missing shipment of gold from the African adventure from Cairo to Sinai to Cyprus. These enterprises occupy only half his mind, however, for the carefully spent time in Scotland has confirmed what he suspects, that the still-impotent Simon could not in fact be the father of the child whom Gelis has in secret borne and hidden, and who, dead or alive, is the real object of his quest. In a stunning dawn climax on the burning rocks of Mount Sinai, Nicholas and Gelis, equivocal pilgrims, challenge each other with the truth of the birth and of their love and enmity, and the conflict heightens.

The duel between husband and wife finds them evenly matched in business acumen and foresightful intrigue, tragically equal in their capacity to detect the places of the other’s deepest hurt and vulnerability. But Nicholas is the more experienced of the two, and wields in addition, or is wielded by, a deep and dangerous power. One part of that power makes him a ‘diviner’, who vibrates to the presence of water or precious metals under the earth, his body receiving also, by way of personal talismans, the signals through space of a desperately sought living object, his newborn son. The other part of the power whirls him periodically into the currents of time, his mind aflame with the sights and sounds of another life whose focus is in his name, the name he has abandoned – the vander Poele/St Pol surname whose Scottish form, Semple, is startlingly familiar to readers of the Lymond Chronicles, Dorothy Dunnett’s first historical series.

The professionals Nicholas has assembled around him have always tried to control their leader’s mental and psychic powers; now a new group of acute and prescient friends strives to fathom and to guard him, from his enemies and from his own cleverness. Chief among these new friends is the fourteen-year-old niece of Anselm Adorne, the needle-witted and compassionate Katelijne Sersanders, who finds some way to share all his pilgrimages as she pushes adventurously past the barriers of her age and gender. The musician Willie Roger, the metallurgical priest Father Moriz, and the enigmatic physician and mystic Dr Andreas of Vesalia add their fascinated and critical advice as Nicholas pursues his gold and his son through the intricate course, beckoning and thwarting, prepared by Gelis van Borselen. In the endgame, as Venetian carnivale reaches its height, this devoted father, moving the one necessary step ahead of the mother’s game, finds, takes, and disappears with the child-pawn whose face, seen at last, is the image of his own.

Yet there is a Lenten edge to this thundering Martidi Grasso success. Why has Nicholas turned his back on the politics of the crusade in the East to pursue projects in Burgundy and Scotland? Who directs the activities of the Vatachino mercantile company, whose agents have brought Nicholas close to death more than once? Have we still more ambiguous things to learn about the knightly pilgrim and ruthless competitor Anselm Adorne? What secrets, even in her defeat, is the complexly embittered Gelis still withholding? Above all, what atonements can avert the fatalities we see gathering around the fathers and sons, bound in a knot of briars, of the house of St Pol?


VOLUME VI: To Lie with Lions

Nicholas de Fleury goes from success to success, expertly operating large structures by the nice application of invisible pressure, as the craftsmen do in the miracle plays in which he has from time to time taken part. Within the theatre of family he has produced the convincing illusion of harmony between himself and Gelis, his estranged wife, for the sake of their beloved, acknowledgeable son Jodi. Within the circus of statecraft, where the lions of Burgundy and France, Venice and Cyprus, England and Scotland, Islam and Christendom stalk and snarl, the Banco de Niccolò wields a valued whip. Its padrone is a cosmopolitan, virtually stateless man, intellectually drawn to the puzzle of history in the making, but not visibly compelled by the roots of race – although, to be sure, some of his enemies think him motivated mainly by the passion of revenge on his own family.

Free now to enlarge and complete projects in the small, unsteady country of Scotland – which the priest Godscalc, half guessing his intent, had compelled him to abandon for two years – Nicholas carries out two coups de théatre which have consequences and resonances unexpected by their designer. He spends ruinously of his time and the kingdom’s money on a nativity play whose single performance, a glory of thought, feeling, and art which makes transcendence of all its illusions and momentarily unites its fractured community, hints at the strength and value of the wounded spirit who has devised it. And he mounts a merchant expedition to the fish-fertile waters of Iceland, whence he lures and bests his old rivals the Adornes and the Vatachino company, as well as a new one, the Danziger pirate Pauel Benecke.

