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This novel is a work of fiction and when it refers to real
characters, their role, words and actions are to be read as the
author has wished to portray them for the purpose of storytelling and
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  Bridge
over the River Livenza, Sunday March 3, 776 A.D.



 





There he is, it's him.


I can't see the glitter of his battle crown yet, but I can distinctly
make out the standard bearing the infamous title which that bastard,
usurper son of usurpers, has had embroidered on it with his beautiful
golden thread. I can't read it from here, but I know very well what
it says:


"Gratia Dei Rex Francorum et Langobardorum."


Curse him!


The fact that he has arbitrarily attributed to himself the right to
command my people doesn’t bother me: since time immemorial, kings
and emperors have defeated or are defeated, and the peoples who
follow them must submit to new leaders. No, what really offends me is
that "Gratia Dei." Through whom did this man learn that he
had the blessing of the Lord? Perhaps by virtue of the intercession
of that other liar, Adriano, a worthy accomplice to his shady
intrigues?


What I wouldn't give to stick that precious piece of cloth down his
throat, along with the entire shaft holding it!


Just look at him there, surrounded by his twelve "valiant"
paladins: he doesn’t allow anyone to come any closer than three
paces from him! This time too he will enjoy the bloody spectacle from
a safe position, well beyond twice the range of an arrow.


He is certainly not the kind of king who shares the risks, endeavors
or food with his own soldiers. No, he always eats like a pig, and
doesn’t give a damn whether his soldiers have a full belly or not,
and who knows how much it must have cost him to cross the mountains
in winter to come back here to punish these few "treacherous
rebels". Because that's exactly what he called us: "treacherous
rebels."


So why? Just because we have decided to say that emough is enough to
his tyranny and injustices? Just because we claim the right to
continue living as free men on a land that has belonged to us for
more than two centuries? A land that we have helped to resurrect and
in doing so has made us better men than his Franks can ever become?


"Treacherous rebels"...


But he fears us all the same.


Yes, that arga is afraid of us.


Otherwise, he would not have bailed out on the Saxons, to rush and
settle the score here, where he has decided his new kingdom must be
expanded.


Damn him!


I swear on Saint Michael Archangel that I will make him pay for it!


Yes, I’ll make him pay for what he did to her, our princess, my
princess. He dishonored her, because he was aware that compared to
that woman all his power, all his wealth, all his castles were worth
less than the dung of a stinking goat.


I don't care how many warriors there will be defending him or how
thick the metal of his armor is: before the sun sets, my lance will
taste his blood or this land will be bathed by mine.


This land, where it all began and where everything, for better or
worse, will end today. Here, at this bridge, on the banks of this
river which marks the boundaries of what was the cradle of our
kingdom, the final fate Alboino’s descendants will be decided: back
then we fought to conquer, today we fight to not be conquered.


As I pat my stallion's dusky mane, I look at the knights lined up
next to me, trying to guess their thoughts. To my left, I see the
silhouette of Idelprando, Duke of Spoleto; in the end he regretted
having bowed too quickly before the Pope, and is here today to atone
for his mistakes: as soon as the bowmen retreat beyond the bridge
after launching their arrows, his men will be the first to face the
charge of the fearsome enemy cataphracts.


My horse is restless, perhaps he feels my impatience, and suddenly he
shies against the steed of my comrade-in-arms to my right, making me
slam against his shield. I apologize to him, as I pull on the
bridles, but there is no need for that, perhaps he didn’t even
realize: I can see from his eyes that he too is quivering with the
desire to go into battle.


I run my gaze further along searching for the man who will lead us
today: Rotgaudo, the elderly Duke of Friuli, who has cast aside his
monk’s robe and is wearing armor once more.


There he is, right there, in the middle of our formation, in front of
everyone else despite his almost sixty years. They say that the older
you get, the greater your fear of dying. It is a rule that does not
apply to those who are at peace with their conscience, it is a rule
that certainly does not apply to our condottiere.


Look at him, Karl, take a good look at him, you who demand to be
called "king of the Franks and the Lombards": this is how
you lead an army, this is how you lead a people!


Some have already started calling you "Magnus", but only
someone who exposes himself in person, who wins and is still able to
show respect for the defeated is truly great. You have only pretended
to have it. 



Our enemies of yesterday, on the other hand, have often become
today's allies. You don’t believe me? Look amongst our ranks, then:
do you think we are all Lombards here? You're wrong: there are as
many Italics here as us and today they fight because they want to,
not because we ordered them to do so.


They fight because they prefer us to you, Karl.


When we came here from Pannonia, we too were cruel and merciless
towards those who lived in these lands; but ours was real hunger, not
just hunger for riches and power, as yours is today. And above all,
we did not claim to call ourselves "an instrument of God",
as you have the presumption to be, even if then you have no qualms
about fighting on the day dedicated to Him.


You're so sure of yourself, you're so convinced that you will defeat
us, that you didn't even worry that your men will have the sun in
their eyes today. You even left us the option of choosing the
battlefield: a mistake that a strategist worthy of the name would
never have made.


But you are not a real strategist.


You, worthy son of your father, obtain your victories with spies,
plots, murders and deceptions, rather than weapons. And the beauty of
it is that often, too often, you have forced us to play the game in
the same way as you, with the same tactics.


Today, though, things will be different.


Today only weapons will decide.


It is no longer the age of deception, you have my word.


Liutgard's word.
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  Sibrium,
Monday 26 April 773 (three years earlier), fourth hour



 




Leaning
back againt the columns supporting the arch under the main tower of
the fortress, the two guards realized their superior was arriving
only at the last moment and attempted to assume a more martial
posture and set their lances upright. The man noticed it and gave the
two of them a good-natured look of reproach. He said nothing and went
ahead, quickly crossing the bridge over the moat, headed towards the
houses of the hamlet.


On any other occasion those two would have been the recipients of a
good bollocking, maybe even a punishment, but there was no need to be
strict this time. There was no imminent danger, and the day the enemy
actually showed up at those walls would mean that all was lost and
that the reign was over.


Forever.


Indeed, two things were certain. The battle would be fought
elsewhere. And it would be the last. For too many decades, not to
mention centuries, relationships with them were ambiguous: first
enemies, then allies, then enemies again, then once again allies. Two
peoples who had never trusted each other in any case.


Enough.


The next few months would be crucial in determining once and for all
who had the right to live and command on those lands.


 





As he was walking immersed in these thoughts, the two sentinels
behind him were blaming each other, certain that by now he couldn’t
hear them. 



"Hey Gumpert, damn you!" snapped the older one, "couldn't
you have warned me that the gastald was arriving?”


"And why didn't you warn me, Adelard? I know you're old, but if
they’re still putting you on guard duty, it means your eyesight is 
alright!"


The veteran made a rude gesture with his hand and spat on the ground.


"Me old? I could beat you even with one arm tied behind my back!
You’ve never fought a real war and the day it should happen to you,
I really hope I don't have you next to me: you'd piss yourself out of
fear and I'd have to put up with the smell of it!"


The young man did not answer and just shrugged his shoulders, but
Adelard still wanted to let off steam.


"Anyway, I would rather be on a battlefield than standing here
under this tower at this moment. I just don't understand what we're
doing here. Both doors of the main entry stay wide open during the
day with people always coming and going, and it’s like being in the
capital on market days. Even wagons go back and forth on this fucking
bridge!"


As if it had heard his words, at that very moment a two-wheeled cart
pulled by a mule and coming out of the castrum, stopped a few steps
from them. The aldio who was driving waited patiently for a sign of
assent. The elderly warrior nodded with a grunt: there was nothing to
check because the driver had already delivered his load of hay for
the garrison horses. The vehicle went slowly over the bridge, making
the boards creak as it passed.


To overcome the boredom, Adelard continued the conversation with his
companion from the point where it had been interrupted, 



"Speaking of Ticinum3, have you ever seen it, our capital?"


Gumpert shook his head.


"No? Really? You’ve never been there? You don't know what
you're missing, my friend! It’s splendid, you know, really
splendid. Not just the king's palace, the churches, but everything
else, the houses, the streets, the alleys: everything is beautiful.
And the walls... you should see those walls. They’re very high,
much higher than these, and massive: no one will ever be able to
conquer them."


"Indeed, we’re very good when it comes to taking refuge behind
the walls," the young man interrupted him.


