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To Deborah and Lily





A NOTE ON LANGUAGES



In the eleventh century Danes, Norwegians, Swedes and Icelanders still spoke mutually intelligible languages related to English. With some effort, an Anglo-Saxon would have been able to understand a Scandinavian speaker.





A BRIEF CHRONOLOGY














	1054
	The Great Schism between the Latin and Greek Churches




	1066
	
September King Harold of England defeats a Norwegian army at Stamford Bridge in Yorkshire




	
	
October William of Normandy defeats Harold’s army at Hastings in Sussex




	
	
December William is crowned King of England




	1069–70
	After a revolt in northern England, William leads a punitive expedition into Northumbria and devastates the country between York and Durham




	1071
	
August A Seljuk army under Alp Arslan – ‘Valiant Lion’ – routs the forces of the Byzantine Emperor at Manzikert, in what is now eastern Turkey. The victory opens up Anatolia to the Seljuks and leads ultimately to the First Crusade




	1072
	
June King William invades Scotland




	
	
November Alp Arslan is killed by a prisoner while on campaign in Persia






PRICES FOR GYRFALCONS IN
MEDIEVAL ENGLAND


Domesday Book, compiled 1086–7, indicates that a gyrfalcon was worth £10, roughly equivalent to half the yearly income of a knight. The accounts of King Henry II record that in 1157 he paid more than £12 for four gyrfalcons that he sent as a gift to the Holy Roman Emperor Barbarossa. In 1162 it cost Henry £43 to send a ship to Norway to buy falcons. The same amount could have bought 250 cows, or 1200 sheep, or paid the wages of 50 agricultural workers for a year.
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Hunger will devour one, storm wreck another.


The spear will slay one, and another will perish in battle …


One will fall wingless from the high tree in the forest …


One must walk alone in foreign places, tread unknown roads among strangers …


One will swing from the crooked gallows, hang in death …


One at the mead-bench will be shorn of his life by the sword’s edge …


To one, good fortune; to one a dole of suffering.


To one, joyful youth; to one, glory in combat, mastery in war-play.


To one, skill at throwing or shooting; to one, luck at dice …


One will amuse a gathering in the hall, gladden the drinkers at the mead-bench …


One will tame the wild bird, the proud hawk on his fist, until the falcon grows gentle.


(From ‘The Fortunes of Men’ in the Exeter Book, England,
tenth century)








England, 1072






I



That morning a Norman cavalry patrol had captured a young Englishman foraging in the woods south of the River Tyne. After interrogating him, they decided he was an insurgent and hanged him on a high hill as a warning to the people in the valley below. The soldiers waited, hunched against the cold, until their victim’s spasms stopped, and then they rode away. They were still in sight when the circling carrion birds flocked down and clustered on the corpse like vicious bats.


Towards evening a group of starving peasants crept up the hill and frightened off the birds. They cut down the corpse and laid it on the frozen ground. Eyes, tongue, nose and genitals were gone; its lipless mouth gaped in a silent scream. The men stood around it, billhooks in hand, exchanging neither looks nor words. At last one of them stepped forward, lifted up one of the dead man’s arms, raised his blade and brought it down. The others joined in, hacking and sawing, while the crows and ravens skipped around them, squabbling for scraps.


The carrion birds erupted in raucous panic. The human scavengers looked up, frozen in acts of butchery, then rose with a gasp as a man came over the crest. He seemed to emerge from the earth, black against the raw February sky, a sword grasped in his hand. One of the scavengers shouted and the pack turned and ran. A woman dropped her booty, cried out and turned to retrieve it, but a companion grabbed her by the arm. She was still wailing, her face craned back, when he bundled her away.


The Frank watched them disappear, his breath smoking in the bitter air, then ran his sword back into its scabbard and dragged his skinny mule towards the gibbet. Even filthy and travel-worn, he was an intimidating figure – tall, with deep-set eyes and a jutting nose, unkempt hair coiling around a gaunt face, his cheekbones weathered to the colour of smoked eelskin.


His mule snorted as a crow trapped inside the corpse’s ribcage thrashed free. He glanced at the mutilated body without much change of expression, then frowned. Ahead of him, pale in the twilight, lay the object that the woman had dropped. It seemed to be wrapped in cloth. He tethered the mule to the gibbet and walked over, stretched out one foot and turned the bundle over. He looked into the wizened face of a baby, only a few days old, its eyes tight-shut. His mouth pursed. The baby was alive.


He looked around. The carrion birds were beginning to settle again. There was nowhere to hide the baby. The birds would be swarming over it as soon as he left the summit. The merciful thing to do would be to end its suffering now, with one sword thrust. Even if its mother returned, the baby wouldn’t survive the famine.


His eye fell on the gibbet. After a moment’s indecision, he lifted the baby in his arms. At least it was well swaddled against the cold. He trudged back to his mule, opened a saddlepack and took out an empty sack. The baby gave a grizzling sound and its mouth moved in reflexive sucking gestures. He placed it in the sack, mounted his mule and tied the sack to the end of the hangman’s rope, above the reach of wolves. It wouldn’t keep the birds off for long, but he guessed that the mother would return once he’d left the hill.


He smiled a wintry smile. ‘Hanged before you’re a week old. If you live, you might make a reputation for yourself.’


The birds flared up again as another man shuffled onto the ridge. He stopped in his tracks when he saw the gibbet.


‘Hurry up,’ cried the Frank. ‘It will be dark soon.’


Watching the youth approach, the Frank shook his head. The Sicilian was a walking scarecrow. Another night without food or shelter might finish him off, but the only place they would find bed and board would be among the men who’d hanged the wretched Englishman.


The Sicilian reeled to a standstill, eyes dark and dull in his bloodless face. He stared at the ruined corpse and made a sound of disgust.


‘Who did that?’


‘Starving peasants,’ said the Frank, taking the mule’s reins. ‘They were still here when I arrived. It’s lucky it wasn’t you who was leading the way.’


The Sicilian’s eyes skittered in all directions and settled on the sack.


‘What’s that?’


The Frank ignored the question. ‘They won’t have gone far. For all I know, they’re lying in wait for us.’ He led the mule away. ‘Stay close unless you want to end up in a cooking pot.’


Exhaustion rooted the Sicilian to the spot. ‘I hate this country,’ he muttered, so weary that he could only form thoughts by articulating them. ‘Hate it!’


A faint mewing made him lurch back in fright. He could have sworn that it came from the sack. He looked for the Frank and was alarmed to see his outline already sinking below the horizon. The sack mewed again. Birds fell out of the stone-dead sky, black tatters landing all around him. One of them hopped onto the corpse’s skull, cocked an eye at him and crammed its head into the yawning maw. ‘Wait!’ cried the Sicilian, wobbling over the grisly summit in pursuit of his master.


The Frank hurried into the dying light. The ground began to slope away and the outlines of distant hills came into view. Another few steps and he sank to his haunches, looking into a wide valley. Shadows flooded the river plain and he might not have spotted the castle if it hadn’t been so new, its whitewashed timber keep still showing the wounds of the axe. It was tucked between the confluence of two tributaries, one flowing from the north, the other looping from the west. He traced the course of the river until it vanished into the darkness rising in the east. He rubbed his eyes and took another look at the castle. Norman without a doubt, laid out in a figure-of-eight, the keep perched on a motte within its own stockade, the hall and a scattering of smaller buildings occupying the lower enclosure. Not a bad position, he thought. Protected by rivers on two sides, each tributary spanned by an easily defended bridge.


His gaze lifted to another line of defence on the ridge a couple of miles behind the castle. In a lifetime of campaigning, he’d seen nothing like it – a wall punctuated by watchtowers marching straight across the landscape with no regard for natural obstacles. That must be the barrier the Romans had built to protect their northernmost frontier from the barbarians. And yes, against the darkness of oncoming night, the wintry hills beyond did have an end-of-the-world look.


A blur of smoke hung over the castle. He fancied he could see figures inching towards it from the surrounding fields. Not far downriver was a sizeable village, but the houses had a caved-in look and the outlying farmsteads were smudges of ash. Since crossing the Humber five days ago, the travellers hadn’t passed a single occupied village. The harrying of the north, the dereliction was called – Norman revenge for an English and Danish uprising at York two winters ago. In the last of the light the Frank worked out that the way to the castle led through a wood.


The Sicilian flopped down beside him. ‘Have you found it?’


The Frank pointed.


The Sicilian peered into the gloom. The spark of excitement faded and his face crumpled in disappointment. ‘It’s just a wooden tower.’


‘What did you expect – a marble palace with gilded spires?’ The Frank pushed himself upright. ‘On your feet. It will be dark soon and there’ll be no stars tonight.’


The Sicilian stayed on the ground. ‘I don’t think we should go down there.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘It’s too dangerous. We can hand over the documents to the bishop in Durham.’


The Frank’s jaw tightened. ‘I’ve brought you safe across Europe, yet now, within sight of our destination, after all the hardships I’ve endured, you want us to turn back?’


The Sicilian twisted his knuckles. ‘I never expected our journey to take so long. The Normans are practical in matters of succession. Our news may no longer be welcome.’


‘Welcome or not, it will snow tonight. Durham’s a day’s walk behind us. The castle’s our only shelter.’


All at once the carrion birds fell quiet. They rose in a flurry, circled once, then spiralled down towards the trees. When the ragged shapes had gone, there was a dragging silence.


‘Here,’ the Frank said, thrusting a hunk of bread at the Sicilian.


The youth stared at it. ‘I thought all our food had gone.’


‘A soldier always keeps a reserve. Go on. Take it.’


‘But what about you?’


‘I’ve already eaten my share.’


The Sicilian crammed the bread into his mouth. The Frank walked away so that he wouldn’t have to endure the sounds of someone else eating. When he turned back, the youth was sobbing.


‘What’s the matter now?’


‘I’m sorry, sir. I’ve been nothing but a burden and a trial.’


‘Get on the mule,’ the Frank ordered, cutting off the Sicilian’s protests. ‘It’s not your comfort I’m worried about. I don’t want to spend another night with a rock for a pillow.’


By the time they reached the wood, the trees had become invisible. The Frank took hold of the mule’s tail and let it find its own way. He stumbled over roots, his feet splintering icy puddles. The snow that had been threatening all day began to fall, thin as dust at first. His face and hands grew numb.


He, too, loathed this country – the foul weather, the surly resignation of its natives, the edgy swagger of their conquerors. He wrapped his cape around his head and retreated into a sleepwalking dream. He was walking through orchards, a vineyard, a herb garden drowsy with bees. He entered a villa, crossed a cool tiled floor into a chamber where vine clippings glowed in the hearth. His wife rose smiling from her needlework. His children plunged towards him, screaming with delight at his miraculous return.




II


Their destinies had crossed last autumn on St Bernard’s way across the Alps. The Frank, travelling under the name of Vallon, was on foot, having sold his horse and armour in Lyon. Soon after starting his descent into Italy, he passed a party of pilgrims and merchants glancing anxiously back at storm clouds massing in the south. A shaft of sunlight picked out a herdsman’s summer settlement by a gorge far down the valley. It would be as far as he’d get that night.


He’d covered less than half the distance when the clouds snuffed out the sun. The temperature plummeted. A wind that started as a faraway sigh struck him with a blast of hail. Chin nuzzled into his chest, he struggled against the storm. The hail turned to snow, day turned to night. He lost the path, tripped over rocks, floundered through drifts.


He reached flatter ground and caught a whiff of smoke. He must be downwind of the settlement, the gorge to his left. He continued more slowly, probing with his sword until a mass denser than darkness blocked his way. A hut half-drifted over. He groped round the walls and found the door on the lee side. He kicked it open and stumbled into a chamber choked with smoke.


A figure leaped up on the far side of a fire. ‘Please, don’t harm us!’


Vallon made out a gangling youth with bolting eyes. In the gloom behind him another figure stirred in restless sleep. ‘Calm yourself,’ Vallon growled, sheathing his sword. He wedged the door shut, beat snow from his clothes and crouched by the flames.


‘I crave your pardon,’ the young man stammered. ‘My nerves are stretched. This storm …’


The figure in the corner muttered in a language Vallon didn’t understand. The youth hurried back to him.


Vallon fed the fire with chips of dung and massaged the feeling back into his hands. He retired to the wall and gnawed a heel of bread. Draughts flustered a lamp in a niche above the pair in the corner. The man lying down wasn’t sleeping. His chest wheezed like leaking bellows.


Vallon swigged some wine and winced. ‘Your companion’s sick.’


The young man’s eyes were moist highlights. ‘My master’s dying.’


Vallon stopped chewing. ‘It’s not the plague, is it?’


‘No, sir. I suspect a cancer of the chest. My master’s been ailing ever since we left Rome. This morning he was too weak to seat his mule. Our party had to leave us behind. My master insisted we go on, but then the storm caught us and our groom ran away.’


Vallon spat out the sour wine and wandered over. No doubt of it, the old man would be rid of his cares before dawn. But what a life was written on that face – skin stretched sheer over flared cheekbones, the nose of a fastidious eagle, one dark, hooded eye, the other a puckered scar. And his garments glossed an exotic tale – silk robe fastened with ivory toggles, pantaloons tucked into kidskin boots, a cape of sable that must have cost more than the ring winking on his bony hand.


The dark eye found him. Thin wide lips parted. ‘You’ve come.’


Vallon’s neck prickled. The old man must imagine that the spectre of death had arrived to usher him through the last gate. ‘You’re mistaken. I’m just a traveller sheltering from the storm.’


The dying man absorbed this without contradiction. ‘A pilgrim walking to Jerusalem.’


‘I’m travelling to Constantinople to join the imperial guard. If I pass through Rome, I might light a candle at St Peter’s.’


‘A soldier of fortune,’ the old man said. ‘Good, good.’ He muttered something in Greek that made the youth glance sharply at Vallon. Struggling for breath, the old man groped beneath his cape, drew out a soft leather binder and pressed it into his attendant’s hand. The youth seemed reluctant to take it. The old man clawed at his arm and spoke with urgency. Again the youth glanced at Vallon before answering. Whatever response he made – some vow or pledge – it seemed to satisfy the dying man. His hand fell away. His eye closed.


‘He’s going,’ the youth murmured.


The old man’s eye flicked open and fixed on Vallon. He whispered – a rustle like crumpled parchment relaxing. Then his stare travelled up to some region beyond sight. When Vallon looked down, the eye was already veiled.


Silence gathered like a mist.


‘What did he say?’


‘I’m not sure,’ the youth sobbed. ‘Something about the mystery of the rivers.’


Vallon crossed himself. ‘Who was he?’


The youth snuffled. ‘Cosmas of Byzantium, also called Mono -phalmos, the “One-Eyed”.’


‘A priest?’


‘Philosopher, geographer and diplomat. The greatest explorer of our age. He’s sailed up the Nile to the pyramid at Giza, explored the palace at Petra, read manuscripts from Pergamum given by Mark Antony to Queen Cleopatra. He’s seen lapis lazuli mines in Persia, unicorn hunts in Arabia, clove and pepper plantations in India.’


