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The Great Plague of Marseille is a work of fiction based on historical events, persons and places, written in the form of a historical novel. Information drawn from historical sources or scholarly publications is referenced with source citations when original wording is reproduced verbatim. Otherwise, such information is briefly explained in the appendix according to the best of the author’s knowledge and in its historical context.

Since this novel follows the laws of narrative art rather than those of historiography, the author explicitly wishes to point out that, unless otherwise referenced or noted, deviations have been made from historical facts.




“We tell ourselves that the plague is nothing but an idea, a bad dream that will pass. But it does not always pass, and between one bad dream and another, it is men who pass away.”

Albert Camus, La Peste (The Plague), 1947

“The causative agent of the plague, Yersinia pestis, was first described in 1894 by the Swiss-French physician Alexandre Émile Jean Yersin.

Since the beginning of the 20th century, the plague has been largely contained in Europe and is today curable with antibiotic therapy if diagnosed early. However, the plague bacterium has the peculiar ability to absorb genes from other organisms to a high degree and thus constantly change. Through this, Yersinia pestis can also acquire the ability to become resistant to an antibiotic.

In 2014, it was reported that instructions for producing biological weapons using Yersinia pestis were found in a hiding place of the terrorist organisation ‘Islamic State’.”

According to wikipedia.org, 2026

“And they cried with a loud voice, saying: How long, O Lord, holy and true, dost thou not judge and avenge our blood on them that dwell on the earth?”

Bible, New Testament, Revelation, Chapter 6, Verse 10
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PRÉAMBULE

There are two kinds of people: those who tell stories and those who write them down. With people who tell stories, you never know whether they are lying. With people who write stories down, you do.

This story, dear reader, is a lie.

What distinguishes a good lie? That it contains so much truth that one believes it.

In that sense, this story is true. So true that, three hundred years after the events that inspired this book, countless historical treatises exist and it has found its way into the memory of an entire nation.

When we focus on the history of humanity, historians can give us a coherent picture – at least in broad outline. The more closely we examine the details, however, the more fragmentary that picture becomes. Like a greatly enlarged photograph, we can perceive only individual pixels whose connections are no longer comprehensible when viewed in isolation.

Historiography leaves gaps; and sometimes a quite different truth emerges when those gaps are filled. If they are filled.

The same applies to the events on the following pages. They are truth and lie at once. Just as it is true that a single ship brought death to tens of thousands. And just as it is a lie – the lies that were told so that in the end no one would have to bear responsibility for it.

We all tell stories. Some tell the truth, others the lies.

PD Dr. med. Sven Berkmann,

May 2026
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MARSEILLE IN THE YEAR 1720.

Arrows: chronological spread of the plague.

A. Porte de la Joliette; B. Porte royale; C. Porte Bernard-du-Bois; D. Porte des fainéants; E. Porte de Noailles; F. Porte d'Aubagne; G. Porte de Rome; H. Porte de Paradis; I. Porte Notre-Dame-de-la-Garde; J. Porte de St-Victor; K. Arsenal des galères; L. wharf/dock; M. Abbaye St-Victor; N. Fort St-Nicolas; O. Fort St-Jean.

1. Église St-Laurent; 2. Cathédrale de la Major; 3. Église Notre-Damedes-Accoules; 4. Église St-Martin; 5. Église St-Ferréol; 6. Église St-Ferréol les Augustins; 7. Hospice Notre-Dame de la Charité; 8. Hôtel-Dieu; 9. Couvent des Présentines; 10. Couvent des Récollets; 11. Couvent de l’Observance; 12. Rue Belle-Table; 13. Place du Palais; 14. Rue de l'Échelle; 15. Rue Jean-Galant; 16. Place des Prêcheurs/Église St-Cannat; 17. Rue de l'Oratoire; 18. Rue des Grands-Carmes; 19. Rue des Fabres; 20. Grand Cours; 21. Hôtel de ville/Rue de la Loge; 22. Place des Moulins; 23. Place de Lenche; 24. La Canebière; 25. Rue St-Ferréol; 26. Rue Paradis; 27. Place du Champ-Major; 28. Chantier de construction, 29. Consigne Sanitaire; 30 – Hôpital St-Eutrope.

Extended and modified, based on historical city maps and ‘Marseille ville morte’, C. Carrière, 2008, Coudurier et Rebuffat .




I. EXPOSITION

5 April 1720, noon

«Grand Saint Antoine»

The Levantine Sea, 33°63’ North, 34° 77’ East

“Damn vermin!”

Jean-Louis Crépitant cursed and dropped the bale of Indian cloth. He slapped his bare upper arm. The gloomy light of the two small lanterns cast grotesque shadows on the walls of the hold as he beat his sweat-soaked shirt in search of more tormentors.

“Today the fleas are biting as if they’re dying of thirst.”

“You just have sweet blood, my dear Crépitant,” sneered François Bosse as he lashed down a bale of fabric that the storm had loosened the previous night. The rough fibres of the rope tore furrows into his sore, calloused palms. The sea was still restless, and the beams in the belly of the «Grand Saint Antoine»1 groaned under the assault of the waves.

“If you were wrapped in that purple Indian cloth with the white flowers, I could almost fancy you.” At the same time, Bosse made a gagging gesture and grinned.

Crépitant grunted in disgust. “Shut your stupid mouth, Bosse, and take care of it yourself.”

Bosse let the light of his lantern sweep over the dozens of fabric bales lying chaotically piled up in front of them. “This stuff is swarming with fleas. I wonder what those noble gentlemen in Paris and Versailles plan to do with it. By the time it’s aired out and the wretched creatures are gone, the cloth will have rotted.”

Crépitant sucked snot through his nose and spat against the raw planks of the hold. Slowly the spit made its way into the bilge, where murky water mixed with the red sand from the storm. The cargo had to be rescued from the blood-red wetness as quickly as possible.

Bosse laughed and wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Well, Crépitant – the fine ladies and gentlemen like to perfume themselves; that drives the vermin away. While your stench, of course, only attracts them. Honestly – two days at sea, and when I’m near you, it makes me retch like a landlubber in the slightest swell. Compared to that, yesterday’s storm was pure balm for my stomach.”

Bosse tried in vain to dodge the bale of cloth that Crépitant hurled at him. The laughter of the two men filled the ship’s hold.

The storm that had overtaken the «Grand Saint Antoine» – a three-masted vessel of Dutch design with a cargo capacity of 7,000 hundredweight – barely two days after their departure from Saïda2 was to put the pride of the Chaud shipping company3 from Marseille to a severe test. Coming from the east, the tempest carried the red sand of the Lebanese desert and – what was rather unusual – thick raindrops. The whole thing had announced itself as an overwhelming, dark-red wall that rolled inexorably toward them and finally swallowed the ship. A red dragon with millions of rough teeth.

