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      The secret hovered over the town at night. Five-score dreaming sleepers emitted sighs that clustered, crow-like, above their heads. No storks perched on chimneys. Only sighs and dark thoughts seethed above the rooftops, and their gathering force caused those not leaving to wake in the night, as if made uncomfortable by the stretching of the silver threads that joined all kinsmen. When the swordmakers left, they would go lightly, but they would sever the ties that bound them. Deep inside, the townsfolk felt the force of families pulling away. Children tossed and turned, crying out single words heard at the end of whispered conversations: king, boat, bridge. These words flocked over the houses alongside the sighs and dark thoughts, writing messages to be read by anyone with the eyes to look.

      And what were these dark thoughts? Out of the night came the dream thieves, their beady eyes roving over sleeping forms, judging how much effort was needed to pierce baby flesh and rip out a still-beating heart, how much guile to lift a sleeping eyelid and pluck out a tear-ridden eye, how much force to part soft lips and pull out milk teeth. The dream thieves tiptoed back into the night, pockets rattling with their harvest. To the observer, the plundered bodies were just sleeping. There was nothing to see here. Easier by far to shut the book of dreams and look the world in the eye.

      So, the dream thieves had set the swordmakers running towards the promise of gold. For gold is what lit their fevered dreams – gold and far-off shores. A hundred dreamers would soon slip downstream in the night. One heart plucked from a town might go unnoticed, but a hundred hearts would leave bloody wounds behind them, and once gone, there could be no coming back. The strongest of locks and bolts would not keep the dream thieves out. They would slide underneath doors, as slender as shadows. They would flow down chimneys like air. They would slip through knots in the wood as if made of moonlight. There could be no coming home.
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        * * *

      

      To Hermann Mohll, the decision to leave Solingen was as huge as jumping off a mountain. No fall could cause more pain than creating a chasm in the family. To cross the water to England and never see one another again. There was no way to make it kind, this leaving, but staying wasn’t kind either. People had started looking over their shoulders and whispers took on greater meaning than in times past. Some had vanished. There were mutterings of purges. There were dark tales with sharp teeth. Tales of people flung in deep pits. Tales of people imprisoned. Tales of people silenced. All for the use of one word over another. No one knew for certain how many had boarded ships and left, or why. A terrible darkness must stalk the borders of their dreams to make men tied so fast to this town move away. Was there a dark hand at work? Or was fear of a dark hand enough to cause men to run? And what were they running from?

      Fear is what they were running from. Fear of having no work. Fear of losing the roof from over their heads. Fear of losing the gold from their pockets. Fear of losing the bread from their tables. Anyone with half an eye could see there were too many swordmakers in Solingen. They would sail to England and the islanders would wonder why the Germans had left their own land. Well, let them wonder.
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        * * *

      

      Early in the evening, night had begun to cover the earth, and in the sky, the slender crescent moon tipped a horn to bright Venus. Every day, Hermann had walked this riverbank with the Wupper singing in his ears. The river rushed towards him, hurrying towards the Rhine, the great river that would take them to the German Sea, the expanse of grey water that would separate his family from their birthplace. For this, they’d leave a warm hearth in a cosy town. A town that had become less cosy lately. Still, it was a necessary journey and if they were to make it to their new home, they must let the sea take them there on its back. Hermann was ready.

      When he came to the old elm tree outside home, he stopped and stood, hands on hips, leaning backwards and staring at the trunk.

      Liesl appeared at the door, clutching her one-eared pup, and called out, ‘Father! Look! My tooth has finally come out. Griselda nearly ate it.’ She walked towards him, holding up the tiny pearl, which the grey pup lunged at.

      ‘Ah well, you must leave it out for the mouse one last time,’ Hermann said. ‘Give that fat pup a bone to work her teeth on and stop petting her all the time. She’s meant to be a forge hound.’ He smoothed his beard and moustaches and turned his attention back to the tree.

      ‘Mother says supper will be ready in half an hour.’ She followed his gaze upwards. ‘Have you lost something?’

      ‘Lost? Only my youth. Look.’ He pointed. ‘See that heart and those initials. That’s me, HM and your mother, KG. I carved it when we were courting. The tree was a bit smaller in those days.’

      ‘It’s too dark to see anything.’ Liesl peered up into the branches. ‘It’s too high up. A tree can grow a lot in a few years.’

      ‘And so may a girl.’ Hermann patted his daughter’s flaxen hair. ‘You must stop growing soon or you’ll overtake your mother and even me.’

      ‘I might stop.’ She grinned. ‘And I might not. Don’t forget to come in for supper soon. Grandmother Mohll says she’s in danger of fading away.’

      ‘The sun will fade before your grandmother,’ he said. ‘Tell your mother I’ll be in soon. Go on.’

