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CHAPTER ONE 

778 AD — Zaragoza
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Someday, someone was going to explain to Turpin the point of a siege. Not the tactical point – to be sure, if an army camped out at the gates of a city, restricting trade and allowing passage neither in nor out, eventually the rulers of that city were going to give in and surrender. But after what felt like years spent in one siege or another, patiently waiting for that moment, Turpin had given up thinking that the outcome was actually caused by the threat of the army or the restriction of trade. Rather, he decided, sieges were won or lost by sheer boredom. The question was who was going to get bored first and make the first move — the residents of the city, or the army sitting outside the walls?

Turpin knew that it was past dawn. He could see the sun dappling the canvas roof of his tent, could hear people up and about outside in the Frankish camp. He knew that he, too, should be up and about, but his bed was comfortable, and he was being most pleasantly smothered by the man who shared it with him. Turpin had awakened to find himself pinned underneath Roland, who was still deeply asleep. The very last thing that Turpin wanted was to disturb Roland — it hadn’t been all that long since the lung fever that had almost killed the younger man, and while he seemed healthy, he slept more, and far deeper than he had before. Part of the healing process, Aude had assured Turpin. Normal. Let Roland sleep as much as he needs.

And if letting him sleep meant that Turpin didn’t have to move? So much the better. Turpin closed his eyes and tried to surrender himself back to sleep.

“Master?”

Or... not. Turpin sighed. “You can come in, Olivier. I’m awake. Roland is not. So I’m a bit stuck at the moment.”

“Stuck?” Turpin heard crockery rattling on the other side of the curtain, then Olivier peered through. “Oh. Stuck. I brought something to eat. Should we wake him?”

“I probably should,” Turpin said. He twisted, reaching under the blanket and running one hand up Roland’s thigh. “Roland, it’s time to wake up. There’s food.”

He was answered by a sleepy hum, and an equally sleepy voice in his mind. “Food?” His arm around Turpin tightened. “Start with you.”

Turpin chuckled. “No, Roland. Olivier is here.”

“We’re eating Olivier?” Roland sounded confused for a moment. Then he coughed and shifted. “Gah. I’m not awake. What?”

“Olivier brought food,” Turpin repeated. “That does not mean that Olivier is food.”

Olivier burst out laughing. “What? What did he say?”

“You didn’t hear?” Turpin asked. Olivier shook his head and moved to sit on the edge of the bed.

“He was focused on you, even in his sleep,” Olivier answered. He reached across Turpin to brush back Roland’s hair. “Wake up.”

“Better idea. You come join us,” Roland answered, catching Olivier’s wrist and tugging, pulling Olivier across Turpin’s body. “The bed is big enough.”

“Roland, let go,” Olivier said, tugging his wrist free. He straightened to sit up, then smiled. “Ass.”

Roland laughed and fell backwards on the bed. He closed his eyes and stretched, then propped himself up on his elbows. “What news?”

“Nothing as of the time I collected food and brought it in. The King is in a mood this morning, and may ride out to take a closer look at the city walls and yell insults at the Saracens.” Olivier took a deep breath. “I think he’s realized how badly he’s been manipulated, and he’s not liking it one bit. Master, you told him this was a mistake, didn’t you?”

“I did,” Turpin confirmed. “And you’re not to mention that to him. Not if you want your head to remain on your neck. He’s liable to rip it off just from sheer pique if anyone says ‘I told you so.’”

“Oh, I like my head right where it is,” Olivier said. “I’ll wait for you outside. Do you want the table in the tent or out in the air?”

“There’s hardly a difference in temperature this early,” Turpin answered. “Inside. Out of the sun, for now.”

“Then I’ll serve.” Olivier rose. He smiled, and leaned down to kiss Turpin. He walked around the bed and kissed Roland, then went back out through the curtain. Turpin stretched, feeling the muscles in his neck and back pop.

“Turp?” Roland said, his voice quiet. “Why are we here? I was out of my head during most of the planning discussions.”

Turpin blinked and turned his head to look at Roland. “You ask me now? We’ve been camped here for almost a month. We’ve been in Spain for nearly three.”

“I know,” Roland said. “I mean in Spain. I wasn’t paying much attention when we left Francia. I don’t think I was up to deep thinking and reasons why. I went where I was told and did as I was bid. Now, I’m wondering what my uncle was thinking.” Roland rested his hands on his chest. “If he was thinking. Or if Fastrada and Fulrad laid more spells on him than we thought. We should be in Francia, keeping an eye on the Saxons. Not here in Spain, acting as hired swords to warring pagan kings!”

Turpin nodded. He’d had many of the same thoughts in the months since they’d ridden south. But when he’d voiced them to Charles, he’d been either ignored or told that since he hadn’t been at the Paderborn meeting where the Saracens had made this offer, he wasn’t entitled to an opinion on the matter. He hadn’t considered the possibility of outside manipulation. Not then. He frowned, then shook his head, rolling toward Roland and propping himself up on one elbow.

“No, it wasn’t something done to him” he said. “When I removed the spells that Fastrada was using to control Charles, there was nothing left behind. No, your uncle has the bit in his teeth again. You know how he is about spreading the word of God. If he wasn’t so stubborn about it, we’d have far less trouble with the Saxons.”

Roland nodded, throwing back the blanket and getting out of the bed. He’d lost weight in his illness, and going on campaign immediately after he’d recovered hadn’t helped — Turpin could still count every rib, and he wasn’t the only one who found it alarming. It was the reason for Olivier’s insistence on bringing a substantial meal to Turpin’s tent every morning.

