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Prologue


Nutley Monastery, Wessex, AD 857


The letter T. A vertical column supporting a bold crosspiece, adorned with devilish heads and tongues of fire, the whole terrifying image barely the size of a woman’s hand, a signpost illuminating God’s word.


How honoured Brother Jude was, only twenty years of age, the son of a humble ploughman, to have been tasked with caring for this fearsome letter, and for all the other letters, words, verses and chapters that shone forth from the ancient leather-bound book of Christ’s Gospels. He pursed his lips and scrutinised the vellum for traces of the minute worms that loved to burrow in its folds, then took a small fox-hair brush from his wallet and swept the page with tiny, methodical strokes. There shall be a great tribulation such as has not been seen since the beginning of the world.


Outside, the bell tolled loudly and insistently. Once every month or so it signalled that the brothers of Nutley Monastery should leave their labours and gather on the top field, an exercise in preparation for some violent act of God or man. It was a sensible precaution but an irksome one. No serious problems had arisen in Nutley for over a year, apart from the usual winter food riots, the hangings, and the furious badger that had lodged itself under the altar last Easter morning and taken unkindly to all attempts to remove it.


Jude blew the tiny fragments of dust from his brush. There will be famines, pestilence and earthquakes. Nation shall rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. No one would chide him if he completed the twenty-fourth chapter of St Matthew before he left to join the others. The next page gave him intense pleasure; no illuminated letters, but in the right-hand margin a tiny drawing of a guttered candle with a spider hanging from it, a jest passed down through the centuries by the solitary scribe who’d first copied out the words.


He sniffed the air. Could he smell burning? No doubt the brothers were clearing the stubble from the bottom field. A gull gave a harsh call, and for a moment it sounded like a man crying out in pain.


He rose and opened the shutters. The window was little more than a slit, but he could see smoke coming from the buildings down by the river, and four or five monks running across the grass with buckets of water. His stomach lurched. A fire in the outhouses, how on earth had that happened? He made out more brothers among the trees, waving their arms and shouting, but they were too far away for him to hear what they were saying.


He snuffed out the lantern and crossed to the doorway. Two monks were half-walking, half-running across the quadrangle, and behind them, Abbot Cuthbert, a fierce old man who had trouble with his legs.


‘Help me!’ snapped the abbot. ‘Hurry! Hurry!’


Jude hastened to him and took his weight, and together they stumbled through the main archway and out into the monastery grounds. The cowsheds and buttery were burning now; the smoke was thick and his eyes were watering. He could see panicked figures moving among the billows.


‘Raiders!’ called a monk. ‘Flee!’


Jude wondered if he’d misheard. What kind of raiders? A gang of thieves from Surrey, or villagers bearing some grudge? Surely not Norlanders; they hadn’t been seen this far round the coast for twenty years. He shuddered with apprehension. He’d been too young to remember the last raids, but he’d heard the stories. Who hadn’t? Every instinct was telling him to obey the shouting monk and run as far and as fast as he could.


But the book of Gospels. His sacred duty was to protect the book.


He propped the abbot against the stone footing of the big monastery wall, apologising profusely as he did so, and ran back to the scriptorium. He closed the book, heaved it off its lectern and lugged it across the empty quadrangle and out through the archway. The abbot had slid down the wall and was crying out in indignation. Jude ignored him; the book was far too heavy for him to stop and put it down. He ran across the grass. Half a dozen monks were ahead of him, clutching their habits and heading for the trees. Jude shouted out to them to come back and help the abbot, but they didn’t even turn their heads. By the time he reached the upper field, they had vanished. He was alone, and his arms ached unbearably.


If he could reach the trees, he could bury the Gospels in the bushes. But all the buildings save the monastery itself were on fire now – the stables, the kitchens, the privies, the travellers’ rooms – and the smoke was so dense he no longer knew which way to go.


With a crack, his head collided with something rough and solid, and he staggered backwards, dazed by eye-watering pain. He felt the ground behind him disappear, and before he could stop himself, he was tumbling backwards into a ditch. The Gospels slipped from his grasp, and with a twist of agony his ankle gave way. For a moment he lay there, confused and exhausted, his head and foot throbbing. Then the smell of smoke and the terrible sounds from the monastery brought him back to his senses.


He pulled himself back up onto the grass, picked up the book and surveyed his surroundings. He could see the low-hanging branch that he’d smacked his head against, and beyond it, something else. A figure curled up on the ground among the buttercups. Brother Anselm. Was he asleep? Jude shook him, but he didn’t wake. He sat down by his friend’s side and tried to pray, but he could think of nothing but the devils’ heads on the letter T, and the tiny dangling spider.


What was happening? Was Wessex about to plunge back into the nightmare from which it had emerged twenty years ago?


Behind him, through the smoke, the whole monastery was burning, and someone was screaming. Yet even above that, he could hear his heart thudding impossibly loudly.


There was a gust of wind and the smoke cleared for a moment. Jude wondered whether the figure that loomed in front of him, with long blond hair and a scarlet shirt open to the waist, might not be a man at all, but some giant from the old tales. He knew he should run, but it was as though roots had sprung from his feet, securing him to the spot.


He could only stare as the stranger snatched the precious book from him and dropped it on the ground in front of him as though it meant nothing. Now he was whirling his war axe around his head like a giant sycamore seed caught in an autumn eddy.


‘A great tribulation,’ whispered Jude. ‘The prophecy has been fulfilled. The earth and all its works will burn for eternity.’









PART ONE









ONE


Sleek Birds


The messenger sat at a rough wooden table on his tiny plot, breaking his fast with peppered goat’s brains and watered wine. Occasionally he glanced at the cloudless sky. He felt content with his life here in Aix-la-Chapelle. The dean had been giving him three copper coins a week for tending the birds, money that put brains on the table and curds in the baby’s mouth.


He looked up again. A tiny black spot was heading towards him from the horizon. He knew what it was from the path of its flight. He took out his knife, spread the buttery remnants of his repast on a piece of bread, washed it down with a mouthful of wine and walked across to his cages.


He had four and twenty pigeons, sleek birds, and took a lot of time and trouble over them. He cut a long piece of twine and put it between his teeth, then gently opened a cage door and pulled out a bird. He tied one end of the twine to its leg, wound the other round his wrist, and, cupping the bird in one hand and picking up the cage in the other, walked to the middle of his plot. It didn’t take him long to find the black dot again, closer now. He stood very still and waited. When he knew the pigeon in flight could see him, he let go of the bird in his hand, which attempted to fly but was restrained by the twine and could only flap about. He jerked the string and the bird’s movements became wilder. The pigeon in the sky altered its course and flew towards him, fascinated by the commotion. When it was sufficiently close, he unwound the twine from his wrist, put his bird back in its cage, took a handful of seed from the bag slung across his chest and scattered it on the ground.


‘Come, my beauty! Come, my lover!’ he called. The descending bird landed at his feet. He dropped to his knees, and as it pecked the grain, he carefully unwound the little cartouche that was strapped to its leg.


Dean Balotelli was basking in the pleasure of his thick coverlet when the messenger knocked. Back in Rome, he’d have overseen his first morning service by now, conducted one or two meetings with senior churchmen whose feathers he wanted to unruffle and given a lecture to a few eager dissident priests on the uncomfortable fact that two of the Gospels failed to mention Christ’s miraculous birth. But as an émigré here in Aix, the first city of the Holy Roman Empire, he was reliant on the hospitality of the emperor and had nothing to do all day but write letters and scratch his balls, and he could perform either or both of these activities lying in his bed, at least until his bladder dictated otherwise, which, given his advancing years, wouldn’t be long now.


He pulled on his gown and answered the door. The messenger gave him the cartouche, and he extracted a small piece of parchment. The use of birds for such communication had fallen into disuse since days of yore. But before his expulsion from Rome, Balotelli had discovered in a dusty corner of the papal library an essay on the art of secret messaging written seven hundred years previously, in the reign of Emperor Marcus Aurelius. It estimated that if six birds flew thirty leagues with the same piece of coded information, at least one would reach its destination. So supported by the emperor’s bottomless purse, he’d ordered the creation of a rudimentary line of birds and messengers between Aix and Rome. It took a long while to establish, and was crude and unpredictable, but the journey on horseback took three weeks, while his birds could bring him the information he needed in ten days.


