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      The great luxury of the novelist is that they can create and invent as much as they wish. This is sometimes called 'artistic license'. I would simply call it 'fiction'. Although based on historical events, it should be remembered that this story, above all, is such a work: one of imagination. The tale is set in and around Byzantium in the mid eleventh-century, when the Byzantines referred to themselves as Romans and their city as Rome, sometimes Constantinople. Harald Hardrada, a real person, is at the centre of what happens. He did fight for the Byzantines, in the famous Varangian guard. Other characters are also real. But the story is not. It is not history. So, my apologies to students of the period, who will no doubt find mistakes, and the inventions are here to enhance the narrative. To everyone else: I hope it might stir your interest and so lead you to discover for yourself the wonders of this magnificent, lost Empire.
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      The bodies lay in great heaps upon the sodden ground, distorted clumps of mangled flesh and bone, the stench of death everywhere. Over on the far side rooks had already settled upon the carcasses, beaks pulling at open wounds, gorging themselves on this unexpected bounty.

      From his position at the top of the rise, hidden behind an outcrop of gorse and rock, Hereward was able to see across the entire area, a flat plain which stretched out in all directions. It was a large, uninspiring field, hyphenated by the silver streak of a river that wound its way along, untroubled by the catastrophe that had befallen the men of England that day. As if to emphasize the fact, Hereward saw grinning Vikings wandering about, the occasional flash of a blade cutting through the air as the wounded were dispatched. The cries of those others nearby who awaited the same fate filled his ears and he turned away, dragging his hand over his face.

      “Dear Christ,” said Hereward.

      Morcar, some distance away, growled. He lay propped up against another boulder, breath rasping in his chest. A long, vicious looking cut ran across his chest. In his hand, itself streaked with blood, he still held onto his battle-axe and Hereward eyed it, impressed. He had stood beside the Earl, in the boggy ground next to river, seen him cleave the skulls of many of the Norse. The outcome may well have been different if there had been more like him that day. Hereward closed his eyes, the sight too much. If only there had been more…

      “I think perhaps we should go,” said one of the others, a gigantic housecarle, blood spattered, wounded, but still, by the look of him, fully prepared to fight if need be.

      “I cannot,” said Morcar in a tired voice. “Here is where I stand, here is where I die.”

      “No,” said Hereward, eyes open now, sitting forward. “It is best if you live. That we all live. There is no shame in this. We fought, we lost. Now we must lick our wounds and send word to Lord Harold. If we are to prevail, we must survive to fight another day.”

      Morcar trembled, his face reddening. “God's teeth, I'll fight them now!”

      “Aye, and die.” Hereward looked over to the other men, housecarles, thegns, fyrd, and mercenaries. “What good is that?”

      “None,” answered the big man, and shook his head. “If we stand, we die. As you have said, best to live, get word to King Harold in the south. Then we can avenge this day.”

      Morcar muttered something, gathered himself and sat up. His eyes screwed up and Hereward could see the pain etched into the lines of his old friend's face. A Viking sword had cut into Morcar's flesh, and the blood ran in thick, black rivulets down his arm. His mail had managed to prevent more serious damage; nevertheless, he had lost blood and that meant he was weak. Hereward knew as much, having lost blood himself many times in the past. Not this day, however. This day he had fought like one possessed and the Vikings had flinched, pulled back as those who came up against him already, had died. Few could live against Hereward, few except perhaps Lord Harold. And the devil himself, of course, the leader of the Viking army – Hardrada.

      The big housecarle grunted as he helped Morcar to his feet.

      “We must go.”

      A few feet away, a swarthy foreigner, whose speech was sometimes unrecognizable, set his jaw and glared down to the field. “I believed I would kill him this day.” He looked at Hereward. “Hardrada. I want him dead.”

      Hereward sneered. “So do we all,” he said, voice cold, distant.

      “But for me it is … personal.” He looked again at the field, the dead, and the Vikings who strutted so arrogantly, awash with victory. “I have waited so long, so very long.”

      “Your day will come,” said Morcar. “Unless others get to him first.”

      “No,” snarled the foreigner, “he is mine. I will kill him, make no mistake.”

      “Well, not this day,” said the big housecarle. “Today we need to lick our wounds.”

      “Aye,” said Hereward, and took one more look across the shattered plain and the bodies of Saxons strewn across the grass. The men had died along the banks of the Ouse, fighting for their lives, their homesteads, their loved ones. The Vikings had been as plentiful as the grass itself, perhaps twice the number of the English set to stand before them. Many of the Vikings lay dead on the ground, for the Saxons had acquitted themselves well, but not well enough. Numbers had won the day, not the lack of bravery or skill in arms. The Army of the North, destroyed. The whole of England open to the Norsemen once again, just as it had been years before. Part of Hereward wanted to stay, do as Morcar and the foreigner had said. Fight and die. That was the way of the housecarles. He knew, however, that the sensible thing was to withdraw, prepare defences, rebuild. And, above all else, get word to Lord Harold, King of England. To do that, they had to live. He hefted his axe and motioned for the others to follow.

      They kept low and moved away from that dreadful, fearful place known as Gate Fulford.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          IN THE COURT OF THE BYZANTINE EMPERORS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Some Years Before, 1042, in Byzantium.

      

      

      Inside the dark, damp cell, Harald Sigurdsson, soon to be known to the whole world as Hardrada, sat slumped in the corner, staring at his fingers, wondering how he had managed to allow himself to fall so low. A matter of days ago, he and his men had been celebrated across Byzantium as great warriors, fearless, prestigious, without equal. Privileges abounded and, amongst them, the chance to acquire booty, a mere percentage of which had been declared. Hardrada had assembled a sizeable personal fortune, one which would help him to become a leader of repute. His ambition was simple. To become king of Norway. The riches he had accumulated would help in that endeavour, pay for the recruitment of mercenaries. Seize the throne of the Norse by force. That was the plan.

      Until a few days ago.

      Everything had collapsed, for him and the Varangian bodyguard in which he served, in spectacular fashion. Coming across them at night, the newly formed Scythian Guard overwhelmed the Varangians whilst they slept, slitting throats, splitting skulls. Those Varangian Norse who managed to rise and resist had been too slow; they were bundled onto the ground and pinned down. The Scythians castrated them, one by one, then left them to bleed to death, writhing in agony, their screams filling the night. Hardrada and his lieutenants, blades to their throats, were frog-marched to the cells. Now, some days later, incarcerated in that place, Hardrada could still hear those screams burning through his brain. His men. All dead. Not given to showing emotion, locking it all away deep within him, this time he struggled to maintain an even keel. He gritted his teeth and stood up.

      “I cannot sit in this place and rot – we have to do something,” he said. It was an empty phrase, said because he felt he had to say something, and had no real idea what. Someone stirred in the corner. One of the others, his companions, Haldor or Ulf, taken with him to that cell, to wait. Hardrada himself now waited, for someone to speak, to lighten the oppressive atmosphere, give some hope to what was, when all was said and done, a hopeless situation.

      “What would you suggest, My Lord? Dig a tunnel?” In the murkiness of the farthest corner, the man's fist pounded against the wall. “This is Byzantine masonry. Thicker and stronger than anything in the known world. We'd never manage it, even if we had the tools.”

      “I didn't say anything about tunnelling.”

      “What then?” The owner of the voice sniggered and stepped forward. Haldor Snorresson, one of Hardrada's most faithful companions, and a man not afraid to voice his opinions. “We're in a tower, high up above the street. Perhaps we could fly out of the window, jump from roof top to roof top…” He laughed again, a harsh rasp, and went over to the solid door and hammered against it with his fists, shouting out, “Come on and finish us, you heathen swine!”

      “Heathen?” The other man, Ulf Ospaksson, took his turn to scoff. “How long have you been a Christian, Hal?”

      “All my life.”

      “All your life? And all your life have you believed in any of it?”

      “Pah, don't patronise me, Ulf! We're in a heap of shit right now, and anyone who can come to our aid, be it a Christian angel, or an old Norse god, I'll not turn away either.” Haldor turned to Hardrada, “What of the Empress?” He spread out his hands. “She will come to our aid, for certain. We have never done anything that would make her doubt our loyalty.”

      “Nothing you've ever done, at least,” added Ulf, his eyes never moving from Hardrada's.

      “For all we know,” said Hardrada, ignoring the barbed comment, “she has been thrown inside some rotting cell herself. If not, she would come to our aid, if she could.”

      “The one thing that will come to our aid,” said Ulf, not bothering to get up, “is a Varangian blade.”

      “They're all dead.” Hardrada blew out his cheeks, “All of them, butchered by those bastards.”

      “Not all,” said Ulf. “Only our own detachment. When news gets round, the others, those posted in the north, they will get us out of this, don't fear.”

      “And how will news get round, Ulf, with us stuck in this God-forsaken cesspit?”

      “I'll make a note,” said Ulf and he reached inside his coat and pulled out a small, sheepskin satchel which he opened. He took out some pieces of what looked like vellum, together with a stub of charcoal. “My schooling will come to our aid, as I always knew it would! I shall write a short message, attach it to a stone, and send it down to anyone who happens to be passing.”

      “And if it's a Scythian?”

      Haldor piped up, “Or one of that eunuch Orphano's guards? What then?”

      “What are the chances of anyone being able to read it anyway?”

      A cloud fell over the Norseman's face and Ulf grunted, “Ah … I didn't think of any of that to be honest…” He looked down at the vellum and slipped it back inside the satchel.

      “As I said,” muttered Hardrada, “what are we to do?”
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        * * *

      

      In her private apartment, the Empress Zoe sat just inside her balcony whilst her maid, Leoni, combed her long, blonde hair. She hadn't spoken since rising, the news having reached her late the night before. Hardrada, arrested, thrown into prison, awaiting conviction. Treason, they had said. But what he had done, or had planned to do, no one had bothered to inform her. The huge, black guard Crethus, Captain of the new Scythian bodyguard, had looked askance after he had burst in to tell her the news and she had demanded details.

      He had stood, without speaking. As cold and as immovable as a column of granite. A surly, brutish man, nothing like Hardrada in manner, but everything like him in physical form. Barrel chest, arms like slabs of marble, hands so big they could have crushed her like an insect. How many times had she fantasised over Hardrada pressing himself against her, ripping away her dress, plunging into her soft, yielding flesh. The thought of it now almost made her swoon.

      Crethus was like that, assured of his manhood, relishing the fact that people's eyes dropped to his crotch as he stood there, imperious, aloof. He was like that now, after delivering the news of Hardrada's arrest. He seemed to relish what had happened, and did she detect a slight upturning of the mouth? It couldn't be termed a smile, more a tiny fluttering of something brushing across his lips. His eyes crackled, the flecks of gold within those black orbs signalling something, arrogance mixed with … victory? Zoe gazed down the length of his body, drinking him in, and as she did so she felt her heart begin to palpitate. The man drew her in, the sheen from his bare arms, those muscles rippling just beneath the ebony flesh, his thighs, like great pillars, and that inescapable bulge beneath his breeches. Her eyes settled on the spot for a moment too long and she felt the heat rush to her cheeks.

      She had coupled with Hardrada many times, his mouth clamped on hers to stifle her cries of passion. This man could be like that. Pulsating, strong, as good a lover as Hardrada ever was. However, that was where the similarities ended. Where Hardrada was learned, intelligent, found humour in the slightest aside, Crethus had the face of a hawk, intent on one thing – conquest. A man who expected subservience and, if it were not forthcoming, then his anger would boil and his great, gnarled fist would fold around the hilt of his blade and violence would soon follow. Serious, hard, unremitting: not her usual choice. Nevertheless, the man might still prove useful, if merely to satisfy her needs. Married to the former Emperor Michael IV, her bed had been kept warm by the Viking. As things had transpired her lover, Harald Hardrada, an officer of the Varangian guard, had been dismissed on the orders of the new emperor, another Michael. Michael the Fifth. Since ascending to the throne, Michael had gone through a number of metamorphoses. At first quiet, submissive almost, listening to her, doing as she bid, learning from her how to be a ruler, a true emperor of Rome. They spent the twilight hours studying the history of the great Empire, the ways of past rulers, their successes and mistakes. Michael was an enthusiastic student, both in and out of the royal palace. He learned much about diplomacy, tact and good grace. Soon, however, the worms began to bore into him, and he changed, deciding to move against everyone he deemed a threat. Hadn't Caligula done the same, a thousand years before?

      So, those surly Scythians with their black eyes and black hearts, replaced Hardrada and his Varangian Guard. Zoe despised the new men, even Crethus, despite his allure. She hated their arrogance, and she didn't trust them either. Why had Michael rushed to enlist them, almost as soon as he had surmounted the throne on his father's death? What was it he feared from the Norsemen? A secret, perhaps, something that could topple him? Something that Hardrada knew, something that might cause an already disheartened people to rise up and rebel?

      “You seem tense, my lady.”

      Leoni's voice came floating out of the air like an angel's, so soft, so relaxing, returning Zoe from her dreams.

      The empress forced a single laugh, “No. Not tense. Upset.”

