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About the Book

The War For Time Continues.


From the frozen tundra of 13th Century Russia to the battle of Paltava in 1709 and beyond, Otto Behr has waged an unquestioning, unending war across time for his people.


But now a third unidentified power has joined the game across the ocean of time, and everything Otto holds dear could be unmade ...
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Part Seven

Upriver

‘Thus his path had been a circle, or an ellipse or spiral or whatever, but certainly not straight; straight lines evidently belonged only to geometry, not to nature and life.’

– Hermann Hesse, The Glass Bead Game
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IT IS AUGUST 1239 in Novgorod, northern Russia. The weather is hot and dry, the sky the deepest cerulean blue. Close by, the window – a Western touch – is open wide, giving a view across the central garden.

This is my house, the land purchased with my silver, made from my DNA, the house itself built only this spring to my own design. A Russian-style house, of course, but with Western touches, such as the sanitation.

Ernst stands beside me at the huge pine table, poring over the hand-drawn map. It looks crude – as crude as anything in this god-fearing, god-forsaken century – but the details are accurate. It only mimics crudity.

Ernst is frowning, as he always does when he’s concentrating, then he looks up and, meeting my eyes, smiles.

‘It looks fun. I only wish I was coming with you.’

‘You can if you want,’ I say, but he knows I don’t mean it.

‘No, no … I’ve plenty to do here. Besides, when winter comes …’

He doesn’t say it, but I know what he means. When winter comes, it would be best to be inside a town, not out in the wilds of Russia.

‘You’ll need to keep good time,’ Ernst says, tracing the course of my prospective journey with his finger. ‘If you delay …’

Again, it doesn’t need to be said. There are few roads in the Russia of this age and none at all between Novgorod and Moscow. Russia’s rivers are its main means of transportation, and when winter comes …

The rivers freeze. Those roads are closed.

Besides, Ernst has been ahead of me already, checking out the route beforehand and making deals. Arranging things.

There are four points marked along the way in bright red ink. Those are my supply dumps, already set up and in place. Again, this is Ernst’s doing. At each dump are duplicates of everything I need: food, equipment and weaponry.

And a focus. To jump to if in need. Or to send a message up the line to Four-Oh. We’ve worked it all out, you see. Each dump is marked by a tracking signal, which only I, in this non-technological age, will be able to locate. To make the hazardous journey safer, less subject to accident.

And there’s a good reason for that this time. Because I’m not going alone.

Ernst looks past me, and, in his quaint Germanic manner, comes to attention and bows his head. I turn and smile.

‘Katerina … you didn’t have to get up.’

She grins. Her long, dark hair is tousled and she’s still in her sleeping gown. But that doesn’t worry her this once. It’s Ernst. She squeals and hurries over to him, hugging him to her, like a long-lost brother.

‘Otto, why didn’t you tell me Ernst was in town!’

For a moment, in her happiness at seeing Ernst, she doesn’t notice the map spread out on the table. But then she does and looks at me sternly.

‘Otto …?’

‘What?’ I say nonchalantly. She turns and looks at the map, struggling to take in its details, but knowing what it means. Then, looking up at me again, she scowls, a hurt expression in her eyes.

‘Otto … are you going away again? Is that why Ernst is here?’

‘Yes,’ I say, and see the disappointment in her eyes. But I’m teasing now, and I really shouldn’t. She goes to speak again and I raise a hand. ‘And before you ask, no. Ernst isn’t going with me. Ernst is staying here in Novgorod for the winter.’

‘You’re going alone?’

And now I smile. ‘No, my darling little one. You’re coming with me.’
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The apprentices have wandered from their benches to come and stare over each other’s shoulders at the drawings that their master, the chief carpenter, has unrolled and fastened to his worktop.

The old man is frowning heavily and pulling at his beard, in a state of what, for him, is almost agitation.

‘I’ve never seen the like,’ he says. ‘Never in all my life.’

It’s true. The design comes from the future. It’s one of Hans Luwer’s, a beauty if you ask me, but the master can’t see that. All his life he’s been used to making sleds a certain way – the way his father made them and his father before that – and this is too new, too revolutionary for him.

He sighs deeply, then straightens up and looks at me across the bench.

‘No, Meister Behr. I am afraid I cannot make this. This … blueprint, as you call it … it makes no sense.’

It makes perfect sense, of course, but that’s not what he means. He is frightened of it. Frightened of the departures in its design. It is, after all, radically different from any design he’s seen or is ever likely to see. But next to him, his senior apprentice is staring and staring at the diagram, his eyes filled with pure wonder at what he’s seeing. He wants to make this new thing. In fact, he absolutely burns to turn my drawing into something real, something he can touch with the palm of his hand.

‘But Master …’ he begins, daring to interrupt the old man in his excitement. ‘This is—’

‘Be quiet, Alexander Alexandrovich. I cannot make this thing. It would not be safe.’

‘But Master …’

This time the old man turns and even raises a hand. Alexander Alexandrovich desists. But his eyes still burn.

I take the old man aside.

‘Here,’ I say, handing him a small bag filled with silver coins – dirhams, freshly copied, using my own DNA, in Four-Oh not six hours past subjectively. It’s the only way we can transfer such copies, from place to place and age to age. Only our DNA can survive the jump. ‘Let your boy take this on. If it doesn’t work …’ I shrug. ‘I’ll pay you anyway, understand? Another twenty dirhams.’

The master’s eyes have lit at the sight of all that silver and the promise of yet more. I have paid him lavishly – ten times the worth of the sled, as much and more as a prince might pay – and so he bows low before me.

‘Whatever you wish, Meister.’

‘Good. Then I want the job done for St Vladimir’s day.’

His head jerks up. ‘St Vladimir’s day? But that’s—’

‘Ten days away, I know. Is that a problem?’

Before he can answer, Alexander Alexandrovich steps in. ‘It will be done, Meister. I guarantee it.’

‘Good. And there’ll be a bonus if you do a fine job.’

But now I’ve overstepped the mark. Both the master and his senior apprentice straighten, almost bristling at this insult to their pride.