The old man looked at him with a scowl, and clutched the shaft of the
lance angrily: one thing was to offend him, another the people to
whom they both belonged.


"What do you mean, boy?"


"Nothing, just that to this day they have always clobbered us on
open ground."


"If you’re referting to Pipino’s victories, he got them by
deception: as he held out one hand to us, he was hiding his sword in
the other, that arga! This time things will go differently, you’ll
see."


"Oh really? And what makes you think that? What makes you think
the son will be better than his father? I think he's behaving even
worse than him. With our princess, for example..."


No, that was really too much!


Adelard leaned his lance against the wall and took three steps
forward towards his companion, locked his right hand on the hilt of
the scramasax   tied to his hip and moved right into the middle of
the carriageway:


"Shut up!" he ordered, waving his left index finger under
his nose. "Be silent, if you don't want me to cut out your damn
tongue. Don't you dare talk about our princess ever again without
first rinsing your mouth with vinegar, do you understand?"


Gumpert nodded, with an imperceptible movement of his head. He had
not expected a reaction like that from his fellow soldier, just for
bringing up a matter that had been on everyone's lips for months.
That wound was still stinging the honor of the Lombards, though, and
perhaps Adelardo’s in a particular way.


"I’m sorry, my friend. I thought just as highly of Desiderio’s
daughter as you did: I didn't mean to offend her memory."


In the meantime the other had taken up his position and his lance
again, in silence.


The young man tried to remedy his previous remarks in some way:


"You’re right: this time we’ll show them, those Franks, wait
and see. This time we won't be found unprepared. If Karl crosses the
Alps, he will find a worthy welcome and perhaps even a worthy
burial!"


Adelard did not answer: he had nothing more to say to that little
piece of shit and said not another word until the end of their guard
duty.


 





Unaware of this exchange of views, the gastald meanwhile had almost
reached his destination and after stopping to greet some arimanni on
horseback, returning from a patrol in the area, he was walking
briskly up the small hill that led to the little church built outside
the walls at the northern end of the village.


It was a small building in a cruciform shape, made of stones, bricks
and other salvaged materials, with the only entrance facing west and
the apse to the east.


He had never understood why his grandfather had had the bizarre idea
to build that thing, after deciding to discard his armor for a monk’s
habit many years before: there was already a basilica with three
naves inside the castrum, more than enough to accommodate all the
faithful in the area. He was still a child at the time and had really
enjoyed watching what he thought was a house grow day by day,
convinced that he would go to live there with the whole family. He
remembered when the main lintel of the roof had been put in place and
how many men, how much effort had been needed to place that gigantic
log of chestnut wood at a height which at the time he thought was
excessive.


But what now seemed excessive to him was all that waste of resources
and energy: his people would have to worry about very different
matters if they wanted to continue to exist; but he would never have
said that to his grandfather. They had often discussed the issue in
the past, always finding themselves on opposite sides and were never
able to find a point of agreement. And besides, he wasn't the one who
would talk that day, that day he was there to listen. Right after
Mass the day before, the old man had said that he had important
things to tell him, very important, he had specified.


As soon as he went through the door, the gastald's nostrils were
filled with the smell of the fresh mortar being used to plaster the
apse in front of him. It was really only a first light surface layer,
just to "dirty" the stones and bricks and allow the
Byzantine painter in charge of the decorations to make his initial
sketches on the curved wall. The final plaster would be applied only
at a later stage, when the time came to create the final frescoes.


The artist was at work on the righthand side of the apse, standing on
a wooden scaffold five or six feet high, using a sharp piece of
earthenware to draw what seemed to be a mule, or a donkey, or perhaps
a horse: it was still not possible to determine which. Instead, what
the royal official realized instantly, as an experienced rider, was
that there was something wrong with that drawing.


He was about to open his mouth and say so, when his grandfather came
towards him with outstretched arms:


"Liutgard, my son: here you are at last!"


"At last? You told me only yesterday to come and see you and
there's still some time to go before noon. What did you think? That
I’d come here when the rooster crowed? I have other business to
attend to, you know!" he said, smiling and embracing him in
turn.


"You're right, you're right. It's just that we old people sleep
very little and rise very early and I feel like I've been up for
goodness knows how long... but come on," and he pointed to a
bench near the entrance, at some distance from the Greek painter and
his ears, "let's go and sit down and you can tell me a little
about how things are going."


"Me tell you? I thought you had to something to say to me.
Something important, in fact very important, you said."


"Yes, yes, but that doesn't mean you can't tell me a little bit
about yourself as well. After all, you are what matters these days,
you’re Desiderio’s right-hand man!"


He had uttered the last words without hiding his pride, clapping his
hand hard on his thigh after settling on the bench to his left.
Liutgard looked at his teary eyes, of the same deep blue that gleamed
in his own, and gently placed his hand on the old man’s knotty
knuckles.


"Come on, Rodeperto," he had always called him by his name,
because his father's father had never liked the word ‘grandfather’,
"Desiderio doesn’t need a right-hand man, because he already
has his son Adelchi and that’s why he decided to associate him to
the throne: we don’t have a king and a prince, but two kings, you
know that. In any case, I couldn’t be that right-hand man: there
are more important and more worthy men than me in the kingdom."


"More important? Maybe. More worthy? I don't think so. In any
case, you are the youngest gastald in all Langobardia Maior and if
you ask me, the smartest as well."


"Just because I command Sibrium?"


"Not just because you command it, but above all how you command
it. And besides, your authority is not limited to the fortress: you
have jurisdiction over all the territory which surrounds us, which is
vast."


"Not all that vast really," replied his grandson, "and
not as important as it used to be. These days the roads we preside
over have lost much of their strategic value, and I think more
soldiers will soon go elsewhere in search of fortune, like many of
their companions have already done."


The pair sat there in silence for a long time, thinking about how
quickly things change, and almost never the way one expects. All that
could be heard inside the church was the scraping of the painter’s
piece of crock on the wall of the apse.


It was Rodeperto who returned to the subject.


"They told me the king has summoned you to Ticinum."


Liutgard stared.


"Actually the news was supposed to remain confidential, but I
imagine that even though you never stray from these four walls, you
have ears everywhere. Yes, I have been summoned, but if you’ve had
me come here to ask what Desiderio will want to talk to me about,
you’ve wasted your time: I don't know either."


"No, it’s not that; but I have a feeling that he will want to
entrust you with an important mission, and if I'm right I'd like to
make you aware of some things that concern your past. I think I've
waited too long to tell you, and now I'm afraid that if you stay away
for a long time, I might never have the chance to do so..."


“What are you talking about, Rodeperto? You’ll live another
hundred years!"


"In my soul I still feel like a lion, dear son; but my body is
begining to feel the brunt of all the battles, and I don’t mean
just from lance and sword, but also all the deprivations to which I
have subjected it: I feel that the time is coming to return it to the
Eternal Father."


"Not before you see those frescoes finished, though!" said
his grandson to cheer him up, pointing in front of them.


"Ah, of course! Not before that."


"And speaking of the painter," Liutgard whispered in his
ear, "I really think that the horse..."


"Forget the horse, it’s a donkey anyway," Rodeperto
interrupted him in a tone which was suddenly authoritarian, "and
listen to what I have to say to you."


The gastald raised both hands in a sign of surrender.


"I'm all ears!"
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  Sibrium,
Eastern tower,  fifth hour



 




The three
nuns crossed the courtyard in silence at a brisk pace, on the way to
their living quarters, located close to the crypt where during the
day they spent most of their time in prayer.


Their dwelling consisted of two small rooms, poorly lit by a pair of
north-facing windows set up high under a solid tarred wood roof,
which had a small hole in the center to allow smoke to escape. A
latrine had been dug against the exterior of the western wall, hidden
from view by a wicker grid so that the women were not forced to use
the same one as the soldiers, which would make that already
problematic cohabitation even more difficult.


It was a temporary arrangement, hurriedly erected only a few months
earlier when the trio had made their unexpected entry into the lower
part of the castrum, escorted by the gastald of Brixia, Rachimund,
and his men.


Unlike his colleague and friend Liutgard, he did not govern the fate
of that judicaria where instead a duke was in command: but he
performed supervisory duties on behalf of Desiderio, who trusted him
unconditionally. It was therefore no wonder that the sovereign had
turned to him for that difficult mission carried out at the end of
the previous autumn,.