All night long, the thirty-eight sailors had fought against the sharp waves of the Levantine Mediterranean. Rumour had it that Captain Jean-Baptiste Chataud4 had given the order to loosen the topsails too late. When they finally tore, the whipping rigging had nearly swept two sailors overboard. Bosse had seen it clearly: Chataud stood beside the bellowing Maître Giberton5 and stared with wide-open eyes into nothingness. By a hair’s breadth, the voyage to the Levant, which promised rich cargo on the return journey, would have ended in disaster.

Fortunately, they had received reinforcements from four fellow countrymen stranded in Saïda. Their own ship, the «Nautilus» , had been destroyed by Ottoman pirates – a danger that unfortunately threatened all too often. The majority of the «Nautilus’» crew had been slaughtered. Their four 36-pounder cannons had been unable to withstand the onslaught of the battle-hardened pirates. A true arms race had meanwhile begun in the merchant marine. The «Grand Saint Antoine» was equipped with twelve of the same cannons; but how long these would deter the greedy eyes of the pirates, or at least withstand a bloody assault, no one could say for sure.

The four other passengers were of Turkish origin. Some landlubbers who had business in Larnaka – the «Grand Saint Antoine»’s intermediate stop. The leader of the small group of Turks had turned quite green in the face shortly after departure and crept below deck, while his three companions remained on deck, enduring the storm more badly than well.

The tempest had come as if from nowhere, and the raindrops mixed with red sand had pelted down on them like hot blood. It had been a terrible night, and the following morning they had prayed together to God that He might let them all survive this dreadful storm unscathed.

The „Grand Saint Antoine» now lay bathed in a blood-red shimmer of wet sand dust under the sun. Stronger gusts of wind still drifted in and made the ship roll. The crew, exhausted from the night and filthy with salt water and sand, set about repairing the damage. It was time to set course again for Cyprus, toward Larnaka.

Among other things, the cargo had to be secured once more. The storm had done thorough work here. Dozens of bales of Indian cloth and other exquisite fabrics, as well as bundles of wool and cotton from the Orient, lay scattered in the hold and had to be re-lashed and dried. While their comrades were busy replacing the torn topsail, Bosse and Crépitant had gladly volunteered for work in the hold.

After all, Louis Audibert had whispered to them the evening after departure that part of the ropes and spare sails of the «Grand Saint Antoine» had been bought from an English ship. The crew of the «HMS Terror» had been wiped out by the plague. No wonder the stuff had been cheap. And indeed – didn’t these spare sails smell somehow foul? And wasn’t it said that foul vapours – miasmas6, as the learned gentlemen in Paris apparently called them – transmitted diseases?

Apart from that, the two men had peace from Jean-Baptiste Giberton down in the hold. In their opinion the fellow was a slave driver. Formerly a mate in the royal navy, Giberton now served as first officer aboard the «Grand Saint Antoine»and seemed to think that Crépitant and Bosse shirked heavy work too often. The purchase of the possibly plague-infested used rigging had been his idea. Apparently he had picked it up cheaply in Saïda.

To Bosse the whole thing stank to high heaven. Clearly something was rotten.

Of course, rumours of Captain Chataud’s financial difficulties had already spread among the crew. No wonder the captain was trying to save money whenever he could. And didn’t he personally guarantee the crew’s wages? All the better that after a ten-month voyage they were finally on the homeward journey to Marseille.

Bosse longed for Marseille – even though life in his hometown, with its cramped quarters and filth, was no better than the conditions aboard the «Grand Saint Antoine».

At least the cargo was impressive: hundreds of tons of fabrics and sacks of potash. That would bring a good profit. All the more important to lash everything down securely again so that nothing lay too long in the brackish damp.

Bosse wrinkled his nose, which was covered with small welts and red veins. “Merde, Crépitant. Do you smell that too? That sickly, rotten stench? Quick, we have to get this stuff into the dry, or Giberton will hold us responsible if the cloth rots. – When you’re done with your flea circus, give me a hand here. The bale has jammed itself.”

Bosse bent down and began, groaning, to heave a bale of cloth that lay wedged between a pile of ropes and a supporting beam of the hull.

Crépitant spat into his hands and helped lift. Together the two men finally managed to move the bale aside. Firmly lashed, it now lay safely in the dry again.

The wooden ribs of the «Grand Saint Antoine» creaked at length. The ship rolled in the swell, and the lights of the lanterns danced all the more impatiently. Their meagre glow revealed something shadowy lying between the beams of the hull and a coiled rope.

Crépitant took his lantern and slowly leaned forward. “What in heaven’s name is …” As their eyes turned the shadowy form into shapes and they realised what they were seeing, they froze.

“Well, he’s done for,” Bosse blurted out.

The two sailors hastily crossed themselves.

5 April 1720, noon

«Grand Saint Antoine»

The Levantine Sea, 33°62’ North, 34° 75’ East

‘Sails repaired, ship on course, crew in good health. Expect arrival in Larnaka on 7 April. Provided Almighty God spares us from further storms.’

Captain Jean-Baptiste Chataud closed the logbook of the «Grand Saint Antoine» with trembling fingers. He placed his hands over his tired face and breathed deeply.

That damned storm! It was unthinkable what would have happened if the cargo or the ship had suffered any damage because of it. After all, they had waited out the winter months and their cursed weather, and yet one was not safe from surprises. Like a wall of blood-red clouds, the tempest had borne down on them. They had already been two days at sea, far from safe harbours, and off the Levantine coast there lurked shallows that were difficult to spot even in good weather and were not marked on the French charts.

“Bad omen!” Audibert7 had shouted again and again, running about the deck like a headless chicken. The fellow talked too much, was always the first to lose his nerve and thereby undermined the crew’s morale. Given that he had served aboard the English flagship in the battle at Capo Passero, which had been targeted simultaneously by two Spanish ships, one could forgive him a few quirks, but everything had its limits.

Like many others, Audibert had emerged physically unscathed from the hail of bullets, but mentally a wreck.

Chataud felt bitter gall rising within him. The rumour about the plague-infested ropes and sails, which had already been circulating among the crew before their departure, had surely originated with Audibert. Giberton had acquired the goods legitimately – albeit surprisingly cheaply. Plague-infested sails, the hell. Still, Audibert was one of the oldest and therefore most experienced sailors on the «Grand Saint Antoine». That forced Chataud to turn a blind eye.

They had narrowly escaped a reef that the storm had driven them toward.

This was due not least to the help of Captain François Lefort, whom they had taken aboard in Saïda together with the three remaining members of his crew. Thus his bad luck had become the «Grand Saint Antoine»’s good fortune. Had Turkish pirates not destroyed his ship between Beirut and Saïda, the experienced Lefort would not have been aboard the «Grand Saint Antoine» to save the ship from colliding with the reef by a daring manoeuvre. True, it had cost them their topsail, but it had been worth it.