‘Meister Behr,’ the old man says sternly. ‘Understand one thing. When Yakov Arkadevich takes on a job, it is done not just well, but perfectly. We are the best, you understand. The finest in all Russia.’
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Walking back to Katerina’s father’s house, I find myself smiling broadly. I know the sled will be built to my design. I knew it long before I knocked on Master Arkadevich’s door. After all, with the slight improvements Alexander Alexandrovich makes to it, it forms the basis of those sleds we copied and which wait, even now, at the supply dumps along the way – the same basic design that will be used throughout Russia for the next seven hundred years.

Razumovsky greets me off-handedly. Something is bugging him and he’s in a bad mood, even for him. I tell him of my plan to travel east and he asks me why I should want to do that. Isn’t everything I need right here in Novgorod? I tell him no; I’m taking a very special cargo of goods inland with me and this single trip could make my fortune, and that with the proceeds I plan to buy an estate and a thousand serfs. That impresses him, but when I tell him that I’m taking his daughter with me, he objects strongly.

‘That’s no place to take a woman, Otto! There are thieves and bandits and ruffians of every kind out there!’

‘I know,’ I answer, ‘but there are thieves of a different kind right here in Novgorod and I am as loath to leave Katerina here as she is to let me go alone. Besides, I am her husband!’

That, irrefutable as it is, settles matters. But Razumovsky still doesn’t like it. He comes up with a dozen reasons why his daughter should stay. And most of them have merit, only …

I can’t bear to be parted from her. And this journey gives me a valid excuse to be with her every day for the next six months.

And every night …

Razumovsky is saved from coming up with further reasons by the arrival of Ernst.

Ernst, I know, has been back to Four-Oh to get the latest news, but he tells Razumovsky that he’s just come over from the Peterhof, the German Quarter of the town, where he’s struck a deal for fifty furs. Ernst wants to celebrate, and this surprises me somewhat, but I can’t ask why. Not with Razumovsky there. It’s not the ‘deal’ Ernst wants to celebrate, that I know, but there is a definite spring to his step as he calls out to Razumovsky’s servants to bring us wine.

Razumovsky needs no encouraging. When the servants bring three flasks of wine, he sends them away for a dozen more. So it is that, as evening falls, the three of us sit drunkenly at the bench, laughing and slapping each other’s backs.

Razumovsky’s ability to consume endless amounts of liquor without needing to excuse himself is legendary. Even so, he eventually needs to use the midden, and when he does, I lean across and ask Ernst what’s going on.

‘They’ve killed Shafarevich!’ he says, his eyes gleaming. ‘Freisler shot him between the eyes. Then they snipped off time behind him, neat as a sewn wound!’

I laugh, astonished. Shafarevich is the Russians’ equivalent of Freisler, in charge of all the dirty jobs, the nasty sort that even us hardened agents want to wash our hands of, and he’s been a thorn in our side for as long as I’ve been an agent – yes, and for long before that. No wonder Ernst wants to celebrate.

When Razumovsky returns, I call for more wine, then climb on to the table and raise a toast to my father-in-law – a toast that has the sentimental Razumovsky in tears.

‘You’re a good son to me, Otto,’ he says, hugging my legs, not letting me get down from the table. ‘A man could not ask for a better son.’

Only I’m glad I’m not Razumovsky’s son, for if I was, how then could I have married Katerina?
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Ernst wakes before me and he’s making breakfast when I stagger out into the kitchen. There’s no sign of Katerina, and when I ask one of the servants, he says that she’s gone to the market to buy food for our trip. My head is thick and painful, my wits dulled by our prodigious bout of drinking, but just the memory of Ernst’s news makes me grin.

‘So the bastard’s dead,’ I say, and laugh.

‘Time-dead,’ Ernst says, and that special phrase sobers me, because it’s what we all fear. All of us who travel back and forth in time. Because death’s not final for us. Not until there’s no way anyone can change it. Not until Time itself is snipped off and sealed and made inaccessible to change.

Time-dead.

Ernst serves me breakfast: a thick slice of ham with eggs. It’s delicious, but my stomach is feeling none too good after its evening exertions and I push the platter away unfinished.

‘Did you put in the designs?’ Ernst asks, taking my plate and beginning to pick at what’s left.

‘Yes.’

‘I bet Master Arkadevich was horrified.’

I laugh. ‘He was. But his senior apprentice …’

We meet eyes.

‘Strange, isn’t it?’ Ernst says. And I know what he means. Alexander Alexandrovich is a very clever young man, quick and flexible of mind. In our own time he would have made a fine technician or engineer; yet here he is in this age of darkness and superstition, wasted, one might say, on making things from wood.

Some of my younger students make the mistake of thinking themselves more intelligent than the men and women of the past. They think that the context in which they live reflects the degree of their intelligence. It is not so. And how could it be? Could mankind really have evolved so far in so very short a time? No. It’s an impossibility. What might seem like ignorance is merely lack of insight. Or of potential.

I decide on the spot to go and see our young friend and try to speak to him alone, away from his master. And so, having washed and shaved, I set off for Master Arkadevich’s.

It is midday when I get there and, picking my way through the jumble of wood and half-finished carts and sleds that clutter the front of the building, I ask where Alexander Alexandrovich might be found.

‘He’s asleep, Meister,’ one of the apprentices answers me, grinning broadly.

‘He was up all night,’ another adds, ‘working on the new design.’

‘Has he been sleeping long?’ I ask, and there is laughter.

‘He fell asleep over his bench. He did not want to sleep.’

I grin. Clearly I have found the right man for this job. ‘Then let him sleep. I will come back in an hour or two. I’ll wake him then. Only there are a few things I wish to discuss.’

‘But the master—’

I give the apprentice a handful of small bronze coins and wink. ‘There is no need to trouble the master, eh, my boy?’