Before closing the door behind her, the last of the nuns, the
youngest, threw a fleeting glance from under the hood of her tunic at
the decanus who was staring at her from his station, directly above
the driveway. As soon as she disappeared from view, the man shook his
head: he just couldn’t stomach that business, much less accept the
developments to which it would lead. His gesture did not escape the
sentry at his side, who asked him for an explanation:


"Something wrong, Valpert?"


"Yes. Everything," the officer replied bluntly.


The guard asked no further questions, aware that sooner or later his
superior would continue to speak of his own initiative, if only to
vent his concerns.


And this he did:


"Everything is wrong, boy. First they order us to build that
damn lodging, without giving us any explanation. Then those three
arrive here, once again with no-one telling us the reason. But I
mean: alright, they’re nuns, but they’re still women, here, in
the midst of about twenty soldiers! ‘King’s orders!’ the
gastald told me. ‘And that's fine,’ I say, ‘let his will be
done. But for how long?’ ‘Nobody knows,’ was his answer.
Understand? ‘Nobody knows.’ And if he doesn't know, imagine if I
know! But that's not all..."


"Why? What else would there be?"


"I'll tell you without beating around the bush: it seems that
we’ll soon have to clear out of here. The nuns might be just the
first vanguard of a large group of sisters. The great tower and our
lodgings will be the seat of a new convent, my dear man, as if there
weren’t enough churches and convents scattered far and wide
throughout the kingdom!"


The sentry moved his long blonde hair away from his left ear,
thinking he had not understood correctly:


"What? A convent? Here? And who will guard the road down there,
who’ll control the bridge over the river instead of us?"


Valpert took off his helmet, scratching his head: the late-April sun
was warmer than it should be. Then he looked at his subordinate with
understanding.


"Well, it’s no use denying it: the road from Comum has been
traveled much less in recent years than it was once. Yes, it’s
true, a lot of merchants still go down it with their stuff; but I
hardly think that there’ll be armies marching over it again. These
days, as we well know, we have to expect the threat from another
direction now," he said, nodding towards the West.


"The Franks?"


"And who else, if not them?"


"But then we'll have to leave the upper part of the castrum as
well..."


"No, I don't think so. That will always be too important to
leave it to someone else. But take a good look at the walls that
connect us to it: can you see what bad shape they’re in? In some
places they’ve already collapsed to almost half their original
height! How could we defend buildings in that state? And it would
take too long, too many men, and too much money to restore them."


The guard remained silent, running his gaze first along the left side
and then the right, then up the steep slope leading to the top of the
fortress. Yes, those two strange serpents of stone looked less and
less like walls.


"Believe me," the decanus continued, "I don't like the
idea of having to go away either: after all the years I've spent
here, I'm attached to every single stone that built this place; but
we’re not the ones who make decisions: that’s up to our leaders
and sometimes not even them. Yes, my boy, even though they’re
strong and powerful, not even they are masters of their own destiny,
which is always in God's hands. And do you know what I say? Maybe
those three women do well to pray to Him from morning to night,
because everything depends on Him."


He said nothing else. He put his helmet back on, turning to look in
silence at the river flowing swiftly in the already green valley,
swollen by the abundant spring rains. The continual roar of its
waters almost completely drowned out the song of the birds and the
rustle of the fronds of the trees, moved by a light wind.


 





Silence reigned, meanwhile, in the nuns’ two rooms.


The first, the one further west, where there was the only doorway,
was dedicated to daily tasks such as their ablutions, eating, reading
and writing. Their food, however, was almost always cooked outside by
the soldiers of the garrison, and if anything was heated on a hearth
abutting the northern wall, which in winter also had the purpose of
warming the place a little. But to heat the second room, which
adjoined the former through a narrow archway with no door, a bronze
brazier had been placed in the middle of it and was rarely used
because the women only slept here and nothing else, covered by heavy
fur blankets in winter. There were two beds against the side wall, to
the right and left of the opening. The third bed was set by itself
against the opposite wall and was hidden by a thick dark curtain
hanging from the roof beams, and dividing the room in half.


As soon as the young nun had closed the door, the other two bowed and
went to meet her to help her undress, but she blocked them with a
peremptory gesture of her hand.


"It is not necessary, sisters: I can do it myself."


The older of the two tried to protest.


"But, Erm..."


She was unable to finish the word, because the young woman had closed
her lips with the index finger of her right hand.


"Do not pronounce that name: the woman who had it is dead, she
no longer exists! Get used to calling me by the new name that I chose
for myself: Giulia."


"But it's a Latin name!"


"It is a regal name nonetheless," the third nun intervened,
in an attempt to ease the tension that was brewing, copping a dirty
look from the elderly woman who could not tolerate the superior
erudition of the other two.


The young woman nipped a likely squabble between her companions in
the bud, inviting them to sit down on one of the two benches standing
alongside a wooden table in the center of the room. She was about to
sit on the other side, but in the end preferred to stand and
continued to express her thoughts aloud.


"It's another name, and that's it. You don't need to know my
reasons for choosing it; but above all, there is no need for you to
begin arguing between yourselves about whether it is a suitable name
for me, or not. Other than Rachimund, my sister Anselperga, and my
father, you are the only two people in the world who know my true
identity, and like them you have sworn on the Gospels, as well as on
your ancestors, that you will carry this secret with you to the
grave: I trust that you will be able to keep that oath. Not even my
mother, my blood sisters and my beloved brother know that I'm alive
and that I'm here. Every day they mourn my death, and the pain they
feel is not even half of what I feel at the thought that I will never
be able to see any of them again."


She pulled a piece linen from a sleeve of her tunic, to wipe away the
tears that were starting to run down her face. Her companions got up
to comfort her, but having moved to the other side of the table in
the meantime, she stopped them, putting a hand on the shoulder of
each woman to force her to remain seated.


When she had finished wiping her cheeks, she continued.


"Up to now, because it’s winter, we have been on our own
almost always, closed inside these four walls, and therefore there
was no need for me to make such a demand of you. But from now on,
wherever we are, whether alone or in public, you will treat me like
one of you, as your peer... In fact, do you know what? You're going
to treat me like a newcomer, because that's actually what I am: the
newcomer. It will be my job to do the most burdensome tasks and the
most humble jobs, exactly as it is in all your other communities."


Once again the older woman tried to object.


"But my lady, you have not taken the vow of chastity like us,
and anyway you will always be..."


And again the young woman interrupted her.


"I don’t want any formalities!" she admonished her
sharply. But her voice immediately returned to the kind tone she
normally used: "Don't you understand, Gumperga, that you cannot
behave any differently with me here, than when we're outside in the
midst of other people? It's only a matter of time: sooner or later
you'd get confused, and you'd end up betraying yourself, betraying
me."


She caressed her head gently and then turned to the other:


"It also applies to you, Ranigunda. From now on, no more being
formal, and no more bowing, even when we’re alone, do you
understand?"


The nun nodded silently.


The young woman went to sit on the bench at the opposite side of the
table to the women, staring at them with her large emerald green
eyes. Even with the little light that filtered from above, the
distressing signs of a short but difficult life, crushed by the
weight of responsibilities far too onerous, were clearly visible on
her face. She pulled back her hood, revealing her short
copper-colored hair, cut in such an untidy way that even the lowest
of servants would be ashamed to go outside looking like that: it
barely covered her ears and exposed her brow, pale as the winter
moon.


For what seemed an interminable time not one of them said a word, and
once again she was the one who took up the conversation.


"As to the vow of chastity that you mentioned before, Gumperga,
you're right: I didn't take it, but you can rest assured that no
man's hand will ever touch my skin again. Never again. I'm not a nun
like you, that's true, and I don't intend to be a nun either. I have
too much respect for someone who makes a choice like yours, to be
able to put myself at their level. My faith has strayed along the
painful path I have had to face; but I can assure you of one thing: I
have decided to lead the same life as you do, and I’m sure that I
will be able to do it. The rest of the world believes that I don't
exist anymore, I myself  think I don't exist anymore. In fact today,
here before you, there is only Giulia. The other name must be erased
forever from your lips, your mind, even from your dreams. I cannot
order it, because I no longer have any authority to do so; so I ask
you from the bottom of my heart: forget forever what I was."


A long silence fell once more.


