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This book is dedicated to card players and gamblers,

whose experiences and stories are real-life legends

that are still told to this day – full of laughter,

arguments, anger, joy, grand entrances and quiet exits.

Like in my first round of mau-mau:

one more damn seven and I would have won!

But it was as if the Devil had dug his claws into the game . . .




Prologue

The Baltic Sea,

18 nautical miles northwest of Tallinn, Estonia

Whirring, the wet wire cable wrapped itself around the barrel as the power of the engine heaved the spoils from the depths of the sea. Dirty, grey droplets freed themselves from the oily rope and spilled back into the gentle waves. Metre by metre, the bounty rose out of the water.

Like dark balloons floating on the billowing sea, the black neoprene heads of the divers observed the laborious process from a distance. Though their work was done, they remained where they were. If the hook were to slip, they would have to rush to the rescue once again. That is, provided the worsening weather allowed them to.

Despite the twilight, the Anatevka’s navigation lights and headlights were off. The work on the converted trawler was to remain a secret; nobody had authorised their venture.

‘Just in time,’ Captain Lugaschin remarked laconically. He rested his arms on the railing and smoked an unfiltered Russian cigarette. The thick jumper paired with the skipper’s hat on his short black hair made him look like a caricature from an advert for cigarettes or alcohol.

‘Aye,’ said a sailor, wearing a mariner’s jacket and a well-worn forage cap. He operated the winch just two steps away from the captain and took turns glancing between the rope and the equipment in the dim light.

Anjelica Clark anxiously monitored the progress of the operation. She was only wearing her life vest as a precaution – it was her bright yellow raincoat that protected her from the wind and salt spray. Anjelica had her hands in her pockets, a Bluetooth set in her left ear for taking calls and a satellite phone safely stashed away in her trousers. ‘We’re almost there, sir,’ she reported, updating her employer on the progress.

The hull of the Anatevka rose and fell noticeably. The waves crashed against the boat, as if warning the sailors that they had no more than half an hour before the oncoming storm would force them to abandon their position for the safety of the shore.

‘The weather reports aren’t looking too good for where you are,’ said Anjelica’s boss, who sat in a British club chair with tea, scones and sandwiches while she braved the forces of nature. ‘Am I right, Clark?’

‘Yes, sir. A storm is coming.’ Anjelica gazed at the rectangular black shadow as it came into view from under the surface of the lead-grey water. A mere moment later, it broke through the waves. Little white bubbles remained on top of the dark-brown wood. Several wide straps tightened around the cargo and held it securely.

‘Steady,’ Lugaschin ordered calmly, refusing to budge.

‘Aye,’ the sailor replied and skilfully intercepted the swinging of the enormous chest with the load arm.

‘We have it, sir,’ Anjelica said loudly to drown out the increasing howl of the wind. ‘No damage done. It’s all in one piece.’

‘Excellent!’ Her employer’s voice buzzed with excitement. ‘Don’t let my treasure slip away!’

‘No, sir.’

The sailor carefully pulled the carved oak chest towards him and, with a swing of the metal hook, brought it over the railing, where it hovered within a hair’s breadth of Lugaschin.

The captain had no intention of moving. ‘Out you come!’ he shouted to the divers and flicked his unfinished cigarette into the Baltic Sea.

The men responded with affirming hand signals and swam towards the ladder.

Anjelica approached the chest, which dropped down with a thud. Water seeped from the wide cracks and broken wooden slats, spreading mud and dirt everywhere. A musty smell wafted towards her; the old silt seemed determined to drive her away with its stench. The last rays of sunlight flooded the deck with a dark-golden hue, smudging the outlines of the boat.

‘Turn on the light, Captain,’ Anjelica urged.

The skipper pulled out a torch from his belt and shone it across in response. He continued to stand at the railing just as if he were leaning against a bar counter. ‘You can see everything else for miles. The coastguard doesn’t miss a trick and there’s a naval drill happening nearby. They’ll be wondering why we’re still out here and haven’t transmitted a signal.’

The sailor bent down to the box, undid the clasp of the loosely hanging straps and, on Anjelica’s affirmative nod, snapped off the rusty, corroded lock with a bolt cutter.

After repeated prying and the use of a chisel, the lid burst open, revealing the contents inside.

‘Tell me I’m right. Tell me my treasure’s there,’ Anjelica heard her employer mutter anxiously.

Curious, the sailor bent over the cargo and held his little cap in disbelief. Then he started to laugh and exchanged a few words in Russian with the captain.

‘Is it true?’ Lugaschin tucked another cigarette in his mouth and lit it. ‘No gold?’ He cursed, audible even over the noise of the wind. ‘Then I may as well forget about my share . . .’

In the lamplight, Anjelica saw black and grey mud, the remains of decomposed organic matter and more silt, from which crabs and other creatures crawled out to escape the glare of the torch. Sighing, she removed her hands from her pockets and rummaged around the freezing cold sediment. She hadn’t thought of wearing gloves and hoped she wouldn’t come across anything sharp or pointy.

Then she felt some resistance.

Anjelica gently pulled out the object and held it in her hands – it was a bottle with a wire cage fitted over the cork. She cleaned it as best as she could with the seawater that had collected on the beams. The trawler bobbed up and down even more, making her feel sick to her stomach.

‘There’s no need to be so dramatic, Clark,’ her boss whispered nervously in her ear.

‘Sir, I have to be sure. It’s definitely a bottle, and . . .’ – Anjelica held the cork up to the light – ‘I can see an anchor on it. We’ve got at least one hit, sir! As for the rest, once I get a look at the contents—’

‘Go on, Clark! If you make me rich, I’ll come over there myself,’ he interrupted her, laughing and slurping his tea loudly. ‘This really is the best entertainment!’

Anjelica looked up at the sailor. ‘Do you have anything to clean it with? A water hose to rinse it down with, maybe?’

He nodded curtly, trudged across the deck and returned immediately with a hose. On her instructions, he gradually rinsed the chest of the silt, which ran from the wooden slats in broad streaks all over the metal panels of the Anatevka.

Lugaschin followed the events and shouted something to the divers without turning his head. Cursing, the divers hauled themselves aboard and helped each other remove their heavy oxygen tanks.

Determined, Lugaschin passed the torch. ‘What is it?’

‘Something to drink,’ replied Anjelica. ‘It’s no good any more – it’s gone off.’

