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  ROME – FEAST OF ST MARK, 23 APRIL, AD 799




  The cut-throats lurking in the alley were typical of Rome’s gutter class. Lank, greasy hair, sallow complexions and a sour smell of sweat-soaked clothes marked them as

  inhabitants of the grimy slums near the bend in the Tiber. Cheap to hire, they were notoriously unreliable. Their employer, standing with them, was taller by a head. His bulky fur hat was more

  suitable for a cold winter’s day than a bright spring morning in the Eternal City and he had knotted the laces of the ear flaps painfully tight under his chin. The intention was to make his

  face less easy to recognize. It gave him a pinched and resentful look.




  ‘Reminds me of a hedgepig with gut ache,’ whispered one of his hirelings to a companion.




  The tall man was listening to the sound of a choir on the steps of the church of San Lorenzo a couple of streets away to his left. It was a last-minute rehearsal of their psalms for that

  morning’s solemn procession. Now, very faintly, he heard the sound of horses’ hooves approaching from the opposite direction.




  ‘Get ready. Here he comes,’ he warned. The men edged further back into the dark shadow cast by the high side wall of the monastery church dedicated to Saints Stephen and

  Sylvester.




  Gradually, the sound of hooves grew louder. A sparse crowd of spectators lined the Via Lata, the ruler-straight main thoroughfare in front of the church, and now they craned their necks to get a

  first glimpse of the approaching riders. The choir fell silent, and a large and heavy wooden cross, painted white and yellow, was hoisted in the air above them. It swayed unsteadily, held up by one

  of the poor from the local hospital, who had been selected for his role. Smaller, more ornate crosses sprouted, their gilded poles spiralled with coloured ribbons. They were the stationary crosses

  to be displayed as the procession walked out of the city by the Flaminian Gate. On the way they would stop to celebrate the stations at the Church of St Valentine, then cross the Ponte Milvio to

  arrive at their final destination – St Peter’s Basilica and the ceremony of the Great Litany.




  The tall man in the winter hat took a half a step out from the shadows so that he could see over the heads of the spectators. He noted that the onlookers were mostly women, with a sprinkling of

  older men and idle bystanders, and a few of the foreign visitors who came to Rome on pilgrimage. The latter were the only ones gaping with real curiosity, anxious to identify which dignitaries were

  coming. He could see no soldiers, no guards, no watchmen, and that was very satisfactory.




  The horsemen came into view. They were a small group of just seven riders. All but two were beautifully dressed in elaborate church vestments. Their planeta, the long flowing gowns of dark silk,

  were edged with bands of gold embroidery that glittered in the sunshine. Their leader, a middle-aged man with a podgy, pale face, had a high white headdress and wore a voluminous tent-like garment

  of patterned brocade. The others had purple skullcaps, ribbed with silver cord. The two more plainly dressed riders were bare headed and in simple tunics of undyed linen.




  The tall man watched as the riders came to a halt, only a few yards away, and began to dismount. He waited until all of them were on their feet, and their grooms had led away their mounts.




  ‘Now!’ he shouted, and his gang of ruffians burst out from cover. No one had been looking in their direction. The surprise was complete. There were screams as the ruffians pulled

  knives and clubs from under their clothing and flourished the weapons at anyone who got in their way. The crowd scattered in panic. In a few strides the attackers reached their target, the man in

  the white headdress. His feet were kicked from under him so he fell heavily to the flagstones. He lay there, winded. The cut-throats turned on his companions, yelling abuse, slashing at the air

  with their blades. Their victims fled, holding up the skirts of their gowns to prevent themselves from tripping. Only one of them hesitated. A blow in the face from a club sent him staggering back,

  his nose streaming blood. A hand snatched the jewelled cross dangling on his chest, snapping the gold chain. Then he, too, beat a retreat. In moments the Via Lata was empty of spectators, leaving

  only the attackers and their hapless victim who was sprawled on the ground.




  The tall man in the fur hat stepped up and kicked him hard in the stomach. Tangled in his vestments, his victim could only curl up in a ball and bring up his arms to protect his head. He had

  lost his black slippers and his costly cloak, and the silk gown had rucked up to his knees, revealing long white linen socks. ‘For the love of God,’ he gasped.




  ‘Deal with him,’ ordered the tall man.




  Two of the ruffians grabbed their victim by the shoulders and hoisted him up onto his knees. A third attacker, knife in hand, placed himself in front of the terrified man. The white headdress

  had fallen off, revealing a scalp spotted with large dark freckles, a rim of thin, greying hair around his tonsure.




  The man with the knife hesitated.




  ‘Get on with it!’ snapped Fur Hat. When there was no response, he moved around behind the kneeling man, seized him by both ears and held his head steady. ‘Do as you were

  told,’ he ordered.




  The knife man drew a shallow breath, took a half-step forward and jabbed the point of the knife at his victim’s left eye. The kneeling man jerked his head to one side in terror. The point

  of the knife missed. The edge of the sharp blade cut a long gash in the flesh above the cheekbone.




  ‘Try again!’ snarled the man in the fur hat.




  The knife-wielder made a second stab, and again he missed the eye. Another gash appeared. Now the face of the kneeling man was streaming with blood.




  ‘Clumsy fool!’ cursed the tall man. He let go of his victim’s ears, and reached up to suck a cut in his hand. The knife blade had gone past the cheek and sliced him across the

  knuckles. The men holding up the victim released their grip. The bleeding man in the clerical garb fell forward on his face on the ground, whimpering.