What would he, Jean-Baptiste Chataud – if he had even survived the sinking of his ship – have told his business partners? What would he have told his father-in-law? And how could he ever have looked his beloved Louise8 in the eyes again?

Chataud breathed in deeply. The thought of Louise tormented him. They had already been apart for too long. What was she doing right now?

The night before departure in Marseille had not been easy. The reproaches, the demands. Of course he knew what he owed his father-in-law, owner of the Chaud shipping company, one of the most influential men in Marseille and long-serving Intendant of the Overseas Trade Authority. And of course he knew the man’s opinion of his son-in-law. After eight years of marriage, Louise seemed slowly to be sharing that view.

At thirty-nine years of age, he, Chataud, who himself came from one of the most respected seafaring families in Provence, had never yet obtained a captain’s post. It was always his friends and colleagues who, thanks to their connections, received the lucrative positions. At least he had served as first officer on the last three voyages to the Levant. But even that only thanks to the favour of his father-in-law Chaud.

Chataud was sick of it.

It was always Chaud’s own ships, Chaud’s cargo and ultimately Chaud’s profit. What he could offer his wife was based on the little his father-in-law left him as wages. They were dependent on him. His wife knew it and her father liked it that way. The old man greatly enjoyed his manipulative games and his power.

Chataud placed the logbook in the drawer of his desk, closed the inkwell and set aside the quill. Slowly he stood up, stretched his limbs and opened a small cupboard in his bunk. He reached for a bottle and poured himself a glass of wine. His gaze wandered out of the window of his sparsely furnished cabin. He breathed out.

This voyage was supposed to be different.

Chataud took a sip of wine.

Premier Échevin Estelle9 himself was now his business partner. Not through the mediation of his father-in-law, but by a happy coincidence. A faint smile played around Chataud’s mouth.

He thought back.

*

The house of «Guilhermy, Chaud et Companie», in which Chataud’s father-in-law was a partner, was under financial pressure. The relatively stable trade agreements with the Ottoman middlemen in Lebanon that had existed for decades had been shaken by the twists and turns of world politics.

All the more did Chaud try to gain a foothold wherever he could. And that meant strengthening and further expanding his network. For this reason he was compelled to organise representative events again and again for his business partners and all the other Marseille personalities who might prove useful.

Only too gladly did he present his rather attractive daughter Louise to society on these occasions – yet her husband, Jean-Baptiste Chataud, was inevitably also present.

It was on such an evening at the end of 1718 that Chataud, who was keeping himself apart from the invited guests, suddenly found himself facing Conseiller Estelle. Estelle raised his glass and congratulated Chataud on his wife and his father-in-law. Then he asked him what, as a well-travelled seaman and son of one of the nation’s heroes, he thought of the current political situation in France.

And so he fell into conversation with Estelle. And for the first time in years Chataud felt not only seen, but truly acknowledged.

They discussed the events of the past years all evening.

Philippe II of Orléans10 had been sitting on the throne of France as Regent since the death of the all-powerful Louis XIV three years earlier.

The actual heir to the throne, Louis XV11, great-grandson of the Sun King Louis XIV, was nothing more than a ten-year-old boy; certainly he was the rightful heir and would become king in a few years’ time. At present, however, the future ruler of France and her colonies was little more than a sheltered lad in whom puberty was dawning like the first light of morning.

The Regent – as Philippe II of Orléans was generally called – was, however grimly determined to use the years until then to his own advantage; at least, that was the rumor. Only a few months after taking office he had eliminated his internal opponents, who were still reaching for one last ray, one last piece of the Sun King’s power. Just a few days after the death of His Majesty Louis XIV, who for seventy-two years – far longer than most people lived – had steered the fortunes of France as sole ruler, the Regent committed sacrilege. He had the Sun King’s will contested.

And he prevailed.

Imagine it: an upstart who attacked the will of the absolute king while the corpse was still barely cold. It was monstrous that the highest court in Paris upheld the claim.

“Le roi est mort, vive le roi,”12 as the saying goes. After Louis XIV had spent seven decades teaching the people that he ‘was the state’, the law, and godlike and untouchable, it was hardly surprising that the highest court of the realm could offer his temporary successor no meaningful alternative and silently let him have his way.

There were voices that feared for the legitimate succession of the child Louis XV. Or even for his life. That certainly seemed exaggerated, yet it was ominous that – especially since in everyone’s eyes the Regent was merely a placeholder – other power-hungry nobles were gnawing at his position.

Philippe II of Orléans must have felt like a shark with its belly slit open; his innards lay exposed, the time until he bled out and was powerless was foreseeable, and at the same time small fish were beginning to nibble at him. The only possibility was to keep moving constantly, to defend himself and to swallow his opponents.

And thereby to use the given time to increase his wealth and secure his influence.

Discontent among the people had grown.

The state budget had come under massive pressure from Louis XIV’s wars and the opulent life of the aristocrats at Versailles. To keep the latter content and not endanger the absolutist claim to power, they had to be kept content. That needed financing.

Stories were told of orgies in the palace, compared to which the salacious fantasies of the most shameless brothel-keeper would sound like the bedtime prayer of a convent schoolgirl.

In this respect the Regent seemed to be in no way inferior to Louis XIV. On the contrary, he appeared eager to make the Sun King look positively pale.

At least the latter had known how to honour the holy Catholic Church. The Regent, on the other hand, seemed to take particular pleasure in behaving especially wildly in Versailles precisely on the high church feast days.

These internal conflicts thus consumed a large part of the government’s business. In addition to the disputes within the country, the colonies overseas also had to be tended to. Especially in North America. The vast expanses of Louisiana, French soil in the New World, were said to hold unimaginable wonders. At least that was what everyone was saying.

Anyone in France who could not find his fortune tried his luck in Louisiana. Whether as a soldier in the constantly smouldering conflict with the other colonial powers, above all Spain and England, or as a settler.

As Estelle had told him, the wealth of the distant continent had for three years now also served as security for the paper money of the Banque Royale. This Scot, John Law13, seemed, with the Regent’s trust, to be well on the way to restoring the ailing state budget to health. The shares of the Mississippi Company founded by Law were selling like fresh macarons14 from Dalloyau.

Chataud shared Premier Échevin Estelle’s assessment: through the inward gaze and the vacuum of absolutist royal blood, the kingdom’s foreign policy was suffering. They had often met in the evenings in the months before his departure, and Estelle had spoken of his fascinating life as consul and politician.

It was clear that the Ottomans were therefore growing stronger against France. In view of their losses in the Balkans after the war against Austria and Venice, they were now trying to assert their power in the Levant.

In Marseille one could sense how the Ottoman merchants, with the approval – perhaps also the pressure – of the Sultan in Istanbul, were behaving ever more brazenly. Two years earlier the Venetians had lost all their eastern trade routes across the eastern Mediterranean because of the war and its consequences. They were now dependent on the old trade routes via the Balkans and the caravans through Wallachia. No easy path, especially since the local princes only thought of securing the roads against robbers when it served their own high interests. An expensive security that only the fewest could afford.