‘Who are you talking to, Clark?’ her boss asked.

Gusts of wind howled violently in her ears and muffled her voice. ‘The skipper.’

‘Don’t tell him what treasure he has on board,’ he urged her. ‘You should never have done this alone.’

‘We ran out of time, sir. The storm and the naval drill could have made the recovery impossible. We were lucky to even find the wreckage before anyone else did.’ The limited stream of water exposed bottle after bottle before her eyes. While some corks had an anchor on them, others did not; there was a chance that the find was even older and more profitable than hoped. Anjelica estimated the number of bottles. ‘As far as I can tell, there are around sixty here, sir – double the first find,’ she reported quietly, before raising her voice and adding: ‘Oh no, it’s all the same! How disappointing – still no sign of any treasure.’

‘Don’t overdo the acting, Clark,’ her boss retorted quickly over the satellite phone. ‘Otherwise he’ll get suspicious. Reload the goods.’

‘Yes, sir.’ She asked the sailor to fill the plastic boxes on deck with seawater and loaded one bottle after another onto the padded Styrofoam racks. The liquid gold would now survive the rest of the journey. Her employer’s experts had set off for Tallinn and would take care of the inspection on land, and, if necessary, preserve the ancient corks so that they remained leakproof.

‘Is that wine?’ Lugaschin asked. He stood impassively at the railing, shone his torch and waved up to the flybridge. With that, the helmsman turned on the engine of the Anatevka and lifted the anchor to prepare for the trip back to the harbour.

‘Yes,’ Anjelica lied.

‘And you knew it would be here.’ Lugaschin waved his torch back and forth, its bright beam swaying. ‘You have the right transport boxes for it, too. This isn’t a bloody coincidence.’

‘That’s true, but we should have found gold,’ she replied calmly, giving nothing away. From the corner of her eye, she saw the sailor combing through the remaining silt, as if he still hoped to find treasure. ‘The wine is just a little souvenir. According to our records, the sailor was supposed to deliver important dispatches and gifts to a Russian tsar from the French king, Louis XVI. I expected to find at least a small chest of diamonds, jewellery or something similar.’ She pointed at the waves. ‘The Baltic Sea stood in our way.’

Lugaschin laughed. ‘Do you think I’m stupid?’

‘What’s going on?’ Anjelica’s employer asked. ‘What’s he been saying?’

‘I’ll explain later, sir,’ she whispered. The Anatevka chugged away and made a huge arc turn, rocking side to side as she quickly cut across the waves, and then set off. Her headlights were still out. Although the sun had set in the meantime, the natural light that remained would be enough to cover the first portion of their journey without the glaring lamps.

‘Let’s talk shares again.’ The captain lowered his torch and got out his smartphone. ‘I read something here about a similar find between Sweden and Finland. Champagne, worth at least fifty-three thousand euros. Per bottle.’

‘No, you’re wrong.’ Anjelica played down the find.

‘Shall I read you the report? It says that this symbol was only used by one champagne producer, Veuve Clicquot – produced around 1772 and sold from 1782. From 1798, it had its own trademark – an anchor on the cork.’ Lugaschin shone his torch at the bottles.

‘What does the man want, Clark?’ her employer chimed in.

‘More money, sir.’

‘We’re looking at around three million here, and I want my agreed five per cent. And, since you tried to screw me over’ – the captain took a long, indulgent drag on his fag – ‘I’ll add another five. Otherwise, you’ll find yourself overboard. These kinds of things happen during a storm, and the life jacket won’t save you.’

The divers stood next to their captain on the deck, silent and threatening in their black wetsuits even though they resembled little sea lions.

The bow of the trawler sliced through the waves, dividing and separating them. In the dying light, water and salt spray poured onto the boat.

Anjelica sighed again and snapped a plastic lid shut. She could taste the salt on her lips. ‘Six per cent. And there’s no guarantee that we’ll get three million. If it’s no longer drinkable, then—’

‘Is this worth anything?’ The sailor retrieved a clay pipe bowl from the chest, stood up and held it by its rounded chamber. Lugaschin immediately shone his torch at it. The pipe bowl had an illustration of a dark-haired woman’s torso on it.

‘I’m afraid not,’ Anjelica said, irritated by the interruption. ‘I’m not an expert on—’

‘That’s a shame.’ The sailor carelessly threw the pipe bowl onto the deck, where it shattered to pieces. ‘Back to the negotiations, then.’

One of the divers burst out laughing and trudged towards her.

‘Seven per cent!’ Anjelica quickly raised her offer. Lugaschin was right: the icy Baltic would be the end of her.

But the diver walked past her, grabbed one of the bottles and snapped off its neck, which broke evenly, leaving behind a perfectly smooth glass top. The champagne fizzed and escaped from the bottle. There were still enough bubbles left for the drink to foam. Grinning, the diver took a sip. ‘Tastes good. Bit corky though,’ he said and moved back to join the others, laughing. The 18th-century bottle was passed around the small group.

‘The oldest champagne in the world.’ Lugaschin put away his torch, drank and laughed. ‘That’s the most expensive thing I’ve ever tasted.’

‘I’m deducting that from your share,’ Anjelica snapped. ‘And seven is my final offer.’

‘Good work, Clark,’ her boss praised her. ‘Now bring me my treasure.’

‘Certainly, sir.’

Stunned, the sailor who was bent over the chest let out a confused shout. He pushed back his forage cap with his forearm and held up a slim little notebook case. After a splash of water from the hose, the notebook was revealed to be made from tarnished silver. A sealed lock secured its contents.

The skipper pulled out his torch again and pointed it at the silver case.

Anjelica spotted an unusual coat of arms and an illustration of a scene, but, until it was cleaned and thoroughly analysed, no light could be shed on the find. ‘Sir, did you happen to come across anything about a silver box in the records?’

‘I only knew about the champagne,’ came the reply. ‘But it belongs to me just as much as the bottles. Bring it to me, Clark.’

‘Of course, sir.’

The sailor washed the case with clean water and pointed to a layer of red sealing wax that protected its contents from moisture.

Underneath, Anjelica saw a line where the seam had been joined together. Someone had wanted to make sure that whatever was inside the notebook reached the tsar in one piece. She suspected that it contained a personal message to the ruler, but not from King Louis XVI, from the champagne manufacturer.