  ‘Time to get out of here,’ muttered one of the hirelings. His colleagues were already leaving. One of them was bending down to scoop up the valuable cloak that had come loose during

  the fracas. The thief who had snatched the pectoral cross had long since disappeared. A little distance away small knots of people were beginning to gather on the Via Lata, gazing nervously to see

  what was going on. Gang warfare in Rome was commonplace, but the brawls seldom happened so publicly.




  ‘Get the bastard out of sight!’ commanded the man in the fur hat. He looked around him. His squad of a dozen had dwindled to just three, the knife man and two more. Fur Hat leaned

  down, seized his victim by the collar of his gown, and began to drag him bodily towards the door of the church.




  His hired men hurried to assist him. They pushed open the door and dragged their bleeding victim onto the marble floor of the atrium within.




  ‘You were also meant to cut out the tongue,’ Fur Hat snarled at the knife man once they were inside.




  ‘Not as easy as it looks,’ came the surly response.




  ‘We have no time to waste.’ Fur Hat caught his breath and flexed the fingers on his hand that had been nicked. The injured man lay at his feet, groaning pitifully.




  Fur Hat nodded towards the door that led from the atrium into the adjacent monastery. ‘Put him in there for now.’




  Watched by their employer, the three cut-throats manhandled their battered victim through the door and into the monastery, then down a corridor. A door to a cell stood open and they heaved their

  captive inside; they dumped him on the floor, then shut him in. Returning to the church, the leader of the three men held out his hand, waiting until the man in the fur hat gave him a leather

  pouch. Then all four slipped out through a side door and back into the street outside. Their employer hurried towards the hill called the Caelian. His accomplices headed in the opposite direction,

  back towards the slums.




  ‘We should have asked for a lot more money, Gavino,’ said their leader, hefting the pouch to feel its weight. His two companions watched him closely, suspicious, in case he was about

  to run off with it.




  ‘Underpaid, were we?’ said the man called Gavino. He had wielded the knife. The dark stubble of his beard failed to hide the rash of pockmarks that marred his lower face. ‘We

  could find out who that fur head is, threaten to report him to the authorities unless we get more money.’




  ‘Too risky. Those Churchmen run this city and the justices dance to their tune.’




  ‘Bloodsuckers, all of them. From top to bottom,’ said his colleague. He hawked up a gob of phlegm and spat into the gutter.




  ‘Well, you missed your chance to put your boot into the boss man.’




  ‘You mean that old fart we just gave a going-over?’




  The leader looked at his companion pityingly. ‘Of course, you oaf.’




  ‘Who was he?’




  ‘He calls himself Christ’s Vicar on Earth – His Holiness the Pope.’
















  Chapter Two
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  FRANKIA, PALACE OF PADERBORN – 21 MAY




  I was squinting through the iron bars of the palace’s leopard enclosure when the bishop’s messenger tracked me down.




  ‘You are Sigwulf?’ the courier asked politely. The armpits of his brown woollen tunic were soaked with sweat and his face was flushed crimson from the early summer heat. From his

  accent I judged him to be from somewhere in West Frankia and a stranger to Paderborn. Someone must have told him that I took an interest in the royal menagerie.




  I nodded and accepted the folded paper he held out to me.




  The flap was held down with a blob of pale yellow wax into which the sender had pressed a simple mark: a plain cross of four arms of equal length enclosed in a circle. I cracked the seal with my

  thumb and opened the single sheet. There was just one line of neat, church-like script:




  

    

      

        

          Sigwulf, I have recommended you to Archbishop Arno of Salzburg.




          Alcuin.


        


      


    


  




  That explained the cross. Alcuin was now the Bishop of Tours though I had known him when he was political advisor and private tutor to the family of our supreme overlord, Carolus, King of the

  Franks. Eight years earlier it was Alcuin who had chosen me to take a selection of wild animals – including two ice bears – to Baghdad as a gift to the Caliph from Carolus; hence my

  continuing interest in the king’s collection of beasts.




  It was common knowledge that Alcuin still dabbled from a distance in affairs of state and corresponded regularly with members of the king’s council. But I felt a tremor of disquiet that he

  should have written to me directly. I was an insignificant member of Carolus’s vast household, a miles or courtier-soldier. I held no rank, even if, from time to time, I had been

  called upon for special duties and had carried them out with moderate success.




  The bearer of the letter wiped his sleeve across his brow and stood waiting for my response.




  ‘Did Alcuin provide any verbal message?’ I asked.




  ‘No, sir. He only said that I was to bring you to meet with Archbishop Arno.’




  ‘You know where to find the archbishop?’




  ‘Yes, sir. I just delivered another of my master’s letters to the archbishop. He’s in his office.’




  I glanced one last time into the leopard enclosure. I had been hoping that the May sunshine might encourage the mother leopard to show her twin cubs born two weeks earlier. There was still no

  sign of them. ‘Then please take me there,’ I said.




  The messenger – his name, he told me, was Bernard – led me through the muddle of buildings that formed the royal precinct. Paderborn was only one of Carolus’s capitals –

  he had others at Aachen and Ingelheim – and the king had established it on Saxon territory as a symbol of his victory over their federation. That feat of arms had extended his enormous realm

  until it now covered half of Europe. The king regarded the Saxons as chronically untrustworthy so a high rampart of wood and earth enclosed Paderborn, and its buildings were crammed inside,

  higgledy piggledy. It was not always clear which were barracks, storehouses, accommodation or administrative offices. Even Carolus’s palace, where Bernard brought me, was part residence, part

  audience hall and part basilica.