That illness was also the reason that Turpin had given up any efforts to hide what Roland meant to him, and what they had together. There was no longer a smaller tent on the far side of camp where Roland kept his belongings and pretended to sleep. His belongings were here, in a chest alongside Turpin’s own. He slept here, in the bed beside Turpin. And he was acknowledged publicly among the Frankish army as Turpin’s lover and partner. Turpin was surprised how little reaction there had been – it seemed that everyone already knew the truth and accepted it.

Turpin sat up in bed, watching as Roland dressed, cinching his braccae at his narrow waist, and then belting on chausses that were still too baggy. He tugged a tunic over his head and turned to smile at Turpin. “Are you going to stay naked all day?” he asked, the smile turning to a leer. “It’ll be distracting.”

“I’ll dress. Go and start eating. You’re still too thin.” Turpin got out of bed and walked around to take his own clothes out of the chest. Roland kissed him in passing, then went to the front of the tent, where Turpin heard him start chatting with Olivier. He couldn’t hear the words, but he was certain they’d tell him if it was something important.

He dressed quickly — braccae, chausses, tunic, and carried his shoes toward the curtain, hearing Roland more clearly: “It’s July, still? Or is it August yet?”

“It’s still July, I think. Although who can tell?” Olivier answered. “It’s beastly hot here. I’m starting to doubt that it ever gets any cooler.”

“We marched over the mountains and into Hell,” Roland quipped.

“Hell is hotter,” Turpin said idly as he came out through the curtain. “Except for where it isn’t. What have you brought?”

“Besides your favorite roasted eggs?” Olivier answered. “Bread. Figs. Watered wine. The wine here is good, at least.”

“No cheese?” Roland looked at the tabletop.

“The last of it went off.” Olivier picked up an egg and broke it in two. He popped the cooked yolk into his mouth and chased it with a swallow of wine. “How long do you think we’ll be here, Master?”

Turpin sat down and helped himself to an egg. “Until someone gives up. More than that, I can’t say.”

“And that’s something I could have figured for myself,” Olivier said tartly. Turpin laughed. They’d grown, his two loves. That had been his hope on that night when he’d first approached Charles about training his nephew as a Warden, and that hope had been rewarded. Over the years, Olivier had become more relaxed, more profane. More flexible in his thinking and in his magic. And Roland had steadied, growing in his confidence, in his gift, and in his belief in his own worth. Although that last was still fragile, still easily wounded. Turpin had made it a point to try and stay between Roland and his step-father, Ganelon. But there was only so much he could do to repair something that had once been broken almost past mending. 

What he could never have anticipated, could never even have dreamed, was the love that had grown between the three of them. His Roland, his Olivier. They were as much a part of him as his hands. As his heart.

“Is anyone awake in there?”

Turpin sat up, surprised by the call. “Come in, Charles!”

The tent flap moved, letting in bright sunlight, a cloud of fine dust, and a king. Charles was the oldest of Turpin’s students. He had been a Warden for years, longer than either of the young men sitting at the table had been alive. After Olivier’s description, Turpin hadn’t expected to see Charles this morning at all, let along here, and with a rare gleam of humor in his eyes.

“Are you studying to become a bat, Old Man?” Charles asked. “It’s dark in here.”

“Only because you just came in from outside,” Turpin answered. “Come and sit. Eat with us. It’s a rare pleasure to have all of my students at my table at once.”

“We’re none of us your students any longer,” Charles said as he took a seat, taking the cup of wine that Olivier poured for him.

“You’ll always be my students,” Turpin said with a smile. It was true, but what Charles had said was also true — just before they’d left Francia, Turpin had brought his three students together, and had formally announced that Olivier and Roland were no longer students, but fully trained Wardens in their own right. Charles had been the only one who’d known what the occasion had been, and Turpin still remembered the stunned shock on Olivier’s face, and the disbelief on Roland’s.

“You seem in a good mood this morning, Charles,” he said, and took a bite of his egg. He chewed and swallowed before asking, “News from home? How is Hildegarde faring? Has she had the baby?” It had been highly unusual for Queen Hildegarde to stay behind in Francia when Charles went on campaign. She’d accompanied her husband to battle before, even while pregnant. But the last time she’d given birth while in the field, their infant daughter Adelaide had been murdered by one of Charles’ enemies. Perhaps that was why Hildegarde had opted to remain in the safety of the manor house at Aachen for the birth of this child. Her absence was, Turpin believed, part of the reason for Charles’ foul moods.

“There’s been no messenger, but I tried looked in the glass last night, and actually succeeded. She seems to be doing well,” Charles answered. “No baby yet, but her time is soon.”

“How far displaced is your scrying?” Turpin asked. “Are you seeing the now, or the past?”

Charles made a face. “You know I never can tell, Old Man. I’ve never been very good at it. That’s why I was surprised to see anything at all.”

Turpin nodded. “I’ll look later, if you like. Once it’s quiet. Perhaps I’ll see clearer.”

“Any movement on the walls?” Roland asked. He reached out and picked up a fig, tore the stem off, and popped the fruit into his mouth. “Turp, do figs grow in Francia?”

“In the south, yes. Developing a taste for them?” Turpin asked with a smile. Roland answered by picking up another fig.

“Actually, I need to discuss diplomacy, Turpin,” Charles said. Turpin saw Roland glance at Olivier.

“Should we leave, Uncle?” Roland asked. Charles held his hand up.

“Stay. You may see something I’ve missed,” he said. “And you need to eat, Roland. You still look as if a strong wind will steal you away.”

Roland mock-scowled. “Don’t you start. Everyone else is pestering, and I already eat until I’m ready to purge like a Roman.”

“You had us all worried, Roland. We fuss because we care,” Olivier said, his voice gentle. Roland smiled at him.

“I know. Which is why I don’t fuss back. Much.”