‘You’re a Greek, too.’


‘Yes, sir. From Syracuse in Sicily.’


Fatigue quenched Vallon’s curiosity. The fire was nearly out. He lay down on the dirt floor and wrapped his cloak about him. Sleep wouldn’t come. The Sicilian was intoning a mass, the dirge merging with the droning wind.


Vallon hoisted himself on one elbow. ‘That’s enough. Your master’s at rest. Now let me take mine.’


‘I swore to keep him safe. And within a month, he’s dead.’


Vallon pulled his cloak over his head. ‘He is safe. Now go to sleep.’


He skated in and out of nasty dreams. Surfacing from one hagridden doze, he saw the Sicilian crouched over the Greek, sliding the ring from his master’s hand. He’d already removed the fine fur cloak. Vallon sat up.


Their eyes met. The Sicilian carried the cape across and arranged it over Vallon’s shoulders. Vallon said nothing. The Sicilian went back to his corner and stretched out with a groan. Vallon placed his sword upright on the ground and rested his chin on the pommel. He stared ahead, blinking like an owl, each blink a memory, each blink slower than the last until his eyes stayed closed and he fell asleep to the roar of the storm.


He woke to the dripping of water and mysterious muffled thuds. Daylight filtered through chinks in the walls. A mouse scurried from his side, where the Sicilian had laid white bread, cheese, some figs and a leather flask. Vallon took the meal to the door and stepped into scorching sunshine. Streams of meltwater braided the cliffs. Footprints ploughed a blue furrow towards animal pens. A slab of snow flopped from an overhang. Vallon squinted up at the pass, half-wondering if the party had reached the summit refuge. During his halt there, a monk had shown him an ice chamber stacked with the corpses of travellers withered in the postures in which they’d been dug from the snow. Vallon tilted the flask and swallowed tart red wine. A glow spread through him. When he’d eaten, he cleaned his teeth with a twig and rinsed out his mouth.


Only a spear’s throw from the hut, the gorge plunged into shadows. He went to the brink, loosened his breeches and pissed, aware that if his path last night had strayed by an arm’s span, he would now be a mash of blood and bones too deep in the earth even for vultures to find.


Back inside the hut he lit the lamp with flint and steel and gathered his possessions. The Greek lay like an effigy, hands folded on his chest.


‘I wish we’d had time to talk,’ Vallon heard himself say. ‘There are things you might be able to explain.’ A bitter taste filled his mouth and there was a deadness at his core.


A raven croaked overhead. Vallon bowed and blew out the lamp. ‘Maybe we’ll meet again, when death has laid his consoling hand on my heart.’


He padded towards the door and pulled it open to find the Sicilian waiting with a trim bay pony and a fine grey mule. Vallon almost smiled at the contrast between the youth’s mournful expression and the gaiety of his costume. He wore a wool cloak trimmed with blue satin, pointed shoes of laughable impracticality, and a soft round hat sporting a jaunty cockade. It wasn’t just fright that made his eyes bulge; nature had given him an expression of permanent startlement. He had a nose like a quill and the lips of a girl.


‘I thought you’d gone.’


‘What! Leave my master before committing him to rest?’


A proper burial was impossible in that stony ground. They laid him in a scrape overlooking the south and heaped rocks over him. The Sicilian planted a makeshift cross on the cairn. After praying, he gazed around at the peaks and glaciers.


‘He insisted on being buried where he died, but how bitter that a man who’s witnessed the glories of civilisation should lie in such a savage spot.’


A vulture trailed its hunger across the slopes. The clanking of cow bells floated up from distant pastures.


Vallon rose from his knees. ‘He chose his grave well. He has the whole world at his feet now.’ He mounted the mule and turned it downhill. ‘My thanks for the food.’


‘Wait!’


Deep drifts blocked Vallon’s path. It was like wading through icy gruel. But the foothills shimmered in hazy heat. By noon he would be riding over soft green turf. This evening he would dine on hot meat and blue-red wine.


‘Sir, I beg you.’


‘You have an uphill path. You’d better start now if you want to cross the pass by nightfall.’


The Sicilian caught up, panting. ‘Aren’t you curious to know what adventure set us on this path?’


‘On a lonely road, it’s not wise to confide in strangers.’


‘I was with my master for only three weeks. But his journey began two months earlier, at Manzikert.’


That checked Vallon. He’d first heard of Manzikert in an inn near the Rhône. Since then he’d been bumping into the story at every wayside halt, the tale growing wilder with each telling. Most accounts agreed that in late summer a Muslim army had defeated the Emperor of Byzantium at a place called Manzikert, on the eastern marches of Anatolia. Some travellers said that the Emperor Rom anus had been taken captive. Others that he was dead or deposed, that the pilgrim route to Jerusalem was closed, that the Muslims were camped outside the walls of Constantinople. Most alarming of all, these invaders weren’t Arabs, but a race of Turkoman nomads who had swarmed out of the east like locusts only a generation ago. Seljuks, they called themselves – half-man, half-horse, drinkers of blood.


‘Your master travelled with the Emperor’s army?’


‘As an adviser on the Turks’ customs. He survived the slaughter and helped negotiate ransom terms for the Byzantine lords and their allies. When that was done, he returned to Constantinople, took a ship to Italy and crossed to the monastery at Monte Cassino. One of his oldest friends is a monk there – Constantine of Africa.’ The Sicilian’s eyes bulged expectantly.


Vallon shook his head.


‘The most brilliant physician in Christendom. Before entering the monastery, he taught at the Salerno medical school. Where,’ the Sicilian declared, grinning with pride, ‘I’m a student. When Cosmas explained the purpose of his journey, Constantine selected me to be his secretary and travelling companion.’


Vallon must have raised his eyebrows.


‘Sir, I’m a promising physician. I’m well schooled in the classics and can speak Arabic. My French is adequate, you’ll agree. I also know geometry and algebra, and can expound the astronomical theories of Ptolemy, Hipparchus and Alhazen. In short, Constantine considered that I was qualified to minister to my master’s physical needs, and wouldn’t affront his intellect.’


‘It must,’ Vallon said, ‘be an extremely important mission.’


The Sicilian slid out a packet wrapped in linen.


Vallon removed a silk binder seeded with pearls and embroidered with gold. Inside were two manuscripts, one written in Roman letters, the other in an unfamiliar script, both stamped with a seal resembling a bow and arrow.


‘I’ve neglected my letters,’ he admitted.


‘The Persian document is a guarantee of safe passage through Seljuk territory. The Latin text is a ransom demand addressed to Count Olbec, a Norman magnate whose eldest son, Sir Walter, was taken prisoner at Manzikert. We’re – we were – on our way to deliver it.’


‘I’m disappointed. I thought you must be searching for the Holy Grail.’


‘What?’


‘Why would an old and ailing philosopher take such pains to secure the freedom of a Norman mercenary?’


‘Oh, I see. Yes, sir, you’re right.’ The Sicilian seemed flustered. ‘Cosmas had never visited the lands beyond the Alps. He planned to call on scholars in Paris and London. All his life he searched for knowledge at its source, however distant that might be.’


Vallon massaged his forehead. The Sicilian was giving him a headache. ‘Why burden me with information I don’t want?’


The Sicilian cast his eyes down. ‘After contemplating my predicament, I’ve concluded that I lack the constitution to complete the assignment on my own.’


‘You should have consulted me earlier. I could have spared you a sleepless night.’


‘I’m aware that I lack your martial skills and courage.’


Vallon frowned. ‘You don’t imagine that I’ll take on the mission?’


‘Oh, I have no intention of turning back. I’ll serve you as loyally as I would have served Cosmas.’


Anger rose in Vallon’s face. ‘You insolent pup. Your master’s hardly cold in the ground and already you’re fawning around for another.’


The Sicilian’s cheeks burned. ‘You said you were a soldier for hire.’ He fumbled inside his tunic. ‘I’ll pay for your service. There.’


Vallon hefted the leather purse, loosened the drawstring and dribbled silver coins into his palm.


‘Dirhams from Afghanistan,’ the Sicilian said. ‘But silver is silver no matter whose head it wears. Is it enough?’


‘The money will run through your fingers like sand. There’ll be bribes to pay, armed escorts to hire.’


‘Not if I ride under your protection.’


Vallon made allowance for the Sicilian’s youth. ‘Suppose I agree. In a month or two I’d be back at this spot no better off than you see me now.’ He lobbed the purse across and continued on his way.


The Sicilian caught up with him. ‘A lord as grand as Olbec will reward you well for bringing him news of his heir’s deliverance.’


Vallon scratched his ribs. The hut had been crawling with vermin. ‘Never heard of him.’


‘With respect, that means little. Norman adventurers rise to glory from nothing. In my own short life they’ve conquered England and half of Italy. Here’s the seal of Olbec’s house.’


Vallon glanced at a medallion stamped with the image of an equestrian knight. ‘Your master wore another ring.’


After a moment’s hesitation the Sicilian withdrew it on a cord from inside his tunic. ‘I don’t know what kind of jewel it is, only that it’s as old as Babylon.’


The colours of the gemstone slithered according to how Vallon angled it to the light. Without thinking, he slipped the ring on.


‘Cosmas used it to predict the weather,’ the Sicilian said. ‘Now the jewel appears blue, but yesterday, well before the storm, it turned as black as midnight.’


Vallon tried to remove the ring.


‘Keep it,’ the Sicilian said. ‘It will be an advantage to know under what conditions you’ll engage the enemy.’


‘I don’t need magic to tell me how to plan a battle.’


But as hard as he tried, Vallon couldn’t twist the ring off. He had an image of the Greek’s cunning stare. ‘Before your master died, he passed you something. What was it?’


‘Oh, that. Only a copy of Constantine’s guide for travellers, the Viaticum peregrinantis. I have it here,’ the Sicilian said, patting his saddlebag. ‘In a casket containing healing herbs and medicines.’


‘What else?’


The Sicilian produced a filigreed brass disc similar to one Vallon had lifted from a Moorish captain he’d killed in Castile.


‘It’s an astrolabe,’ the Sicilian explained. ‘An Arab star guide.’


Next he showed Vallon an ivory plaque with a conical pin at its centre and a border of geometric carvings. Onto the pin he placed a small iron model of a fish.


‘Master Cosmas obtained it from a Cathay merchant on the Silk Road. The Chinese call it a south-pointing mysterious fish. Observe.’


Holding the device at arm’s length, he moved it in a semicircle, first one way, then the other. He wheeled his pony and repeated the demonstration.


‘You see, wherever I position myself, the fish remains constant, pointing to the south. But every direction has its opposite. And the opposite of south is north – the way my path lies.’


‘And mine leads south, so let’s agree the double pointer is a guide for each of us.’


The Sicilian clung like a burr. ‘You said you were riding to the wars. There are wars in the north, too. Ride with me and you’ll ride in comfort.’


‘If I wanted comfort, I’d have cut your throat and taken your silver.’


‘I wouldn’t speak so frankly if I wasn’t certain of your character.’


‘I’ve stolen your master’s mule.’


‘A gift. I can’t handle two mounts. Besides, a knight shouldn’t travel on foot.’


‘Who said I was a knight?’


‘Your speech and noble bearing. That splendid sword you carry.’


It was like being pestered by flies. Vallon reined in. ‘I’ll tell you the difference between north and south. First, I prefer to do my fighting in the sun, not slogging in the mud. Second, I can’t return to France. I’m an outlaw. Any man who takes me will receive the same bounty as if he’d delivered a wolf’s head. I don’t mind dying in combat, but I’ve no wish to meet my end hanging in a village square while some pork butcher pulls out my entrails and holds them up for my inspection.’


The Sicilian bit his downy lip.


‘You’re right about one thing,’ said Vallon. ‘You’re too tender for the task. I’ll let you follow me as far as Aosta. Take the ransom note to the Benedictines. For a few of those coins, they’ll post it from abbey to abbey. It will reach Normandy long before you could deliver it.’


The Sicilian looked back at the pass. ‘My master said a journey uncompleted is like a story half-told.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous. A journey’s a tiresome passage between one place and another.’


The Sicilian’s eyes swam. ‘No. I must go on.’


Vallon heaved a sigh. ‘Payment for my advice,’ he said, holding up the finger banded by the ring he couldn’t take off. ‘Sell that pretty pony and buy a nag. Exchange your gay costume for pilgrim drab. Shave your head, carry a staff and mumble prayers. Join an escorted company and only sleep in hospices. Don’t blab about ransoms or wave coins and alchemists’ toys about.’ He flicked the mule’s reins. ‘We’re done.’


He thought he’d ridden clear when the Sicilian’s dismal postscript lodged.


‘The Count’s lands aren’t in Normandy. He fought with Duke William in the English campaign. His fief’s in England. Far to the north.’


Vallon laughed.


‘I know I won’t reach it on my own.’


‘Then we part in agreement.’


‘That’s why I was so heartened when Master Cosmas promised you would be my guide and protector.’


Vallon whirled.


‘With his dying breath, he said fortune had appointed you to lead the way.’


‘Appointed? He was sick in his wits!’ Vallon wrenched off the cape. ‘I won’t wear a dead man’s mantle.’ He made another futile attempt to remove the ring. ‘Don’t say another word. Don’t follow me another step. If you do … ’ He slapped the mule’s neck, squeezed its flanks.


It wouldn’t budge. It rolled its eyes and laid its ears back.


Vallon booted its ribs.


The beast reared. In the moment it took him to regain control, Vallon heard a muted fracture. From the nearest summit to the west a cornice fell like a severed wing and exploded into fragments that skipped and bounded into the valley. The slope began to crawl, accelerating, until the whole snowfield was sliding. The mass surged across the valley floor and smashed against the opposite side in a cloud of frozen surf.


When Vallon’s ears stopped ringing, the first thing he heard was a noise like pebbles clicking together. A black-and-red bird flirted on a rock, cocking its tail and fluttering its wings. Vallon knew that if the Sicilian hadn’t delayed him, he would have been right in the path of the avalanche.


Twice in the last twenty-four hours, fate had steered him away from what he deserved. There had to be a reason. His shoulders slumped.


‘Show me that pagan contraption again.’


He played with the compass, but couldn’t outwit its mechanism. Magic or trickery, it didn’t matter. Whatever direction he took, in the end he would find what he was looking for, or it would find him.


‘If I employ you as my servant, you’ll learn to curb your tongue.’


The Sicilian hung the cloak about Vallon. ‘Gladly. But with your permission, when the road is lonely and the night long, I’ll entertain you with tales from the ancients. Or, since you’re a military man, perhaps we could discuss strategy. Recently, I’ve been reading Polybius’s account of Hannibal’s campaigns.’


Vallon gave him a look.


‘And if you should fall ill, I’ll restore you to health by the grace of God. In fact, I’ve already diagnosed your condition.’


‘Oh, yes?’