The ‘boy’ – forty if he’s a day – grins toothlessly. ‘No need at all, Meister Behr.’
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With time on my hands, I go down to the market to see whether I can spy my Katerina among the stalls. At first there’s no sign of her and I begin to think that she has gone already, but then I see her, her back to me as she examines a bright blue cloak, her servant Natya beside her, discussing the quality of the garment.

I smile, the day lit up by her presence.

I walk across and stop on the other side of the stall, watching her until she looks up and notices me there. She looks down, smiling shyly, playing a game we often play, as if she doesn’t know me yet, but quite likes me. As if she is a young maiden again, waiting to be swept away by her future husband. Natya, slower on the uptake, looks from her mistress to me, then back again, then does a comic little double-take, surprised that it’s me who’s standing there, and not some boyar’s son. Dull-natured as she is, Natya cannot understand the powerful chemistry that is between Katerina and I. She thinks her mistress could have done better, and that she is wasted on some ‘old man’ like me, tall as I am, rich as I am.

But Natya and her like can go to hell. When Katerina looks at me I feel seventeen again, fresh from the Garden, the whole of life laid out before me, like it was all new and promising. Unsullied.

There’s part of me, of course, that knows it isn’t so: that Time is Time and sullied. That life, far from being romantic, is a vale of tears. And that a man’s destiny – whatever it may prove to be – is never what he expects.

Yet when I look into her eyes and see her smiling back, I can easily believe that nothing in the universe is more powerful than this.

Not even Time can destroy this bond.

Katerina walks slowly round the stall, leaving Natya to bring the basket.

‘Otto, so you’re up?’

‘So it seems.’

Her right hand lifts from her side, crosses the space between us and gently touches my chest. Like a blessing. I look down at it, then place my own over it. Her eyes are watching me now with such an intensity, such a seriousness, that I wonder how the noise and bustle of the marketplace can continue – how it is that everyone there in that crowded space is not watching us?

‘I missed you this morning.’

‘Did you?’ she asks. And again, the intensity within those words is almost too much for them to carry. She would die for me, and I for her.

‘Your father—’

‘Got you drunk last night?’ The smile returns. ‘You need help, then?’

I smile at her teasing. ‘We were celebrating.’

‘Celebrating?’

‘Us going away.’

‘Ah …’ And she looks more thoughtful. ‘You told him, then?’

I nod.

‘And he agreed?’

‘He didn’t like it, but he has given us his blessing. I told him that the journey would make us rich. That I would buy an estate when we returned with a thousand serfs.’

She frowns at that. ‘You want that, Otto?’

‘It would make things easier. Our own place.’

‘But we have that.’

‘Here in town, yes. I meant a place away from here. In the countryside. With just you and I … and our children.’

Her eyes widen. For a long moment she says nothing, her eyes searching mine, and then she lifts herself up on to her toes and kisses me softly, gently on the lips.

‘Ah, my sweet batiushka,’ she says, and I feel a small tremor pass down my spine at the words, for it is a kind of private code between us. Little father. It is what she always calls me when she wants me to make love to her.

‘Natya,’ she says, raising her voice, but never moving, never looking away from me. ‘Take the basket to my father’s house and wait there for instructions.’

‘Mistress?’

‘Go!’

And Natya scuttles off, frowning unhappily at having her shopping expedition curtailed. But I don’t spare her a thought. Walking back, my arm about Katerina’s waist, the enticing warmth of her against my side, I am aware of nothing but her.

We go to bed and stay there until the evening comes. Leaving her there, sleeping on her back, I slip on my robe and go out to use the midden and as I’m there, smiling to myself, remembering the afternoon’s sweet lovemaking, there’s a hammering on the door, and old memories make me frown, recalling how cruelly my happiness has been shattered in the past. But not this time. This time it is Razumovsky, come calling on me, returning Natya and the basket, though that’s not the only reason for his visit. The council of city elders – the veche – wish to see me, and so I wash and dress and, leaving a note for Katerina, venture out into the warm evening darkness, Razumovsky at my side.

He seems excited, yet he will not tell me why. ‘You’ll find out,’ is all he says, his dark eyes shining, a broad grin splitting his thick beard. It’s a beautiful evening, a full moon laying a coat of silver over the town as we climb the hill toward the assembly building.

I look back at the river, then beyond it to the forest, recalling what Katerina said as we lay there after our first bout of lovemaking.

‘Are you afraid?’ I had asked.

‘Of the journey? Yes. But I want to go. Nothing matters, as long as I’m with you, Otto. If I were here … it would be awful. Every moment I’d be wondering where you were, worrying that something might have happened.’

‘Nothing will happen.’

‘Yet if it did …’

In my mind I see her there, naked beside me, and see again how she turns her face away briefly, a look of pain in her lovely eyes. When she looks at me again, her voice is the merest whisper. ‘If you died, I would die too. I couldn’t live without you, Otto. The times you are not here …’

She doesn’t have to finish her sentence. I feel that too. To be apart from her is hell. And when did I ever feel that for anyone?

Razumovsky nudges me, and it’s only then that I realise I have stopped and am staring back towards the house, as if to see her through the solid layers of wood and stone between her and me.

‘Otto? Are you all right?’

‘I’m fine,’ I say, and wonder what he’d make of it if I told him the full content of my thoughts, and how each waking, breathing moment of my life is dominated by my love for her.

He would think such love excessive and unmanly. ‘A man must be the master of his emotions, Otto, not a slave to them.’ Yet how can I feel other than I feel? For Katerina is the other half of me, the part that makes me whole. Without her …

Jump back in time, Otto Behr, and you will see an unhappy, unfulfilled fellow, not knowing what he lacked, not even guessing.

‘I was thinking,’ I say to Razumovsky as we begin to walk again.

‘Thinking? About what?’

‘That maybe I should ask one of the members of the veche to look into the matter of the estate.’

Razumovsky glances at me frowningly. ‘But I thought—’

‘No disrespect, Father,’ I say hurriedly, ‘but I am thinking in terms of the benefits to our family. Were I to leave the matter in your hands, I am certain you would find me the very best of estates and at a bargain price. But my thinking is as follows. If we ask one of the veche to undertake this matter for us, it will create an obligation.’