‘Could I please take a look?’ She reached her hand out.

The sailor turned to Lugaschin, who shook his head and adjusted his peaked cap.

‘Is that impertinent bastard negotiating again?’ her employer enquired, agitated.

‘Ten per cent,’ said the captain, who remained rooted to the spot. He tucked the lit torch under his armpit. The foaming waves rolled behind him, pitching the Anatevka towards the shore. Little by little, the darkness enveloped the sky and pushed the sun below the horizon, as though wanting to drown it in the sea.

‘Sir? He wants ten per cent.’

‘Because of that silver junk?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Then he can keep it for all I care, but it stays at seven.’

Anjelica passed on the offer. She felt that her boss was doing the right thing. Silver wasn’t worth much, and, even given its importance historically, the flat case wouldn’t fetch more than twenty thousand. Beyond being of interest to Veuve Clicquot as an addition to its in-house collection, the complimentary gift from a winery hoping to secure more orders from a tsar’s court was dispensable.

Lugaschin frowned and lit another cigarette with the rest of his last one. ‘All right. Just don’t whinge about it later if that silver thing makes me a richer man than your swill.’ He took the bottle that was handed back to him, where one last drop sloshed around inside. ‘Want some?’ He stretched out his arm, offering her the last of the champagne.

Before Anjelica could respond, the thick glass shattered in Lugaschin’s coarse hands. The jagged green shards clinked on the deck in front of his shoes and the champagne mixed with the water from the Baltic.

‘That was clumsy,’ Anjelica said, annoyed. Since the bottle was already open, she would have loved to taste it. It would have been a privilege.

Lugaschin stared at the cuts on his fingers, slid from the railing, and collapsed onto the wet floor without supporting himself. The cigarette remained stuck to his lips. Its sparks floated upwards and were carried away by the wind. After emitting a dry, choking noise, his body went limp. The hat fell from his hair and was blown into the sea by the gusts. The torch slid out from under his body and cast its bright beam across the deck.

‘What’s wrong with him?’ Anjelica wondered aloud, but, just as she stepped towards him, the diver to her right toppled over, groaning. Seconds later, blood poured from a wound that had appeared on the forehead of the diver to her left, who also buckled and faceplanted onto the steel floor.

Anjelica ducked down and made herself small. ‘Shit,’ she whispered, frightened. She had never been in a gunfight before, but she knew that the men were dead. The silent shots had killed them. Where the bullets came from, however, she hadn’t a clue. Anjelica looked around for the sailor who had been bent over the chest – and put a hand over her mouth to stop herself from screaming.

The man lay on his back, his body sprawled out on the deck as if he had fallen asleep while trying to do gymnastics. The torch beam fell on him. Blood spread around his torso and mingled with the alcohol and seawater; the fabric of his cap soaked it all up greedily.

‘Sir, we’re under attack!’ she shouted, distressed, and hid behind the winch. Her heart thumped hard in her chest like the engine on the boat. Her face was white from fear. She quickly glanced up at the dimly lit flybridge and saw the fogged-up glass speckled with red blotches – the killer had taken out the helmsman too. With a haul worth three million at stake, killing was clearly of no consequence to the stranger.

‘Under attack?’ her boss repeated in horror. ‘But my treasure!’

Flickering, the bright headlights of the pitching, swaying Anatevka went on and illuminated the entire deck.

‘And my life, sir!’ Anjelica cried. Blinded by the lights, she closed her eyes for a few seconds. ‘Call the police, the coastguard, anyone,’ she whispered urgently, as if it would stop the murderer from finding her.

Suddenly, jumping into the Baltic Sea seemed like a tempting option, but the cold would kill her just the same, and it would be a slower death than one from a bullet.

‘What about the crew, Clark?’

‘Dead. Or at least, I can’t see any survivors.’

She didn’t care about the mission; she cared about her life. Maybe, if she negotiated with the phantom on board, it would let her live. ‘Take the bottles!’ Anjelica shouted. ‘I don’t know who you are or what you look like! Please, just let me live!’

She felt like a helpless child. Her begging wouldn’t stop someone who murdered in cold blood, but what else was there left for her to do?

The engine of the trawler suddenly roared to life at full throttle. The exhaust pipes spewed out black smoke into the air and the Anatevka made a sharp turn to starboard.

The unexpected movement caused Anjelica to scream and slip from her hiding spot. Lugaschin and his men’s dead bodies slid around and rolled across the wet deck like grotesque dolls. Their dull, lifeless eyes stared at and through her.

‘Clark? Hang in there! I’ll make some calls! I’ve got your location.’

Anjelica was a sitting duck, and she knew it. Desperately, she tried to jump backward, but before she could hide behind the winch again she felt a blow to her right shoulder. A sharp pain followed immediately; the blow had reached through her life vest and spread like hot lava to her arm and back. Instinctively, she placed her hand over the wound, and felt the warm blood gushing from it. The mysterious murderer had struck her.

The shock made her blood pressure plummet, instantly causing her blood circulation to slow.

‘Hold on!’ she heard her boss say softly.

Every nerve in Anjelica’s body was determined to escape, to go somewhere the killer wouldn’t follow her. She crawled towards the railing with the firm intention of throwing herself into the sea, deciding that her chance of survival would be better in the icy waters than at the mercy of a clip of lethal bullets. Everything spun and her surroundings blurred.

The arrival of the next wave caused the boxes containing the ancient, precious champagne to slide around. One of them turned over and the bottles rolled down the Anatevka.

Anjelica pushed through the pain, moving herself over to the side of the boat, the growing weakness obscuring her vision. The deck shot up and down like a seesaw, her view alternating between the white foam crests on top of the waves and the ash-grey sky with its midnight-blue clouds.

The silver case suddenly slipped past her and banged against the railing.

Then, a pair of yellow wellies stepped into Anjelica’s field of view with the hem of a green raincoat flapping around them. The figure retained its disguise, its head shielded under the hood of the raincoat. It bent down slowly, picked up the little case and slipped it into its pocket.

She saw the stranger turn towards her in the reflection of the shiny welly toe caps.

‘Take the shitty champagne,’ Anjelica said, panting and powerless. ‘Just let me live . . .’

‘Clark! Clark! I’ve got hold of someone!’ her boss yelled. ‘The coastguard is on their way.’