In the end, it was Ranigunda who saved all three from embarrassment,
getting up suddenly from the bench:


"Well, Giulia," she said with a broad smile, coming to her
from who knows where, "since you are the youngest, it would be
your job to go and see what disgusting concoction our dear little
soldiers have cooked for lunch today... but since it always takes a
while to get used to new things, including this one, I’ll go again
this time. Do you agree?"


Her instinctive and natural merriment was contagious and Giulia
nodded, struggling to reciprocate the smile, as Gumperga stood up as
well, though without saying a word, looking for a dishcloth to clean
the table where they would eat lunch.


 





As he walked slowly back and forth along the patrol path on top of
the walls, on the stretch that connected the driveway to the tower,
Valpert noticed Ranigunda close the door of the nuns' quarters and
head to the kitchens, just below him.


He glanced at the sun and established that it must be close to noon,
although his stomach seemed not to have noticed. He, like the nun,
was curious to know what they would have for lunch, but didn’t
worry too much about it: whatever slop it was, half a mug of wine
would help him get it down.
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  Graie
Alps, eighty miles from Augusta Praetoria, fifth hour



 




The two
horses proceeded at a slow pace, worn out by the long ascent they had
faced to reach the pass which had commenced well before sunrise. The
mn riding them had decided to cover the first and least dangerous
miles of their journey in darkness, to be sure of reaching the summit
before any other traveler, be it pilgrim or merchant. It was actually
a rather pointless precaution, since there were very few bold enough
to venture up there without the protection of a substantial armed
escort which in any case did not always guarantee sufficient defence
against the assaults of the copeigorz.


The road they were traveling suddenly flattened and less than half a
mile later the rider in the lead raised his arm, signaling to the
other to stop. Although he was sore after several hours in the
saddle, his muscular thighs were in good shape and allowed him to
leap nimbly to the ground. His companion, on the other hand, who was
a lot clumsier and more robust, took a long time to dismount, and
kept his hold around the animal's neck so he didn’t fall, and
bothering several saints in paradise with his painful laments.


As soon as he felt stable enough on his legs, he glanced around
himself, trying to figure out in which strange place the appointment
had been fixed. He squinted several times, trying to get his sight
used to the annoying reflections of the snow that still covered the
mountainsides around him and much of the small valley where they had
arrived; until then, so as not to tire them he had always kept them
cast down, fixed on his steed’s mane, trusting that he would
diligently follow the tail of the one in front of him.


When he managed to bring part of the landscape into focus, he was
stunned: "What sort of place did you bring me to, Runfrid? What
the hell are those stone circles? What do they mean?"


The first rider frowned.


"I see you don’t belie the reputation for ignorance that your
people have, Gelderik: if you look closely, that is not a circle, but
an ellipse," he replied, tracing the outline of the rocks with
his finger.


"All right, when I need geometry lessons from you, I’ll be
sure to let you know. For the moment I’m paying you for another
type of services, one of which is to inform me about the places you
are taking me."


Runfrid shrugged and, before speaking, took a sip of water from the
flask hanging from his saddle.


"I’ll answer the first of your questions. This place here, in
theory, marks the boundary between what is your master’s kingdom,"
he said, emphasizing the words with ill-concealed contempt, "and
the territories of that Burgundian imbecile to whom you have
foolishly entrusted them and that I, still in theory, should obey."


"Oh really?" the other interrupted him mockingly. "So
who do you obey? Who comands you?"


"You've got him in front of you," he replied dryly, staring
him straight in the eye. Then he went on: "When it comes to your
second question, those stones are called cromlech. They've been here
since the dawn of time, even before the Romans defeated the Gauls.
It’s likely that it was actually the latter who arranged them in
that way. And for your last question, about what they mean, I can't
answer you. No-one can."


Gelderik spat on the ground.


"There’s no need to. I’ll answer myself: pagan crap! I
wonder why the Romans didn't break them into pieces..."


Runfrid moved towards him and stopped at a palm from his nose.


"I'll tell you why," he said acidly. "Because they
respected all religions, including those of the peoples they
conquered. They did not wage wars with the purpose, indeed the
excuse, of converting other peoples, as your master has a habit of
doing,” he concluded, emphasizing those two words again.


The man did not reply, even though he knew that the person opposite
him should have paid greater deference to him: at the right moment
he’d make him pay for his arrogance; but this time he preferred to
change the subject.


"And the largest of the others, right there in the middle...
Does it have a name too?" he asked him.


"Yes, that's a dolmen,” his companion answered him
distractedly, as he pulled on the bridles of his mount to lead her to
drink at a pool of water, about twenty paces from where they were:
"Slowly!" he cautioned the animal, "It must be
freezing: it could make you sick if you gulp it down too quickly."


Gelderik followed suit, pulling his horse next to the other. Once he
was beside his guide, he asked the question that was of most concern
to him:


"Will they come?"


Runfrid looked around for a few moments, as if he was admiring the
landscape, then lowered his head to stare at the small body of water
at his feet, where the blue sky was clearly reflected,  dotted with a
few clouds whiter than the snow around them.


"Maybe they’re already here," he replied almost in a
whisper, without raising his head.


"Already here? How is that possible? I don't see anyone around,
and there's not even a tree to hide behind!"


"They don't need trees..."


The cawing of a crow echoed to their left and to their right they
heard the response of another bird which they could not identify.


Gelderik shivered, but not because of the cold: under his fur, since
the sun had risen over the top of the mountains, he had started to
sweat. He was sweating, yes, but at the same time he felt cold and
was unable to understand why.


"How did you let them know?" he asked, trying to overcome
the anxiety of that unnerving wait.


"It's none of your business. I alerted them and you can be sure
they’ll come because, despite the life they lead and the way they
earn a living, they are people who always keep their word. As to
whether you can convince them... well, that's another story. And I'm
really curious to see how you handle this: if they don't find you
agreeable, they may decide to kill you."


"In that case, you’d never see your money," replied the
other quickly in a frisson of pride, adding, "Aren’t you
afraid that they might hit on you too?"


"No, I really don't think so. I've done them several favors in
the past. And anyhow, I told you: they’re people who respect pacts,
not like you Franks, not like Karl."


"And on the subject of respecting pacts, you Lombards are not in
any position to give lessons either. You promised to give back to the
Pope the lands that you took from him, but then you didn’t do so.
If you had kept faith with the pacts, we wouldn't have got to this
point..."


"I am not Lombard! My mother was, but she decided to marry an
Italian and therefore lost every right and all her property. I don’t
belong to any people, I do not obey any ruler. I owe obedience only
to myself, only to Runfrid!” he growled in his face, beating his
fist on his chest.


The Frank could not retort because behind him he heard the snow
crunching under the footsteps of half a dozen men, who seemed to have
popped out of the ground and were surrounding them, leaving the pool
of water where the horses were drinking as their only possible escape
route. Instinct made him turn to the saddle of the horse to his left,
where his sword was attached, and then back to his traveling
companion, whose withering gaze made him realize that it was not an
hypothesis to take into conideration. So he turned slowly towards the
newcomers, trying to feign calm and self-confidence.


He studied them carefully. Even though they were not soldiers, they
all seemed to be wearing the same uniform, consisting of wolf furs
and deer-skin leggings. Their footwear instead was covered with what
looked like goat's wool, bound with leather ties crisscrossed around
them. Even their faces resembled each other, as if they were members
of the same family: dark eyes, black beard and hair that hadn’t
seen a razor and a shear in a very long time. They did not appear to
be carrying weapons: if they had them, they must be well hidden under
their clothing.


The oldest one, with a few silver streaks at his temples, who seemed
to be the boss, approached Runfrid and, after scrutinizing him in
silence for a long time, embraced him, clapping a hand hard on his
back. Then, nodding at Gelderik, he asked him:


"Is that him?"


"Yes, it's him."


It was the Frank’s turn to be examined from head to toe, but with
much more attention and curiosity than had been given to the other.
Many more things depended on the outcome of that visual examination
than would be established with the ensuing discussions... provided,
of course, that they got to discussions.


Gelderik was aware of this and as a result had started sweating
profusely again under his fur, but luckily his face stayed dry. After
what seemed like an eternity, the boss addressed him in a rough
Latin, with a strong mountain accent, but correct:


"What is your name, stranger?"


"My name is Gelderik. Can I know yours?"


