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Introduction


Dedicated to the memory of Pope John Paul, 1978–2010


This book is being published to commemorate the fifth anniversary of the death of Pope John Paul in 2010.


Among his many achievements Pope John Paul was the longest-reigning pope, his thirty-two years and two months passing Pius IX by six months. And he was the oldest pope ever, living till just past his ninety-eighth birthday, easily passing Leo III who lived to ninety-three, and remaining sound in mind and body until the end.


But it is not for these remarkable records that we celebrate John Paul’s papacy. It is the fact that he ushered in an age of liberalism previously unknown in the Catholic Church. We shall recall shortly how he dealt with a number of difficult moral issues, some of which were making the Church of Rome seem out of touch with the modern world.


*


First we must repeat our gratitude to Pope John Paul for opening up the deepest, most secret parts of the Archives of the Vatican Library – known colloquially as the Vatican Vaults – to scholars. In doing so he has made available an incomparable wealth of historical material.


This act was not without risk, as John Paul himself accepted. Even more so than the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Nag Hammadi Library and other caches of ancient documents, who could tell the impact of what might be found in the Vatican Vaults? Certainly there would be skeletons; the Church’s undercover involvement in world affairs throughout the centuries would be laid bare.


We know already that the Church of Rome has at times been involved in covering up things it did not wish to be known, and at times has blatantly rewritten history. The best known example of the latter must be the Donation of Constantine, an eighth-century forgery which asserted that the early fourth-century Roman Emperor Flavius Valerius Constantine gave the papacy spiritual sovereignty over all other churches, temporal sovereignty over large parts of Italy and landed estates throughout the Middle East for income. The Church continued to use this to assert its temporal rights long after it had been proven to be a forgery.


As we explore the thousands of documents in the Vatican Vaults, much of the history of the last millennium or more will have to be re-examined; the separation of fact from fiction is one of the hardest tasks facing the scholars. It might take generations of historians and theologians to sift through what is buried in the Vaults, separating out suppressed first-hand accounts from clever obfuscations.


Over the last twenty years we have only skimmed the surface. The research team has deliberately been kept small and manageable, rather than opening up the Vaults to an academic free-for-all. There have been papers, monographs and, for a few research assistants fortunate in their choice of supervisors, there have been doctoral theses. I was one of the first of these, and so owe my career as an historian to Pope John Paul. Two decades later I find myself chairman of the committee which would select and publish a popular edition of some of the material found in the Vaults.


Like John Paul, we are taking a risk in publishing this book. The accounts span over a thousand years. They cover a wide variety of subjects. Some challenge the foundations of the Christian faith. Others challenge our view of the world, with their revelations of the supernatural or the paranormal, of the spiritual or the alien. All are startlingly different views of the history we thought we knew.


Can we take all of these as verified history? Of course not. History is not an open book, a clear narrative from Then till Now. There are few certainties, only greater or lesser probabilities. Many of the accounts in this book may be completely factual; others may be fictions and fables which the Church, for whatever reason, wanted to hide. We hope that the notes before and after each one will guide the reader; we have, in many cases, erred on the side of caution.


As with scholars in all areas of academe, historians disagree with each other. Few of these accounts were a unanimous choice; most are the result of many hours of argument, with passions raised both for and against. This is part of the joy of scholarship, and I would like to thank my fellow committee members for not (quite) coming to blows, and for their enthusiasm and humour in both formal meetings and informal conversations.


*


This book is in itself a tribute to Pope John Paul. We must mention here just a few of his reforms during his many years as Pope.


Probably his first revolutionary action was to throw the moneylenders out of the temple. Within weeks of coming to office he was looking into the corrupt state of the Institute of Religious Works, commonly known as the Vatican Bank, and within months he had required several high-ranking officials, including an archbishop, to resign. The Commission of Enquiry into Financial Mismanagement was the first of several commissions he set up with the explicit mandate to ‘find out where the Church fails, and show us how to make things right’.


The Commission of Enquiry into Abuse in the Church initially looked into the now-infamous Magdalene Laundry asylums in Ireland and Australia, and quickly closed the few remaining ones. It then turned its attention to the sexual, physical and mental abuse of children by priests, monks and nuns, Pope John Paul refusing to continue the Church’s unspoken policy of quietly covering up both the problem and the scale of it. From the beginning this commission worked closely with both police and social services, ensuring that all who had committed abuse against children would answer for their crimes.


John Paul was not afraid to challenge long-held practices of the Church, including that of priestly celibacy, which was always a discipline rather than a doctrine. The first stage, early in his pontificate, was to allow already married men to enter the priesthood; later the rules were relaxed further to allow priests, under certain circumstances, to marry and remain as priests.


This was part of the Pope’s rapprochement with the Anglican communion, his warm relationship with a succession of Archbishops of Canterbury being a constant feature of his long papacy.


Five years after he became Pope, John Paul brought about a most remarkable, yet at its heart remarkably simple, act of reconciliation between the two Churches. In 1896 Pope Leo XIII declared that all Anglican consecrations of bishops were ‘absolutely null and utterly void’ because there were gaps in their continuity of Apostolic Succession, the laying-on of hands from bishop to bishop over the centuries. The Anglican Church, naturally, disagreed.


For most people this dispute was as abstruse as how many angels could dance on the head of a pin. But for bishops and priests it was a major focus of division between the Churches.


Pope John Paul’s solution, symbolically on Whit Sunday (Pentecost) 1983, was to bring together all the bishops of both Churches in cathedrals around the world in joint services of re-commitment of their faith and re-consecration of their ministry, with all laying hands on each other. Some criticised it as an audacious sleight of hand, and hardline Ulster Protestants called it worse than that, but the way that it was done, with smiles and hugs and slappings on the back as well as the formal laying-on of hands, somehow pulled off the minor miracle that from that day on, all Catholic and Anglican bishops recognised each other as equally valid.


Undoubtedly the reform with the most widespread effect was John Paul’s relaxation in practice of the Church’s teachings on contraception. Condoms were permitted for the prevention of disease, and the Pill if it was being used to regulate a woman’s cycle or for other medical reasons; contraception was an unwished-for but unavoidable side effect. Again it was a sleight of hand, but one welcomed by millions of ordinary Catholics worldwide, who could continue to do what they had already been doing, but now without sinning.


*


It could all have been so different. If Pope John Paul’s personal secretary had not chanced to go into the Pope’s private rooms late at night to retrieve a book he had left there, and seen the light still on in the Pope’s bedroom, and found the Pope slumped in bed from a heart attack, and called the Vatican physician and an ambulance – we might have lost this most reforming of all popes just a month after he ascended St Peter’s throne. There would have needed to be a second conclave in 1978, and a new pope would have had to be elected. Who can guess what differences there might have been in the years between then and now? But there we are sliding into the realms of alternative history.


Prof. Francis Atterbury OBE, FRS


Durham, 2015




c. 850 CE


The story of Pope Joan has been believed and denied for around a thousand years. Numerous essays and books have ‘proved’ both the truth and the falsehood of the tale, and many would say that this account can lend no credence to the myth, for reasons which will rapidly become obvious; yet the mass of supporting detail requires that the possibility of its truth not be discounted out of hand.


This account in tenth-century Italian was in a folder entitled ‘Johanna Anglicus, a woman’, found among the personal papers of Pope Sergius III (904–911 CE) along with several letters, notes and diary entries which make reference to it. From internal evidence and from its prose style, particularly the shifts of tense to heighten the immediacy of emotion, it appears to be a transcription of Pope Joan’s own dramatised oral tale, told by her to her family in or just outside Rome some time in the first few years of the tenth century.





 


The Tale of Pope Joan


David V. Barrett


It was a time of tribulation, and more. Everything, which had been going so well, so wonderfully, fell apart, flew apart – and most galling of all, I can place little of the blame on anyone other than myself.


Maybe Antonio, a little – but only a little. It was my carelessness, not his, that nearly lost us everything.


Oh, I had such power – had priests and princes bowing to me – and lost it through my lusts.


I wished, often then and sometimes even now, that I had never left Germany, that I had never left my family; that grey, rainy country so different from this sweating, plague-infested Rome; that arguing, fighting, loving, supporting family so different from the arguing, fighting, hating, back-stabbing men of God here.


But I was very young, in our years, still just nearer to thirty than to forty. It was my time to travel, to find new experiences on my own, but not for myself only: we always bring back what we have learnt and tell it to each other, that we may all share, may all learn.


Remember this, my children, when you begin to travel.


We were an English family, though we lived in Mainz. One of my fathers, for reasons I didn’t understand as a child, was a missionary to the Germans. I was brought up in a house of scholarship. From my childhood I knew myself to be a scholar rather than a merchant or a farmer; and I knew also that I could not be tied, as several of my mothers were, to the family home. My birth-mother had left early for her final Wandering, having brought three healthy litters of children into this world and then into adulthood; she’d had enough of fetching and carrying, of cooking and cleaning, of being a wife among many and a mother of many.


‘Don’t let yourself get trapped, as I have been,’ she told me. ‘I wanted to study, but I ended my travels too soon and joined this family. A wonderful family, don’t get me wrong, but I have spent too much time thinking of us, not enough of me.’ She went on, my mother, a good deal more than that, but it all meant much the same: she’d been familied too soon, before learning to be herself.


I must not do the same. She told me, and I knew it for myself.


I would be a scholar, and there was only one place for that: the Church. No matter that, like all of us, I had no belief in God; I have none now and had none even in that highest position – but then, neither had many of my predecessors, nor many of my successors, I am sure. Here in Rome, at the very centre of the Church, there is less faith than anywhere else in Christendom – and almost no Godliness. It shocked me when I first arrived here, even though I was well aware of how dishonest humans are.


I did not wish to join a nunnery; there is too much devotion there, and – with some exceptions – too little scholarship. I changed to man’s form and joined the Benedictine abbey at Fulda, near to our home in Mainz.


Why? Because there, I was among some of the finest minds in northern Europe. I could learn from them, argue with them, study their work first hand, read more books than were collected almost anywhere else, except Rome – and here they are collected but not read, not studied. There is no scholarship here; only fighting for position.


I listened and studied and learnt, and argued and taught and wrote. And made the beginnings of my reputation.


From there I went to Athens to extend my studies to Greek literature – and there, unknowingly, I took my next fateful step.


Each mistake is greater than the one before, each built on all that has gone before. This one seemed so right, so wonderful, so (if I’d believed in God and an afterlife) heaven-sent.


Danger, danger, danger. Why did I not see? Because I was blinded by that which lights one’s life but throws all that one does not wish to see into the shadows. Love.


Love!


Antonio and I met first in a tavern, where as a brother under the Rule of Saint Benedict no doubt I should not have been; but too many of the brothers knew their scholarship only as a dull, dry thing, unrelated in every way to living. I had to breathe. There in the ancient squares and taverns I found release in conversation with men and women of all sorts and conditions, in rough wine and, from time to time, in women. Some I paid, but most became friends and friendly bedmates.