‘The melancholy cast of your features, your restless sleep – those are the symptoms of lovesickness. Tell me I’m right. Tell me that you lost your lady to another and mean to win her back by feats of arms.’


Vallon bared his teeth. ‘Can you make a hanged and quartered man skip?’


The Sicilian’s expression turned solemn. ‘Only God can perform miracles.’


‘Then start praying we aren’t caught in France.’


Vallon steered the mule around, not sure which of them was the dumber weathercock. The gem on his finger mirrored the flawless sky. The prospect of retracing his steps freighted his feelings with lead.


‘You’d better tell me your name.’


If the Sicilian had worn a tail, it would have been wagging. ‘My lord, I’m called Hero.’




III


Hero found himself at a standstill in the middle of black nowhere. They were still in the trees and the faint rustling he could hear was snow sifting through bare branches. A dog driven mad by loneliness barked a long way off. Movement close by made his eyes stiffen in their sockets.


‘Is that you, sir?’


‘Who else?’


‘Why have we stopped?’


‘I can smell smoke. We must be near a settlement.’


Hero populated the night with Norman patrols, Danish pirates, English cannibals … ‘Let’s rest here until daylight.’


‘By morning you’ll be as stiff as a fish.’


Tears pricked Hero’s eyes. ‘Yes, sir.’


‘So stay awake. And stop your teeth clattering.’


Jaws clamped together, Hero continued downhill in blind zigzags. Eventually he sensed from a loosening of the night that the trees were thinning. He smelled turned earth and the sour reek of a burned-out hamlet. The going became easier. After the lurching descent, it was like floating on darkness. The hiss of fast-flowing water grew louder until it smothered all other sounds.


‘The castle’s upstream,’ Vallon murmured, steering Hero that way. After a while, they stopped again.


‘We’re at the bridge.’


They felt their way across the wooden boards. The castle must be directly above them, blotted out by darkness and snow.


‘Stay here,’ said Vallon, and disappeared.


The river wouldn’t settle on an even note. Each splash and gurgle strung Hero’s nerves tighter. The snow had fattened into flakes. A thread of ice-water trickled down his spine. He sagged over the mule’s neck and groaned. This was punishment for pride, he decided, recalling how he’d ridden out from Salerno convinced that he was destined to witness a thousand wonders to impress his fellow scholars when he returned home.


Home. Longing clogged his throat. He saw the white house above the busy harbour. He hovered above it like a ghost, looking in at his careworn mother and his five sisters. The Five Furies he used to call them, but what he would give to be back in their company. There they were, chattering like starlings and applying make-up until Theodora, the youngest and least cruel, said, peering into the polished brass mirror, ‘I wonder where our dear Hero is.’


He gulped on his heartsickness.


‘Not so loud,’ Vallon hissed at his side. ‘We’re within bowshot of the walls and there are watchmen above the gate.’


‘What will we do?’


‘Tell me what Sir Walter looks like. Come on.’


Hero gathered his wits. ‘Master Cosmas said that he was handsome and had an engaging wit.’


‘You mentioned a younger brother.’


‘Richard, a weakling.’


Vallon brooded for a while. ‘Well, we accomplish nothing by standing here.’ He stepped forward a pace and cupped his hands around his mouth. ‘Peace! Two travellers carrying urgent news for Count Olbec.’


Shouts of alarm overhead and the hiss of an arrow flying wild. A horn blared and a bell began to clang. When it stopped, Hero heard the distant counterpoint of cushioned hoofbeats.


He wrenched the mule around. ‘Mount up. We still have time to reach the trees.’


Vallon dragged him to earth. ‘They’ll follow our trail. Stand close and hide your fear. Normans despise weakness.’


More shouts. The gate grated open and cavalry bearing torches crashed out.


Hero crossed himself. Vallon gripped his arm.


‘Leave the talking to me. One wrong answer and we could end up twisting in the wind like that poor soul on the hill.’


I won’t flinch, Hero vowed. I’ll face death as bravely as noble Archimedes.


The squadron descended on them like a machine welded by flames, the torches roaring in the wind of their passing. The horses’ armoured heads swung like hammers; the concussion of hooves shivered Hero’s chest. They were going to ride over him. Pound him into a smear of gristle.


He whimpered and covered his eyes.


The charge stopped so close that he could feel the horses’ snorting breath on his face. When the anticipated blow didn’t fall, he peered between his fingers to find himself walled in by a picket of swords with flames dancing along their blades.


A face thrust forward, hot eyes glinting each side of beaked iron.


‘Take his sword.’


One of the soldiers vaulted from his horse and advanced on Vallon. Hero held his breath. He knew that the sword was sacred. Each night, no matter how hard the day’s journey had been, Vallon carefully polished it with oil and Tripoli powder. Surely he wouldn’t surrender it without resistance.


Vallon didn’t even glance round as the soldier drew the weapon and handed it over. The leader held the watered steel blade to the light. ‘Where did you obtain a sword of this quality?’


‘From a Moor outside the walls of Zaragoza.’


‘Stole it, I warrant.’


‘After a fashion. I had to kill him before he consented to part with it.’


The beaked face craned forward again.


‘There’s a curfew. You know the penalty for breaking it.’


‘My business with Count Olbec is too important to brook delay. I’d be obliged if you’d take me to your lord.’


The Norman braced one foot against Vallon’s shoulder. ‘My father’s drunk. I’m Drogo, his son. You can state your business to me.’


Hero’s stomach churned. Drogo? Master Cosmas hadn’t mentioned any Drogo.


Vallon patted his chest. ‘I’ve been burdened with it since last summer. It will keep for one more night.’


Drogo straightened his leg, shoving Vallon back. ‘You’ll tell me now or I’ll string the pair of you up by the balls.’


Hero’s testicles leaped. It wasn’t an empty threat. In York, three days ago, he’d seen a howling man separated from the parts that should have given him most pleasure.


‘Your brother’s alive!’ he squeaked.


Drogo waved down the murmur of astonishment. ‘The rogue’s lying and I’ll flay anyone who repeats the falsehood.’ His tongue flickered. ‘There may be more of them. Fulk, Drax, Roussel – stay with me. The rest of you, cross the river and spread out. They’re probably hiding in the woods. Don’t return until you’ve found them.’


He waited until the riders had been absorbed by the snow, then spurred in a circle around the travellers.


‘My brother’s dead. He died fighting under the Emperor’s banner at Manzikert.’


Hero filched a look at Vallon.


‘A false report,’ said the Frank. ‘I visited Sir Walter two weeks after the battle. He’s in good health. He took a blow to the head in the fighting, but suffered no lasting injury.’


‘I don’t believe you.’


‘Do you think I’d waste half a year carrying a lie to this dismal frontier?’


Drogo angled his sword under Vallon’s chin. ‘Give me proof.’


‘Before the proper audience.’


Drogo drew back his sword. ‘I’ll send you to the rightful audience.’


‘Inside the saddlepack,’ Hero blurted. ‘Ransom terms.’


The soldiers ransacked their goods. One of them found the seal ring and passed it to Drogo.


‘Where did you steal this?’


‘Your brother gave it to me.’


‘Liar. You cut it from his dead hand.’


A soldier held up the documents. Drogo crammed them under his surcoat. He hooked the astrolabe on the tip of his sword. ‘Devil’s baubles,’ he said, flicking it away.


A soldier tried to wrench the ring off Vallon’s hand. When it wouldn’t budge, he drew his knife.


‘Wait,’ Drogo said, and hunched forward. ‘What do they call you? What’s your profession?’


‘Vallon, a Frank who fought with Norman mercenaries in Anatolia. And this is my servant, Hero, a Greek from Sicily.’


‘How did you save your skin, Frank?’


‘I was on a reconnaissance to the north when the Seljuks attacked. No one knew they were so close. After the disaster, word reached us that they wanted men to negotiate ransoms for the prisoners. I went out of Christian duty.’


Drogo snorted. ‘Describe my brother.’


‘Fair, well made. His quick wit has made him a favourite at the Emir’s court.’


Drogo breathed in through his nose. Far away and lonely came the faint note of a bugle. Drogo twisted in his saddle as if alerted by another sound, but Hero knew there was no other sound – only the creaking of leather and the sputtering of torches and the thumping of his heart. Snow was collecting between the links of Drogo’s mail and Hero knew what he was thinking. They were hidden from mortal sight. This circle in the night was the place where they would die.


‘Take them across the river and kill them. I’ll stay here with the horses. When the others return, tell them you cut down the foreigners as they tried to escape.’


Two of the soldiers prodded Vallon forward at swordpoint. The one called Drax grasped Hero by his neck and began hustling him over the bridge.


‘And fetch me that ring,’ Drogo bellowed.


Why hadn’t Vallon heeded his warning? Hero agonised as he stumbled after his master. It had been an act of suicide to go barging into the castle at night.


He was halfway across the bridge when a wordless shout ahead of him made Drax stop and tighten his grip. All Hero could see were the torches carried by Vallon’s escort swinging in the snow-filled night. One of them fell and fizzled out. Hero heard a succession of cryptic thumps and exclamations, the clash of metal, a cry of pain and then a faint splash. A moment later the other torch died, leaving everything on the far bank a mystery.


Drax shook Hero. ‘Move and you’re dead.’ He released his hold and raised his sword and torch, making futile fanning movements to clear his vision. ‘Fulk? Roussel?’


Someone moaned.


‘Fulk, is that you? For Christ’s sake, answer.’


‘I think my wrist’s broken.’


‘Where’s Roussel?’


‘The Frank has my sword across his throat.’


‘Oh, shit!’


‘What’s going on?’ Drogo shouted.


Drax turned his head. Hero heard him swallow. ‘The Frank must have broken free and seized Fulk’s sword.’


Vallon’s voice carried from the void. ‘Drogo, I have your men at my mercy. Release my servant.’


‘Do nothing without my order,’ Drogo roared. The bridge began to tremble, a seismic forewarning of his rage. Hero shrank aside as he swept past. When he reached the other side, he stood in his stirrups and held his torch high. By its puny light Hero saw Vallon armed with a sword, holding Roussel in a necklock, Fulk doubled over, nursing one hand under his shoulder.


‘It wasn’t my fault,’ he groaned. ‘Roussel slipped and barged into me. The Frank took advantage of the—’


‘Silence! I’ll deal with you poltroon idiots later.’ Drogo spurred his horse towards Vallon. ‘As for you …’


Vallon retreated, using Roussel as a shield. ‘We have no quarrel.’


‘No quarrel?’ The gulf between this statement and the enormity of Drogo’s wrath rendered him speechless. When Drogo found his voice, it came from a different register, guttural, as if thickened by blood. ‘I’ll make you repeat those words when I’m standing with my foot on your neck.’


Vallon shoved his hostage away and took guard. Encumbered by torch, sword and shield, Drogo had to guide his horse with his knees. He circled one way, then the other, the snow falling so thickly that Hero could only make out fitful shapes.


‘You’d better dismount,’ Vallon said. ‘You can’t fight with your hands full.’


Drogo acknowledged his handicap. ‘Drax, get up here with your light.’


Drax cursed and dragged Hero forward. Drogo backed up to him and leaned to hand him his torch.


‘Sir, I can guard the prisoner or hold the torches, but I can’t do both.’


Drogo kicked out. ‘God’s veins, am I entirely surrounded by cretins? Cut his throat.’


Drax eyed Hero, shaking his head, then brought his sword up.


‘Stay your hand,’ Vallon said. ‘Here come more lights.’


Hero risked a backward look. A glow approaching through the snow resolved itself into several bobbing torches.


‘Let them come,’ Drogo snarled. ‘There’s no need for concealment now. Assault on a Norman is a capital crime. The more witnesses the better.’


‘Including your mother?’ Vallon said.


‘My mother? What about my mother?’


Vallon relaxed his stance. ‘I think she’s about to join us.’


Five riders filed past Hero. Four were soldiers, the last a small shape muffled from head to toe. Drogo swore under his breath.


‘What’s the cause of the alarm?’ the woman demanded. ‘Who is that man? What’s happening here?’


Drogo rode towards her. ‘My lady, you shouldn’t be out in such foul weather. You’ll catch a flux.’


‘Answer my question.’


‘They’re thieves. Foreign fly-by-nights with stolen relics.’


‘Ransom terms for your son,’ Vallon said.


‘A forgery. As soon as I challenged him for proof, he made a bolt for it. He injured Fulk and robbed him of his sword. Look there if you don’t believe me.’


‘Show me the documents.’


‘My lady, false hopes will only aggravate old wounds. I have too much respect for your grief to allow scum to—’


‘I’ll nurse my sorrows. You will attend your father. Now give me the documents.’


Drogo slapped the packet into her hand.


‘If any harm comes to these strangers, you’ll answer to the Count.’ She drifted back into the snow. ‘Don’t keep him waiting. You know what he’s like when he’s taken drink.’


Drogo rammed his sword into its scabbard and rode back towards Vallon. He looked down on the Frank, breathing heavily, then swung a mailed arm into his face with a force that sent Vallon sprawling.


‘Don’t imagine it’s over between us.’


Vallon picked himself up. He spat blood, wiped his mouth and gave a wolfish grin. ‘I see where you get your temper from.’


Drogo regarded him with naked hatred. ‘Lady Margaret’s no blood relative of mine.’ He raked his spurs down his horse’s flanks. ‘And nor is Walter.’




IV


Stumbling across the bailey at swordpoint, Hero glimpsed men dishevelled by sleep peering from the doorway of the great hall. Then his escort prodded him through another gate and up the castle mound to a stairway at the base of the keep. Beasts lowed behind its wooden walls. So this is where my journey of discovery ends, he thought. At a glorified cowshed.


A knee shunted him up the steps. He climbed blind through the snow. Hands shoved him into a chamber. The door slammed behind him. He gasped for breath and wiped snow from his eyes. At the far end of the room, vaguely lit by tapers stuck into wall sconces, a group of figures waited in front of a tapestry screen. At their centre a burly man with a round, cropped head leaned his weight on a stick and pushed up from his seat. Hero winced. A hideous scar running from temple to jaw bisected the man’s face into two misaligned halves – the mouth askew, one eye fixed in a bolting stare, the other narrowed in a drowsy squint.


Lady Margaret sat beside him fidgeting with Sir Walter’s seal ring, her mouth compressed into a determined little bud that belied her girlish figure. A priest with pouchy cheeks shuffled attendance, one hand clutching the documents, the other fiddling with a crucifix. Behind them stood another man, his face blotched by shadow.


Drogo strode past, pulling off his helmet to reveal a meaty face wealed by the imprint of cold metal. His eyes, glittering under pale lashes, projected fury but also bafflement, as if events had a habit of slipping out of his control. Even when he stopped before his father, he couldn’t stay still, tapping his feet, slapping his sword hilt. He was an engine lacking a brake.


‘My lord, I intended bringing you these men as soon as I’d finished questioning them.’