"My name doesn't matter, and anyway you wouldn't even be able to
pronounce it. But I can tell you my nickname: Seiardo. You know what
that means, don't you?" The Frank nodded, swallowing and
resisting the temptation to massage his throat. "Good, from now
on then, you too can call me that, if you want. And now let's go:
we're here to talk business, if I'm not mistaken. You can leave your
horses here: don’t worry, they will not run away and no one will
take them."


He translated the last words to his men in their incomprehensible
dialect, also adding some commentary, and they began chuckling
heartily.


Even though he hadn’t understood a thing, the Frank didn’t think
that sudden outburst of hilarity boded well.


Things were getting messy.


He calmed down somewhat when Seiardo made a sweeping gesture with his
hand which invited them to follow him inside the cromlech:


"Come on," he told them, "If we are to make a pact or
take an oath, there is no place in the entire land more suitable than
this!"


Just beyond the circle of stones, some forty paces away, they found
themselves at the foot of the dolmen: the snow around it had melted
and some green stalks had already appeared in the yellow grass.


The boss took off his fur, laid it on the ground, and squatted on it,
immediately imited by Runfrid and his men who arranged themselves
close to him in a circle. Gelderik, unsure whether to take off his
fur too or sit down as he was, was about to go into the shade of the
dolmen, but another eloquent dirty look from his intermediary made
him avoid committing something close to a sacrilege.


The sun was almost halfway along its path in the sky and the wind,
which had blown insistently all morning, often changing direction,
seemed to have suddenly calmed down.


Seiardo closed his eyes and, still in silence, filled his lungs with
that light sparkling air, drawing more nourishment from it than from
the sun, or from food, and more than from the strong cider his people
drank. When he opened them again, he turned to the Frank:


"Well then, stranger... Tell us how much gold you are willing to
give us and above all what you need."


Gelderik took a quick look at Runfrid receiving a slight nod of
assent in return, so after clearing his voice he began to speak.
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  Sibrium,
Santa Maria Foris Portas, fourth hour



 




The rays
of the sun filtered through two arched windows, located just below
the roof line, projecting their silhouette onto the clay floor of the
church. The gastald was staring at those strange designs, when
suddenly a lightning-fast shadow crossed the one closest to him: a
bird out there must have flown in front of the opening. Maybe a crow,
maybe a dove, who knows. And who knows whether it was a bad or good
omen. He did not care. Unlike most Lombards, he did not believe in
omens and had made the Latin maxim “homo faber fortunae suae” his
own.


"Then tell me, Liutgard," his grandfather jolted him out of
his reverie, "how many ancestors must an arimannus know of to be
considered of noble descent?”


"At least eight, I think."


"And do you remember them all?"


His grandson raised his eyebrows: no-one had asked him that question
since time immemorial. Remembering the names of one's ancestors was a
tradition that was in disuse these days and did not bring any
advantage to anyone who had decided to keep it alive. Some of the
so-called nobles had fallen out of favor and, at least from an
economic point of view, had been overtaken on the social scale by
many Italics who had become quite rich thanks to their trading, and
were now also required to provide the king's army with weapons,
infantry, and knights in the event of war.


Liutgard took a moment to reflect and then began counting on his
fingers.


"Well then, Raginpert should be the first, then Humpert, the
third one I think was..."


Rodeperto put his hand on his forearm to make him lower it.


"Stop: I didn't tell you to list them all, I just asked if you
remembered them. Even though I am almost seventy years old, I
remember them better than you. But tell me, do you know the name of
Raginpert's father?"


The grandson shook his head.


The old man took a deep breath before speaking again.


"No, of course you can't know it: I didn't even tell your father
that name, and therefore he certainly can't have revealed it to you."


"And what’s the reason for that? I can understand if you did
not know it; but since you knew it, why not? Why not tell him?"


Rodeperto sighed.


"For many reasons, most of which could be defined as...
political opportunity. Yes, we shall call it that: political
opportunity. You see, the prestige of our family was on the rise, and
I did not want anyone to have anything to say about the purity of our
lineage. I was counting on revealing it to him as soon as he was old
enough to understand and keep the secret; but once he was an adult,
he immediately became friends with King Astolf, who had many enemies,
and not just outside the boundaries of the kingdom: since he could
not attack the king, he did not want anyone to attack Unulf.


The gastald was puzzled. He failed to understand where granddad was
heading.


"But this name, are you going to reveal it to me in the end, or
not?"


"Pandulf!" he answered quickly, almost glad to have rid
himself of a burden.,


"Oh, at last! That was not so hard, was it? And what is so
‘compromising’ about that name?"


"There’s nothing wrong with the name, it’s just that your
ancestor was not..."


"Come on, Rodeperto! Do not tell me things a little at a time
like you always do. Speak, for God's sake! Tell me everything you
need to tell me and do not think about it too much. He wasn't what?"


"He was not a Lombard! There, are you happy? I’ve told you!"


Liutgard was stunned.


When something surprised him, before reflecting on the thing, he had
the habit of evaluating the possible practical consequences. What
would change in his life and in the lives of the people he loved
because they had an ancestor who was not a Lombard? Nothing, he told
himself. After more than two hundred years of domination in that
peninsula, his people were inter-mingling with the natives, who now
held important positions even within the army; on the contrary, some
arimanni preferred to pay to be exempted from military obligations
and sent others to fight in their place. No one would ever question
his authority as gastald just because of some fellow born and raised
in Pannonia almost three centuries earlier, and who was perhaps
already too old at the time to follow Alboino when he had crossed the
Alps.


And so? Why did he feel a sense of irritation inside him? Perhaps it
was just because he had been kept in the dark for so many years? Yes
damnation, Granddad should have told him sooner, and now he was
rather annoyed with him.


He got up from the bench and stood in front of him, legs apart, hands
on hips.


"Tell me, then. If he was not a Lombard, which people did he
belong to? Gepids, Sarmatians, Svevi, Bulgarians? There were many of
them among us too when we got here, I think. Or was he one of the
Saxons? No, he couldn’t be Saxon: they left after a few years,
because they did not want to comply with our laws..."


"Pandulf was not his original name," the old man
interrupted him, "his real name was Panezio: we changed it."


"Panezio? It would not be a Greek name by any chance, would it?
No... don't tell me I'm descended from one of them!"


He had raised his voice without realizing it, forgetting that there
was a man working behind who came from the Eastern Roman Empire.
Perhaps the painter did not understand all their dialogue, which had
been a little in Latin and a little in their own language; but the
meaning of that statement certainly had not escaped him, because at
that very moment he turned to him and gave him a look that was both
pity and disapproval.


Liutgard did not notice, but Rodeperto did: he gestured to him to
calm down and lower his voice. Then he continued almost in a whisper.


"No, he wasn't one of them. Panezio was the name of his father's
best friend, called Edecon: he decided to give it to his firstborn to
honor his memory. 



"So, you knew at least two generations of ancestors more than I
did, and you didn’t tell me until today?"


The gastald shook his head and sat down next to his grandfather
again, putting one arm around his shoulders.


"Well, it doesn't matter," he said in a quiet voice, "if
you decided to keep this secret to yourself, you must have had your
good reasons... Did you say ‘Edecon’? Which people did he belong
to?"


"Eruli!" he replied quickly.


"I know who they are, or rather, who they were: strong and
valiant warriors that we managed to defeat in the end, when we were
still in Pannonia. It’s also thanks to their wealth that we were
able to arm a more powerful army."


"That's right; but at the end of that war, to be certain of
sealing a lasting peace, Vacone, our sovereign back then, married the
daughter of their king Rudolph, who had been killed in battle, and
that was after the first two wives.


"A princess?" asked Liutgard with a strange look of
melancholy amazement in his eyes.


"Yes, a princess. I think her name was... Silinga!"


The grandson was silent, thinking of the tragic fate of his own
sovereign’s daughter; but not wanting to let himself be overcome
with anger and pain, preferred to turn the conversation back to his
ancestor:


"What can you tell me about Edecon? Did he die in the war
against us too, or was he one of those who later served in our ranks
as an ally?"


"I do not know what to tell you. All I know is that by the time
those events took place, he must have already been over fifty, and if
he had died fighting alongside Rudolph, it would have been a rather
bizarre destiny."


"Why do you say that?"