In a man’s body I enjoyed bedplay with women; I would have liked the occasional man, for inside I was still deeply female, but there was too much risk.


In the abbey I could have had a dozen of the brothers; but I would rather have fornicated with a rotting dead pig than touch one of them or have them touch me.


I sensed Antonio across the tavern, just as he sensed me; our eyes touched across the room. I bought a carafe of wine and wandered as if casually over to the quiet corner he had moved to.


‘Antonio of Verona, known as Brother Andrew of Tours.’


‘Gerberta, of an English line, known as John of Mainz.’


We touched hands shyly, eagerly. He knew I was female.


I’d come across many others of our people over the last few years: the odd young traveller like myself, a few older ones on their twilight Wandering, and families here and there. We’d met, we’d talked, we’d spent evenings together sometimes – but we’d never got close. It almost seemed that I could make friends – shallow friends, anyway – more easily among humans than my own people.


But Antonio . . .


From that first meeting there was a power between us, a communication deeper than any I had known before. We were lovers from that first touch between our eyes; and only hours later we became lovers in bed also.


We made love first as two human men, because we couldn’t wait to change our forms. And then later, the following morning, we made love again as ourselves, in our true forms.


It was the first time in five years that I had enjoyed the sexual sensations of my female body.


*


Oh, how easily are we betrayed!


*


And when I moved from Athens to Rome, Antonio came with me; neither of us even considered that he might not.


*


Oh, there are times when I wish I believed in God, for then I could cry out in the depths of my despair, ‘Why, why, oh Lord?’


*


I taught at the Trivium, in the Greek church attached to the Church of Santa Maria in Cosmedin. I became well liked and well respected for my learning, in that city of influence and ignorance. In time, Leo IV gave me a cardinal’s hat –


– and when his successor, Benedict III, a holy man whom in other circumstances I might have loved, died, I was acclaimed Bishop of Rome. I said no, of course; I said I was not worthy; I hid myself in St Peter’s. But the crowd would not hear my protests, and said it was God’s will.


*


Oh God, I wish I could believe in you. I could beg for your help, or at the least for your solace; I could take comfort in the promise that you would protect me; I could try to persuade myself that all this is part of some great divine plan, that you know what you are doing, that good will come of it in the end; or I could rail against you for what you have done to me.


But I can only rail against myself, and know that my help cometh only from myself, in whom I despair.


*


Antonio and I were careless in our loving, just as young lovers should be. It never crossed our minds that I might become pregnant; after all, we had no group marriage, there were only the two of us, and this gave us – this should have given us – the sexual freedom that our young people enjoy. Sex for fun, sex for play, sex for excitement, sex for friendship, as well as sex for love. Sex with a glorious variety of partners, experimenting with and enjoying the gifts of our bodies and minds and spirits and emotions, the gifts to give as well as those to receive. Sex without the responsibility of children – that’s what group marriages are for.


I should not have become pregnant, not outside a group marriage; but I did. We were stunned, horrified, Antonio as much as I . . . then over the weeks and months we grew more used to the idea, began to look forward to it. I had never been a mother, and was at the age when I should begin to think about settling down in a marriage group. Maybe my body, fooled by my being with Antonio for three or four years, thought I was in a group marriage . . . a group of two.


We made plans. The baby was due in June of the year 858, a hot and filthy month when my absence from Rome would be regarded as sensible. We would go to a villa up in the hills, where there would at least be trees to shade us from the blazing sun, and where we would be away from the filth and stench and disease of summer Rome – and from the intrigue, the watching eyes and wagging tongues.


I had brought Antonio with me from Venice as my priest-attendant, and he still attended me as my cardinal deacon and secretary. It was expected that where I went he would go also.


*


Oh, Antonio! So beautiful, my only love, and you are gone. So beautiful, and so close to me, you turned down propositions almost daily from the fat priests and cardinals and dukes and administrators who jostle for position and power and wealth, who bribe and steal and seduce and kill to raise their social standing by one small degree, to move from one sphere of influence into a vying one, to gain another rich jewel or bag of gold, and all in the name of the God of love.


He wanted none of them; he wanted only me.


And I lose him, I lose him, and our child.


*


You know the place, some of you: between the Colosseum and the Church of St Clement. The day was hot, sticky, sweaty, as so much of that summer had been. The air itself seemed diseased. The Rogation Day procession between the Lateran and St Peter’s wound slowly through the streets, priests and cardinals and choirboys before and behind me, a hundred pious nuns walking together in their midst.


My bearers stumbled from time to time, exhausted by the heat. I had tried to cancel the procession, the ceremony, but that body of administrators who actually run this hellish place would not allow it. It was tradition, it was custom, it was law. I, as Pope, had no say in the matter.


My time was near, but not too near: three or four weeks. This was my last compulsory appearance before I could flee this filthy place with Antonio; tomorrow we would go into retreat for the rest of the heat of summer, and I would have our child in peace.


*


The pain hits me and my waters break forth, together. I’m soaked from my loins down, and going into spasm; my entire body heaves and thrusts. I scream with the agony. One of my bearers, startled, chooses this moment to stumble; the litter tips and falls, and I with it.


My body reacts to the emergency without my conscious thought; I feel my vagina, closed with a fold of skin beneath my penis, open up and widen, widen suddenly and agonisingly as the baby within pushes itself into the world.


Priests, cardinals, attendants of all sorts, rush to my aid, knowing only that their Pope has fallen and is hurt.


I lie half on the ground, half still in the soaked finery of my litter, my legs wide apart as the thing inside me tears itself from me. And cries.


That tiny infant sound stills the hubbub around me. Choirboys, monks, nuns, priests, cardinals in their sweat-stained robes, all stop, and stand, and turn, and stare. And then they come for me, for me and for my barely born child, with their fear and their hatred, their boots and their fists, kicking and clawing and tearing and stamping . . .


*


Three days, now, three days to repair my ripped and ravaged body, but three lifetimes would not be enough to repair my torn heart.


*


Somehow I crawled away and hid, in rotting piles of rubbish in the shell of a half-broken building only a few minutes away from my scene of degradation and discovery and despair. Hid, until I could stop the bleeding from my own wound, my womb which had betrayed me, and from the cuts and tears and rough grazes and bone-deep bruises from the mob’s attack.


And while I healed, I changed my appearance: I made myself a hand’s width shorter, I changed my hair from its distinctive copper – a legacy from an Irish forebear – to black, and I made my face rounder and more anonymous. I remained a man; my attackers, the tribunals of the Church, the entire priesthood, half of Rome for all I knew (though some might secretly admire my presumed audacity) – all would be looking for a woman.


Now I was safe, at least from recognition, though my weak state would make me more prone to the illnesses of the city.


I sought out a small family group I knew, and told them what had happened. They were amazed, but they took me in; though we may fight and squabble among ourselves, we will always help each other against human threats, and besides, with my new appearance, there is no danger to them.


*


Three days, my children, three days and I have heard nothing. My child is gone, Antonio is gone: my baby no doubt torn apart or trampled underfoot, as they tried to do to me; Antonio – I do not know. I cannot believe he has deserted me. He was in the procession, near to me; if he tried to come to my help they may have taken him, beaten him, killed him.


There is little value placed on human life in this festering city, when it is not one’s own. His body may be in the Tiber, with so many others; I have asked the Fantonis, the family who have taken me in, to listen for reports.


I could so easily have been in the Tiber myself.


There have been popes from our people before, three of them, but none lasted longer than my two years, five months and four days. They fared no better than most other popes. Maybe one day it will come that popes are not ripe for assassination, by knife or strangulation or by subtle poison; but even a pope’s life is cheap when ambition rules.


All of Rome is buzzing with stories of how the Pope gave birth by St Clement’s, and the greater amazement of the Pope being a woman. Such a thing has never been heard! I do not know if it has happened before; it is possible, though there is nothing in our history, and it would have been still more difficult for a human woman.


*


It was another week before Antonio and I found each other. He too had changed his appearance – he was taller, thinner – but I recognised him at once, and he me. Perhaps it is by our scent, that even if subconsciously we can know each other; this is, after all, the main way that we know each other from humans. Perhaps we recognised each other’s individual scent across the piazza.


But I prefer to think it was our spirits calling to each other in their love.


You can imagine the joy with which we fell into each other’s arms, even those of you too young to know the love between two adults. Each of us had pictured the other dead, trampled and pulled apart, or else captured and tortured and longing for death. (I still hear the screams from the dungeons of the Basilica in my sleep at night; Antonio will tell you. Those tortured in the name of the God of love know the depths of agony and degradation, if ultimately they know nothing else.)


Each of us had searched that plague-strewn city; each had listened everywhere for rumour, while hoping desperately we would hear none. Each of us had so narrowly escaped that we could not imagine the other having also such fortune.


People were beginning to stare, and in a city so leprous with suspicion that was dangerous. We remembered suddenly that we were both male in appearance. We drew back, looked into each other’s eyes, laughed gaily (it was hard, but it was so easy!), and clapped each other on the back like old friends who had not seen each other for a long time.


‘I did not even know you were in Rome,’ Antonio boomed.


‘I didn’t know you were either,’ I replied. ‘My wife, her sister is dying, and so I brought her. And you?’


Antonio looked sly. He glanced around as if to see who might be listening, then lowered his voice – but still kept it loud enough that those nearby, straining, might hear.


‘I am here . . . on business, shall we say. A merchant friend of mine, he told me of a deal I could make . . . He let his voice fade away as we walked away, across the piazza, through an alley and into the anonymity of a crowded street. Our eavesdroppers, I knew, would smile and shrug; such deals were commonplace, and the reason many came to the city. Some were lucrative, but most came to nothing.


We walked through the crowds, yearning to touch each other, to hug, to hold, even just to say something to show our love for each other, our joy at finding each other.


Antonio led me into a small inn, and to a quiet corner. And it was only when we were seated, with a jug of rough red wine between us, that I thought – suddenly, sickeningly, with overwhelming guilt – of our child.


Antonio saw the change on my face, and reached over, laying his hand on my arm.


‘It’s all right,’ he said, ‘he’s safe.’


I couldn’t speak. My sight went grey, then white, then black. It was some time later when I realised that Antonio was holding a cold, damp cloth to my forehead and neck.


‘It’s all right,’ he said, over and over again. ‘It’s all right.’


I sat back, and the dim interior of the inn slowly came into some kind of focus. Antonio gave me my beaker, his hand steadying mine as I raised it and drained it in one long gulp.


‘Our son is safe,’ he said, and my destroyed world, my distraught spirit, were made whole again.


It was only an hour – it seemed a month – before I held our son for the first time. He had beautifully thick dark hair and deep blue eyes, and his tiny fingers closed on mine. His body was human in shape; Antonio told me he was changing from his natural birth appearance to human almost as soon as he was born. Instinctive mimicry: our deepest survival trait. But at birth he had looked like us, unchanged, and his initial appearance, then the flowing of his infantile features as his body adjusted them to human, had compounded the horror of the Pope giving birth. This was a monster, a demon, devil’s spawn. Small wonder that the priests and cardinals and other dignitaries and their attendants had tried to kill both him and me.