Olbec waved him down, his lop-sided stare fixed on Vallon. ‘You say Sir Walter lives.’ The two sides of his mouth moved slightly out of phase.


‘He’s alive, well-fed, warmly clothed, comfortably housed.’ Vallon stroked his cloak, which by now resembled rat more than sable. ‘Given the choice, I’d change places with him this moment.’


Margaret clapped her hands. ‘Bring food. Prepare their quarters.’


Hero collapsed onto a bench shoved behind his knees. Olbec lowered himself onto his seat with a pained grunt, one leg sticking straight out. Vallon and Drogo remained standing. Hero saw that the face of the man in the background wasn’t masked by a trick of light, but by a dark blemish. This must be Richard, the weakling son.


Servants brought tepid broth and coarse bread. Hero wolfed it down. When he’d scoured his bowl, Vallon was still sipping from his. Olbec fumed at the delay and shot forward as soon as Vallon laid the vessel aside.


‘Now then. A full account.’


Vallon rinsed his hands in a fingerbowl. ‘Not until your son returns our property and apologises for his churlishness.’


Drogo sprang at Vallon.


‘Stop!’


Olbec’s out-thrust head resembled a disfigured tortoise. ‘You crept into my domain by night. This border is infested with Scottish brigands and English rebels. You should thank God Drogo didn’t cut you down on the spot.’


‘And so should you. If he had, Sir Walter would be dead by autumn.’


‘You’ll have your possessions,’ Margaret cried, pulling her husband back. ‘Where’s my son held?’


‘When I left him, he was lodged at a civilised establishment a week’s ride east of Constantinople.’


‘Civilised?’ Olbec spluttered. ‘The Turks aren’t members of Adam’s race. They’ll roast their own babies rather than go without a meal. When they wreck a city, they rebuild its walls with the skulls of its defenders.’


‘Stories they spread to demoralise their enemies. It’s true that the common soldiers have no more use for civilisation than a wolf has for a sheep pen. But their masters have won an empire and know that to hold it they must rule rather than ravage. For that reason they employ Persian and Arab administrators.’ Vallon nodded towards the priest. ‘One of them set down the terms for your son’s release.’


Olbec swung round. ‘You dumb dog. How much longer do you need?’


The priest groaned. ‘If only the scribe had been a more learned man.’


‘It’s as I said,’ Drogo snapped. ‘The documents are forgeries.’


Vallon plucked the manuscript from the priest and gave it to Hero. ‘No frills.’


Hero rose. His hands trembled. He opened his mouth and emitted a pathetic squeak. He cleared his throat and tried again.


‘“Greetings noble lord, and the mercy of God be with you. Know that Suleyman ibn Kutalmish, Defender of Islam, Strong Hand of the Commander of the Faithful, Emir of Rum, Marquis of the Horizons, Victorious Captain in the Army of the Valiant Lion, Right Hand of—”’


Olbec hammered his stick on the floor. Spittle flew. ‘I don’t want to hear this heathen bullshit. Get to the meat.’


‘My lord, the Emir pledges to release Sir Walter in exchange for the following indemnities: “Item. One thousand gold nomismata or their equal by weight.”’


‘What in hell’s name are nomismata?’


‘Byzantine coins, my lord. Seventy-two nomismata make one Roman pound, which is the equivalent of twelve English troy ounces, making a total of sixty-nine pounds.’


Olbec gripped his knees.


‘“Item. Ten pounds of finest Baltic amber. Item. Six bolts of …”’ Hero’s voice trailed away. Olbec’s face had knotted in the fixity of a man straining to shift a turd the size and shape of a brick.


Drogo sniggered. ‘It seems that Walter hasn’t lost his talent for exaggeration.’


The scar down Olbec’s face thickened into a livid rope. ‘Sixty-nine pounds of gold! My estate isn’t worth a twentieth that much. God knows, King William himself would struggle to raise such a sum.’


‘And,’ Drogo pointed out, ‘His Majesty won’t drain the exchequer to ransom a knight who fought for heretics while the King’s loyal vassals were advancing William’s cause in England.’


Margaret darted a vicious glance at him. ‘You want Walter dead.’


‘He shames our name. By God, if I’d been at that battle, I’d have cut my throat rather than let myself be taken by barbarians who suck from their horses’ teats.’


‘My son’s as good as dead,’ Margaret wailed.


‘There’s an alternative,’ said Hero.


They leaned forward again.


Hero was beginning to enjoy being the centre of attention. ‘Outside warfare, the Emir’s chief delights are hawking and hunting. He prides himself on possessing the finest falcons in Islam. He’ll set aside the previous demands in exchange for two matched casts of gyrfalcons, each one as white as a virgin’s breasts or the first snows of winter.’


Lady Margaret broke the imaginative silence. ‘What’s a gyrfalcon?’


‘The largest, rarest and most noble of hawks. They’re variable in plumage, ranging from charcoal-black to purest white. The palest and therefore the most valuable live at the world’s northernmost end, in Hyperborea, on the islands of Iceland and Greenland. The Portuguese call them letrados because their markings resemble the letters of a manuscript. To the Byzantines, they are known as—’


Vallon kicked him. ‘What my servant means is that four white falcons will secure your son’s liberty.’


Olbec brightened cautiously. ‘Four falcons doesn’t sound too steep. How much do they cost?’


‘The finest specimens fetch as much as two good war-horses.’


Olbec winced. ‘Well, that’s a price worth paying for my lady’s happiness.’


‘The price will be much higher than that,’ Drogo said. He menaced Hero with a smile. ‘Tell us, Greek, how we lay our hands on four gyrfalcons as white as virgins’ breasts that live at the world’s end?’


‘Sir, some fly south to escape the winter and are trapped on a plain in Norway. The Norwegian king reserves them as gifts for his fellow monarchs.’


‘Then I’ll petition William to request a royal gift.’ Olbec rubbed his hands. ‘That’s settled.’


Margaret, staring at Hero, plucked at her husband’s sleeve. ‘I see a “but” in his eyes.’


Olbec saw it too. His smile died. ‘What’s the problem? Are we at war with Norway?’


Vallon stepped in. ‘The falcons aren’t trapped until October. That will be too late. The Emir has a wager with a rival lord to settle who possesses the finest hawk. They’ve agreed a trial this autumn.’


‘And if they don’t reach him in time?’


‘I imagine your son will be sold as a slave. Since the Emir is well disposed towards him, he’ll probably let him keep his balls.’


Margaret swooned. Olbec caught her. She squirmed to face him. ‘We must send our own expedition to these islands.’


‘I don’t even know where they are.’


‘Iceland is a week’s voyage from north Britain,’ Hero said. ‘Greenland lies another week’s passage to the north-west.’


‘They must trade with civilised lands,’ Margaret insisted.


‘Yes, my lady. Each summer a merchant fleet leaves Norway for Iceland, returning before the autumn storms. Gyrfalcons are usually included in the cargo.’


‘There’s the solution,’ Margaret cried.


‘And how will the falcons be carried to Anatolia?’ Drogo demanded.


Margaret pointed at Vallon. ‘The same route this man travelled.’


‘It’s taken him half a year to bring us a piece of parchment. Imagine how much longer it will take to transport falcons overland to Anatolia.’


‘There’s an alternative route,’ Hero said. ‘Your blood-ancestors, the Norsemen, discovered it. It’s called the Road to the Greeks.’


Olbec waved his hand. ‘Go on.’


‘From Norway the falcons would be shipped up the Baltic Sea to Novgorod, a northern trade centre in the Land of the Rus. Then, by a series of portages, they would be transported south to Kiev. At the Russian capital they would be consigned to one of the merchant fleets that voyage down the Dnieper to the Black Sea. Having reached the coast, they would be taken by ship to Constantinople.’ Hero saw that he’d lost his audience. ‘From there,’ he said on a dying note, ‘they would complete the journey into Anatolia.’


Nobody spoke. Hero sensed their imaginations spreading out like ripples beyond the horizons of their understanding. Iceland. Greenland. Rus. The Black Sea. Mysterious city-states with outlandish names scattered to the four corners of the world. Even Drogo had been stunned into silence.


‘The voyage can be completed in three months,’ Hero added. ‘So I’m told.’


Lady Margaret pointed at Vallon. ‘Do you know this route?’


‘Only at second-hand. In Castile I heard an account of its perils from an ancient Viking who’d made the journey fifty years earlier. He set out from Novgorod with more than forty companions, all battle-hardened warriors. They were transporting a cargo of slaves. Within days they found themselves caught up in wars between rival Russian princes. They lost a ship and its crew before they reached the capital. South of Kiev the river plunges into a series of cataracts. The old Viking told me their names. He called one the Gulper, another the Echoer, a third the Insatiable. The torrents claimed the lives of another six men. Once the Vikings reached calm water, they found themselves in territory overrun by savage nomads. Day after day they fought running battles with horse archers. Of the forty Vikings who left Novgorod, eleven reached the Black Sea. And none of their cargo survived.’ Vallon shrugged. ‘Fortune was no friend of that Viking. A few months later Moorish pirates captured him.’


‘That was fifty years ago,’ Margaret said in a small voice. ‘Perhaps conditions have improved.’


‘It’s not only the dangers,’ Olbec groaned. ‘Think of the cost.’


‘We can borrow from the moneylenders in York.’


‘We burned York two winters ago,’ Drogo pointed out.


‘Lincoln, then, or London. Paris, Milan, if necessary. I don’t care!’ Margaret squeezed her temples.


‘My lady, a loan would be secured against our property, movable and immovable,’ said Olbec. ‘We could forfeit our estate.’


Margaret rounded on the Count. ‘And I could lose my son. I implore you, rescue him. If you don’t, I’ll return to Normandy and enter a nunnery.’ She clutched her throat. ‘No, I’ll swallow poison. I couldn’t live knowing that my family had done nothing to save my first-born.’


Olbec knuckled his eyes. ‘Even if we could raise the finance, who would man the expedition? Who would lead it? I’m too broken-down to make such a journey and Drogo’s services are pledged to William for the Scottish campaign.’


Margaret had no answer to that.


Vallon caught Hero’s eye. ‘It’s clear that you won’t settle this matter tonight,’ he told Olbec. ‘Our part’s done. By your leave, we’ll take our rest.’


Drogo blocked him. ‘I’m not done with you.’


‘Let them retire,’ Olbec ordered.


‘He’s a mercenary. He didn’t journey here out of love for Walter.’


‘You’re right,’ Vallon said. ‘Your brother swore that my labours would be handsomely rewarded. He boasted of his rich inheritance.’ Vallon’s gaze wandered over the stark wooden walls. ‘If I’d known the truth, I’d have left him to rot.’


Olbec struggled to his feet. ‘You deserve a reward, but you’ve heard how things stand. Listen, I know a good fighting man when I see one. Ride with us on the Scottish campaign. Prizes will be won in the north, and I swear that a generous share of the spoils will go to you.’


Vallon inclined his head. ‘You flatter me, but this climate makes my sword arm stiff and slow. I’ll follow the wind as soon as it turns south.’


Olbec subsided in grumpy resignation. ‘Then all I can give you is my thanks and a safe conduct.’


Vallon bowed.


Drogo barged against him. ‘I’ll escort you myself.’


*


‘Don’t blame you for turning down the old man,’ said the man-at-arms who guided them out. ‘You think Northumbria is bad, but Scotland – what a shithole. The natives eat the same food as their horses and live in hovels I wouldn’t put a pig—’


‘Drogo and Walter are stepbrothers,’ Vallon cut in.


The man-at-arms chuckled. ‘Sounds like Sir Walter forgot to tell you.’


‘Yes,’ said Vallon with fake resentment. ‘He claimed he was the sole heir.’


‘Right, it’s like this. Drogo’s the eldest son of the Count’s first wife, a farm girl from the next village. She died giving birth to Richard. Reckon she took one look at his face and lost the will to live. Lady Margaret had been married, too. Widowed at fourteen, when she was still carrying Walter. Much classier breed. Her family holds land near Evreux. But here’s the strange thing. Walter and Drogo were born on the same day. Sort of twins.’


‘And rivals.’


‘Been fighting since they began to crawl. Would have killed one another by now if Lady Margaret hadn’t persuaded Walter to go abroad.’ The man-at-arms laughed. ‘So golden boy’s alive. Doesn’t surprise me. Could talk his way out of hell, that one. But you don’t need me to tell you how smooth-tongued he can be. Here we are,’ he said, pushing open a shed door with a mock flourish. ‘The guest suite.’


Clean rushes carpeted the floor. A basin of water steamed on a brazier. Clothes had been laid out on two sleeping platforms.


The man-at-arms lounged against the door. ‘You didn’t say where you were from.’


‘Aquitaine,’ Vallon said, steering him out. ‘Nowhere you would have heard of.’


Hero collapsed on to his bed. There wasn’t a bone or muscle in his body that didn’t cry out for relief. Through sticky eyes he watched Vallon strip off and wash himself. Where his clothes had protected him from the weather, his body was as white as a peeled stick. Hero had a vision of the warriors carved in stone on the walls of Salerno cathedral.


Vallon shook him awake. ‘Did you foul yourself when the Normans charged?’


Hero’s response was slurred. ‘No, sir.’


‘Even so, you’re filthy. Wash yourself. You’ll feel better for it.’


Hero hobbled over to the brazier.


Vallon yawned. ‘Drogo’s going to be a problem.’


Hero shuddered. ‘He’s a wild beast.’


Vallon laughed. ‘Born with wasps in his hair and a wolf at his throat. Still, put yourself in his skin. We’ve brought him the worst news imaginable.’


Hero turned. Vallon lay on his back, his sword by his side.


‘Sir, considering that he has us at his mercy, you seem remarkably unconcerned.’


Vallon didn’t answer for a moment. ‘Lady Margaret’s a determined lady, wouldn’t you say?’


‘Yes, sir. How did you know she was in the party that came to our rescue?’


‘Because I wrote giving warning of our arrival.’


Stung that Vallon hadn’t told him, Hero risked a criticism. ‘You took too great a risk, sir. You should have waited in Durham until she sent for us.’


‘I wasn’t sure how much influence Drogo wielded. Suppose we’d waited and Drogo had turned up to escort us. He would have returned to the castle with sad news – an ambush on a lonely road, the foreigners slain … ’ Vallon waved a hand.


Hero toppled back on to his bed. He was so tired that at first he missed the significance of what Vallon had said. He jerked upright. ‘You knew about Drogo, too?’


‘I made enquiries about the family in London. I’m not so foolhardy as to rush into the unknown.’


Hero crossed his arms over his chest. His mouth set in a resentful line.


Vallon’s head rolled to face him. ‘I didn’t want to burden you with more fears than you already carry.’


‘Thank you for your consideration,’ Hero said in a tight voice.


Vallon smiled. ‘If it’s any consolation, you’ve acquitted yourself better than I expected. To tell the truth, I never thought you’d get as far as the Channel.’


Hero’s lip trembled at this double-sided compliment. ‘Then you’re not angry with me.’