“What is it that you want to talk about, Charles?” Turpin asked. “And, I thought I wasn’t allowed to have an opinion?”

“I’m not asking your opinion,” Charles answered, his voice a little sharp. “I said I need to speak to you on diplomacy. We’ve had a delegation arrive, just a little while ago. They’re settling in as guests, and I’ll be meeting with them in an hour. I want you there.”

Turpin blinked. “Of course,” he answered. “But that hardly requires you to come and request it personally, Charles. What else is going on?”

“The young man who leads this delegation glows like a lamp, Old Man,” Charles said. “He’s a mage, and to my eyes, he looks completely untrained. But you know Sight is not my strongest gift, and Hildegarde isn’t here.”

“If you’re seeing it, he must be strong. So, you want me to assess him, as well as attend,” Turpin said, nodding. “Of course.”

“Are you certain he’s untrained, Uncle?” Roland asked. “It would be an easy ruse to send someone in with their magic bleeding all over like they don’t know what they’re doing. It’s a trick I’ve used myself, to help hide Olivier.”

“Did I know that?” Turpin asked. “When was that?”

“Pavia,” Roland answered.

Turpin nodded. He didn’t remember much of what happened in Pavia, and what he did remember, he wished that he didn’t.

“An hour, you say?” Turpin asked. “We’ll be there.”

***
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NOT QUITE AN HOUR LATER, Turpin was in his usual seat under the canopy set up in front of Charles’ tent, watching the rest of the court assemble. Roland was seated in his now-accustomed place on Turpin’s left, and Olivier had taken his usual position between and behind them, with his lap desk, ink and pens set up on a small table next to him. In this position, they could easily converse without being overheard.

“I haven’t seen this delegation yet,” Turpin said in a low voice, leaning toward Roland. “Nor have I seen the King since he left us.”

“Perhaps he’s been with them?” Roland suggested.

“It’s not like him to conduct court business in private,” Olivier murmured. “Who else is not here yet?”

Turpin looked past Roland at the rest of the seats. There were only two chairs open, and those two set his nerves on edge. “Ganelon and Baudoin.”

“Scouting business, then?” Olivier said. He shook his head. “Or dripping poison.” He snorted. “More the second than the first, I’d warrant.”

“Olivier,” Roland grumbled. “Leave off.”

Turpin nodded slowly, his mind ranging elsewhere. It was common knowledge that Ganelon despised his step-son, Roland, despite the fact that Roland never treated him with anything less than absolute respect. Ganelon never missed an opportunity to complain about Roland, or to try and convince others to his views. In the past few weeks, it had gotten worse.

“Charles, is Ganelon with you?”

“How did you guess?” Charles answered wryly. “You don’t even need to ask what he’s doing, either.”

“And?”

“And I’ve just told him that I’m done with hearing his lies, and that if I hear another word of abuse from him regarding Roland, that I’m exiling him from court.” Charles sounded very satisfied with himself. “We’re on our way.”

Ganelon arrived first, his eleven-year-old son behind him. It was Baudoin’s first time to war, and from the looks of him, he was purely hating the experience. Turpin had passed some time with Baudoin on the road to Spain, and was impressed with the young man’s intelligence and his wit, as well as with his kind heart. He shared no blood with Roland, but they were very much alike, and Turpin had grown fond of the boy, despite his dislike for the boy’s father. Ganelon and Baudoin took their seats; Ganelon glared in Turpin and Roland’s direction, then looked pointedly away.

“Oh, I know that look,” Roland whispered, leaning toward Turpin. “What am I supposed to have done this time?”

“I’ve no idea,” Turpin answered. “But Charles says that he’s had enough of it, and that Ganelon is facing exile—”

Roland sat up, his eyes wide in shock. “Oh, he can’t do that!” he said, his voice low. “Turp—”

Turpin switched to speaking mind-to-mind. “It’s not up to me, love. And if Ganelon does decide to ignore the words of his king, and is sent back to Ponthieu in disgrace, I’ll be sure to intercede for Baudoin. Now that I know him a little better, I know that he’s a good boy, regardless of his father. He would benefit from being fostered in the king’s household.”

Roland leaned back in his chair, frowning slightly. “Ganelon will never believe that I had nothing to do with it.”

“That’s because he’s an idiot.” Olivier slipped into the conversation, his mental voice tart.

“Enough.” Turpin stopped the argument before it began. “The King is coming.”

Sure enough, Charles was approaching. Turpin rose, as did the others, bowing as Charles passed underneath the canopy. He made his way to his chair, and sat down. Turpin took his own seat, and saw movement at the rear of the canopy. He turned to see Engelier, one of Charles’ finest young nobles, who was leading a party of six strange men into court. Five of the strangers were older men, dark of hair and beard, and wearing the long, loose tunics and baggy trousers that seemed to be what most men wore in Spain. The sixth, however, was young, beardless, and beautiful. And, as Charles had said, his magic glowed like a small star.

“Now that’s a face to make a maiden’s heart flutter,” Olivier said. “And a priest grab his beads.”

“I would not!” Turpin retorted indignantly, and heard Roland snort.

“I actually meant Abbot Paulinus,” Olivier said, sounding amused. “From the monastery where I would have taken my vows. I don’t think you know him.”

“I wouldn’t mind if you grabbed your beads over him, Turp,” Roland added. “He’s lovely. Who is he?”

“We’ll find out,” Turpin murmured. Engelier led the men to the edge of the carpet on which Charles’ chair rested. He bowed, then stepped out of the way. The young man stepped forward, bowed deeply, then spoke in clear, unaccented Frankish.

“Greetings to the Frankish King. I am Nasir ibn Atrad al-Qa'ids, and I am here bearing the words of my uncle, Al Hossain ibn Yahia al Ansari ibn Saad al Obadi, the wali of Zaragoza.”