Razumovsky stops dead, then turns to me. ‘An obligation? But surely that’s a bad thing?’

‘Not at all. What is trade if not a web of mutual obligations? And what binds men together better than trade? No … if we ask one of the veche to do this for us, it could well be the beginning of greater alliances between our family and the boyars. And in time, well, I do not wish to presume, but to have a grandchild of yours on the veche, that would be something, would it not?’

It would indeed. Razumovsky, now that his imagination has been stirred, fairly glows at the thought of it. He reaches across and grasps both my shoulders in his massive hands. ‘Otto, you are a genius.’

‘And a German,’ I say. ‘And so a stranger here in Novgorod, however long I live here. Yet my sons, and daughters, will be Russians. And it is their future that I must attend to.’

Razumovsky positively beams. He draws me close and hugs me in a bear-like hug. ‘Why, yes,’ he says. ‘And they will be fine boys, I know it!’

Another time I might have agreed with confidence, having gone forward to see how the future transpired. But this once …

This once I am loath to glimpse what yet will be. This once I want to live it. To watch it unfurl, hour by hour, minute by minute, whatever fate has in store.

Like ordinary people with their ordinary families.

As Razumovsky releases me, I realise another thing. That I like him. That it pleases me to have this large and colourful man for my father-in-law, and that my toast last night was honesty, not policy. That what I love in Katerina I also glimpse in him.

We come to the assembly house to find the veche already gathered, the boyars seated about a massive wooden table in a raftered hall that swelters in the evening’s heat. The place is lit by torches, which hang in small braziers on the walls. In their light these bearded figures seem like something from a dream. They are all here, the posadnik at the head of the table, Novgorod’s military commander – the tysiatskii – standing just behind.

If Razumovsky had not been so excited, I might be fearful, for there is a distinctly sombre feel to this gathering, yet the posadnik greets me cheerfully enough.

‘Meister Behr, welcome to our veche. If you would take a seat …’

I sit in the only vacant chair, Razumovsky standing behind me. Looking about me, I see how every eye is on me. These are rich, powerful men – boyars all. Nor is their power illusory. In the past century they have won the right to nominate their own candidate for prince, expelling – even killing – those they felt were unsuitable to rule. They sit there in their furs in the heat, their full beards specially combed for the occasion.

Gathered together thus they look very strange, very primitive, and I feel like smiling, only a smile would be inappropriate, disrespectful.

‘Gentlemen,’ I say, ‘thank you for inviting me. But tell me … what do you want?’

At another time and in another place this might seem too forward, too pushy, but these are practical men, used to great suffering and hardships. Novgorod has suffered many famines. In 1128 the town was ravaged by starvation when an early frost destroyed the winter corn and its people were forced to eat birch-bark and wood pulp mixed with husks and straw to survive; only a few years ago, in 1230, more than three thousand died, the people feeding on moss and snails and even eating the dead bodies of the fallen.

For all its apparent wealth, this land is still a wilderness, and Novgorod is still vulnerable and can be brought low by disease and bad harvests. Thus its boyars like directness. They are blunt to the point of rudeness, and I have learned to be like them.

The posadnik grins and looks about him before addressing me again. ‘I understand you are about to leave on a journey, Meister Behr. To Moscow. A trip that, it’s rumoured, will make your fortune.’

Behind me Razumovsky shuffles a little, uncomfortable. If there are rumours flying about, it’s clear who started them.

‘That is so.’

‘Good. Then we have a proposition to make you, Meister Behr. As a body, we would like a share in your mission, and thus – naturally – in the profits to be made.’

‘And in return?’

The tysiatskii answers this time. ‘In return you have the favour of the veche. And whatever internal passes you require.’

The posadnik turns slightly in his seat and looks back and up at his fellow, and nods, his long beard bobbing in the light from the torches.

I smile. ‘I have no problem with that. What share does the veche wish?’

The posadnik hesitates a moment, a hardness in his eyes, then says calmly. ‘A half.’

‘A third,’ I say, my voice brooking no argument, and strangely enough the posadnik does not argue. Instead he laughs, his laughter joined a moment later by that of others, until the whole table is laughing, and I with them. The deal is done. They have just gained themselves a third of my profits for almost no material effort.

It’s a bribe, of course, but that is how things work here, and at least I do not now have to go with cap in hand to the tysiatskii and beg for a passport to travel overland to Moscow.

We drink huge goblets of wine to seal the deal, and afterwards I take one of the boyars aside and – as I rehearsed with Razumovsky earlier – ask him if he would be my agent in the purchase of an estate, somewhere to the south of the town. The man says he is honoured, and we embrace like old friends, then drink yet another goblet of wine.

Later, walking home unsteadily, Razumovsky puts his arm about my shoulders and, drawing me closer, breathes wine into my face.

‘I wasn’t sure about you, Otto. But now … You are a fine chap. A most excellent son. To think that I might have had that nauseous little toad for a son in law!’

Kravchuk, he means. But I don’t want to think about Kravchuk right now.

‘Father?’

Razumovsky pushes himself back away from me a little and straightens up, trying hard to appear dignified. ‘Yes, Otto?’

‘I’ll look after her. I promise on my life. I’ll make sure she gets back safely.’
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Young Alexander Alexandrovich whips off the rough glue-stained sheet and beams at me with pride.

‘There! What do you think?’

I am standing in the workshop, Ernst at my side, an excited crowd of apprentices hemming us in, old Yakov Arkadevich, the master, looking on, concerned.

I step forward, then go down on to my haunches, examining it carefully, then reach out to touch and feel the solid reality of the sled. It has been polished and varnished, and it looks a beauty. Straightening up, I walk round it, stopping every now and then to scrutinise something or another. But this is all for show. I know already what a fine job Alexander Alexandrovich has made of it.

As I look up and meet the chief apprentice’s gaze, I am aware that everyone is staring at me, holding their breath, waiting for my verdict, old Yakov especially so. Giving the slightest nod I reach into my pocket and draw out the bag of silver coins and, almost casually, throw it to Master Arkadevich. His toothless grin brings laughter from all sides. The laughter of relief.