He unrolled the tiny parchment and smiled. This message alone would justify the cost.


No building in Western Christendom had been able to match the exquisite architecture of ancient Rome, until fifty-seven years ago, when the Emperor Charlemagne had appeared like a blazing comet from among the ruins of Frankia. He had created a new Holy Roman Empire, an explosion of wealth and ideas, the centrepiece of which was the palace at Aix, a glorious conglomeration of thatch, stone, wattle and brick.


Charlemagne was long dead, and his grandson, also Charles, now reigned supreme. Beset by potential invaders on all sides, he was canny and ruthless, paid little attention to his dress and was as bald as a babby. Balotelli had once known the leader of a gang of horse thieves who had gained control of Napoli. The emperor was a little like him. If ever a man was born to live in this magnificent but vulgar palace, it was Charles the Bald.


He was sitting at his ornate silver table, browsing through a pile of documents while eating a honeyed pear, when Balotelli arrived.


‘Pope Leo is dead,’ Balotelli announced.


The emperor continued reading. ‘Send his family my condolences,’ he said. He turned the page he was reading, and on discovering there was nothing written on the other side, he screwed it up and dropped it in the silver receptacle beside him. ‘Leo was a shit Pope,’ he added.


‘Not the finest,’ agreed Balotelli. ‘He had no fight in him.’


‘An accident?’ enquired Charles.


‘How perceptive you are! He fell from a window.’


‘And this is the first you’ve heard of it?’


‘The birds worked their magic. He will be missed, of course, but …’ Balotelli left the sentence hanging in the air.


For the first time, Charles looked up. ‘But his passing may be of some advantage to us?’


Balotelli took two steps closer to the emperor’s desk. ‘The whole world is awry,’ he said. ‘Lowlanders press you in the west, the Poles in the east, and everywhere is infested by the stink of Norlanders. Europe is under a threat it has not faced since the days of the Goths and the Visigoths.’


He paused for a moment. The incompetent Pope Leo had frustrated each and every proposal for radical change, but now, if Charles was prepared to listen, a new future might well beckon.


‘Continue,’ said Charles, and pushed his documents to one side.


‘The right Pope might ease your problems, your Majesty,’ said Balotelli carefully.


Charles scowled. ‘Popes are a pain in the arse.’


‘They have been,’ agreed Balotelli. ‘They have persistently inhibited the growth of your empire since the days of your grandfather. But imagine for a moment an alliance between you and the Pope that summoned up a mighty army of the righteous, the largest army since the days of the ancients, to fight against the Norlanders. You would provide most of the fighting men, the papal blessing would give it Christ’s authority, and he would summon all Christian nations to play their part, thus freeing you to deploy the rest of your forces elsewhere.’


Charles stared at him. ‘The Empire and the Church working in concord?’


‘For the first time in a century.’


The emperor gave a grunt of acknowledgement. ‘The righteousness of such an army holds little attraction for me.’ He paused, and Balotelli held his breath. ‘But its size and unity might be of interest.’


‘I have a list of potential papal candidates, your Majesty,’ the dean said.


‘Of course you do.’ Charles accepted the proffered parchment and scanned it. ‘There’s only one name on it!’


‘I didn’t want to waste your valuable time, Majesty.’


‘Benedict of Padua,’ the emperor read. ‘Would this Benedict be able to deliver such an army? Rome is crawling with schemers, and your enemies in the Notarii are highly resistant to any expenditure that doesn’t immediately fill their pockets. Will he have the measure of them?’


‘He will,’ replied Balotelli. ‘If he has the right man at his shoulder to give him guidance,’ and he gave Charles a smile as reassuring as one bestowed by a lover in the moonlight.









TWO


Asser and the Antonil


Could a man grow bored of pain? Sometimes Asser thought he might – just as he had grown bored of cold, hunger and the discomfort of being hung by his arms from a damp stone wall. But whenever the guards yanked on his chains, when he screamed amidst their laughter, it was as if he had discovered true agony for the first time.


He’d become something of an expert on pain during the thirteen months he’d been incarcerated in Rome’s papal dungeon. He’d write a meditation on the subject when he got out. If he got out.


He wouldn’t get out. No one ever did. If the Pope designated you a threat to Christendom, you were executed. There were stories of a man who’d been reprieved long ago, but that was probably all they were … stories.


A key rattled in the rusty metal door, and the din of the prisoners, the complaints, threats and tedious protestations of innocence, fell silent. Halfnose, the dungeon master, stood in the doorway holding a parchment with an elaborate seal attached. Alongside him was the chief inquisitor, dressed in his tawdry red and gold gown and his red felt hat, holding his ceremonial wand.


The inquisitor stepped down into the big open dungeon and peered slowly around with a puzzled look on his face, as if he’d forgotten what he was looking for. It wasn’t a well-executed performance, but he had his captive audience in his thrall. Who would his wand alight on? Would today’s victim rage and howl? Would he shit himself?


Asser closed his eyes, the calm broken only by the sound of the inquisitor’s footsteps and occasional whispers among the prisoners. The wand finally touched his shoulder and rested there. Halfnose caressed his cheek with the document and the inquisitor croaked: ‘Your death is decreed for the morrow.’


A psalm entered Asser’s head, and he tried to calm himself with its words.


Levavi oculos meos in montes, unde veniet auxilium mihi.


He felt achingly sad that his life had been wasted.


But at least there’d be no more floggings, no more ripping-out of fingernails or being woken in the night for the pleasure of the bored guards. He told himself it was a relief, and tried to believe it.


The psalm continued to reverberate in his head.


My help is from the Lord who made heaven and earth.


Halfnose, whose features had been eaten away by the pox, unchained him and dragged him to a holding cell. It had an open horizontal window near the ceiling, which let in a slanting band of light. For the first time in over a year, he could see clouds, the tops of cedar trees, the occasional pigeon. He could smell the familiar odours of the city again: horse dung, fish guts and the sweetness of rotten fruit.


Two condemned apostates were already there. Asser knew them both. Thaddeus the Antonil, a harmless white-haired old man; and Ruth the Mad, who looked like a ghost in a fairy tale.


Asser had always had a soft spot for heretics like them. They didn’t drink the blood of virgins; they merely considered the crucial issues of life and death and wove fantasies around them. Was their belief that Mary Magdalene married Jesus more shocking than his own suspicion that some of Christ’s disciples had been women, whose memory had been expunged from Holy Scripture by St Paul and his woman-hating acolytes?


‘I have nothing to fear,’ Ruth crowed. ‘I am Jesus Christ. I will rise again from the dead.’


‘You probably will,’ agreed Asser.


He and Thaddeus exchanged a sad glance. He’d grown fond of the old man. Thaddeus and his fellow Antonils venerated a long-dead priest called Antoni the Bulgar, who they believed had been the son of God reborn. Asser had teased him about it and asked him if Antoni’s innumerable children had been sons of God too, and if the curing of lepers had run in his family, and Thaddeus had laughed and said no, but caring for the needy did – which was a good answer.


The three of them sat all day on the bench. Ruth would rave occasionally about the ten thousand souls whose sins she had forgiven, then her head would drop and she’d snore like an old dog. Thaddeus cried, and Asser put an arm around him. Towards evening, they were given a bowl of greasy water, which they sipped and passed round as though they were receiving the Host. Asser asked for some bread for Ruth, but none came.


The night was long. They dozed and occasionally sang a hymn together. Eventually a solitary blackbird announced the dawn. Not long after, Asser heard footsteps and chattering in the courtyard, then a chanting vendor selling liver titbits and cooked snails, and a commanding voice instructing people where to stand and where to sit.