  The ten-minute walk gave me time to compose myself before a meeting with Archbishop Arno. His reputation as a hard taskmaster was formidable. Not so long ago, Carolus had picked him for the

  thorny task of turning the fiercely pagan, horse-riding Avars into Christians. The Avars were another of the king’s recent conquests. They had plagued Eastern Europe for generations, raiding

  and demanding tribute. Even the Emperor in Constantinople paid them off. Carolus’s army had finally crushed them and now he expected their mass conversion. Doubtless the king judged Arno to

  be sufficiently ruthless to see the job done, and, if necessary, done at sword point.




  The archbishop’s physical appearance when I was shown into his presence matched his notoriety. Arno was as rough-hewn as the broad, scarred campaign table at which he was seated.

  Everything about the man was blunt and square, from his powerful hands with their stubby, thick fingers and hairy backs to his hefty muscular shoulders and a face whose heavy features were framed

  by a close-clipped iron grey beard. Dressed in a plain woollen shirt and leggings, he looked like a bricklayer.




  I put his age at about forty-five – some ten years older than me – and the keen grey eyes that scrutinized me from under bushy eyebrows held no trace of friendliness.




  ‘What do you know about politics in Rome?’ he demanded brusquely. His doorkeeper had withdrawn after introducing me. The only other person in the room was a secretary seated at a

  writing desk in one corner, taking notes on a wax tablet. The archbishop’s voice suited his appearance – it was a pugnacious growl.




  ‘A snake pit, my lord. I spent the winter there some years ago, with a delegation from King Carolus to the Caliph of Baghdad.’




  ‘This time the snakes have stuck in their fangs.’




  I waited for him to go on.




  ‘Pope Leo has been attacked in the street by a gang of toughs and beaten up. His eyes were gouged out and his tongue removed.’ Arno presented the details without emotion.




  My face must have shown my shock. During my time in Rome I had observed Pope Leo’s predecessor, Pope Adrian. Crude violence would have been unthinkable against Adrian. People feared him

  and he had been well guarded. I struggled to imagine how anyone would seek to mutilate the man who had followed him on St Peter’s throne.




  ‘Who attacked him?’ I asked.




  ‘That is what I want you to find out.’




  I goggled at him.




  The archbishop was speaking again. ‘Alcuin writes to me that you have a useful contact in Rome, inside the Church.’




  I knew at once who he meant.




  ‘Paul the Nomenculator,’ I said. ‘His office dealt with requests to the Pope for meetings and grants. He helped me greatly. But he must have retired by now.’




  ‘Anyone else?’




  I shook my head.




  Arno took a paper from his desk. The writing was the same as on the message I had received, and the content covered the entire page. ‘Find out what really happened, and do it discreetly

  and fast,’ he said.




  ‘I’m not sure if my earlier visit to Rome equips me—’ I began.




  He cut me off abruptly. ‘The king’s council wants to know who is behind the attack. The safety and well-being of the Holy Father is a matter of state importance. You may take it that

  this mission is by command of Carolus.’




  I pulled myself together. I had no business to question the wishes of Carolus.




  ‘Is there any background information that might help with my inquiries?’ I asked meekly.




  Arno’s eyes flicked to the letter in his hand. ‘Alcuin mentions certain rumours about Pope Leo. Complaints about his private life.’




  ‘What sort of rumours?’ I prompted, this time making sure to sound respectful.




  ‘That he has been selling lucrative Church appointments.’




  There was nothing new in that, I thought to myself. Paul the Nomenculator had regarded simony as a perfectly normal activity within the Church and had profited from it himself.




  Arno had not finished. ‘There’s also a rumour of adultery,’ he said.




  I made the mistake of smirking. ‘Attacked by a jealous husband, perhaps?’




  The archbishop scowled at my levity. ‘Don’t treat this lightly, Sigwulf.’ He laid a spade-like hand on a nearby pile of documents. ‘These are all letters received from

  Rome, written anonymously or by certain senior members of the Church, full of complaints about Leo and his shortcomings.’




  ‘Am I to investigate those letter writers as suspects for the assault?’ I asked.




  Arno dismissed the suggestion. ‘Their turn will come if and when the king’s council decides to launch a formal investigation into Pope Leo’s behaviour. Right now, your job is

  to discover who was responsible for the attack and report back to me – and only me – without further delay.’




  It seemed that my interview was over.




  ‘My lord, I’ll start for Rome at dawn tomorrow,’ I said, standing a little straighter. It was obvious that the archbishop preferred his underlings to obey him instantly and

  without question.




  ‘On the way you can interview an eyewitness to the attack.’




  ‘On the way, my lord?’




  ‘Your shortest route passes through Ratisbon. You’ll meet a large party of travellers coming in the opposite direction. They are heading here from Rome. The snowmelt is early this

  year so they should be through the Alpine passes by now. One of the travellers is a man by the name of Albinus.’




  ‘How will I know him?’




  The archbishop gave a grim smile. ‘He’s got a freshly broken nose. He’s chamberlain to Pope Leo, and took a clout in the face from a cudgel, trying to defend his

  master.’




  ‘Then I take it that Pope Leo himself is amongst the travellers.’




  The archbishop nodded. ‘After what happened, Leo is frightened for his life. My informants tell me that he is coming here to meet Carolus and seek his protection. The Duke of Spoleto, one

  of Carolus’s most loyal vassals, is accompanying him with an escort of soldiers.’




  ‘Should I interview the Pope as well?’




  Arno made a gesture as if brushing off a fly. ‘Leo’s version of events is not to be trusted. He’ll try to implicate his enemies, not tell the truth.’




  ‘What about this man Albinus? He could be a liar too.’




  Shrewd eyes held my gaze. ‘Alcuin says in his letter that you’re no fool. I expect you to know a lie when you meet it.’




  The archbishop was already reaching for another document on his table. ‘Send me a preliminary report of whatever you manage to learn from his man Albinus,’ he grunted. ‘My

  secretary will provide you with money for travel expenses and essential costs. Keep any bribes to a minimum.’