Charles nodded. “You are welcome here. You speak our language very well.”

Nasir smiled. “My father was a scholar, Sire. I serve in my uncle’s court as a translator, and occasionally as an emissary.”

“We are honored,” Charles said with a smile. “Will you introduce your men?”

Turpin ignored the names, knowing that Olivier would make note of them and remind him if necessary. Instead, he studied the young man. As Charles had said, his power was raw, and completely untrained. Were there no mages in Zaragoza, to recognize this talent and train it?

“I bring a gift, as a token of my uncle’s good will,” Nasir added as he finished his introductions. He turned and took from one of the other men a wooden box ornamented with metal inlay. He started to step forward, then stopped. His dark skin went dusky. “I beg your pardon, Sire. May I approach?”

“Of course. And of course,” Charles said. The young man bowed, and took a measured four steps before going to one knee and offering the box. Turpin watched as Charles drew his power around himself in carefully crafted shields before he took the box. He opened it, and his eyes widened.

“Archbishop, come and see this wonder,” he breathed. “Nasir, this is truly extraordinary.”

Turpin got up, bowed, and moved to stand next to Charles, looking down into the box. Inside, nestled in a bed of crimson silk, was something that he initially took to be a glass flask, ornamented in gold. Then he realized that it wasn’t glass at all — it was carved rock crystal, as clear as any he’d ever seen.

“God in Heaven,” he breathed. “That’s magnificent.”

Nasir beamed. “I chose it, Sire. I hoped that it would please you.”

“It does,” Charles answered. “And I thank you, and your uncle, for this marvelous wonder.” He looked up at Turpin, then back at the Saracen. “Nasir ibn Atrad al-Qa'ids, allow me to present you to my counselor, Archbishop Turpin.”

The young man bowed, more deeply than he had for Charles. His power flickered, shifting to the more profound depths of the truly faithful. “I am honored to meet a servant of your God,” he said, and his every word rang true.

“Turpin, stay, if you will. Let us have seats for our guests, and refreshments, and I will hear why they have come.”

“No wine, Charles,” Turpin murmured. “It’s against their faith.”

“Of course.” Charles gestured — chairs were brought, and the Saracens seated comfortably with cups of a local vinegar-and-honey based drink that Turpin had tried and, to his shock, rather enjoyed. Turpin remained standing at Charles’ elbow, which seemed to cause Nasir some distress. He fidgeted in his chair, looked down, then finally cleared his throat.

“Sire,” he said. “It’s not appropriate for a holy man to stand while I sit.”

Almost immediately, Roland was there, carrying Turpin’s chair closer. He smiled at Turpin, bowed to the king, then returned to his own chair. Charles nodded his thanks, then gestured to Roland.

“My nephew, Roland,” he said. “I’ll present you properly to him after we’re finished here.”

“I would be honored,” Nasir said. “Sire, my uncle, the wali, wishes to come to some agreement with you, for the benefit of both of our people. He has sent us, sent me to arrange this. He will welcome whoever you wish to send, in the hopes of settling this siege peacefully.”
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CHAPTER TWO

778 AD – Meeting of Like Minds

[image: ]




The only outward sign of Charles’ surprise was his slightly raised eyebrows. His voice was even as he answered, “Your uncle is a man of wisdom, to realize that this siege benefits no one. Where and when does he propose that this meeting take place?”

“He offers the comfort of his palace, Sire. And the services of myself as guide and translator,” Nasir answered. “If this is acceptable, then he hopes that your emissaries will return to Zaragoza with me tomorrow.” He smiled slightly. “We would not, of course, burden your camp with our care. We will return to Zaragoza and await your answer.”

“Nonsense,” Charles said, raising his hand. “I offer you the fullest hospitality of our camp.” He turned to Turpin. “Guide me, Archbishop, that I not offend our guests. I know that their ways are not ours. However, I do not know their ways.”

“Very nicely said,” Turpin said silently. Aloud, he answered with a smile. “I would be honored to do so. I’ve heard much of the scholarship among the Saracens, and I look forward to seeing it firsthand. It would be a great pleasure to pass time with a fellow scholar.”

Nasir’s face turned dusky red at the praise, but all the color drained from his face when a soft, derisive voice was heard clearly throughout the suddenly silence in the tent.

“Is that what’s passing for scholarship these days? Getting someone face down and arse up?”

Clearly, Ganelon hadn’t meant for the comment to be overheard. It was only his poor luck that had let his words fill the unexpected silence in the conversation. Turpin rose slowly, his anger hot as a forge, his hand moving to the hilt of his sword. He could hear Roland’s mental voice, and Olivier’s, but for once, he paid them no heed. The five older Saracens all went tense, and Baudoin’s face went white as milk as he stared at Turpin.

“Father—” the boy gasped.

“Archbishop,” Charles growled, his voice piercing Turpin’s anger. “Peace. You’re worrying our guests.”

“I’ll not have our guests insulted, Charles,” Turpin growled back. “Nor will I take any insult from a man who is less than a man—”

“Peace, Archbishop!” Charles repeated, his voice raised, and cold as a January wind. “Sit down, Old Man. Ponthieu, my tent. Now.”

Ganelon got to his feet. “Sire—”

“Ponthieu, do yourself the favor of closing your mouth,” Charles snapped, his fury clear in his clipped words. “You’ve insulted my guests and our esteemed Archbishop both. There is no explanation that you can offer, and certainly no excuse that will allow you to make amends. Tent. Now.”