      He listened to the waterwheel turning for a while and slid down to unclog some fallen blossom before going into the forge to sort out his tools. The smaller pieces would go with them, but the grinding wheels and the anvils would stay behind. His mother might sell them, unless the guild beat her to it.

      The sorting of possessions was a death of sorts – the death of their former life and of all they’d known. Each family could take a few choice belongings with them. Of course, people wanted to take more than permitted and there’d been endless trading, but there was no need for more than one of each item, so hard choices were made between this copper pan and that one, this grandmother’s quilt and that one, and so it went on. The choosing, the packing, the gathering in of the corners of the cloth that held their lives. These meagre belongings their sole talisman against the great unknown.

      He would take his favourite hammers, and those that had belonged to his father, but to take even half of what he wanted would sink a ship. If only there were enough work for every family, they might be spared this heartache. Once over, the forges ran at full capacity and when there was too much work it was passed from one family to another. But change came, bringing with it gaps between orders and with the gaps, uncertainty. Orders were gobbled up, making tiring days to complete work, ready to snatch the next order. Tempers frayed and the families of even kind men found their ears burning from harsh words and those with less kind men suffered more than words, and so, like barber-surgeons, blademakers must follow war, this time to England. Twenty families would vanish into the night and sail to that small island.

      ‘Resting on the long bench again, Mohll?’

      Hermann turned to the doorway to see his friend, Adam Oligh, a man as fair as Hermann was dark.

      ‘Stealthy as ever, big Oligh. You’ve caught me pondering what to take and what to leave behind.’

      Oligh laughed. ‘Careful, if you’re left behind, who’ll show the useless English cutlers how it’s done?’ He hefted a hammer. ‘Are you taking this?’

      ‘Not that one,’ Hermann said. ‘Ach, they’ve some decent enough jewellers and hiltmakers, I suppose, and importers.’

      ‘Not like you to be so kind to inferior workmen.’ Oligh replaced the hammer. ‘Imagine the shame of having to import your blades.’

      ‘The tariffs likely pain them more than their incompetence,’ Hermann said. ‘English protectionism at work, short-sighted as ever, with one hand of government working against the other to spare their tradesmen at the cost of their soldiers.’ The English were a funny breed.

      His friend ran a thumb over a chisel and began sharpening it.

      ‘Thousands of blades they’ve had from us,’ said Oligh.

      ‘So?’ said Hermann. ‘It lines our German pockets and if Englishmen want our sharp swords to pierce their neighbours’ hides all the faster, so be it. When you’ve finished sharpening the chisel, pass me that peen hammer.’

      Oligh passed the hammer. ‘Your father’s?’

      Hermann nodded and weighed it in his hand, remembering the hand that had made it. Both sides of Hermann’s family had worked with metal. They’d bought metal, forged metal and sold metal. Commerce was the rusty silt in their blood that attracted them to all types of metal: steel for his father and gold for his mother. He smiled to himself. Father had always argued that his swords helped people defend themselves, their families and their lands, but Mother always had the last word, ‘Blades are no defence against the dark wolf who devours the sweet breath of our children. The wolf who pulls at their bedclothes and leads them down wending forest paths into the heart of hell.’ Hermann grimaced at his mother’s description of poverty and put away the memory as he tucked the hammer into a leather roll and secured it tightly.

      English purses were said to be as deep as their thirst for war and he wondered how their purses had become so richly lined when they were such a small nation. Still, an Englishman’s gold was as good as a German’s, even if his blades weren’t, and it was a short step from importing blades to importing bladesmiths. There was little holding the swordmakers here beyond love of the land and their families. By leaving, they’d break their residency vows, but they might manage to keep their guild oaths in England. Twenty families were going out. Would that be enough to build a new Solingen? They should bear enough children to keep the forges running and keep their secrets, but eyes would wander and hearts with them. Fine intentions wouldn’t keep their secrets when the human heart was so fallible.

      Oligh tapped a file on the back of Hermann’s hand. ‘Wake up, Mohll. I asked if Katrin feels any better about going.’

      ‘No. Not really.’ His wife was still upset about being taken away from her mother and sisters.

      ‘When are you going to tell your mother? Old Anna won’t like it and you can’t leave it any longer.’

      Hermann tested a knife blade with his thumb. ‘Tonight,’ he said. ‘I’ll do it tonight.’ He ran the blade down his forearm where it shaved away a swathe of dark-brown hair. ‘If I can find the right words.’

      ‘I doubt such words exist where Anna Mohll is concerned,’ said Oligh. ‘May God go with you.’
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        * * *

      

      Hermann’s mother sat by the window with her cherrywood chest open before her, sorting her latest lot of broken gold rings, bracelets and chains into its numerous compartments. She glanced out on her stunted juniper tree.

      ‘It’s time you told me what’s going on, Son.’ She looked up at him. ‘Katrin’s eyes are red all day and Liesl is as pale as the moon.’