Antonio had had one moment in which to act, when, horrified by the tiny squirming creature before them, these holy men had turned their attention to a horror they could cope with: me. He snatched the baby, tearing the cord with his nails, and tucked him into his robes, then let himself be pushed back as others pushed forward to get at me.


He didn’t know, he told me as I sat with our son cradled to my still human, still male breast, how he was able to leave me. But I maybe had a chance, however small; the tiny mewling creature had none without his immediate help, his full attention, his love and care and devotion. Apart from safety, our baby needed food, literally in the next few minutes. His first act in life had been to change his appearance, which drained him of every scrap of energy he was born with. If he were not given food, and then safe sleep, straight away, our son would die.


Antonio, my beloved one, my darling husband here, saved our son. Like me, he found friends to take him in, and one, who had recently had a litter of three children, had milk enough to feed our baby as well. It was fortunate in many ways that my first birth, as sometimes happens, was of only one child.


The two families lived at opposite ends of this teeming city, but knew each other well; two of the wives in ‘Antonio’s’ family were sisters of two of the husbands in ‘mine’. Together they helped us away from Rome, to a quiet village three days’ ride away, and to a quiet farmhouse in the hills above the village.


There, for the next few months, Antonio and I could live as ourselves when we wished, though for the most part we retained our human appearance.


We both preferred his new, leaner look to his old, so he kept this; I reverted to my old appearance, which I had when I was a girl in Mainz, with a little added maturity we both agreed I suited. He was delighted with the new me; he told me now that this was how he had always seen me, deep inside –


– and this is how I have remained ever since, though the lines and wrinkles of added years have given, perhaps, yet more maturity to my looks!


The Church soon chose a new pope, and new scandals quickly replaced my own story as gossip on the streets of Rome. A woman pope giving birth to a demon is not a tale the Church would wish to be remembered.


*


And now we skip some fifty years to bring us to today. My children, my family, the youngest of you will not remember your oldest brother; he left the home first. But we shall see him next week, with joy.


From his earliest years your brother Simon showed the same leanings that I had: scholarship, philosophy, human theology. We did not discourage him; his life, his yearnings, were his to follow, not ours to dictate.


He had absorbed everything Antonio and I knew by the time he was twenty. And then he followed much the same route I had done, through the monasteries, before being appointed Bishop of Ostia, then managing to be assigned to Rome to take his cardinal’s hat.


And now that we have had six popes in five years, fighting and deposing and killing each other, all the priests and cardinals of Rome will soon be meeting to try to find a pope who might last a little longer. Some men of the Church wish earnestly for the fighting to be over.


There are two likely candidates for St Peter’s throne, two equally strong men who hate each other, and whose followers battle for supremacy with each other, with a passion such as I did not witness even when I lived there.


Your brother is well positioned, and, amazingly for this place, this Church, he has few enemies. Neither of the favourites will allow the other to take the throne without war following. The Church, however stupid it might at times be, has enough sense not to want that.


By next week your brother may be Pope, following in his mother’s perhaps ill-advised footsteps. He will have his own problems, but there is one he will not share with me. He will not give birth on the Lateran Way.


Ω


Whether ‘Simon’ was elected to the throne of St Peter is difficult to confirm either way; there were several popes of unknown origin (and unknown original name) around this time, none of whom lasted very long. There is, however, no record of a Bishop of Ostia becoming Pope (they usually had the privilege of crowning the Pope), so it seems more probable that he was unsuccessful – in which case his life was doubtless considerably longer.


Whether this account is fact or fiction, history or myth, it has immense historical significance. If it is fiction, its very existence as a contemporary attempt to explain Pope Joan gives credence to her legend; it pre-dates by two centuries what had been the earliest known reference to the female Pope.


If the story is true, it explains at last the legend of Pope Joan, which some have accepted for a thousand years, though to others it has always seemed unbelievable that a woman could have become Pope. But it is even more unbelievable that another sentient race, a race of shapeshifters, has throughout history co-existed, undetected, alongside humanity – though if true this would certainly account for much mythology, folklore and tales of witchcraft.




1032–1048


The Catholic Church is the first to accept that there have been ‘Bad Popes’ over the centuries. One of the most notorious, Alexander VI, Rodrigo Borgia, has been the subject of many films and TV series. But more than four centuries before him there was a pope of whom even the Catholic Encyclopedia says, ‘He was a disgrace to the Chair of Peter.’ For Pope Benedict IX the papacy was a family business, with two uncles, two great-uncles and a further two before them having been Pope. Benedict IX was Pope three times, and at one point sold the papacy to his successor for a large sum. He was accused of holding orgies in the Lateran Palace, and a slightly later pope mentioned ‘his rapes, murders and other unspeakable acts’ and said, ‘His life as a pope was so vile, so foul, so execrable, that I shudder to think of it.’


This account found in the Vatican Vaults might appear unbelievable, but it certainly provides an explanation for this most ungodly man occupying the throne of St Peter.





 


No Peace for the Wicked


K. J. Parker


Enough is enough. I stood up. They all stopped talking and stared at me.


‘Gentlemen,’ I said.


That’s not how you address a roomful of cardinals, even if you’re a cardinal yourself. It’s an example of the subtle art of being politely rude, at which I excel. A Roman general once quelled a mutiny with that one word, gentlemen, used in precisely that way; he was addressing the mutineers, and the idea was that a general would never be polite to his soldiers, he’d say listen, you horrible lot or something of the sort; the implication being, they’d behaved so badly that he no longer regarded them as soldiers of Rome, and that was enough to shame them back to their duty. Neatly done. Now I come to think of it, that general was me.


‘Gentlemen,’ I repeated. ‘This simply won’t do. We’ve been here – what, three days? Four? – and we’re still no further forward. This has to stop.’


They looked at me. I grinned at them.


Someone pointed out that the only reason we were all still there was because of my intransigence. ‘It’s all your fault,’ he said. ‘We’re all agreed on Paul of Calabria, but you keep on about that appalling young thug of yours, and we aren’t getting anywhere. Be reasonable,’ he added, with a poor attempt at a conciliatory smile. ‘We’re never going to let that evil little shit get his arse on Peter’s chair, not in a million years.’


‘The vote needn’t be unanimous,’ I said. ‘If you really want Paul—’


I let the sentence hang in the air. They shuffled and looked uncomfortable. Poor fools.


‘We respect you,’ someone said awkwardly. ‘Obviously. We need you to agree. Otherwise—’


I smiled. ‘I agree to Theophylact,’ I said. ‘Now, you do the same, and then we can all go home.’


They all started bitching at once. I cleared my throat. They subsided. Quiet as little mice.


*


I should explain. I can do that. It’s one of the powers vested in me. I still have a large proportion of the Authority I used to have in the old days, before the ‘Unfortunate Event’. I can command silence and attention, to a certain extent I can impose my will just by looking at people. If I choose to do so, I can imbue my words with divine eloquence – which means I could read out two pages at random from someone’s household accounts or a shipping manifest and thereby win any debate I choose. I try not to, because it’s cheating and an abuse of privilege. You see how conscientious I am. I have to be, in my position. Divine appointment is more of a responsibility than a privilege, believe me.


*


‘Gentlemen,’ I said, ‘you’re well aware that our decision here will have far-reaching consequences. It’s our job to choose Christ’s next vicar on Earth, and what could be more important than that? It’s our job to entrust, to one frail, fallible mortal, the terrestrial power of Almighty God. Under normal circumstances, this would be a staggeringly momentous decision. But these . . .’ Short pause, for effect. ‘These are not normal circumstances. Now, you have no way of knowing this, so you’ll just have to take my word for it, but I happen to know that the Pope we choose here today will be the most important, the most influential Pope in the history of the Church. It’s essential that we choose the right man, the man God wants us to choose. Which is why you have no other choice but to elect Theophylact of Tusculum.’


*


A brief history of Theophylact of Tusculum.


He was a nasty piece of work, no doubt about it. In an age when the Vicars of Christ didn’t even pretend to any degree of moral superiority over the aristocratic savages from whose ranks they were largely recruited, he was by universal consensus in a class of his own. His two immediate predecessors were both his uncles, the brothers of Theophylact’s father, Count Alberic; the papacy ran in that family, like red hair or haemophilia. Twenty years old when the Count bought him the Fisherman’s Chair, which he ascended as Benedict IX in October of the Lord’s Year 1032, Theophylact’s bizarre sexual practices and some singularly ineptly concealed murders soon made it impossible for him to continue in office – the Roman mob is notoriously broad-minded, but sooner or later even they will eventually draw the line – and so he fled. Later, regretting his decision, he raised an army, stormed Rome and took back Peter’s crown by force. Subsequently deposed by the soldiers of the German emperor, he hired every thug in Italy and stormed his way back in for another year until he was finally driven out. He sold the papacy to his godfather for a large amount of money, to end his life in a haze of unparalleled dissipation. The most dreadful creature imaginable, in fact, and just the man we needed at that precise moment in time.


Note, incidentally, the pronoun.


*


I had their undivided attention.


‘Brother cardinals,’ I went on, ‘you don’t need me to tell you, we’re living on the fulcrum of history, and the sharp edge, the razor on which history balances, is of course our beloved mother Church. Never before – trust me on this – never before have we faced greater challenges or more enthralling opportunities. To the east, we face the schismatics of Byzantium, and beyond them, the apparently invincible power of Islam. To the west, we see the furious energy of the Normans, a dammed river of strength and savagery waiting to burst. From my unique perspective, I can see the road ahead of us dividing. Follow one fork, and what do we find? A strong pope, universally loved and respected, heals the breach with our eastern brothers, unites the empires of East and West, diverts the Norman fury to drive the mills of holy war; to our banner comes Michael of Constantinople – a sinner, yes, but one who has sincerely repented, who only waits for a chance to make good his redemption in wonderful deeds; already he has driven the Arabs from their Sicilian strongholds, his heart burns for the cause. Together – German, Greek, French, Italian and Norman side by side – what could prevent us from sweeping across North Africa, liberating the holy places, cornering the great enemy in his lair and crushing him for ever?’