"Because you see, son, Edecon was not just any bloke. He was
Odoacre's nephew, but he preferred not to remain with him in Ravenna
when Theodoric besieged it, and he returned to his own people over
the Alps. On one hand he would have liked to remain at the side of
his mother's brother right to the end, on the other hand he realized
that it would no longer be possible for them to recapture the Italic
kingdom and that it was therefore useless to hold out to the bitter
end. He also had to think about his wife, a Latin, and his teenage
son, Panezio in fact. It turned out to be a wise decision, because
three years later what had been the splendid capital of the Western
Roman Empire fell and his uncle was killed by treachery, after he had
surrendered, despite the new king’s promise to spare him. In any
case, if Edecon had not acted in that way, you and I would not be
here talking today," he concluded, slapping a hand on his thigh.


Liutgard squeezed it, smiling at him, and after pondering on what he
had just heard for a few moments, he expressed his thoughts.


"Yes, you are right, it was a bizarre destiny: escape the steel
of the Ostrogoths, only to die at the hands of the Lombards. In any
case, the battlefield is still a more honorable end than an
assassin’s blade for a warrior."


The old man nodded sadly in agreement, thinking of all his
comrades-in-arms lost in war, when he was still fighting, and he
hoped that his grandson’s destiny would be better.


Then he began to finish his story.


"The fact remains that his son, Panezio, the name which we
changed into Pandulf as I told you, in honor of the wolf that
symbolized his people, grew up amongst us following our laws and
customs. He had a son Raginpert, who in turn fathered Humpert
and…Well, it’s useless that I repeat them to you: you already
know the others.”


Liutgard nodded and, with a sigh, leaned against the wall behind him
to watch the painter, who had returned to work in the meantime, with
his scraping piece of earthenware: no, what he was drawing was really
not right and in a short while, he would explain it to him using the
proper manners; but in the meantime, he had to reassure grandfather
that this revelation had not shocked him all that much.


"Well, Rodeperto, you've told me now. You’ve got a weight off
your mind, but without making it weigh on my shoulders."


"In what way? What do you mean?"


"That all things considered I don’t believe that something
that happened almost three hundred years ago could still have
repercussions on our life these days. And furthermore: I do not think
it would have had for my father either. But you decided at the time
that it was better to keep the secret, a secret that you finally have
decided to reveal to me today. I thank you for your trust, but I
repeat: my life, our life will not change. Other things could change
it right now, and a lot too..."


"I know what you're referring to and I'm as worried as you are.
I do not have much time left to live, I know, but I would hate to go
with the knowledge that the whole world that I too helped to create
is about to be wiped out. The Franks have already taken a son from
me, I could not bear it if they took a grandson from me too."


The gastald put his arm around his grandfather's curved shoulders
again:


"It won't happen, Rodeperto, it won't happen, you'll see. And
now," he added quickly, to distract him from those fateful
thoughts, "if you don't mind, I’d like to talk to you and the
painter about that horse over there," he said, nodding at the
apse in front of them.


"Donkey!" the old man corrected him immediately.


"Who is a donkey?" retorted Liutgard, pretending to be
offended. "Are you referring to me or the one scrawled on the
wall?"


"Both," his grandfather teased him, bursting into laughter
and showing a few too many gaps in his teeth.


His grandson laughed too and took him under his arm, to accompany him
to the opposite side of the church.


When they reached the foot of the scaffolding, the old man made the
introductions in Latin, accompanying them with broad and ceremonious
gestures of his hands:


"Democrito, this is Liutgard, my grandson, lord and gastald of
Sibrium at the behest of our beloved king, Desiderio. Liutgard, this
is Democrito, illustrious painter from Byzantium and my welcome
guest: he will have the honor and the onus of frescoing the walls of
this small unworthy house of the Lord."


The Greek bowed his head slightly, but didn’t get down from that
small wooden scaffold: the ladder to climb up to it had seemed a bit
shaky and he didn’t want to put it to the test again. He’d have
it fixed in coming days, or he'd do something himself to make it more
stable.


The two men studied each other in silence for a long time.


The Lombard was struck by the painter's rugged physique: goodness
knows why, but he had always believed that artists were slender
creatures. But powerful muscles popped out from under Democrito's
short-sleeved tunic and drew his attention, perhaps even more than
the sharp penetrating gaze of his black eyes, the same color as his
hair, which he wore short and smooth, just above the ears, in
Byzantine fashion. His face was clean-shaven and there was no sign of
a mustache above the thin lips.


On his part, the Greek dwelled on the strange way Liutgard wore his
blond hair, which once had been characteristic of all soldiers, but
now was just the whim of a few eccentrics: he kept it long flowing
softly onto his cheeks and joined his beard; but the nape of his neck
was shaved, as the painter had been able to ascertain a short time
before, when the gastald had turned his back.


Rodeperto put an end to that long examination of each other.


"Come on," he exhorted his grandson, "tell Democrito
what you were going to say to me about that... that quadruped,"
he cut short, because he too was beginning to have his doubts about
the exact nature of the animal being painted.


Liutgard squinted a little, scratching his chin.
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  Ticinum,
fifth hour



 




Out of
breath, the messenger climbed up the last steps leading from the
guard walkway to the northwest tower, clutching in his right hand a
small case of cylindrical shape made of engraved leather. His helmet,
adorned with a black ponytail, was under the other arm. When he
arrived before the king, he bowed his head in greeting and, without a
word, pulled a parchment scroll from the case, and delivered it
immediately into the sovereign’s hands.


Desiderio clapped a hand on his shoulder, smiling.


"Bravo, you’ve been really quick. Now go to the palace, go
down to the kitchen and have them give you something to eat. Tonight
you will be my guest and in the morning you can leave with the
answer."


The knight bowed his head again.


"At your command, domine.”


Then he took two paces back and only when he reached the steps turned
around to descend them, satisfied with the compliment and for having
completed the most important part of his mission.


Left alone, the king impatiently broke the wax seal he had already
recognized as the Duke of Friuli’s. Good news, at last: Rotgaudo's
men were ready to leave and would reach him in a couple of weeks.
Arechi's army, on the other hand, would take much longer to get there
from Benevento. Still no confirmation from the Duchy of Spoleto,
where Teodicio was facing the resistance of a substantial faction of
local nobles led by Idelprando, who were in favor of Pope Adriano’s
politics and against his own.


He rolled up the parchment again and leaned from the battlements of
the tower, looking westward. He was sure by now that he would come,
the problem was just knowing when. Before autumn, hopefully, a season
that would make it much more difficult to cross the Alps and
basically make an invasion of the plain almost impossible after that.


No, he would certainly arrive before the end of the summer.


Yes, but exactly when?


The messengers who had been shuttling between the capital and the
Chiuse for weeks kept reporting the same information: no movement on
the other side of the mountains; but Desiderio knew very well that
Karl was able to mobilize his army with the speed of lightning,
something which was denied him. He, king of the Lombards, always had
to "ask permission" from his dukes before taking any
action.


He sometimes wondered if it was really worthwhile to command people
like that, whether it could really be called "reigning."
After all, things had always been like that for his people apart from
during Liutprando’s reign perhaps: that man indeed had managed to
make himself respected and feared by all.


Yes, but at what price?


Those thoughts were interrupted by the sound of quick decisive
footsteps on the staircase. Another messenger? He wasn’t expecting
one so soon. His face lit up as soon as his son's ruddy head appeared
on the platform of the tower:


"Adelchi, what a nice surprise! You’ve decided to come here
and find me! How did you know I was here? Who told you?"


"No one, father," he said, embracing him, "but it was
not hard to imagine: you’ve been coming up to this tower at least
once a day for weeks now. I looked for you in every room in the
palace, and when I didn't find you, I imagined you were here. But you
usually come here at sunset, you’re here much earlier today... How
come?"


Desiderio did not answer, he merely shrugged his shoulders and once
more leaned his chest on the walls, trying to see as far as his tired
eyes would let him.


The son stood beside him, lifting his left foot and resting it in the
space between two battlements, and he too remained silent for a long
time. Then he sighed:


"They won't arrive without warning. We’ll know well in advance
and in any case we will not allow them to get this far: we’ll go to
meet them. Actually it’s likely that they will not even be able to
cross the Alps this time and even if they do, we’ll defeat them,
you’ll see."


The king turned to look at him. He would have liked to have even half
his confidence in the courage of his own forces: that would be enough
for him.