Sharing this adventure are Kathi Sersanders and Robin of Berecrofts, a Scottish youth whose courage, and desire to break free of the bounds of his sturdy mercantile heritage, bring him to the magnetic Nicholas as an admiring squire. Together they explore the new world of the north, learn from the hardy generosities of the Icelanders, and, transformed in the end from actors and designers to spectators, experience in awe and humility Nature’s own nativity play, the re-creation of a continent in the double explosions of Katla and Hekla, the volcanoes of Iceland.

Nicholas’s well-wishers will need this glimpse of his humanity. For in the matters he controls, Nicholas’s plans are coming to dark fruition. Gelis has a climactic announcement to make – she has won the war between them because she has secretly been working for years for the Vatachino. But Jorden de St Pol, whose painfully rebuilt career in France Nicholas has undermined once again, brings a devastating illumination: Nicholas knew of Gelis’s connection with the Vatachino and skillfully played with it; further, all his projects in Scotland, from the nativity play and the Iceland expedition which brought him a barony, to more secret investments of the bank’s and the country’s money in worthless mines, poisoned grains, and debased coinage, were meant in fact to financially wreck the country whose gentry, the St Pol/Semples, had terrified and rejected Nicholas’s mother, and Nicholas himself, thirty years before.

He has carried out this plan because he could: he could not draw back from it because it was his. In this final spectacle, the work of an angry child, of an obsessed artist, even his friends believe they see the death of Nicholas’s soul, and desert him. Stunned by his own dire success, Nicholas agrees with them: as the novel ends and the abandoned and pitiless banker allows himself to be carried East by the newly ascendant emperor of Germany, he seems ready for burial. Or, possibly, resurrection.

If he seeks his grave, there is no lack of deadly alternatives available: the perils of ruthless private enterprise with pirates like Paúel Benecke, or of the ever-beckoning Eastern Crusade which was the dream of another of Nicholas’s mentors, Cardinal Bessarion, now dead, and the latter’s hairy acolyte Friar Ludovico. If there is to be a renewal of spirit, there are incentives to this as well. The alienated but still beloved family of Gelis and Jodi, who are still endangered by the St Pols. The now-engaged young people, Kathi and Robin, who remember stubbornly that the Machiavellian Nicholas did, after all, momentarily desert his Scottish plans and the Scottish King James, whom he did not love, to go, tragically too late, to the side of the Venice-threatened Cypriot King James, whom he did love. The handsome and exasperating Julius and the Countess Anna, his loving and beautiful wife. Or perhaps renewal will be triggered by a more mysterious set of forces, crystallized in the mystics and astrologers drawn to Nicholas and in the sometimes devastating shafts of foreknowledge through which Nicholas seems to be excavating the buried trauma of his own nativity.
Judith Wilt
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Chapter 1

THE WIND BLEW from the north, from Siberia, and the clatter of hail on his shutters woke the captain. He had only been in bed for an hour, but land noises disturbed him. He grunted, considered, then dragged on his robe and, without taking a lamp, made his way to the leeward side of the villa. He had built this one only last year, and put in a brick chimney-wall: warmth from the stove below mellowed the air and his mood, although his throat was wrung dry, and he was still wearing his wrinkled day shirt and hose, as when he had dropped – or been dropped – on his bed. The sleeping rooms creaked and groaned as he passed them: his house was always full. Only the single chamber, as he half expected, was empty; the door ajar, the window unshuttered. Through it, he could see a paring of moon, coarse as pomegranate. He walked over and looked down below, at the blood on the snow. Then he looked beyond his gates, at the city in which his fine house was set. At the walls, the watchtowers and the icy huddle of dwellings, above which reared the stiff-necked herd of her churches, scanning the west. Danzig, at four hours after midnight in the deep cold of January, 1474.

There were others awake. Beneath the congealed thatches there glimmered jointed hair-lines of light, fine as lettering. A squat figure, forced by the wind, plunged across a cake of pink light and disappeared. Here, the alleys were snow-filled and crooked. In the New Town, there were more lamps than shrines. In the New Town, the streets built by the Knights drove across and down to the river like prison-grilles, their crowns rutted and black with wheeled traffic. The Knights, the bastards. He was still celebrating Danzig’s victory over the Knights. Everyone was celebrating.