One of the bottles bounced between her and the stranger and smashed against the side of the boat without the murderer making any effort to save it. As if in celebration of a belated boat christening for the Anatevka, the expensive alcohol foamed and poured. The man need only have been quick enough to put his foot out, and €53,000 would have been his.

‘Please, I—’ Anjelica suddenly saw something metallic tumble onto the wet deck in front of her with a ping and bounce and spin rapidly, followed by another identical object. Her waning consciousness made it difficult to see, but she was sure they weren’t coins.

Then came the pain, a new pain. It slashed violently through the flesh and bones of her back, forcing her head to hang limply. Her heart pounded so hard in her chest that it pained her more than any of her injuries.

As the two empty bullet cartridges washed overboard, Anjelica Clark died without ever knowing the reason for her death.




On gamblers God has never smiled,

The gambler is the devil’s child.

From The Ship of Fools (1494),
 by Sebastian Brant (1457–1521),
 translated by Edwin H. Zeydel (2003)




Intermedium

Leipzig, the Electorate of Saxony, 
the Holy Roman Empire, 
January 1768

‘I have rarely – no – never come across such a talented man as yourself,’ remarked Johan Gottlob Immanuel Breitkopf, who, together with his father, ran a publishing and printing company under the same name. He held up the copperplate engraving. ‘Albrecht Dürer’s Knight, Death and the Devil. And how long did it take you to engrave this, Kirchner?’

‘Half a month, Mr Breitkopf.’ Bastian held on to his cap with both hands and wrapped his fingers around it tightly as if he were about to wring it out. His excitement had got the better of him and he didn’t know how to behave as he stood in front of the desk in Breitkopf’s impressive study. The grandfather clock ticked away noisily in the corner and the rattling of carts could be heard from outside. ‘But I only engraved it, I didn’t design it.’

‘Only half a month, he says, as if it were nothing.’ Breitkopf was a little older and wore a white wig and fine clothes, as befitted a man of his station. He looked up at his workshop master, who stood diagonally behind Bastian. ‘Did you hear that, Stock?’

‘I did, Mr Breitkopf.’ Stock was in charge of the printing business and had a great deal of experience with engravers.

‘And you’ve also worked as . . .’ – Breitkopf glanced at Bastian’s papers – ‘A woodcarver and card-maker. I see that you’re originally from Altenburg.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Bastian nodded, feeling secretly ashamed of his overly plain clothes. He couldn’t afford anything else. ‘I taught myself how to engrave copper. It wasn’t difficult – it’s just like carving wood, only the other way around.’

‘How old are you?’

‘Twenty-three.’

‘How long have you lived in Leipzig?’

‘For four years, Mr Breitkopf. Before then I ran a small workshop in Altenburg.’

‘And you have a wife and three children and find you’re still able support them all?’

‘As I said, sir, it comes naturally to me.’

‘Three children, yes, that certainly appears to be the case.’ Breitkopf smiled. ‘Did your wife follow you to Leipzig?’

‘No sir, she’s from Leipzig. My beautiful Susanna can do almost everything that I can. She refuses to make cards, but her engraving skills are as good as my own.’

Breitkopf couldn’t contain his laughter any longer. ‘My dear Stock! Remind me how on earth you came across this maestro again!’ He looked at the engraving. ‘Unbelievable! Utterly un-be-liev-a-ble!’

‘Master Kirchner approached me a while ago. He was looking for work and asked if there was anything he could engrave – little things here and there, book and novel illustrations, and so on,’ Stock said, reaching back for something. His clothing made it clear that he earned a good living. Stock was about twice as old as Bastian. ‘As soon as I saw for myself how quickly and finely he etches and carves, I hired the man. He’s now so skilled that I would prefer him to work exclusively for you, Mr Breitkopf. If our competition were to employ him, we’d be in trouble.’

‘Splendid! What a splendid idea!’ Breitkopf leaned forward and steepled his ink-stained fingers together. ‘Where do you live, Kirchner?’

‘On Town Piper Alley with my wife and three children. We’re subtenants of a bailiff, Mr Breitkopf.’

‘That won’t do! That’s a hideous part of town.’ Breitkopf slammed his fist on the table. ‘You’ll move into the converted attic of my Silver Bear publishing house, next to my dear friend Stock, so that you can develop your skills even further.’

‘That is very kind of you.’ Bastian could hardly believe his luck. ‘Thank you!’

‘And you can teach Goethe, too – two masters are better than one. As for the salary, it’ll certainly be above what you earn per month at the moment. None of my workers should have to go hungry.’

‘Mr Breitkopf, I don’t know how I could ever re—’

‘Nonsense! You’ll thank me with your work, Kirchner. You are incredibly talented.’ Breitkopf tapped the engraved copperplate. ‘A skilled man like yourself should never have to settle for anything less.’ He glanced at Stock, satisfied. ‘Kirchner will make a fine addition to our workshop, Stock. My congratulations!’

‘At your service, Mr Breitkopf!’ replied Stock, who wore his long hair in a plait at the nape of his neck. ‘But you know, I simply wanted to lighten my workload, and with an engraver like Bastian’ – he slapped Bastian on the shoulder and gave him a friendly shake – ‘I’ve accomplished my goal.’

The men chuckled.

‘Then off you go and organise the move. We’ll talk about the card-making business another time,’ Breitkopf said. ‘I have some scores to attend to. There are some lovely little songs from Italy that need copying.’

Bastian and Stock left Breitkopf junior’s meeting room, which was located on Alter Neumarkt Street on Sparrow Hill, where the family had set up its publishing headquarters.

Bastian had already heard about the kinds of skilled merchants that the Breitkopfs dealt with. After the Golden Bear guesthouse was demolished, the Breitkopfs built a stately home next to the print shop on Sparrow Hill and assumed the bear emblem as their own trademark. Last year, when the front and back buildings became insufficient room, the Breitkopfs built a second house: the Silver Bear. If business continued as usual, especially if there was an increase in demand for printing music, the Breitkopfs would require a third house.

The corridors and stairwells smelled of printing ink. Workers harshly reprimanding apprentice boys for foolish mistakes, the occasional rumble of hand and high-speed presses and the natter and chit-chat of customers asking for books and comparing the contents of works could be heard from the ground floor, which was where the print and bookshop were located.