Looking to the younger man, I smile. ‘This is an excellent job, Alexander Alexandrovich. Better than I’d dared hope for. I particularly like your own improvements.’

If the young man smiled any more, his face would split. As it is, he hurriedly bows his head, his neck and face flushed a brilliant scarlet.

‘Thank you, Meister—’

‘Indeed,’ I carry on, ‘I am so pleased that I have decided to double your bonus and –’ I look to the old man ‘– with Master Arkadevich’s permission, naturally, I would like to treat you all at the local tavern.’

There are cheers, and no protests from the old man, who, hugging his bag of dirhams, is only too willing to break off and celebrate. After all, it is not every day that one brings a new thing into the world, and this sled – this wonder made of wood and glue and varnish – is perhaps the most important innovation Russia will see for many a year.

Two hours later, and well the worse for wear, I find myself sitting across from the young apprentice, who, his tongue loosened by wine, has been spelling out to me his scheme to open his own workshop once the term of his apprenticeship has been served. Old Master Yakov is asleep at the head of the big trestle table, head slumped against the table top and snoring loudly. He is not alone. Those that are not sleeping are drunk. There will be no more work today. But these are Russians and this is how life is for them. If there is a reason to celebrate they will grab it with both hands – yes, and drink it dry.

I look around me, then look back at young Alexander, realising that for the last five minutes I haven’t heard a word. Yet on whim I reach across and, with a tender smile, say, ‘Alexander, you can come work for me when your apprenticeship is served. I will build you a workshop.’

The expression on his face is priceless. He is at the same time dumbfounded and overjoyed.

‘What?’ he says. ‘What did you say?’

‘I said I will build you a workshop. When I am home from Moscow. But you must do right by Master Arkadevich. He has been good to you, and you must not be ungrateful.’

‘No, no, but …’ Suddenly he reaches out and, grasping my left hand, kisses the ring on my finger – my wedding ring – and swears he will not let me down. The young man is crying now, tears of happiness that, I confess, move me deeply, such that when Ernst returns from the midden, he finds the pair of us sitting there, face to face across the table, tears streaming down our cheeks.

‘Otto?’

I look to Ernst and laugh. ‘Oh, it’s okay, Ernst. We’re fine. We really are fine.’
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Yet I wake in the night, wondering what’s happening to me. Am I becoming like them? Is living here among them changing me?

I sit up in the darkness, then reach across and undo one of the shutters, letting in the moonlight. In its pale glow, I turn and look at Katerina, lying there asleep beside me, and realise that I have never been so happy in my life. All my life I have travelled in time and space, doing my duty by the volk and never once wishing to settle. But now …

Katerina stirs, then wakes. ‘Otto?’ she asks sleepily. ‘What is it?’

‘Nothing,’ I say.

She gives a small, sleepy laugh. ‘You were very drunk again.’

‘I know.’ But now I am feeling very sober. ‘Everything’s ready,’ I say. ‘We’re going to leave the day after tomorrow.’

She is suddenly wide awake. Sitting up, she stares into my face. ‘But I thought …’

She thought she’d have another week, that’s what she thought.

I reach out and take her hand. ‘There’s no reason to delay. The sled is ready and all the goods are packed. We’ve provisions and the weather’s good.’ I hesitate, then say, ‘I thought we’d spend tomorrow saying our farewells, then set off at dawn the next day.’

I can see that she is suddenly fearful. For a time she’s quiet; then, sighing, she nods. ‘All right, but Otto …’

‘Yes?’

‘Promise me you’ll do something for me on the journey. Promise me you’ll teach me German.’
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It is July the fifteenth, St Vladimir’s day, named after Prince Vladimir Sviatislav, son of the first Grand Prince of the Rus’; the same who took an army to Constantinople and came back with the Byzantine Emperor Basil’s sister Anna as his bride; he who, returning home to Kiev, tore down the graven images of the six gods – of Stribog, the god of the sky, Dazhd’bog, the god of light, Mokosh, goddess of nature, Hors, the sun god, Simargl, god of fertility, and Perun, the old Norse god of thunder and war – and set a great cross in their place, leading the people of Kiev – all fifty thousand of them – down into the waters of the River Dnieper, there to be baptised in the faith of Christ.

Long ago that was, yet I remember it well, for I was there, standing waist-deep in the river beside the Grand Prince as, one by one, he submerged his people, drawing the sign of the cross upon each brow and washing away their sins as that long hot summer afternoon wore on.

On another summer’s day two hundred and fifty years later, I lie back, my darling Katerina beside me as our boat slowly crosses Lake Ilmen, the shorelines to either side of us lost in distance, the oars of the boatmen pulling strongly against the northward current.

Behind us, the sled is packed upon a cart, secured with chains and padlocked, the only key secreted on my person. Though its loss would not be a total disaster, it would make things hard for us, and so I take cautious measures.

As well I might, for we venture now into lawless regions.

There is a secret compartment beneath the floor of the cart, accessible from beneath, wherein I’ve stored certain items of importance. As for the cart itself, a thick tarpaulin – not of this age – covers the load, strapped tightly so that no thieving fingers can get in.

Katerina is wearing a large straw hat and a summer dress, like a peasant girl, and from time to time I catch one or another of the men staring at her. But I make no issue of it. These are good men; as good as one might find in a wilderness town like Novgorod, and the tysiatskii’s pass carries weight with them. They might dream of having her, but they know better than to act on the desire. Besides, there is the prospect of a handsome bonus if I return safely, so they row hard and keep their thoughts to themselves, even if their eyes sometimes stray.

For the past half hour I have been writing in my journal, but now Katerina interrupts me, asking me to run through things just one more time, so that she has it clear in her mind.

I take out the hand-drawn map, then turn, pointing north across the great lake towards the distant mountains. ‘Look,’ I say. ‘See the clouds gathering already. In eight, maybe nine weeks the rainy season will begin. We must be in Gzhatsk before then.’