  I made my way out of the office, silently cursing Alcuin for landing me in this predicament. Rome was more than two thousand miles away and the troubles of Pope Leo did not concern me. I was

  perfectly happy to go on spending my days in the undemanding routine of a miles. It meant little more than showing up for the occasional muster of the household troops, some arms drill on

  horseback while being shouted at by a sergeant-instructor, and generally pottering about on the fringes of the king’s retinue. It allowed me plenty of spare time to help out the keepers of

  the royal menagerie at feeding times. I had no wish to be the archbishop’s spy.




  *




  Arno’s staff provided me with credentials as a missi, an envoy travelling on royal business, so I would be able to commandeer horses as I rode to Ratisbon and

  beyond. On the fifth day, I came across Pope Leo’s entourage resting up in a monastery in the Alpine foothills after they had trudged through the mountain passes. The monastery was a modest

  enough establishment situated on a spur of high ground that overlooked the road. Its chapel was the only stone-built structure. All the other buildings were made of local timber and roofed with

  wooden tiles that had weathered to a sombre grey that blended with the drab, rocky countryside. I arrived shortly before noon and the guesthouse was already full to bursting, but royal edict

  obliged the hosteller to provide food and shelter to a missi. Muttering under his breath, the harassed monk found me a corner where I could sleep on a straw palliasse. Then he brought me

  into the refectory building, explaining that, with so many members in the papal party, he had been forced to arrange two sittings for every meal. Entering the long narrow room with its low ceiling,

  I quickly recognized Albinus with his broken nose and a face that was covered in large greenish-yellow bruises. He and his companions had  already taken their places at table. Apologizing for

  my late arrival, I made for a gap on the bench beside him, and sat down.




  ‘Some for you?’ I asked, reaching for the loaf of rye bread on the table and tearing off a chunk.




  ‘Thank you, no. I have some recently broken teeth and the crust is somewhat hard,’ he answered, before sucking gingerly at his spoonful of turnip soup.




  ‘How did that happen?’ I enquired cheerfully, as if to make conversation. Albinus was of ordinary height, stoop shouldered and diffident. In company he was the sort of person who

  would be easily overlooked.




  ‘You’ll have heard about the attack on the Holy Father, I suppose,’ he mumbled between sips.




  ‘Only rumours. I’ve been away in the Northlands,’ I lied. ‘Tell me what happened.’




  ‘It was monstrous. A crowd of villains burst out from the spectators on the Via Lata, right in front of the Church of Saints Stephen and Sylvester. In full view they knocked down His

  Holiness just as he was about to take his place in the procession of the Great Litany. Quite appalling.’




  In telling his story, Albinus had become much more animated. He sat up straight and looked me in the eye. I guessed that he had told the story many times before.




  ‘Is that when you got injured?’ I asked him.




  ‘It was.’ He paused. ‘But not so dreadfully as His Holiness. The attackers gouged out his eyes and cut out his tongue. He was lucky to escape with his life.’

  Albinus’s battered face registered horror with almost theatrical exaggeration. By contrast his voice, though it had become stronger, remained strangely flat and unemotional, as if he was

  describing something at second-hand.




  ‘You saw all this? It must have been a nightmare,’ I said, coaxing him to continue.




  ‘No. I was half-unconscious and driven away by those brutes.’




  ‘What happened to the Holy Father?’




  ‘He disappeared. When I came back with the papal guards, there was no sign of him. Just smears of blood on the pavement where he had been so savagely mutilated.’




  ‘What did you do?’




  ‘I was frantic. I made inquiries, and the next day there came word that the Pope was not dead but being held prisoner in a monastery up on the Caelian Hill.’




  This was something I had not heard about from Arno, and the information would have a direct bearing on my investigation. ‘How did he get there?’




  Albinus turned down the corners of his mouth and simultaneously raised his shoulders in a gesture that I recalled was how the Romans expressed bafflement. ‘His attackers must have taken

  him there. Naturally, as soon as we knew where he was, we organized a rescue. I went there with a party of papal guards and several of my colleagues.’




  He looked around us as if to encourage those sitting nearby to listen to his tale.




  ‘We got word into the monastery, to someone there who was as appalled as we were by what had happened. Late that evening, Pope Leo was lowered from a window on a rope. We were waiting in

  the street below, and brought him back to safety.’




  ‘A miracle,’ I said fervently. ‘The angels must have been watching over the Holy Father. To lower a blind man, with no tongue, out of a window must have been near

  impossible.’




  Albinus had laid down his spoon. Now he leaned across and gripped me by the wrist. ‘But that was not the only miracle. When the Holy Father was incarcerated within the blackness of his

  prison, the angels came to him. They replaced his eyes and his tongue grew again.’




  I sat absolutely still, waiting for him to go on.




  ‘When  we  received  the  Pope,  he  was  bruised  and  sorely wounded, but he could see and speak!’ the chamberlain added

  dramatically.




  ‘Is he here now in this monastery?’ I asked, hoping that I sounded suitably astonished.




  Albinus let go my wrist. ‘He dines with the Duke of Spoleto in the abbot’s private quarters. His Holiness prefers seclusion. He prays that his enemies may be forgiven.’




  ‘A truly amazing tale,’ I said fervently. A monastery servant had placed a bowl of soup on the table in front of me while Albinus was talking. I put my face down towards my meal to

  hide from the chamberlain the doubt in my eyes.