Bastian relished the hustle and bustle. He couldn’t believe that he was going to live under the same roof as where all the magic happened. Susanna will be over the moon! he thought. He extended his hand to Stock. ‘Sir, please accept my thanks.’

‘Only if we drop the titles. You are my equal, or rather, even my superior. I should be the one to address you formally,’ Stock said.

‘I am honoured!’

The two men walked down the stairs of the three-storey building and removed their coats from the hook.

Bastian pulled his hat over his short, black hair. A biting wind and crisp snow ushered people into restaurants, wine cellars and homes – wherever they felt most comfortable.

‘Shall we meet later in Auerbach’s Keller?’ Stock asked. ‘If your Susanna can spare you?’

‘Oh, she will. I’ll have a quick celebration with her at home, and then I’ll meet you and the others.’ Bastian pantomimed himself playing cards. ‘For a nice little game.’

Stock raised his eyebrows. ‘Have you been making cards in Breitkopf’s workshop again?’

‘Shhh!’ Bastian said, looking around.

‘You know that it’s illegal to make your own cards. The fine—’

‘But I don’t sell them, I . . . just play with them,’ Bastian replied, laughing. ‘I find other cards far too ugly. I don’t even enjoy winning when I see the queens’ harsh faces staring back at me, and it makes losing pure agony.’

Stock laughed. ‘Well, that’s fine by me.’ He opened the door. ‘See you later! The first round is on me.’

Bastian followed him outside and braced himself for the blustering gale, which either puffed up his bell-shaped coat, thereby releasing all of the warmth inside it, or transformed it into a sail, against which he was then forced to struggle and trudge through the snow with his head facing the ground. He had forgotten his scarf and gloves.

‘Oi, Kirchner!’ The call sliced through the howl of the wind. ‘A word.’

Bastian stopped and saw young Goethe walking towards him. Although Goethe had been sent to Leipzig to study law, he was visibly becoming a poet, a philosopher and an artist. ‘Ah, here comes our young poet! What is it? It’s too cold to chat.’

‘I’ve got a poem I’d like to read to you. I wrote it last year.’ Goethe held on to his tricorn with one hand to stop it from falling off his head.

‘Please don’t.’

‘Oh yes, here it comes:

I saw Doris by Damoetas’ stand,

He plucked her tenderly her by the hand;

Long they held each other’s eye,

Looking around, lest the parents wake,

And with no one there to pry,

With haste they made love, as lovers make.

Bastian grinned. ‘It’s too baroque for my taste.’

‘And yet, it’ll be printed one day. I bet it will.’ Goethe, who had spent his time writing poetry and courting a certain Kate instead of burying his nose in legal clauses, appeared offended. ‘Will I see you at Auerbach’s? Whatever game we play, be it whist, German solo, thirty and forty, passe-dix, ombre or sheep’s head, we need all hands on deck.’ He looked at him innocently. ‘There’ll be wine, too.’

‘What a fine student you are,’ Bastian had just finished saying, when he spotted the large, dog-shaped shadow lurking in the snowstorm.

‘Upon my word! What an accusation! I study my fellow men and their habits assiduously in order to apply it to my—’ Goethe followed Bastian’s gaze. ‘Can you see that black dog roaming through the snow and storm?’

‘I saw him a while ago. He seems harmless.’ It was a lie. Bastian sensed that nothing good could come from this creature.

‘Take a closer look! What breed do you think it is?’

Bastian strained his eyes. ‘A poodle . . . A rather large one.’

Goethe backed away from the animal. He too felt that there was something sinister about it. ‘Does the way it’s behaving seem normal to you? Have you noticed how it’s prowling in circles and seems to keep getting closer to us?’

Bastian turned to follow the twists and turns of the stray dog: it stalked them incessantly, skilfully avoiding the bright spots beneath the streetlamps. The creature moved with a threatening carelessness and kept its eyes fixed on the men, as if they were wild game that it would hunt down and bring back to its master.

Bastian could hardly believe what he saw next: the dog drew a blazing line around them! Its paw prints glowed yellow and red in the white snow.

‘And, if I’m not mistaken, it also leaves behind a whirlpool of fire wherever it goes,’ Goethe whispered next to him, terrified. ‘I haven’t had a drop to drink, I swear it, I swear it on my life!’

Bastian told himself it was impossible. ‘I see nothing but a black poodle. It’s probably just a trick of the light,’ he replied and slowly carried on walking.

But Goethe panicked and clung on to Bastian and his hat. ‘The way it’s magically drawing those silent loops around our feet . . . They may as well be shackles!’

‘My dear scholar, don’t be so daft,’ Bastian said, feigning a laugh to soothe his friend and himself. ‘It’s clear that it’s afraid and nervous because it’s in the presence of two strangers and has strayed away from its owner.’

Still, Goethe refused to settle down. ‘The circle is getting narrower! It’s so close to us already.’ He pushed Bastian in front of him. ‘Get away, beast! Go back to hell where you belong.’

The poodle kept still. It was unusually large for a dog of its breed. Its eyes reflected the faint light and its gaze alternated back and forth between the two of them, as if deciding who to attack first.

Then, taking them by complete surprise, the creature plopped itself down onto the snow, as though leaving what to do next up to Goethe and Bastian. As it suddenly began to wag its tail and bark, inviting them to play, the eeriness vanished as if it had been swept away by the icy wind.

Bastian peeled Goethe’s hands away from his arm. ‘You see? You coward, it’s only a dog, not a ghost. He’s wagging his tail, as dogs do.’ He laughed at him. ‘You’ll never be a hero if you carry on like this.’

‘I never wanted to be one. I just like writing about them.’ Goethe couldn’t bite down his grin. ‘I’m behaving like a fool.’

‘A big one, at that.’ Bastian’s teeth chattered. The wind had stolen that last shred of warmth from his clothes and he was eager to finally break the glorious news to Susanna. ‘I’ll see you later, Goethe. At Auerbach’s.’ He walked off quickly. ‘And don’t let the ghost-poodle bite you and drag you all the way to hell to throw you at his master Mephistopheles’ feet!’

Goethe waved him off and walked away in the other direction, the snowflakes shrouding him from view.

The dog, however, remained rooted to the spot: a sinister shadow against the whirling white.