"What makes you think that things will go differently this time?
Astolf was defeated twice by Pipino."


"He was not defeated, he surrendered. Besides, you're not
Astolf, father. You're not reckless like him. You reason with your
head, not with your gut. You know how to lead an army and you have
proven it on several occasions over all these years. You didn’t
gain the respect and obedience of the dukes with terror or deception,
but by example!"


"Are you really sure everyone is loyal to me?"


"Well, perhaps not everyone would be willing to die for you, but
you can be sure that none of them are plotting against you right now.
And, given our history, that already seems to be a good outcome,
don't you think?"


The quip tore a shy smile from the king's lips, but he quickly looked
worried again.


"But Karl, like his father before him, was born for war and his
army seems truly invincible."


"No one is invincible. Or rather, everyone is, until they’re 
defeated at least once. And sooner or later that moment arrives. We
will not let them find us unprepared. We will have enough men and
we’ll be properly armed: that bastard will have a lovely surprise."


"Unless he surprises us."


"What do you mean?"


«You know very well, son. In addition to the iron of swords, lances
and armor, that man uses any means to achieve his ends: in this too
he is exactly like Pipino. We should be ready for anything."


Adelchi took his foot off the walls and put it down it heavily on the
platform. He turned around and in two steps went to the balustrade
that faced the city. He paused to look at the contrast between the
deep red of the tiled roofs of the center and the dark yellow of the
thatched ones on the outskirts.


He took a long breath before speaking again.


"Yes, I know," he said, remaining with his back to him to
try to mask the resentment that was devouring him, at least in part.
"I understand what you're referring to, father. How could I
forget the insult my sister was subjected to? He had no misgivings in
sacrificing her for his power games! That arga showed less respect
for women than the most vile of our soldiers!" he snapped,
gritting his teeth and punching the wooden edge of the parapet,
making it vibrate with a dull rumble. He suddenly remembered what his
father had always counseled him, "a leader must show he is calm
at every juncture", and he tried to regain control, reflecting
aloud: "And besides, I’m not at all convinced that his brother
Karlmann died a natural death."


Desiderio joined him and stood by his side, and put a still strong
muscular strong arm around his shoulders.


"This time, if we want to have any hope of victory, we cannot
overlook a single thing. I’m sure that Karl's plots have only just
begun and we cannot allow him to always play the game according to
his rules. If he is shrewd, we must try to be smarter than him."


The young king looked at him in amazement. He had always regarded his
parent as someone who fights on the front line, head-on. Now he
realized that what had happened in recent times was changing even
him.


"What do you mean, father?" he asked.


The old king moved away from the balustrade and looked west again,
indicating a point dozens and dozens of miles away.


“He knows!" he replied. "He knows that we have reinforced
the defenses at the Chiuse, his spies will have informed him of that
long ago. Karl is aware that there it will take only one of our men
to stop ten of his and, even if he really does have many to
sacrifice, he certainly will not send them into the fray to be killed
one after the other."


"And so?" his son pressed him.


"And so I'm sure he's thinking about an alternative plan."


"What could it be?"


"I don't know, that's the point! But I'm determined to find out,
and maybe I already have someone in mind who could help us, a trusted
man... two men in fact!"


Adelchi did not hide his amazement, which quickly turned to
curiosity:


"And don't you want to tell me who it is?"


Desiderio gave a little laugh.


"Not now, son," he said, clapping a hand on his shoulder,
"not now and not here. Let's go. Your mother Ansa is expecting
us for lunch and I don’t want to disappoint her today: she has been
reproaching me for weeks because we don’t find the time to eat
together any more."


The young man smiled too and was the first to descend the stairs,
followed by his father. As soon as they reached the guard walkway,
they found four arimanni waiting for them, to escort them to the
majestic entrance of the royal palace.


Moments after father and son had left the tower, two white doves
returned to rest on the battlements, one looking east and the other
towards the west.
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As he had
done on the way there, Gelderik followed close on the heels of
Runfrid's horse, keeping his eyes fixed on the horns of his own
saddle. It was not so much the reflections of the snow that bothered
him now, which was quite sparse as they descended into the valley, it
was the rays of the setting sun directly in front of them.
Fortunately, the vegetation on the side of the road, which was little
wider than a track, was becoming thicker and provided a little shade
over his heated head: he would never have thought that he’d be
sweating like this during that strange season where it seemd that
spring wanted to step aside immediately, to give way to summer.


His guide, however, with more experience in the area, knew very well
that it would take just a little rain for winter to return all of a
sudden, and even snow at low altitudes. He also knew that, even if
they had endured the heat that day, the night which followed would be
icy, as always happens in the mountains.


He started laughing to himself and the Frank asked him the reason.


"Nothing," he replied, "I was thinking of when their
boss asked you if you knew what Seiardo means: for a moment I was
afraid you might have wanted to touch your throat."


"I did in fact, but I resisted. In any case I felt the rope
around my neck... ‘the one that captures with the noose’... Is
that how he gets rid of his enemies?"


"It depends," said Runfrid serenely, "let's say it's
the method he uses when he's short on imagination, but he's usually
pretty good at devising new systems."


Gelderik leaned over from the right side of the saddle and spat on
the ground.


"Copeigorz! They fully deserve their name!"


"True, they really are great cut-throats; but right now they
come in very handy for your master."


"Maybe, but as soon as he's done with the Lombards, Karl will
take care of them too, wait and see."


"Ah, I don’t doubt it: when it comes to converting poor
sinners to the true faith, that man never backs away. And if there's
a way to get his hands in their pockets too... Well, so much the
better!"


"It looks like you’re not indifferent to money either,"
the Frank retorted.


"That’s true too; but I don't go around with the sword in one
hand and the cross in the other."


The man behind him sighed impatiently: there was no point in
continuing a conversation like this. Come to think about it, there
was no point in any kind of conversation with people of that sort.


 





They were almost within sight of the small village from which they
had departed that morning long before dawn and in fact at the
entrance to the valley, just after the last bend, the slate roofs of
a few huts appeared in the distance with slender threads of gray
smoke rising from them here and there.


Runfrid, who had eaten only a tiny flatbread with a piece of goat's
cheese for lunch, and was already looking forward to a roast of wild
boar fit for a king, felt a shiver run down his back: his sixth sense
was warning him of imminent danger. 



Perhaps it was just a wild boar still alive and well, with every
intention of making him his own meal and not the other way around. He
glanced quickly into bushes of ferns in the undergrowth, left and
right, looking for any suspicious movement.


Nothing.


All quiet.


Too quiet, for his taste.


There were no birds singing either, and even the fronds of the
chestnut trees seemed motionless.


It was in that unreal silence that he sensed the scrape of a blade
being pulled from its sheath behind him. He instinctively pulled on
the reins of his horse turning him around, just in time to see
Gelderik who was spurring his animal towards him, wielding his sword.
In less than a blink of an eye he realized that he would not have
time to extract his own so he sank his heels into the flanks of his
steed, to push it against the aggressor's. The move was successful,
because the Frank did not have time to strike the blow, and it
remained suspended in mid-air. The two horses collided and Gelderik,
trying to hang more tightly to the bridle, slackened his grip on the
hilt of the sword, and it fell onto the dirt track with a dull thud.


Runfrid reined in his horse, turning it around again, and instead of
the sword tied to the saddle, he preferred to pull out the seax tied
to his right hip, much more practical and lethal in a close-range
combat between knights with no armor.


The adversary was now at his mercy and if he had listened to his gut,
he would have slaughtered him on the spot, without thinking twice;
but that bastard had given him only a small advance on what had been
agreed upon and certainly did not deserve discounts, especially now
after what he had tried to do to him. No, certainly not: he would
force him to give him the very last tremisses and perhaps even more,
before he killed him.


But in a heartbeat, he had to revise all his calculations. Four ugly
mugs appeared from under the ferns lining the track, two on one side
and two on the other. Three of them were armed just with short knives
and sticks which didn’t worry him too much: he was sure he could
get rid of them without too much trouble; but the fourth, the
furthest from him, was holding a bow and at that very moment was
already nocking an arrow. He didn’t have time to push the horse
against him too, so there was nothing left for him to do but turn
around yet again and go back, towards the top of the mountain.


Now it was no longer a question of how much money he would lose or
earn.


Now he had to think only about saving his skin.