“Sire,” Nasir interrupted, holding up his hand as Ganelon started to edge toward Charles’ tent. “I was not offended, and my companions do not speak your tongue well enough to understand. Excuse me while I explain that this was not aimed at them?” Charles nodded, and Nasir turned to the others. He spoke for several minutes, an oddly accented and slightly different Arabic from what Turpin knew. There was something of Arabic in it, and something of Latin, and it was different enough from the two that Turpin couldn’t quite follow it. The five men looked at each other, concern and trepidation clear in the bodies and in the faces. Nasir spoke soothingly, gesturing toward Turpin and Charles. Slowly, his elders calmed, and one of them spoke. They all laughed, and Nasir laughed with them, then turned back to the king.

“I’ve explained to them that it was... the usual inference about me,” he said, and smiled. “They’ve all known me since I came to Zaragoza as a boy, you see. And... well, I know full well what I look like. I can’t say that I haven’t heard that particular comment before. But clearly among your people, it is an insult?” His voice trailed off. Charles arched a brow at Turpin.

“You overreacted,” Charles said. “So you get to explain. And later, you can explain to me why you overreacted.”

Turpin glared at him, then took a deep breath and shook his head.

“The insult was more in the misplaced belief that I would prey on your youth and... your perceived inexperience, and attempt to seduce you to my bed,” he said, and heard a chuckle from the Franks in the tent. “And in so doing, offer grave insult to you, to your people, and jeopardize our attempts at peace.”

Nasir laughed. “Perceived inexperience? I like that phrase. Very diplomatic.”

“I like him, Turp,” Roland murmured in Turpin’s mind. Turpin agreed silently.

“Archbishop, I’ll leave our guests in your capable hands. Roland, assist the Archbishop in making our guests comfortable?”

Roland rose and bowed. “Of course, Uncle. It would be an honor.”

***
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TURPIN, ROLAND AND Olivier remained under the canopy with the Saracens as the rest of the court dispersed. Charles disappeared into his tent, and Turpin was fairly certain that he sealed the tent to keep from anyone hearing what happened inside, because they heard not a word.

“Nasir,” Turpin said to the young man. “I know a little Arabic, but I didn’t recognize what you were speaking.”

“It is Arabic, but not the same as what might be spoken in Egypt, or in Persia,” Nasir answered. “It’s blended a bit with Latin.”

“I thought that might be what I was hearing,” Turpin said. “Olivier, could you follow any of it?”

“A little,” Olivier admitted. “Perhaps one word in five? The cognates are similar. I doubt I could have a conversation without more study, though.”

“You were doing better than I,” Turpin admitted. “Roland?”

“You know languages aren’t my best subject,” Roland admitted. “I didn’t follow a word.”

Nasir grinned. “That would be me with anything involving numbers.”

“I’d always heard that your people were advanced in mathematics,” Olivier said. Nasir shrugged.

“Maybe so, but I’m not one of them.” He turned and spoke to one of the other men, who smiled broadly and spoke to Olivier at length. Nasir laughed at the blank look on Olivier’s face.

“What is he saying?” Olivier asked. “He’s very passionate about it, whatever it is.”

“Ibrahim is a mathematician and astronomer,” Nasir explained. “He’ll happily tell you anything you want to know about numbers, or the travels of the stars and planets. I could translate, but I don’t understand it and I speak the language!”

Olivier gaped for a moment. “I wish I could understand him!”

Ibrahim nodded. He reached over, patted Olivier on the knee, and in broken Latin said, “You stay. I teach.”

Olivier sighed. “Nasir, would you tell him that I appreciate the offer, but that I have sons in Francia, who have recently lost their mother. I cannot tarry here, however much I’d like to.” He looked at the older man. “I do thank you, sir.”

Nasir translated, and Ibrahim nodded, patting Olivier on the knee again and saying something that sounded very sincere. Condolences, no doubt. Then he yawned, and the older men all laughed.

“Let me show you to your tents,” Turpin said, getting to his feet. “You can rest.”

A large tent had been erected nearby, and servants had been rushing in and out, bringing things to make the guests comfortable. The work had been overseen by Engelier, who had moved into Turpin’s line of sight and signaled when everything was prepared. Now Turpin led the way, escorting the men to their temporary quarters as Engelier joined them.

“We’ve brought in cots, and every spare cushion I could find in the camp,” he said. “A carpet to keep the dust down. A table and chairs, and more of that vinegar stuff you were drinking. Fruit, too. Am I missing anything?”

“It sounds like you’ve done a fine job, Engelier,” Turpin assured him. “Nasir, is there anything else that you and your companions would need?

“I think that our friend Engelier has provided everything we could ask for,” Nasir answered as they walked. “Although, Archbishop, I’d like to speak more with you, if I may? I’m more interested in talking than resting.”

“Of course.” Turpin turned to the other men. “If you need anything, please tell Engelier,” he said. “He’s a good man, and he’ll see that you’re well cared for.” Nasir repeated his words; the men all nodded, and one of them even clapped Engelier on the shoulder.

“Archbishop?” Engelier said. “I don’t speak their tongue. And I don’t want to offer any insult—”

“Ibrahim speaks a little Latin,” Nasir said. “And Khalid speaks more, although his accent is horrible.”

“And we’ll sit outside my tent, Engelier,” Turpin added. “I can see you from there. If you need anything, and it’s out of your depth, wave.”

Engelier smiled. “Thank you. I know how important this is to ending the siege. I don’t want to make a mistake and have the failure be on me.” He looked up at the blue sky and grimaced. “It’s too blasted hot here.”

Nasir chuckled. “This is actually a mild day for this time of year.”

Engelier’s eyes widened, and he coughed. “Heaven save me from your hot days, then!” he proclaimed, making Nasir laugh. Engelier bowed to them, then to the Saracen elders, and escorted them to the tent.