  *




  Later that evening I wrote a full account of Albinus’s story and left it with the Duke of Spoleto’s staff. I gave instructions for it to be handed to Archbishop Arno

  when the papal party reached Paderborn. Doubtless, the duke’s people would open and read my report, but that would do no harm. I repeated the tale exactly as I had heard it from Albinus and I

  relied on the worldly and sceptical archbishop to wonder at the truth in the recital.
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  ROME – FIRST WEEK OF JULY




  I entered Rome exactly five weeks after leaving Paderborn and having had a trouble-free journey. Posing as a well-to-do pilgrim, I rented a comfortable room in a recently built

  hostel a short walk from St Peter’s. My fellow guests were eager to gossip about the attack on Pope Leo, but no one could offer an opinion about who might have been responsible. All they

  wanted to talk about was the miracle that his eyes and tongue had been restored. The only useful information I gleaned came from a chance remark the landlord let drop. He mentioned that the noble

  families of Rome resented having Leo as the head of the Church. When I pressed him to explain, he would only say that Leo came from a humble family background and that many of the Roman aristocracy

  thought his elevation to the papacy demeaned the office. I thought it was a poor excuse to have a man half beaten to death but, rather than appear nosey, I decided to wait until I met Paul the

  Nomenculator to ask what lay behind the landlord’s comment.




  It was the perfect season to visit the Eternal City. The weather was delightful – cool enough at night to make sleeping comfortable, yet warm enough for me to leave my woollen Frankish

  clothing in my room the next morning and wear light cotton garments as I strolled down the gentle slope from St Peter’s and into the city. I was on my way to inspect the spot where Leo had

  been attacked. I passed the bulk of Castel St Angelo, crossed the stone bridge over the dingy waters of the Tiber, and cut through the warren of narrow alleys and backstreets where most ordinary

  Romans lived in mean apartment blocks so closely packed that their balconies almost touched, and the sunshine rarely penetrated into the muddy lanes smelling of ordure. The city was much as I

  remembered – filthy, run-down and semi-derelict, the monuments of its past glory in ruins or being plundered for building materials. Many churches and monasteries had been remodelled from far

  older pagan buildings, and the newer commercial construction  mostly  catered  to  the  burgeoning  pilgrim  trade. I passed souvenir shops, cheap eating-houses,

  taverns and money changers. The Via Lata, despite its name, was not broad, but a little more than ten yards wide. Arrow straight, it was paved with the original road surface, the slabs now worn and

  grooved. When I reached the basilica of Saints Stephen and Sylvester in front of which the attack had occurred, I discovered it was part of a much larger complex. A cluster of dilapidated classical

  buildings had been turned into the sprawling residence that the locals called a palazzo.




  The chamberlain, Albinus, had said that the assault on the Pope had been very public and in full view. Then Leo had disappeared. The basilica was the nearest place where the attackers could have

  removed their victim, so I crossed the road, pushed open the door and went inside.




  The complex was even larger than it appeared from the street. I was standing in the original marble-floored atrium, its centre open to the sky. Columns of dark red granite held up the

  surrounding red-tiled roof. Beyond them to left and right were several closed doors, while directly in front of me was the entrance to the church itself. Painted on the nearest doorpost was an

  inscription in red and gold lettering. I went forward and read down a list of names: it was a roll-call of saints and martyrs, more than twenty of them. At the top were Stephen and Sylvester. Many

  of the names below them were unknown to me and the name at the very bottom – Maximus – had been freshly added.




  I was puzzling over the list when a man in a threadbare priest’s gown emerged from the interior of the church. His face had once been round and plump, but now the cheeks had fallen in and

  he looked weary, almost haggard. He suggested that, for a small donation, he could show me the vial of holy water by which Saint Sylvester had cured the emperor Constantine of leprosy.




  The priest’s Latin was slow and careful. He had recognized me as a foreign visitor and must have thought that all foreigners struggled with the language.




  ‘I’m afraid I have very little money with me, just a few coins,’ I answered smoothly. I had learned Latin as a youngster and had used it often when at Carolus’s court.

  ‘I was warned to beware of cutpurses and pickpockets in the city.’




  ‘But that is not all there is to see,’ the priest coaxed. A bony finger pointed at the names on the doorpost beside us. ‘Those are the holy martyrs whose relics have been

  recovered  from  their tombs and brought within our oratory. They, too, are on display. Only last month we received the bones of blessed Maximus who refused to worship the emperor’s

  effigy and was stoned to death for his faith.’




  It was worth investigating inside the church, so I dropped a couple of the local copper coins into the priest’s outstretched palm. His slight grimace managed to convey that he was

  disappointed by the size of my contribution. Nevertheless, he led me inside. After the brightness of the atrium, it took my eyes several moments to adjust to the gloomy interior. My guide – I

  presumed he was the verger – was economizing on the cost of candles. Very few were lit. I followed him to the furthest end of the nave, up some steps and into an oratory. There, at eye level,

  a line of niches had been sunk in the wall. Each was about four feet wide and two feet high and protected by an iron grille. He stopped in front of the fourth niche. The thick bars were spaced far

  enough apart for me to see inside. Two small oil lamps of clay flickered on either side of a small crystal phial containing a clear liquid.




  Laid out in front of the vial were some thin strips of leather.




  ‘The bridle of the saint’s horse,’ said the priest in a complacent tone.




  I stared at him blankly, and he felt obliged to explain. ‘In gratitude for his cure, the emperor Constantine offered to serve as the saint’s groom, and he went on foot, leading

  Sylvester’s palfrey by those very same reins.’ There was a significant pause. ‘For a small additional sum you can handle them for yourself.’




  ‘Will that also allow me to see around the rest of the building?’ I asked.




  The verger was coming to the conclusion that I was too much of a skinflint to be worth further attention. ‘The building is private property,’ he snapped.