At sunrise, the door swung open. Halfnose yanked a hessian hood over Ruth’s head, and she was led away, still passionately proclaiming her divinity. Thaddeus and Asser sat in silence, listening to the ceremony outside in the courtyard. The inquisitor gave an address that echoed unintelligibly around the yard, then there was a long pause, punctuated by Ruth’s cries of agony, and a triumphant roar from the crowd.


Next they came for Thaddeus. As he listened to the old man’s screams, Asser tried not to speculate about the nature of his own demise. There were no rules. It could be hanging, burning, being torn apart by teams of oxen, or anything else the torturers devised.


He remembered the sublime confidence he’d felt that day a year previously when he’d organised thirty priests and laity to assemble outside the Emmaus seminarium, then march into the city and preach the renewal of Christ’s vision in the streets, just as the Apostles had done eight hundred years previously. They’d waved gaily coloured pennants and banners, sung rousing psalms and clapped their hands in a staccato rhythm.


Their message was unsullied by the cant and hypocrisy of Mother Church. The rich were to be brought low, the humble and meek restored to their rightful place. Word would sweep through Rome like a summer hurricane, and their friends and sympathisers in the myriad churches dotted around the city would occupy the pulpits and proclaim the news. Within days the Pope would fall, and a people’s church would rise.


Asser was to be the first speaker. But as he’d climbed onto a vegetable cart and drawn breath, Sister Clothilde had walked past, her head bowed. He recalled the feeling of unease that had crept over him: why was she there? She should have been watching from nearby. She was only supposed to come into the market square if they were under threat. ‘Go!’ she whispered. ‘Run!’


He looked around. All seemed well. Then city guards burst out of every door and from around every corner, and it had been far too late for Asser to escape.


Had it all been for nothing? he reflected. Some would doubtless say so, but Asser had seen the sickness and poverty in the back streets of Lazio; the children dying from lack of nourishment only a few paces from the halls of the great families. Few would remember the preachers who’d called for a return to Christ that day, but perhaps God would.


Halfnose returned. He led Asser outside, hooded and shuffling. The hood was thick and smelt of stale sweat. Asser could hear the deep-throated growl of the crowd, feel the sting of a stone against his cheek. His arms were yanked behind his back and he was bound tightly to a stake. Halfnose giggled in his ear. ‘Asser, you little ferret-faced turd. We’re very excited. You’re going to be crushed slowly. We haven’t done that in years. I hope we remember how to do it.’


The inquisitor began to recite the list of sins Asser had committed. He had plotted against his Holiness the Pope and attempted to set Beelzebub on the papal throne in his stead. He and his army of demons had devised plans for the Church’s treasures to be melted down and given to drunkards and wastrels as a reward for their lust and sinfulness. Naked prostitutes were to preach from the pulpit and cardinals would be forced to lie with lepers …


All around him, people chattered and laughed. How many Roman citizens had gathered to watch his final agonies? There must be hundreds. He could smell cooked sausage and onions. Holy Mother of Christ, they’d brought their breakfast! How long did they think his torture was going to last?


‘… and you brazenly called for the adoption of all these foul things in the streets of Rome, while exposing your manhood to nuns and children,’ intoned the inquisitor.


‘Crush him! Crush him!’ the crowd chanted. Asser could hear the clatter of heavy instruments. A drum rolled and a trumpet rang out. Something cold and unyielding was clamped to his left leg. There was a grunt of effort as it was tightened, and a searing pain shot through him. He called out desperately to the Lord for help, but his plea was greeted with cackles of laughter and obscene heckling. He’d denounce his friends, he’d denounce their friends, he’d denounce his mother as a whore of Satan, he’d say anything to make them stop hurting him.


There was the sound of running feet. A command was barked and a heated argument broke out somewhere nearby. Hands grabbed him and he flinched in terror. The bag was whipped from his head and his face was flooded with light. Weeping Jesus! Were they going for his eyes next?


His bonds were untied. ‘Please don’t! Please don’t!’ he begged, but the words sounded slurred, his voice distant.


‘It’s over, Father,’ a voice said.


What was over? Who was he talking to?


‘An order has been received for your reprieve.’


A guard unscrewed the iron jaws from around his leg. His head swam, his body was shivering uncontrollably. Darkness beckoned, but it was no longer the darkness of death.









THREE


Wolf in Winchester


Winchester: three thousand inhabitants crammed into a space too small for five hundred, surrounded by the crumbling remnants of a wall built by giants, still stained by the fires the Norlanders had lit when they tried to burn the town down twenty years previously. Through it ran the River Itchen, dark brown and stinking of the town’s waste. Towering over it was Winchester Minster, a vast old church of wood and thatch.


On a gentle slope a little way out from the town’s hurly-burly was the moot house, where the Wessex aldermen deliberated on the great issues of the day. Beside it was the royal compound, dominated by a great hall, above which were the royal quarters of the High Aethel of Wessex, alongside several smaller halls, kitchens, servants’ huts, slave pens, gardens, livestock, and a tower from which a profusion of pennants was fluttering.


It was early morning. High Aethelwolf, a hulking man who swathed himself in fur even in midsummer, stomped down the steps of his hall, and stared up at the thirty-nine flags of Wessex: Devon, Oxford, Bodmin Moor, Exeter, Kent, Southern Down, Essex, Sussex and the rest. The mightiest banner, the great blue Wessex dragon, rose into place and flew proudly above the others.


Ham the flagman ran down the tower steps as quickly as his old legs would allow. ‘All done, High Aethel!’ he said.


‘Oxford is frayed,’ said Wolf. ‘Attend to it.’


‘Yes, High Aethel,’ replied Ham, and began the long climb back to the top.


‘Have you seen Harold Godwin?’ boomed Wolf.


‘No, High Aethel,’ came Ham’s echoing voice.


Wolf should have been feeling happy. This was Landing Day, the greatest day in the Westsaxon year, and the banners proclaimed that Wolf had assembled more ports, towns, villages and shires, more rivers, lakes and forests under the Wessex flag than any high aethel had ever done before. This was a blessed day – or it should have been, except that Harold Godwin had gone missing. All morning Harold’s wife Wendolyn had been berating Wolf for ordering the kidnapping of her husband. But why in the name of the crucified Christ did she believe he would do such a thing? Did she think he would want his chief alderman and ally dead? To kidnap him would be madness; the other aldermen wouldn’t tolerate it. They’d sweep Wolf off the throne like rat shit off an altar.


Perhaps the Mercians had taken him. They constantly tried to drive a wedge into Wolf’s northern flank. Or the East Anglians. Or some wandering group of thugs and assassins. His eyes rested on a building a little distance ahead, and it dawned on him. Not the Mercians, and not the East Anglians. He knew very well who had taken Harold.


He crossed the royal compound, ignoring the kitchen slaves gutting fish and slicing sausages for the feast, and the local women hanging brightly coloured garlands from the walls. He strode up the slope towards the smaller hall belonging to Aethelbear, his firstborn, who used it as somewhere to wrestle with his friends and tether his horse when he was too drunk to take it back to the stable. The paint was peeling, the window slats were loose, and in front of it was a battered skull on a pole with broken arrows buried in it.


‘I know you’re in there, Bear, you piece of shit!’ he bellowed. ‘Stop fucking around with Harold Godwin!’


The door slowly opened and his son appeared, blinking in the light. Bear was a strong man, almost as powerful as his father, but twenty years younger and unmarried, with a ruddy face and dishevelled curly hair. He was wearing a grubby nightshirt, and Wolf caught a waft of rancid cheese.


‘Return him immediately,’ he snarled.


‘I don’t—’


Wolf headbutted him in the face. His son tottered backwards into the hall and landed on a rickety wooden chair, which collapsed under his weight.


‘I don’t have to take this,’ Bear mumbled, and wiped the blood from his nose.


‘What? Speak up!’ demanded Wolf.


‘I don’t have to—’


‘I can’t hear you!’


The goading worked, as it always did. Bear jumped to his feet and drew his sword. ‘I’ll run you through, you stupid old bastard!’