      He sat next to her and took her hand. ‘The English king has bought our blood and we’re packing up and sailing to his island. Will you come with us, Mother?’

      ‘It’s not right for man to be on water. We’re not fish.’ She shook his hand away and swept a dozen rings into her hand before placing them in a tiny drawer. ‘Our maker put us on earth to breathe air. Next, you’ll want to fly like a bird.’

      ‘If you won’t put to sea,’ he said, ‘we’ll have to leave you here.’

      She smoothed her skirts across her knees, thin hands and thin knees always, but thinner now. Brown hair gone to silver. Bones visible, and veins. Her skin was fading – her last boundary in life before merging with the earth.

      ‘So leave me here. I see you looking, Son, I know it as well as you do: my hair is silver and my skin is thinner than Bible paper. Not long left to me.’ She waved a hand above her head, a dismissal. ‘You go. I can always make broth from old bones and the church will bury me when my time comes.’

      He was used to this stoic act, and although she was ageing, her eyes were still bright amber and her mind was sharp enough. Leaving wasn’t an easy choice, but it was a good chance, and he couldn’t change his mind because he had to do right by his wife and daughter.

      ‘I believe the church would bury you, Mother, but it won’t come to that.’

      ‘Oh, it will come to that, and soon, but don’t let me spoil your plans,’ she said. ‘Most of my life is behind me now. My bones are old, but they’ll serve me well enough for the years left to me, which can’t be many. Besides, I have steel in my spine and I must stay to tend my juniper–’

      ‘Mother! Not that infernal tree again. Don’t go dipping your ladle into the past and serving it up within earshot of Liesl.’

      ‘You coddle that girl, Hermann. If you’re going to take her away, she needs to hear my tales and carry them with her so they’re never forgotten.’

      Was he coddling his daughter? His mother was barely older than Liesl when the shadow wolf had visited her. If his own mother was old enough to live through the rage that came to her town that night, was his daughter old enough to listen to the tale of it? It was a tale that needed telling again and again until the poison left his mother, but he didn’t want it leaching into Liesl. He caught himself drumming his fingers on the table.

      ‘Look at you,’ she said. ‘Never able to sit still from being a boy. Yours is an energy best tamed in the forge.’

      ‘We’ll miss you if you won’t come to England with us, Mother, but we’ll write.’

      ‘Don’t bother,’ she snapped. ‘Paper can’t hold love, the heat of tears or the crack of laughter.’

      The worst half of him was relieved. He loved his mother, of course he did, but her eyes were never still and always sweeping her grandchild for smuts, poor tailoring or pallor so she might castigate his wife through pointed glances and remarks. Still, there was nothing to stop his mother’s thoughts taking wing over the sea and nestling in his heart, or worse, in his family’s hearts, bringing more coldness and spite.

      ‘We’ll send you cakes, Mother. Love can be baked into a cake that might survive the weeks at sea.’

      ‘But not the nibbles from needy teeth and no cake tastes as good as when eaten under the eye of the one who baked it,’ she said. ‘No letters, no cakes, but I’ll carry you all here.’

      She thumped her heart. Knowing his wily old mother, her heart was probably also made of steel. What was this? A ruse to keep them here?

      ‘Mother, I…’

      ‘Don’t “Mother” me, Hermann,’ she said. ‘I’ll survive, but this decision has sharp edges. It will cleave families – some together and some apart. Life can change in the blink of an eye, and shortages of food or work create hate. Where hate bides, war follows, which might be needed for trade, but while you’re a grand smith, you’re no soldier.’ She paused for breath. ‘Don’t look at me like that because you know I’m right.’

      His mother was right. He wouldn’t fare well in a fight for his life. Of necessity, he could wield a sword and knew its balance, its edge. It must be fit to kill, but he wasn’t a killer. He was no soldier and couldn’t march off to war, sword at his side, ready to plunge it into his countrymen. He lacked the hate necessary because that part of him was hammered out into the metal to speed the soldier on his way. He wasn’t a warrior. But now, poverty was at the gate, which meant hate was coming again, and with it, the spectre of the shadow wolf. They should take the chance, step into the waterways and bleed out of Germany, into the sea and onwards to a safe harbour.

      After a while, he agreed. ‘You’re right, Mother,’ he said. ‘Leaving will be a deep cut to the heart. It’ll be hard for Katrin’s mother, and for you, but my main worry is breaking our residency vows and our guild oaths–’

      ‘Pah! Vows and oaths.’ His mother waved her hand in front of her face. ‘Don’t feel bad about taking secrets to England,’ she said. ‘They’re not ours, anyway. Not by rights. Our knights stole the blades from the Holy Land, but that wasn’t enough, so they went back and stole the men.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘Milked their secrets from them.’