Bastian reached his lodgings at Town Piper Alley. Breitkopf had called the alley hideous, and Bastian couldn’t help but agree with his description. The gloomy, winding little alley and its predominantly council-owned, wooden buildings had seen better days. Writers, domestic servants and, last but not least, town pipers – after whom the alley was named – lived here.

Bastian, Susanna and their children lived in a hole of a home as subtenants, as the actual tenant, a bailiff with lots of children, found it too cold and draughty in the winter months. Water dripped through the roof and ceiling when it rained, which made Bastian thankful for the harsh winter as the rain turned to ice instead, even if they frequently felt cold. But the children never got tired of marvelling at the frost patterns.

Bastian opened the door of the sloping, crooked house and cheered loudly as he ran into the room, startling Susanna and the children. They sat around the dinner table in thick, coarse jackets. Steam rose from the broth in the cold room and it smelled of meat stew.

‘Who’s come storming in like a wild beast?’ Susanna cried, her voice filled with both joy and reproach. Her braided blonde hair shimmered in the candlelight.

Bastian threw his hat and then his coat onto the hook and stood by the wooden stove, stretching his frozen fingers in front of it to get warm. ‘Glad tidings, I would have thought,’ he said. He could see that the soup was mainly made up of beans thickened with flour. Only the children had meat in their bowls.

‘Glad tidings are always welcome. Let’s hear it.’ Susanna filled his bowl. ‘Has someone placed another order?’

‘Keep guessing.’ Bastian smiled at the children. ‘You too, go on!’

‘Two new orders!’ Johann shouted.

‘Gold!’ Ilse cooed. Armin, too little to reply properly, babbled something to herself.

‘We’re moving out,’ Bastian said, giving them a mysterious look as he sat down. ‘I spoke to Breitkopf.’

Susanna laughed heartily. ‘Which one?’

‘With the big boss, I believe, Johann Gottlob Immanuel.’ Bastian grabbed his wife’s left hand and squeezed it. Her beautiful face lit up. ‘I’ve got a job at The Bernhard Christoph Breitkopf and Sons Printing House.’

Susanna dropped the ladle and clapped a hand over her mouth in delight.

‘And we’re going to move out, too. We’ll leave this hellhole and move into the publishing house!’

‘I . . . God almighty!’ Susanna cried and wrapped her arms around his neck. ‘All of our hard work, all of our blood, sweat and tears. It’s paid off.’

‘We’re rich!’ Johann yelled.

‘Gold!’ Ilse shouted again, playing with the broth with her spoon and splashing it everywhere. Noticing that everyone was in good spirits, Armin clapped her hands together and laughed merrily.

Bastian got up, rummaged around the supplies cupboard and found a sealed bottle filled with cask wine. ‘Let’s have a toast,’ he said and excitedly poured two mugfuls before joining his loved ones back at the table. ‘Here’s to a better life for our children.’

‘And to us doing all right, too,’ Susanna added with a cheeky smile, drinking with him.

‘I wouldn’t be opposed to that.’

‘Gold and happiness will be ours!’ Bastian exclaimed and kissed Susanna, who returned his affection. He then took a sip of the wine, which was rather bitter after being kept for so long.

‘Oh dear!’ Susanna coughed. ‘It could do with some . . . Honey and spices, I think. Lots of honey.’

‘I’ve got an even better idea,’ Bastian replied, taking advantage of the opportunity. ‘I can get us some more from Auerbach’s Keller.’ He stood up and tried to discretely get his self-made playing cards out of the drawer. ‘If I come back late, it’ll be because I had to sample all the wines first to find the best one for us.’

Susanna laughed. ‘Do you think I haven’t noticed?’

Bastian went red and turned to her. He tried to look innocent. ‘What do you mean?’

She pointed to his pocket. ‘You’ve taken the cards. That’s why it’ll take so long, and that’s without you sampling all the wines.’ She rose, told the children to go back to their meal and looked at him, putting her arms on his shoulders and stroking his neck. ‘I know how much you love cards and making them, but I’ve already told you that I don’t approve of it.’

‘Susanna, the other cards are hideous, and—’

‘My love, it’s forbidden for one thing. If they catch you, you’ll be fined, and on top of that you’ll lose your job at Breitkopf’s,’ she interrupted him softly. ‘Nothing good can come of these cards.’

‘We’re not causing any trouble.’

‘And yet people say that cards are the Devil’s prayer-book.’

‘But even the clergy play with them.’ Bastian cleared his throat. He wanted to tell her that Breitkopf was even thinking about setting up a card manufacturing department at his publishing house to expand beyond just printing books, publications and sheet music. Stock had secretly confided this fact to Bastian and made him promise not to tell a soul. Knowing Susanna could forbid him to work there altogether if he told her, however, Bastian remained silent.

‘That doesn’t mean you should be and doesn’t make the game or the pastors and priests any better,’ Susanna said, snuggling up to him. She smelled of lavender soap and spring. ‘Leave the cards at home.’

‘Just this one evening,’ he protested, gently kissing the tip of her nose. Then he freed himself from her embrace and threw on his coat. ‘See you later, my dear, my queen of hearts!’ He turned to the children. ‘And as for you: listen to your mother!’

Bastian headed out into the snowstorm while he could still be forgiven for not hearing Susanna’s reply, which he might not like. He felt over the moon, as if he were walking on air, and he wouldn’t let anything dampen his spirits.

Clutching his playing cards in his left hand, he sprinted along Town Piper Alley and reached the entrance of Auerbach’s Keller. Auerbach’s was one of Leipzig’s oldest wine taverns and had been established over two hundred years ago by a local Leipzig city councillor, doctor and professor called Stromer. The fact that the tavern would still be welcoming customers after all this time, however, was something that its founder had never in a million years thought possible.

Bastian stumbled down the steep, well-trodden steps and made his way into the underground wine tavern and past the old paintings on wooden canvases.

One painting depicted the magician and astrologer Faust, drinking with students, and the other one showed him rolling out of the door on a wine barrel. Bastian had once found Goethe staring at it, lost in thought and woozy from wine. When he had asked why he was gawking at Faust like that, Goethe had told him that he was fascinated by the painting’s depiction of the idea of striving for something, searching for it, then being mistaken and still not finding it, and not losing your mind in the process.

‘Kirchner! Over here!’ Stock shouted over the buzz of conversations of the taverngoers; a wall of sound penetrated by shouts and laughter.