“I’ll fetch out the chairs,” Roland offered. He disappeared into the tent, with Olivier behind him. Nasir looked curiously at Turpin.

“Saying that you wanted me in your bed wasn’t an insult, but the assumption that you would take advantage of me to do so was,” he said, his voice low. “That’s not what I expected for you to say. I thought your people did not countenance men lying down with men?”

Turpin smiled. “It depends on who you ask,” he answered. He paused, then laughed. “You’ve studied in Constantinople!”

Nasir looked stunned. “Yes, but how—”

Turpin nodded. “In Constantinople, the Church has adopted some of the Justinian code, including forbidding men from having relations. Those laws have not yet reached the Church in Rome or Francia, and I pray that they never do. There’s no harm to be caused in lying down in love, Nasir, and certainly no sin.”

“But there is harm in... how did you put it? Preying on someone younger and inexperienced,” Nasir said. “I understand why you were insulted, then! Will your king have the man executed?”

“God in Heaven, no!” Turpin gasped. “No, Charles will do something. I’m not certain what, but I’ve no doubt that there will be a very public apology involved. Don’t take it seriously — I’ve had those from Ganelon before, and he never means them.”

Nasir sniffed. “There are several of those in my uncle’s court.” He turned as Roland came out of the tent, carrying a chair. “May I help?”

Roland set the chair down with a thump. He looked at Nasir, then at the chair. “Sit on that, will you?” he said. “Keep it from running off.”

Nasir’s jaw dropped. There was a moment of silence, then he burst out laughing. “You could have just said no!”

Roland grinned. “That would be impolite.” He ducked back into the tent, dodging around Olivier, who came out carrying another chair.

A few minutes later, Turpin was seated across the table from Nasir, with Roland on his left, and Oliver on his right. There was a bottle on the table, and Roland filled all four cups before sitting down. Nasir rested his hands on the tabletop, looked at the three of them, then looked thoughtful.

“You were all seated together in court,” Nasir said. “You have some sort of relationship?”

Roland snickered. “You could say that,” he said.

“Roland, behave,” Turpin chided gently. “Yes, Nasir. Olivier has been my aide for many years now. And Roland —”

“Is your lover?” Nasir asked. “I know that is a very personal question. But there is a familiarity between the pair of you...” he paused, and his brows rose. “Between the three of you. Long affection. Intimacy. I could tell before I even knew your names. How long, may I ask?”

“Turp, can we keep him?” Roland asked, sounding impressed. “That’s fantastic!”

“He’s not a puppy, Roland,” Turpin said. “We can’t just pack him up and take him with us when we leave. It was fantastic, though. I will agree with that. Roland and I have been together for six years, Nasir.”

“Oh, I am jealous,” Nasir murmured. He smiled down at his cup, then looked up. “Will you mind, Archbishop, if I ask your king to send you to speak to my uncle? I think my uncle will prefer it. You strike me as being a man of rare wisdom and good humor, and I think Uncle will enjoy the meeting. I know I will enjoy the journey.”

“I don’t mind at all,” Turpin answered. “Now, you’ve studied in Constantinople. For how long?”

“Eight years before I came to Zaragoza,” Nasir answered. “My father was a scholar and scribe in the court of Emperor Constantine the Fifth. He died a little over five years ago.”

“I am sorry for your loss,” Turpin said gravely. “And your uncle—?”

“Is my late mother’s half-brother, and my only living family,” Nasir finished. “When my father died, my uncle sent for me to come to Zaragoza. He said that I was too young to remain in Constantinople alone.” He shrugged. “Perhaps I was. But I want to return. Constantinople was and is my home. Eventually, I’ll return.” He smiled. “But for now, I am here. And I am pleased to have this chance to meet with you. I have heard your name, Archbishop.”

Turpin sat back in his chair, studying the young man. Surely no older than twenty. Possibly even younger than that, if he’d been judged too young to live alone only five years before.

“You are a singularly impressive young man,” he said. “And, you’ve heard of me? In what context?”

“That, I cannot say. I’ve heard your name spoken in my uncle’s court, but only in passing, and in conversations in which I was not allowed to participate. I’m not privy to most of my uncle’s business.” Nasir looked thoughtful. “Perhaps you might be able to tell me. Why are you here? The Frankish army, I mean. You’re far from home, and I do not understand why you are here.”

Roland sniffed as he raised his cup. “Now where have you heard that question before, Turp?”

“Roland,” Turpin said.

Roland sighed. “Sorry. I should behave, but Nasir feels like someone we’ve known for years. He’s an old friend, and we’ve only just met him.” He smiled at Nasir. “If I offend, please tell me?”

“Of course,” Nasir agreed. “And I ask the same. There’s nothing you’ve said that offends me. And I am deeply honored to be considered your friend.” He looked back at Turpin. “Do you know?”

“I was not in court when the seeds for this venture were planted,” Turpin said slowly. “What I’ve been told is that emissaries came from these lands, and promised Charles free passage to spread the word of God if only he would assist them in their conflict against... who was it, Olivier?”

“The amir of al Andalus,” Oliver answered.

“The amir?” Nasir repeated. “But the amir is in Cordoba! That’s a week’s travel south of here!” He waved one arm in the general direction of south.

“The agreement was that if we came and assisted them in their fight against the amir, that they would submit to Frankish rule, take the Cross, and give the cities of Barcelona, Girona and Zaragoza over to King Charles,” Olivier said.

“I can’t see my uncle ever agreeing to that,” Nasir said slowly. Olivier nodded.

“That’s where the problem lies. Your uncle didn’t agree. But someone speaking in his name did.” Olivier frowned. “Solomon?”

“Sulayman?” Nasir corrected. “Sulayman ibn Yaqzan al-Kalbi?”