Estelle had argued that France could profit from the resulting vacuum in maritime trade with the Levant – but would find itself exposed to the price pressure of the Turkish merchants, who in turn owed tax payments to the Sultan.

It was hardly surprising that, given the fragile balance of power, the duties paid by the merchants to Istanbul had risen massively.

*

Chataud gazed into the blue-green waves of the sea. Sunbeams sparkled on the swells and tickled his eyes. Storms, reefs, diseases and dozens of other dangers were well known to sailors. Reverently, they accepted them as part of their fate. Yet the sea also meant freedom.

The more Chataud learned of the complexity of the world and the paths of power, which ran through it like spiderwebs through a thicket, the more he felt like a prisoner. Only that life in the Château d’If15 must have been simpler than wandering, as if guided by chains, through the constraints of the power fields surrounding him.

If only everything were as simple as sailing the seas.

Chataud took another sip of wine.

*

At the beginning of 1719 he came to know Jean-Baptiste Estelle better and better. Remarkably, he repeatedly found himself a guest of the councillor at official events.

Estelle – formerly consul in Syria and Morocco – had connections. Connections that reached far beyond the sphere of influence of the Levant tax collectors. The 58-year-old seemed to know the threads of power and, like a spider, to be able to use them. Far beyond Marseille.

Estelle was also supported by the financial strength of a Genevan merchant, a certain Antoine Bourguet16. However, Captain Chataud’s knowledge of the latter was limited.

Already in 1719 Estelle’s chances looked good of becoming First Councillor and thus the most influential man in Marseille. As Chataud had learned from other sailors in Saïda, Estelle had at the beginning of the year been appointed to the office of Premier Échevin by the Regent himself.

No wonder: Estelle, with his dense network of diplomatic relations, financial dependencies and favours to be called in, was a man after the Regent’s own heart. The Regent urgently needed exactly this kind of connections at home. One hand washed the other.

Chataud smiled again. Not a bad prospect for him to be well placed with the First Councillor. It was said that Estelle could effortlessly decide a man’s success. The price for that, however, was absolute loyalty. Chataud did not shy away from paying that price. His time should finally come.

In the spring of 1719 Estelle had contacted him to propose a deal. The whole thing seemed quite simple: the goods – 280 tons of cloth, cotton and wool – would be ready in Saïda. Officially they would declare to the Turkish port authorities a cargo of five hundred sacks of potash and 250 tons of coarser wool of inferior quality.

A middleman at the Ottoman harbour master’s office would take care of the corresponding papers and certification of the cargo. As it turned out, this was none other than Consul Poulard17 himself, the representative of the Kingdom of France in Saïda. Estelle probably knew him from his earlier posts in the Orient.

Potash and coarse wool. A roguish grin flitted across Chataud’s lips as he thought back to the scheme they had hatched back then.

Potash, known as the “Ash of the Levant”, was a powder made from saltwort. As such, cheap stuff. But its purpose was not to be underestimated; it was urgently needed for glass and soap production in France’s growing manufactories. The rising demand for “Savon de Marseille”18 had led to larger soap works springing up around Chataud’s hometown, which sold their products far and wide.

In any case, potash and a few tons of Lebanese sheep’s wool were not a cargo that would attract the attention of the Ottoman port officials. Despite the immense demand, these goods were cheap and therefore the taxes and duties on them were low.

That the cargo of the «Grand Saint Antoine» was in truth far more valuable – worth around 100,000 écus, or 300,000 livres tournois19 – was, according to Estelle, of no interest to anyone. Nor where the fabrics actually came from. Least of all the Turkish tax enforcers.

The investment would pay off for Chataud. He himself could buy into the deal for a relatively small sum. The rest would be remuneration for his efforts as captain. A quarter of the profit would await him. He would be a made man. At least for the time being. And he would have enough money to escape his father-in-law’s mockery, Estelle had added with a wink.

*

Chataud raised his eyebrows and took another sip. He pulled a face. The wine was bad. The French supplies on board had long been used up; he had no idea where the cheap liquor he had bought in the harbour came from. A curse that came with the voyage to the Levant. The taxes on wine, levied by the abstinent Muslims, were exorbitant.

But the drink at least served its purpose. The trembling of his hands eased. His frayed nerves calmed down.

*

He could only too well remember the shady dealings in the harbour of Saïda and his constant tension. It felt like a nightmare from which only weighing anchor and the open sea promised an escape. Of course he had been aware, even after hearing Estelle’s proposal, what it would mean for him if he were caught making a false declaration of his cargo. And even Estelle would not have been able to help him despite all his connections.

In Saïda Sharia law applied. Islamic law, interpreted by the Sultan in Istanbul and his extended arms, the viziers. The Lebanese vizier and his judges were not exactly known for their gentle treatment of offenders.

The images of sun-dried corpses of impaled pirates at the harbour entrance of Saïda, the sight of beggars in the streets with raw stumps of severed limbs, the silence of the mute servants with their tongue stumps and the wretched figures of the blinded with their burnt-out, ghostly eye sockets forced themselves upon him again and sent a continuous shiver through his innermost being.

A risk, a tremendous risk. And on top of that the whole bureaucracy. – How many hands had received favours before everything was finally loaded and sealed under letter and stamp?

Of course Estelle had prepared much from afar, but in the end it would have been Chataud’s head pressed onto the scaffold if the matter had come to light.

And then there were these four Turkish passengers. They had taken them on board two days before weighing anchor in Saïda.

An envoy from Cyprus and his three servants – so it was said. The Turk wanted to travel to Larnaka with his men and had received the best references from Consul Poulard on the spot.

Poulard – he seemed to be climbing the same career ladder as Estelle: like an octopus he had his fingers in everything. A hideously overweight, prematurely aged diplomat from Montpellier who had settled into Saïda like a maggot in bacon.

Estelle had recommended him.

Poulard would provide the necessary papers that the «Grand Saint Antoine» would need for her return voyage to Marseille. Naturally this favour was not free. Chataud had to accommodate Poulard in other ways.

So how could he refuse Poulard’s request to take the Turkish passengers on board?

Meanwhile, as he observed the Turkish envoy, an uneasy feeling crept over Chataud.

The man had, in the absence of a private cabin, arranged a relatively comfortable sleeping place for himself in the ship’s hold. He was not in the best of health and therefore needed rest. His three men slept on the upper deck. Having a stranger so close to the cargo – a cargo that was falsely declared – made Chataud additionally nervous. At the same time the man’s servants seemed to be watching the crew. Passengers on merchant ships were nothing unusual; in fact they were a welcome addition to the often low wages. But in this case Chataud would have preferred to sail without any extra ballast.