Wolf roared with laughter and drew his. ‘Run me through? You jest!’


They stared furiously at each other for some time. Eventually Bear sighed and said, ‘You’re confused again, Father, as you were last week when you thought I’d loosened your saddle so you’d fall off and break your neck.’ Slowly he put his sword back in its sheath.


Coward! thought Wolf, and did the same. ‘I know you tried to kill me. That’s why you kidnapped Harold Godwin, isn’t it? Because you thought it would make the other aldermen rise up and oust me.’


‘Father, I’m your heir and you’re an old man. I don’t need to oust you.’


‘We don’t have heirs in Wessex, boy,’ Wolf said. ‘No one succeeds me till they receive the endorsement of the aldermen, and you’ve chewed up your chances and shat them down the Itchen with this little plot, haven’t you! You’re expelled from the council of aldermen and stripped of your rank as captain of the royal guard.’


Bear’s left eye was red and watering from the blow. ‘Calm yourself, Father. I’m the finest fighting man you have.’ He grabbed a carved ivory box from a table and flipped back the lid, revealing several scrolls. ‘I have something for you!’ he said. ‘The dice were good to me last night. These are the deeds to the seven islands of Somerset.’


Wolf looked at them disdainfully. ‘You had a brawl,’ he said. ‘There’s blood on the parchment.’


Bear fanned them out. ‘Take one. It was going to be my Landing Day gift to you.’


Wolf didn’t move.


‘I’ll choose one for you, then. Look! Stern Isle! Seventy paces by fifty, a healthy crop of samphire, and home to several hundred guillemots.’


‘I gob on your gift! It means nothing to me,’ said Wolf. ‘I’ll cut your left leg off at the knee and banish you to your pathetic little islands, and you’ll spend the rest of your days pissing samphire!’


He pocketed the scroll and staggered off. Bear’s voice called after him. ‘I couldn’t have taken Harold, Father. I’m freshly returned from Briggwater. I’ve a dozen witnesses.’


As he was halfway down the slope, a twinge of doubt struck Wolf, and he suddenly felt tired. Why had he been so sure it was Bear? This had been happening more and more recently: ideas flashed into his mind, overwhelming him, then moments later he’d realise they were baseless, almost as though they’d been somebody else’s ideas that had taken occupation in his head. He closed his eyes and blew out his cheeks. He needed a cure for his shitting mind. Something to help him think rationally, stop him jumping to … A thought came to him, and anger roiled in his gut. This time, he knew who had taken Harold.


There were four small halls in the compound, one for each of his children, all the same size to avoid feuds. The hall of his second son, Aethelhawk, was at the top of a hill and was tidy, cold and miserable, like the nursery of a barren queen in a children’s tale. When Wolf slammed the door open, a little breathless from the climb, Hawk’s wife, Moira, was lying on their bed, staring at the wall. She turned to look at him with resentful eyes.


‘It was your husband, wasn’t it?’ Wolf raged. ‘It won’t work, you know. The aldermen won’t let him take the throne. He’s petty and loathsome.’


Moira said nothing. She seldom spoke.


‘What’s he doing now?’ Wolf persisted. ‘Forging his name on some dead farmer’s will? Slashing the back legs of his neighbour’s cattle? Tell him I need Godwin back at my high table by the time the feasting begins.’


She gave a crooked smile, then rolled back towards the wall.


Horrible woman! Wolf felt a twinge of guilt about forcing his son to marry her. A part of him could understand if Hawk still felt resentful, but he couldn’t be allowed to prance about kidnapping senior aldermen. Although … the doubt returned again, like a wave knocking him off balance. Hawk wouldn’t dare challenge his father’s authority like this, would he? He’d never been as brazenly defiant as Bear. In fact, he was terrified of him.


It must have been one or other of his hapless children. Wendolyn Godwin had said the abductors were members of the royal guard, and they only took orders from Wolf and his immediate family. So perhaps it was Swift. She’d always been a plotter. He headed back down the hill. His daughter wasn’t in her hall. She’d be parading around down south again. He’d given her the title of Warden of South Hamwicshire and the Sussex Coast, but it meant nothing. It was all part of Wessex, just as Kent and Essex were. But she lusted for power, and it suited him to keep her quiet for a while. Yet as demanding as Swift was, Wolf had to admit that it would have been difficult for her to orchestrate the kidnap from so far away. There was only one other option.


Aethelred, Wolf’s youngest son, was sitting on his front step, broad-shouldered, bare-chested and as innocent as a virgin saint. Wolf sat himself down gently next to the lad. ‘Do you know who ordered the guards to abduct Godwin, my son?’ he said.


‘No,’ replied Red. ‘Look at my fleet, Father. Aren’t they fine?’


His son had fashioned half a dozen little ships out of leaves, sticks and nutshells, and arranged them on a tree stump.


Wolf was overwhelmed with sadness. When he was younger, Red had been a magnificent boy, as capable as Achilles. But then he’d had his accident, which hadn’t been Wolf’s fault despite what anyone might say, and all he wanted to do nowadays was ride horses, make toy ships and play with his sweetheart, Winifred. What a waste of a potentially great fighter.


‘This one’s beautiful, lad,’ he said picking up an elaborately painted acorn. ‘You should call her Winifred.’


‘I will,’ said Red, ‘and I’ll rig a sail for her.’


Their reverie was broken by crashing, banging and shouting in the courtyard.


A butcher’s cart bringing sides of meat for the celebrations had come lumbering through the gate. It hit a deep rut and a wheel sheared off. A large wooden box toppled off the cart and smashed onto the ground, sending pigs’ heads rolling across the compound. Servants ran about trying to catch them.


Chaos! That was what Wolf must avoid at all costs. The aetheldom was never secure. Before he’d taken the throne from his father, it had been nothing but a fiefdom of squabbling gangs and greedy foreign mercenaries. It was he who had pacified it, and he who had driven the vile Norlanders from its shores for ever. If he fell, the old enmities would bubble back to the surface, the Norlanders would return and the Mercians and East Anglians would come flooding over the borders in their thousands.


‘One day you’ll have a ship of your own, lad,’ he said.


‘And I’ll be the captain of the fleet, won’t I?’ Red replied.


‘You’re an aethel. You can do anything you set your mind to,’ his father replied.


He stood up. It was time to … what? What should he do next? He was no closer to uncovering the whereabouts of Harold Godwin. He was so overcome by exhaustion he could barely walk back to the great hall. It was mid morning already; his guests would soon be arriving, and he hadn’t eaten yet. He prayed no one would notice he was trembling.









FOUR


The Devil’s Dean


Asser came back to consciousness drenched by a bucket of icy water. Halfnose, a look of disappointed contempt on his face, threw him a clean cassock, while the guards bandaged his leg. He was half carried, half dragged up the Vatica Hill to a small, elegant palace with a jaunty rectangular tower set in the shadow of the great Basilica of St Peter.


The guards manhandled him through a discreet side entrance, where they were met by a sleek official.


‘Where am I?’ Asser mumbled.


‘At the new cardinal’s palazzo,’ came the terse reply. ‘Don’t speak unless requested.’


He was dragged into a room full of busts of dead Popes on pedestals. A gold-painted statue of Christ crucified hung on the wall. Two priests wielding quills sat on one side of the room. On the other, behind a vast marble desk, was a well-manicured middle-aged man of ample build, dressed in the black robes of a cardinal. He was reading a document with a large seal attached, which obscured his face. ‘Put the priest down!’ he said, without looking up.


Asser was deposited on a straight-backed chair. He tried to sit upright, but it was all he could do not to topple onto the floor.


‘Wine?’ enquired the cardinal, still poring over the parchment.


‘Thank you, your Eminence.’


The official handed Asser a goblet. He took two polite sips, then thirst overwhelmed him and he dispatched the rest in one gulp.


‘Have you eaten?’ came the cardinal’s voice. The man had still not looked up from his page.


‘Not recently, your Eminence.’