Within the room, the quality of the air underwent a change. He smiled. He said, his back to the door, ‘So, how was she?’

‘Whetting her claws,’ Colà said. He was the only man known to the captain who could move as silently as himself, despite his height. They engaged in these exercises sometimes, stalking one another, testing, deceiving. It was part of the return the captain compelled from his guests. In winter, a seaman required to be entertained. Der harte Seevogels, Tough Seabird, they called him.

Colà said, ‘Is there some problem? You need a friend to help with your buttons?’ He had picked up tinder, and was lighting the lamp by his bed. Paúel closed the shutters and turned.

‘I was contemplating the scene of the slaughter. You look as if the girl got to you first, then the father.’

Colà blinked. His eyes were like pewter platters, and his real name was not Colà. The captain knew what it was, and had called him by it throughout the campaign in the north, where they had met. Then, after the better part of two years, a merchant’s train coming in from the west had insisted on bringing their friend to the guild hall, even though they had only just met him in Lübeck two weeks ago – such a lively, remarkable fellow was he. Name of Colà z Brugge. A one-time merchant who had decided to let his business go hang and see the world. And Captain Paúel Benecke, looking up at this bland, bristle-chinned figure, had said slowly, ‘Oh, yes? Decided to give up your business?’

‘Yes,’ had said the newcomer meekly.

‘And come to Poland?’

‘Why not?’ had said the big man in a reasonable voice. ‘I could see, from the little experience I had, that its people needed advice. Some hints about etiquette. A touch of help as to manners and culture. A bit of –’

Here, he had been forced to desist by the pack of genial, hard-fisted arms that rose and fell on him: it had evidently happened often before, and he accepted it amiably. When, at last, the two were alone, the captain had set himself to pin the newcomer down in another way. ‘So, what’s the point of all this? Of course they will find out who you are. You have an agent here, haven’t you?’

‘Straube, yes. He’s gone to Portugal for the winter. Oh, they’ll find out,’ said the man they called Colà. ‘But they’ll also know by the time he comes back that he isn’t my agent any more. I’ve retired from my company.’

‘Why?’ had said Benecke. He remembered trying to kill this man once. He remembered that the first time they met, this man had broken his arm, and later his leg.

‘Why do you think?’ the newcomer had said.

Benecke considered. So far as he knew, the fellow had been good at his job. The business had prospered. If he’d cheated, he hadn’t been found out. That left only women. There had been two: a harridan of a wife, so he’d heard, and a little virgin who thought she was a boy. That is, there had been a lot more than two, but none spoken of seriously. The captain said, ‘I think you just wanted some fun. But since you ask, I’ll guess you killed the wife and raped the little girl-brother Kathi. I liked her,’ said the captain with a catch in his voice. ‘If you’ve raped her, I’ll kill you.’ They were both, by this time, quite full of ale.

‘You think you could?’ Colà said; and ducked as the captain got out his knife. Someone took it from him quite soon, and they settled to drink again. Eventually Paúel had to ask. ‘So what happened?’

‘You weren’t far wrong,’ Colà had said. ‘The wife flung me out, and the girl married somebody else. So I thought I’d get out.’

‘So why here?’

‘I thought I’d get out to where somebody owed me a favour. Are you busy this winter?’

The captain sat up. ‘You want a job?’ There were no jobs in winter. Danzig was sealed in by ice. There would be no ships in the port until March.

‘No,’ said Colà. ‘Or not until spring. Or not until I decide where I’m going. I just want to pass an entertaining winter with my inferiors.’

Ten minutes later, picking themselves up from the snow outside the Artushof: ‘They’ll never let you back in,’ Benecke said.

‘Yes, they will. Anyway, you started the fight, and they’ll forgive you. Do I get a bed?’

‘No,’ had said Paúel Benecke. ‘You’d spoil my winter complaining about your women.’

‘I shouldn’t,’ said Colà.

‘You’d get into bed with my women.’

‘Of course,’ had said Colà. ‘You couldn’t stop me. That’s why you don’t want me to come.’

That time, no one separated them, and it was three days before either of them could talk without lisping. Colà had been living in his house ever since, and Danzig would never forget him, nor would Paúel Benecke. He would never have to forget him. He was going to keep him in Danzig for the rest of his life. Despite the blood on the snow.