‘Angry for what?’


‘For leading you on this vile and unprofitable enterprise.’


‘You didn’t lead me anywhere,’ Vallon said. He reached for the lamp and nipped out the flame. ‘If anyone’s to blame, it’s that one-eyed magus we buried in the Alps.’



V


Wayland drew back the wattle shutter and watched the foreigners walking towards the hall. Since their arrival, the snow had fallen without pause for two days. Now the sky was ablaze with stars and the strangers cast shadows as black as ink.


A bell rasped. On Wayland’s gloved left hand, tethered by leash and jesses, sat a goshawk with its eyelids stitched together. He’d trapped her four days ago in a net baited with a dove. She was a passager, still in her juvenile plumage, her buff chest streaked with umber barbs. After jessing her and seeling her eyes, Wayland had left her undisturbed until he judged from the sharpness of her breastbone that she was keen enough to be handled. Since he had picked her up yesterday evening she hadn’t left his fist. She wouldn’t sleep until she ate. Until she ate, he wouldn’t get any sleep.


When the strangers disappeared into the hall, Wayland closed the shutter and turned. The arena for this battle of wills was a mews of riven oak lit by a single lamp. Behind a canvas drape at the opposite end, two peregrines – falcon and tiercel – dozed like small idols on a beam perch. Wayland began to pace the earth floor, four steps forward, four steps back. A brindled hound lying by his pallet tracked his movements with sleepy eyes. The dog was enormous, heavier than most full-grown men. Part mastiff, part greyhound, part wolf, its bloodline went back to the Celtic warhounds prized by Britain’s Roman invaders.


As he patrolled, Wayland drew a fillet of pigeon breast across the goshawk’s feet. She ignored it. She couldn’t see and had no sense of smell. The food was merely an irritant. Wayland stroked her back and shoulders with a quill. She didn’t react to that, either. Pinching her long middle toe provoked a feeble hiss – nothing like the outraged gasps that had greeted the lightest touch when he caught her. He knew she was ready to eat. Some hawks fed the first night, most refused for a day or two, but only once had Wayland found a hawk that would rather starve than submit. That had been a goshawk, too – a haggard so old that its eyes had darkened to the colour of pigeon’s blood. It had spent a day and a night thrashing upside down from his glove before he cut its jesses and cast it back into the wild.


Wayland was less focused on his task than he should have been. The garrison was buzzing with stories about the strangers. A mysterious Frankish veteran of far-off wars had broken Fulk’s wrist and held a sword against Roussel’s throat. And got away with it! His servant – his catamite said some – was an astrologer who spoke every known tongue and carried medicines blessed by the Pope. Wayland was desperate to get a closer look at them, but he couldn’t leave the hut until he’d manned the hawk. Deciding to force the pace, he pulled the hawk’s right leg down with thumb and forefinger, applying pressure until she snaked her head at his hand. Her beak closed on pigeon breast instead. She wrenched off a wedge, imagining she’d got her enemy, and flicked it away. But the taste lingered. She salivated and shifted into a more balanced stance. Wayland held his breath as she inflated her feathers, swelling as if building up to a violent sneeze. She roused with a furious rattle, flicked her tail, tightened her talons and bent her head.


The dog’s eyes opened. It lifted its craggy head, listening, then sprang up in one unconsidered movement. The commotion made the hawk bate so violently that the draught of her wings blew out the lamp. In the blackout Wayland couldn’t control her twisting and flapping. He opened the shutter and by the wash of starlight managed to scoop her back on to his fist and untwist her jesses. Mouth agape, chest heaving, she squatted on his glove like a spastic chicken. Wayland knew that the setback meant the loss of another night’s sleep, but he couldn’t set her down now. If he did, all the advances he’d made would be reversed, and he’d have to go through the whole tedious process from scratch. The dog, oblivious to his reproachful growl, threatened the door, its muzzle rucked back from canines the size of small tusks.


A fist banged. ‘You’re wanted in the hall. Quick!’


Wayland half-opened the door. Raul the German stood there, panting with urgency. Wayland pointed to the hawk, then at its perch.


‘Bring it with you.’


Wayland reached for the muzzle hanging from a peg. The dog was supposed to wear it whenever it left the hut.


Raul yanked his arm. ‘No time for that.’


Wayland followed him into the rigid night. His feet slithered in icy ruts. Constellations frozen in their orbits outlined the keep. The dog padded beside him, its shoulders on a level with his hips. The hawk, stupefied by the rush of sensations, crouched on his fist.


Raul glanced back excitedly. ‘They’re talking about an expedition to Norway. If they’re after falcons, they’ll need a falconer.’ He stopped. ‘This could be our chance.’


To escape, he meant. To go home. Raul was from the Saxony coast, the main breadwinner in a sprawling family who’d lost their farm in a North Sea flood. He’d gone abroad to seek his fortune and, after various misadventures on land and sea, had taken service with the Normans as a crossbowman. A bearded, barrel-chested stump of a man with a weakness for drink, women and sentimental songs, his discipline away from the battlefield was atrocious. Ten years older than Wayland, he’d attached himself to the tall English youth, although they had little in common beyond the fact that both were outsiders.


Wayland shifted him aside. When he reached the hall, the dog lay down by the entrance without being told. He went in.


‘Hey,’ Raul called. ‘If they’re looking for volunteers, put in a word for me.’


Most of the men in the high-beamed chamber were asleep. A few fuddled faces looked up from ale cups and dice games. Drogo’s voice carried through the screen separating the communal quarters from the Count’s receiving chamber.


‘Watch it,’ one of the soldiers said. ‘They’ve been arguing for hours. The old man’s pissed.’


Wayland parted the drapes. Olbec and Margaret were seated in X-frame armchairs placed on a dais. Drogo paced in front of them, his face like a scalded pig, punching the palm of one hand to drive home some point or other. The strangers had their backs to Wayland, the Frank slouched yet alert, the Sicilian braced in nervous concentration. Wayland spotted Richard sitting alone in a corner.


‘I admit it,’ Drogo said. ‘I don’t know a lot about falcons. Hawk -ing’s too namby-pamby for my taste. Where’s the risk, where’s the danger? But I know one thing. Hawks are prey to endless ailments. They die from the smallest slight. Tie a healthy falcon down in the evening and next morning you return to find a bundle of feathers. Buy a dozen gyrfalcons in Norway and you’d be lucky if a single bird survived the journey.’


Margaret jabbed Olbec. ‘Don’t listen to him. His opinion’s warped by malice.’


Drogo spread his arms in frustration. ‘For once, my lady, set aside your prejudices and consider the practicalities. What will you feed the hawks on during the journey?’


Spots of red highlighted Margaret’s cheeks. ‘Pigeons, seagulls, sheep, fish!’


Wayland had forgotten about the goshawk. Its emphatic rouse attracted everyone’s attention. Faces turned as the hawk took a tentative bite. The taste of flesh dissolved its fear. It began a ravenous assault on the pigeon, tearing off large chunks, gasping and wheezing to force them down.


Wayland had lived close to nature and judged everything by the degree of danger it posed. The Frank’s gaze, at once piercing and indifferent, showed him to be very dangerous indeed. The Sicilian was no threat at all. His bulging eyes made Wayland think of a startled hare.


‘The falconer,’ Olbec announced.


‘I expected an older man,’ Vallon said.


Olbec had perked up. ‘Well built, though, and he has a cunning way with animals. That goshawk, for example. Trapped only a few days ago and already feeding as freely as a pet dove. I swear the boy can bewitch animals.’ The Count slurped his ale. ‘If anyone can bring the gyrfalcons safe to their destination, it’s him.’


‘Does he know what a gyrfalcon is?’ Hero asked.


Drogo uttered a contemptuous laugh. ‘Even if he did, he can’t answer. He’s as mute as a stone.’


‘It’s true that he can’t speak,’ Olbec said. ‘Elves or divers stole his tongue when he lived wild in the forest. Walter caught him when he was hunting upriver. The hounds ran him to earth outside a cave. He was clad in skins and feathers, looked more like an animal than a Christian man.’


Hero’s eyes widened. ‘How long had he been living in the wilderness?’


‘God knows. Probably since birth.’


‘Suckled by wolves,’ Hero breathed. ‘Do you call him Romulus?’


‘Romulus? We call him Wayland because that was the name carved on a cross he wore around his neck. A Danish name, but the writing was in English. He had a dog with him. Ferocious brute, big as a bull-calf. Still got it. First-rate hunting hound. That beast’s dumb, too.’


Drogo turned on Hero. ‘Because he’d cut its voice strings so that it wouldn’t betray him when he was poaching our deer. If it had been me who’d caught him, he’d have lost more than his tongue.’


‘Why did Walter show charity?’ Hero asked, addressing Olbec.


‘Ah,’ Olbec said, relishing the tale. ‘Walter said it was like a scene from a fable. When he rode up, he expected to find a wolf at bay. But no, the hounds were seated in a circle around the boy. He’d charmed them.’


‘And that dog of his had torn out the throat of the lead hound. He should have been thrown to the pack.’ Drogo’s head whipped round. ‘You see? No matter how much you feed a wolf, it keeps staring back at the forest. By God, show me that face again and I’ll have you flogged.’


Wayland lowered his eyes. His heart pounded.


‘Look at me,’ Hero said. ‘Wayland, look at me.’


‘Do as you’re told,’ Olbec ordered.


Wayland slowly raised his head.


Hero frowned. ‘He can understand speech.’


Olbec belched. ‘There’d be no point wasting house space on him if he was deaf as well as dumb.’


‘Yes, but if he once had the gift of words, they would have been English or Danish. Yet he understands French, which he must have learned in your household.’


‘Where else?’


‘What I’m saying is that even though he can’t speak, he possesses the faculty for language.’


‘Who cares,’ Margaret snapped. ‘Tell him what he has to do.’


Olbec held out his cup for a refill. ‘Listen closely, young Wayland. Sir Walter, your master, is held prisoner by barbarians in a foreign land. You must repay his kindness by helping to secure his release. His jailer demands four falcons in return for his freedom. These falcons are larger, paler and more beautiful than any that you have seen. They dwell far to the north in a country of ice and fire, and their nature has been forged accordingly. Each year, a few of these paragons find their way to Norway. This summer you will join an expedition to that land, select the finest specimens, and care for them on their journey south.’


‘You’ll be responsible for their survival.’ Margaret added. ‘If they die, my son’s life is forfeit, and you’ll suffer the consequence.’


‘Don’t frighten the boy,’ Olbec said, patting her arm. He beckoned Wayland closer. ‘Imagine falcons so noble that only kings and emperors have title to them. White ones, as big as eagles. You’ll voyage further than most knights travel in a lifetime. On your return journey, you might even make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem.’ Olbec’s eyes swam. ‘By God, I wish I was going with you.’


Most of this had passed over Wayland’s head. He tried to imagine a white falcon as big as an eagle and produced a mental picture of a swan with a hooked beak and wings like the angels his mother had described.


Drogo clapped in mock applause. ‘What an excellent choice: a dumb falconer for a dumb enterprise. Now all we need is a crew to match. Oh yes, and a leader. I know,’ he said, pointing at the figure in the shadows, ‘why don’t we send Richard?’


‘I’d go. Anything to get away from here.’


‘We’ll commission an agent,’ said Margaret. ‘A merchant adventurer experienced in the northern trade.’


‘You’ll lose control the moment he sets sail. The chances are you’d never see him or our money again.’


‘Drogo’s right.’


It took Wayland a moment to work out that it was the Frank who’d spoken.


Vallon stood. ‘If breath were wind, by now you could have blown a fleet to Norway. But no ship leaves harbour without a captain. What kind of man are you looking for? He would have to be a man you trusted through and through. A man brave enough to cut through the known hazards and resourceful enough to navigate around perils as yet unseen. He would have to be a man who, if he couldn’t find a path, would make his own. You might find a man who has one of these qualities. You won’t find a man who has them all.’


Wayland sensed crosscurrents swirling about the chamber. Drogo cocked his head in puzzlement.


‘For a moment I thought you were proposing to take up the challenge.’


‘God forbid. I lack both the qualities and the incentive.’


Margaret slapped the arm of her chair. ‘He’s a stranger. His words carry no weight.’


But Vallon’s intervention had tilted the balance. Olbec rapped his stick on the floor. ‘I’d hazard my fortune if I was sure that it would secure Walter’s release, but it seems to me that we’d lose the one without gaining the other. No, my lady, I’ve reached my decision. I’ll send an ambassador to Anatolia and frankly state my position, offering a ransom more in keeping with our station. What do you think, Vallon? You know the Emir; you say he holds Walter in affection. Surely he’s open to reason.’


‘He’s a rational man. I’m sure he’d consider your offer carefully.’


Margaret shot out of her chair, her arms rigid by her side. Her eyes raked around the room. ‘Since none of you will help, I’ll make my own arrangements.’ Gathering up her skirts, she ran out of the chamber.


Drogo clasped Olbec’s hand. ‘Well said, Father. Too many times you’ve let your lady’s passions cloud your judgement.’


Olbec looked up at him with curdled eyes. ‘Not so clouded that I can’t divine your motives.’


The screen parted and a soldier rushed in.


‘What’s wrong?’ Drogo demanded.


‘Guilbert went outside for a piss. Didn’t see the dog in the snow. Next moment he’s flat on his back with that hellhound at his throat.’


Drogo turned on Wayland. ‘I warned you.’


Wayland stuck two fingers in his mouth and whistled. Nailed feet hammered on the floor and moments later the dog loped through the curtain like a creature out of myth or nightmare, its eyes sulphurous yellow, its steely hackles rimed with frost. When it saw Drogo’s threatening stance, its muzzle wrinkled in black corrugations. Wayland hissed. The dog made straight for him, lay down at his feet and began licking its paws.


Olbec held up his cup for another refill. ‘I’m not wrong, am I? The boy can enchant the beasts.’


*


Raul was waiting when Wayland left the hall. ‘Are they going to send an expedition?’ he demanded, trotting alongside. ‘Are you going on it? Is there a place for me?’


Wayland waved him away. There were too many things to think about. When Raul persisted, the dog rounded on him, grating its teeth in warning. Wayland went into his hut and Raul kicked the door behind him. ‘I thought we were friends.’


Wayland tied the goshawk to her perch and lay back on his pallet. He watched the hawk in the smoky light. She’d eaten most of the pigeon and her crop bulged. She stropped her beak on the perch, lifted one foot, extended her middle toe and delicately scratched her throat. The movement agitated the bell on one of her tail feathers. She twisted her head about to settle the contents of her crop. Her feathers relaxed and she drew one clenched foot up under a downy apron. She was asleep. Tomorrow he’d cut one stitch from each eyelid. In a week she would be feeding outdoors in daylight. Another three weeks and she would be flying free. He’d won.