      “Ah.”

      Zoe turned a little, considering the maid with a slight, sneering smile. “From that utterance, Leoni, I take it you have reached some hasty understanding of my feelings?” The empress felt the knot in her stomach tighten. She hated being judged, or presumed upon, at the best of times by whoever they might be and servants most of all. Leoni had been with her for just over two years, a good girl, kind, courteous, always there when needed. One of the few servants entrusted to enter the inner sanctum of the empress's private apartments. A privilege which, of course, gave the girl access to some of the more extreme Royal practices. Gossip abounded, the most notable snippet being Zoe's relationship with her bodyguard, Hardrada.

      There were those in Court who whispered that they were having an affair of such passion that the very icons in all the city's churches blushed. Their love, so it was said, knew no bounds. The high-born Empress of Byzantium, beloved of her people, renowned as one of the most desired women in all the world. A stunning beauty still, despite the years advancing relentlessly, as they do, taking their toll for over 50 years. When she entered a room, mouths hung open in shock, hearts missed a beat, men's stomachs turned to water. A woman to dream about, to worship. And Hardrada had indeed shared many moments of intimacy with her, moments that most dreamed about. Envy and jealousy seeped out of every glance, every muttered comment.

      “I am sorry for any offence I may have given you, my lady.”

      “No offence, Leoni. But do not assume to know, or even understand, the depths of my heart.”

      “I would never do that, my lady.”

      “Then why the utterance?”

      Leoni allowed her hand to close around the head of the brush. Gold surround, encrusted with rubies, the brush was worth more than Leoni could hope to accumulate in a lifetime. She pulled in a breath, “Because I feel some of your pain, my lady. With the Lord Harald taken away…”

      Zoe measured her servant with an unblinking stare. “What of it?”

      “It must be as cutting as any blade.”

      “And just as painful.” Leoni's eyes sprang wide, and the empress dropped her voice, “Can I trust you?”

      Leoni made a face, mouth hardening, “My lady, I have been with you for more than two years, and never have I given you so much as the slightest cause to doubt me⁠—”

      Zoe held up her hand, settled back in her chair, and signalled for the girl to restart her efforts with the brush. “I know that, Leoni.” She pursed her lips, breath slipping out, quiet and controlled. “Forgive me. I shouldn't have snapped at you like that. I am not myself. Harald's arrest has unsettled me. I am at a loss as to why it has happened.” She closed her eyes as the brush ran through her hair, feeling the tension leaving her shoulders. Leoni was a good girl, trustworthy, a real companion in a cold and empty world. It was churlish to round on her so. None of it was her fault. “Please, tell me what is on your mind.”

      “The rumour is that he has kept gold, my lady, gold that he had collected from taxes and secreted away to aid him in his desire to be a king, in the far north.”

      “Is that what they are saying?”

      “So I have heard.”

      A short laugh again. “Well, the truth is a little different.”

      As the strokes of the brush soothed her, Empress Zoe revealed the true story of Harald Hardrada's amassed fortune. “The riches he has are mine, Leoni. True, some of it came from his official duties, when he would extract debts and the like from outlying regions, but most of it is gifts. I have never asked him what his intentions are … or were. He is free to come and go as he pleases, and if that means he wishes to leave, then so be it. I would never stand in his way.”

      “And this treasure, he still has it?”

      “Oh, yes.” She smiled, motioned her closer, and whispered in her ear.

      Leoni stepped back, a puzzled frown on her lovely features. “So, forgive me my lady, you allow him to keep all of this, even though he is … I have to ask, do you not love him?”

      “Love?” Zoe gave a small laugh. “I am not sure if I know what love is.”

      “Majesty.” Leoni stopped the brush and her voice became soft, thick with emotion. “Love is that stirring in the stomach, that thrill in the heart. Waking up in the morning with the picture of your lover in your mind, the same picture that you went to sleep with. Smiling and laughing without knowing why, surprising people with your outbursts, always singing and—” She stopped. “I am sorry, my lady.”

      “So, you are in love then Leoni?”

      “I … I'm not sure, but I am happy. Perhaps that is the same thing.”

      “Well, if I have learned anything in my life it is that you must seize the moment, for the years flitter by and, before you know it, life draws to its end and regrets have the most meaning.”

      “Lady, that is so sad.”

      “Is it?” Zoe shrugged, moved her hand to touch Leoni's own. “Perhaps that is what my life has become, Leoni. A long stream of regret.” The empress squeezed the girl's hand. “Seize the chance for happiness, my sweet child, before it too becomes nothing more than a distant memory. Now,” her voice became sharp and focused again and her hand fell to her side. “Help me get dressed. I must look my very best and become an empress once more, and address myself to his Royal Highness, Michael!”
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        * * *

      

      The general Maniakes caught her by the arm and pulled her behind one of the massive marble pillars that lined the approach corridor to the empress's private rooms.

      “You have it?” he rasped, eyes darting this way and that, anxious that no one was close.

      Leoni smiled, pulled herself free from his grip, and encircled his waist with her other arm. “I have it all, My Lord General.” She pressed herself against him and purred as she felt his manhood stiffen. “All and more.”

      His voice sounded thick with desire, “By Christ, we will rule the world you and I.”

      She tipped her face back, ready to receive his lips, “But first, I wish you to rule my bed.”

      “Of that,” he said as he brought his lips to her, “you can have no doubt.”
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      “The reality of the situation is simple, my liege.” The eunuch sidled up to the new emperor's shoulder. “We have to move now, strike whilst everyone least expects it. Hardrada laments in his cell, her royal highness dithers, the people are thirsty for change.”

      From his throne, Michael looked down at the small, bloated figure of Orphano, the architect of everything that had occurred during the last few, momentous days. It was he who had come to Michael's royal apartments in secret to voice his scheme for regime change. Zoe was weak, ineffective, he had said. With the sudden death of the Emperor Michael IV, what the Empire required was strong government. Pressures on the borders were growing. To the east, the Saracens were mustering. To the west, the Normans, and the north Russians. If Byzantium were to prevail, it would have to have at its head someone ambitious, resourceful and, above all else, courageous. Orphano had been the one to convince Michael that it was his destiny to become emperor. Michael V. A heady proposal, and the royal eunuch had worked wonders in persuading Zoe, the royal blood coursing through her veins, to support Michael. So this latest plan was received with open arms, and very few doubts.

      They had moved, with alarming speed, using the Scythian Guard to neutralise the threat, real or otherwise, of Hardrada and his Varangians. The one obstacle that remained was Zoe, together with her patriarch and confidant, the bishop Alexius. A man of colossal intellect, the empress's chief advisor and most loyal friend. If Zoe were to be removed, then the holy man too would have to go. Michael knew this, but the problem being how to achieve success without raising too many alarm bells throughout the senate.

      He considered the rotund eunuch, forcing himself to lock eyes with the half-man. The very thought of him almost turned Michael's stomach; that flaccid skin, rotund belly, pasty and puckered. He shuddered, despite his best efforts, turned away from the eunuch's bald pate and stared out across the sleeping city. “And Alexius? When do we do it?”

      Orphano wrung his weak, wet hands together, slinked further forward, breathed in the night air. “If my liege permits⁠—”

      “Just give me your council, man, for pity's sake!”

      The eunuch spread out his hands. “Night would be best. The early morning.” He nodded towards one of the standing candelabra, flames flickering in their gold holders. “When the largest of these candles has died, my liege – that is when we strike.” He smiled. A sickening leer to Michael's mind. The new emperor drew his purple robe closer about him. Orphano inclined his bald head, “With my liege's command, of course.”

      “Make it so.”

      Orphano bowed lower, right hand sweeping around in a dramatic salutation. “As my liege so orders.” And with that, still keeping himself bowed low, the eunuch backed out of Michael's presence and slipped through the great double-doors.

      Michael let out his breath long and slow. He moved across the room to the open balcony, took in the view and pressed himself against the edge, taking in great gulps of air, managing to settle the rising nausea from within. He promised himself there and then that once this business was out of the way, the throne ensured, he would move against the detestable Orphano, liquidate him and his repulsive retinue of obsequious supporters.

      A footfall behind him caused him to whirl around.

      He gasped.

      Leoni, the empress Zoe's personal maid stood there, an image of complete and total beauty, her thin white robe accentuating every curve of her perfect body. The swell of her breasts protruded through the soft silk, her nipples erect. His eyes locked on them, tongue running along his bottom lips. As she floated closer to him, his erection grew and his throat became dry.

      Her perfume invaded his nostrils, fresh jasmine and honeysuckle. He closed his eyes, breathed in her aroma. She drew close, her body melting into his as her arms wrapped around him. “My lord,” she breathed.

      Michael forced his eyes open. He felt he was being carried away by the wings of angels, lifted up into a state of heavenly bliss. His whole body ached for her, her hand already over his crotch, fingers tracing the outline of his hardness. He swallowed hard, trying to lubricate his voice box, find the strength to speak.

      “You spoke to him,” he asked at last.

      “Yes.” Slowly her fingers came up to his chest, pulling open the robe. Her head rubbed against his chin, her long hair falling against his chest. The sensation caused him to moan.

      “You coupled with him?” he asked, tongue so thick in his mouth.

      “Repeatedly,” she said, her voice low, soft. Her lips pressed against his throat, the tongue tracing a thin line across his flesh.

      Michael almost cried out. He longed for her to rip away the folds of his robe, bring out his cock, work it between her soft, nimble and expert fingers. Then the mouth … Oh dear God, the mouth!

      “He had you,” he continued, heart thumping against his chest, so loud, so fast he thought it might burst. She moaned again, her fingers returning to their initial resting place, running over his bulge. “Where did he have you?”

      “Outside my mistress's room.” She lowered herself to her knees, pressing her mouth over the area where the robes covered Michael's throbbing erection. “He threw me to the floor, plunged into me … he's so big.”

      “Big?”

      “Huge.” She looked up at him from where she knelt. “I screamed as he drove into me, splitting me. So strong.” Her hands dipped in between the folds of the material, searching him out. “He made me come before he had slid the whole length into me. Just rested the thick, soft head against me, pressing it there, waiting for me to come beneath him.”

      “Oh, dear God.” Michael was in delirium, her voice, those fingers, the pictures conjured up of Maniakes expertly fucking her.

      “Then,” she licked her lips, “when I had come, and begged him to fuck me, he did. Little by little, sliding that monster into me, pausing every so often, allowing me to regain my breath before⁠—”

      “Yes?”

      With a violent jerk of her hands, she pulled away his robes, allowing the blood-engorged length to at last spring free. Michael roared like a rutting elk as she gripped the shaft with one hand, whilst she ran her tongue over her lips. “He drove it in, right up to his big, fat balls, fucking me, over and over, in my mouth, my arse, everywhere, until I was completely satisfied.”

      Her mouth engulfed him, the tongue rolling as the new-emperor ejaculated almost at once, yelping out a string of profanities as he did so.

      

      Leoni held him in her mouth, sucking him dry, trying to keep her eyes open. God, how she hated this. Hated him, with his pathetic little penis, sticking up like a baby's index finger! The humiliation of it. Maniakes knew what he was doing, of course he did. He had to, placing her in this awful predicament, humiliating herself in order to do these sickening things. Lure him in, Maniakes had told her. Do whatever it takes. Capture his heart, soul and his cock with that body of yours. Do that, and we will have him.

      Well, she had done all that and more, belittled herself to pleasure this pathetic man. It had taken her some time to discover Michael's weaknesses, his particular penchants, but when she had she had capitalised on it, turning the man into a quivering wreck as she brought him to the peak of sexual gratification. Her imagination knew no bounds, which was a good thing as she could escape into her dreams as the vile little man heaved and sweated above her. Thoughts of Maniakes sometimes came to her, sometimes Crethus, the giant Scythian, sometimes an officer of the guard who had caught her eye, but mostly it was Hardrada.

      Almost always, it was Hardrada.
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      The sound of her shoes tapping across the marble-floored corridor reverberated around the massive, soaring vaulted ceiling. She was alone, no bodyguard to overhear conversations, or alert the eunuch Orphano of her intentions. Flitting between the pillars, glancing behind her every now and then, Empress Zoe of Byzantium moved quickly. Alexius would know what to do.

      After Leoni had left her, she had gone to her bed, waited a moment, then fell to her knees to pray. Sometimes, in the dead of night, she would lie awake, conjuring up fearful images of her death. Cold, alone, nothing more than a waxen shell, her spirit gone. Would God embrace her, accept her into his kingdom? She tried to live a good life, baulked at violence, deceit. Being part of the royal family had given her every opportunity to become sinful, but she liked to think she resisted such cravings. Unfortunately, that was a lie. She often succumbed to the needs of her flesh, sometimes with strangers, sometimes with men like Hardrada. She always sought forgivingness afterwards, knowing she was weak. Faith had been her guide.

      Was it enough? This was her fear. Because, of course, there had been Hardrada so many times … God reached into her heart, pulled apart the intrigue, the deceit. He looked deep inside to reveal the truth. Did He truly forgive her?