I paused for breath. Having to breathe limits one’s eloquence so. ‘That is one path. If we follow the other, if we elect a weak, vicious, worthless creature to the Fisherman’s Chair, what will happen? Let me tell you. The schism will continue to fester and bleed, to the point where it will never heal. Michael will win his great victory, but not against the Arabs. God will prove his redemption against the half-human savages of the Balkans, and Michael will die, to be succeeded by his ridiculous brother. Meanwhile, the Normans will sweep across half of Europe. Great swathes of Italy will fall to their swords, including much – too much – of Peter’s own patrimony. They will snatch Sicily from Greek and Arab alike; what is more, what is worse, they will sit down with them in peace, building a mighty kingdom that is half Christian and half Moor, and their strength will become so great that the two Christian emperors will beat against them like bare hands against solid rock, bruising themselves and making no mark. The moment will have been lost. Normans will sack Jerusalem, coming not as liberators but as conquerors and looters, and thereafter there will be no chance of peace between West and East this side of Judgement Day. Alienated from the people of the West, the Church will sink into decadence and irrelevance, its temporal power frittered away in pointless wars, its spiritual authority corroded into rust and rubbish, until new schisms and new heresies shatter Christendom like glass into a hundred thousand sharp, useless fragments. From that place there will be no way back. The future history of the Church will be a long, agonising record of schism, heresy, bloodshed and hate.’ I paused again. I was exhausted, as though I’d just run a mile. ‘That, brother cardinals, is what we must decide today; victory or defeat, the triumph of the Church or its long, slow collapse into fratricide. No choice has ever been more vital. And for that reason, it is no choice. You have no options. What you must do is elect Theophylact of Tusculum to be the new Bishop of Rome.’


They were gazing at me like sheep at market. Finally, one of them shook off the spell enough to open his mouth. ‘So Theophylact will reform?’ he said. ‘He’ll stop all this nonsense and become this good and strong pope who’ll do all these wonderful things.’


I smiled.


*


I had, of course, been to both places. I’m there now (in two places at the same time; don’t try this at home), and I can see two completely different worlds. One of them will be all too familiar to you, and the other – well. You really wouldn’t want to go there.


*


‘You can’t be serious,’ someone said eventually.


I gave him my Authoritative smile. I don’t use it often. In theory, you should only see it through smoked glass, darkly. ‘Never more so,’ I said. ‘Theophylact will be the weak, vicious, useless pope. I’m inviting you to plunge the Church into an irreversible division. It’s what has to be done. It’s your duty.’


Silence. Then someone said, ‘Well, you would say that, wouldn’t you?’


Suddenly, I felt tired. I didn’t need all this. ‘Come on,’ I said. ‘You know me. You know what I stand for. You know better than anyone that there’s no more loyal and dedicated servant of our Lord anywhere on Earth. You trust me. Now, shall we move to a show of hands?’


*


Virtute officii; by virtue of one’s office. Excuse me; private joke.


*


Every story has a narrator; there is no such thing as a third-person narrative. You’ll deny this, of course, because you’ve read a bucketful of the things. Reconsider. The storyteller may be anonymous and invisible, but he’s there all right. He tells you what everyone did and said, he can even tell you what was going on inside everyone’s head. He’s everywhere, this universal narrator. With a simple meanwhile, a thousand miles away, under the towering ramparts of Bari he can cross turbulent seas and impassable mountains, straight in through the ear of the next protagonist, so he can eavesdrop on the poor devil thinking.


Omniscient, omnipresent, omnipotent. Remind you of someone?


The conceit: that the world is a story told by God. Crude, but actually not so wide of the mark. The good storyteller creates his characters but doesn’t micromanage them; he allows them the luxuries of internal consistency and their own personal brand of logic; what we in the trade call enough rope. The storyteller knows the story, of course, unless he’s confident enough in his own capacities (omniscient, omnipotent) to make it up as he goes along. To a large extent, this great storyteller is content to observe and record; to be an eavesdropper, a witness . . .


The Greek word for witness is martyros: martyr. Consider the one and only martyr, the narrator Himself transferred by His own compassionate will to the pages of the story He’s telling. It’s a rare and dedicated author who allows his characters to nail him to a plank and leave him in the blistering sun to die. Great, therefore, must be the value this author places on recording, witnessing, eavesdropping. The author made flesh – the author made word; in the beginning was the word, and the word was God – this author, however, did rather more than that. He intervened, as a character in his own story. He participated. That was His right.


We, being mere extensions of His will, aren’t authorised to go that far. We’re here to observe and advise; which is why I couldn’t force those red-gowned halfwits to elect the evil Theophylact, I could only make speeches. Very good speeches, of course.


I have been a member of the college of cardinals, virtute officii, since long before they were called cardinals. Mostly, I keep my mouth shut; I observe, I witness. Only rarely do I advise. The rest of them are scared to death of me, needless to say, even though most of them don’t actually believe I’m the same individual who sat at the Fisherman’s left hand, when we were so poor we couldn’t afford oil lamps. They don’t believe the sacrament truly becomes blood and human flesh, either. More fools they.


*


But on this occasion, the eloquence was enough. We had a vote, and we were unanimous. Theophylact of Tusculum. Habeamus – God help us all – Papam.


Not surprisingly, I was delegated to take His newly-minted Holiness the good news. Nobody else wanted that honour – not, as one of my brother cardinals put it, with a ten-foot pole. Well, it saved me having to insist.


I eventually tracked him down in that small, rather cramped wine shop on the east side of the Colosseum (a favourite of mine, incidentally; I don’t actually eat or drink, naturally, but the idea of the coarse house red is really rather pleasant after a hard day). He’d reached the stage in his usual monstrous procedure where they’d propped him respectfully in a corner until his sedan chair arrived to cart him home. The front of his tunic told me that at some stage he’d been eating sardines, in a mushroom and pepper sauce. I guess they didn’t agree with him.


I can sober men up with a click of my fingers. That clears the head, though you still feel like death. ‘Theophylact,’ I said. ‘Can you hear me?’


He opened his eyes and screwed them up, as if the rain was blowing in his face. ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘It’s you.’


‘I’ve got some good news,’ I said. ‘You’re the Pope.’


‘Fuck,’ he said, and tried to go to sleep.


‘You’re the new Pope,’ I said, ‘and I need you to listen to me very carefully. This is extremely important, and for reasons that needn’t concern you, I have to tell you now. So I’d like you to sit up and open your eyes, and try and keep up. All right?’


‘Go away,’ he said. ‘My head hurts.’


‘All right?’


He sighed. ‘Fine,’ he said, and slid his back five inches or so up the wall. ‘Well?’


‘First,’ I said, ‘do you know who I am?’


He frowned. ‘Of course I do,’ he said. ‘You’re dad’s friend, the cardinal, Whatsisname. You’re always hanging round the house.’


We have a rule in our business; show, don’t tell. For a brief moment – about as long as it takes to sneeze – I let him see me as I really am. It was a dangerously long exposure, but with all that alcohol in him to relax his muscles and cushion his system, I figured he could take it.


His mouth had fallen open, and it took him a lot of effort to speak. ‘You’re—’


‘Your dad’s friend the cardinal,’ I said, ‘who’s always hanging round the house. That’s exactly right. Blessed are those who have seen and yet have believed.’


He swallowed a couple of times. ‘So there really is—’


‘You’d better believe it,’ I said. ‘Your Holiness,’ I added. ‘Now I’m afraid you’re going to have to forget all that in a minute or so, but right now I need to have your undivided attention. Now, then. Do you believe in good and evil?’


The innkeeper went by with a tray of empty cups. ‘Yes. I suppose so. I mean, it’s – well, it just is, I guess.’


I took the purse from his pocket and shook out a coin. ‘Heads.’


‘Yes.’


I flipped it over. ‘Tails.’


‘Yes.’


‘On one side, the Holy Virgin enthroned. On the other, a rather hideous depiction of the King of the Greeks. Two distinctly different pictures. How many coins?’


In retrospect, not the best question to ask a man in his condition. Fortunately he answered, ‘One.’


I absent-mindedly dropped the coin in my sleeve. ‘Very good,’ I said. ‘Now, I’ll ask you to cast your mind back to when you were learning your catechism. In the beginning there was the void. He said, Let there be light. And there was—?’


He paused, sensing a trick question. ‘Light?’


‘Yes. And?’


He shrugged. ‘What?’


‘Darkness,’ I said. ‘You can’t have one without the other. Light presupposes darkness; without it, it wouldn’t be light. And the other way around, of course. So, when He said, Let there be light, He was also saying, Let there be darkness. He created it.’ I shrugged. ‘He created all things. Yes?’


‘Well, of course. Everybody knows that.’


‘Indeed they do. Now, I want you to think. He created everything. Every single thing. That means,’ I said, smiling, ‘He created evil.’


Theophylact shook his head. ‘No, that’s wrong. Everything God does is good. Evil’s just the absence of good. Isn’t it?’


‘Everything,’ I repeated solemnly. ‘Before that, there was just the void, remember? The void wasn’t evil, it wasn’t anything. In order for something to exist, it must have been created by God. God created evil.’


He frowned. Poor fellow, first day in the job and he gets that sprung on him. My heart bled. ‘If you say so,’ he said. ‘It just seems a bit strange, that’s all.’


‘Very strange,’ I agreed. ‘But evil—’ I took another coin from his purse. ‘Evil this side, good the other. Inevitably. Unless you’re thinking of a one-sided coin, like they have in Germany. And even then, when the other side is blank, the impress of the obverse die is visible, in reverse. So really, there’s no such thing as a one-sided coin. And there can be no good without evil.’


He sighed. ‘I suppose not.’


‘Fine,’ I said. ‘That’s not strictly true, of course. He is omnipotent; He can do anything. If he’d wanted to create a universe where Good existed without an equal and opposite force, He could’ve done so. If evil exists, it’s because He wanted it to.’


He narrowed his eyes. ‘Now there I think you’re going a bit far,’ he said. ‘With respect,’ he added quickly. ‘I mean, even with what you just said, evil’s got to be, well—’ He ransacked his scrambled brains for the right word. ‘A by-product,’ he said. ‘Like the silver mines. If you want silver, you’ve got to have lead as well. They go together. But the miners only want the silver.’


‘The miners,’ I pointed out, ‘are fallible humans. They can only work with what He has made for them. He wanted evil, so He created it. Do you understand?’


He sort of wriggled from top to toe. ‘I guess,’ he said. ‘Well, no, not really. You’re saying you can’t have light without darkness, which I can sort of get the hang of. But now you’re saying He could’ve had light without darkness if He’d wanted to.’


‘Exactly. Now, then. Why would He do such a thing?’


He thought for a while; and when he answered, I confess I was worried. Maybe the idiot boy was smarter than I’d assumed, which might be a problem, later on. ‘So there’d be a choice,’ he said. ‘You can’t have a choice if there’s only one thing.’


‘Yes. And?’


‘And He wants us to have a choice.’ Pause. ‘Why does He want us to have a choice?’


‘So we can be wrong sometimes. So we can be fallible. If we weren’t, if we were perfect, we wouldn’t be us, we’d just be part of Him.’ I took a step back, and spat. It landed just shy of his left foot. ‘Now that was part of me, but I separated it from me. That was what Creation entailed. In creating the universe, He separated it from himself, as your mother separated you from herself when you were born. He is perfect. Something separate from Him must therefore, sooner or later, become different from perfection. And that,’ I added, before he could interrupt, ‘is why He created evil.’