Now he said, ‘So where have you left her?’

‘Never mind. Anyway, she’s not yours, she’s mine. I got a doctor to see to the boy.’

‘I thought his arm was going to come off. You ought to be chained up and put in a lazar house.’

‘Come on,’ Colà said. ‘I’m going to tame her. Then I’m going to sell her to you.’

‘Before or after you pay me for your lodging?’ Paúel Benecke said. He gazed with fascination at the scratches all over the other man’s neck and arms. He said, ‘What if she’s diseased?’

‘You’re worried?’

‘No,’ said Benecke. ‘But I’m thirsty, and the look of you is spoiling my thirst. Good night, fool.’

He left, slamming the door. You found a man you could enjoy winters with, and he still behaved, at times, like an idiot. In their first weeks together, he had discovered it. Ingenuity, yes; lunacy even, to a degree – those were acceptable, those were what the merchants from Lübeck had enjoyed. But these escapades led by Colà were suicidal.

Three weeks after he came, the situation had come to a head over the bison hunt. Then they had been out of the city, travelling over snow to the forests, with their dogs, their nets, their spears and arrows. Colà had learned, God knew from where, that the beasts were enraged by red cloth, and had brought some. It had ended with the death of two men, while Colà cavorted round one of the animals in snow-crusted boots, whirling the fabric round his fur hat and calling and whistling.

It had been funny, all right. In the midst of the extreme danger that threatened them all, it was still funny to see the big man addressing the bison in prose, song and verse, while two thousand pounds of massive beast lowered its horns and skittered backwards and forth, its eyes red as lamps and the snow flying in clods from its coat as the cloth whisked about, almost touching. Then a dog got tossed in the air, and a man; and after the second man died, Paúel gave the order and they all ran in with their spears and took the beast, to the risk of their own lives. Paúel had led the party that harnessed the big man to a sledge and whipped him back to their lodge; he ran them into a tree on the way, and was arranging to hang Paúel with the harness when they got hold of him again. They were none of them sober.

That was close to being all right. Winters were spent in rough play and rough punishment. But when they were back home, and had broken the news to the two men’s wives, and had the bison taken off to be jointed, Benecke had got hold of Colà and sat him down by the stove and said, ‘Stop it, or get out. I’m not sick of life yet. Neither were my two lads.’

‘I’m culling them for you,’ Colà said. ‘I thought it was a tough life at sea.’

‘Some seamen need to be tougher than others,’ Benecke said. ‘He was a pilot, one of those boys. But I notice they’re all the same to you, anyway.’ He waited. Then he said, ‘Why don’t you want to go home, my big man? Perhaps you are more of a poltroon than any of us.’

A moment passed. ‘That’s unlikely,’ said the other man. His gaze had fallen on his own arms and hands: a bloody rut on one forearm ran into another similar gouge long-since healed. ‘The bolting Bonasus,’ he said thoughtfully, ‘whose fart can cover three acres, and set a whole forest on fire.’

‘What?’ said Benecke.

‘A classical allusion. Ignore it. I mean that I am staying; I wish to stay; I have no immediate plans to get rid of you, unless you start preaching three times a day, in which case your own men will drown you before I do. Is there no ale, or are you drinking nothing but buttermilk now?’

And from that time, although their pastimes had been wild enough, they had been tempered with some sort of reason. The ritual of girl-hunting played its part as the winter progressed, and days became heavy and dark. Then, the young gallants would assemble their sleighs and bowl their way over the snow in a sparkling chain, bearing pasties and sweetmeats and flasks from one great timber dwór to another, and bringing out pretty captives, smothered in furs, to be returned flushed at dusk. Every red-blooded man enjoyed that, and the homeward course through the snowfields by night, when flickering brands danced in the void, and the throb of deep voices in harmony was matched with the far, surfing trill of the bells.

Colà had, it seemed, learned some sort of lesson. And even today, although he had been reckless, it had not been quite without reason, the exploit he had proposed. The boy’s hurt could not have been avoided. Unless, of course, they had been more sensible still, and killed instead of bringing back their beautiful captive. But only Colà would propose to tame a live lynx.