  ‘I’ve come far to see the sights . . .’ I half turned.




  The verger cut me off rudely. ‘The basilica is cared for by the adjacent monastery – to which I belong – and my brothers do not receive casual visitors. If you wish to see the

  rest of the building, you need an invitation from the family.’




  ‘The family?’




  ‘This palazzo,’ he explained curtly, ‘has been owned for generations by the same noble family that has given us two popes: Stephen, the third of that name, and also his

  brother, Pope Paul. It was the latter, in his wisdom, who generously dedicated this wing to Saints Stephen and Sylvester.’




  It was obvious that he was not going to let me nose around the  building.  ‘Then,  perhaps  you  could  help  me  on  another matter,’ I

  said. ‘Can you tell me where I might find the Nomenculator Paul who served Pope Adrian?’




  My question brought a sharp glance from the old priest. ‘As far as I know, he still lives where he has always done.’ Suspicious eyes scanned my face. ‘But if you are going to

  him, seeking favours, I have to tell you that Paul retired as Nomenculator on the accession of our current Pope Leo.’




  ‘Thank you. Then I know where to find him,’ I said as I turned and walked back down the street. Behind me I could feel the old verger’s eyes boring into my back. He was

  wondering how I, an obvious stranger, should be acquainted with such a senior former member of the papal staff.




  *




  Back in the bright sunshine of the Via Lata, I directed my steps towards the familiar outline of the Colosseum. I had spent a winter there, lodged with the ice bears and other

  animals on my way to Baghdad. After a couple of hundred yards I turned up a side street that led me into the area that the locals knew as the ‘disabitato’ – ‘the

  uninhabited’. Here large tracts of the ancient city had been abandoned as its population drained away, moving to live closer to the city centre. Amongst the derelict houses I noted one or two

  quarries and a brickworks, but, for the most part, the people had gone back to scratching a living from the land. I passed small plots of land for growing vegetables, chicken runs, gardens

  converted into vineyards with bunches of unripe berries tight on the vines, and orchards where goats balanced on the branches of neglected fig trees to crop the leaves. In the midst of this decline

  an occasional building was in excellent repair. One of them was home to my friend, the former Nomenculator, and I recognized it immediately. It was a substantial square building of rust-red bricks

  and would once have been the villa of an important Roman family. A colonnaded porch ran the full width of the facade, from which a couple of Paul’s house servants watched me approach along a

  broad, carefully tended gravel path lined with salvaged fragments of ancient statuary. Marble torsos without arms or legs, detached heads with blank eyes and battered noses, a plinth that supported

  only a pair of huge sandalled feet, and a cracked panel from a sarcophagus carved with a hunting scene were all reminders of my friend’s passion for the history of his city.




  One of the house servants brought me into the villa and to the side room where the former Nomenculator kept his personal archives.




  ‘Sigwulf! A very pleasant surprise to see you back in Rome!’ Paul cried, laying down the scroll he had been reading. The scroll curled itself up on the table as he heaved himself to

  his feet and came forward to greet me.




  Paul had changed little. Short and heavy-set, his hair had turned white and had thinned now that he must have reached his mid-fifties. His complexion was as blotchy and veined as I remembered

  it. The great bags under his eyes and a bulbous nose still made it look as if he drank too heavily. But his eyes were alert with curiosity and held a gleam of good humour. Also, he still displayed

  the involuntary convulsion that I recalled so vividly: a sudden twitch of the side of his face every few minutes. It looked as if he was delivering a huge, conspiratorial wink.




  ‘How are you?’ he exclaimed, shaking me by the hand vigorously. I noted that, though he was retired, he still dressed as a priest.




  He stood back and looked me up and down. ‘My friend, you’re beginning to go grey, just a little, but you look fit and well.’




  ‘You’ve not changed much either,’ I told him, ‘and how is it that you still occupy this splendid villa?’ I looked around the room in admiration. Its walls were

  painted with the original frescoes, idealized scenes of the countryside with fields, cattle and harvest. ‘When I was last in Rome, you told me you only had the temporary use of this grand

  house because the previous owner had donated it to the Church and it was due to be turned into a monastery.’




  Paul treated me to a foxy grin. ‘Time crawls. Temporary so easily becomes permanent. Those inky-fingered scriniarii in the papal secretariat are unable to trace the document that

  allowed me to occupy the building. Until they do so – or locate a true copy – they are unable to evict me.’




  I presumed the vital document was pigeonholed somewhere in the room where we were standing.




  Paul tilted his head slightly, sizing me up. ‘But what brings you here, Sigwulf? Is it something to do with our mutual acquaintance? I hear he has been made Bishop of Tours.’




  ‘Alcuin is indirectly responsible for my visit,’ I said, casting a glance towards the open door that led into the hallway.




  Paul took the hint. He strode across the room, pulled the heavy door shut, and waved to a second chair beside the table. ‘Take a seat, Sigwulf.’




  ‘I’m told you no longer hold the position of Nomenculator?’ I said.




  ‘I was retired from the post by Pope Leo soon after his election. Naturally, he wanted one of his own men in the job. I didn’t resent it of course. That’s the way the papal

  bureaucracy works.’




  ‘What’s Pope Leo like?’ I said.




  The ex-Nomenculator pulled a face. ‘Bit of a nonentity, but cunning. Tends to be underestimated.’




  ‘I hear that he’s unpopular with the noble families of Rome.’




  ‘Is this something to do with your arrival here?’ he asked. There was a sudden sharpness in my friend’s voice as he resumed his own seat. ‘The dukes, counts and other

  nobles dislike Leo intensely because he’s not one of them. Leo joined the papal administration as a young man and worked his way up from humble acolyte until he planted his plebeian backside

  firmly on the throne of St Peter.’