Perhaps this Turk was not really a complete stranger after all. Perhaps Premier Échevin Estelle wanted someone around who would keep an eye on Captain Chataud and the valuable cargo. Who could intervene if necessary should Chataud prove disloyal to his partners.

The captain of the «Grand Saint Antoine» frowned and shook his head. Perhaps he was only seeing ghosts. His nerves were simply badly strained.

They would finally be heading home now.

Chataud gazed pensively at a small cloud on the horizon. Nothing more must go wrong.

He emptied his glass and poured himself another.

5 April 1720, noon,

Abu Faris Lahud’s caravan,

43 miles east of Saïda

It seemed as if the entire sky were built of glaring light.

The crunching of sand beneath the camels’ hooves thundered in his ears like a giant mortar in which feverishly hot skulls were being ground to dust.

His mouth and throat felt as though they were stuffed with old palm fibre. His joints seemed pierced with thorns. Every step of the familiar animal drove the torment deeper and caused unimaginable pain.

It was not the heat of the desert that tormented him. It was an inner wasteland. A parched no-man’s-land from which there seemed to be only one way out.

He had been smelling the sickly, nausea-inducing stench for hours. This odour of death did not come from his surroundings or his camel. He realised it was rising from within him, from his very core.

He stared with blood-red, wide-open, pleading eyes into the merciless sun.

And while his senses tried to comprehend what was happening to him, the barren horizon of the Lebanese desert spun faster and faster around him. Like vultures circling a dying, wretched life before it became carrion. He thought he could hear the shrill cries of those vultures. Echoing, sharp and dull at the same time. Again and again, growing ever louder.

In this roaring, this din, only one thing became clear to him with overwhelming clarity.

He knew he was going to die.

*

The dry wasteland before them swallowed his thoughts. Trapped in the swaying rhythm of his camel, hypnotised, Halim drifted through the day in a dreamlike state. In the distance the wind howled as they slowly struggled over the many ridges on the path from Saïda to Damascus.

He could hardly wait to be home. With his bride.

Everything was good; life had been good to them.

The goods they had been entrusted with in Damascus about a month earlier had transformed a week ago. Turned into hard silver. Soon he and his younger brother would have enough saved to buy their own camels and thereby acquire shares in a caravanserai. Their parents could be proud of them.

There was almost something comical about it when Halim saw his brother Rasim, riding ahead of him, fall from the saddle. Like a bundle of straw, Rasim slid off his camel and hit the stony ground, where he lay motionless.

Halim was startled.

His heart pounded. What was wrong with his little brother?

“Akhi20, what’s wrong with you?” Halim quickly dismounted and hurried over to the motionless figure of his brother, wrapped in coarse dark-brown wool and lying in the hot sand. The wind played with his cloak.

Everything seemed utterly still in that moment. Halim heard only his own racing pulse.

“Hey, Rasim. Did you hurt yourself? Say something. Are you feeling sick? Do you need water?” He turned his younger brother onto his back and looked into his wide-open, bloodshot eyes. Rasim stared straight through him into the merciless, glaring sky. Dried, yellowish saliva had glued his sparse beard together.

Meanwhile, the other members of the caravan had gathered around the two brothers.

The camels bellowed impatiently.

A low rumble hung in the air. On the horizon a sandstorm seemed to be building. Like a great blood-thirsty army, chaos was approaching.

“What’s wrong with him?” asked Abu Faris, the leader of their train, visibly annoyed by the delay. “We must keep moving – this area isn’t safe.” He cast a nervous glance towards the oncoming storm.

“Wait!” Halim bared his brother’s upper body, hoping he would breathe more easily.

A murmur ran through the group as they saw the bloodshot swellings that covered Rasim’s armpits, groin and neck. The dry desert air carried a sickly stench of pus and decay into their nostrils.

With horror in their eyes, the men turned away and held the ends of their fyas21 over their faces. They knew only too well: under no circumstances must that foul vapour be inhaled, or the same fate would surely befall them.

Abu Faris, however, placed his hand on Halim’s shoulder. “He is dead. There is nothing more you can do for him.”

Halim shook his head in despair.

How could this be? Had Allah’s mercy abandoned them?

The men hurried to remount their animals and drove the camels forward with cries of “Yallah!” and blows from their sticks.

On the way back to their families with good money in their pouches, a dull fear gripped the members of the caravan. The three-day journey from Damascus to Saïda had been worth it after all. The Indian cloth had fetched a good price in Saïda.

But they had seen Rasim’s body. They recognised the signs. They had known them for a long time.

They had already seen them in Damascus. And the curse seemed to have followed them.

While two more men became aware of how hot their bodies felt and secretly felt for the painful swellings in their sweat-soaked armpits, tears ran down Halim’s face.

He covered his brother’s corpse with the cloak and began to pray.

The storm drew nearer.

And nothing could stop it.

5 April 1720, noon,

Epidermis

Homo sapiens

Xenopsylla cheopis22 is also called the Indian rat flea – although whether this particular representative of its species had ever actually seen India, we do not know. Its grandparents or great-grandparents, however, certainly knew the country. So let us simply call it “Xenopsylla”, detached from any nationality. Xenopsylla, well, it liked things warm and hairy. But what it liked even more was blood.

At the latter it was not particularly choosy. Whether the red juice came from a rat, a dog, a cat or a human – of course there were differences regarding hairiness and warmth – but in the end it was blood that Xenopsylla’s greed craved.

And now that his warm and hairy host, despite the desert sun, was no longer warm but merely hairy and no longer supplied fresh blood, the time had come to look for something else. As long as it was warm, hairy and full of blood.

For Xenopsylla was hungry.

Hungrier than ever.

For several days now every bite seemed to get stuck in its stomach. Something was blocking his digestion. And as is usually the case when ravenous hunger torments someone: its nerves were on edge.

It is therefore hardly surprising that the aforementioned representative of the genus Xenopsylla took a leap – it could jump up to 20 cm, a hundred times his body length and thus quite remarkable – and went in search of something new, hairy and warm.

Fortunately it was within reach.

Even a warm, hairy and blood-loving creature did not like having to hop uselessly over long distances.

*

Yersinia pestis23 on the other hand, a rod-shaped bacterium that was a thousand times smaller than the long-jumping, warm-hairy-and-blood-giving-loving flea, noticed nothing of that leap. Nor did its millions of siblings.

They were all safely ensconced as guests in the flea’s stomach.

For the sake of honesty, however, it must be noted here that they were somewhat abusing their guest rights. They had formed a plug that prevented them from being transported any further from the stomach towards the intestine. And where no Yersinia could pass, no blood meal could pass either. No wonder, then, that their host was increasingly suffering from stomach complaints and hunger.

It should also be mentioned in passing that the tiny rod-shaped bacteria had not yet heard of the fine-sounding name “Yersinia”. They would have to wait almost 180 years for that. Only then, thanks to a Swiss doctor, would they have their coming-out and be christened.