“That’s it, yes,” Olivier said. “And when we reached Barcelona and Girona, things went just the way they were promised. The gates were opened to us. There was feasting and the greatest of welcomes. When we got here, though. That’s when the trouble started.”

“Sulayman is wali of those cities,” Nasir said softly. “He’s an ally of my uncle against the amir, one of three. I had no idea that he had overstepped his authority so much, or that things had gone so far! I’m certain that once my uncle hears your side of things, that we will be able to resolve everything amicably.”

“And if he wants to deal with Sulayman, we can even hand the man over. When it became clear that his promises weren’t going to be kept, Charles put him in chains. Which may be how your uncle would want him delivered. Now, I’m not clear on the conflict between the amir and your uncle and his allies,” Turpin said. “Could you explain that?”

Nasir nodded, then looked thoughtful. “It’s complicated,” he said slowly. “The easiest way I can explain it is that my uncle and his allies are of one branch of a very old family, the amir is of another branch of the same family. There has been animosity between those two branches for over a hundred years.”

“So all of this is family squabbling?” Roland asked. He whistled. “Don’t tell Ganelon. He’ll learn new tricks.”

“Ganelon? The lout at court?” Nasir said.

“My step-father,” Roland clarified. He held up one hand when Nasir paled. “And there’s no love lost between us. He despises me, and I try to be anywhere other than where he is. Which is difficult—”

“Because you are both nobles of your court.” Nasir rubbed his forehead. “I see now why you are here. Your king has been badly used.” He picked up his cup and sipped his drink. “I’d tell the others, but I’m fairly certain that all of them knew more than I coming here today.”

“Why keep him ignorant, Turp?” Roland asked.

“I don’t know. He’s telling the truth, though. I doubt he could lie if he tried. There’s not a drop of guile in him,” Turpin said. “I... Baudoin?” He shifted from mental voice to spoken word in the middle of the sentence, as Roland’s young stepbrother came around the corner of the tent. No, he didn’t come around the tent. He sneaked around the tent, checking over his shoulder to make certain that he wasn’t seen. He froze as Turpin spoke his name, then turned and bowed slightly.

“Archbishop, I...” he swallowed, clasping his hands behind his back. “I wanted to apologize to you and... I’m sorry, I’ve forgotten your name?”

Nasir nodded. “You may call me Nasir.”

“Thank you. I wanted to apologize to you and to Nasir both, Archbishop. For my father. That was...” he looked down and shook his head. “I was going to say disgraceful, but it’s so far beyond disgraceful that we might as well have left disgrace home in Ponthieu.”

“Baudoin, come sit,” Roland said, standing up.

“I can’t,” Baudoin said. He glanced back over his shoulder again. “Father is still with the king. If he knew I was here, I’d be whipped.”

Roland’s face went white.

“Baudoin,” Turpin said gently, reaching to rest his hand on Roland’s arm. “Thank you, for trying. But you’re not the one who needs to apologize. You know that. He’s a grown man, and he should not have his son standing between him and his consequences.”

Baudoin nodded. “I know that. And I know that this time, he’s gone too far. But you know he won’t apologize, and...” He glanced at Roland. “I don’t want you to take your anger at my father — at our father — out on Roland.”

Turpin stared at Baudoin in shock, and started out of his chair, only to stop as Roland moved first, going to stand in front of Baudoin. Standing, he loomed over the boy, and Baudoin flinched. Roland stepped back and went to one knee.

“Little brother,” Roland said. He stopped, then gave a gentle laugh. “That’s the first time I’ve ever called you that, I think. To your face, I mean. I know you’re not really. But I still think of you that way.”

“I hoped that you might,” Baudoin said, blushing slightly. “I wanted to know you, Roland.”

“I know. I always wanted it, too,” Roland said. He held his hand out. “Thank you. For thinking of me. For worrying for me. It’s nothing that would ever happen. Turp would never blame me for Ganelon’s big mouth. I promise you that.”

“You promise?” Baudoin asked. He looked down at Roland’s hand, then took it. Only to be pulled into Roland’s embrace. He went rigid for a moment, then relaxed and wrapped his arms around Roland in a fierce hug.

“Baudoin, you’re welcome here,” Turpin said, rising and moving toward Roland and the boy. “I’d like to get to know my Roland’s brother a little better.”

Baudoin stepped out of the embrace and smiled. His face was slightly flushed, and there was an odd look in his eyes. “Thank you, Archbishop. I’ll... I’ll come again.” He smiled up at Roland, then hurried away, only to stop short in front of Charles. The king said something, too quiet for Turpin to hear; Baudoin bowed, and ran off.

“Are our guests settled?” Charles asked as he came over to the table. “Nasir, you can stay seated. This is informal.”

Nasir, who had been in the middle of getting to his feet, rose the rest of the way. “It’s not fitting that I should sit while you stand. Please, take my chair.”

“I’m not staying long,” Charles said. “Nasir, please, sit down!”

Nasir looked down at his chair, then bowed. “I should withdraw, and see to my elders. Archbishop, it’s been a pleasure.”

“It has,” Turpin agreed. “I look forward to speaking with you more.”

Nasir bowed again, smiled at Roland and Olivier, then hurried away to the tent where the other Saracens were resting. Charles watched him go, then turned back to Turpin.

“Archbishop, I’ve dealt with Ponthieu,” he said, taking Nasir’s abandoned chair.

“Is he still breathing?” Turpin asked.

“Do you wish otherwise?” Charles countered, and Turpin laughed.

“Not on my account, Charles. What’s the penalty?”

Charles folded his arms. “When we return to Francia, he’s to keep on riding. He is banned from court. His titles and lands are forfeit, and will pass to—”

“Baudoin,” Roland interjected. “Please, Uncle.”