  ‘How did he manage that? Weren’t the noble families of Rome sufficiently powerful to have blocked him?’




  Paul shifted his position in his chair and leaned back. ‘He moved too fast for them. Quite an operator, our Leo. Got himself elected Pope within twenty-four hours of the death of his

  predecessor.’ He chuckled. ‘Prepared the ground well. The vote was near-unanimous. That must have cost him a great deal.’




  ‘He bought the votes?’




  Paul snorted with amusement. ‘How else? For years he had been making sure that either his friends got the key appointments amongst the palatini of the Lateran or, if they

  weren’t friends, they paid him handsomely for their promotion. When it came to an election, they didn’t want to waste their investment and be turned out of office by a pope they

  hadn’t already bribed.’




  ‘That brings me to the reason why I am here,’ I told him. ‘A member of King Carolus’s council, Archbishop Arno of Salzburg, has a fat sheaf of letters, sent to him by

  churchmen here in Rome. They accuse Leo of all manner of inappropriate behaviour, ranging from simony to adultery.’




  The eyebrows on the blotchy face shot up. ‘A reputation to boast about!’




  I kept my tone serious. ‘Archbishop Arno needs to know if their accusations are linked to the attack on Pope Leo last April. On Alcuin’s recommendation I’ve been sent to find

  out. Your name was mentioned as a useful contact.’




  There was a moment’s silence. ‘And if the men behind the attack are identified, what then?’ he asked cautiously.




  ‘That’s not decided. I’m only here to gather background information as discreetly as possible. Will you help me?’




  There was another long pause as Paul thought about my request, then he smiled sardonically. ‘Sigwulf, of course I’ll help you. I’m bored with inactivity. As the Book of

  Proverbs so aptly puts it, “The Lord has made everything for his own ends, even the wicked for the evil day.”’




  He stood up. ‘But first, let’s eat. I always take my main meal at this time of day. Nothing elaborate. I find my digestion can no longer cope with rich food.’




  *




  Over pickled fish flavoured with sweet fennel, fruit and bread I explained to Paul what Albinus had told me, and about my brief visit to the Church of Saints Stephen and

  Sylvester.




  ‘I had hoped to look around inside the church. My guess is that the attackers rushed Pope Leo there to get him off the street before his guards showed up.’




  ‘That building was formerly a temple to Sol Invictus,’ observed Paul, deftly extracting the backbone from a sardine, ‘now it’s a house of God, a monastery run by Greeks

  who moved here from Constantinople.’




  ‘Would the Greeks in Rome have any reason to harm Leo? There seems be a Greek method in what happened,’ I said.




  ‘You mean the way the attackers tried to gouge out Leo’s eyes and remove his tongue?’




  ‘Isn’t that what the Greeks of Byzantium do when they wish to dispose of an unwanted emperor?’ I said. It was something that I had been thinking about during my long ride from

  Paderborn.




  The former Nomenculator carefully placed the filleted fish on a slice of bread. ‘Certainly that’s the treatment Empress Irene meted out to her son Constantine so that she could take

  sole power. Had him blinded and shut away in a monastery.’




  He took a bite of his food and chewed for a while before continuing. ‘There are significant differences, though: Constantine’s tongue was not removed, and the Greeks use hot coals to

  blind a man, not the point of a knife.’ He let out a soft, satisfied belch. ‘Furthermore, the Greeks do the job properly. Constantine did not survive. He died within days.’




  I saw the direction his thoughts were taking. ‘So you are not convinced that an angel came to Pope Leo when he was held captive, and restored his speech and eyesight.’




  ‘That was a neat touch on the part of Leo or his advisors. It makes a wonderful story. It adds an aura of sanctity to an otherwise sordid event.’ Paul dabbed at his mouth with a

  linen napkin. ‘In my opinion, the clues that point to Greek involvement in the attack are altogether too obvious. From what Chamberlain Albinus told you, the men who assaulted the Pope were

  hired ruffians from the slums, and I may be able to trace them.’




  ‘You have contacts amongst such people?’ My voice expressed my surprise.




  ‘Not directly,’ he replied. ‘You may recall that one of my responsibilities, when I was Nomenculator, was the recovery of the relics of early Christian martyrs. It brought me

  into contact with a number of middlemen who deal in stolen grave goods. They might have heard something.’




  He rose and opened the door and beckoned to a servant to clear the dishes. ‘Sigwulf, come back here in three days’ time and I’ll let you know what I’ve

  discovered.’




  On my way out to the hallway I told him how grateful I was for his help.




  The former Nomenculator waved aside my thanks. ‘My friend, three groups run this city – the nobility, the merchants and the clergy. Of these, by far the most devious work up in the

  Lateran. If it turns out that some of the scheming rogues trying to get me evicted from this comfortable residence are amongst those complicit in the attack on Leo, I will be well

  rewarded.’




  ‘Even if Arno and the other members of Carolus’s council take no action against them?’




  Paul’s face lit up with mischief. ‘Proverbs again: “A good man’s house will still be standing after an evil man’s house has been destroyed.”’
















  Chapter Four




  [image: ]




  THE THREE DAYS dragged by. When I returned to Paul’s villa he was waiting for me with a dark-skinned man of medium height, whose tightly curled

  hair had been shaved to leave a central strip about four fingers wide, a crest. It gave him a menacing appearance that had to be deliberate. He also had one of the thickest necks I had ever seen.

  It went straight down from his ears until it merged into very wide sloping shoulders. A loose shirt did little to conceal an impressive barrel chest.