To do him justice, I think he really was following what I said, albeit in the same way mad dogs follow carts on country roads. For any human with a head full of the coarse house red, that’s not bad. ‘So evil—’


‘The thing to remember about it,’ I said, ‘is that, contrary to appearances, good and evil are different aspects of the same thing. They come from the same source. They serve the same objective. In practical terms, they’re on the same side. I like to think of evil,’ I went on, ‘as His Divine Majesty’s loyal opposition. Of which,’ I added, ‘I am a humble member.’


He nearly choked. ‘But you’re an angel,’ he said.


*


Which is true.


It’s true, because there is no such thing as time. Not for us, at any rate. Mortals believe in time the way fish believe in water; we, however, aren’t fish. Eliminate time, and yes, I am an angel. I still exist in that state, before the ‘Unfortunate Occurrence’. I also exist after it. I am, of course, the same creature – immortal, immutable, substance of His substance, an extension of His will. I am simply an angel who was assigned to other duties – a rotten job, but someone’s got to do it. I am merely the faceless substance, the middle of the coin. Now I serve God in a rather different way.


(And on the eighth day He created Evil; and He saw that it was good.)


*


‘What’s all this in aid of?’ he asked.


A shrewd question for a twenty-year-old alcoholic. The landlord was looking at us, muttering something to the large man who threw out the drunks. I smiled at them; they crossed themselves and found urgent things to do in the back room. ‘It’s important that you know who I am,’ I said. ‘It’s important, because we’re going to be seeing a lot of each other in the future, when you’re Pope and I’m your most intimate, trusted adviser.’


He looked terrified. ‘But you can’t be,’ he said. ‘You’re a—’


‘Not the D word, please,’ I said, quiet but very firm. ‘I think on balance that it’d be better if you came to regard me as a senior official from the Department of Evil. Think you can do that?’


He pulled a sad face. ‘I’m not sure,’ he said.


Sigh. ‘All right,’ I said, ‘let me explain it to you. Let’s consider the emperor.’


‘Which one?’


‘Whichever one you like. Both emperors have advisers. For efficiency’s sake, each senior adviser is in charge of a specific aspect of the affairs of the empire, a department. The Count of the Stables, for example, is in charge of war. He heads up the War Department. With me so far?’


‘Yes.’


‘Fine. Now, the Count of the Stables isn’t war. He’s just a normal – fairly normal – man, looking after the military side of things. He’s not like Mars, the embodiment of battle. Same goes for the Highways Commissioner, the Superintendent of Shipping, the City Prefect and so on. Me too. My job is simply to administer and regulate the conduct of evil in His Majesty’s terrestrial possessions. I make sure evil works predictably and efficiently, that its quotas are filled, and that it doesn’t go too far. It’s like being a governor. A governor doesn’t have to belong to the province he governs. The Imperial governor of Bari, for instance, isn’t an Italian, he’s a Greek.’ I shrugged. ‘The Governor of Evil is a cardinal. Bear in mind, we’re all subjects of the same master. His will be done, absolutely.’


He gave me a sort of sideways look. ‘And His will is, there’s got to be evil.’ He thought for a moment. ‘I don’t know.’


‘Two sides,’ I reminded him. ‘One coin. Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, render to God the things that are God’s. And above all, don’t ever try and second-guess the Divine agenda. That’s one sin that even you can’t buy absolution for.’


He had that lost look. ‘So who tells me what He wants me to do? You, I suppose.’


‘We all have to do as we’re told,’ I said. ‘Even me. Especially me.’


*


Especially me.


I step out of time the way you step out of your clothes, and I am there, then, once more; where, when I belong, I have always been, as it was in the beginning, is now and ever shall be. I am sitting in the back row, with a worried look on my face, while Lucifer tries to explain. He’s not making a wonderful job of it. We don’t like the way things are run around here, he says.


‘Yes we do,’ someone points out.


‘Yes, all right, we do.’ Lucifer has that lost look, too. ‘But we have to take the broader view. We represent Divine discontent. That’s our constituency. What we as individuals may think about it is neither here nor there. We have no say in the matter. We’re bound by the mandate.’


‘But we’re going to lose,’ someone else says. ‘Come to that, we’ve already lost, where I’m standing. Does the term hiding to nothing mean anything to you?’


‘It’s in the plan,’ Lucifer replies irritably. ‘And we don’t second-guess the plan. Do we?’


‘God is working His purpose out, as year succeeds to year,’ someone quoted in a mocking drawl. ‘Yes, we know. And we’ve got to have dualistic morality, or we all just wink out of existence like a switched-off light. Fine. But why’s it got to be us? Why can’t some other bugger do it?’


Lucifer gave him a sour look. ‘Let this cup pass from me, you mean? I wouldn’t go there, if I were you. No, sorry, it’s up to us, we’ve got to do it. And I know because I say so isn’t the most inspiring motivation ever, but that’s how it is. Sorry.’


I smiled. ‘It sounds to me that we don’t like the way things are run around here,’ I said. ‘Divine discontent. I do believe you’ve performed a very small act of Creation.’


Lucifer looked at me blankly for a moment. I think I heard someone mutter for crying out loud, or words to that effect. ‘Well, think about it,’ I said. ‘God has ordered his loyal servants to be disloyal. Their loyalty to what they have always believed constitutes the Divine awakes in them the instinct to disobey. Disobedience is rebellion. Gentlemen, I rather fancy we’ve just brought about the Fall.’


‘You know your trouble,’ someone said. ‘You’re just too damned clever by half.’


‘He’s talking drivel, as usual,’ someone else said. ‘We may feel like not obeying, maybe just for a moment, but that doesn’t mean we’re actually going to disobey. Far from it. If He wants us to make war in Heaven, then that’s what we do, obviously.’


I grinned at him. ‘I did say a very small act of Creation,’ I pointed out. ‘Like a scientist in a laboratory, creating a single atom of antimatter that’s only stable for a microsecond. It’s not the quantity that matters, or even the duration. It’s the fact that it’s been done at all that changes the world. Admit it,’ I went on, ‘for a moment, a split second, you felt disloyal, you wanted to rebel. Well? Yes or no?’


He shrugged. ‘Yes. But—’


‘For a moment. For a split second.’ I beamed at him. ‘I spy with my little eye something beginning with T. Something,’ I added, ‘which doesn’t apply to us. Anything we do for a moment, for a split second, lasts for ever, you know that as well as I do.’ I stood up. I’d had about as much as I could take. ‘Gentlemen,’ I said, ‘congratulations. We did it. We did as we were told. We are now all irrevocably fallen from grace.’ Big grin. ‘Thank you all ever so fucking much.’


*


The point being: the thing my esteemed colleague didn’t actually say, but which was inevitably implicit in why us? Namely, how could He do this to us?


Divine discontent. That’s the probe, the needle. Divine discontent worms its way through all the love and glory until it reaches how could He possibly do this horrible thing to us? This bad thing. This evil—


*


‘In recognition of which,’ I told Theophylact, ‘my fellow rebels paid me the honour of unanimously appointing me Perpetual Ambassador to the Court of St Peter. Which is why I’m here. The way you can twist things round, they said, you’re a natural for the job.’ I smiled. ‘They didn’t mean it nicely, but I take it as a compliment.’


I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more sober human being. ‘So you did rebel,’ he said. ‘You did make war in Heaven.’


‘We did as we were told,’ I replied. ‘But yes. And we lost, of course. Needless to say. I fought the Lord, and the Lord won. The point is,’ I went on, ‘God created evil. More than that, God used evil, He was evil. He betrayed us, His brightest creations, His angels. Because it had to be done. Because without darkness—’


‘Yes, I know. Without darkness, there’s no light. You said.’


I shook my head. ‘Because without darkness there is light, because He ordained it, but no one can see it. It’s a subtle difference, but a vital one.’


He rubbed the side of his head. ‘So you keep telling me.’


‘Only because it’s true.’ I glanced at my watch; a screaming anachronism, but I’ve got a licence for it. ‘Look, we need to get you to the Basilica for the investiture. The point you’ve got to grasp is this. There is such a thing as good, as there’s such a thing as evil. But they’re the same thing. Now, you say it. Go on.’


‘I don’t think I—’


‘Say it.’


He shot me a scared, sullen look. ‘Good and evil are the same thing,’ he said. ‘Happy now?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘But that’s beside the point.’


*


Forth in Thy name, O Lord, I go, my daily labour to pursue. I got the idiot boy cleaned up and looking just this side of respectable, and bundled him off to the Basilica to be crowned. I got a hatful of dirty looks from the family, who’d been looking all over for him, which I repaid with smiles – turn the other cheek, and so forth. I couldn’t very well skip the ceremony, but I bolted as soon as I politely could and missed the party afterwards; absolutely no great loss. So much to do, so little time.


‘You’re late,’ he said.


‘Oh, it’s you,’ I said. ‘I was expecting to see—’


‘Yes, I bet you were.’ He scowled at me. ‘But you’ve got me instead. Believe it or not, the entire universe doesn’t actually revolve around you.’


Meek and mild, I told myself. Meek and mild as a little lamb. ‘You wanted to see me?’


He’s not the sharpest knife in the drawer, he can be appallingly pompous and he has absolutely no sense of humour, but he’s fair-minded, I will say that for him. Others in his position – well. As noted above, we all know perfectly well, deep down, that we’re all on the same side, playing for the same team; but there are certain individuals, naming no names, who feel the need to – ah well. Nothing overt or explicit, you understand, just nuances of voice and expression; which, in context, can be every bit as offensive as the crude epithet and the shower of stones. Not him, though. I respect him for that.


He put down the report he’d been pretending to read. ‘Just what do you think you’re playing at?’ he said.


He can’t abide wounded innocence. ‘Me?’


‘You. You do realise, you’ve put the entire plan in jeopardy?’


‘Don’t be silly. It’s already happened. You know that.’


He closed his eyes for a moment. ‘Don’t play your games with me,’ he said. ‘You know perfectly well what I mean. Sequentially speaking, in linear time, you’ve told that young thug his fortune. How many times do I have to tell you, we don’t do that? Not on this side and most especially not on yours.’


I gave him a sweet, sad look. ‘I’m very sorry,’ I said. ‘Was it very wicked of me?’


‘Don’t start.’ He was controlling his temper. ‘Now I know you, you don’t do things like that for sheer—’


‘Devilment?’


‘You’re up to something,’ he said. ‘You’re adding bits to the plan again, ad libbing. Well? You are, aren’t you?’


I shrugged. ‘And don’t they always come out for the best?’


‘That’s not the point. Believe it or not, you aren’t the sole conduit of the Divine will. There’s such a thing as proper channels and the chain of command. And that’s not a moral issue, it’s purely administrative, so you can spare me your elaborate sophistries and tell me what’s hatching in that seething little brain of yours.’