The captain went to see him while he was at work in a half-empty warehouse. A cage had been made, and the big man was hunkered quietly outside it, speaking at intervals. He had some meat on a stick. His voice, of an exceptional richness, kept the rhythm and cadence of song; Benecke could not make out the words. When the speaker broke off at his step, Benecke gave way to a bellow of mirth. ‘Crooning, by God! Are ye taming it or giving it suckle?’

Colà jerked up his chin. Squealing, the animal flung itself back, its ruff stiff. The bars thrummed. Paúel waited, loosening his shoulders, his hand hanging close to his dagger. The would-be tamer, instead of whirling about, thoughtfully brought up the rod and, detaching the meat, dropped it inside the cage without speaking. Then he rose and turned mildly. His face, though manufacturing anger, held the vanishing trace of another, less likely expression. Behind, the cat glared, a growl in her throat.

‘A woman would be easier,’ Benecke pointed out.

‘Some women,’ said Colà. His composure, if lost, had returned. ‘What is it?’ Recently, he had become more observant.

The rest of the warehouse was empty. Benecke said, ‘Do you know that they say you are a spy?’

‘They?’

‘At the Artushof, the taverns, the wharves. They say you are an agent of Germany, planning to bring the Knights back.’

The Order of the Teutonic Knights, once so holy, had just been prised free of Danzig. Danzig and all her wealthy cluster of satellite towns was now part of Royal Prussia, and hence Poland. The King had come once to Danzig.

Colà laid the bar on his shoulder. He said, ‘Well, I’m not. Haven’t they noticed the agents of Germany, watching me? The King’s agents as well. I don’t mind. I’m not going back. I’m betraying no secrets, stealing no business. They’ll see.’

‘You could pass secrets on,’ Benecke said.

‘In winter?’ Every movement was noticed in winter. From a bustling, free-flowing port, Danzig in winter was a snug Germanised town, its few foreigners remarked on and counted; its astute, inquisitive gaze, its rumbustious merriment all turned in on itself. Because it was winter, Danzig had had time to study Colà and reach an opinion. That it liked him was something quite separate.

‘In spring,’ said Benecke. ‘There’s to be a Burgundian mission passing through Poland in spring. Someone you know. The aristocratic uncle of your married, seraphic virgin, and a patriarch sent by the Pope.’

Colà’s eyes were sharp as the cat’s, but bigger, and grey. ‘Why?’ he said. And then, ‘Because of what you did? Because you seized a Burgundian ship and its cargo?’

‘Among other things.’ Paúel Benecke gave a prosaic answer to a prosaic question. He was a pirate. That was his career. He was a sea-borne mercenary leader of skill and renown, whose highly paid interventions might change the fate of a crusade, or a duchy, or a group of powerful towns like the Hanse. He sailed under letters of marque, empowered by kings, and his booty paid for cropland, and castles, and villas.

The coming summer might turn out to be different, for the Hanse war with England was ending. But there would be other quarrels; other vindictive men who wished to hire their own bullies. Next summer, unless some idiot babbled, this maniac Colà was going to agree to turn pirate and join him. Paúel said, ‘So keep clear of these envoys, I’d say. Or men will assume you are passing them secrets.’ He made a considering pause. ‘If you ask me nicely, I might even rescue you. You could come south in the spring, and help float my grain down to market. None of us conscious for weeks.’

‘Are you certain a mission is coming?’ Colà said. But he was surely convinced because, as he spoke, he gripped the rod like a whip and threw it, hard. It cartwheeled twice, giving tongue like a tocsin. The lynx, her pointed ears flat, ricocheted round her cage, squealing.

Benecke said kindly, ‘You’ve undone all your good work. Go and croon to her.’

The other man did not even glance over. He said, ‘No. You were right. Get some keeper to train her.’

Jingling its way round the shores of the Baltic, the cut-price Mission to Persia intended to enter Danzig in March, having been entertained on its way by the civic leaders of Lübeck, Wisenar, Rostock and Stralsund, and survived the unstinted goodwill of their clubs.