      This was an uncomfortable truth. Everything he knew about sharp edges and pliability had been plundered. In much the same way as the running wolf blademark had been plundered from Passau. Now he’d continue the fine tradition and steal the mark away to England.

      ‘Families have been leaving this town for centuries,’ she said. ‘The Mohlls weren’t the first and they won’t be the last.’ His mother poured a handful of knotted chains into a drawer and closed it before locking her chest of gold. ‘Now, tell me which side you’ve chosen.’

      ‘Side?’ He glanced at her. ‘I hope not to choose a side.’

      ‘Spoken like a true arms merchant.’ She laughed. ‘England is at war with itself. It’s a land divided and the people there love their neighbours only to hate them.’

      He blinked at this but didn’t point out that his mother had lived most of her life in a country determined to tear itself apart from the inside.

      ‘It’s the same the world over,’ he said, nodding at the cherrywood chest. ‘Who can blame us for following the gold?’

      ‘I suppose you must,’ she said. ‘Now, when you choose a side, choose the one that looks least like losing and keep your choice to yourself. Don’t even think about it. Thoughts can be plucked from the air and have your neck stretched. Don’t pull such faces – it makes you look like your father.’

      He considered this awhile. There were Solingen men already in the south of England – some had followed the old king and there were rumours they’d been slung in gaol for their trouble. The thought made him shiver, but they’d lived to tell the tale. He was roused from these thoughts by his mother poking him in the side.

      ‘Hermann, pay attention. What’s the temper of the land set aside for you?’

      ‘It lies next to the bend of a fast river in a deep valley not far from Scotland–’

      ‘Scotland?’ She snorted. ‘A barbarous nation, their men are nothing but mercenaries, take it from me. A deep valley may be useful for secrecy but not for safety. Always keep marshland to your back. Horses don’t like it so they seek out firmer terrain. Sucking bogs have saved many a town.’ She nodded to herself. ‘Many but not all. You must sleep with one eye open.’

      ‘Mother, you worry too much.’

      Hermann smiled, but it was a smile worn to mask other feelings.

      ‘We’re going to a place of safety.’

      ‘Near to Scotland? Don’t be so innocent, Son. You come from the marches. Living on a border means living like a pendulum. First one ruler and then the next. First one religion and then the next. Be ready to swing whichever way you need to. You have steel running through you, but you must bend to survive. Take it from one who knows.’ She smoothed her apron over her knees. ‘Now, how will you break it to the girl that her pup must stay here with me?’
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          MORPETH GAOL, 1703

        

        
          
            [image: Drawing of a bunch of gaol keys.]
          

        

      

    

    
      The kitchen porter came all the way to Morpeth from Wallington Hall in the middle of the night, supposedly to lumber me with a lame turnspit dog. Reckoned it was an arithmetic dog – puts down some legs and carries others – and laughed himself giddy. The daft creature had leapt from the kitchen wheel when his partner wasn’t quick enough to spell him off and he’s no good to the big hall now. Daft of the dog to risk his neck for freedom, but dogs have no fear of the wrath of God. No such luck for the likes of me.

      Long-bodied he is, black-backed and grey-bellied, curtailed and with stumpy legs. Ugly, miserable and lousy. He’ll fit in here well enough. Roasting Jack, I’ve called him, and he was easy enough to fix. A matter of binding his hind leg to a lat with a strip of linen. He was a good lad and scarcely whimpered. Won’t make much of a ratter with that limp but he’ll do till the county can get another man in and he’ll make me a canny footwarmer for the dark nights. Won’t be well fed like at the hall but he was happy enough to share my potted char.

      Turns out the porter wasn’t only here on an errand of mercy. No surprises there. Who’d come all that way at that hour just to fob me off with a lame dog? He could barely wait to tip me the wink. ‘Glad tidings, Robert,’ he said. ‘There’ll be no rest for the wicked this side of Candlemas so best prepare yourself for a busy Yuletide.’

      Robert, indeed. Such a smirk on him. ‘That’s Mr Tipstaff to you,’ I told the fat wastrel. Likely broke the little dog’s leg himself to give him an excuse to gallop over here with his juicy titbits. Thought he was rubbing my nose in it and hoped to ruin my Christmas. Little does he know that hardly a penny piece goes in a keeper’s pocket till the prisoner puts it there so the laugh’s on him. I’m not like that lazy lump, drawing his monthly crown for lugging a few turnips about.

      A lean month for gaolers, December, because no man enjoys prison at this time of year. They’ll move heaven and earth to get surety and go home. So the porter’s news means plenty of bread and ale for me this Christmas and it’s good news for the turnkey as well. Bit extra coin never goes amiss with all those mouths to feed. Not a problem I have anymore.

      Porter reckoned the whole coast is up in arms – east and west – with dozens of paid men out hunting some foreign fellow. Sailed into Jarrow Keys from Rotterdam along with a boatload of Scots and Irish soldiers. The main roads are under guard, fast horses are galloping from county to county, the big houses are under watch and innkeepers are under orders to check every stranger beneath their roofs.