Strange, Wayland thought, how quickly hunger and exhaustion mastered fear and hatred. He was neither jessed nor seeled, rarely went hungry, and could come and go as he pleased. Neither necessity nor affection bound him to the castle, yet at the end of each day, some weakness on his part made him turn his steps back towards the people he loathed. He fingered the cross at his neck. He would escape when spring came, he vowed. He would leave at the same time as the strangers, taking his own path. He blew out the lamp. Turning on his side, he grasped the dog’s ruff and wrapped it round his hand, unaware that he used to do the same with his mother’s hair.


The dog was his only tangible link with the past, a place he tried to block off. Sometimes, though, it erupted in dreams that woke him in a sweat of horror. And sometimes, like now, it rose up like a picture emerging from a dark pool.


His mother had sent him and his younger sister to gather mushrooms in the forest. He’d been fourteen, his sister ten, the dog just a clumsy overgrown pup. Three years had passed since King Harold’s defeat, but Wayland had seen his first Normans only in the last month. From a safe distance he’d watched the soldiers in their ringed armour supervising the construction of their castle on the Tyne.


The farm where he lived lay ten miles upriver, a few acres of clearing in a remnant of ancient wildwood cut by a deep ravine. There were seven in the family. His mother was English, his father a Danish freeman, the son of a Viking who’d sailed for England in the bodyguard of the great Cnut. Grandfather was still alive, a bedridden giant who called on the Norse gods and wore a Hammer of Thor amulet. Wayland had an older brother and sister, Thorkell and Hilda. His little sister was called Edith. At his mother’s insistence, all the children had been baptised, the girls taking English names, the boys Danish.


It was a good autumn for mushrooms. As Wayland picked, he could hear the rhythmic blows of his father’s axe, a sound as familiar as his heartbeat. When the basket was full, Edith said she wanted to look for a bear. Wayland knew there were no bears left in the forest. Grandfather had killed the last one himself and had one of its teeth to prove it. Wayland wasn’t convinced that the claim was true, but he liked the story and he often asked the old man to tell it. Grandpa told him other stories when his mother wasn’t around – thrilling, pagan tales about treacherous gods and monsters and the battle at the end of the world.


He found fresh deer slots and began following them to the river, the pup ranging ahead. They could hear water sliding down the ravine. The pup sat and tilted its head on one side, listening with such comic intensity that Edith laughed. The sound of the axe had stopped. Wayland thought he heard a cry. He waited for it to come again, but it didn’t. The dog whimpered.


Wayland sat his sister down under a tree and told her not to wander away or wolves would eat her up.


‘I’m not afraid of wolves. They only cross the river in winter.’


‘Trolls, then. Trolls live in the Pot.’


The Pot was the deepest pool in the ravine, a cauldron of black water walled in by dripping cliffs and overhung by trees that gripped the earth with roots like gnarled fingers. Edith looked towards it through the mossy gloom. She brushed at her cross. ‘Can the dog stay with me?’


‘You know he won’t leave my side. I’ll tell you what. While I’m gone, you can think of a name for him.’


‘I’ve already chosen one. It’s—’


‘Tell me when I get back,’ Wayland said, breaking into a run.


The pup thought it was a game and bounded ahead before crouching to spring up in mock ambush. Wayland began to feel a bit foolish. His mother would scold him for leaving Edith alone in the darkening wood.


As he approached the clearing he heard voices and the clinking of harness. He threw himself down, grabbed the pup by the scruff and wormed through the forest litter until he reached the treeline.


There was too much horror to take in at one glance. Two Norman soldiers held Hilda and his mother outside the house. Another pair had pinned his father face down over the chopping block. Thorkell lay on his back, his face a bloody mask. Then Wayland saw the mounted man at the far end of the clearing. He spurred his horse and charged, slashed down and half severed his father’s arm. Whooping, the rider galloped to the other end of the clearing, turned and pounded back. This time Wayland saw his father’s head roll off the stump and blood squirt from his neck.


His mother and sister were screaming. They were still screaming when the men dragged them into the house. Their screams grew muffled and then stopped. After a while the man who’d murdered his father came out, his face splattered with blood. He took a pitcher of water and poured it over his head. When he mounted his horse, he reeled in the saddle as if drunk. One by one the other men came out, tying up their breeches. Wayland prayed that his mother and sister would come out. After a while smoke coiled from the door. The killers didn’t leave. Flames began to lick up the thatch. The blaze grew and the Normans laughed and held out their hands to it. Even where Wayland lay he could feel the singeing gusts. The Normans left. One of them carried a deer carcass slung over his horse. Another was draped with live chickens. The others drove two cows, a horse and oxen before them.


Wayland ran towards the blaze. The heat frizzled his hair and blistered his face before it beat him back. He stood screaming as the roof dropped into the house and a ball of fire rolled into the sky. He watched the walls collapse and then he sank to the ground, his mind numbed by all he had seen.


He became aware of the dog pushing its head against his legs. His face and hands were scalded and peeling. He registered that it was dusk and remembered his sister. He tried to run, but his legs wouldn’t obey him. He reeled and tripped, staggered into trees.


The basket of mushrooms was still under the tree, but Edith was gone. He listened. There were only the sounds of the wood settling to rest. He called, softly at first, then louder. An owl shrieked. He found Edith’s trail wandering towards the gorge. The trees were thickest in this part of the wood, spreading twilight even on the sunniest days. The dog was too young and shocked to help. It sidled against him, getting under his feet, while he searched and called until it was too dark to see. He slid down with his back against a tree. A wind sprang up and rain began to spit. For a time he continued to call, his voice growing hoarse. Then he sat still, his eyes vacant, the dog pressed shivering against him as he relived one nightmare while anticipating the next.


In the dripping grey dawn he tracked his sister through a graveyard of windfallen giants along the edge of the ravine. Her trail stopped at a hole by the base of an old ash. For a moment he thought she might have fallen into an animal den. But when he peered down through the tangle of roots he saw water far below. Edith’s body floated into view, face down, turning in the current, her long blonde hair fanned about her. He climbed down and pulled her out, kissed her white face and held her tight against him. When he let go, he felt something wither and twist inside him. He removed her crucifix, threw back his head and howled at the gods or monsters that had inflicted such hideous cruelties.


From that day on he never spoke a word.



VI


It snowed again and then froze. For a week winter held the country in a deadlock. It froze so hard that shelves of ice formed on the river-banks and trees split at night with sharp cracks. Inside the great hall the garrison huddled around the hearth like corpses in a prehistoric burial chamber. Fresh food grew short. Men’s teeth wobbled in their gums. Every day Wayland and his dog went out to check traps and snares, traipsing through the ice-encased woods like figures in a woodcut. Sometimes Raul accompanied them, his crossbow slung over his back, a knife tucked into loops at the front of his fox fur hat.


A week before Lent the wind shifted in the night and the garrison woke to find winter in retreat. Plates of ice spun down the river. By evening it had spilled over its banks and carried away one of the bridges. Next morning Hero saw an uprooted tree surging down the torrent, a hare clinging to one end of the trunk, a fox facing it at the other end.


Three days later Hero entered the hut to find Vallon lying just as he’d left him, brooding over their confinement.


Hero cleared his throat. ‘The waters are starting to subside. In a day or two conditions will be good enough for travel.’


Vallon grunted.


Hero tried again. ‘Olbec’s announced a hunt for the day after tomorrow.’


‘It isn’t the hunting season.’


‘We need the meat. There’ll be a feast in the evening. Drogo wanted you to take the field with him.’


Vallon snorted. ‘We know what quarry he’s after.’


‘Have no fear. Lady Margaret insisted that you accompany her party.’


Vallon’s eyes turned. ‘Will the Count be with her?’


Hero shook his head. ‘His wounds make it too painful to ride. He’ll stay behind and organise the festivities.’


Vallon stared off pensively for a moment, then swung his legs to the floor. ‘Tell the lady I’d be honoured to attend her.’


Before cock’s crow Wayland, with two huntsmen and a forester, left the castle to quest for a stag with at least ten tines on his antlers. The huntsmen were accompanied by lymers – big, heavyset hounds with drooping jowls and doleful expressions. Their function was to locate the stag and track it in silence to its covert. The hunt breakfast was in full swing when one of the huntsmen returned to report that they’d harboured a hart of twelve in a wood beyond the Roman wall. Gravely he uncapped his horn and rolled fumets on to the table. Drogo and his comrades passed the deer droppings about, sniffed them, rolled them between their fingers, and agreed that they belonged to no rascal but a warrantable beast.


Hero watched the hunting party sally out. Ahead went the huntsmen, leading hounds leashed in couples. Drogo led the field and behind them rode the ladies, Margaret wrapped in furs and silks, Vallon at her side on a borrowed palfrey. His hair had been trimmed and fell in auburn waves to his shoulders. His bearing made Hero’s heart swell with pride. He waved and received a dignified acknowledgement. Last came the priest, borne along on an ox-drawn butcher’s cart, gripping the front rail like a mariner facing an oncoming storm.


The horses cantered away over the turf, throwing up green divots. Clouds sailed across a gentian sky. Snow still lay rotting in the shadows, but banks of primroses had flowered and from every thicket birds sang with pent-up energy. In the fields around the castle peasants followed the age-old rhythm of the plough. Hero closed his eyes, relishing the sun on his face, the smell of turned earth. Spring had arrived. The knot of dread in his guts relaxed. He felt an intense sense of well-being.


When the tableau had passed from sight, he returned to the guesthouse and laid out parchment and gall ink on the rough table. He dipped his quill and raised it like a wand, but the magic he expected to conjure wasn’t forthcoming. He knuckled his brow. He scratched his head. He sighed. Transferring thoughts onto parchment was no easy task. So many words to choose from, so many ways of arranging them. He sucked the end of his quill, trying to decide what rhetorical style was most appropriate for his subject.


The flame of creativity dwindled and died. He puffed out his cheeks, crossed his hands behind his head and stared at the roof. The day that had only a short while ago seemed full of promise now stretched into limbo. A bee droned through the door, bumbled around the room and flew back out. Hero looked vacantly through the sunlit doorway. After a while he became aware of the silence. He stood up, tiptoed to the entrance and peered in all directions. The bailey was empty except for two guards sunning themselves outside the gatehouse. He went back inside, lifted his medicine casket from beside his bed and carried it to the table. The lid was carved with floral designs. He raised it, placed one hand under it and pressed one of the carved flowers. The false bottom swung down and out slid the leather folder that Master Cosmas had pressed on him in his dying moments. He opened it. Inside were six manuscript pages. It was a letter – part of a letter – written in poor Greek on stained and creased sheets made, so Cosmas had told him, from pulverised hemp.


Hero’s heart had begun to beat fast.


Our Majesty John, by the grace of God and the might of our Lord Jesus, greets his brother ruler, the emperor of the Romans, wishing you health, prosperity and continued enjoyment of divine favour.


Our Excellency has been informed that reports of our greatness have reached you. If you wish to know the vastness of our power, then believe that our Majesty exceeds in might and riches all the kings of the earth. Only if you can count the stars of the heavens and the sands of the desert will you be able to measure the vastness of our realm. Our Magnificence rules the Three Indias and our lands extend from Greater India, where the body of our beloved St Thomas the Apostle rests – he who brought the gospel of Jesus to our realm – to Far India across the sea.


Hero turned the pages, skipping dozens of paragraphs describing in mind-boggling detail the wonders and amazements of this ruler’s territories.


As a devout Christian, the writer went on, it grieves us to hear that a great schism has opened between the Church in Rome and the Church in Constantinople. Surely it is Satan’s work that enmity and strife have broken out in Christendom at a time when she has never been more threatened. Noble brother, I beseech you to make peace with the father in Rome and set aside your differences so that you stand united against our common foes, the Arabs and Turks. Be assured you will not face them alone. Know that we are under vow to visit the sepulchre of our Lord Jesus with a great army, as befits the glory of our Majesty, to subdue and destroy the enemies of Christ, and to exalt his blessed name.


In token of our Christian friendship, I send you not gold or jewels – notwithstanding we possess treasures unequalled under heaven. Instead I send you riches for the soul, the true account of Jesus’s life and teachings, written by he who knew him best, he who alone possesses the hidden wisdom imparted by our Lord Saviour during …


A shadow slipped through the door. Hero looked up to register Richard’s presence. There was no time to hide the letter. Covering it with his blank sheet of parchment, he began to scrawl the first thing that came into his head.


Another wonder that Master Cosmas told me. In the year I was born a great fire appeared in the southern sky and burned so bright that it was no hardship to read outside at midnight. For ten years the light shone, gradually waning, and when it was gone that part of the heavens where it had blazed was filled with many stars that had not shone before.


Richard had sidled up and was leaning over in a way that Hero found intensely irritating. ‘What are you writing?’ the Norman asked from behind his hand.


‘An account of our journey. If you don’t mind, I require peace to pen my recollections.’


‘When your narrative reaches these parts, you should include a description of the wall built by Hadrian. Not far from here stand shrines and castles unchanged since Rome’s legions occupied them.’


‘That might be worth a visit,’ Hero conceded. ‘Perhaps I’ll go tomorrow.’


‘Not on your own. It’s too dangerous.’


Hero smiled condescendingly. ‘You’re speaking to a man who’s crossed the Alps.’


‘A month before you arrived, three scouts rode north and never returned. The Scots probably ate them.’


Hero went back to his manuscript, but found he’d lost the thread.


‘I’ll arrange an escort if you teach me the mystery of writing.’


‘It takes years of study.’


‘I would be a diligent student. I’d like to cultivate at least one talent.’


Hero put down his pen. ‘Show me your face. Come on. Don’t be shy.’


Richard lowered his hand, revealing a plum-coloured birthmark that stained one cheek from mouth to ear. His features were pale and pinched, but his eyes, Hero decided, held a spark of intelligence.


‘I’ve seen worse disfigurements.’


‘Is it a bargain?’


Hero gave a resigned sigh. ‘We begin with alpha-beta, the letters that form the bricks of language. First is alpha, from the Hebrew hieroglyph of an ox’s head, signifying “leader”.’


The light dimmed. A burly figure blocked the doorway. Richard jumped up, knocking over the inkpot.


‘Now look what you’ve done. Your hands are as clumsy as your wits.’


‘Get out,’ Olbec ordered, cuffing Richard as he scuttled past. ‘God, how could I have fathered such a maggot? Can’t handle a sword or lance. Can’t stay on a horse. Should have been drowned at birth.’ Olbec’s attention turned to Hero, who was frantically blotting the page. ‘Forget about that,’ he growled.


‘He’s ruined my only sheet.’


‘I might be able to help there,’ Olbec said. He straddled the bench and examined Hero like a peasant sizing up livestock. ‘A doctor, eh?’


‘Not yet licensed. I still have to complete my practical study, and then I intend to do a year’s anatomy course.’


‘How old are you?’


‘Nineteen this summer.’


‘Dear Lord, what I’d give to be nineteen again. Everything to look forward to – battles to fight, lands to win, women to bed.’


‘I’m not sure that my vocation leads me on such an heroic course. If you’d care to tell me what ails you. I understand that your wounds trouble you.’