      She pressed her forehead against her clasped hands, squeezing her eyes shut, bringing images of the Holy Mother into her mind. Such images had always been her comfort. The Holy Mother understood the mind of a woman, a woman who was at once all powerful, but desperate and so alone.

      When the door eased open, her heart froze. She remained deathly still. Had it been her imagination, or was there someone? Then came the softest of footfalls and thoughts of the assassin's dagger reared up inside her head. She flung herself backwards, already bringing up her hand in a vain effort to defend herself, eyes wide with terror.

      “Mistress!”

      The voice, low and urgent. A male's.

      From out of the gloom stepped Clitus, the young manservant, Leoni's lover. A crown of tightly curled hair, set in the old Roman style, a finely chiseled face, high cheek bones. Some called him beautiful. Youthful, kind. An assassin? Dear God, was there no one on this good earth who could be trusted.

      He stooped down to her. “Mistress, forgive me. I have little time.”

      Her mouth trembled as she formed the single word, “Yes?” Not an assassin then, but what? A new sensation, one of anger at being so abused, so insulted by this unwarranted intrusion upon her privacy. As her heartbeat lessened, and her cheeks burned with rising fury, the boy held up his hand.

      He said, as if sensing her changing mood, “Please, forgive my bursting in like this, Highness. You must listen to me. There is a plot against you. You must leave the palace at once, before they come for you.”

      Zoe, Empress of Byzantium, rose to her feet, mouth agog at this affrontery. Had she heard him correctly? How could he know this, who had told him? A manservant, nothing more. Whose ear did he have in order to gain such preposterous news?

      Clitus moved his head around, eyes wide, anxious, fearful, as if he believed that someone might be close. He stood up, bowing low. “Forgive me,” he said again and was gone before she could give a reply.

      Stunned, she sat staring into space, her nightgown crumpled around her, unable to believe the audacity of it all. This boy had broken into her apartments, a disgraceful act, and one that she considered serious. An assassin he may not have been, but such … she stopped herself, a sudden thought turning her skin cold. What if he were an assassin? He had come into her royal apartments without any form of announcement, had marched into her private room with no one to confront him. Her bodyguards would pay for their neglect.

      Anger mounting, she strode over to the door, tore it open and peered outside.

      Clitus had gone. The guards were nowhere to be seen.

      A chill ran through her. The guards should have been at their station, preventing anyone from coming in without her consent. She had not ordered their dismissal, so where were they? Pin-pricks of sweat broke out across her forehead. Clitus had spoken of a plot; a plot would first need the guards to be neutralized… ice coursed through her veins. She took her robe, gathered it around her shoulders and rushed outside.

      She half-ran through the huge, cavernous corridors of the royal palace. No one was about, an eerie silence, a pall of sheer terror hanging over everything, a precursor to doom. She shook her head, trying to rid of herself of such thoughts. But the feeling of dread refused to go away. Something was terribly wrong.

      Nearing the apartments of Alexius, and having gone through Clitus's indiscretion over and over in her mind, she knew what he had spoken of was the truth. Why else would the guards be missing, the palace as silent as the grave? She was unprotected and alone. That thought brought tears to her eyes. Someone was plotting to overthrow her, to bring her down, replace her as empress. But who? Orphano perhaps, the eunuch, confidant and brother of the deceased emperor, Michael IV? Maniakes, the ambitious general with the power of the army behind him, or…

      She pulled up short.

      Michael.

      Could it really be that her own stepson, Michael, the former emperor's namesake, coveted the throne of Byzantium so much that he would be prepared to murder one of his own family, to leave the path clear for absolute rule? True, they were related through marriage, and bound by promises and agreements made to the former emperor, but even so, without her there would be no blood-tie to the ancient line of Byzantine emperors. Such a scheme that would see her removed, or even sidestepped, would be an abomination.

      She shivered. The old Roman propensity for treachery and violence still simmered away in the blood of her family. There could be little doubt of that.

      For a moment she considered seeking out the giant Scythian, Crethus, perhaps woo him as a sort of ally. The man fascinated her, the way his eyes followed her everywhere, the desire so apparent. They had never been alone, and he had never so much as spoken a single word in friendship, but there was something in his manner that left no doubt in her mind. Men had always been her weakness, she couldn't deny it. She had used her body to good effect, securing husbands and lovers of immense power and riches. If they chided her, belittled her, or left her unsatisfied the way that idiot, Romanos, had, she never hesitated in removing the problem. She was, after all, the Empress Zoe, a direct descendant of the emperors of Byzantium. No man could deny her. And yet, the Scythian was low-born. If she promised him anything, it would all have to be lies, and he would see through the deception with ease. No, the only thing she could ever give him was her body. The way he undressed her with those eyes, she knew he would not refuse, but would it be safe to pursue such a cause? Could such a man be trusted to come to her aid, to help her in this, her most desperate hour of need? It was a stupid idea, and she dismissed it, with some disappointment. Perhaps, however, there were other considerations. To sample his physical charms, that would be something.

      With images of his firm body pressed against hers, Zoe had to struggle to bring her thoughts back to the present. She needed help, advice, and she needed it right now. There really was no one else she could turn to.

      Alexius would know what to do. With renewed vigour, she pressed on, breaking into a trot, as the doors to the old patriarch's inner apartments came into view before her.
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      Something Ulf said troubled Hardrada greatly. The giant Norwegian stood, head resting against the bars of the tiny window, the pictures swirling around inside his head, refusing to budge. The Empress Zoe, her lithe body that caused his heart to beat as fast as a racer at the Hippodrome, eyes that smouldered, hands that roamed. Lips that brought moans to his throat, like no other woman had ever been able to do. Why had she not come to his rescue?

      He squeezed his fist tight, pounded the wall once and turned around.

      The others slept. He envied them, minds untroubled by gut-wrenching thoughts and visions. Women. Damn them, they broke into your heart, ripped it apart, then left it to quiver, destroyed. Why had he allowed himself to surrender to her charms? He should have known it could never be. What had begun as a mere physical attraction soon grew to consume his whole being. And now, she had abandoned him, as he knew she always would. He pressed his fingertips into his eyes. What an idiot he was. The great survivor, the masterful warrior, champion of any number of contests. Damn her hide, he would never allow himself to succumb to a woman's wiles again.

      Haldor stirred, turned in his sleep, mumbled then lay still. Ulf breathed deeply, his sleep total. Hardrada allowed himself a smile. He didn't blame either of them. Together they had fought through every battle, crossed every sea. To end up like this, dogs, lying in stinking straw awaiting whatever fate these foul, effete Byzantines had in store for them. It wasn't right that it should end this way. A Viking should fall in battle. That was the way it had always been, and always would be until the Viking World died.

      Not like this.

      He closed his eyes, letting the memories return. Together they had gone east, the three of them, searching out profit and fame in the court of the Byzantine emperors. They had become part of the renowned Varangian Guard, trusted, handpicked fighting men, the bulk of whom were Norse. Viking adventurers, like themselves.

      “My God,” Haldor had said, reflecting his brush with the Christian religion, “this is better than we could have imagined!” They had donned their new uniforms, caressed the glimmering blades of the axes, practiced moves, getting used to their bright, shining hauberks. This coat of mail was like their own byrnies, but longer, providing more protection to the groin and thighs. They preferred it and as they honed their skills, so they came to the attention of the captain of the guard, a man known as Umthar. A Saxon of indeterminate age, he had signaled Hardrada to close with him, and they parried and probed for a few moments before the giant Norwegian grew tired, spun, moved like no one had ever seen anyone move before, and unceremoniously dumped Umthar onto the ground, sword point to his throat. The onlookers laughed, Umthar's face blackened.

      Two nights later Hardrada, lying in the barrack room, felt rather than heard the movement next to him. He came up, his dagger already in his hand. Fortune was with him that night, for the darkness in the room was as much a friend to him as it was a hindrance to his assailant. They grappled and fell back across the bunks, Hardrada jarring his back against the hard and heavy wooden frame. Cursing, he turned his foe, his hands gripping the man's wrists, forced him backwards.

      The dagger found its mark and Hardrada experienced that rush of exhilaration that always enveloped him during combat. The sheer thrill of victory, as the blade sank home. He held it there, feeling his assailant weakening as the life drained from his limbs and he collapsed, deflated, the satisfying death-rattle bubbling in the throat.

      Hardrada, drunk with the ecstasy of killing, stumbled to the door and ripped it open. It was not yet dawn, but the many stars sprinkled across the sky gave enough light for him to find the water barrel. He plunged his head into the freezing water, tossed his great mane of hair from side to side, and stepped back, breathing hard, waiting for normality to return.

      When the dawn finally did rise, they found Hardrada outside, asleep against the barrel. They took him in for questioning and the Byzantine officer, resplendent in his golden armour, sat behind an enormous, oak desk and scowled. The man listened to Hardrada's story without a word, steepled his fingers and seemed to slip into a sort of daydream. Hardrada wondered if the man had drifted off the sleep and was about to speak when the officer at last brought his face up.

      The officer said, “You expect me to believe that the Captain of the Varangian Guard crept into your room at night and attempted to murder you?”

      “That is what happened. Why else would I kill him?”

      “Why else indeed. Seems you had already bettered him once. Was it your intention to make it a more permanent victory?”

      “Not at all. As I said, he came to kill me.”

      “Mmm …” The officer sat back, studying the giant Norwegian carefully. “You're quite a celebrity, Hardrada. Already your name is spoken of in high circles.”

      Hardrada frowned. “Oh?”

      “Don't tell me this wasn't all part of your plan.”

      “Part of my plan for what?”

      “Sir. Address your commanding officer as 'sir'. You're not in the wilds of Denmark now.”

      “Sorry. Sir.” Hardrada forced a grin, “I'm from Norway, to be precise. Sir.”

      “You're all Vikings though, are you not? And we all know what the Vikings covet more than anything else. Fame. To be a hero. Isn't that right?”

      “Some still hanker over the old ways, yes. But I am not one of them.”

      “So why kill Umthar?”

      Hardrada pulled in a breath, working hard to keep his voice even as the anger threatened to overtake him. Anger had always been his downfall in the past. At the age of twelve he had slain his neighbour over an argument about a girl. They had banished him that day, the village elders, and the regret still lived within him, deep in his bones. “I've already told you why, sir.”

      “Well, I don't believe it. I can't prove it, but I believe you somehow conjured up this whole episode. You deliberately belittled the man in front of his troops, knowing full well that honour would force him to seek redress. You engineered it all, didn't you. So you could bring more attention to yourself, perhaps even step into Umthar's shoes, take up command of the Guard. Isn't that right?”

      “None of it is right, sir. I swear.”

      “You swear? Would that be a holy oath, Hardrada? Sworn on the Bible?”

      “It could be, yes sir. I would be willing to swear an oath to it.”

      The officer considered the notion for a long time, then stood up, reached over for his helmet with its black feather plume and settled it over his head. “I haven't got the time to be debating this with you. When I have gathered the evidence against you, I'll bring you down, Hardrada. Have no doubts about that. In the meantime,” he adjusted his chin-strap, “you will begin your duties as commander without delay.”

      Hardrada blinked, turned his face to the officer as he began to move away. “I'm sorry, sir. What did you say?”

      The man smiled. “I'm going to give you what you want, Viking. The chance to become a hero, have epic poems written about you, songs sung in your honour. You, Harald Hardrada, are now king of His Imperial Majesty's Varangian Guard.” He tapped the giant lightly on the chest. “Fuck up, and the next time I see you you'll be swinging from the barrack room entrance by your neck.”

      “Yes sir!” Hardrada brought his hand up to his chest in salute and held his breath until the officer had gone. He then slowly let the air out from his lungs and looked across at one of the guards standing in the corner. “Did he just say what I thought he said?”

      “Yes, sir, indeed he did sir.”

      “Holy mother.”

      “Begging your pardon, sir.” The man averted his eyes from his new commander's gaze. “We are not allowed to blaspheme in the Guard, sir.”

      Hardrada ran his hand through his hair and laughed.

      And so it was that he had become commander of the Varangian Guard, and inevitably came to the attention of the Empress Zoe.

      That first meeting…

      He opened his eyes. The cell still stank, his companions continued to sleep. They had become lovers, Zoe and he. So why, he wondered, had she not come?
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      Looking up from his studies, Alexius smiled as Zoe stepped through his door. Of all the people in the palace, she alone was allowed to enter unannounced. That might soon change, of course, now that Michael had begun to assert his authority. A new emperor, a new regime, perhaps a new set of rules. The patriarch stood up.

      “My child,” he said and opened his arms to embrace her.

      Zoe, however, hesitated. “Where are your guards?”

      The old patriarch frowned, somewhat taken aback by her unexpected question. “My guards? I don't understand…”

      The empress swept forward, taking him by the elbow and steering him back into the room. It was a huge space, dominated by an enormous writing desk. Lined with shelves, heaving with ancient rolls and other texts, the light diffused from a dozen or more sputtering candles, it was a quiet, inner sanctum where learning could flourish. Alexius, the most educated man in all of Byzantium, kept this area for himself, allowing no one to peruse his collection of tracts. He guarded it jealously, and his guards kept him – and the room – safe. Or, at least, that is what he assumed.