I draw a line on the map with my right forefinger, tracing it from where the River Lovat begins, on the south shore of Lake Ilmen, down through Velikie Luki to the tiny village of Zajkava.

I say village, but it is little more than a trading post. A wooden jetty and a cluster of small wooden buildings built for the river trade. There we leave our friends, the boatmen, and travel south-west overland some twenty miles to Velizh, another trading post, but this time on the River Mezha.

Katerina listens attentively. She is keen to be no burden but to be an equal partner on this venture. If I am hurt, she tells me, then she will get me home.

I like that, even if it’s unnecessary. Because if I am badly hurt, then someone from Four-Oh will come and get me, and Time will be changed so that no hurt has been done. Nor will any burden be placed on Katerina’s memory, for with that change her recollection of everything will also be erased.

But she doesn’t know that. As far as she’s concerned, I’m Otto, a German trader from her own century, and that is all I am.

I put the map away, then lie back, stretching out, totally relaxed for the first time in weeks, and after a while she lies down next to me, her head resting on my chest, her eyes closed, dozing in the warm sunlight. It’s a pleasant way to spend time: the sound of the oars, the rush of the water going by the hull of the twelve-man ushkui, the call of birds high in the clear blue sky above us. After a while, the boatmen begin to sing and I hear – and feel – Katerina humming the tune to herself.

And so we sail on, as the afternoon becomes evening. The sun slowly sinks beneath the trees far to our right as we sit there, watching the land draw closer.

It’s a beautiful evening, the thin wisps of cloud on the horizon painted crimson by the setting sun, and as we row into the river’s mouth, I have a sense of the enormity of Time, of the weight of the long centuries surrounding us, and I want to say something to her, only I can’t. She must never know.

The land here is unspoiled, the virgin forest stretching away unchecked to either side, and as the last trace of sunlight disappears, so the night rushes in, the sky dark suddenly, the stars burning above us.

Katerina snuggles close as I put my arm around her and begin to tell her about the stars – the truth this time, not some romantic myth – and after a while she stares at me, astonished, then laughs.

‘You’re making it up, Otto! Teasing me!’

‘No,’ I say, then let her have it her own way. Maybe she is not ready for that yet. Maybe …

Her kiss surprises me. Reminds me where I am and when. Home, I think. For wherever she is, is home.
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Shaposhnikov, the captain, moors the boat at a turn in the river and, leaving us on-board, takes his men ashore. From where we lie in the darkness we can see their campfire burning brightly, throwing up cinders into the night, and hear, in the stillness, the deep, low murmur of their voices. For a while I hesitate, wondering if any of them have perhaps crept back, to hide in the dark nearby and watch us, but it’s no good, the warmth of her naked body beside me on the fur-lined pallet makes me forget myself and, after a long and pleasant while, I come to myself again as if from the depths of dream, the stillness of the night much more intense than before.

I frown, then realise that the boatmen have fallen silent, listening to us. Imagining us. Beneath me, Katerina stirs and softly laughs.

‘Do you think they heard us, Otto?’ she whispers.

Her pupils reflect the stars. So beautiful, her eyes. Like mirrors into the cosmos itself. I smile and touch my lips to hers. My flesh is still within her, is still hard despite all her best attempts to blunt its ardour.

‘Maybe,’ I whisper back, moving slowly against her, making her catch her breath. ‘But you know what?’

‘What?’

‘I don’t care.’

She is moving now, pushing herself up against me to meet each slow, deliberate thrust. She giggles. ‘You were very noisy, Otto.’

‘Noisy? Me? What about you?’

She answers with a kiss and, in a while, the voices round the fire take up again, even as my love and I begin again, the warm Russian darkness surrounding us, without and within, timeless and eternal.
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We make good time. At midday on the tenth day we come to Velikie Luki, the small town nestling into the trees on a bend in the river. There was a Rus’ fort here a century ago, but it fell into ruin, its log walls rotting away. Then, thirty years back, Mstislav Mstislavich, Prince then of Novgorod, strengthened its defences against the Lithuanian threat, making it his principal garrison in the south. Since then, however, it has fallen into disrepair once more. It’s a ramshackle place, and every last one of its inhabitants, young and old, come out to stare at us as we tie up at the jetty.

Katerina, particularly, gets their attention. She has changed her style from peasant girl to boatman, borrowing the clothes of one of the men and even taking a turn at the oar for a while. The crew are in love with her, with that fierce protective love elder brothers have for younger sisters. A mere ten days in and I do believe they would die for her, were they asked to. As it is, they eye the natives of this town suspiciously – the young men especially so – with warning glances as if to ward off any possibility of trouble.

We go ashore, meeting Grikov, the town’s head man, in his ‘house’ – a glorified hut with two rooms rather than one – and I do a little trading, and drink a little of his awful wine and, because these seem good people, trustworthy people, I offer to pay for a feast, and the whole town – all three hundred – are soon to be found carousing deep in drink, their faces greasy with fat. Roast bear, someone tells me, as well as wolf, alongside the more recognisable lamb and dog.

As evening falls, the party continues, and one of the locals brings out a fiddle and starts up a tune, and soon there’s a crowd of villagers dancing in the firelight beside the dark-flowing river, and after a while Katerina joins in, lifting her hands above her head as she dances, in the Russian fashion, and twirling about, clapping with the rhythm, and there is laughter and singing and later – much later – we return to the boat as the last of the villagers straggle home.

And it’s as she snuggles against me on the furs that she tells me how happy she is and how glad she is she has come with me, and how very, very much she loves me. But when I turn to answer her, she is already asleep, her beautiful face against my shoulder, her soft breath on my neck.

I am tired, but sleep does not come easily. And there’s a reason for it. For you see, I remember the last time I came to Velikie Luki, in 1942. It was a very different place then, much bigger and uglier, though no less ramshackle. The river still flowed through it, but it was a dirty, grimy place and there was a sheen of oil on the water, and the scum of detergent from the massive industrial complex three miles north of the town.