The two leaders were not, of course, unknown to their hosts. Every merchant who had conducted business in Bruges remembered the courtly Anselm Adorne, envoy now of the Duke who ruled Flanders. Others, wincing, had met Adorne’s unforgettable companion, the Papal and Imperial Legate. The Patriarch of Antioch had been this way before. Indeed, the unsavoury sandals of Father Ludovico da Bologna had tramped every byway in Europe, raising gold to fight Turkey. Between them, this powerful pair represented the three richest lords in the world, and their retinue, anywhere else, would have been gorgeous. But here, instead of silken banners and servants, soldiers and sumpter wagons of silver and mattresses, the train of the mission to Persia consisted of a number of packmules, eleven stoutly dressed men and, on sufferance, Anselm Adorne’s twenty-year-old niece and her bridegroom of three months.

The presence of Katelijne Sersanders and her very young husband had not been part of Adorne’s plan. Barely married, newly settled into a delightful small house of her uncle’s, Katelijne herself had been equally far from contemplating an immediate journey. Then, on the eve of the mission’s departure, Ludovico da Bologna had trotted his mule into Bruges and, before so much as calling on Anselm Adorne, had banged on her door to congratulate her on her marriage.

The Patriarch was over sixty years old, and he and Kathi Sersanders had known each other, off and on, for four years. Skipping out to receive him, Katelijne recognised in his manner the same sardonic detachment which had always coloured their dealings. To say she liked him meant nothing: she liked almost everyone. It was a pity that her uncle, tied to the Patriarch for the forthcoming mission, felt differently.

In the meantime, however, she had to admit that she was desperately pleased to see the old ruffian for reasons which Robin would share. She began, however, by laying meat and water before him, the first essential when entertaining Ludovico da Bologna, and only after that did she send for her husband. When he arrived he was scarlet, and she had to pull him down beside her for fear that he would start firing questions at once. Last winter, a man they both knew had vanished. And the last person for certain to see him, so far as they heard, was this priest.

Typically, if the Patriarch noticed their anxiety, he ignored it. Instead, devouring his chops, Father Ludovico put some questions himself. So why, girl, had she decided to marry? And to a Scots lad? (Well, Robin, you’ve done well out of this, haven’t you?) The Patriarch supposed it was because of the gossip: she should never have gone to Iceland, of course, with de Fleury. But there it was, and he supposed they’d do as well as any other silly young couple. Then (switching subjects as Robin showed signs of exploding), how was her uncle? Stiff-necked as ever? Looking forward to five years on the road patronising the natives?

‘You’d better find out for yourself,’ Kathi had said, kicking Robin. She didn’t mind putting up with the Patriarch. She had learned patience the hard way, as maid of honour at the Scots Court, where she had come across the great mercantile family of Berecrofts, and her good-hearted Robin, of the fair hair and fresh skin and compact, athletic build (silly young couple, indeed). Her uncle, elegant aristocrat that he was, approved of her husband. Adorne, although his home was in Bruges, maintained close connections with Scotland, and had been honoured with land by its King. It was land he would not see for some time.

She knew he didn’t mind that: after the death of his wife, Anselm Adorne had wanted this mission. Certainly, he disliked being leagued with the Patriarch, whose identical remit he saw as an insult to his own ducal lord. The Patriarch, on the other hand, was engaged on his own private scheme for mustering aid against the Ottoman Turks, and didn’t care what Adorne thought, or indeed the Pope, or the Emperor he was supposed to be working for. Ludovico de Severi da Bologna made use of anybody he could find, including brilliant bankers who abandoned their families and vanished.

Further propitiated by beef and dumplings and pudding, the priest was quite ready to talk, in the end, when Katelijne, lady of Berecrofts, carefully opened that particular topic. ‘Where’s Nicholas de Fleury of Beltrees? Ask the Emperor. I left them both at Cologne in November.’

Robin glanced at her. He was still flushed. He said, ‘But M. de… But my lord of Beltrees isn’t in Germany now. That is, he can’t be working for anyone now. He has nothing to offer.’

‘De Fleury? Why not? He hasn’t got a Bank any more, but he could advise. He could spy. He’d need to, wouldn’t he? He has no income, or none that I know of.’ The Patriarch lowered his tankard of water. A touch of grease swam on the top.

Robin said, ‘But where would he be, if he couldn’t work for the Emperor? You were with him. Didn’t he
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