      “My guards have disappeared, yours too, by the look of it.”

      His frown deepened. “What are you saying?”

      “Listen. I received a visitor, bearing news. We are to be arrested, my old teacher.”

      “By whom?”

      “Who do you think? Michael, of course.”

      “He wouldn't dare. My bodyguards⁠—”

      “Your bodyguards are either dead, or have been bribed to leave their posts. I should have known this would happen, as soon as Michael moved against Hardrada.”

      “The Varangian Norse? This is connected with what happened to them?”

      Zoe brought her knuckles up to her mouth and bit down hard into the flesh, “God's teeth, I should have expected this. By removing us, Michael will become the absolute power in Byzantium. He has moved without hesitation, his plans well worked out in advance. We've been out-flanked, and there is nothing we can do about it!”

      “Don't be so sure,” said the old man. “Your popularity knows no bounds. If he is so stupid as to think he could overthrow you … the people would rise up against him.”

      “Without leaders, they would be helpless against Michael's troops.”

      “So, we will lead them!”

      Even in that dim light, she could see how flushed his face had become. “We cannot do that if we are dead.”

      Her words hung in the air like lead weights. Alexius thought for a moment, then gathered his robes about him. “I have a secret passageway that leads out beyond the city walls. We will make good our escape, move to the outer reaches of the Empire, gather supporters…” He stopped, catching something. Her mood perhaps, which remained stoic. “What is it?”

      “I cannot leave.”

      He gaped at her. “If what you say is true, that Michael has moved against you, then your life could well be in danger – you cannot stay here.”

      “I have no choice. This is my home and the people would never forgive me if I abandoned them.” The old man went to speak, but she silenced him with a raised hand. “You, my teacher, you must go. Do what you say, travel to the north, muster support and return.”

      “But child,” Alexius reached out, took her face in his hands. “He may kill you.”

      “He would not dare.” Her hands closed over his whilst he still held her face. “Trust me. Go, gather forces. The Varangian mercenaries who fight in the north will be easily bought and then, march on the city. The people will rise up and we will reclaim the throne.”

      “You are sure of all of this.”

      “I am not sure of anything anymore.” She smiled, gently pushing his hands away. “Go, before they discover what has happened.”

      He hesitated for a moment, nodded and went over to his desk. He gathered up some papers and then moved into the far corner which lay deep in shadow. Zoe heard the wheezing sound of something being opened, a secret door perhaps set in the wooden panels of the wall. Alexius's voice, as kind and concerned as it ever was, came to her out of the darkness, “I love you, my child. Stay safe. And stay alive.”

      The panel closed again and Zoe was left alone.

      As she stood there, in the murky half-light of that enormous chamber, she thought she could make out the sound of approaching feet. She cocked her head and listened.

      What she feared most was about to happen. Michael's Scythian guards were coming, perhaps to murder her.

      She turned and stood facing the door of the chamber and waited, all of her years of training making her appear strong and resolute, back straight, chin up. Inside, she felt none of these things.
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      Feeling ashamed and dirty, Michael plunged his hands into the gold basin and swilled his face, patting his cheeks and neck. With hands gripping either side of the bowl, he stood, bent over, staring into the water. Why was he so weak, allowing the demon to take hold of him so easily. Why couldn't he find the strength to fight, to push back the black tentacles of desire that enfolded him every time his mind slipped into thoughts of sex. Perversion. That was what it was. His bishops would flay him alive if they knew. If God knew.

      Of course, God did know. God knew everything, could look deep inside his very soul and eke out his darkest, blackest secrets. Michael squeezed his eyes shut. Dear God, forgive me my sins, for I know not what I do. A weak, detestable sinner am I … forgive me.

      Michael opened his eyes, pushed these thoughts to one side, took another handful of water and splashed his face, then turned.

      He gasped. Crethus, the giant Scythian stood there, silent as stone, massive arms folded across his chest. The black eyes seemed to pierce Michael's soul and the newly-established emperor palled under the stare and had to look away for a moment. This was not something he thought he should do, showing weakness in this way. The Scythian had that effect.

      Michael coughed, dragged a sleeve across his mouth and waited. When it was obvious that the Scythian was not going to speak, Michael became angry, “Well? What is it that is so important that you barge into my apartment?”

      The Scythian bowed, ever so slightly. “Pardon, My Lord. We have arrested the Empress and escorted her to⁠—”

      “You mean the former Empress.”

      “My Lord?”

      “Damn it man, don't pretend you don't know! The former empress is now stripped of all her royal patronage, titles and powers.”

      Crethus dipped his head again. “My Lord.”

      “And Alexius?” Michael brushed past the guard, moving across the room towards his exquisitely carved bed, the gold alabaster pillars around it coiled by serpents' eyes inset with precious jewels. Thick heavily woven drapes of the deepest purple fell down on either side. Michael took up the heavy material and dried his hands. He turned, an eyebrow arching. “Well? Did the old goat protest?”

      “No, My Lord.”

      Michael clicked his tongue, a little disappointed. He would have liked Zoe's patriarch to have resisted, perhaps receiving a sword thrust through the heart for his efforts. A public hanging, although the best of all possible outcomes, would perhaps allow some dissident voices to be raised. No, a private killing would have suited him, well away from the public glare. Michael sighed. Unfortunately, such a simple outcome was not to be, so it seemed. He would have to learn to accept the will of God, now that he was emperor.

      He took the giant Scythian by the arm and walked with him towards the doors, “I don't want him treated too badly. He is to die, Crethus. In public view. I want him to be untainted, unbruised. You understand me.” They stopped by the great doors. Michael tapped the man on the chest. “As soon as he is dead, Zoe will crumble. He has supported her for years, advising her, filling her head with nonsense. Once he is dead, she will then have no choice but to support me, and with that, the people will come to me as well.” He smiled. He noted that the guard's face remained impassive. “Well, get on with it! Take him to the palace dungeons.”

      “I cannot, My Lord.”

      “You cannot?” Michael stepped back. “What is this?”

      “My Lord,” Crethus let his massive shoulders sag. “The Patriarch has gone.”

      “Gone?”

      “Fled. Escaped. We were too late, he had already been warned of our approach. By the lady Zoe.”

      “By the lady…” Michael's words died on his lips. Bands of iron began to press around his chest, squeezing him in a vice and he felt his legs give way. Reaching out, he stopped himself from falling by holding onto the nearby wall. Crethus moved, reaching out to lend support, but Michael, quick to recover, pushed him away.

      “We have to find him,” he managed.

      “But, My Lord, how? We know not where he has gone, nor for how long. It would be an impossible task to⁠—”

      “I don't care!” Michael, his strength returning, gripped the giant's blouse front. “Find him, damn you, and bring him back here. Dead if you have to, but find him!”
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      The overpowering smell of rotting straw and hay filled the cold air as Stracco swept the stable. He was about to swap the rake for a pitchfork when a shadow filled the doorway. He flinched, and swung himself around, bringing up the fork, ready to confront the intruder. It was far too early for anyone to be wandering around at such an hour. “Who's there?”

      Pulling back the hood of his robe, Alexius stepped out of the shadow and revealed his face. “Good day to you, my old friend.”

      Stracco gasped, dropped to one knee and lowered his head. “My Lord.”

      Stepping forward, the patriarch gently placed his hand on the man's head. “The time we have long spoken about has come. The hawks have gathered and they hover, preparing for death. I have to leave the city.”

      Without a word, Stracco rose to his feet, placing the rake in a corner before moving to the rear of the stable. “I shall collect some food and water for you, My Lord. Then I shall saddle a horse.” He bowed before moving over to the other corner. He pulled open the twin doors of a small cupboard and rummaged inside. He gave a little cry of triumph, and turned around, holding up a rough, hessian sack. He handed it over to the patriarch. “I have some clothes for you, My Lord. Simple peasant's garb. Dressed as you are, you would soon attract undue attention.”

      Alexius smiled, took the proffered sack and peered inside. The clothes were indeed simple and rustic. Ideal. The faithful Stracco had done everything he had been asked, and more. A true friend, despite his low social standing. “God bless you, Stracco. I'll change at once.”

      Stracco bowed again and slipped out through the back door.

      Alexius looked around. There were no animals here, but the smell of recent occupation was everywhere. An oil lamp suspended from the ceiling, gave off an eerie light. He wondered, not for the first time, how ordinary people could live such mundane lives, eking out an existence amongst such poverty. It all seemed so pointless, so laborious. He knew, as everyone did, that reward would come in Heaven, but was it necessary to live out one's days in such a shallow, unfulfilling way to achieve reward in Heaven? Clearing out stables…

      He rubbed his hands together. A cold morning, sharp and fresh. Soon the sun would peak out over the mountaintops and a new day would begin. A new day like no other. One full of fear and danger. Alexius had to reach the city outskirts before the alarm was raised, otherwise he would find it virtually impossible to outrun his pursuers. And he knew, if he knew nothing else, that there would be pursuers.

      Giving a heavy sigh, the patriarch took off his heavy robes of office and was soon dressing himself in the peasant garb. As he tightened the thick leather belt around his waist, the rear door creaked open and Stracco returned, carrying a bundle and an old cloth bag. He smiled at the patriarch, and motioned towards the great man. “Your rings, My Lord.”

      “Eh?” Alexius looked down at his fingers. Three on the right hand and two on the left, massive great gaudy things, designed to advertise his position of authority within the hierarchy of Byzantine power. Up until this moment, Alexius had never given them much thought, he had worn them for so long. “The rings of my office?”

      “They identify your high rank like beacons, My Lord.” He gave a grim smile. “I am sorry.”

      “Not your fault,” said Alexius, and he began to work at the huge chunks of jewellery, twisting and pulling them until at last they jangled together in his hand. “I would never have thought of it.” He brought up his fist, full of the rings. “I could use them, I suppose. As bribes, perhaps?”

      Again that grim smile. “My Lord, if anyone was to find such items in the pockets of a peasant …” Stracco shook his head. “Besides, as soon as you handed them over, you'd end up in a ditch with your throat cut.”

      Nodding, Alexius dropped the rings into Stracco's open hand, who looked at them with something like awe on his face. “You know much about the ways of this cruel world, Stracco.” He paused and smiled. “Keep them. Think of them as a payment, for your help.”

      “I have never asked for any payment, My Lord.”

      Alexius rested his hand on the man's shoulder. “I meant no insult by it, Stracco. Nevertheless …”

      Stracco slipped the rings inside his jerkin, then motioned to the things he had brought in from outside. “These few things, some fruit, cheese, bread, they will keep you going.” He shrugged. “Not much, I'm afraid. I will saddle you a horse, it won't take long.” He turned to leave again.

      “I am in your debt for this, Stracco. You're a good man.”

      Stracco paused at the door and smiled across at the patriarch, who stood there, as a peasant, but who bore all the stature of someone far greater. “I do what is best for the Empire, My Lord. Those in authority seem to think that we peasants know nothing of the intrigues that are played out in court. But we do. We hear much. For too long we have seen how the leadership of our once great Empire has dithered and stumbled about without focus or aim, whilst our enemies grow stronger. We have faith in our lady Zoe. We love her. But, if what I suspect has happened has indeed happened,” he shook his head. “I can see great trouble ahead.”

      “Well, it has happened. Michael has moved against us. Even now, the lady Zoe is probably being taken to some stinking cell, to await whatever fate is planned for her. She told me of the conspiracy. How she came by such news, I know not. All I do know is that I have to flee, gather what support I can, and prepare for the coming struggle to regain the throne for the empress.”

      “We know what lies at the heart of the throne, My Lord. In the empress we see someone kind, passionate, caring. She loves us, and the Empire. We know that, and because of that, we love her. The people will rise up against the usurpers, My Lord, have no fear.”

      Alexius squeezed the man's shoulder. “God bless you, Stracco. You must be careful during the coming days. Watch your back. Spies are everywhere.”

      “I know as much, My Lord. That eunuch Orphano has everything wrapped up … but not our hearts, My Lord. He may keep us in fear, but he cannot subdue our feelings.”

      The patriarch pressed his lips together. A man like this, a humble man, loyal, righteous, how could he know so much, living in a place such as this, away from palace intrigue? Not for the first time, Alexius reminded himself of the power of rumour and gossip and how much of it was true, how talk could run like wild fire through a population. Michael and his new regime would do best not to underestimate the strength of feeling amongst the people.

      “Nevertheless,” Alexius said at last, “you must take care. Protect yourself, and your family. Michael's guard may well seek you out, if they suspect you have been in any way involved. Almost certainly they will come after me, Stracco. And they will stop at nothing to find me.”

      “Then you had best be quick, My Lord.” He gave the great patriarch a meaningful look. “God is with us, My Lord. And you. With that knowledge, how can we fail?”