      We’ve not had so much excitement since last month when Farmer Thompson found his prize heifer in the branches of a cherry tree. That’s the Great Tempest for you. Never known weather like it. Ships blown off course and hundreds of sailors killed. The south’s borne the brunt of it by all accounts.

      All those good men killed and yet this naughty foreigner survives and has us running about after him in the middle of winter. This chasing around comes at the command of the queen’s right-hand man, the Earl of Nottingham: Dismal Daniel, the most funereal of all the black Finches.

      Dismal might well have the great and good dancing after his pipe, but all this gadding about has to be hurting him deep in the pocket. Or hurting Queen Anne, more like.

      The foreigner must be very interesting to set so many important hares running in the heart of winter. What’s he done to cause such a hue and cry?

      Pity help this foreign chap when they catch him, especially if he’s from warmer climes. Winter in gaol soon saps a man’s strength and spirit. Morpeth’s colder than a witch’s tit even in the summer months. Beyond me why they do it, these men, risking their necks for heaven knows what reward. They never get away with it. I’ll get some clean straw in ready for him and he can take his chances in with Walter the coiner. Old Walt will be glad of some company in his final days. Still, the cold might save the county a length of rope in the long run.
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      Hermann hadn’t seen a soul for miles as they followed the meandering river. Finally, in the heart of the hills, they passed a big house, a mill, an inn and a couple of hovels. Along the road from the port, people had come out to cheer or jeer at the caravan of wagons going past, but their new home looked bereft of anyone. After the busyness of Newcastle, the tiny hamlet of Shotley Bridge was entirely quiet, apart from the rushing river.

      When the wagons slowed, the drivers leapt down to unshackle the horses and led them to the water. A terrace of houses followed the sweep of the river. Built from blond stone, they were wholly different to the half-timbered home they’d left behind with its black shutters and deep roof. These English houses had two floors, with small-paned windows on each, and doors that faced onto the road. As far as he could hear, there were no waterwheels nearby, so their forges weren’t joined to their homes. In the middle of the terrace was a chapel that was plain, even by Lutheran standards. At least the English had kept their word and his countrymen would be free to follow their own worship. It might please Katrin. A dog barked in the distance and Griselda gave an answering bark.

      Liesl hugged her pup. ‘Listen to you, Hündchen, making new friends already. You hounds must speak the same language the world over.’

      Katrin clicked her tongue. ‘At least the hound will have some friends.’

      ‘You’ve got me, Mother.’ Liesl leant forwards. ‘And don’t forget Grandmother Mohll. She’s here, too. Shall I wake her up now?’

      ‘No, you should not,’ Katrin said. ‘We’ve enough to do without her causing mischief.’

      Hermann widened his eyes at his daughter and shook his head. There was no winning with his wife when she was tired like this.

      Katrin inspected their new surroundings. ‘There’s nothing here. A bridge, and that’s about all. It makes my heart feel quite hollow. Have we really agreed to come to such a godforsaken place in the name of gold?’

      ‘For now, Katrin, let’s try to find our feet.’ Hermann took her hand. ‘We have each other. In time, your heart might fill with love for this new home.’

      ‘I doubt it.’ She ran an eye from the doorstep to the ridge of the roof, measuring their new home with her eyes. ‘See how short the door is and how low the ceilings – the English must imagine we’re dwarves.’

      Liesl giggled and waved at the Schimmelbusch boy as his family’s wagon arrived.

      ‘Dwarves?’ Hermann looked at his wife. ‘Katrin, if you could hear yourself sometimes.’ He stepped down from the wagon and stood in front of the houses. They weren’t bad. Just different to home. Smaller and more huddled together, a bit like the English. ‘Scrimping on stone, most likely. It can’t be cheap.’ He glanced through the window at the small room inside. ‘Besides, none of us are so tall we’re in any danger of scraping our heads on the ceilings.’ He laughed and turned back to his daughter. ‘Except you, Liesl, if you don’t stop growing soon.’

      But his wife’s arms were folded and the set of her mouth spoke of her determination not to like the place. Katrin tossed her head and a blonde ringlet sprang free from her hood. She caught it and tucked it back in.

      ‘Tears would well even in your mother’s dry eyes at the sight of such ugly houses.’

      ‘Hush Katrin, please.’ He glanced at his sleeping mother. ‘Not so loud or the drivers will hear you.’ The folks hereabouts looked to live in cheap shacks that must have taken three or four hours to build. How would they feel, hearing his wife griping about their new house? It wouldn’t do, giving the English any cause to resent them more than they already must. He held out a hand. ‘Here, let me help you down from the wagon.’

      Katrin ignored his hand and climbed down by herself. ‘They won’t understand us anyway.’