A biscuit was proffered on a Chinese plate. Asser snapped it in two and pushed both halves into his mouth, then licked his finger, dabbed at the crumbs and swallowed them. The wine had made him dizzy. He wanted to curl up and go to sleep for ever.


Silence reigned save for the scratch of quills upon parchment. Finally, the cardinal finished reading and raised his head. Asser’s mind reeled.


‘You may leave us,’ the cardinal said to the attending men.


The priests scuttled from the room, followed by the guards. The official bowed and closed the door behind him with a click.


‘Father Asser!’ The cardinal smiled.


‘Balo-fucking-telli!’ replied Asser faintly.


He would not grovel at Balotelli’s feet after all he’d been through, even if he was a cardinal now. The Devil’s Dean, they used to call him. Asser had listened to dozens of his sermons over the years, and had thought him the most inspiring man he’d ever heard, until that day in the market square.


Balotelli picked up the parchment again. ‘Fornicating with cattle?’ he read. ‘Drinking from the devil’s teats? They say you were one of my supporters. The crimes they accuse you of are a little more energetic than the modest reforms I was advocating. Although I think we should seriously consider naked prostitutes in the pulpit. They’d guarantee larger congregations.’ He sighed. ‘Never forget how base our opponents are, Asser,’ he said. ‘They are like children shouting obscenities in the street, and their spite has no end … as you have already experienced.’


He picked up a second document. ‘So, you are eight and twenty years old and came to Rome from Wessex as a child. You were trained for high office at the Emmaus seminarium, a deeply unpleasant institution in my opinion, and while you were there, you developed what they refer to here as troubling signs of heterodoxy, so they expelled you and you eventually became senior advocate at the Tribunal of Reconciliation. In other words, you are a troublemaker who wasted ten years of his life in the most minor and underfunded of all the Church’s offices, pacifying outraged parishioners and resolving disputes between country churches. How jolly for you!’


‘It was unremittingly tedious. But there were moments of satisfaction … and I was good at it.’


Balotelli stared long and hard at the young priest. ‘I know you were,’ he said at last. He continued reading. ‘And during this time you were also a leading member of the secret band of hotheads who’d been affected by my modest works, and the instigator of the noisy events in the market square after which all our travails began.’


There was a time when Asser would have blushed to think that Dean Balotelli knew so much about him, that he could distinguish him from his countless other young followers. Now, though, he felt anger rising. Only Balotelli had known what they were planning. Only he could have informed on them.


‘Our travails? It was you who betrayed us!’


‘Don’t be foolish. When the purge began, I was punished too.’


‘Not tortured, I suspect.’


‘I fled to Aix-la-Chapelle.’


Asser let out a wheezy, bitter laugh, then doubled up in pain. ‘What a martyr you were!’ He was beginning to doubt himself. For a year he’d been convinced that Balotelli had betrayed them, but had he been deceiving himself?


The cardinal crossed to a large cupboard. ‘More wine?’ He returned with a green glazed jug and a handful of fruit-encrusted griddle cakes. ‘I didn’t suffer your indignities, that’s true, but I hadn’t been as foolish as you. So perhaps it’s me who should be angry.’


Asser looked at the cakes with a show of disinterest, then took two.


‘My time in Aix wasn’t wasted,’ continued Balotelli. ‘I won us the support of the Holy Roman Emperor.’


‘Bravo,’ Asser said. ‘And he had you made a cardinal?’


‘Not until three weeks ago. After the old Pope died.’


‘Leo is dead? He was hardly an old man. Was he assassinated?’


Balotelli ignored the question and refilled Asser’s glass.


‘I have a job for you,’ he said.


Asser snorted. ‘Why would I work for you?’


Balotelli smiled. ‘I’m not sure you have a choice. You’re looking peaky. It’s turned midday, would you care for a little dinner?’









FIVE


The Green Man


Lady Swift, Warden of South Hamwicshire and the Sussex Coast, wandered through Hamblesea, her heart fluttering like a bird in a net. If all went well, today would be the fulfilment of months of planning and the beginning of her ascension to power.


Since the Norland raids twenty years ago, Hamblesea had been little more than a hamlet. A few clusters of huts, a battered church, mounds of rubbish piled high like warts on the face of a giant, a handful of desultory market stalls, and a pebbled bay dotted with rotting reed coracles, torn nets and strands of barnacled rope. When she was young, she’d believed it was on this beach that the hero Hengist had landed when he arrived here with his comrades from the Saxon forests at the dawn of time. She liked to spend Landing Day in South Hamwicshire with her people; it was far more pleasant than the frenzy of Winchester. But there was another reason she was here today: no spies would be watching her.


The women were setting up a little Landing Day feast in the middle of the marketplace. She’d helped them take the doors off the church and put trestles underneath them, and now they could lay the food out and arrange it in a comely fashion.


She smiled at the stallholders, their squashed Southsaxon faces like the dogs her father kept for badger baiting. Not that she considered herself a beauty. She was too tall and thin, her nose too sharp, and her long black hair bore streaks of grey. But men still looked at her with interest, which was irritating but useful, and the common people respected her because of her fierce passion for the south coast. She often walked down the hill from her estate to visit them, kept their wells clean and removed the beggars from their muddy byways. Now she toyed with the bone combs dangling from strings and gave them her approval, admired the scented soaps even though they smelt of dead horse, and feigned a passionate interest in their crudely made wooden tools.


Wigan, her bodyguard, limped along behind her, his eyes darting to and fro. Many years ago he’d been one of her father’s men, but he’d been given to her on her twelfth birthday after he’d rescued her from an attack by Anglian bandits who would have done Christ knew what to her. He had let her pull the rope on them herself, and they’d dangled and swayed outside her hall for months until her mother had made her cut them down because they were too depressing. Wigan was older now, and stiff after years of fighting, but he was still canny, and she’d hold him to her for a while, at least until he could keep her safe no longer. As long as her brothers Bear and Hawk were alive, she’d need someone to watch her back.


A dog barked, distracting the villagers. Swift crossed discreetly to the nut stall and ran her fingers through the piles of cobs and hazels.


‘He’s in the byre,’ whispered the old woman behind the stall. It was Agneta, who’d nursed her as a child, whom she trusted with her life, who’d brought her here to Hamblesea each summer when her mother and father had been away on royal procession. It had been an exciting place for a young girl: fairs with jugglers and performing bears, horse racing, cock fighting, and pilgrims flocking in their hundreds to the Church of St Ignatius the Martyr. But the Norlanders had laid the south coast to waste. They’d razed the town to the ground, smashed the saint’s coffin and thrown his bones to the foxes.


Agneta’s arms and legs had never grown properly; she was short and stocky, standing only as high as Swift’s waist. She wore a constant look of disapproval, and coarse black hairs sprouted from her upper lip. What she lacked in height she made up for in fierceness, but she was kind of heart although few knew it.


She raised her voice so the villagers would hear her and enquired, ‘The privy pit you want, is it, Lady Swift? Over there. Take these rags.’


Swift would rather have died than surrender to the embrace of the stinking pit to which Agneta was pointing, but she strode towards it purposefully with Wigan in tow. Once out of sight, she threw the rags on a pile of rubbish and headed away from the privy and towards an old byre.


Wigan pushed the door. It creaked open and she went in. She’d be safe here from prying eyes. There were no cows, no goats or chickens, just a few rotting stooks of hay, a pile of dung and a collapsed manger; the only sound the buzzing of flies and the scuttling of an occasional mouse.


‘Lady Swift?’ A figure stepped out of the darkness. ‘It is I, Seneschal François, chamberlain to the Holy Roman Emperor.’


She was expecting to meet a handsome soldier with clear hazel eyes and a small duelling scar above his left eye, the man to whom she was secretly betrothed. This jackanapes was portly, with a small pointed beard in the continental style, and was wearing a long green jacket and a little hat adorned with a brown feather. She recognised him from her stays in Frankia when she was a young girl. He had been the little boy who slammed doors and played his pipe constantly and tunelessly. My, how high he’d risen!