      Alexius smiled as the man disappeared into the grey dawn and he offered up a silent prayer that the man's words would, indeed, come to pass. In order for them to do so, Alexius would have to stay alive, and that meant travelling in the shadows, keeping himself quiet, not attracting too much attention. No one could be trusted, except for men like Stracco. With men like that, the future of the Empire would be assured. Against him, the insidious, all-pervading ruthlessness of the eunuch Orphano, the real power behind the throne. He had, after-all, stage-managed the previous emperor's affair with the Empress Zoe. The rewards had been great. Orphano now languished in the most superb private apartments in all of Byzantium. Cutting off the head of this particular serpent was the only certain way to success.

      The cold morning called and Alexius gathered his new, somewhat coarse clothes about him, took up the bundle of food, stuffed it into the cloth bag and went outside to where Stracco was busy adjusting the straps of a horse's saddle. The man smiled, and jutted his chin towards the north. “Don't stop until you are well outside the city boundaries.”

      “I won't. And thank you. I shall not forget you, or your kindness, Stracco.”

      “And we will not forget how much you care, My Lord. God be with you.”

      “And you.”

      The patriarch eased himself up into the saddle, took up the reins and made his way out of the yard.

      Stracco watched the old man disappear into the morning and wondered if he would live long enough to lay eyes on him again.
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      It was true what Alexius had said. Spies were everywhere.

      The one who lurked behind the large pillar noted how long the meeting had lasted, then slipped through the darkness to his master's room. He moved with amazing stealth and no one noticed his passing.

      Standing outside the main room were two guards. Large men, bare-chested, their bodies oiled and gleaming in the half light. In one hand, they clutched a long spear, the other held a shield, animal skin stretched tight across the whicker frame. Both men brought these shields together, blocking the spy's entrance. He glared at them. “I have news for my master. Urgent news.”

      The guards exchanged glances, slowly opened up the barrier and the spy went through the door.

      Orphano, chief eunuch to the court of the Empress Zoe, reclined on an ivory framed couch, a mattress of studded leather supporting his back. A silken robe, open at the chest, fell down at the sides as he moved, a ponderous belly revealing itself, smooth and perfectly round. Kneeling beside him, a young boy, no more than sixteen, polishing the eunuch's fingernails. At the man's feet, another youth, attending to Orphano's toes. A third stood behind, wafting a large, peacock-feather fan with almost hypnotic slowness. The room oozed with opulence and decadence, the inner sanctum of a man confident in his own power. No one spoke; no one looked up. Only Orphano, who seemed to be expecting the intrusion. He held out his right hand, already manicured, for the spy to take and kiss.

      “Be brief.”

      The spy bent down on one knee, head lowered. “I watched Clitus enter Her Royal Highness's room. Listened to him tell her of the plan to arrest her and the Lord Alexius.”

      Orphano bristled. A chill fell over the room and the youth behind the couch stopped moving the fan. The others glanced at one another. The eunuch stared into nothingness, chewed at his lip, then got to his feet, pushing the boy at his hand away. He glared at them, “Get out!” Without a word, they did as bidden. When alone with the spy, Orphano breathed out audibly. “You are certain?”

      The spy gave a single nod.

      “And how did this Clitus come by this news?”

      “Through his lover, Leoni. Who is also the lover of General Maniakes.”

      Orphano stood, his eyes clouding over. He seemed to be wrestling with something inside his mind. Abruptly, he gathered his robes about him and hurried off into a corner of the room, his bare feet slapping over the marble-tiled floor. He returned almost at once with a long, curved dagger in his hand. The spy gaped, made to turn, but the eunuch was too fast and struck home with the blade, burying it deep into the man's back.

      Orphano stepped away, and watched the spy crumple. A good man, trustworthy, loyal. Much of the news he had given over the past few months had been of the utmost reliability. He would be difficult to replace. However, things were moving fast. Soon, the Empress Zoe would be sent away, Alexius executed. Risks could no longer be taken. A single word out of place could bring everything tumbling down, and his dream to have his family set upon the throne destroyed, possibly forever.

      Sometimes, to achieve success, death was the only way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Nine


          

        

      

    

    
      There was shouting in the streets. Hardrada pulled himself up and went over to the barred window and peered out. The early morning sun, a burnished orb peeking out through bands of purple cloud, was barely over the horizon. Dawn. And already the mob was about.

      “What the hell is that infernal racket?” Ulf came up to his big friend's side, tried to look out himself, but was not tall enough and stepped back. “What are they saying?”

      Hardrada strained to hear. There were high up in a tower, at the far end of one of the streets that branched off from the main boulevard, close to the Varangian church of St Mary's. They had been there for so long they had lost count of how many times the sun had filtered through the barred window. The only thing that punctuated the day was when the bolts were drawn back and the guards came in with the food. Always the same guards. Black as night, bristling with muscles and weapons, and always the same food. Peas and beans. Never any meat. Rarely any bread. The guards brought in a large jug of small-beer and that was what the captives washed the food down with. Tasteless and mundane, they consumed it anyway. There was no real choice.

      Now, with the commotion on the streets, the mundane had been replaced by a tiny hope that something, however distant, might be happening that would raise the level of boredom slightly above wishing they were dead. Hardrada listened, and then looked first at Ulf, then Haldor, who still sat against the wall, legs splayed out in front of him. He looked like death, eyes mere slits in a face pasty and drawn. “They are shouting something about Zoe.”

      “What about her?” Ulf stood on his tiptoes, but he still couldn't manage a view.

      Hardrada listened again. “They are making chants, 'Death to traitors, death to traitors …' Over and over. And …” He closed his eyes, turning his head so that his left ear pointed towards the window, “Some are shouting, 'Restore the Empress …' ” He stepped down, right hand clamped around his chin, working through his beard. The words unsettled him a little. Empress Zoe was their patron, their reason for being. They had served her for years, fighting across Europe and Asia Minor, keeping back the wolves from the door of Byzantium. Suddenly, within a blink, all of it had changed. Manacled and frog-marched to this stinking cell, without a word. His own men, his own loyal, unquestioning men, slaughtered. And now this. Crowds in the street, angry, raising voices of criticism, seeking justice, perhaps even revenge. “Restore the Empress, Death to traitors”.

      “What has happened, do you think?”

      Hardrada looked at Ulf and shook his head. “I don't know. But if the mob is in the street, it must be serious. I can only guess that Zoe, in some vile way, has been overthrown.”

      “Overthrown?” Ulf staggered away, looked down at Haldor. “Could that be possible?”

      “It would make everything fall into place,” said Hardrada. “The reason we were attacked, imprisoned here. There has been a coup of some sort, Empress Zoe overthrown, the crown seized by⁠—”

      “Maniakes.”

      The others looked down at Haldor, who spoke for the first time that day. He sounded weak, his voice mirroring the pallor on his face.

      “That vermin wouldn't have the balls,” muttered Ulf. He paced up and down the cell, his feet kicking through the damp, stinking straw that covered the floor.

      “Nor the intelligence,” added Haldor. He looked up, “Although he is a sneaky bastard. Good in a fight, best general the Byzants have had for over a generation. Maybe more.”

      “Then it has to be Orphano,” said Hardrada.

      “That bastard?” Ulf stopped, rubbed his face with both hands. “He would never be able to muster the Scythians. They hate him as much as we do. It has to be Maniakes.”

      “No,” said Hardrada. “I think I know. Something I've always known. I've watched them, talking in little huddles, sending their spies to watch us, the Empress, the patriarch Alexius, everyone.”

      “Who then?”

      “It's simple. They are in it together. A power-bloc of three, led by the only man who could possibly seize the throne for himself.”

      “Michael.”

      Hardrada and Ulf both looked at Haldor and nodded their heads. Hardrada said, “No one else. He is a legitimate claimant, the others are not. Royal blood courses through his veins, and that would make him eligible in the eyes of the Church, the only real validation needed.”

      “But they couldn't move against the Empress without reason,” said Haldor.

      “They've concocted some lie about her. Probably something to do with money, or…”

      “Infidelity?”

      The silence yawned around them. Hardrada looked away from his old friends. Haldor's single word had cut deep, striking into his heart. The rumours had always been there, but never spoken in Hardrada's presence. Everyone feared the giant Norwegian. It was there, nevertheless, the insinuation. Hardrada and Zoe. Lovers. In the depths of the night, it was said, he would slink to her room, slide under her bedclothes, ravage her body. That is what they all believed, and Hardrada knew it. Their small minds fastened on the belief that it was purely a physical need, a drug that had to be taken and taken regularly to quell the burning. If only they knew. If only they understood.

      “It's all lies,” said Hardrada, his voice small. It wasn't lies, just distortion. He had no desire to enlighten anyone of the truth at that moment.

      Ulf said, “So why the angry mob?”

      Hardrada shrugged. “Isn't it obvious? Zoe. The people love her, always have done. She has no airs and graces, showers them with gifts, festivals, entertainments. When they are hungry, she opens up the grain stores, when they are hot she turns on water sprinklers, when they are bored, she organizes games. They respond with affection. And loyalty.” He grinned, “By God, if those three believed they could oust her without causing massive unrest, then they have seriously underestimated the depth of feeling that runs through the streets.”

      “It could be something we could use to our advantage,” said Ulf, pacing again. “If there was some way we could support her, show the people, everyone, that we remain loyal.”

      “Help restore her,” said Hardrada, almost to himself. “That is what the people seem to be saying. Already word has leaked out to the masses…I think you're right, Ulf. If we could be seen to be supporting the empress, as we always have, our rewards could be great.”

      “You two seem to be forgetting one tiny factor in all of this,” Haldor adjusted his position against the wall, stretching out his legs even more. “We are locked up in this godforsaken place. How do you propose we get out?”

      Hardrada grinned, “I thought you might ask that.”

      “It is quite a pressing problem.”

      “Yes. And the solution is simple. Now that we know what is happening, we can break out and help. Our future would be guaranteed if Zoe were returned to the throne.”

      “Not wanting to labour the point,” said Haldor without any enthusiasm, “how?”

      Hardrada's grin widened. “Bribery.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Ten


          

        

      

    

    
      Ranulph 'Strongbeard' sat at his table, playfully jabbing at the wooden surface with the point of his knife. He was absently carving runes, having listened to what the old man had said. Now, with the silence, he had to think.

      “All of them dead.”

      “So I am told. Hardrada and his immediate comrades lie awaiting their fate in a cell. No doubt they will face the executioner as soon as Her Royal Highness, the Empress Zoe has been taken elsewhere.”

      “They will not kill her?”

      “That would be suicide, and they know it.”

      Ranulph finished the runes, brushed away the slivers of wood left behind after his carving, and sat back to consider his handiwork. He had yet to look into the old priest's eyes, judge the authenticity of his words. That would come. What mattered now was how to respond to the news that Hardrada's Varangian guard had been slaughtered by those stinking Scythians.

      “You are certain the Empress has not been harmed?”

      “I am fairly confident that this is the case but the longer we prevaricate, the more uncertain that conclusion becomes.” He spread out his hands. “I have been on the road for two days and nights, keeping myself to myself, sleeping rough, always conscious that danger lay behind every copse, every rock. Nowhere is safe, but I knew I had to reach you, the only man I could trust. Time is of the essence. We must act.”

      Ranulph at last brought his eyes up and met those of the priest. He held his gaze, staring deeply, gauging him, and saw that his words were truthful. Here was someone who cared, someone who put their own personal safety second to that of the rightful ruler of the Empire. He nodded, reaching his decision, and stood up, moving around the desk. “I will muster my men. It has been hard here, the fighting difficult. You need to know that. If we desert this outpost, the Russians, perhaps even the Normans will take their chance, surge forward unopposed. Who knows when or where they will stop. Perhaps only at the gates of Byzantium itself.”

      “If our Empire is led by Michael and his cohort of evil miscreants, disaster will engulf us all. The whole Empire will disintegrate and not only the Normans will feast on our bones.”

      The Viking stroked his beard. “I believe you are right.” He brushed passed the priest and stepped outside.

      Alexius watched the man go. For years Ranulph had led the mercenary Varangian forces on the borders of the Empire, holding back the Russians. Normans were only the latest threat. Byzantine troops may well swell the ranks, but it was the Varangians who were at the core. Mercenaries they may be, soldiers of fortune, fighting for the highest bidder, but their hackles would rise when they heard of the treachery that had befallen their brothers back in the great capital. Hardrada was like a god to these men, already his life passing into mythology. Alexius had no doubts that they would march and come to the great Norwegian's aid, and that of Zoe's too.

      Taking the opportunity, Alexius reached out for the flagon of wine that sat on the table top and quaffed his thirst. Then he took up a few crusts of bread and the cheese that Ranulph had left behind and crammed them into his mouth. He closed his eyes and moaned. The simple food was like a feast. He had not eaten for well over twenty-four hours, the food provided by Stracco having long since been consumed.

      Raised voices caused him to turn. Wiping his mouth the back of his hand, he dipped through the tent's entrance and went to find out what was happening.

      All around him was a surge of men, rushing this way and that, gathering up weapons and supplies. The camp was being struck and the soldiers were anxious to get moving, the atmosphere charged with tension and excitement. Alexius spotted Ranulph striding towards him, flanked by two other men, fully clad in chain mail and helmets. They appeared grim.