Charles arched an eyebrow. “You don’t wish to add to your estates? You know that Ponthieu is yours, Roland. It’s what was promised to you and your mother.”

“And I have no pleasant memories of Ponthieu,” Roland answered. “I don’t want it, Uncle. Let the lands and titles go to Baudoin. He’ll serve you well.”

“He’s a child, Roland,” Charles said. He glanced back over his shoulder. “Perhaps... would you consent to act as his guardian? Until he’s old enough to hold Ponthieu on his own?”

Roland turned slightly pink. He swallowed, looked across the table, then down. “No, Uncle. When you announce this in court, whatever guardian you choose must be anyone but me.”

Charles frowned. Then he nodded. “Because it’s Ganelon.”

Roland sighed. “Because it’s Ganelon. And because I’m not married yet. People talk enough about me as it is. Let’s not have them start talking about Baudoin. Not at eleven.”

Olivier cleared his throat. “Baudoin is only a little older than my Aquilante. Roland, if you don’t object, I’ll volunteer.”

The relief on Roland’s face was plain. “Olivier, are you sure? You’ve only just lost Gismonda.”

Olivier smiled slightly. “We’ll all heal together. And you’ll be close enough to make sure that he’s all right.”

Charles nodded. “So be it. And, I think the proclamation in court will wait until we return to Francia.” He leaned back in his chair, and nodded off in the direction that Nasir had gone. “Your thoughts, Old Man?”

“Nasir? He’s a lovely young man,” Turpin answered. “He’s intelligent and open-minded, and so curious. He reminds me of you three. He may not be a Warden, but I could make a mage out of him the likes of which the world has never seen.”

Charles smiled broadly. “So, you’ve no objections to acting as my emissary to the wali?”

Turpin shook his head. “Not a one. How long do you think I’ll be gone?”

“A few days, at the very least. And then perhaps we’ll be able to finish this and go home.” He paused. “Now, tell me why you overreacted. Because that display in court was very much unlike you.”

Turpin frowned. He looked at Roland, then off in the direction that Baudoin had gone.

“Ganelon,” he said softly. “His anger is affecting his wits, if he’s willing to say something that insulting aloud in court. All of his slander before has been done in whispers and rumors, and has targeted Roland. And it’s been destroying him that everyone knows there’s no truth to any of it.” He glanced at Roland again, who reached for his hand. “This was new. To say something so poisonous so blatantly? And targeting me instead of Roland? He’s never done either before. Not publicly. He’s becoming reckless.” He shook his head. “It bodes no good for anyone.”

Charles nodded. “I agree. Which is why I took the steps that I did. Once we’re in Francia, his teeth will be pulled. And if he continues, even after he’s lost both lands and titles? I’ll pull his teeth permanently.”
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778 AD – Arrangements
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The rest of the day was spent in preparations. Turpin spent part of the morning closeted away with Charles, choosing the rest of the men who would accompany him into Zaragoza. Then he met with Nasir, asking his opinion on choosing gifts for the wali from the goods that Charles had brought with them from Francia.

“I’m very pleased you’ll be accompanying me,” Nasir said as they went through the boxes and baskets. “I’m certain Uncle will listen to you.”

“I hope so. And I hope that we’ll find the right things here to tempt him to do so. I think this might be it.” Turpin opened another box, rummaging through wood shavings until he found the contents. He took out a small, bronze oil lamp worked to look like a cupped leaf hanging from three slender chains. He handed that to Nasir, then went back into the box, taking out a bronze stand that looked like a graceful willow tree, hanging slightly bent over an imaginary stream. Turpin set the stand on the table, and took the lamp from Nasir, hanging it from the hook hidden under the drooping leaves the top of the stand.

“Oh, that’s lovely!” Nasir murmured.

“Would your uncle appreciate it?” Turpin asked. “Or would he prefer gaudy to practical? Granted, this is a bit of both, but I think we have gold chased goblets in one of these boxes. And enameled brooches.”

“No, I think he’ll appreciate this.” Nasir ran one finger down the length of the chain. “It’s not gaudy. It’s beautiful. It’s both beautiful and practical. And he has nothing like this.”

Turpin nodded and packed the lamp and stand back into their box, then got to his feet. “We’ll add a bit of gaudy to the gifts, too, so that no one thinks Charles is being miserly,” he said. “Does your uncle have a wife?”

“Two, actually,” Nasir answered.

Turpin nodded and started moving around the tent, picking through boxes and caskets and baskets. “Gifts for the ladies, as well, then. Now, while I choose, tell me about what I should expect. Tell me about your uncle’s ministers, for example.”

Nasir followed Turpin through the treasure tent like a puppy. “You’ve met five of them already.”

Turpin looked back, surprised. “Really? Ibrahim and Khalid and the others? If they’re ministers, what are they doing here?”

Nasir looked thoughtful, staying silent while Turpin picked out of their boxes gold-chased silver goblets, enameled brooches, and fine rings set with deep red garnets. Finally, the young man cleared his throat.

“Really, I think it has to do with curiosity,” he said. “We’ve heard stories about Charles, about the Frankish king and his unending war with the Saxons. The stories say that he’s a thousand years old, and twice as tall as any other man. They say that he has a beard so long that it covers the ground, and that it’s as white as ivory. They say that he holds the spear that pierced the side of Christ at the Crucifixion, and that no one can harm him while he holds it. That his sword was given to him by God, and nothing can defend against it. They compare him to Suliaman the Wise, and say that he is favored by God.” Nasir stopped, took a breath, then grinned. “Faced with such a legend at your gate, wouldn’t you jump at the chance to see him for yourself?”
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