The first arrow hissed close to his left ear, when he had gone only a
short distance: the road was uphill and it took some time for the
horse to pick up speed. The second came soon after and luckily stuck
into the saddle behind him. At that point he thought he was safe,
because he had galloped almost two hundred paces, but another arrow
coming from above took him by surprise, and hit him with a glancing
blow on his left arm: at his third attempt that son of a bitch had
got one right, firing the arrow on a curving trajectory!


Runfrid yelled, more with with rage than with pain, but didn’t
relax his grip on the reins, assisting himself now with the right
hand as well, where he was still holding the seax. He continued to
urge the animal on, taking advantage of a tract which was less steep:
he had to put as much distance as possible between himself and the
assailants before deciding what to do.


Those four didn't look like people who know how to ride, and in any
case he hadn't seen any horses nearby. Even if they had hidden them
somewhere, it would take them some time to get to them and throw
themselves in pursuit.


It was also unlikely that that coward of Gelderik would go after them
alone: it was already a miracle that he had found the courage to
attack him from behind. In his plans, perhaps his cronies had the
task of finishing him off, and then making the corpse disappear in
some ravine. For the time being then, he could rest easy: he was
dealing with jackals, not hunting dogs.


Now his first goal was to try and get up the mountain as far as
possible, taking advantage of the little light that still remained
before nightfall.


And then?


He'd think about it later.


He was starting to become aware of one thing though: that damn Frank
would give him no respite. The next day he would be on his heels to
track him down and this time not with the escort of four thugs, but
with at least half a dozen of Karl's soldiers. Yes, because it was
certainly not for the money that this maggot had tried to get rid of
him: one thing is being greedy, but being stupid is another. Why take
a risk like that to save a few tremisses that wouldn’t even come
from his own pocket, when he would still have to hand over a lot more
to Seiardo's men?


Ah yes, Seiardo... What was his role in that whole damn affair? Was
it possible that the two of them had reached an agreement behind his
back? No, they had never been alone together for a single moment: he
had been present at every stage of the negotiations.


Then why?


Why pay the copeigorz to kill him?


He just didn’t understand anything and now, to boot, after the
excitement of the confrontation and the flight, his arm was beginning
to hurt, and prevented him from thinking with a cool head. The first
thing he had to do was medicate his wound, because blood was
beginning to gush copiously through the tear in the sleeve of his
shirt.


For the first time he turned to look behind him: still no one, but it
was too early to stop, anyway. He took advantage of that to pull the
arrow out of the saddle and tossed it away with a gesture of
annoyance and an imprecation.


Suddenly he remembered that about two miles from where he was, still
along the road to the pass, there was a small waterfall where they
had stopped to fill their flasks: he had to tough it out until he got
there at least.


With a shout he urged on his steed, which was beginning to feel the
fatigue of a full day’s work.


 





He heard the rush of water even before he saw it and when he reached
the spring looked behind him again and unsheathed the seax. Then he
slid cautiously from the saddle, clenching his teeth because of the
pain.


After taking off his heavy sheepskin tunic and linen shirt, he
examined the cut on the outside part of his arm, just below his
shoulder: luckily, it was not deep. He immersed the whole arm under
the jet of icy water, shuddering: the intense cold slowed the flow of
blood, then from the saddlebag he pulled out a strip of cloth which
he always at the ready for any eventuality, because even for an
expert hunter like he was, accidents were not uncommon. He gathered
some moss from a rocky crevice, rinsed it under the waterfall and
placed it on the wound, then bandaged it tightly, but not enough to
stop the circulation. He put his shirt back on but not the tunic,
because he was hot, and could finally sit down on a boulder to rest.


He looked towards the valley.


The village where he had wanted to stay that night had already
disappeared behind a mountain and the sun with it. It would soon be
dark and the dim light of the stars with the feeble light of the new
moon would not be enough to light the road.


It was time to make decisions.


He thought about Gelderik again.


Perhaps he had realized what his objective might be: the Frank did
not intend to skimp on the compensation, he had simply decided to get
rid of a witness. Who else knew about the secret pact with Seiardo's
men? No-one but him, a half Lombard, who could also have played both
ends against the middle and warned Karl's enemies of what was being
plotted behind his back. Maybe in his shoes he would have made the
same decision. He did not hate him for it. Rather, he hated himself
for not considering such a likelihood, for not being a little more
aware, a little shrewder.


Yes, he did not hold it against that fat conspirator, but he would
still make him pay. He would take his revenge, because no one could
make a fool of Runfrid and get away with it. Was he afraid that he
might alert the Lombards? Well, that was exactly what he would do: he
would let them know.


To do that, however, first he had to stay alive, which was far from a
foregone conclusion in his condition.


He was almost sure that Gelderik would come after him the following
day, with a good supply of knights. It was only a matter of time and
sooner or later they would catch up to him and prevent him from
getting to Augusta Praetoria.


The only ones who could stop them were Seiardo’s copeigorz, in
other words the real rulers of that no man's land; but why would they
do that? Steal some small change from someone who in a few weeks’
time would cover them in gold. Very unlikely.


Seiardo, it is true, was his friend; but friendship and business are
two different things: a truth he had learned when he was still little
more than a child. No, he could not count on that man to help him,
and it was already something that his henchmen would allow him to
pass through their lands unscathed.


Well then, what is the first thing to do when someone is on your
tail? Simple: you leave no traces, but that was impossible with the
horse. He decided therefore that he would ride it until he could
still see the road and then set him free, which he did.


Night had fallen almost completely when he dismounted from the
animal. He took off his saddle, harnesses and luggage and hid them in
a bush some distance from the road, near a pointed rock that would be
easy to identify later. He had no idea if he would come back to get
them one day, but life sometimes holds surprises, you never know.


When he went back, he turned the steed's nose towards the valley and
gave him a resounding slap on the rump. The horse whinnied and
galloped in the indicated direction but, after about three hundred
paces, turned to look at him in an odd way, astonished by his
master’s strange behavior. He stood there for a few moments, then
resumed his journey at a slower pace. Perhaps by next morning he
would reach the village from which they had departed the day before.


Runfrid belted the sword to his left side, put the water bottle and
saddlebag over his shoulder and a heavy wool blanket, rolled up with
a rope, under his arm. His immediate concerns at that moment were
two: to get a long way from the road and find the safest place
possible for the night.


Fate, which had not been too benevolent towards him that day, was
finally his friend because a little more than a mile after entering
the woods, he found himself in front of a kind of cave, which opened
in the side of the mountain. He unsheathed his sword to explore it,
taking advantage of the last remnants of daylight. It did not take
long actually, because it was a small cave, so much so that, as he
made sure that there were no other tenants, bipeds or otherwise, he
could easily touch all the walls with the tip of his weapon, standing
just over the threshold.


He quickly collected some shrubs and foliage and piled it in front of
the entrance along with some stones, until he had built a kind of
wall, just two arms high, which would be enough to protect him from
any unexpected and unwelcome visit from some animal, without the need
to light a fire.


Finally, he spread the remaining foliage on the ground, put the
blanket on top of it and lay down, covering himself with his large
sheepskin tunic and his sword and seax at his sides.


The pain from the wound had almost disappeared and exhaustion did the
rest. Very soon he fell asleep.


That night Runfrid dreamed of his mother.
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Tuesday 27 April 773, third hour



 




The fact
that she was the only one of the three who never set foot outside the
walls would arouse suspicion sooner or later, of that she was
certain. Until that morning only the other two nuns had occasionally
gone further than the driveway for a few small errands since Valpert,
the decanus who commanded the soldiers stationed at the lower end of
the castrum, took care of most of their needs. Besides, the day
before she had asked the sisters to be treated as one of them, so it
was time to start the new habits.


Immediately after the bell chiming in the crypt had marked the third
hour and taking advantage of another bright sunny day, Giulia,
carrying a wicker basket, walked towards the exit where at that very
moment two men were raising the heavy protective grille. When that
arduous operation had been completed, one of the sentries asked her
if she was planning to go far and whether she therefore needed an
escort.


"Thank you, I just have to collect a few flowers we can dry and
use to weave a wreath to put on the head of our little statue of the
Blessed Virgin," was her polite answer.


"All right, sister, but please always stay in sight of the guard
at the top of the tower: Valpert would cut off my head if anything
were to happen to you."
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