      “Normans are close,” said Ranulph, breathless. “Scouts have only just returned, reporting that Norman cavalry are approaching. At least five hundred of them.”

      “That sounds like damned lucky timing.”

      “Luck has got nothing to do with it,” spat one of the other men. “Those damned Normans have caught wind of what is happening in Byzantium. News travels fast when disaster strikes.”

      “Then we have to stand?”

      Ranulph nodded. “Aye. Stand we do, defeat the bastards, then we can march south. I told you they would come.”

      “I didn't realize it would be so quickly.”

      “Damned bloody Normans are nothing if not opportunists! They know when to strike. We have to stand.”

      Ranulph barked some orders and the two men ran off in opposite directions to prepare their men. Then he turned and lowered his brows, “You will stay well inside the camp. Stay safe.”

      Alexius reached out a hand, took Ranulph by the arm. It felt like solid marble, so hard and bulging were the muscles there. “I could help. Give your men a blessing, carry a banner, anything.”

      “I need you alive, Lord priest. You can stay here and I'll leave some men behind to guard you. Besides, most of my men have turned their back on your Christian god, returning to the promise of greater glory with Odin. They prefer sword blades to crucifixes.”

      “And what do you prefer, Ranulph? Salvation, or the drinking halls of Valhalla?”

      “I prefer,” said the Viking, pulling himself away from the old priest's grip, “to win this coming fight. If I fall, you will have to take my men back with you. You can't do that if you're dead.” He smiled, clapped Alexius on the back, and strode off to his tent.

      Alexius closed his eyes. Imperfect timing. Bad luck was his constant companion since this sorry business had begun. The Normans were formidable. If they managed to break through … he shook his head, putting such thoughts to the back of his mind. He had to remain positive. Ranulph had spoken wisely. Displays of courage by him would be misplaced at this moment; the important thing was to stay alive, for Zoe's sake.

      He offered up some silent prayers. One for victory in the coming clash with the Normans, and a second for the life of Zoe. Three days he had been away. Time enough for Michael, Maniakes or that creature Orphano to move against Her Royal Highness. Dear God, protect her. He glanced up towards the iron-grey sky and crossed himself, hoping that God was indeed listening that day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Eleven


          

        

      

    

    
      They made love as the sun crept in through the drapes that hung down across the open balcony. He was his usual attentive self, his warm, gentle hands seeking out her sex, bringing her to the point of no return before he entered her. She clamped her hands over his firm, young buttocks as they moved up and down. She loved the feel of his taut flesh, such a welcome change to the slack, roughly hewed skin of Maniakes. The general may well be large, but he was selfish, impatient, always anxious to relieve his own needs. Clitus was different. He loved her, and she could tell. The way his lips nuzzled against her breasts, the tongue lapping at her nipples, cooing as he did so, telling her how much her body pleased him. “I love you,” he said huskily, bringing himself close to orgasm, his thrusting becoming more urgent, “Oh dear God, Leoni! Oh dear God!” His cries of passion drowned her own as his hips became a blur, ramming into her as he became lost in the throes. She held onto him, gripping his buttocks, allowing him to take her with him, the orgasm building as his hot seed pumped into her.

      He subsided, breathless, spent. She held him, listening to him as he began to whimper. He always cried after they made love, the beauty of it too much for his gentle soul to take. She kissed the top of his head, “There, there,” she said. Clitus was a good lover, knew how to please her, but he was stupid. He had allowed ambition to get the better of him, had believed that he knew which way the wind was blowing. He had made the calculations, reached his decision, and had chosen the wrong path.

      She kept one eye on the door, knowing what was to come. She had always known it, of course. One day Clitus would overstep the mark. When the boy had given her the news, she had not been surprised. Clitus had been to see the Empress Zoe, to warn her of some news he had overheard. Because of his actions, the plans of the General Maniakes had been thwarted, and now revenge, or retribution was sought. Leoni had listened to Clitus, then rewarded the young man by taking his firm, solid cock in her mouth. It didn't take long, a few moments only. She had heard it said that all of Orphano's slaves were homosexual, and Leoni was pleased to dispel that rumour in the most gratuitous way she could think of. The boy pleased her, and she was pleased to school him, give him instructions on how to best please a woman. She filed him away in the back of her mind for future reference. Unfortunately, his time with her was only a fleeting moment. Someone would have to replace Clitus, now that Clitus was to die. The General had made it quite clear that there could be no other route.

      The door opened at that moment and the soldiers slipped inside the room, swords drawn. Clitus flinched, turned and gave out a cry of alarm. Leoni let her arms stretch out as the huge guards took hold of the boy, pulling him away from her. She glanced at him fleetingly, as he struggled in their grip. For a moment, a tiny tingle of regret stirred within her. The sight of him like that, so good and pure. His young body, well muscled, the cock hanging limp between his legs, a cock she would never sample again. Regrets or not, there was nothing she could do, not now. She closed her eyes and turned away as he screamed, “Leoni! For the love of Christ, help me!”

      The door closed with a resounding crash and the only sound that came now was the retreating cry of his voice. She pulled up her pillow and wrapped it around her head.
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      They came thundering over the rise, spread out in a wide crescent formation. The ground rumbled with the pounding of a thousand and more hooves and Alexius, although far from the frontal barricade, felt the tingling fear spread through his body like a virus. He had never known such terror. His hands trembled as they raked through his hair. He didn't know what to do, or where to go. The tent out of which he had stepped would offer little protection if the Normans broke through. He whirled, looked at his guards. “Will we hold?”

      The bodyguard, a wiry individual, with long hair falling to his shoulders, and beard almost touching his chain-mailed chest, shrugged. He turned and spat into the dirt. “We will hold.”

      If the man's quiet confidence was in any way meant to convince Alexius, it failed. The pounding of hooves was by now very close and he looked across the encampment and saw that already battle was being joined. He saw those first few, tentative probing of the Viking defences at the barricade and calculated the odds. Alexius didn't like the result.

      The mounted soldiers, encased in surcoats of mail, and iron helmets with nasal bars that distorted their features, raced to the barricade, veering away at the last moment, delivering showers of javelins against the defenders. The Varangians, shields interlocked, were barely tested, but as the fight continued, and the waves of Norman showed no sign of diminishing, the occasional man fell back and slowly cracks began to appear.

      Behind the barricade, the Varangians had little opportunity to inflict any answering casualties and, no doubt because of that, frustration grew. One or two broke ranks, clambering over the barricade to engage with the enemy. Soon individual contests spread out across the whole line, as Varangian foot soldiers wielded their two-headed axes and men and beasts alike fell and died, limbs, torsos and heads littering the ground, a ghastly cascade of red, shredded human flesh and bone.

      Alexius had never seen such violence, such endeavour to destroy life. He felt his stomach heave, battled against it, but then something else made him forget about how nauseated he felt.

      Nothing else mattered anymore except the sheer terror of what he saw moving straight towards him.

      A Norman cavalryman, spear down, had broken through the barricade. Alexius froze, limbs solid with total, debilitating fear. He knew he should run, or dodge, or anything at all, but logical thought had flown, leaving him exposed and unable to defend himself. Nothing worked, all of his senses locked in on the glint of the spearhead as it drew closer and closer. Ears, head, mouth became filled with the pounding of hooves, and the rumbling of the earth as it trembled beneath the huge, solid mass of the warhorse.

      And then – more terrifying than either horse or weapon – he saw the face of the warrior, eyes set, teeth clenched, concentration complete, every fibre of his body tensed, unerring, intent on killing.

      Alexius closed his eyes, opened his mouth, and screamed.

      Something solid and hard slammed into his side, knocking the breath out of him, sending him reeling to the ground. He rolled over, hands coming up, lashing out widely, not knowing how close death was, only aware that he didn't want his life to end like this, in this place, all of his plans unaccomplished. He scurried backwards, hardly registering what was happening. By the time he realized that nothing was, the two men had become locked into a desperate struggle. Alexius's bodyguard was the one who had pushed him out of the way, to save him from certain death. Alexius lay there, propped up on his elbows and watched. The Varangian moved nimbly from side to side as the Norman reined in his steed, bringing it around for a second charge. But he moved too late, and the Varangian was on him, ducking under the spear, grabbing a handful of hauberk to unhorse his foe. The Norman hit the ground with a tremendous, dull thud, the wind audibly knocked out of his lungs. He managed to scramble out of the way, well trained in how to react in such circumstances, and already his sword was singing, free from its scabbard, the blade cutting through the air in a blur. The bodyguard threw up his shield and the dreadful crash of metal against wood reverberated all around.

      Alexius got to his feet, breathing hard, unable to tear his eyes away from the furious fight that continued before him. He had never seen such ferocity in human beings as weapon smashed against weapon. Grunts and groans rang out as the men flexed muscle and sinew, spat fury and vile oaths and tried, with every fibre of their bodies, to end the life of the other.

      The Norman was a large man, and soon the exertions of the combat began to takes its toll. The Varangian, no doubt sensing this, increased his efforts, and soon the blows from his axe, a blur of solid strikes, drove his adversary back until the man lost his balance and stumbled. The end came swiftly then and Alexius turned away as a great gout of blood spurted out in a wide arc from the Norman's body.

      The patriarch jumped as a heavy hand fell on his shoulder. He spun round, only to see the Varangian standing there, face awash with sweat, his mouth gaping open, sucking in great gulps of air. “Damn bloody Normans,” he spat. “Come on, we need to get you⁠—”

      From nowhere an arrow struck his neck, penetrating deep within the flesh. He floundered, gagging loudly, tried to rip away the offending dart, but already he was falling, eyes rolling into the back of his head.

      Alexius screamed again, turned and ran. He made for the tent in which he was supposed to have remained. He wished he had never ventured out, kept his head down, buried himself in the corner. Anything but wander out here, in this wild, unpredictable hell of carnage and noise. He pulled back the canvas entrance and chanced a look behind him.

      The Varangian bodyguard was dead all right, splayed out in the dirt, the axe, still dripping with blood, lying next to him, the arrow still protruding from his throat. Alexius felt the bile rising, burning the back of his throat, but he couldn't tear his eyes away from what was happening throughout the camp. All around, mayhem had erupted. The Normans had broken through the barricade and horses and men were pouring through the gaps. Alexius saw the furious struggle as the Varangians struggled to close with the wildly circling horses. Swords and axes flashed through the air as the fight became more and more desperate. Groups of men, surrounded by cavalrymen, were hacked down mercilessly. It didn't seem to Alexius that the Varangians had any real chance of overturning what was – as far as he could see – imminent defeat.

      Over to his left came a wild scream, so close that it brought him out of his half-dazed state. A man in a long mail surcoat was charging him, mouth wide, teeth bared, sword raised high above his head. In his left arm, a long kite-shield. It was a Norman and Alexius froze, unable to move a single muscle. It was all happening again, but this time there was no bodyguard to come to his aid. Although his mind demanded his body break into some sort of flight, nothing responded and his felt all of his lower body beginning to melt, no feeling, no strength, just a horrible sense of drowning overcoming him.

      From somewhere, he managed to drag up some vestiges of strength and he rapidly backtracked, stumbled, tripped, and fell into the tent, landing painfully on his back. Stunned, he lay there, looking up towards the canvas roof of the tent. Would this be the last thing he would see, he wondered, and closed his eyes as he felt the attacker enter into the confines of that canvas tomb. He pulled himself up and the Norman stood there, advancing slowly, a dreadful smile splitting his face. The man did not speak, just came on, one step at a time, relishing the moment, confident and determined. Alexius could see every crease of the man's face, the wild fury in his eyes, the barely controlled hatred etched within his very flesh. He wore no helmet, only the mail coif affording him protection.

      If it was designed to turn a sword blow, it may have had some use, but there was no protection against the spear that erupted through his midriff, meeting no barrier. The weapon's journey through the man's vital organs continued, the leaf-shaped point sliding through muscle and sinew with quite frightening ease. Alexius stared, open-mouthed, as his would-be nemesis fell forward onto his knees, then slumped sideways, felled like any tree.

      “Damn your eyes,” said a voice, cruel sounding and rough. A gnarled hand pulled Alexius to his feet and he looked into the blond, savage face of a Norse warrior. “Ranulph said to keep you alive, but you're making it fucking difficult, you arse! Now stay here!” He whirled around and returned to the bloody fray outside.

      Alexius slumped down on the truckle bed that lay there, and stared at the still body of the dead Norman, the man who would have gladly cut his throat. How could men do this, with such fervour, such wanton abandon? Killing and being killed, with no thought, conscience or mercy. Alexius knew he was in the minority, his humanity an oddity in a world where savagery and violence were the accepted norm. The Scriptures gave the guidance, but no one heeded the words. Those in power appeared to listen, but Alexius knew that they were no different from the people they governed. He had believed that Zoe and her husband could have done something, awakened a new spiritualism, a new world based purely on love and compassion. But even her ideas changed as she turned to a younger man and allowed lust to rule her heart. Alexius knew that he was alone in his hopes that humanity would change, could change. Perhaps one day, but not in his lifetime.