‘He knows. I thought I’d be seeing—’


He was getting riled. I can never remember which deadly sin Anger is. Three, or four? ‘You think you’re so clever, don’t you, going over my head all the time. Because, as you so gleefully remind me, there are things your lot can do that our lot can’t, and it gets the job done quicker. Only you’re forgetting one little detail. We’ve got to try and keep this whole shooting-match up together. We’ve got the lives and acts of thirty thousand billion humans to co-ordinate across ten millennia. And you know what? You wandering off on frolics of your own doesn’t really help all that much. In fact, it’s a total pain in the neck. So don’t do it. Do you understand me?’


You see what I mean? In the final analysis, when he puts it like that, even I have to admit he’s got a point. ‘He knows,’ I repeated, but my heart wasn’t really in it. ‘He’ll fix it. He can fix anything.’


‘Yes, but He shouldn’t have to. And He wouldn’t, if only you’d play by the rules just for once.’ He shook his head. ‘To put it in language you’ll understand,’ he said. ‘When you do this kind of stuff, you’re not rebelling, you’re not making war in Heaven, you’re not being Evil, you’re just being annoying. So please, no more of it. All right?’


I gave in. No point in fighting the last, lost war. ‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘Thank you.’ He breathed out, long and slow. ‘Now,’ he said. ‘Tell me about it. What’s the big idea?’


I explained. He listened quietly, then sighed. ‘That’s all.’


‘Yes.’


‘A drama queen,’ he said, ‘that’s what you are.’


‘That’s a bit harsh, isn’t it?’


‘Drama queen,’ he repeated. ‘Always got to be centre stage. Mysterious, ineffable, all that. May I just remind you, this is serious official business. Your ego—’


‘Ego?’ I gave him a shy smile. ‘I never knew I had one.’


He sighed. ‘Still,’ he said, ‘it was a nice thing to do. Compassion, even for the sinner. I like that.’


I nodded. ‘Sympathy from the Devil,’ I said. ‘What more could you ask?’


*


He was right, though. Small acts of rebellion, like small acts of Creation. I’m annoying, therefore I am.


Back to Rome. Torchlight in the darkened streets. Already there were crowds gathering. I mingled, keeping my ears open. A significant minority wanted to haul the monster out into the street, cut his head off and drag his headless trunk down to the river on a meat hook. The rest of them just wanted to see the show, especially if there were to be pennies thrown later. My guess was that the show was a flexible term, and that if it proved to consist of decapitations and meat-hook-dragging, that’d probably do just as well as a solemn procession in fancy dress. Ah, the people. If there’s ever been a greater blasphemy than vox populi, vox Dei, I’d have a professional interest in hearing it.


The party was still going on, somewhere in the palace. I wondered just how much of our conversation he’d remember in the morning. Not too much, I hoped; just enough to worry him to death, without making him change his way of life one little bit. I snooped around for a bit, went to my office, did some paperwork I’d been neglecting. I don’t need to sleep, which is a blessing. I read the official reports from our man in Aachen, and wrote a few letters. Then I slipped out through the back gate and rejoined the crowd. Someone had gone up on the wall with five fat baskets of low-denomination coins and started sprinkling wealth on the people below, so the pro-meat-hook faction was temporarily in abeyance. That set my mind at rest. They’d still be there when I wanted them. They always are.


*


‘I’ve been thinking,’ he said.


His hands – long, thin, pale; bitten fingernails – were shaking. ‘Oh, yes?’ I said.


‘If there really—’ He lowered his voice. Not much point to that. The audience chamber had once been a Roman emperor’s triclinium, where distinguished guests dined and were entertained by the empire’s finest actors and musicians. The acoustic was perfect. Impossible not to hear even the quietest whisper; a key selling point to an emperor paranoid about conspiracies. Come to think of it, I was the architect. ‘If there really is a God—’


‘Trust me on that,’ I said.


He gave me a bewildered look. ‘This changes everything,’ he said. ‘I mean,’ he went on, looking over his shoulder, ‘all my life, I never thought—’ He paused, then managed to get started again. ‘You know my family history.’


I grinned. Two of his uncles had been popes.


‘Well,’ he went on, ‘it was a natural conclusion to draw. My uncles were – well, like me, I guess.’


‘They were.’


‘Exactly. There you have it. And they were popes. So you can see, I always assumed that the Church, God – it was all garbage, like a trick or something. It was all just to control the people, they need to believe in something. And if you’re at the top of the tree, you can pretty much do as you like. I thought—’


I smiled. ‘You thought that religion is the opiate of the masses,’ I said. ‘You held, not unreasonably, that God was a convenient fiction – if He didn’t exist, it would be necessary to invent Him. Or, if God ever did exist, then He is dead, and it’s we who have killed Him.’ I sighed. ‘Actually, your views do you credit. Throughout history, the wisest philosophers and the vast majority of truly intelligent men have come round to that way of thinking. As it turns out, they’re all wrong. But you’re in excellent company, nonetheless.’


He didn’t speak for a moment. If he had, he’d probably have whimpered. ‘Obviously,’ he said, ‘this changes everything. From now on, I’m a reformed character. No more booze, no more girls, no more selling absolutions and taking bribes. I’m going to take the Church right back to basics, and—’


I shook my head. ‘You can’t.’


Stunned look. ‘I’m sorry?’


‘You can’t do that,’ I said. ‘That would be wrong. That can’t possibly happen for another three hundred and fifty years. And when it does come, as an explosion of righteous indignation unlike anything the world has ever seen, it’s going to cause a schism that’ll make the present breach with the Greeks look like a lovers’ tiff. The smoke from the pyres of burning heretics will blot out the sun, and their soot will blacken the bricks in every city in Christendom. I’m sorry, but there’s no way you can change that. It’s a done deal. You’d be well advised not to try.’


‘That’s insane,’ he said.


I frowned at him. ‘You mustn’t say that. He moves in a mysterious way.’


‘That’s not mysterious, it’s crazy. It’s—’


I shushed him. He looked at me. ‘In less than two centuries’ time,’ I said, ‘an agent of one of your illustrious successors will order the massacre of a city known to harbour heretics; the innocent along with the guilty. Kill them all, he’ll say, God will know his own.’ I shrugged. ‘And He will.’


He’d gone white. ‘I don’t believe it.’


‘What you believe,’ I said sternly, ‘is no longer up to you, and don’t you forget it. Think,’ I said soothingly. ‘What’s the ideal aim of the true Christian? The imitation of Christ. And what was the main event of Christ’s ministry on Earth? His judicial murder by the agents of the state and the forces of organised religion. Blessed are the holy company of martyrs, who will sit on the right hand of God. Now,’ I went on, ‘if there was no God, or if you had any doubts at all about God’s existence, you’d be morally justified in objecting to the massacre of innocents. After all, there might be no Heaven, mortal life might be all we have; to deprive innocents of life would be an appalling act. But since you know that God exists, and since martyrdom is the highest possible achievement available to mortals, where’s the harm? The truth is, you’d be doing them a favour.’


‘But—’ He licked his lips, like a dog. ‘All right,’ he said, ‘fine. The victims are martyrs and go to Heaven. So, what about the killers? They go to Hell, right? And that’s entrapment.’


I smiled and shook my head. ‘That’s just silly,’ I said.


Bewildered look. ‘Is it?’


‘Of course. Think. The victims die for their faith; they are martyrs; they are saved. The killers kill them – not a pleasant process; have you ever killed anyone, innocent people, in cold blood? It’s no fun at all, you feel sick for days and you have recurring nightmares. But the killers do it because it’s God’s will; and for doing God’s will they are accorded the honour of good and faithful servants, and enjoy merit in Heaven.’


He made a sort of gurgling noise. ‘What, both sides? That’s just gross.’


And I’d started to think he was quite bright. ‘No it isn’t,’ I said. ‘It’s just like my case, war in Heaven. A war between two opposing sides both devotedly loyal to the same cause. Both sides, because God wills it. Keep your eye on that phrase, by the way; Dieu le volt, that’s what they’ll be yelling in sixty years’ time when they kill every Muslim civilian in Jerusalem.’ I paused. He looked like he was about to throw up all over my shoes. ‘God wills it,’ I said. ‘Because God said, let there be light. And without darkness, the light would be invisible. God wants as many of His children as possible to be saved. But Man is a savage animal. He ordained that Man should be born with inherent aggressive tendencies, which are perfectly normal and natural, and which find their normal and natural outlet through slaughtering his own kind. God wills that both the slayers and the slain, the crusaders and the martyrs, should be saved. Selah. The logical means to that end is a schismatic Church.’ I grinned again, and quoted:




Teach me, my God and king,
In all things Thee to see,
And what I do in everything,
To do it as for Thee.


A servant with this clause


Makes drudgery divine.


Who sweeps a room, as for Thy laws,
Makes that and the action fine.





He gazed at me. ‘Say what?’


No poetry. No soul. ‘Sweeping a room,’ I said. ‘Drudgery. And there’s no worse drudgery, believe me, than massacring civilians. It’s exhaustingly hard physical work, like harvesting or chopping wood, and it’s incredibly miserable and dreary and depressing. But if you do it for God, honestly believing, you sanctify the wretched chore into a sacrament. Faith and works. Can’t have one without the other.’


He drew in a long, ragged breath. ‘This isn’t real,’ he said. ‘It’s a dream or something.’


I slapped him across the face. He squealed. ‘You’re not dreaming,’ I said. ‘Try and get it into your thick head. God is working His purpose out, as year succeeds to year. God needs you to bring to the papacy the special gifts and talents that you alone possess. You may not like what you have to do – I know I didn’t, when it was my turn. But I knuckled down and did it, because God wills it. And so will you.’


There were tears on his stupid face. ‘But I don’t want to.’


‘Ah.’ I smiled. ‘Divine discontent,’ I said. ‘The ethics of angels.’


*


As I believe I said earlier, we represent His Divine Majesty’s loyal opposition. Our motto is: His will, right or wrong. Or should that be, right and wrong? You choose.


Naturally. The cornerstone of it all is free will. To give you a choice, He created evil. An act by itself is nothing, it’s meaningless. Take any virtue; take courage, faith, hope, love. The courage of the thief climbing into a darkened house, not knowing if the householder is lurking in the shadows with an axe. The faith of the true believer, offering up the still-beating heart of his child on the altar of his gods. The hope of the tyrant’s bodyguard, fighting the berserk mob so that their master can slip away, his pockets stuffed with diamonds. And love – these three abide, but the greatest of all is love; the love of his country that compels the visionary to herd women and children into the gas chamber, so that his people, his neighbours may one day see the bright new dawn.


The act, like the transitory flesh, is meaningless. Only the will matters.