Councillors and craftsmen, journeymen and students, lovers and married couples alike all sat in the vaulted cellars, drunk on wine and clouded by tobacco smoke, playing games. Those with instruments played music, and Bastian could also hear singing from further away. Powerful voices had broken out into a song that echoed off the vaulted ceilings.

Stock had managed to grab a table with Goethe and a group of young people. Jugs and goblets were already on the table, and the cards had been handed out. Some of them had already been played, while others remained in people’s hands.

Bastian recognised the German deck. It was of basic, tavern quality and no doubt often pressed together after many hours of play to keep the cards in shape. He saw the blotches on the backs of the cards. It would be far too easy for a player sitting in a corner to win, provided they had a good memory.

‘There you are!’ Bastian said, making his way down the benches and through the crowds, apologising politely as he pushed past and picking up hats he knocked on to the floor.

‘Grab a seat,’ Goethe replied. He elbowed the young lads sitting next to him. ‘Allow me to introduce you to Frosch, Brandner, Siebel and Altmayer. They’re all brave, and, as you can see, poor students who cannot afford fine threads.’

Bastian greeted the group and took a seat, setting down his coat and hat behind him.

The young men had met up a while ago and had spent the time playing cards with the stained deck. They spoke loudly and roughly and made crass jokes about their opponents and other guests in the tavern. The general consensus was to finish playing sheep’s head and then move on to another game.

The thought of touching the stained cards revolted Bastian. Besides, he had never liked the German game and much preferred French colours, thinking them more elegant.

‘What’s the matter?’ the chubby Frosch addressed the group, mischief twinkling in his eyes. ‘Is no one laughing? No one drinking? I’ll teach you how to grin, I’m thinking. Today you’re like wet straw, so tame; and usually you’re all aflame.’

‘He’s speaking in rhyme again,’ Goethe muttered, shaking his head. ‘He always does that when he’s had something to drink.’

Bastian smirked.

‘Oh, I can do that too. Now that’s your fault; from you we nothing see,’ Brandner, who wore a very large, curly wig, spoke up. ‘No beastliness and no stupidity.’

‘Oh, so it’s my fault, is it?’ Frosch took his goblet and poured the wine over Brandner. ‘There’s both together!’

The group laughed and Bastian couldn’t help but grin.

‘To hell with you, you’re twice a swine!’ Brander shouted, wiping the red from his eyes and throwing his cards on to the table. They immediately began to soak up the puddle of red wine. ‘The game is ruined, and so is my wig.’

‘As if you would have won with that hand,’ Siebel retorted, laughing. He laid his cards on the table for all to see. ‘Tough luck, my friend. But don’t despair, red hair is rather popular with the ladies.’

‘Enough already, enough,’ Altmayer said and asked a waitress to bring him a cloth to clean up the wine with. There was a fresh scar on his left cheek. ‘Let’s play something else.’

Bastian saw that Goethe was vigorously scribbling away in his notebook, as if transcribing minutes in court. He had most likely been inspired by something and was noting down his ideas for a new story or poem. Suddenly, Goethe glanced at the table, which had been carelessly built and whose wood was damp from the spilt wine. Goethe knew that they were waiting to see the new cards, but Bastian’s cards were too precious for them; they didn’t deserve to be touched by greasy fingers or pick up other dirt.

Frosch leaned against the wall behind him. ‘Ah, what a splendid evening.’

‘Leipzig to me is dear,’ Goethe mumbled. ‘Paris in miniature. How it refines its people!’

‘Or makes them conceited. That can be said of many in this cellar,’ the uncouth Siebel responded. He glanced at Bastian. ‘Well, what are you waiting for? Show us the cards!’

Bastian looked at Goethe, who tried to appear innocent and buried his nose in his little notebook. ‘What makes you think I have cards?’

‘Our old friend Goethe told us,’ Altmayer said and leaned forward. ‘But we’ll keep this between us.’

‘We only want to see them,’ Brandner added and gestured for another glass of wine. ‘Goethe boasted about them, said the cards were a masterpiece and that he wants to learn more about the intricacies of carving and engraving from you and Stock.’

Stock glanced at Bastian and shook his head suggestively.

But the students’ expectant looks and the desire for his work to be praised and admired, something Susanna hadn’t done, made Bastian pull out the deck from his pocket with his left hand and show their French colours. He had left the designated tax stamp spot on the ace of hearts blank, so as to avoid being accused of deceiving the electorate or even forging the stamp.

‘Here they are,’ he said and handed out the cards one by one. ‘Gentlemen, avoid leaving marks. It would be a pity to spoil such beautiful cards.’ The first card was still making its way round as Bastian relished the astonishment on the young men’s faces. Stock, whose appreciation meant far more to Bastian than the students’, also widened his eyes and nodded approvingly. ‘I know there are still some things I need to refine but, if Breitkopf decides to pursue card manufacturing, I’ll make him the best cards.’

‘I don’t doubt it,’ Brandner said, impressed.

‘Not for one second,’ Siebel added. ‘I’d buy them on the spot!’

Bastian smiled happily and kept an eye on the cards as they were passed around, worried that something might happen to his precious paper children before they made their way back to him.

‘I can’t sell them to you, Siebel.’

‘Oh, surely it’s only a question of price,’ Altmayer interjected. ‘How many thalers will it take for you to change your mind?’

‘It’s forbidden,’ Bastian maintained, feeling anxious.

The cards were now being passed back and forth between the students. They twisted and turned them in their hands, and even held them up to the light to test if they could see through them, which only drew attention from the other tables.

‘All right, pass them back to me, quick!’ Bastian demanded. Susanna had warned him that it wasn’t a good idea, and she had been right.

‘Now, now, why the rush?’ Frosch asked, stroking the queen of clubs. ‘I’d win with this one.’

Bastian turned around and inspected the vaulted cellar to check if a councillor or the authorities were making their way towards their table.

Sure enough, a man roughly in his sixties wearing a simple, elegant yet military-like frock coat came over, limping slightly. His eyes looked ancient, as if they had seen over a hundred years go by. He wore his long, salt-and-pepper hair in a braid, which was held in place by a dark velvet ribbon at the back of his head. Melted snow dripped from his adorned tricorn hat.

Bastian froze. The same, extraordinarily large, black poodle that had frightened Goethe and him in the snowstorm walked by the man’s side. He looked down and examined the wine cellar floor to see if he could spot any glowing marks on its paws, but the magic from before didn’t repeat itself.