‘Where is Prince Louis?’ she demanded.


‘He cannot come,’ said the seneschal. He spoke in an overenunciated way, like a child’s tutor, which irritated her beyond measure.


‘You have travelled a hundred leagues to tell me he has broken his promise? Do you know what is at stake here? You are a foreign envoy, and I am conducting a clandestine meeting with you. If my brothers hear of it, they’ll have me hanged for treachery.’


‘Lady Swift, I am here because the prince is deeply distressed that he broke his word to you. He is under siege in Cologne. He cannot leave until it is raised.’


‘And that is true? Not some tale concocted by his father the emperor to extricate him from our agreement?’


Seneschal François shook his head vigorously. ‘No, I assure you.’


‘So the emperor is happy with the arrangement?’


‘All emperors are happy, Lady Swift, until they are not.’ There were cries of alarm outside, and the sound of running feet. ‘Please be patient,’ said the seneschal. ‘The prince will come soon.’


‘So you say,’ she replied.


He looked at her earnestly. ‘You do know that the Norlanders are on their way?’


Swift’s whole body tautened. It was not unexpected news – she’d been warning her father of the threat for months – but to have it confirmed was terrifying. Nevertheless, amidst her dread was something else: a small flicker of excitement. This was her chance to prove what she could do.


‘Are you sure?’


‘I am,’ he replied.


‘I thought they’d come. I’ve been building beacons along the coast.’


‘Too little, too tardy, I suspect, m’lady,’ he said.


‘My father is ignoring the danger the Norlanders pose. He’s in Winchester, consumed by plots and counter-plots.’


‘After what happened to his kingdom the last time they came, his insouciance is a luxury he can ill afford.’


The noise outside was growing louder.


‘Go now,’ she said. ‘Tell Louis I’ll always hold him in the highest esteem and—’


The door burst open.


‘Norlanders!’ shouted Wigan. ‘They’re coming this way.’


Swift hurried outside and followed her bodyguard’s gaze. The peasants had disappeared, the stalls left unattended. The only sign of life was the sound of a slave girl locked in a shed a little way off, chattering away to herself. But the hill beyond the village was swarming with people. At its summit was the unlit beacon she’d ordered to be erected a few days earlier. She headed up the slope after the crowds.


She smelt burning before she saw it. Five miles away on Hay Tor, a beacon was blazing. Five miles beyond it was another, and on the horizon she could make out a third. Holy Jesu!


When she reached the top and pushed her way through the crowd, she saw Simon Eadwig, the local alderman, clutching a blazing brand.


‘Light it, quickly!’ she ordered.


He stood frozen to the spot, overwhelmed by fear and confusion. She snatched the brand from his grasp.


Wigan breasted the rise, breathing hard. Swift, legs astride, the blazing branch above her head, called out to him. ‘Ride to Winchester and warn my father.’


‘I cannot leave you unattended,’ he shouted over the din, and put his hand on the shoulder of one of the old men. ‘Alfrick, take my horse and ride to Winchester.’


‘Find my father and tell him the Norlanders have returned,’ said Swift. ‘We’ll hold them at bay as long as we can.’


She turned back to the beacon and plunged the torch deep into its heart.









SIX


A Jug of Hare


Asser and Balotelli gazed at one another across a table set a little apart from the hundred or so other priests and monks in the papal refectory. The cardinal sat on a leather-backed throne; Asser slumped in one of the high padded chairs given to the old monks whose limbs were failing. It was very comfortable, but his leg throbbed intolerably. He needed to keep his wits about him.


The refectory was a voluminous brick building constructed by the Emperor Nero half a millennium previously, with a ceiling the height of a church tower. The day’s lesson was being read by a portly, florid monk well versed in the declamatory arts. It was taken from the Epistle of St Paul to the Thessalonians, and would have been well received had it not been for the thundering echo of a hundred spoons scraping a hundred platters.


Balotelli was dicing a small apple. Asser was attacking a jug of hare and onions with a long spoon.


‘What happened to you in Aix?’ demanded Asser between mouthfuls. ‘Did the broiled frogs addle your head? For years I listened while you preached that the Church’s cardinals were thieves and hypocrites. Now you’re one of them!’


‘The new Pope requires wise counsel,’ Balotelli said calmly.


‘From you, Stephen Balotelli, the people’s dean?’


‘From me, Stephen Balotelli, the new Pope’s chief adviser.’


Asser guffawed. The monks at the next table turned to look at him, but were met by the cardinal’s glare and swiftly turned away again.


‘You secured the election for him.’


‘That isn’t possible,’ Balotelli replied. ‘The cardinals and our great families choose the new Pope.’


‘And the only man rich enough to buy their votes is the Holy Roman Emperor.’


‘Softly, please!’ Balotelli smiled.


‘Who is the new pontiff?’


‘Benedict of Padua.’


‘Your old tutor? You rescued him from obscurity?’


‘He is a brilliant man.’


‘Ten years ago he was a firebrand. I remember him proclaiming that Christ had championed the common man, so anyone who didn’t do likewise was no Christian. But his latter years have been spent buried in the obscure writings of the early saints. He has no experience of church politicking.’


‘I have.’


‘You delivered a Pope who’d be amenable to Emperor Charles the Bald, and who you could control. You sly bastard!’


For a moment Asser wondered if he’d gone too far. He often did. But Balotelli merely observed him with a slight smile.


‘As a young man, you were renowned for being outspoken.’


‘As were you.’


‘Asser,’ he said, ignoring yet another jibe, ‘you wish us to return to Christ’s teaching, don’t you? You wish the mighty to be put down from their seat and the humble and meek lifted up, am I correct?’


It was a question barely worth the asking.


‘So how do we begin?’ Balotelli continued.


‘We tax the rich and feed the poor as Benedict has proclaimed all his life. It must be our very first priority.’


‘And what else?’


‘We teach the clergy to read so they can disseminate Christ’s vision to rich and commoners alike.’


The cardinal slammed the table so hard the dishes moved. ‘And what else?’ he demanded.


Asser looked blank.


‘Do you know how much gold we give the Norlanders each year to stop them invading Rome?’ Balotelli hissed. ‘Of course you don’t. The Church is far too embarrassed to share that information. One hundred thousand gold pieces! And Charles the Bald gives them something similar, even though he rules the largest empire the world has seen since the days of imperial Rome. Our coffers are empty and will remain so until we rid ourselves of the heathen invaders. There are a myriad profound changes we wish to make for the betterment of Christ’s people, but we will achieve none of them,’ he banged the table again, ‘none of them until we have resolved the Norland problem.’ He took a scroll from his sleeve. ‘Read this,’ he said. ‘Keep it flat on the table, peruse it discreetly and return it directly to me.’


Asser’s eyes scanned the scroll.


Cardinal Balotelli, forgive our presumption. We are military men unschooled in the complexities of government, but we write to you out of love for Christ and because Christendom is on the verge of destruction. All Europe from the Danube to Hadrian’s Wall has been encircled by the Norlanders. They currently comprise only of discreet fighting bands, and consequently have been underestimated by our superiors, who buy them off rather than engage them in battle. Once they are united, as they will be soon, they will swallow us whole, and Thor and Odin will hold sway where once Christ ruled. Only a mighty Christian army can drive this pestilence from the face of the earth, and as lovers of Christ’s word, we believe this army should be more than a mere harbinger of death. It must carry with it ten thousand good priests and witnesses for Christ who will transform the churches of the countries it occupies, feed the poor and hasten the Second Coming.


He passed it back and shook his head. ‘Ten thousand good priests?’ he said. ‘We’d struggle to find fifty.’


Balotelli leant towards him so closely Asser could smell the bittersweet scent of his breath. ‘Does the letter contain a little too much hyperbole? Of course it does. Its writers are young fighting men stationed in Illyria, putting their careers in jeopardy by expressing such views. But they are right. Sometimes God creates a tiny fracture in the edifice of the world that it is our duty as Christians to exploit. The Holy Roman Emperor supports such a proposal. With a great army at our disposal like the one the soldiers describe, we could make tangible the vision we’ve dreamt of for so long.’