Olbec glanced at the doorway.


‘Nothing you tell me will pass beyond these walls,’ said Hero. ‘My oath to Hippocrates binds me to confidentiality.’


Olbec prodded the Sicilian’s chest. ‘Forget Hippo-what’s-his-name. You’ll keep your trap shut because I’ll cut your heart out if you repeat one word.’ He went to the entrance, peered about, then pulled the door shut. ‘What opinion have you formed of my wife?’


‘A chaste and pious lady of impeccable morals,’ Hero said in a rush.


Olbec digested this character reference. ‘All those things, of course, but speaking man to man, I must tell you that my lady knows how to give and receive earthly pleasures.’


‘Piety and passion in perfect balance. You’re blessed, my lord.’


‘Not as much as I’d like to be. Margaret hasn’t spoken to me since the night I refused her plea for an expedition to Norway. Women wield silence as soldiers use a lance.’


‘I sympathise, sir. My sisters made my—’


‘Younger than me, of course. No problem there until I picked up this wound at Senlac. We were blade to blade with Harold’s shield wall. One of his house carls – big as a bear – swung at me with his axe. An inch closer and he’d have split me from crown to chops.’ Olbec massaged his groin. ‘A miracle he didn’t relieve me of my manhood.’


Spare me his intimate wounds, Hero prayed.


Olbec drummed on the table. ‘I’ll be plain. My wife wants another child. She’s young enough and – well, she fears for the succession.’


‘But you have three sons.’


‘Walter’s a hostage, Richard’s a milksop, and Drogo has too much red choler for his own good.’ Olbec hesitated. ‘Last Christmas a Scottish witch came begging at the castle gate. In return for a sop she told my lady’s fortune. The ungrateful hag prophesied that only one of Lady Margaret’s menfolk would be alive to celebrate Christ’s next birthday. Superstitious rubbish, of course, but you know what women are like. Or you soon will,’ he added on a glum note. ‘Anyway, the problem is … the problem is …’


‘You fail to rise to the occasion,’ Hero prompted.


A squall crossed Olbec’s face. Then he laughed. ‘You might look like a frightened frog, but you’re not stupid.’


‘I recommend rest and sweet wine. I’ve heard that mead’s a good aphrodisiac.’


‘Drink it by the bucketful. Tastes like sweetened horse piss and has about the same effect.’


‘Perhaps if you drank less.’


‘Arabs,’ Olbec said, taking a veer. ‘You have them in Sicily. I’ve heard they’re a virile race.’


‘As are you Normans.’


‘Except the Arabs use potions.’


‘Their pharmaceutical skills are more advanced than ours,’ Hero admitted. ‘They have many potions. There’s one efficacious compound that they apply to their feet.’


‘Feet? Who’s talking about feet? It’s not my feet that let me down.’


‘No, sir. You refer to your membranus lignae. Your staff of manhood.’


‘If you mean my prick, we’re speaking a common language.’


‘Indeed.’


‘Right. Here’s the deal. Prepare a potion that will make me delight my lady and I’ll give you enough parchment to write the gospels.’


‘But I don’t have the necessary ingredients.’


‘I’ve told the quartermaster to give you everything you need.’


Hero could imagine what manner of things lay mouldering in the castle’s apothecary. Newts, nail parings, withered sheep’s foetuses …


‘Well, what do you say?’


Hero nodded dumbly.


‘Good,’ Olbec said, pushing himself up.


When Hero examined the contents of his pharmacopoeia, he found plenty of medicines to soothe the senses, but nothing to inflame them. He clasped his head and groaned.


The quartermaster was a surly tyrant, the remote but undisputed ruler of the kitchen annexe, his presence signalled by snarls and obscenities and the frequent yelps of his unfortunate scullions. He eyed Hero over the counter with outright hostility.


‘What’s this about? What’s the boss after?’


Hero made his first demand modest. ‘Honey.’


With ill grace, the quartermaster produced a pot and banged it down.


‘Also, some pepper and ginger.’


The quartermaster recoiled like a mother accosted by a baby-snatcher. ‘You’re not having my pepper. Do you know how much it costs?’


‘Without pepper, I can’t formulate the physic to treat your lord’s condition.’


The quartermaster crossed his arms. ‘What condition?’


‘That’s a private matter between patient and physician.’


‘Private be buggered. The whole world knows what’s wrong with the old man.’


Hero glanced behind him before replying. ‘You mean the pain and stiffness in his thighs?’


‘Ha! It’s not stiffness that plagues him. The opposite more like. Man that age, wife with appetites.’ The quartermaster tapped his nose.


‘Then give me the pepper I need to restore harmony to the marriage.’


‘Not a chance.’


‘Very well,’ Hero said in a tremulous voice. ‘I’ll report your lack of cooperation.’ He made to leave.


‘Oi, pop-eye. Come back. This is what you want.’


Hero sniffed at a small linen bag. ‘What is it?’


‘My secret, but I guarantee it’ll put iron into the limpest of tools.’ The quartermaster folded his arms again. ‘Would the young scholar be requiring anything else?’


‘Only some leeches. Oh, and a mortar and pestle.’


‘Sweet Jesus,’ the quartermaster sighed, and lumbered back into his sanctum. He returned and slammed them on the counter. ‘Now fuck off.’


At the wall the company divided, the hunters cantering north towards a block of woodland, Lady Margaret’s party dismounting under a Roman milecastle overlooking the North Tyne. Vallon gave Margaret his arm. Together they walked through an arched gateway into a hushed courtyard carpeted with turf. In the far corner a flight of broken steps climbed to a wall-walk. Opposite the gate, accessed from the walkway, was a square tower. Stairs climbed the interior to the roof, where servants had spread cushions. Vallon crossed to the parapet and gazed down on the ruins of a Roman fort similar to those he’d seen in southern France and Spain. From the wood came bugle notes and the cries of the huntsmen encouraging the lymers: Ho moy, ho moy! Cy va, cy va! Tut, tut, tut!


A page came puffing backwards up the steps, lugging a wicker basket. The women nibbled honeyed angelica and sipped posset and chatted about the weather and their children and the frightfulness of life on the frontier. Vallon joined in the small talk until his face ached from forced smiling. He was beginning to think that this was indeed just a picnic when Margaret clapped her hands.


‘I know you’re all curious about our handsome French captain. He’s been our guest for three weeks and we still know hardly anything about him. The captain’s uncomfortable in the presence of so many ladies. I think we’ll get nothing out of him unless I quiz him alone.’


She shooed her giggling entourage downstairs. The priest was last to leave and Vallon could see from the sweat greasing his brow that his anxiety went deeper than concern about leaving a stranger alone with his lord’s wife.


The women’s voices faded. Margaret turned her rouged and smiling face. ‘I mean it, I won’t rest until I’ve sucked you dry.’


‘My history would be a great disappointment to you.’


‘Men don’t know what excites a woman’s interest. It’s not descriptions of dreary battles that titillate us. It’s the subtle personal details.’


‘You’ll find me most unsubtle.’


‘Then let’s start at the beginning. Are you married? Do you have family?’


‘No wife or family. No estate or property. I earn my living by the sword alone. As you must have gathered, it’s not a good living.’


‘It’s a handsome weapon, though. The inlay on the hilt is exquisite, and I positively covet the jewel on the pommel.’


‘It’s Moorish, forged in Toledo from steel, not iron. It’s harder than a Norman blade.’


Her eyes widened. ‘Harder than a Norman sword. Can I feel it?’


‘Madam.’


‘No, let me draw it out for myself.’


Using both hands, she slid the blade from its scabbard. The effort brought colour to her cheeks. ‘How bright it gleams. When did you last use it?’


‘Against the Moors in Spain.’


‘That long ago. A blade as fine as this should be drawn more often.’ She breathed on it, looking up at him from under her plucked brows, and rubbed the steel with the cuff of her gown. ‘Let me feel the tip. Oh, how keen it is. Look how it’s pricked me.’


Vallon held out his hand. ‘Your husband wouldn’t be pleased to learn that you’d taken harm from my sword.’


‘I promise I won’t tell him, no matter how deep you thrust.’


The faint baying of the hounds rose to a demented yodelling.


‘The hounds have found,’ Vallon said, taking back the sword. ‘You don’t want to miss the chase.’ He went and stood at the parapet and watched the wood. Some of the hunters had taken up positions around it.


‘Some would call your manner intimidating.’


‘I’m sorry my society disappoints you.’


‘No, I admire a man who suggests strength rather than flaunts it. Besides, I suspect you aren’t as unfeeling as you pretend.’


‘The stag,’ Vallon said.


It emerged from the forest and plunged down a ribbon of snow, the hounds pouring after it. Drogo headed the field, lashing his horse.


Margaret traced a line down the back of Vallon’s hand. ‘I’m sure that given time, I could bring you to bay.’


He trapped her hand. ‘A beast at bay is dangerous.’


She brushed against him. ‘Risk adds to the pleasure.’


Vallon stepped away. ‘You forget I’m your lord’s guest.’


She pouted. ‘Perhaps there’s another reason for your coldness. I’ve seen the way the Greek youth follows you with his great mooning eyes.’


Vallon looked into her face. ‘Why don’t you tell me your real purpose.’


For a moment it seemed that she would continue her pretence. Or perhaps her flirtation was genuine. But then she turned and crossed her arms as if the air had grown chilly. ‘I own land in Normandy. I’m prepared to use it as security against a loan to finance an expedition to the north.’


Vallon made no response. The stag was keeping to the valley rim. So far, the hounds hadn’t closed the gap.


‘I want you to command it.’


‘No.’


‘Think of it as a trading expedition. You can use any surplus to buy furs, ivory and slaves. Any profit you make is yours. For my part, all I want is my son safe at home.’


‘It’s not worth the gamble.’


‘It’s a more rewarding proposition than the one that brought you here in rags.’


‘I’m not talking about my chances. As soon as your money’s in my hands, what’s to stop me stealing it?’


‘Your word. I’d trust that from a man who travelled so far on Walter’s behalf.’


‘I’ve never met Sir Walter. I was never in Anatolia and first heard the name Manzikert weeks after the battle. Your son’s welfare is of no interest to me.’


Margaret’s lips whitened. ‘You mean he’s dead?’ She clenched her hands.


He caught her wrists. ‘The documents are genuine. Your son survived the battle. As far as I know, he’s still alive.’


She sagged against him, her voice muffled by his chest. ‘Why did you come here? What game are you playing?’


‘No game. Let’s just say that I was caught up in one of fate’s eddies. I won’t be sucked into that pool again.’


She pulled back. ‘I would still trust you. If you planned to cheat me, you wouldn’t have admitted your lie.’


‘Mother love is blind.’


Margaret stamped her foot. ‘If I repeat what you’ve told me, Drogo will kill you on the spot.’


‘He plans to kill me anyway.’


The stag reached a high hedge and broke right, towards the milecastle. By the time it realised its error and leaped the obstacle, it was close enough for Vallon to see its backward staring eye. The hounds poured over the hedge in a hysterical wave. They were going to catch it, Vallon thought.


‘I can help you escape.’


Vallon turned.


‘Strong drink will flow tonight,’ she said. ‘By midnight almost everyone will be unconscious. If you leave when the matins bell chimes, you’ll find the gate open.’


Vallon put Margaret’s larger scheme out of his mind. There would be time enough to consider it once they got clear – if they got clear. ‘That will give us only a few hours’ start. Drogo will catch us before we reach the next valley.’


‘Take the falconer. He knows every inch of this country.’


Vallon focused on practicalities. ‘Horses?’


‘I can’t arrange that without exciting suspicion. Besides, speed won’t save you. Guile and good fortune are your only weapons, and you obviously have guile.’


Vallon was thinking fast now. ‘We’ll need provisions. It will be days before we can risk going near habitation.’


Margaret pointed at the basket. ‘Food and blankets.’ She reached into her cuff and produced a purse. ‘Enough silver to get you to Norwich.’


‘Is that where the deeds are to be handed over?’


‘The moneylender’s called Aaron. The king brought him to England from Rouen, not far from my estate. My family’s done business with him before. I’ve prepared letters to send to him. They’ll be in his hands by the time you arrive.’


Vallon watched the hunt. The stag was tiring and the hounds were closing on it. Riders converged from different directions.


‘Richard will be going with you.’


‘No! My servant’s enough of a handicap as it is.’


‘Richard’s not such a fool as he looks. He helped me hatch this scheme. He acts as my attorney. He’ll present the deeds and seal the contract. Besides, his presence will give you safe conduct. If you’re challenged by Norman patrols, Richard will show them documents vouching that you’re carrying out a commission on my behalf.’


‘Does the Count know?’


‘He suspects. Don’t worry, I know how to soothe his anger.’


‘Not Drogo’s, though.’


‘He won’t harm me in his father’s house.’


The stag entered the ruined fort. Confused by the maze of walls and trenches, it headed one way then the other. It scaled a section of tumbled rampart, saw a vertical drop on the other side, and ran along the wall until it reached a dead end. Cornered, it turned to face the oncoming pack and lowered its antlers. The nearest riders raised their horns to blow the mote and recheat, signalling that the stag had been bayed. Drogo rode up and leaped off his horse. The hounds closed on the stag and swirled around it.


‘If you knew Walter, you would gladly do as I ask,’ said Margaret. ‘I know he lied to you – I mean, I know he lied – but you must understand his motives. He’s not like Drogo. He has charm and grace. Even the Count favours him over his natural son.’


One of the huntsmen darted behind the stag to cut its hamstring. Drogo advanced through the heaving mass of hounds, his sword drawn. Vallon saw the hart stagger and go down. The hunters blew the death, and the refrain was taken up all along the valley.


Margaret dangled the purse. Vallon pushed it aside.


‘I’ll give you my decision this evening.’


The hunters returned under a bloodshot sky, the priest sharing the trundling cart with the butchered stag and the carcass of a boar the party had killed in the afternoon. In the hall, servants piled the hearth so high that the flames threatened the roof. The men were already drunk when a procession of skivvies carried out the stag and placed it over the coals on a spit turned by cranked treadles.


Seizing his moment, Hero gave Olbec the potion. ‘Apply it shortly before you retire. You say that your wife wishes to conceive. What position do you usually assume?’


‘On top. What do the Arabs do?’


‘They have many positions,’ Hero said, relying on information picked up from whispers between his sisters. ‘One of them, par ticularly recommended for couples wishing to conceive … No, it’s disrespectful to talk of carnal matters when your lady sits only a few feet away.’


Olbec seized his sleeve. ‘No, go on.’


‘From behind, the lady on her knees, head between her arms.’


‘Like a ram, eh? Grr! Makes my blood rise to think of it.’


After the venison had been ceremonially carved and served, Olbec rose, declaring that his wife’s expedition had fatigued her but that the merriment should continue after they had retired. In two days the Lent fast would begin, so eat, drink, make merry. The company stood and banged their drinking vessels. Olbec weaved in Hero’s direction and slapped down a thick ream of manuscripts. ‘Here you are. Got them from the priest.’