*


I didn’t get another chance for a quiet tête-à-tête with His Holiness for quite some time. By then, he’d already been forced out of Rome once – getting him back in required all the Emperor’s horses and all the Emperor’s men, and rather a lot of people died – and he was on the point of being thrown out again through the machinations of Bishop John of Sabina, shortly to be crowned as Pope Sylvester III (come to think of it, that was me too). The poor fellow; he was a shadow of his former pale, skinny, dissipated self; he looked like a newt in a cope, and the dark rings under his eyes looked like bruises. ‘I don’t want to be Pope,’ he said. ‘I hate it. I want to find a monastery somewhere on top of a mountain and spend the rest of my life in prayer.’


‘Hair shirt?’ I asked.


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘And stone floors and bitter cold. I want to get as much cold as I can, before I go to the very hot place.’


I laughed. ‘That’s all just scare stuff,’ I said. ‘There is no everlasting bonfire, trust me. And besides, you’ve got a place reserved for you in Heaven. Just keep going, keep the faith, and you’ll be fine.’


‘Screw Heaven.’ If looks could kill, and if I could die – ‘What makes you think I want to go there?’ he said. ‘With Him? After what he’s done to me?’


I nodded slowly. ‘Lord, Lord, why persecutest Thou me? Oh come on. Think of Job.’


‘I think of little else,’ he said, and I realised he was serious. ‘I keep reading it, over and over again, just in case I missed something.’


‘I applaud your taste,’ I said. ‘It’s the most important bit in the Bible.’


‘It doesn’t work,’ he said bitterly. ‘The arguments just don’t add up. God takes His most loving servant and He tortures him. And for no good reason.’


I poured him a cup of wine. Good stuff. He looked at it as though there was something dead floating in it. ‘God created evil,’ I said. ‘Everything God does is good. Therefore evil is good. Accept it and move on.’


‘Go to hell.’


I smiled. ‘You don’t like the way things are run around here,’ I said. ‘That’s good. I don’t, either. Tell you what. When you get to Heaven, look me up. We can plot a palace coup.’


*


Poor Theophylact died at the age of forty-three, finally worn out by dissipation and depravity, at the abbey of Grottaferrata. He’d repented of his sale of the papacy (why simply abdicate when you can make a buck? I rather approved of it at the time, though I didn’t imagine for one moment that anyone would be stupid enough to buy it) and forced his way back into the Lateran with an army of mercenaries; he said he wanted to clear out the corruption root and branch and drive the moneylenders from the temple. The German king threw him out again, and he was formally deposed and excommunicated. Because of that, when he turned up at the abbey pleading for absolution, the abbot refused; he let him sleep in the stables, because there was no room in the guest wing. The day before he died, three heretic bishops came to see him from the East. They claimed to have been led there by a comet, or something of the sort. They talked together for a long time. At the very end, he was visited by an angel. Come to think of it –


‘They won’t let me have the last rites,’ he croaked at me. He’d been blind for some time, but I think he knew me by my smell. ‘I offered them a lot of money, but they said no, there are some people you just don’t do business with.’


‘That’s all right.’ I said. ‘I absolve you, in the name of the Father. Heaven awaits you. Just follow the very bright light, turn left and there you are.’


‘I told you,’ he said – speaking caused him so much pain. ‘I don’t want to go there. I want to go to the other place. It’s where I belong.’


‘With me. For ever. I’m touched.’


‘With you.’ He grinned. It was as though the skin had vanished and I was looking at the bare bone. ‘Now that’s what I call eternal torment.’


‘Don’t be like that,’ I said. ‘We’ve always got on so well.’


‘Why did you tell me?’ He was gasping for air, like a drowning man. ‘If you hadn’t told me, I’d still have been an evil little shit, I’d still have degraded the holy office and sowed the seeds of your wretched schism, and I wouldn’t have known.’


I shrugged. ‘I’m horrible,’ I said. ‘It’s what I do. Besides,’ I went on. ‘Because you knew, every sin you committed was a sacrament. Instead of eternal damnation, you’re saved and will join the elect in Paradise. Twenty-six years of Earthly suffering is nothing compared with eternity. You’ve been really lucky. It’s like buying a gold brick for fourpence.’ I paused. ‘I saved you,’ I said. ‘All my idea. They’d have left you in ignorance and let you burn. But now, thanks to me—’


He looked at me with his sightless eyes. ‘I don’t like the way things are run,’ he said. ‘I think there must be a better way. If God can do this to me, he isn’t God, he’s just a very powerful bully.’


‘Your sins are forgiven,’ I said. ‘Go in peace.’


‘Fuck you,’ he said; and then he died.


I closed his eyes. ‘Flights of angels sing thee to thy rest, kid,’ I said. ‘You’ve earned it.’


*


Not for me, though. The plan continues. God is still working His purpose out. All that pain, all that misery, and we aren’t even halfway through yet. And when we reach the end – you’re not supposed to know this, but what the hell – it’ll all start all over again, from the beginning. The rebranded name will be the Kingdom of God on Earth, but do you really suppose it’ll be any different? Worse, probably. The brave, blazing new Empire of Light is going to need an awful lot of darkness if it’s to be visible at all.


No peace for the wicked.


Ω


Angels and fallen angels, indeed, the whole panoply of celestial beings known as ‘thrones, dominions, principalities and powers’ (Colossians 1:16) or ‘principalities and powers and rulers of the darkness of this world’ (Ephesians 6:12) are part of the very structure of Christian belief. They do not, of course, fall within the remit of the majority of scholars; historians and theologians by necessity have different frames of reference; evidence and faith are not interchangeable.


But if the Church of Rome had documentary evidence detailing the direct involvement of such powers, not only in the affairs of man but in the hierarchy of the Church at the very highest level, it is understandable that they would suppress them.




c. 1040


This very personal account, found in the early-medieval section of the Vaults, is startling for two reasons. The first is that it purports to be the testimony of a time traveller, an historian from the twenty-fifth century who journeys into the past. The second . . . this will become apparent as the narrative proceeds.


If time travel is indeed possible, it would be an inestimable boon for historians. We have consulted colleagues in theoretical physics at Oxford, Cambridge, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and the California Institute of Technology, and have received a cautious acceptance of the possibility of time travel, though hedged around with so many caveats about its practicability that we doubt it will become a reality in our lifetimes, if ever.


When discussing which of the many documents found in the Vatican Vaults we should publish in this volume, one member of the team suggested that we had a duty to include this account on the basis that if there are time-travelling historians in the twenty-fifth century, we would be doing them a great favour by placing this chronicle in the public realm. Another member of the team countered this suggestion by arguing that if by publishing it we made the twenty-fifth-century historians aware of the revelation contained herein, they would not send the narrator back to the eleventh century and this account would therefore never have been written. Such paradoxes, our scientific colleagues assure us, are fundamental to theoretical physics.





 


Chasing Charlemagne


John Grant


‘Priest.’ The voice came from the shadows.


I paused in my stroke and the dinghy eased to a halt on the still water. The alley from which the whisper had come was pitch dark.


‘Nobody’s called me that in a long time,’ I said.


I wasn’t really afraid. Just a handful of decades ago the city had teemed with people. Now there were only a few of us, scavenging among the ruins and the slowly rising waters. For the most part we kept a healthy distance from each other, but there was a companionship too. A companionship in craziness.


‘You never stop being a priest,’ the unseen speaker continued. ‘Beneath it all, Kenneth, you’re still wearing invisible vestments.’


‘Who are you? Come out of there so I can see you.’


Broadway was a silver palace of moonlight. The water beneath me was mercury; the shattered windows to either side were sculptures of crystal bedecked by abstract tapestries that by day would be revealed as lichens and seaweeds.


‘Don’t you recognise my voice?’


‘It’s been a long time since I’ve heard any voices.’ I laughed. ‘From outside my head, at least.’


I heard a small splash as his oars dropped into the water, and a moment later he was alongside me. He was wearing a cowl, as if he were Death coming to call, but he threw it back, shook out his hair, and turned to look at me with a grin.


‘Benny!’ I cried. ‘How in the name of damnation did you get here? And how the devil did you find me? I thought I’d managed to lose myself completely.’


I reached out across the gap between the two boats and we clumsily shook hands.


‘Is there somewhere we might go?’ said Benny. ‘You must have a home, surely? I’m freezing. And hungry. And I could do with a drink.’


I pointed back over my shoulder with a thumb. ‘Follow me,’ I said.


*


One day all the buildings will surely come a-tumbling down, as the waters rot their foundations and the soil into which they were moored turns to clay and then mud and then not even that. But for now the upper storeys are often habitable. Mould is rampant, of course; there’s no electricity, and water has to be brought up from the street and distilled. But the city, even after all this time, is full of food and other essentials, ripe for the scavenging. If you don’t mind cooking on camping stoves and the fact that everything you eat comes out of a can or a jar that’s about a quarter of a century past its sell-by date, you can feast like a king. Well, sort of. At least you can wash the food down with a single-malt Scotch or a vintage Beaujolais. After spending so long in the bottle the wines are a bit hit-or-miss – you have to open a few before you find one that’s drinkable – but the Scotches usually taste just fine.


Once I’d got the candles lit I put a stiff Glenlivet in Benny’s hand and sat him down in my best armchair, then sorted among my least-rusty cans. ‘A nice chicken casserole? Ravioli?’


‘Whatever you’re eating,’ he said drily, looking around him, the glass at his lips. ‘Tell me what you’ve been doing. Tell me why you ran away.’


I opted for the ravioli. He’d said he was hungry and I had three cans of it. ‘Do you really want the answers or do you know them already?’


‘Some of them,’ he said. ‘Perhaps. I’m not sure.’


‘Well, you’ll have guessed why I came here.’


‘To hide from people like me,’ he said. ‘Your old friends.’


I nodded. ‘And I still don’t know how you found me.’


‘The Lord knows all . . .’ he began solemnly.


We both laughed.


‘Seriously, Kenneth, New Vatican does know just about everything there is to know. It took me a lot of time and effort to track you down, but there was never really any doubt I’d be able to do so.’


I’d known that, of course. ‘But why make the effort? Why bother?’


‘Because of Helen.’


Suddenly I seemed to have very little breath. ‘So you do know why I fled.’


‘Yes and no.’ He got to his feet. ‘I could do with some more of this fine whisky, if you have any to spare.’ I passed him the bottle. ‘I know how the two of you felt about each other – it was obvious to everyone. But it’s a mystery even to the all-seeing eye of New Vatican – that’s me – what went wrong between you.’


I chuckled, the way one does to keep pain at arm’s length. ‘I’m not sure I know, either. She was frightened of losing her identity, I think. We’d both been in too many different times, been too many different people. You’ve seen it yourself, how travellers can crack up from it: they’ve had so many personalities their psyches collapse and they’re left with no personality at all. You look for recruits who’re as self-sufficient as you can find them, but still your failure rate is high. Helen and I were among the lucky few. Yet . . . well, letting yourself love and be loved is an existential threat. She feared letting anyone have too much of her in case it’d be the final stress that shattered her inner self.’


‘So she made you back off.’


‘Yes. And that was more than I could bear. So I fled here to the early twenty-second. There’s no structure left, no records, hardly any communications. Who could find me here?’