‘A tiny fracture? Like the death of Pope Leo? How did he die?’


‘He fell from a window.’


‘Why am I not surprised?’


‘The new Pope has agreed that I should form a discreet group of clear-sighted clerics who will assist us in bringing all this about.’


A seminarian wearing a canvas apron offered them more wine. Asser’s mind was spinning like a child’s whirling stick. He tried to speak calmly. ‘A secret brotherhood?’


Balotelli shook his head vigorously. ‘No, no! You’ll simply be part of my administration – a few additional advisers and assistants. But you’ll also be working surreptitiously to advance our shared vision.’


‘Surreptitiously? Why?’


‘Because otherwise our lives will be in danger from those in the Church who oppose us.’


Asser was feeling cold now. He thought of the poverty of his childhood, his visceral hatred of the Norlanders, of the day long ago when they came to his village. Of his sister, Anna.


‘I am a lowly priest,’ he said. ‘Why would you seek me out to be one of your number?


‘You come recommended as wayward but sometimes brilliant, you risked your life for us, you have exercised authority, albeit in a paltry fashion, you—’


A shadow fell across their table.


‘Good morning, Stephen.’


The man who had interrupted them bore the hallmarks of Rome’s great families. He was slim and well spoken, his gown was long, black and elegant with a modest golden trim, his cheekbones were defined, his skin smooth, and he wore a look of disdain tempered by a glimmer of wit.


Asser had seen him once or twice many years ago, but only from afar. He was Enzo Gilotti, the Church’s primicerius, the head of the Notarii, which oversaw the Church’s financial dealings. If Balotelli was the gatekeeper of Pope Benedict’s wishes, Gilotti was similarly employed with the Pope’s money.


‘You look well after your time away from us in Aix, my friend,’ he said, as smoothly as fresh cream. ‘Now you have a fine new position, which I’m sure you’ll execute creditably. However, you’ll not be offended if my committee performs the tedious task of scrutinising your potential expenditure, will you?’


‘Rest assured I will act only on the instructions of his Holiness, Enzo,’ replied Balotelli. ‘If you have concerns, I’m sure he’ll be prepared to listen to them.’


‘Of course,’ replied the primicerius. ‘But you have responsibilities to the wider Church too, you know that. We’ve all made lavish promises during papal elections in order to affect their outcome, there’s nothing wrong with that. Yours, though, were particularly … cornucopaic. How will we pay for them, Stephen? More taxes? I think not. Be prudent. Please. For everyone’s sake.’


Gilotti smiled again, before his attention was drawn by an abbot who had entered the refectory and was about to sit down and dine a little way off. ‘Francis!’ he called. ‘So glad to see you …’ and he walked languidly towards him.


Balotelli picked up his paring knife and continued eating his apple. ‘Cornucopaic?’ he said. ‘What a tomfool that man is.’


‘His point is well made, though, Cardinal,’ said Asser. ‘The changes you plan to introduce, let alone your Norland adventure, will be colossal. They’ll come at great cost.’


‘One step at a time, Asser, that is how we’ll manage it. Not so long ago you brought together a little band of insurrectionists and they appeared happy to accept your leadership. Now I want you to do the same for me.’


Asser’s mind was moving back and forth like a moorhen attending her chicks.


‘I’d need assistance … and a purse.’


‘You would. I believe you know Doctore Guido?’


‘Of course. A man of great kindness and understanding. He tutored me at the seminarium.’


‘He teaches no longer. Now he is my aide and confidant. He’s the shrewdest of us all. He worked for the previous Pope and was able to orchestrate my return to Rome. He’s also ensuring that opposition to our plans is kept to a minimum. He will supply you with all you’ll need. But let me warn you, the cardinals tolerated my advancement because the Doctore offered them blandishments. Now that they understand the enormity of the changes I intend to make, they’ll stop at nothing to scupper our plans. Take care. Wear a thick leather jerkin under your habit. It will be a cold winter.’









SEVEN


Wolf’s Children


Exhausted by his search for Harold Godwin in the halls of his children, Wolf sat on the step of his great hall with a jug of sweet ale and a bowl of porridge. It was a large and impressive hall, the finest in Wessex, with two floors, like the houses of the great men in ancient Roman times, only when the weather turned, half of it was penned off for the animals to shelter in and constantly smelt of goat. The choir was practising the Magnificat in preparation for the Landing Day feast, repeating the same phrase over and over. The sound of the young boys’ piping voices was balm to his soul. He felt less agitated now, though his head was still banging like an Irish drummer.


Why had the Lord punished him with such difficult children? He’d wanted to be proud of them, to be excited by their promise. Instead they were dolts or conspirators or both. Why couldn’t they be like him when he was their age? He’d battled the Norlanders and driven them back to the furthest islands of the northern sea. He’d rid Wessex of pagans and cut down their sacred groves. He’d paid for missionaries to cross the land preaching the name of Christ, and whenever his own people rose up against him, he’d hanged the troublemakers and burnt down their cottages. Yet still the Lord was heaping the sufferings of Job upon his head. If the other aldermen came to the conclusion that he’d imprisoned Harold Godwin – or even worse, killed him – they’d rise up faster than a yeasted loaf in a cottage oven.


He heard wheezing and groaning, then Bishop Humbert was standing in the doorway, his massive bulk almost blocking out the light. His size constantly surprised Wolf. He’d not been a big man when he was young and had been appointed to the see of Winchester like his father before him. He’d certainly possessed a dominating presence, but he had been waspish, energetic and totally dedicated to Wolf and the royal house. He was still shrewd, some would say conniving, but his consumption of sweetmeats and strong drink had given him a girth of remarkable proportions. It amazed Wolf that he could still move from one place to the next without the aid of a stick or a cart, but his energy was undiminished, even though he dripped with sweat and announced his arrival with heavy breathing.


‘I’ve interviewed your guards,’ Humbert said. ‘They were nowhere near the Godwins’ house. They’d received an order sending them to quell a disturbance in Havant.’


‘I gave no such order!’ Wolf frowned.


‘Of course you didn’t. There was no disturbance. It was a forgery. But they couldn’t have taken part in Godwin’s abduction, they were leagues away.’


‘Wendolyn Godwin said she saw them.’


‘She was overcome by hysteria, as women often are in moments of crisis. It was all in her imagination.’


‘Are you sure?’ Wolf demanded. ‘Those men would betray me in the blink of an eyelid. Shall we show them the hand-screws?’


‘It would be imprudent to threaten your own guards, High Aethel,’ the bishop replied. ‘Never fear. We’ll find Alderman Godwin soon. I’m sure he’s not dead.’ He bowed his head and wandered off lugubriously towards the kitchens.


Wolf watched him go. He trusted the bishop more than anyone else in Wessex, but that wasn’t saying much.


He turned back to the courtyard, where his wife, Osburgh, was supervising the beating of the tapestries.


‘Harder!’ she snapped, and slapped a young slave boy round the head.


A second wife was the dream of all red-blooded men, he thought, a pretty little thing with a lithe young body, devoted to her husband like a daughter to her father. But it rarely worked out like that. His first wife, Agnes, had been his companion; she’d ridden with him, tended his cuts and bruises, and given birth to Bear, Hawk and Swift without complaint. But Osburgh was a misery, and their son, Red, had become a halfwit. His three older children called her ‘the Shrew’, which was apposite, but they must stop. It irked her, then she became peevish with him.


The dust rose; he sneezed and sneezed again, and Osburgh spotted him as she always did.


‘Have you found Godwin?’ she snapped.


‘Not yet.’


‘Suppose he’s been killed?’


‘Then the full weight of my wrath will come crashing down on the murderer,’ he said.


‘Not if it’s one of your children,’ Osburgh replied. ‘You’ll forgive them. You always do.’