Until then, no one would know anything precise about their significance or even about their mere existence.

In that respect the flea had the advantage.

It was well enough known – and unpopular.

Even though humans had not yet understood the interplay between the flea and Yersinia.

Somehow this was rather sobering. After all, Yersinia had travelled far across the world and could trace its family tree back at least to primeval times.

One could even claim that Yersinia had writen part of men’s history – and a flea had supplied it with pen and ink. It had driven entire empires to ruin and depopulated whole regions. Not least, for example, it had helped bring the Dark Ages to an end and usher in the rebirth of ancient wisdom.

Would it be plagiarism to say: a small leap for a flea, a giant leap for mankind?

Our Yersinia remained indifferent to this ignorance of its surroundings and its immense importance.

One can hardly expect profound emotions, let alone pride or ambition, from a being composed of a cell membrane, two tiny rings of genetic material and a few primitive organelles.

It would be equally absurd to demand feelings of guilt in view of the millions of victims Yersinia had dragged to their deaths over the centuries.

5 April 1720, early in the afternoon,

Epidermis

Homo sapiens

No emotions, only being.

But perhaps a certain stir still passed through this creature as it and its siblings were flushed at that moment from the flea’s stomach into another life and immersed themselves in its body.

They had arrived.

And once again they would make history.

5 April 1720, early in the afternoon,

«Grand Saint Antoine»

The Levantine Sea, 33°60’ North, 34° 70’ East

Chataud’s gaze rested pensively on the waves of the Levantine Sea. His thoughts were clouded and confused. Like an Odyssey, they had drifted from their goal and had anchored in dozens of dangerous bays that had weighed heavily on his courage.

Dizziness came over him like an unexpected gust of wind.

He was just about to pour himself another glass of wine when there was an abrupt knock at the door of his cabin.

“Yes?” he called in a hoarse voice.

He hated being torn from his thoughts in this way. The door opened with a soft creak.

It was Joseph Saste de Salle24, the ship’s surgeon. – Although “surgeon” was actually too euphemistic a term for someone who trimmed beards, treated minor strains, lanced boils and otherwise knew as much about medicine as a simple butcher.

The stocky figure of the man and his notoriously dirty leather apron, as well as a certain indefinable odour that surrounded him like a dirty aura, had earned the ship’s doctor the nickname “Le Sale”25.

Nevertheless, in Chataud’s eyes “Le Sale” fulfilled his purpose.

Merely the fact that a merchant ship had its own surgeon on board could quite rightly be called a luxury. – Although “Le Sale’s” wages had been so cheap that they amounted to only a fraction of the fees charged by other Marseille surgeons.

De Salle’s gaze was dull and glassy, which made him look like an idiot because of his slight squint. Nevertheless, in Chataud’s eyes the man possessed a certain cunning, and one should not underestimate him.

The restless wandering of the ship’s barber’s gaze boded nothing good.

He seemed preoccupied with his own thoughts. Restlessly he shifted from one foot to the other. He looked first towards the captain, then back at the floor.

“What is it, Monsieur le Chirurgien?” Chataud asked impatiently. Actually, “Le Sale” had never come directly to him before to report anything. “Well, speak up!”

De Salle cleared his throat, swallowed hard and looked uneasily into a corner.

“Monsieur le Capitaine, we have a problem.”
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II. COMPLICATION

6 April 1720, afternoon,

«Grand Saint Antoine»

Off Cyprus, 34°70’ North, 33° 90’ East

Jean-Baptiste Giberton crossed himself. Then he spat three times onto the deck of the «Grand Saint Antoine», which was still smeared with red sand.

The Turk’s corpse lay wrapped in a piece of cloth on a wooden plank. It looked like a mummy, one of those cloth-wrapped ancient Egyptians. Except that it was not to be given to the desert sand in a tomb, but to the unfortunately once again rather rough sea. The sea seemed to dislike this. The waves rose high, green water reared against the ship’s planks, and the wind blew foamy spray into their faces.

It was not the first sea burial for the first officer of the «Grand Saint Antoine». God knows, he had served long enough as a sailor and finally as a mate on French warships. The wars under the Sun King had buried enough French oak and blood beneath the surface of the sea all around Europe.

Dozens, if not hundreds, of his comrades had received a watery grave. An all-too-early end for mostly young men who from birth had not been allowed to choose any other fate.

He, Giberton, had commanded them as mate back then, had fed them, seen to their quarters and to discipline. And had ultimately sent them to their deaths. Of course – if anyone entered the history books, it was the captains, or at least the fleet commanders. Regardless of how many thousands of individual fates the naval battles had cost.

An honourable sea burial had been granted to very few of his comrades.

Not even those who had survived the battles wounded, only to fall victim to the “art” of the ship’s surgeons before death finally claimed them anyway. What else were they supposed to do with so many corpses? Where were they to put the bodies eaten away by gangrene and fever, disfigured by the amputation of shattered limbs?

Morale had to be maintained. Thrown overboard at night, they finally found their rest.

And they haunted Giberton in his dreams.

Bitterly he looked towards the Turks. The three companions of the dead man stood at the rail.

Giberton held his coarse linen scarf in front of his face. Wisely, he had previously rubbed herbs from the ship’s galley into it. He had no intention of breathing in the foul breath of death from the Turk.

The fresh sea breeze was not enough. They all knew that the disease-causing vapours from corpses, those wretched miasmas, were sufficient to make one write one’s will.

And what had actually been the cause of the passenger’s death?

“Le Sale” had kept quiet about the details, but who on earth suffocated simply because he received a bale of cloth to the head.

Something here stank to high heaven – and it was not just the corpse.

Giberton spat. It was bad enough that he had to supervise this “ceremony”. But orders were orders and Captain Chataud insisted on it. The Turks had washed the corpse and rubbed it with some substance. And now they simply stood beside the body. How much longer was this farce going to last?

The oldest of the three bowed his head until his shaggy beard touched his chest, then closed his eyes, breathed deeply and spoke four times in succession in a sonorous voice:
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Giberton crossed himself again. Whatever they were muttering, the whole affair was unsettling to him and apparently to the Turks as well.

The three companions of the Ottoman were not at all happy about the procedure forced upon them.

Their friend should receive an earth burial oriented towards Mecca; that would be the least they could do, they said. And then something about a death angel who had to find him, otherwise there would be no resurrection.

Giberton laughed scornfully. As far as he was concerned, the death angel could dive all the way to the bottom of the sea. He realised the loudness of his laughter too late. The Turk standing closest looked at him, irritated.

What was there to demand from them?

The captain had been right to cut the discussion short. The fare had been paid, true, but the leader of the four – apparently a favourite of that fat jellyfish from Saïda, that consul Poulard – was stone dead. Either a sea burial for the one or a ship’s boat for all four and then “ship ahoy” until Larnaka.