      He got to his feet, shuffled to the entrance and chanced a look outside. The fighting continued. Varangians cleaved skulls and Normans speared torsos. Everywhere was the cry of battle, the noise from metal weapons, the screams of wounded and dying. He caught sight of Ranulph, standing on top of the barricade, swinging his great battleaxe like someone possessed. His blond hair whipped around his face, obscuring his features, but Alexius knew somehow, without being able to see it clearly, that the man was smiling. Bloodlust was up, the ecstasy of killing that seemed to run through the blood of the Norse, making them so feared, so indomitable in battle. It had taken hold of them all now, and Norman soldiers fell like so many sheaves of wheat, scythed for the harvest.

      It returned then, the nausea overtaking him, and Alexius bent double and retched loudly. More than anything, the numbing fear brought the vomit into his mouth. How could he be sure that the Normans would not prevail, and then what would his fate be? A patriarch of the true faith? Castration, crucifixion … or perhaps even both … he heaved again, unable to keep down the rising, overwhelming dread that turned his stomach to mush, and he became weak, unable to stand and he fell head first into the tent and lay there, on the ground, praying that soon it would all pass.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Thirteen


          

        

      

    

    
      “If what you say is true,” said Haldor who squatted down next to his two companions, “you will still have enough money remaining to ensure your place on the throne of Norway.”

      “Almost certainly.”

      “Almost?”

      Hardrada tugged at his beard, “All right then – definitely! I have amassed enough gold and jewels to buy an entire kingdom.”

      Ulf grunted. “And how much of it will you promise the guards?”

      Hardrada smiled at Ulf. “As much as it takes. I'll give them a sweetener, as proof of my sincerity, and then direct them to more as soon as we are free.”

      Haldor and Ulf exchanged glances. “You reckon it'll work?” asked Haldor.

      “Of course it will! Nothing works better than the thought of riches. I'll have them eating out of our hands in next to no time, you see if I don't.”

      “But they are Scythians. Perhaps they don't put the same value on gold as we do?”

      “He's right,” said Ulf. “They have all kinds of strange beliefs. They don't drink for a start. Never trust a man who doesn't drink, I've always said.”

      “And for once, that philosophy of yours is glaringly true.” Haldor sat back. “We can but try, I suppose.”

      Hardrada said in a voice full of resignation, “Have we any choice?”

      The two other men both looked at Hardrada for a long time before answering, in unison, “No!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When the bolt was drawn back, with its usual accompanying clang, the three Vikings remained in nonchalant attitudes around the cell. They were half-expecting the guards to enter, as they always did, the first carrying the tray of food, the other two hanging back, scimitars drawn, ready. This time was somewhat different, however, and Hardrada cast a look towards his companions, who had picked up on the changed atmosphere and appeared concerned, their faces clouded over.

      “On your feet, Norseman!” The leading Scythian jabbed his sword towards Hardrada, face set in a snarl. “Jump to it!”

      Frowning, Hardrada climbed to his feet, making great play of brushing bits of sodden straw from his breeches, taking his time, not wanting the man to see how troubled he had become. “What is it you want, Scythian?”

      “The Emperor would speak with you, so get yourself moving. You two, wait here!”

      Haldor went to speak, but Hardrada silenced him with an outstretched palm. “If they wanted me dead, they would have done it before now.”

      “Don't be so sure, Norseman.”

      Hardrada merely smiled, not wishing to create a situation. He was intrigued, more than alarmed and he allowed himself to be taken by the guards to be marched out of the cell. He managed to look back at his friends and give them a wink before the door banged shut behind him. He eyed the guards, all with their swords drawn, teeth clenched, and Hardrada wondered if his usual unerring confidence was this time just a little misplaced.

      

      The giant Crethus stood leaning against the wall, arms folded across his chest, staring at the former empress with thinly disguised amusement on his chiseled face. She felt uncomfortable under his gaze, his black eyes boring into her as if they were searching out her innermost secrets. She shuffled on the couch, crossed her legs and turn away slightly. The man was an animal: wild and magnificent, but an animal nevertheless.

      She wondered, not for the first time, what it would be like to couple with such a man. The muscles in his arms bulged like huge, marble stones, his stomach flat, chest thrust out. The features on his face, the thin nose, the broad mouth, unblemished skin of deepest brown … if she thought about it long enough, she would have to ask him if it was true what all the servants said. That his member was as long as a donkey's, and as thick as a man's wrist. If she did, he would probably offer to show it to her, and then she wasn't at all sure what she would do. She glanced towards him, and his eyes hadn't moved.

      “What are you staring at?” she demanded.

      He neither shifted his gaze, nor his attitude. “At your beauty, my lady.”

      “You are insolent.”

      “Perhaps. But I know a rare jewel when I see one, and you are one of the rarest of all. Perhaps you should consider being my concubine, now that you have lost your position of power?” She gasped at his audacity, but he continued without a pause. “I would satisfy you, my lady, as no man could ever do. You would be content, live a life of comfort and safety. I am the new commander of the Varangian Guard, my position is secure. In a few years, I will be rewarded with my own villa, on the coast. You could share in that luxury, and become enraptured by my prowess.”

      “You think very highly of yourself!”

      He shrugged. “I speak the truth. Why don't you allow me to show you what I can do? You will not be disappointed, I can assure you.”

      Sweat broke out on her upper lip, but she daren't wipe it away. Any sign of weakness, and this animal would pounce. It may be quite a delightful pounce, but… She crossed and re-crossed her legs, lowered her head a little. Her heart pounded in her chest, and she found it difficult to speak, her throat having become thick, tight. His words, so confident and assured, they sent her into a whirl. How could a man be so aware of his skills? He must have loved so many, satisfying them as he had said, and knowing it. And now he was offering to make her his. “I, I,” her mind spun and when her hand came up at last to dab at her lip, her fingers trembled. She looked at them, terrified.

      In a moment he was beside her, kneeling down, his huge hands engulfing hers. She went to move away, but then felt the most delicious sensation flooding through her, one of total surrender. Why not give herself up to this man, sample the delights of his finely honed body? She had had many men before, some good, many not. Hardrada was a supreme lover, bringing her to a height of ecstasy she could never have believed possible. But there never was any love there, no affection. This man, this Scythian, reminded her of the Viking. Apart from his skin, of course. The way it shone, so soft, and yet so strong,

      “Madam. Let me take you to my bed. All of your dreams will become reality. Just give me a sign, a simple sign, that you will not reject me.”

      Her face burned. She wanted so much to run away, to retreat from his eyes, those probing, unblinking eyes of his, burrowing into her very soul. An invisible force pulled her face around towards him, and there he was, a hand span away from her. She felt as if something unseen and irresistible was urging her on, and her mouth opened slightly, the lips readying themselves to close with his. Her eyes became moist and she felt herself slipping into the most gorgeous, warm and soft place that she had ever been to before. His hand encircled her waist and pulled her closer, so close she could smell the heady musk aroma of his body. A tiny whimper emanated from her throat as all resistance melted away.

      The door burst open and Michael stood there, purple robes voluminous, giving even his slight frame an imposing look. “What is this?”

      Crethus scrambled to his feet, bowing low, “Pardon, Highness. I was helping the lady with⁠—”

      “Silence! I'll not have you helping her in anything at all, do you understand me?”

      “Yes, Highness.”

      “Now get out, before I have you publicly flogged.”

      Zoe felt the giant Scythian tense, but the man remained quiet and strode out of the room, keeping his head low, gaze averted.

      Michael watched the man depart, then turned to his stepmother. “A sly one, that Scythian. Not to be trusted.”

      Zoe still felt her heart beating in her chest, making her a little lightheaded. She wiped away a lock of hair from her face, to give herself a little moment to regain her equilibrium. “He seems kind enough.”

      “Kind? Dear Christ, don't tell me you actually believe that!” He stepped inside and closed the door behind him and leaned against it. He studied her. “You seem … troubled.”

      She smoothed out the creases in her long dress, more for something to do than anything else. The Scythian had affected her, in a way that not many men had done before. No, she modified that thought almost at once. Only one other. Hardrada. But Hardrada was in a cell. Defeated. He would soon be forgotten, his usefulness spent. “Not at all, My Lord. I am merely tired. Tired, confused and,” she brought her face around to his, “angry.”

      He sneered, “Isn't that just like you, Zoe. To be angry over things you have no control over. You don't think ahead, that's your problem. Too trusting, that's another. Combine the two and you might have foreseen the inevitable.”

      “And what is that? You, seizing the throne for yourself? Illegally.”

      He dismissed her words with a wave of his hand. “The throne is as much mine by right as it is yours. I am my uncle's successor! You adopted me, My Lady.”

      “He was only emperor because he married me. And adopting you was the greatest mistake I ever made! Look what you have become, a scheming, conniving little liar!”

      “Tut, tut. I have always been gracious towards you, My Lady. But…The thing is, I hate the way everyone proclaims you as some sort of goddess.” His eyes narrowed. “Everywhere you go, they shower you with cries of 'Empress, majesty', when towards me all they hurl are insults. Have you any idea how that makes me feel?”

      “So you turn against me, because the people love me?” She shook her head. “You are making a dreadful mistake, Michael. Without me you are nothing.”

      “You made me Emperor, My Lady! Don't forget that. You supported me on the death of my uncle.”

      “I can just as soon withdraw my support.”

      “Do what you will, it won't be any use – I am Emperor now.”

      “There are only two, true claimants to the throne. Myself, and my sister, Theodora.”

      “Ah yes, the lovely Lady Theordora! Still enjoying the luxuries of Macedonia is she?”

      “When she receives news of what you have done, My Lord, she will wipe that impudent grin from your treacherous face!”

      Michael folded his arms. “Zoe, it is for us to decide who is best suited to lead the Empire. You have already spoken for me, publicly recommending me as the lawful successor. Any attempt to repeal that would fall on deaf ears. I have the support of Orphano, with all of his administrative machinery of government behind him, and Maniakes, with his army. What have you got, my lady?”

      “The people.”

      “The people?” He gave a short laugh. “The people will do as they are told. If they don't,” he ground a fist into the palm of his other hand, “they will be crushed, forced into submission. I will have no dissenters. There is only one person whom concerns me – Alexius. What will Alexius do?”

      Zoe held her breath. She dare not let Michael see any hint of doubt or hesitation in her expression. He must already know about the patriarch, how he had got away, and no doubt Michael suspected that Zoe had warned him. Spies were everywhere, sifting out information, scraps of news. No doubt they had discovered something about the servant, Clitus? Loyal to the Empress Zoe, he had risked his life to tell her what he had overheard. If Michael had discovered the truth, even suspected it…

      Michael was grinning, and Zoe didn't like that. He seemed too sure of himself, as if he had news, or knowledge of some sort. Could it be that he had already captured the Patriarch, brought him back to the capital in chains?

      The Emperor came around the back of her chair and stood there, his hands resting on her shoulders. Gently he began to knead the bunched muscles, his fingers working away at her tension with surprising expertise. She tried to flinch away, but his fingers felt good and her eyes slowly began to close, allowing herself to relax.

      “The thing is,” he said, his voice sounding far away, as soft as a gentle cloud floating across a summer sky. Soft, slow, comforting. “I know that you warned Alexius about what was about to happen. You mustn't think that these things simply pass me by. I know everything about what goes on in these vaulted halls. The palace does not hold its secrets from me. I know, because that little shit Clitus told me.” Her eyes snapped open, body jerking upright. His fingers responded, working with more urgency at her muscles. She grew more relaxed almost at once. “Don't be afraid, my sweet. What you have to understand is, I have won. As soon as you embrace that fact, then you can begin to live some sort of a life, perhaps not the life you have been used to, but a life nevertheless. I'm not a fool, despite the fact that you think I am. I know what the people want, regardless of my feelings towards them, that they adore you, love you. If you were to stand beside me, support me, then surely you can see that the Empire would profit.”

      “Support you?” She had not wanted to speak. She was drifting, his expert fingers working their magic, the way her late husband's used to. She longed for the sensations that travelled through her to continue, to not cease for hours. “I wish you would call me Mother.”

      “I've never been comfortable calling you Mother.” He laughed, pressed his lips close to her ear. “Especially with the rumours.”

      “Which were never proven. They were all nonsense.” She fought to open her eyes, bring herself out of the wonderful place his gentle massage had taken her. She reluctantly pulled herself free and stood up. Turning, she studied him for a moment. Small, thin, always a sickly teenager he hadn't really changed very much over the years. The pasty complexion, the oil black hair, eyes red-rimmed with either tiredness or some sort of malady, Zoe could never work out which. Now, emperor of the Byzantine Empire? How ludicrous did that sound? It was clear to her that the power behind the throne were the two others, Maniakes and Orphano, both of them schemers and plotters. She hated them both, especially that vile slug of a man, Orphano. Brother to the last emperor, he believed that royal blood ran through him, making his treachery all the more painful to bear. “You have always blamed me for your uncle's death … the truth is, Michael, he died from fever.”

      “Convenient. For you.”

      “For me? How so? I am of true royal blood! It was your uncle who made overtures to me, not the other way round.”