He smiled. ‘Well, we could. Obviously.’


‘Obviously,’ I agreed, putting plates out on the table. ‘Eat up. And tell me why you thought the search would be worth it.’


*


With the world having largely fallen apart by the middle of the twenty-first, and Fortusa,* among the worst afflicted nations of all, having hidden itself behind the Shield, the more liberal tatters of the Roman Catholic Church in Fortusa gravitated toward the small community of Vatican, Louisiana, and tried to establish a new structure there – not in rivalry to the Holy See but as a temporary adjunct. Although contact with the outside world was difficult, and fraught with danger for all concerned, news trickled through eventually that the Pope in Rome was not displeased. Even had he been, there wasn’t much he could have done about it. There were various centres around the world where civilisation had clung on, but southern Europe wasn’t one of them. The great Mediterranean Renaissance was still a couple of centuries away; by the time it dawned, the Roman Catholic Church, as originally constituted, would be no more. When the Fortusan Shield came down, at about the same time, the survivor of Catholicism in the world would be the Church centred on Vatican, Louisiana: New Vatican.


But it was no longer really a Church, not in any sense of the word that would have been understood in previous eras. In a backlash against the savage Christian fundamentalism that had ravaged Fortusa during the Shield years, New Vatican had become less and less engaged with religion – even, indeed, with God. Instead it had come to devote most of its energies to the study and preservation of knowledge. It had been the Church, after all, that was credited with keeping the flame of scholarship alive during the long Dark Age between the fifth and tenth centuries. Surely its divine mission during this even more barbaric repetition of history was to do the same. And it could feed people, try to defend the persecuted, save lives. Indisputably, this was God’s will. God could do without His Church for a time while it rescued people’s bodies and minds rather than necessarily their souls. He preferred to do without His Church for a time.


In the end, it seemed, He forfeited it entirely.


The Shield came down. Civilisation began to rebuild, even in Fortusa. Humankind’s world would likely never be the same again, but at least it was becoming livable.


Among the pieces of knowledge preserved at New Vatican was the technology of time travel to the past. This had been developed during the Fortusan period, but was so abused by the Empire that eventually the people of a distant future had intervened. The priests were able to use the inherited technology to study the past. They couldn’t do so very often, because the procedure required extraordinary use of energy and was phenomenally expensive; the Fortusan economy was, after all, still stumbling towards a recovery. Besides, the combination of characteristics required for someone to have much chance of survival was rare: the toughness of mind, the lack of impressionability, the linguistic flair, the ability to function in environments whose entire structure could collapse at any moment. Another important trait was shortness. Go back a couple of centuries and you’ll find just about everyone’s a lot smaller than you are, unless you yourself happen to be quite small by modern standards.


New Vatican’s historical researches were difficult, yes.


But not impossible.


And it was only natural that the Dark Age – the original – should eventually become a focus of the priests’ attention. With sufficient knowledge of what had given rise to it and sustained it, perhaps another repetition of complete societal collapse could be avoided . . .


*


‘But then the problems arose,’ said Benny. ‘You must have known something of them before your . . . disappearance.’


I nodded. There’s always a certain casualty rate among travellers. It’s not high enough to lose sleep over, but it’s definitely non-negligible. The Dark Age expeditions, however, seemed to represent a new hazard. They were the farthest anyone had ever tried to go into the past, but in theory that shouldn’t have been a problem. Even so, by the time my pain over Helen’s rejection had become too great to bear and I deserted the twenty-fifth for the twenty-second, four travellers had been sent to the period and none had returned. Either there was a threat there that we didn’t know about, or the era was far more dangerous than any historian had ever guessed, or . . .


‘Or Heaven came to Earth for six hundred years or so,’ Benny said, topping up his glass, ‘and then we suffered a second fall from grace.’


‘You don’t really believe that, do you?’


‘No.’ He sighed.


For some minutes we were both silent, watching the flicker of the candles. Who was it who said that knowledge and science and culture are just a solitary flame in the night, vulnerable to any barbarian who wants to blow it out?


‘You didn’t come here just to bring me up to date on the project?’ I said eventually.


He started in his chair, as if I’d woken him. ‘No,’ he said. ‘No.’


I waited.


He let out a long sigh. ‘You were one of the best, Kenneth, maybe the best of all the travellers. When I can’t get to sleep and my insecurities start trying to come home to roost, I drive them away by remembering that I was the one who found you, who taught you, who groomed you, who made you what you are.’ He smiled grimly. ‘Were. That’s the trouble. Then I remember how you packed it all in, and my self-doubts come flocking back to torment me.’


‘Insomnia’s a terrible thing,’ I said blandly.


‘So are nightmares. You travellers usually have plenty of them, having seen what you’ve seen.’


‘One hardens,’ I said, shrugging. I still sometimes wake in a sweat over the Elizabethan execution I witnessed, or what I saw during my time on an antebellum Southern plantation. Auschwitz. Other things. But it was none of Benny’s business that I did.


‘You’re not just one of the best,’ he continued. ‘You’ve made yourself expendable. We’ve already lost you. Training a traveller is a huge investment. Like all investments, they sometimes go bad. You’re one of the investments that went bad, for us. We’ve marked you off on the books. So if we lose you again it won’t make any difference. You’re an asset of no value any longer, so far as the bean counters are concerned. They won’t let me risk another of my current travellers – another of their investments. But’ – he spread his hands expressively – ‘they wouldn’t give a damn if I risked you.’


‘What makes you think I’m willing to be risked?’ I looked around the cozy room. The wind was building up now, as it always does at nights here, preparing for the howl it sustains from midnight ’til dawn. But I had warmth, food, drink – even, for once, human company. The sanitary arrangements were a bit primitive, true, but that was a small detraction. ‘I like it here.’


‘Helen,’ said Benny.


‘Helen’s my past. Well, my future, I suppose. But for me she’s the past. I’ve moved on.’


‘You say.’


‘I do.’


‘We don’t know where she is. When she is.’


‘Neither do I. I can live with that.’ But I was beginning to guess where he was heading. ‘Which century?’ I added before he had a chance to speak.


‘Why do you think I’m here?’ He stared at me. ‘She’s at the end of the eighth, beginning of the ninth.’


‘Charlemagne,’ I said.


‘Of course.’


It all made sense. New Vatican would want to probe the Dark Age. Helen had always been fascinated by Charlemagne, the Frankish king and conqueror who created the greatest empire in Europe since Roman times. As with the petty British king called Arthur, it was hard to distinguish truth from legend – or so I thought. Helen had read all the histories and the legends too. Her eyes lit up at the mention of her hero’s name. I used to tease her that she was more in love with this man she hadn’t even seen than ever she was with me, and sometimes my teasing didn’t seem entirely a joke. If Benny had offered her the chance to go to Charlemagne’s era she’d have jumped at the opportunity, whatever the dangers and uncertainties.


‘And you’ve lost her?’ I said.


‘She hasn’t come back.’


‘And you think I’m the useful idiot who’ll volunteer to go after her?’


‘Yes.’


I let out a long, slow breath. ‘You’re right, of course.’


‘I know,’ said Benny, as if the issue had never been in doubt. ‘Shall we go now?’


‘No better time,’ I said. ‘I’ve nothing here that I need to take with me. Except maybe a couple of bottles of the Glenlivet.’


‘A couple for each of us, I think.’ Then his grin faded. ‘What about your portal?’


‘I destroyed it as soon as I got here.’


He gave a low whistle. ‘My, you really did want to make sure you stayed lost, didn’t you?’


His question wasn’t trivial. Portals can be finicky and sometimes they just crash, but physically they’re virtually indestructible.


A portal may be small enough to stick in a pocket, but making one is inordinately difficult, involving physics that’s not entirely based in our universe. (I don’t understand this, but it’s what the techies have told me.) And, though portals are astonishing in their capabilities – the Emperor used to send whole armies through them to ransack the past – they don’t last forever. Add in the problems of calibrating the devices for both temporal and spatial location: not much use arriving in the right year if you’re floating between the stars because the solar system has moved in the interim.


‘I raided a chemistry lab,’ I said. A couple of months in a vat of concentrated nitric acid did the trick. I assume there’s nothing at all left of it by now. It’s been a while since I went back to check.’


‘Why make so much effort?’


‘Helen, of course.’


‘You doubted your own resolve?’


‘Yes. I thought that one day I might wake up and think it was worth going back to the twenty-fifth to try to change her mind. Rather than get myself hurt even worse, I decided to forestall my own stupidity.’


Benny dismissed the issue with a movement of his hand. ‘It’s no matter. We can use mine.’


He reached into his pocket and pulled out the portal. I’d almost forgotten how small portals are. There’s a whole lot of the cleverest technology in human history packed into a device that’s barely larger than a man’s palm and only a few millimetres thick.


‘Don’t forget the whisky,’ he told me.


*


Love isn’t easy between two travellers. You spend long periods separated not just by distance but by centuries. And if you’re spending a year or three in the field, living among the people of the past, you naturally tend to form attachments there. In some cases you have no choice: some societies look askance at single people. I’ve had four wives in wildly different eras, and each of them I’ve loved – if not with my whole heart then at least with much of it. There are still nights when I find myself dreaming of one or other of them. There’s guilt in me, too – guilt over the pain I must have caused them when I vanished inexplicably from their lives. Those acts of desertion likewise can trouble my dreams.


So liaisons between travellers tend to be short-term, matters of convenience rather than anything more. The first time I hooked up with Helen – it was in a New Vatican bar, so very romantic – I thought of her as just a pretty woman who might, if I were lucky, be looking for a fling. By the time the evening ended, though, after we’d talked for hours about how the skies are so much clearer in the past, about how birdsong in the twenty-fifth is so much more subdued than in the seventeenth, about a whole host of other subjects . . . as we came out of that bar into night air that’s never cold any longer, never crisp, I knew I was smitten. There’s an old myth that each of us is only half of a complete person; one of our tasks in life is to find our counterpart and thereby make ourselves whole. That’s what I felt I’d achieved as we walked hand in hand down the quiet streets to my house.


We both knew the difficulties facing us. We were going to have to solve those difficulties somehow, make our love work.


Except, in the end, we didn’t.


*


Benny and I arrived in a sterilised room and immediately stripped, putting our clothes into a chute that led directly to a furnace. Carrying the whisky bottles, we went through a decontamination procedure with chemical sprays and radiation that left us feeling nauseous; we both knew we’d be sick as dogs for a few hours. It was the routine as usual – but a routine I’d never thought I’d experience again. Decontam’s essential, of course, because who knew how many twenty-second-century bugs we might be carrying that could prove devastating to the people of the twenty-fifth? The same goes the other way round. Immediately prior to departure to the past, travellers go through this same decontam ritual for fear of causing plagues. If ever you witness someone pop into existence out of nowhere and they’re green in the face and puking, that’s likely someone arriving from the future.
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