      ‘I suppose you’re right,’ he said. ‘Liesl, stop sitting there like one o’clock half-struck and take your hound to the river for a drink. Try not to get under anyone’s feet – especially any feet wearing horseshoes.’

      At the end of the terrace, a sandy-haired man with long moustaches came out of a house and spoke to some of the wagon drivers. One of them pointed at Hermann and the man waved and started walking over.

      ‘Wait, Liesl.’ Hermann pointed towards the man. ‘See, that must be the Newcastle swordmaker, Herr Carnforth. Stay a minute and say hello to him. Katrin, I know you’re worn out, but please try to be pleasant.’

      The sandy-haired man came towards them, beaming, and introduced himself in curiously accented German that made him hard to understand.

      ‘Here you all are, bone weary, seasick and thin from your voyage, with a one-eared pup to boot. Good day to you, little grey one.’ He began rubbing Griselda’s ear so thoroughly it was a wonder her head didn’t fall off. ‘But you’re here at last to help the English despatch their enemies: also the English.’ He grinned at his own wit. ‘How does it feel to be in our beautiful valley at the behest of the English king, eh?’

      Before Hermann could speak, Katrin got in before him.

      ‘The Catholic king, you mean?’

      The Englishman’s eyes widened at this remark, ‘King James, yes–’

      Hermann raised a placating hand. ‘We’re happy to be here, Herr Carnforth,’ he said with a glance at his wife. ‘Some of us are a bit overtired.’

      Carnforth raised a brow. ‘Your lady wife doesn’t honey her words.’

      Hermann laughed to himself. If Carnforth expected honeyed words from Katrin, he’d be left wanting. ‘Like I say, overtired, it was an arduous voyage.’

      Carnforth nodded and smiled. A man without malice.

      ‘Of course Frau Mohll is tired. You must all be exhausted, and here’s me jabbering away when you’ll want to settle in and get a hot meal inside you.’ He held out an arm by way of a flourish. ‘Built from the same sandstone as our castle and cathedral so you can be sure these houses will withstand the insult of time and element.’

      Hermann considered the houses and wondered what kind of elements this stone was expected to ward off. ‘Are the winters here very bad?’ he asked.

      ‘They can be, but they’re better here in the valley than up on the hills. Go on, Herr Mohll,’ Carnforth said, pointing at the nearest house. ‘That one there is yours. Why not take your womenfolk inside? Here, let me help you.’

      Before Carnforth could open the door, a red-haired woman and boy, both severely thin, started walking down the hill towards them. They called out to Carnforth, who waved and beckoned them over.

      Liesl raised her fur-trimmed mitten and admired it. ‘Father, why are their clothes so drab?’

      ‘Hush Liesl,’ Hermann replied. ‘They must be poor, but take care not to insult them.’

      When the woman stopped to cough, the boy waited quietly next to her until she was better and they stepped forwards together. Carnforth introduced Rose Leaton and her son, Joseph, translating back and forth as he went. The boy dropped to his haunches and held out his hand, palm up, to Griselda. When he received a sniff of approval, he rubbed her chest and she thumped her tail in return.

      Liesl frowned. ‘Griselda, you’re being far too friendly towards these Englishmen.’

      Rose bobbed a curtsy and passed a small loaf and a flagon to Katrin, who smiled and passed the gifts to Hermann before unfastening a tin from the wagon and giving it to Joseph. He opened the tin, grinned and held it up to his mother, who hesitated before plucking a star-shaped biscuit for herself and slipping it into her apron pocket. The boy took a crescent moon for himself.

      ‘Thank you,’ he said.

      ‘Danke.’ Liesl smiled and pointed. ‘Pfefferkuchen.’

      The boy paused for a few seconds. ‘Pfefferkuchen?’ He took a bite and chewed thoroughly before replying, ‘Gingerbread.’

      ‘Gingerbread.’ Liesl laughed. ‘Mother, Father, my first English word!’

      Hermann nodded. It was fortunate the locals were friendly. Judging by the lack of buildings, there were many more Germans than English here now. A whole village of swordmakers overnight. The thin woman pointed along the river and addressed Carnforth, who translated, explaining that the Englishwoman wanted to warn them about their neighbour, Ralph Maddison, who lived at Hole House, which was the big house on the other side of the river.

      He was notorious for causing mischief by lighting fires and suchlike. The madman could be recognised by the burn mark on his hand from when he’d been tried a few years back. Fires sounded more than mischief to Hermann, and both his wife and daughter looked shocked by the news. Hermann reassured them they’d be quite safe in a stone house when they had Griselda to guard them. He’d always had buckets of water ready in the forge and now he’d have to do the same at home.

      Carnforth continued. ‘You’ve another near neighbour. Well, yon side of the woods, so mebbes not so near. Witch Wilson.’

      Katrin’s head turned. ‘A witch is permitted to live here?’ she asked. ‘We burn them in Germany.’