      “You expect me to believe that? The richest, most powerful man in Byzantium? He controlled the trade routes to Egypt in the south, and Rome in the West. Married to him, your position became invincible. But you poisoned even that relationship, didn't you.”

      Zoe turned away at the mention of that word. Poison. How many times had it been used in connection with her, mentioned almost in the same breath? Zoe, the poisoner. The rumours abounded that she had poisoned her previous husband, Constantine Romanos, had watched him flounder in his bath, and drown beneath the soap-covered water. Her decision to immediately run to her lover's apartments and pronounce him as the new leader of the Byzantine Empire seemed to surprise no one. Her lover, the youthful, vigorous Michael who had swept her off her feet even whilst she was married to the old emperor. The one she had made so many promises to, and now had made emperor. At first, it had proved a good decision. The people accepted him with great rejoicing. They had hated Romanos, his false piety, his gluttony, avarice. The new lover, Michael, seemed to offer a new, youthful vigour to the Empire. Zoe had manipulated it all, had everything ready so that as soon as the old emperor was gone, snuffed out, she could embrace the next. Crowned together, clad in state robes woven with gold thread, a hundred pounds of gold offered over to the Church to sanctify their union. Married and crowned within three days of the late emperor's death. No one asked, no one dared cast aspersions on the unseemly haste. The Patriarch Alexius had smiled his thanks and Zoe had kissed her husband. The new emperor, Michael IV.

      “He died of natural causes,” she said softly. It was true. She had been told whilst she sat in her private apartments, locked away by the very same husband that had been so loving and attentive towards her. He had turned against her, jealous. And now his nephew, the new emperor, another Michael, was about to do exactly the same. Dear God, why was she so accursed?

      “I am to become sole ruler,” said Michael, ignoring her words. “And you will support me, or I will banish you.”

      She glared at him. “Banish me? Why not simply murder me, and have done with it?”

      “Don't tempt me.”

      “You pathetic little worm,” she scoffed. “How did I ever think that you could rule as emperor?”

      He pulled in a deep breath. “Will you support me?”

      Her eyes never left his. “Not whilst I am capable of taking a single breath.”

      He winced, as if struck, and for a moment she thought that he might relent. Was there still a flicker of humanity hiding somewhere, deep within him?

      “So be it,” he said, his voice curiously flat and he turned and left the empress alone with her thoughts of miscalculations and machinations all turned sour.
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      They led Hardrada into what seemed to be some sort of ante-chamber, a side office to a much larger room beyond. A clerk sat at a small table, scribbling away on a collection of parchments, and barely looked up when the guards came through the door with the Viking between them.

      “Harald Hardrada, as requested,” said the third guard, squeezing passed the others.

      The clerk didn't seem to notice and Hardrada couldn't help but smirk, sensing the Scythian commander's irritation. “Did you hear what I said?”

      Putting down his quill, the clerk looked up, a bored expression on his face and said something in a language no one seemed to understand, then moved over to the large, double-door against the opposite wall. He pressed his ear against the solid oak whilst rapping it with his knuckles. A muffled grunt came from within and the clerk opened one of the doors, put his head inside and spoke again. Another grunt and the clerk returned to his desk, motioning to the still open door.

      “Ignorant little ponce,” said the commander and pushed Hardrada hard in the back. “Move in there, you bastard!”

      Still smirking, Hardrada allowed himself to be shoved into the room.

      The owner of the grunt, seated behind his own desk, scribbled frantically across a massive roll before him. He did not acknowledge his visitors for a few moments. No one spoke and Hardrada took the opportunity to look around him. Marble pillars soared up towards the ornately decorated ceiling, inlaid with strands of silver. The walls, large, sweeping and majestic, were dotted with religious icons, some of them larger than any Hardrada had seen before. An air of solemnity pervaded everything. Here, time moved very slowly.

      At last the man put down his quill with exaggerated care and looked up. An expressionless mask, meaty, a sheen of sweat lay across the sallow skin. His shaven head gleamed in the half-light of the many candles that gave off a sickly, oily light. He said, “Close the door behind you.”

      Exchanging looks, the guards hesitated.

      John Orphano, chief eunuch to the Emperors of Byzantium and one of the most powerful men to have ever graced that position, sighed loudly and scowled at the soldiers. “In other words, get out.”

      The Scythian commander spread out his hands, “But sir, this man is dangerous!”

      “Your concern is noted, commander. Now piss off!”

      This time Hardrada laughed out loud, watching the Scythians seethe with barely contained fury. The commander's eyes flashed towards the Norwegian, “I'll talk to you later.”

      Hardrada shrugged, then waited, manacled hands clasped in front of him, until the guards had gone. Then he walked over to a padded couch that ran along the far wall and sat down. Orphano didn't say a word and returned to his scribbling.

      Stretching out his legs, Hardrada took another look around him, taking in the subdued opulence. In a room like this, a man could grow fat, slack. A tempting proposition, to live out one's days in such an idle manner. It was comfortably warm, heated by an under-floor system that kept the temperature constant. Dotted around were candelabra, with candles burning, sending out their sickly glow to every corner. There were no windows, but on the opposite wall hung, not icons, but a massive tapestry, with scenes of rolling hills, a river, and doves filling the air. In the river, a man, pouring water over another's head. “The Baptist,” he said. “Anointing Christ.”

      Orphano looked up. “I'm pleased to see you have some knowledge of Scripture, Viking.”

      “Only what I've been told. I've never read the book myself.”

      “The book?” The eunuch sat back, hands dropping over his impressive paunch. “Be careful not to become blasphemous, Viking. That would never do.”

      “I thought blasphemy was to do with God, not his words.”

      “Then you thought wrongly. Blasphemy can be anything the Church deems it to be.”

      “But, as you have so indelicately pointed out, I am a Viking. Not a Christian.”

      Orphano frowned, “You still hanker over your old beliefs? Interesting. Even now, with your world turned upside down, don't you stop to question any of it?”

      “You think my situation might be better if I believed in your God?” He shook his head. “The Scythians are not Christian, yet they now strut around pretending to be Varangians. There is more than the simple choice of belief in what has happened to me and my men. Treachery and deceit are beyond religion.”

      “You're quite the philosopher, Hardrada. I'm impressed.”

      The Viking sat forward, resting his manacled arms on his knees and measured Orphano with an icy stare. “Why don't you just get to the reason why you have brought me here?”

      Orphano picked up the quill, studied it for a moment, then threw it across the desk and stood up. He stretched, exhaling in something like ecstasy. “I work too many hours at this damned job,” he said. “The machinery of government is in constant need of supervision.” He came around the desk and examined Hardrada for many seconds, as if considering him for the first time. “Diplomacy, Hardrada. Do you know anything about it?”

      “Not a thing.”

      “You should. It is the most important aspect of government. Without it, we would not survive. The Empire is pressed on all sides. Arabs to the south, Saracens and Persians to the East, Bulgars and Russians to the north, and to the west … Normans. It is a constant tangle of intrigue that I have to work with – promises, bribery, gifts and acquiescence. It is what keeps us all alive. The great days of Rome are long gone. We can no longer maintain all our frontiers, and protect our capital from these many pressures, we have neither the resources nor the manpower. And now, with a change of emperor, the pressure mounts. We must maintain our security whilst those around us probe for weaknesses. Michael must prove himself strong, intelligent and beyond reproach. Not only for those outside our Empire who might seek to profit from any instability, but from those within, who may not – for whatever reason – consider Michael as the true, and proper emperor.”

      “You've got your work cut out, that much is very clear.”

      “To this end, Hardrada, it would be politic to enlist the support of the Patriarch Alexius. If the Church is seen to support Michael, then the people will unite behind him. With that, we become so much safer against our enemies. It is simple.”

      Hardrada shifted position on the couch, beginning to feel somewhat uncomfortable under the man's unblinking stare. “Something tells me that none of this is going to be simple.” He pushed out his manacled hands. “Why don't you release me from these damnable things?”

      “Yes, you'd like that. How long before you had me by the throat, squeezing out my existence? The blink of an eye, that's how long.” Orphano smiled. “But the question is purely academic. I haven't got the key!”

      Hardrada blew out his cheeks and fell back into the couch. “Then just get on with whatever it is you've brought me here for.”

      “I'm there already, Hardrada. I want you to fetch Alexius, and bring him back. Not only bring him back, but impress upon him the importance of convincing the people of this great city, that Michael is the real choice for emperor.”

      “You must be mad to think I'd do that for you.”

      Orphano smiled that sickly sweet smile, a mere slit across the flaccid face. “Oh, I think you will.”

      “Really?” Hardrada arched a single eyebrow. “Then you certainly don't know me very well. I would do nothing for that little shit you now deem to call Emperor – and why indeed would you? Didn't the man try and poison you once, before your brother died?”

      Orphano coloured slightly. Hardrada pressed on, knowing he had struck a nerve. “So, the rumours are true! You see, this is where all you bloody diplomats fall down. You can't remain true to yourselves. You do whatever is expedient for the moment. If it doesn't suit, change it, ditch it, reverse it. Yours is a world not of honour and honesty, but one of subterfuge, half-truths and downright lies. You make me sick, the whole pathetic lot of you!”

      “And you, what would you do, eh? Use force, blunder your way through, not caring a fig for anyone in the process. Your answer would be to smash anything and everything that gets in your way, Hardrada. But your way hasn't worked, and it never will. Rome tried it, to assert its might, and we all know what happened as a consequence. We live in a changing world. You have to understand that. The old ways of conquest, they are gone.”

      “I don't accept that. Strength is the only thing anyone understands and respects. Strength, resilience, prowess in war. They are the unchangeable truths of nature. Of mankind.”

      Orphano shook his head, “I feel sorry for you, Hardrada. You're trapped in your own myths, your past. If you refuse to adapt, you will perish. Eventually.” He spread out his hands. “That is how it is. I can foresee nothing but disaster for you and your kind. So, simply put, you have to try, Hardrada. Try to do things my way. My differences with Michael were buried long ago. What matters now is Byzantium and I will do everything in my power to guarantee its continuance. So, you will go north and find Alexius. You will bring him back, unharmed. And you will convince him, on the way, that his support is vital if our glorious Empire is to continue to flourish.”

      “I won't do it.”

      “You will,” Orphano leaned forward, his mouth close to Hardrada's ear, “ or the Empress Zoe dies.”

      

      The Scythian stepped back, allowing the manacles to fall away from Hardrada's wrists. The Viking sat there, rubbing the flesh. How long had it been? Three days, four? Or possibly more. He eyed the angry, red welts and cursed softly. When the door closed, he looked up to see Orphano leaning against the desk, arms folded.

      “I'm trusting you, Viking. I know your reputation, so if you wish to attack me, do it now. You won't have a better opportunity.”

      Oh, but I would love to… Hardrada forced a smile, but inside his stomach was in knots. The eunuch was clever, trussing up Hardrada like a bird ready for the dinner table. There was no choice. It had all been made abundantly clear for him. He either went north to find the patriarch, or he remained here, serving Zoe with a death sentence. The eunuch had always commanded great respect, and everyone knew of his intelligence, his ability to seek out various alternative solutions to the many problems facing the Empire. Now this. The ultimate act. The death of an empress. Hardrada had few doubts that the man would carry out his threat. He blew out his cheeks, “It seems that there is little I can do but agree to do as you ask.”

      Orphano's face split into a wide grin, “Excellent decision, Viking! I'm glad to see that you can still think sensibly.” He went around the desk, rummaged through some papers and picked up a small piece of parchment. His eyes narrowed as he scanned it. “Too much reading is damaging my eyes. Ah, yes, here it is. I sent out an order, to the local commanders of the various regions.” He beamed, glancing across to Hardrada, sitting there on the couch, no longer so relaxed. “I am not a fool, Viking. I'm not going to trust you completely. One of the most trusted lieutenants in all of Byzantium will accompany you. His name is Andreas and he will collect you from your cell tomorrow morning. From there you will ride to the north where, as I understand it, Alexius will be found.”

      “Why not just send him? I don't see what you need me for.”

      “Well, there is a slight problem. You see, my enquiries as to the Patriarch's whereabouts have revealed he has made his way towards the Varangian outpost on our borders to the north.”

      “Varangian? You mean Ranulph's mercenaries?”

      “The very same. And they would hardly likely entrust Alexius to a Byzantine officer, would they? Certainly not after the story he has told them about what has happened here.”

      Hardrada pulled at his beard. “How do you know all this, eunuch?”

      The man winced at Hardrada's use of the euphemism. He slowly put the parchment he had been reading from down on his desk. “All you need to know is that if you fail in this quest, Hardrada, the Empress dies. If you cannot persuade Alexius to return here and bring his support to our cause, Zoe will be put to death. Your affection for her is well known. I have every faith in you.”

      “You're an evil bastard, Orphano.” Hardrada stood up to his full height, his impressive frame seeming to fill the room. He saw the eunuch flinch and it pleased him. “I hope that when all of this is over, and your schemes lay shattered upon the ground, I will have the chance to face you again.”
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not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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