I was there with Dr Walther Stahlecker and sixty of his men from Einsatzgrupen A, posing as a war correspondent for the Volkischer Beobachter. Not that any words I could write about what Stahlecker was doing in the Reichskommisariat Ostland, as it was then known, would ever be published, but because the man was keen to show me – in a boastful kind of way – what he was up to there. Stahlecker smiled a lot, as if he really enjoyed his work, but those days I spent in Lithuania and the Smolensk region had the feel of a nightmare. Stahlecker had almost a thousand men under his command, trained SS killers who had no interest in fighting a war but in mopping up behind the lines after the regular soldiers, the Wehrmacht, had fought their way through. They were after Jews and Romanies and known communists, and in Velikie Luki they found almost four hundred.

The memory of what happened – of what I was witness to that day just south of the town – returns to haunt me now, troubling me much more than usual. There was nothing I could do, of course, nothing but watch and keep my silence. These things have happened throughout history, and there is little we can do to change that, but sometimes, just sometimes, it worries me. Sometimes Albrecht Burckel’s words, spoken to me in another time, another place, come back to haunt me:

‘We act like policemen, Otto. Time cops, when we really ought to be acting like revolutionaries. Undrehungar. We could change things. Really change things. Not piss about meddling in historical events – what good does that do ultimately? The Russians only change it back! No. We need to get to grips with the underlying phenomena, with the infrastructure of history, not the surface froth.’

Perhaps he’s right. Perhaps we really ought to do things differently. Yet I’m not convinced. Not yet, anyway. Besides, there’s time enough to worry about such things. Time enough and more. Closing my eyes, I let the night swallow me up, my love pressed close, her soft breath in my ear.

Tomorrow, I tell myself. I shall address such thoughts tomorrow.
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Only tomorrow is a bright, clear, sunny day, and the shadows of the night are little more than phantoms. The whole town comes out to see us off and, as we row away, the ragged children run alongside the boat, waving and calling, until Velikie Luki has been swallowed by the distance and there is nothing but trees to either side of us.

It is three days’ journey to Zajkava, then at least three, maybe four, across land from Zajkava to Velizh, where we are to pick up our boat on the Mezha, but we are making good time and the weather is perfect. Katerina sits on the prow of the boat, her bare feet dangling over the edge, her toes trailing in the clear, cool water. She is wearing the straw sun hat, but her face and neck have got a real colour these past few days, and I have never seen her quite so happy, so free of cares.

At noon we moor beneath the shade of some overhanging trees to give the crew a break, and while they prepare a meal, the captain, Shaposhnikov, takes me aside.

Shaposhnikov is a short, stocky fellow with a silky black beard and heavy, almost bushy eyebrows. He is in his thirties but has kept himself trim and runs a good boat. Yet while he’s deferential to me, he’s also troubled by my behaviour. All morning he has been silent, but now, out of earshot of the others, he speaks out.

‘Forgive me, Meister,’ he says, ‘but it isn’t right.’

‘Right?’ And I think immediately he’s talking about Katerina. I bristle and make to argue, but he quickly speaks again, lifting his broad, strong hand expressively to silence me.

‘Hear me out, Meister Otto. Please.’

I nod at him to continue, but I am tense now, strangely angry. How dare he criticise her?

‘You are a generous man, Meister, there’s no doubting that. Only, the feast last night. It wasn’t right. To waste so much on such … riff-raff.’

I almost laugh. So that’s it. I make to answer, but once more he hurriedly interrupts me.

‘It is your money, of course. Yours to do as you will, only …’

Only he would rather I spent it on him and his crew than on strangers. But Shaposhnikov is not going to say that in so many words.

‘They seemed like good people,’ I say. ‘Yet you call them riff-raff.’

Shaposhnikov does not flinch or look away. He prides himself on his honesty, and so he answers me bluntly now. ‘You have not had to deal with them these past years. When things were bad …’ His eyes narrow, as if he is remembering how it was, and then he nods. ‘I would not have stopped there, except that it was your wish.’

‘And yet they treated us well.’

Shaposhnikov laughs at that, as if I am naïve. ‘They understand one thing, these river people. That a rich man might be robbed. There is no kindness in them. Which is why I’ve asked my men to take care until we are far from that place. I would not put it past old Grikov to send his men after us, to track us and, when the chance came, rob us.’

I reach out and hold his upper arm in a friendly grip. ‘Dear Shaposhnikov, I thank you for your concern. but do not fear. I have travelled in wilder places than this and survived. But I hear what you are saying and will take greater care in future.’

My little speech does not, of course, address his main point – that he would rather have me spend whatever money I wish to throw about on him rather than strangers – but he will not find me ungenerous.

Returning to the boat, I find Katerina fishing, with a pole and a line. One of the younger crew members is nearby, offering her advice, but, seeing me, he quickly lowers his head and moves away.

‘What’s this?’ I ask gently, settling alongside her, and staring down into the bright, fast-flowing water. ‘Learning to fish?’

She looks sideways at me and smiles. ‘I thought it might be a useful skill to learn.’

‘It is.’

I say no more, but watch her for a while, enjoying the look of concentration in her face.

‘Otto?’

‘Yes?’

‘When are we going to begin?’

‘Begin?’

‘You promised me, remember?’

‘Ah …’ I smile. ‘Right now if you like.’

She grins. ‘Okay.’

‘What you’re holding, that is die Stange.’

‘Dee-stan-ger?’

‘That’s right. Die Stange. The rod.’

‘And the fish?’

‘Is der fische.’

‘Der fish-er.’

I laugh, then, moved by her beauty, reach across to lay my fingers gently on her neck. ‘Siehe, wir lieben nicht, wie die Blumen, aus einem einzigen Jahr; uns steigt, wo wir lieben, unvordenklicher Saft in die Arme.’

The German words are not the Old High German from the early years of the twenty-first century. There are those who consider my native tongue ugly and cumbersome, yet in the hands of a poet it can sing.

Katerina gives a little shiver and then looks to me, seeing the seriousness in my eyes. I have never spoken in my own tongue to her before this moment, yet while the words mean nothing to her, she seems to sense their meaning.