      Hexe. Too many had been destroyed already on the wings of that word and Hermann dreaded to hear of witches. Liesl crept closer to her mother, peering into the trees that lined the riverbank.

      ‘Oh no, Frau Mohll, no burnings. Some hangings a while back…’ he glanced at Rose and her son before turning again to the Mohlls, ‘but never a burning. There’s no bother around here with witches, anymore. You leave them in peace and they’ll leave you in peace.’ He bent down to speak to Liesl. ‘If you ever come across a witch, keep your eyes to the ground and your fingers crossed. Never turn your back on her. As long as you fill your pockets with iron, your mortal soul will be safe. That should be easy enough for a swordmaker’s girl.’ He straightened up to address Katrin. ‘Sorry, excuse my little joke, Frau Mohll. Witch Wilson’s not a witch at all. He gets called that because he’s handy with all manner of things and he’s as skilled at engraving as he is at healing. You should go and see his collection of little machines. He can draw an accurate likeness of any plant you care to mention.’ He turned to Hermann. ‘Now, Herr Mohll,’ he said. ‘Rose isn’t well and must go home, but Joseph’s a strong lad who can make himself useful. Go on, Joseph, give the drivers a hand to lift down some of those trunks and help these good people get settled in. They’ll be wanting their beds.’
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        * * *

      

      Liesl helped her grandmother up the stairs to bed and soon returned, heels thumping on wood as she ran downstairs.

      ‘Mother, Father, my room’s a cosy garret overlooking the river and the woods and Grandmother Mohll is next to you two and she’s fast asleep again so I’ve put your quilt over her because I can’t find hers.’

      On hearing this breathless news, Katrin’s brow furrowed.

      ‘Thank you, Liesl,’ she said. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll find it.’

      Hermann closed the door and shut out the street sounds. He began unpacking and hanging pans on hooks over the fire. The sooner they got unpacked, the sooner they could go to bed, and Katrin would feel much happier after a proper sleep. The voyage had been difficult for her.

      ‘I like our new home.’ Liesl drew Griselda to her. ‘That boy, Joseph and his mother, they were kind.’

      Katrin took over the pans, rearranging them to suit herself.

      ‘I’m sure the madman will also be kind. We can call on him in the morning with some Pfefferkuchen. After all, we need all the new friends we can get now.’

      ‘Mother, what about Rose?’ Liesl asked. ‘She was friendly. Might she become your friend?’

      ‘That scarecrow of a woman?’ replied Katrin. ‘She’s scarcely more than a beggar.’

      ‘Then perhaps you might befriend the witch,’ Liesl said, but this was whispered into the thick fur at Griselda’s neck and hopefully Katrin hadn’t heard her impertinence.

      Hermann wagged a finger at his daughter and turned to his wife. ‘Try to decide where you want things to go while I fix this shelf. Liesl, find my smallest hammer and some nails. You can give me a hand.’

      Liesl picked up Grandmother Gerner’s salt-glazed pitcher and ran a fingertip over its bearded wildman before reading out the inscription: ‘Drink and eat and don’t forget God.’ She put the brown pitcher on the sill.

      ‘Please take it off there, Liesl,’ Katrin said. ‘It’s too narrow even for such a little pitcher.’

      ‘Don’t worry, Igelchen,’ said Hermann. ‘I’ll soon build some new shelves where it can sit quite happily, but perhaps it’s best to move it for now, Liesl.’

      ‘Where to?’ Liesl asked, turning sharply. There was a crash. ‘Oh! Sorry Mother.’

      ‘My mother’s pitcher.’ Katrin ran over and knelt next to the broken pieces, gathering them to her. She gasped as she pricked her finger and stared as a drop of blood bloomed.

      ‘Come Katrin, I can mend it,’ Hermann said. ‘Not well enough to hold cream but well enough to look at and remember your mother. The wildman will have a broken nose from now on, but that’s not too bad–’ Hermann stopped when he saw his little hedgehog’s face and decided to keep his own counsel. He took the pieces from her and placed them on the table.

      ‘Liesl, bind your mother’s finger and take yourselves to bed, both of you. It’s getting late. I’ll finish up here. Try to get some sleep, eh?’ He crouched down, clasped his wife’s shoulders and kissed her forehead. ‘Tomorrow will be a better day, you’ll see–’

      ‘Sleep? And let you put all our belongings in the wrong place?’ Katrin waved him away and stood up. ‘I can bind my own finger, thank you, and I’ll sleep when the work’s done and not before.’ She tied her kerchief around her finger, held it in the air and instructed Liesl to lay the mat and hang the curtains.

      The dutiful girl unfastened the knotted twine from their mat and rolled it across the floor, where its rose hues were warmed by the dying sunlight. Griselda circled the mat and sniffed furiously before curling up in the middle to lick her paws.