They probably did not trust themselves to row the way. Giberton grinned. Miserable landlubbers. Or perhaps it was also the prospect of spending two days with a corpse under the blazing sun. In any case, that argument seemed to have convinced them.

In the end they had indeed wrapped him in cloth as ordered – ironically from exactly the same bale under which the man had been found dead.

“Cause et causalité.” 27 Giberton thought to himself.

Giberton’s gut feeling told him that this homeward voyage would not be easy. He was tired and wanted to go home. The sea had not claimed him so far, and it would not want him in his old age either. The only thing it wanted was to torment him.

And the only weapons he had against it were his sarcasm and his tough nature.

Giberton closed his eyes and felt the rocking of the planks beneath his feet. The events of the past day pressed upon him like the beggars in the streets of the Levant.

Things he knew, and things he suspected.

The day before, 5 April 1720, noon,

«Grand Saint Antoine»

The Levantine Sea, 33°67’ North, 34° 71’ East

They had replaced the topsail, which had sacrificed its existence in Capitaine Lefort’s life-saving maneuver for them when they had threatened to run aground on the reef.

This damned storm.

Now the crew was busy washing the red dust that stuck everywhere off the deck. The scrubbing water was blood-red. The same shade, as back then after the battles, when the ship’s barbers sawed off limbs, when the screaming of the wounded and the dying had replaced the noise of battle.

One could have thought one was standing in a butcher’s shop instead of on a ship’s deck.

Giberton’s stomach rumbled. He felt sick to the point of vomiting. However, it was not caused by his morbid thoughts; something had been plaguing his belly ever since they had been at sea.

From the corner of his eye he suddenly noticed unrest. Jean-Louis Crépitant and François Bosse came hurrying up on deck with ghostly pale faces. – And their ashen complexion this time might not have been due to the fact that the two of them always liked to hide below deck, far from the sunlight, and were doing God knows what.

“Cargo already secured?” Giberton asked them suspiciously in a gruff tone.

Crépitant and Bosse were well known for shirking hard work. Accordingly, it had not surprised Giberton that the two had volunteered for the cleanup work in the hold. Especially not in view of the fact that that wretched panic-monger Audibert with his tales about the origin of the rigging had already caused more than enough unrest among the crew.

“Maître Giberton, please forgive us,” Bosse stammered with downcast eyes, “but unfortunately we have not yet been able to finish our work. The reason …”

“Then get back below deck and don’t show your faces again until you have carried out your orders!”

Bosse shook his lowered head: “Maître Giberton, perhaps you would like to come and see for yourself. We have found the one Turk. He is dead.”

Giberton took a deep breath.

Bodies on board were always a problem. It made the men nervous. And him too. A bad omen. Some quickly sensed a curse as well. Moreover, every death had to be explained. Otherwise unpleasant questions threatened, a “Patente brute”28 and the bloddy long quarantine29. Damned health authorities.

On the other hand, the regulations of the “Bureau de Santé” seemed to be proving their worth. For almost a hundred years there had been no more plague outbreaks in Marseille. In the hundred years before, however, there had been five.

This was certainly due in part to the health passes, the “Patentes de santé,” for ships, their goods, crews, and passengers.

Plague in the country of origin, in an intermediate port, or contact with a ship that had plague on board could turn a “Patente nette” into a “Patente susceptible,” if not even a “Patente brute.” And so a one-week quarantine quickly became one that lasted at least a month. And this stay would not be spent somewhat comfortably in the lazaretto, but on Île Jarre30. Not to mention the cargo, which, instead of in the warehouse, would then be exposed to the weather under the open sky in the lazaretto. – With corresponding consequences depending on the durability of the goods.

Years ago, during his time in the royal navy, Giberton had already spent a month on the quarantine island.

This damned, barren rock that rises out of the sea like a broken, rotting tooth. This dry lump of stone in the middle of nowhere off Marseille. Close to home and yet so far away, as if one were at the other end of the world. And then those unreliable supply ships; sometimes they came with water and provisions, sometimes not.

Exposed to wind and weather. As if one had died and neither Heaven nor Hell would take one in. A purgatory on earth.

*

Bosse had rarely wished so strongly to be somewhere else. After a brief inspection, Giberton had ordered them to assist the ship’s surgeon in examining the corpse.

Accordingly, they had spread out a large piece of cloth from the bale under which they had found the dead Turk on the floor of the hold and laid the body on it. The liquid in the bilge had soaked through the dead man’s clothing. It already stank of decay.

De Salle cursed as he tried to open the Turk’s chest with his amputation knife and a saw. “Hold the lamp straight, Bosse. After all, this is a scientific examination.”

Bosse was disgusted by “Le Sale’s” behavior. The man apparently felt honored and was showing off accordingly in his dirty, sticky manner.

François Bosse and Jean-Louis Crépitant looked into each other’s eyes and had to suppress a malicious grin. “Le Sale” and “science”; the ship’s surgeon could barely manage to open and cauterize the pus-filled boils that they regularly got at sea from injuries on ropes or rough planks.

And now he suddenly considered himself a man of science.

With disgust in his eyes, Bosse looked at the dead Turk. The sickly-sweet, harsh stench of decay in the stale air of the lower deck made him gag. Crépitant seemed to feel no differently. He had even vomited when, while turning the body, they had seen a stream of pus pouring from its mouth.

So delicate, the little Crépitant, Bosse grinned and looked down in the light of the lantern.

“Clearly suffocated,” “Le Sale” stated. “Quite obvious. He must have come under the cargo that fell during the storm while he was asleep. Unconscious from the blow, he then got no more air under all that cloth and suffocated.”

What Bosse saw on the corpse, however, were the wide-open, bloodshot eyes. In addition, yellowish mucus that had dried on the Turk’s lips and in his beard. And what was inside the man’s chest looked similar.

The naked body – “Le Sale” had insisted that Bosse and Crépitant undress the corpse – was covered with violet-black spots. On the neck, in the groin, and in the armpits, Bosse saw grotesque swellings that stretched the dead man’s skin in a livid manner.

“But, Monsieur le Chirurgien,” Bosse could not help asking, “what about all those black spots on his body? Back home in Marseille in 1718 they hanged this Ranucci and then chained his corpse to a wild stallion, dragged it naked through the streets. – Served him right, the wretched child murderer. When they hung him on the nag, I was able to see his naked, strangled corpse long enough. He had been suffocated – but he certainly had no such spots.”

De Salle cleared his throat and looked down at the sailor from above. He wiped the bloody amputation knife on his apron.

“Bosse, who is the physician here?”

Bosse shrugged, looked at Crépitant, and put on an artificially puzzled expression.

“Le Sale” let nothing show. “Of course I noticed the spots. Syphilis. Who knows where he was banging around. Hopefully not in the same establishment as you two, otherwise I’ll have a damn lot more to do during our return voyage.”

Crépitant crossed himself.