‘Give me the cards!’ Bastian hissed at the group and held out his hands.

But the man had already reached them. The black dog sat down beside him, its eyes darting from the card-maker to Goethe, as if it wanted to be praised by its master for having tracked down the men again.

As if it were cornering its prey.

‘Good evening,’ the man greeted them in a sonorous voice. The students jumped, frightened. They hadn’t seen him arrive until that very second. ‘Forgive me, dear students, but I couldn’t help but notice’ – he extended a scrawny hand with long, filed nails and pointed at the deck with his index finger – ‘these cards. They’re exquisite. Who do they belong to, and where can I purchase such a deck?’

The men silently exchanged glances and tried to think of a way to evade the question. Goethe stared at the poodle and made himself small.

‘I bought them in France,’ Bastian said finally with all the courage he could muster. ‘They’re brand new. From Lyon.’

‘Ah, Lyon. The famous city of card craftsmen,’ the man said, and bowed. ‘My name is Dietrich, and I’m from the beautiful city of Leipzig. But if these cards are from Lyon, why is the tax stamp missing from the jack of clubs?’

Bastian felt his heart pounding in his throat. ‘Oh, I . . . I dropped the cards and they fell into the water, and—’

Dietrich laughed softly. ‘You have nothing to be afraid of, sir. I am not a man of authority, just a friend and a lover of cards.’ He leaned towards Bastian. ‘It was you. You made them.’

‘They’re only samples,’ Bastian said. ‘To prove to a manufacturer that I can do it.’

‘That you can, without a doubt. You are an even better craftsman than Stock.’ He nodded a greeting to Stock, whose age set him apart from the young crowd. ‘I mean no offence.’

‘I know what you mean, and it’s true,’ Stock replied, suspicion written across his face. ‘We’ll get rid of the samples right away. Kirchner meant no harm.’

‘I know, I know,’ Dietrich said, smiling and flashing his set of immaculate, unstained and fresh, white teeth. Bastian had only seen their like on young children. ‘Would you make me a pack, Master Kirchner? If I were to give you my specifications? I shall make it worth your while.’ He held out in his clawed hand a clinking leather pouch, which had seemingly appeared out of thin air. ‘How long would you need?’

‘Hey, old man! I asked Kirchner first,’ Siebel complained.

‘And I have more money,’ Altmayer added. Their looks at the seasoned gent now grew hostile.

The poodle growled threateningly and pulled back its lips. It evidently disapproved of the way its master had been spoken to.

Bastian backed away from the animal. If the group hadn’t still had his cards, he would have got up and left.

‘Now, now, gentlemen, dear students,’ Dietrich reassured them with a mirthful laugh, and took a seat. ‘Why fight over something we won’t even get?’ He looked at Bastian. ‘Isn’t that right?’

Bastian looked into the man’s ancient eyes: blood flooded his pupils and flames danced in them, dyeing the whites of his eyes. There was something demonic about him. ‘I don’t have the right to make them yet,’ Bastian stammered, on the verge of giving in to the stranger’s request – out of fear; the money in the pouch, which sounded like gold when it jingled, meant nothing to him.

‘You could do it in secret. No one would have to know,’ Dietrich whispered enticingly. ‘Do this as a favour to me. In return, I will grant you whatever it is you wish most.’

‘Let it go, Dietrich,’ Siebel shouted. ‘Kircher’s with us.’

‘Listen to his promises! I’ll grant you any wish, he says! Pha! Only God and the Devil have that kind of power, not you,’ Altmayer reprimanded the old man, with a raised index finger, as if he were a priest. ‘Not men.’

‘Not if he had them by the neck, I vow, would e’er these people scent the Devil,’ Dietrich replied, quoting Faust. He accepted a jug of wine from a waitress and paid for it. ‘But now, let us forget our quarrel and drink to the secret card craftsman. May he soon be able to make his cards freely and delight us with them.’ He rose to fill the students’ cups and goblets.

Shortly before Dietrich poured the wine, Bastian was sure he saw the man sprinkle a pinch of whitish powder as fine as flour into the jug. But it was gone in the blink of an eye, and for all Bastian knew he might have imagined it.

Dietrich shared out the wine, which, strangely enough, ran out once Siebel’s, Brandner’s, Frosch’s and Altmayer’s goblets had been filled. He quickly ordered another carafe.

‘Hurrah for freedom! Hurrah for wine!’ Altmayer cried exuberantly after taking his first sip, laughing like mad. He clutched the glass at the edge of the table and pretended to draw himself more wine from the wood. ‘Ha! Look, more grape juice! I can see it gurgling and spluttering from the table.’

Bastian watched in disbelief as, much to the amusement of the other customers, the four students played, pretending that the wine flowed straight out of the furniture. He seized the opportunity to swiftly grab and pocket his cards. Goethe continued to write in his little notebook as if he were possessed.

Dietrich stood up from the table. ‘It’s clear that you gentlemen are enjoying yourselves and entertaining others. I’ll be on my way.’ He leaned forward. ‘As for the cards, Master Kircher, my offer still stands. Think about it – perhaps you’ll take me up on it after all.’ With that, he walked away, limping slightly.

Bastian shuddered as the giant black poodle shot him another look. The dog rose and yawned, as if wanting to bare its nasty teeth one last time at him, before it trotted after its master. The beast from the pits of hell.

He lost his train of thought to the loud clamouring at his table and the laughter from the wine cellar. The other guests in Auerbach’s were enjoying the show as the drunken, enraptured students rose from their chairs and looked around as if they had been transported from the vault to another world.

‘Where am I? What a lovely land! Altmayer shouted enthusiastically.

‘Vines?’ Frosch cried cheerfully. ‘Can I trust my eyes?’

Siebel reached out and touched Brandner’s nose. ‘And there are grapes here – delicious and juicy ones,’ he declared and drew his knife. Screams erupted from the crowd of onlookers. A fear that the fun and games could take an unpleasant and unexpected turn filled the room. ‘We’ll cut them right off the vines.’

The four students grabbed each other’s noses and pulled out their pocketknives. But before they could do anything, Bastian, Goethe, Stock and a few brave strangers broke them apart and stopped them.

Dietrich and his sinister dog had long since vanished.
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