‘You’ve taken the physic?’


‘The whole bottle. I can feel it working already.’


‘I made it extra strength. I hope it didn’t produce too fierce a sensation.’


Olbec belched. ‘Burned a bit as it went down.’


‘Down?’


The old goat winked. ‘I’m not taking any chances. I drank it.’


Hero riffled through the manuscripts. They were beautiful, each page illuminated with gilt and paintings in miniature. His face fell. ‘I can’t deface holy script.’


Olbec jabbed the wad of parchment. ‘Nothing sacred about this lot. It’s just a collection of worthless English chronicles and a few rhymes and riddles. I got a clerk in Durham to translate some. Here’s one I remember. It goes like this:




I’m a strange creature, for I satisfy women,
a service to the neighbours! No one suffers
at my hands except for my slayer.
I grow very tall, erect in a bed,
I’m hairy underneath. From time to time
a beautiful girl, the brave daughter
of some churl dares to hold me,
grips my russet skin, robs me of my head
and puts me in the pantry. At once that girl
with plaited hair who has confined me
remembers our meeting. Her eye moistens.





Olbec winked. ‘What’s the answer?’


Hero blushed.


Olbec pinched his cheek. ‘You’ve got a dirty mind, young monk.’ He swayed towards the door, where his wife waited with a fixed smile. ‘It’s an onion,’ he bawled.


Hero tried to spot Richard among the revellers. He was ashamed of his outburst over the spilt ink. He also kept one eye on the door, half-expecting the Count to come crashing through in impotent fury. The orgy of feasting had ended and now the soldiers were playing some kind of drinking game that involved daubing their faces with soot, standing on benches stacked on the tables, and chanting an obscene ditty which Drogo orchestrated with his sword. In another part of the hall, Raul arm-wrestled two Normans simultaneously while a third soldier poured mead into his upraised mouth. A table collapsed and a brawl broke out. Hero had lost count of the ale cups he’d drunk. He was reaching for another when a hand closed over the vessel.


He smiled woozily up at Vallon.


‘Time to sober up. We’re leaving tonight. Put your eyes back in their sockets. Go to our quarters and pack. When you’ve done that, wait for me in the falconer’s hut.’


‘But I can’t. Tomorrow I’m going to the Roman wall with Richard.’


Vallon leaned forward. ‘I’ll make it plain. Do as I say or stay here and go down into a cold grave.’


As soon as Hero tottered into the cold damp air, nausea swept over him. He clutched his knees and vomited. When he’d finished retching he heard a laugh. Drogo straddled the doorway, bare-chested and sweating, a cup dangling in one hand, his sword loose in the other.


‘Off to beddy-byes, you Greek poof. Master will be along soon to tuck you up.’


He reeled inside and pulled the door shut, leaving Hero in the dark. Deeper than dark. Thick mist had risen from the river, making a mystery of everything around him. He tried to gather his bearings. The guesthouse was set against the stockade to the left of the hall. He groped through the fog, hands outstretched like a ghost.


He was almost sober by the time he found the guest quarters. Hands fumbling, he bundled everything into a blanket and embarked on another blind journey to Wayland’s hut. He collided with a building and felt his way along the walls until he found the door.


‘Wayland, are you there? It’s Hero. Master Vallon sent me.’


No answer. Opening the door a crack, he saw two tremulous lights. He shrank back. He had the wrong building. This was the chapel, and there was a man praying before the altar. An instant later he realised that the kneeling man was Vallon.


He waited for his master to finish. It seemed to him that Vallon was making a confession. He caught the occasional words – ‘penance’ and ‘blood of the innocent’, and then quite clearly he heard Vallon say, ‘I’m a lost soul. What does it matter where my journey takes me or whether I reach the end?’


The bleak utterance chilled Hero. He must have moved. Vallon stopped. ‘Who’s there?’


‘Only me, sir.’


Vallon stood and walked towards him. ‘How long have you been listening? What did you hear?’


‘Nothing, sir. I took a wrong turning in the dark. I have the baggage. Where are we going?’


‘Away. I always light a candle before leaving on a campaign.’ Vallon gestured towards the altar. ‘I’ve lit one for you, too.’


Campaign? What campaign?


Vallon steered him to Wayland’s hut. The interior was rank with animal smells. A lamp lit Richard’s anxious face. Another person floated out of the shadows, a ring gleaming in one ear, his hair in a sidelock.


‘What’s that tosspot doing here?’ Vallon demanded.


Raul was pie-eyed. He swayed forward. ‘At your service, Captain. You’d have found me in more soldier-like condition if Wayland had told me about your flight earlier.’


Vallon stepped towards Wayland. ‘Who else knows?’


Wayland gave a quick shake of his head.


Vallon shook Raul by the shoulders. ‘Tell me why I should take you. Speak up.’


Raul fumbled for his crossbow, turning like a dog searching for its tail. ‘Captain, I can put a bolt through a man’s eye at a hundred paces. I’ve served in three armies around the Baltic and I know how to deal with rascally Norwegian merchants.’ He screwed up his eyes and held up a finger, his face contorted by some gastric turmoil. ‘And I’m strong as a bear.’ He gave a flabby wave that covered Hero and Richard. ‘How far do you think you’ll get with these two sissys to nurse?’ Blinking, he pawed at Hero’s arm. ‘No disrespect.’


Vallon pushed him away in disgust and addressed Wayland. ‘It’s blacker than Hades out there. Are you sure you can lead us to the Roman tower?’


Wayland nodded and held up a coil of rope knotted at intervals. He’d muzzled his dog and fitted it with a spiked collar.


The bell began to chime a solemn end to the day’s frivolities. ‘That’s the signal,’ Vallon said. ‘There’s no time to lose. The mist is on our side for now, but it will slow our escape and it will soon disappear when the sun rises. We move as fast as we can.’


Wayland picked up two draped cages and slung them over his shoulders. He unmuzzled his dog, reached for his bow and stepped through the door, the rope trailing behind him. The fugitives took hold of it, each grasping a knot, and went out into the soggy night.


A few diehards were still whooping it up at the hall, but the rest of the world had gone to sleep. The runaways shuffled forward like felons or penitents. They hadn’t gone far when Hero shunted into the man in front and the man behind barked his heel. Hero heard muted voices from above. They must be under the gatehouse.


‘Is it open?’ he heard Vallon whisper.


Hero didn’t hear the reply, but soon the rope tightened in his hands and he found himself moving again. He didn’t know he was at the gate until he was through and someone slid the bar to behind them.


‘Stay together,’ Vallon whispered. ‘If anyone gets separated, no one’s going back for them.’



VII


Wayland led the way up a wooded hillside with the runaways blundering behind him. Condensation pattered through the branches and splashed on their heads with maddening unpredictability. After a long, fractious climb they cleared the mist and saw the milecastle ahead of them. By the time they reached it, a seam of cold yellow light was cracking open on the eastern horizon. Wayland looked back over a sea of cloud broken by dark reefs and islands. Away to the west, snow-covered hills glimmered under the fading stars. Not a breath of wind.


Richard sobbed on the grass as if his heart would burst. Raul went into the tower to collect the supplies.


‘Look,’ Hero wheezed, pointing at a tiny silhouette on a summit miles to the south. ‘There’s the gibbet we passed on our journey here.’


Vallon straightened up, panting. ‘At the pace you travel, we’ll all be food for crows before noon. Which way now?’


Wayland pointed west, along the wall. Its course was visible for miles, rising and falling through the mist like the backbone of a sea monster.


‘Let’s go,’ Vallon said, leading off. The other runaways jerked into motion. Vallon glanced back. ‘What are you waiting for?’


Wayland gestured at the cages.


‘He wants to release the hawks,’ Raul said.


‘I don’t give a rat’s arse what he wants.’


‘Captain, Wayland does things his own way.’


‘Not any more. And that goes for you, too.’


‘Understood, sir, but we need Wayland more than he needs us. Best leave him be.’ Raul emitted a rasping belch, shouldered the basket and lurched off like a demonic pedlar. After a moment’s angry indecision, Vallon followed him.


Wayland was in no hurry. He waited until the sun rose and the cloud ocean flushed pink before opening the cage containing the goshawk. It gave him a glare, bobbed its head and rowed away into the mist. By evening it would be as wild as the day he’d caught it. He released the peregrines. He hadn’t flown them since Sir Walter’s departure more than a year ago. They spent their days blocked out in the weathering yard, fanning their wings and tracking their wild kin circling down the wind. The falcon flew heavily and landed on the tower, but the tiercel winnowed into the sky as if he’d been waiting for this moment and knew exactly what course to follow. Up and up he went, a dark flickering star that Wayland watched as if it carried his hopes and dreams. He didn’t blink until the sky closed over it.


The fugitives had reached the next milecastle. Vallon turned and gestured, then dropped his arm and led the ragtag caravan away. When they had walked out of his life, Wayland passed through the castle gate. In the long shadows the mounds and hollows in the courtyard resembled graves. His gaze wandered over the empty parapets. He smacked his palms together and the clap bounced back from the walls like an echo through time. He scratched the dog’s head. It’s just you and me now.


He frowned and went back through the gate. The faint tolling of a bell told him that the escape had been discovered. He sat down, imagining the scene at the castle – the soldiers with thumping headaches and addled eyes cursing as they tried to disentangle armour and harness with hands that seemed to have sprouted five thumbs. Their horses would be sore from yesterday’s hunt, but the Normans would use dogs to track the runaways. They wouldn’t get far. Already the mist was lifting.


Wayland shouldered his pack and set off downhill on a course that would bring him to the South Tyne miles upstream. He had no qualms about abandoning the fugitives. Vallon and Hero meant nothing to him, and Richard was a Norman and therefore a sworn enemy. He bore Raul no ill will, nor was he bound to him by friendship. He had no friends. He didn’t need friends. He was like the goshawk, a shadow in the forest, gone in the first glimpse.


In any case, there was nothing he could do to save them. He’d only agreed to Vallon’s request because it suited his own purposes. Their flight would distract the Normans while he made good his own escape. By nightfall, when they were lying hacked in pieces, he’d be safe in a forest hideaway.


As if some force was acting against his limbs, he found his steps slowing until he came to a stop. The dog watched him, ears pricked. Wayland looked back at the wall, then down into the valley. He leaned and spat. The dog, anticipating his next move, sprang away downhill. Wayland whistled and turned back towards the wall. I’m not doing it for the strangers, he told himself. I’m doing it for the look on Drogo’s face when he realises who’s outwitted him.


By the time he caught up with the fugitives it was broad daylight and only a few ribbons of mist clung to the slopes. The country on all sides was dreary common, open and almost treeless.


‘We have to get off the wall,’ Vallon gasped.


Wayland lay down and put his ear to the antique paving.


‘How far are they behind us?’


Wayland pointed at a milecastle and held up two fingers.


He scourged them on, amazed at how slowly other people moved. They were nearly at the next castle when he stopped and put a finger to his lips. Soon they all heard it – the distant belling of hounds. Hero and Richard stumbled on, throwing terrified glances behind them. They came over a rise and a flock of sheep stampeded across a part-walled enclosure below. The sheep stopped in a bunch, all looking back, the ewes stamping their feet. Two mean-looking dogs streaked over the turf. A boy and a girl emerged from behind a cairn and stared up at the fugitives.


‘That’s all we need,’ Hero groaned.


The children ran at the sheep, waving sticks and crying out. The dogs turned and chivvied the flock through a gap and down into a gulley.


Wayland stripped Raul and Hero of their cloaks. Richard cringed away. ‘Give it to him,’ Vallon said, pulling off his cape.


Wayland pushed him to the edge of the wall and pointed at the gulley.


‘He wants us to follow the sheep. Quick, before the soldiers come in sight.’


Wayland grabbed Raul and mimed the route they must take. South to the river then west to the first ford. On the other side follow the river until you reach a stream flowing in from the south. Go up the valley until the stream divides. Wait for me there.


Raul slapped Wayland’s shoulder to show that he understood, took hold of Richard and plunged off the wall. Wayland didn’t wait to see how they got on. He tied some of the runaways’ clothes to his girdle, the rest to the dog’s collar, then took from his pack a bag containing a concoction of musk and castor. He smeared the foul-smelling grease on his feet. The hue and cry drew closer.


The next section of wall ran as straight as a rule. Wayland dropped into the great ditch on the south side and broke into an easy lope, matching the dog stride for stride. A milecastle slid by. The next one stuck up like a rotten molar. Wayland scaled the broken turret and lay facing the way he had come. His breathing eased. On a stone beside him a bored or homesick legionnaire had scratched a prayer or obscenity or declaration of love. A lark sang its heart out so high in the blue that Wayland couldn’t spot it – singing at heaven’s gate, his mother would have said.


When Wayland looked down, he saw riders stitched into the landscape on each side of the wall. One, two, three. They disappeared into a dip and others took their place. When all were clear, Wayland had counted thirteen, plus four hounds.


The hounds checked at the spot where the fugitives had left the wall. One of them ran down into the sheep pasture. The others didn’t follow. Their baying intensified. A rider rode after the wayward hound and whipped it back into line. The pack drew on.


Wayland slithered down from the tower. Ahead the way divided, a broad track descending through gentler terrain to the south, the wall switchbacking along a scarp with a steep drop on the north face. A moor dotted by loughs sloped up to a forest of ancient pines. He’d been in the forest years ago with his father and they had stood at this same spot.


‘See the trees in front,’ his father had said. ‘Those are the champions, frozen in their advance by a thunderbolt thrown by Odin.’


‘Our mother says Odin and all the other gods don’t exist,’ he’d said. ‘She says there’s only one God and his son is Jesus Christ, the light of the world.’


His father had scuffed Wayland’s hair. ‘Jesus has yet to shine his light into all parts. But don’t tell your mother I said so or she’ll deny me all comforts for a month.’


Wayland checked the knots securing the cast-offs. He followed the wall, his breathing growing harsher with the ascent. When he reached the first crag, he scrambled down where a horse couldn’t follow and hared off north, trying to keep below the contours. The land grew wilder, rough pasture and cottongrass giving way to heather and springy mosses. Drab little birds started up at his feet.


He reached the treeline and looked back. The frieze of riders was climbing the scarp, and from the way they rode their mounts he knew they hadn’t spotted his breakout. He jogged into the forest.


This was where the real effort had to be made, distance gained until the hunters had been lured so far from their quarry that they would need another day to recover from the deception. Wayland broke into a run and his mind closed down. All he was conscious of was his feet flying over the ground, the trees sliding back, the sun flickering between their high black crowns. He emerged from the forest on to an empty moor and ran on. Cresting a ridge, he saw in the distance two men astride shaggy ponies who stood in their stirrups to better make him out. When he went over the next horizon they were still watching, wondering perhaps if the running man and his giant dog were flesh and blood or apparitions from a mythical past.
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