Bosse’s gaze reflected mistrust. He knew when he was being led up the garden path. Syphilis? He knew the “mal de Naples”31 only too well. For obvious reasons it was all too familiar among seafarers. A kind of occupational disease. But what he saw before him – and smelled – had nothing to do with syphilis.

At that moment the «Grand Saint Antoine» leaned into the wind and her hull creaked loudly.

Suddenly an incredible stench rose from the corpse. In the lower part of the chest, brown fluid welled up.

Bosse held his scarf in front of his face.

He prayed.

As the eldest son of a lonely widow who was waiting in the Quartier la Tourette32 in Marseille until he finally came home with his pay, he suspected that what he was smelling could mean his ruin.

His heart beat faster. Was his fate now sealed? This wretched stench! This wretched “Le Sale,” who obviously had no idea about anything!

“Well, I believe my duty here is done. Under which cloth did the infidel take his last breath?” asked the ship’s barber. Crépitant dutifully pointed to the cloth under the dead man.

“Then roll the corpse up in it. That may be his fate, in God’s name. I’ll spare myself of sewing him up. He’s fish food anyway.”

De Salle turned away and went back up to the upper deck. He wanted to go to Capitaine Chataud.

Immediately.

At that moment Bosse noticed a slight itching on his ankle. Unconsciously he brushed over it with the flat of his hand.

A flea made a jump.

5 April 1720, noon,

«Grand Saint Antoine»

The Levantine Sea, 33°67’ Nor, 34° 71’ East

Yersinia pestis had arrived. Finally in the warmth. Fleas might be efficient means of transport, but they were hardly comfortable with their 24-degree body temperature.

As Yersinia was now carried along with millions of her kind through the 37-degree warm lymph of a human, her vital spirits awakened. Here it was pleasant to stay.

But first she had to arm herself against dangers. She covered her delicate skin with a very special armor. A kind of capsule. Thus equipped, she could begin her conquest. For enemies lurked here. True monsters. Dragons that had to be defeated. Phagocytes that could swallow something like her in one gulp.

Yet thanks to the armor, these phagocytes now broke their teeth on her.

Thus strengthened, she set off for the place where most of the phagocytes lurked. Into the lion’s den, as it were.

A lymph node.

It was right there that she would settle down and devote herself to her multiplication.

But that was far from all the tricks she was capable of. – She could even fly. Or at least almost. A protective coat would enable her to survive in the lung mucus and thus travel directly from one human to another without freezing in the cold-blooded fleas. She would make sure there was enough coughing for that.

But she would save this trick for later.

5 April 1720, afternoon,

«Grand Saint Antoine»

The Levantine Sea, 33°75’ North, 34° 65’ East

“Monsieur le Capitaine. We have a problem.”

Chataud heard the weight in “Le Sale’s” voice. A dull feeling spread in his stomach.

What on God’s earth had happened now? He took a chair and motioned de Salle to sit down. A glass of wine followed the invitation. De Salle accepted gratefully and emptied the glass in one gulp.

“The Turk who was sleeping in the hold is dead.”

Chataud raised his eyebrows: “Dead? An accident? During the storm?”

“At first glance, yes. Bosse and Crépitant found him under a fallen bale of cloth while re-securing the cargo.”

Chataud leaned toward the ship’s barber in disbelief: “De Salle, we are talking about cloth, not stone blocks.”

“I know, obviously he was too weak to get out from under it.”

“Too weak?” Chataud refilled the glasses.

De Salle nodded.

“The Turk’s body is covered with swellings. Black-blue. As if something had beaten him from the inside out. I opened two of the swellings and deep yellow pus gushed out under pressure. Pus also flowed from his lungs.”

Chataud looked at “Le Sale” with disgust and noticed the yellowish, greasy stains on his apron.

“I have never seen anything like this with my own eyes, but in the port of Saïda such deaths were talked about. It was said that in Damascus thousands were sick with a plague, and in Saïda it was only just beginning.”

“A plague…?” Chataud asked suspiciously.

“Yes, Capitaine, I believe it is the …”

Chataud abruptly slammed his fist on the table. De Salle’s glass toppled over. The cheap wine spilled and ran across the table like diluted, sick blood.

Chataud stood up jerkily and held his aching hand in front of his mouth. He looked out of his cabin window toward the horizon again.

“We have a ‘Patente nette’.”

De Salle swallowed hard. “Of course, mon Capitaine.”

“You yourself say it was an accident. The man got under a bale of cloth during the storm and suffocated.”

“Of course, suffocated. An accident.”

Chataud turned around and looked “Le Sale” in the eyes: “It may be in your own interest that the crew and, moreover, any person – especially the officials in the upcoming ports – understand this matter correctly. No matter what you concoct in your head: it was an accident. Think carefully about what you wish to testify. One might even say that your future path in life, your fate, depends on it.”

“But of course, mon Capitaine. An isolated case. A tragic accident. No question about it. It lies in my interest. The crew will understand. And the officials are interested only in what is written on the paper of your health pass anyway.”

“I will appreciate your understanding, de Salle. And Premier Échevin Estelle surely will as well. We will land on Cyprus in two days.”

Chataud paused briefly and then looked de Salle in the eyes. “Someone once told me that Muslims want to bury their dead within one day of passing. Something about a death angel and escort and the like. We should not prevent them from honoring this tradition.”

“Mon Capitaine,” de Salle stood up, bowed briefly and wiped the spilled wine from the table with his apron. Then he left the cabin.

Chataud looked with disgust at the streaks that de Salle’s wiping had left behind. Then he clenched his hands into fists. His fingernails dug into the flesh of his palms.

Home seemed gradually within reach, and with it the profit from the cargo.

At the cloth fair in Beaucaire on 22 July he would make his fortune. For that, however, they had to arrive in Marseille in time.

Delay could not be tolerated.

And therefore no rumors that could provoke an extended quarantine.

*

Giberton was summoned to the captain’s cabin.

The first officer’s stomach rumbled. First the storm, then the dead man. This return voyage did not stand under a good omen.

“Mon Capitaine?”

“Giberton, this dead passenger, an unfortunate matter … obviously suffocated, as de Salle was able to determine. A tragic accident. But no one had told the fellow he absolutely had to spend the night in the hold.”

Chataud looked piercingly at Giberton until the latter began to nod, thereby showing that he had no objections to what had been said.

Chataud cleared his throat: “Well, the man was apparently very close to Consul Poulard’s heart. See to it that he receives a proper burial. His companions will have to commit him to the sea. You know the regulations. And make sure that everything the Turk came into close contact with also goes overboard. Thanks to Audibert we already have enough rumors gnawing at our strength like leeches.”

Giberton nodded again.

From his experience, the captain’s expression had immediately made one thing clear to him: whatever had happened to the Turk, now was neither the time nor his place to ask questions. Giberton was used to that from the navy. Sometimes a man was forced
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