      Liesl knelt on the mat and hugged the pup. ‘Oh Griselda, you can smell home, but trust you to lie in the worst place possible so we can trip over you at every turn.’

      ‘Griselda,’ Hermann said. ‘Your place is by the door, keeping out draughts.’ To say nothing of this mad Englishman, Maddison. The hound was growing at an alarming rate and Hermann wondered if she wasn’t half-wolf. That might be no bad thing.

      ‘Liesl, let the hound alone, please,’ Katrin said. ‘Those curtains won’t hang themselves. They’re over there, on top of that small trunk. Your father can help you.’

      Hermann unwrapped their golden curtains and held the chair while Liesl climbed up to hang them. Not the most even of floors. When she stepped down, the curtains were a good foot too short. Katrin ran an eye along the window frame and a hand along the hem. She sighed.

      ‘Have they got deep hems, Mother?’ Liesl examined the stitching. ‘All the frocks you’ve ever sewed for me have deep hems.’

      ‘Children need deep hems because they grow so fast – especially you – but never windows. They’ll have to do until I can tack something onto the bottom. Oh, what ridiculous long windows. How can this place ever be our home?’

      Hermann opened his arms. ‘It just needs fire and a broth bubbling. You’ll see, Liebling, you’ll see.’

      Katrin stepped into the ready circle of his arms and leant her head on his shoulder. ‘I hate it. I hate it all.’

      ‘Don’t hate it,’ he said. ‘If you set your heart too hard against it now, it might never soften.’

      Over Katrin’s shoulder, he watched Liesl open a trunk, lift out their table clock, listen to it and smile. Good. It was still ticking.
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        * * *

      

      After he’d sat their brass and ebony clock on the shelf, Hermann wound it with a key so they could live on Solingen time for ever if they pleased. When he came across their Bible, he sat it next to the clock. At least the shelf was up straight now, even if the walls weren’t true. In the bottom of a trunk were Katrin’s small paintings of field mice, which he took out and hung on the wall above the table. Seeing them would make his wife feel happier and more at home. Next, he found a box of cutlery and passed it to Liesl to add to that provided by the English. The girl picked up an English knife and balanced it on one finger until it tipped and clattered to the floor.

      Katrin took down the picture she was straightening and rubbed her temples. ‘Liesl, what on earth are you doing?’

      ‘Sorry Mother. I wanted to check if it’s well made.’ The girl picked up the knife. ‘They must think we have no cutlery.’

      ‘Put the English knives at the back of the drawer,’ Katrin said. ‘Hermann, light the fire and I’ll prepare supper.’

      Logs and kindling were piled up ready. Hermann knelt and stacked the firewood before striking the firesteel on the flint. Night was falling, so once the fire was going, he lit a rush light and set it on the table. Finally, they’d eat and might start to feel more content.

      By the time the trunks were unpacked, a ring of sausage and a wheel of cheese sat on platters, and pea soup bubbled over the fire. Katrin cut slices of bread from the loaf given by Rose.

      Hermann unstopped the flask and inhaled. ‘Ale. Not like your beer, Katrin, but we’ll drink it and be glad of it.’ He shared it out and raised his tankard. ‘Here’s to kindness from strangers.’

      ‘Come, both of you, we’ll eat the cold food while the soup cooks.’ Katrin set down her ladle. ‘It’s too late at night to be eating soup, but we need the warmth. Besides, the scent of ham and peas in the air reminds me of home.’

      There was a waver in her voice and her hand trembled as she took a scoop of salt. Hermann took the spoon from his wife and clasped her hands between both of his.

      ‘Life will get better, Katrin, you’ll see.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NO MASTER OF DISGUISE

          

          MORPETH GAOL, 1703
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      Whatever misadventure is at play in the north, Dismal’s efforts have come good after a Newcastle innkeeper found a strange man under his roof and reported him to the good Earl of Nottingham. The constables fetched the stranger here this morning. An Irish man, they reckoned, but said it with a wink. He’s a funny-looking sort by anyone’s standards. A fleshy man of middling years but lanky and lardy at the same time. For reasons best known to himself, he has a blond peruke plonked on his fat head, curled up at the sides, its long tail tied with a ratty black ribbon. Hardly a master of disguise in this get-up. Every head in Newcastle must have swivelled to get an eyeful of the dew-beater lurching down the street. Naught to me. We get all sorts in here, but can this really be the man Dismal seeks? Bluntest knife in the drawer by the looks of him. No matter. He was sent here to be seen to and seen to him I have.

      His tongue didn’t take long to loosen. Never does when a man has gout and I should know, me being a martyr to it these last ten years. My new guest calls himself John Burke and swears he’s been in Newcastle for months on end. Dallied awhile when his gout started playing up. Worst town in the world for a man with gout to dally in, filled as it is with fleshmarkets
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