‘What was that, Otto?’

‘A poem,’ I say, then, realising she has no clue as to what a poem is, I add. ‘A song without a tune.’

‘What does it mean?’

I consider, then, putting on my best oratory manner, translate for her: ‘“Look, we don’t love like flowers, with only a single season behind us; immemorial sap mounts in our arms when we love.”’

She stares at me, astonished. ‘Otto, that’s beautiful. Did you write it?’

I could lie and say yes. I could claim it for my own and she would never know. Only I would never lie to her.

‘No. It was written by a countryman of mine. A young man called Rilke. Rainer Maria Rilke.’

‘Maria? But that’s a woman’s name.’

I smile. ‘Yes. But not always.’

She looks away, then, frowning, lets the pole drop into the water.

‘Katerina?’

As it floats away, she watches it a moment, then turns back, meeting my eyes.

‘Speak to me once more, Otto, in your own tongue. Tell me you love me. Tell me you’ll never go away.’
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As evening falls, Shaposhnikov lights torches all about the gunwhales of the boat, and as the darkness intensifies, so the world takes on a different, almost magical look. With Katerina resting at my side, I watch the mist-wreathed river flow past, soothed by the song of the boatmen as they pull on the oars. The water is wide here, the current sluggish. At the prow, Grigor, Shaposhnikov’s chief hand, leans out, staring into the darkness up ahead, trying to locate a place to moor for the night.

The forest is dense on either side, pressed close against the water’s edge. As we follow a left turn in the river, however, it begins to thin out, and as the light from the burning torches illuminates the far bank, a gasp comes from the men.

Katerina is dozing, but the sudden interruption to the regular stroke of the oars, the lurch to one side as the boatmen stand and stare, wakes her.

‘Otto …?’

I swallow, taking in the sight.

There, on the far bank where the trees have been cleared, is a makeshift gibbet. The long, straight trunk of a tree has been trimmed of its branches, lifted up between two trees and wedged between them to form a beam. From that beam hang six shadowy figures, their heads lolling to one side, the necks snapped, their arms dangling lifeless at their sides.

As the boat drifts closer, I hear Katerina catch her breath. Of the six, two are boys, one barely out of infancy.

‘Robbers,’ Shaposhnikov says, reading the sign that has been painted crudely on a plank propped up against the left-hand tree.

As the torches throw more light upon them, so the horror increases. Their faces are black, the eye sockets empty, and their flesh …

They have been partly eaten by animals. One can see the bones poking from among the weatherworn rags of their clothes.

Katerina turns from the sight, burrowing into my side. ‘God protect us …’

I look past her as we drift slowly past the gruesome sight, watching it unflinchingly, reminding myself that this is how it is back in this age: lawless and brutal. Only rich men rely upon the courts in Rus’. Out here, in this wilderness, this is justice.

That night we sleep onshore, among the others, Katerina held close in my arms. The sight has disturbed her, robbed her of her gay spirits, and though she sleeps, her sleep is troubled and more than once she calls out, as if seeing the dangling men once more. And not just the men.

‘Boys, Otto. They were only boys.’

I sigh, then try to sleep, but sleep will not come, and as the morning light seeps back into the world, I wonder what other sights we shall see on our travels, and what Katerina will make of them.

She has seen a great deal, in her own way. Novgorod, while paradise compared to most of Rus’, is still a frontier town, and twice in her short life she has suffered hardship. Out here, in the wilds, however, things are very different. Out here there is nothing between you and your fellow man. Nothing but your own wit and strength. Was I right to place her in such danger?

Then again, could I have left her? Would I even have made such a journey without her?

With her pressed close and warm I know the answer: I would risk everything just to be with her. I would defy a thousand cut-throats and river pirates if only she were there beside me.

Besides, I have something no river pirate has. A Kolbe model 9.3. The best needle-gun ever made. If the worst comes to the worst I’ll shoot my way out of trouble.

Katerina wakes and looks up into my face, then gets up on to her elbow, yawning, a puzzled look in her eyes. ‘Otto? What is it? Why are you smiling like that?’

‘It’s nothing,’ I say, smoothing her brow with my fingertips. ‘Nothing.’

Sometimes – just sometimes – there’s a dark humour in anachronism.
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Zajkava is a shit-hole: a collection of ragged huts and a rotted wooden jetty. Nor are the old man and his boy – my guides across country to Velizh – anywhere to be seen.

‘We’re a day early,’ Shaposhnikov says, as if to excuse him. ‘He’ll be here. He always is.’

But I’m not happy. He should have been here now. I’ve paid him to be.

My bad mood is reflected by the weather. It’s been overcast all day, but now – for the first time on our journey – it begins to rain; not heavy rain, nor cold, yet it seems ominous somehow.

The boatmen unload the cart, and while I check that the sled is okay, Katerina explores the village, trailed by Mikhail, one of Shaposhnikov’s younger hands, to ensure she comes to no harm.

It doesn’t take her long. As I say, there’s little here. But there’s the problem of where to stay overnight. None of the huts look suitable and Shaposhnikov wants to get back, otherwise we’d stay on-board the boat. From the look of the sky, however, it’s set to rain all evening.

In the end I persuade Shaposhnikov to stay on. He counts the silver coins I’ve tipped into his hand, then grunts his











































167













































































168














169












170

















171







































172


































173





























174
































175















































176



































177









































178



























































179
















180













































OPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Contents





		About the Book



		About the Author





		Also by David Wingrove



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Character List



		Part 7: Upriver



		Part 8: A Stitch in Time



		Part 9: The Gift of an Owl



		Part 10: The Language of the Blood



		Acknowledgements



		Read on for an extract from The Master of Time



		Copyright













		Cover



		Contents



		Contents











OPS/images/cover.jpg
*"’f’_ \r,m }?;é?\%;\ :

' ‘A Master Storyteller MICHAEL CUBLEY

[ THE
OCEAN
OFTIME

THE WAR FOR HISTORY-HAS BEGUN

EN