‘Nonsense. None of my children are trustworthy. I’ll hang all four if I have to.’


‘You have five,’ Osburgh said, snatching the carpet beater from the slave and hitting the tapestry so hard it made him wince.


‘Don’t start that again,’ he growled. The dust was assaulting him, getting in his eyes and up his nose.


‘You have five children!’


‘I’m going to lie down.’


‘Our glorious boy Fraed would never have plotted against you,’ Osburgh said. ‘You know he wouldn’t. If he were still here, none of this would be happening.’


Wolf gave her a glare that would have silenced Babel. ‘Aethelfraed’s gone!’ he said. ‘He’s dead to me.’









EIGHT


The Ragged People


The early-afternoon repast over, Asser was led back to the cardinal’s palazzo by Father Plegmond, a skinny priest with spiky hair and buck teeth. Every stone in the path drove through him like the nails through Christ’s hands, the jugged hare had given him crippling indigestion, and he was exhausted by the events of the morning. He knew he should feel grateful for his freedom, but he was deeply suspicious of what might lie ahead of him.


Finally they arrived back at the elegant palazzo the guards had dragged him into only a few hours earlier. It was illuminated by the summer sun. Even in his pain, he could admire the freshly tiled roof, the crisp daub, the neatly planted garden, and the fountains in the shape of dolphins. At the far end of the building was a small wing with white walls and a terracotta roof. Plegmond supported Asser up a long set of stone steps, through a pair of black double doors bearing a golden knob in the shape of a lion’s head, and along a shiny corridor. ‘Welcome to your new home,’ he announced, and, like an excited courtier welcoming him to a dancing party, pushed open a polished wood door with a flourish.


The room was covered in drapes and carpets, soft chairs and a lacquered desk, and there was a large gold and mahogany cross on the wall that would have paid for the feeding of the five thousand. Plegmond helped Asser into a goose-feathered bed and laid a coverlet of beaver fur over him. Asser caught sight of himself in the burnished bronze of the big cross: short, thin, with the face of some curious forest animal, his eyes exhausted but implacable.


‘Would coddled eggs and ham suffice in the morning?’ enquired Plegmond.


Asser could think of no adequate response.


‘And these documents,’ Plegmond continued, pointing to a pile on the desk. ‘I’ve sorted them out for you in advance of … whatever it is the cardinal wants you to do.’


‘Give me whichever you consider the most important,’ said Asser.


‘You wouldn’t rather sleep, after all your travails?’ said Plegmond solicitously. ‘I think you should.’


Asser pushed aside the coverlet and held out his hand. ‘It’s the middle of the day,’ he said.


Plegmond browsed through the documents thoughtfully and gave him one. ‘This is an assessment of the Norlanders’ strength. And of ours,’ he added.


Asser began reading.


‘Shall I go now?’ Plegmond said, but Asser was too immersed in the document to reply.


A short while later, there was a knock at the door. Terror seized him and he started violently. Was Halfnose about to drag him back to the papal dungeon?


The door opened and he almost cried with joy. Two figures stood there with broad smiles on their faces.


‘How are you, old friend?’ enquired Father Kennet, rosy-cheeked and with the belly of a toper. When they were young, and the other boys at the seminarium had been slaving over the tedious books of Leviticus and Numbers, Kennet had taught him riddles about cocks and arses and introduced him to the minds of new theologians like Alcuin of York and Johannes of Scotia.


‘I will mend,’ replied Asser.


‘You’re looking older,’ said Kennet.


‘St Catherine on her wheel!’ exclaimed Asser. ‘I’m looking older? A year ago you had hair the colour of a black cat.’


‘Time hasn’t been easy on any of us,’ said Father Philip, who’d been the strongest and bravest of their gang of boys. He’d once climbed the outside of the seminarium tower and set a stuffed dummy of Master Spinoza on the very top. Now he’d grown in bulk and looked more like a butcher than a man of God.


Kennet, Philip and Asser, boyhood rebels and brothers in arms. They’d feared nothing and no one, they’d drunk purloined communion wine late into the night and written sagas so bawdy they’d have made the devil blush. They were arrogant and witty and argued their mentors into the ground.


‘I suppose I have you two to thank for my liberation,’ Asser said.


‘No, we thought you were dead. Plegmond’s your saviour. He sifted through countless lists of miscreants and finally found you in the Pope’s dungeon,’ Philip replied.


‘And Balotelli had you freed,’ added Kennet.


‘Balotelli would have struggled to remember my name had it not been written on the parchment in front of him,’ replied Asser.


Philip and Kennet sat on his bed and they talked for a long time. Father Philip had escaped to Macedonia after the events in the market square; he’d fought in a bloody war against the Church in Constantinople and returned home to find his mistress and children dead from the measles. Kennet had spent months hiding in the old catacombs under the city, eating rats and other filth. Asser’s heart bled for them, but he couldn’t fight the fog of fatigue that was creeping over him.


‘Our vision. Everything we dreamt of,’ he said, his eyes heavy with sleep. ‘We will bring it about, my friends.’


‘If we live long enough to do so,’ replied Kennet.


‘We’ll leave you now,’ said Philip softly, and they tiptoed out of the room.


A face looms over him, gaunt and sad, two faces, ten, a hundred. He’s walking through Wessex, past shacks and shanties. Ragged figures are crying out in despair, children are being eaten by rats, rats are being eaten by the starving, the starving are prostituting themselves with brute-faced soldiers.


Now he is standing on a beach, a child looking for worms holding a swill bucket and a big wooden spoon. Men appear from nowhere, six or seven of them. The one at the front is calling out to him. He has curly ginger hair down to his waist, a long coat with moons and stars on it, and tiny blue jewels under his eyes. He scoops Asser up, twirls him round in the air and sets him on his shoulders.


He is at the compound. His da is coming out of their hut with a dreadful expression on his face. He points at the men. ‘Norlanders!’ he screams.


An axe flies through the air and buries itself in his da’s forehead, another in his chest. Asser screams, but the man with the curly hair holds his legs fast. He leans forward and bites the man’s ear as hard as he can, and tastes the metallic tang of blood. The man cries out. Asser heaves himself from his grip and runs.


His da is lying completely still, the axes still protruding from his head and chest. Two of the men are lying on top of his ma. They cut her from her neck to her secret parts.


They are dragging his sister away. ‘Asser!’ she is calling.


Now the ragged figures are returning and are calling to him too. ‘Asser! Asser!’


‘Asser!’


He opened his eyes. A face was looming over him. He felt strange, soft sheets beneath his fingers. Where was he?


‘You’ve been dreaming, and you’ve bitten your lip; here, let me wipe it for you.’


Confusion overwhelmed him, and he tried to pull away from the person standing over him, but then recognised the voice as that of the one he loved best: Doctore Guido, his teacher from the seminarium, kind, gentle, full of understanding.


‘I don’t …’ he began.


‘Good afternoon, my friend. You’re at Balotelli’s palazzo. My rooms are down the corridor and I heard you shouting.’


For a moment Asser was overcome with happiness, then his dream came back to him, as vivid as before.


He clutched the Doctore’s hand. ‘We must not forget them,’ he said.


‘Forget who?’


‘The poor, the hungry. We are planning to embark on a terrible war, but it will count as nothing unless we free our people from their misery!’


‘I know that, Asser,’ replied the Doctore. ‘We all do. It’s why we have put our trust in you. You will twist and dodge and lie for us. You will put your soul in mortal peril. But you are Christ’s soldier, as are we all.’


‘Balotelli’s to be trusted?’


‘He is the most brilliant man I know, and I thank God for him,’ said Guido. ‘He wishes to heal the Church and rid it of corruption, and in that he has my absolute support. But he is at his happiest when he’s immersed in schemes and stratagems. Perhaps one day he will overreach himself. And if that day comes, I pray we will be able to set his plans aright. Now go back to sleep,’ he said softly, and he stroked Asser’s head as he had twenty years previously, when Asser was a young, frightened boy far away from home and had lost his family to the Norlanders.
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