  ‘Sigwulf, I would like you to meet Theodore,’ Paul began. ‘He has been very useful to me in the past when dealing with difficult fellow citizens.’




  I nodded politely towards Theodore. He stared back at me, expressionless. His eyes were such a dark brown that they were almost black.




  ‘Theodore lives in the Campus Martius district. He reports that at the end of last April, one of the local street gangs was flush with money. He suspects that they had been paid for

  carrying out an important job.’




  ‘That certainly coincides with the timing of the attack on Pope Leo,’ I agreed.




  ‘Theodore knows where he can find one of the leading gang members. A nasty piece of work named Gavino.’




  I glanced again at Theodore. He had not moved a muscle and was still regarding me with an unblinking gaze that I found unsettling.




  ‘Is Gavino of particular interest to us?’ I asked Paul.




  ‘He is.’ Paul slid a hand inside his priest’s gown and produced a small, flat metal object about three inches long and two inches wide. ‘Gavino brought this to one of the

  dealers who handle stolen grave goods.’




  He held the item out to me. It was an ornate gold belt buckle. The centre was moulded into the figure of a beast that was half lion and half eagle, a griffin.




  ‘Where does this come from?’




  ‘From the Avar Hoard. The style is distinctive.’




  I had no need to ask about the Avar Hoard. When Carolus’s troops, led by the Duke of Friuli, stormed the final Avar stronghold, they made an astonishing discovery: chest after chest filled

  with gold solidi, the coins minted by the Byzantines. For as long as anyone could remember, the emperors in Constantinople had been paying the Avars to leave them in peace. In some years, the bribe

  had been as much as 100,000 gold solidi. The Avars had amassed so much precious metal that they scarcely knew what to do with it. Only a fraction had been melted down to make the small items that

  the Avar goldsmiths could cope with: strap mounts, belt ornaments, decorations for their stirrups and harnesses, and so forth. The remainder had been left in coin. The Avar Hoard which had been

  brought back to Carolus had filled fifteen army carts; almost all of it was sacks of solidi. The haul more than repaid the entire costs of the Avar war.




  ‘How did this get into the hands of a Roman gangster?’ I enquired, turning the buckle over in my fingers. The workmanship was competent rather than delicate. I remembered hearing

  that Carolus had sent a good portion of the Avar booty to Rome as a thank-offering to the Church.




  ‘That’s a question I’ve asked Theodore to put to Gavino,’ my friend said. ‘And without delay. The moment that Gavino hears that Theodore is showing an interest in

  where he acquired that buckle, he’ll make himself very scarce.’




  His statement made me wonder about Theodore’s reputation amongst Rome’s underclass.




  ‘If this was part of Gavino’s pay for the attack on Leo, I should be present during the questioning,’ I said, handing back the buckle.




  Paul treated me to a sly look as he slipped the buckle into a pocket. ‘I thought you would say that. Unfortunately, Theodore is not happy about taking you along to the interview. Gavino

  lives in a very rough district, very rough indeed.’




  I took mild offence. ‘I trained as a cavalryman in Carolus’s army. Just give me the loan of a good sword and I can look after myself.’




  ‘No sword, Sigwulf. Anyone walking into the Campus Martius with a sword on his hip would be looking for trouble. In the slums they use daggers.’




  There was a twinkle in Paul’s eyes as he added, ‘I’ve persuaded Theodore to take you into the Campus Martius if you wear this.’ He clapped his hands, and a house servant

  appeared carrying a soldier’s mail shirt.




  ‘Where on earth did you get it?’ I asked as the garment was held out for my inspection. The shirt was an antique, its links rusty, the leather backing spotted with green mould. The

  shape and design were centuries old.




  Paul chortled. ‘It’s a fake but good enough to turn a knife point.’




  Mystified, I stared at him.




  ‘A confidence trickster tried to pass it off on me. He said he had found it in a Christian grave, and that it was the very same mail shirt worn by St Hippolytus, the Roman soldier torn

  apart by horses for his faith.’




  I took the shirt and inspected it more closely. Under the rust and mould it seemed reasonably sound.




  ‘The attempt to age it was not very successful,’ said Paul. ‘The rust is superficial and rubs off easily. Also, I can assure you that the pattern of the rings is not correct

  for the period.’




  I glanced across at Theodore. ‘Will it satisfy you if I wear this?’ I asked.




  He gave me a reluctant nod. ‘Put it on under your shirt,’ he said and glanced up at a cloudless sky. ‘The best time to find Gavino at home is in the middle of the day. He, like

  everyone else, tries to get out of the heat. We need to get going.’




  *




  As the two of us walked into the heart of the city, I was reminded how heavily a mail shirt weighs down on one’s shoulders. It is not so noticeable when mounted on

  horseback, but on foot it is a real burden. Theodore advised me to take as much as possible of the weight on my hips by cinching my belt more tightly. Nevertheless, by the time the two of us

  reached the Campus Martius, I could feel raw rubbed patches on my shoulders. As my companion bluntly informed me, it was important not to draw attention to ourselves. A broad straw hat covered

  Theodore’s distinctive hair style, and neither of us were carrying weapons. The plan was to stroll casually to the area where Gavino lived in a room on the first floor by himself, question

  him about the gold buckle, and then discreetly get clear before any of his fellow gang members knew we were there. Quite how Theodore proposed to conduct the interrogation was left unsaid, and I

  wondered if Theodore’s obviously daunting reputation would be enough to get Gavino to provide the information I needed. I doubted it.




  We entered the slums – a web of small, crooked streets, often no wider than the space for two men to walk abreast. The buildings were shabby and mean, three or four storeys high, their

  flaking walls defaced with graffiti. The footings of the walls were stained with patches of green and black mildew and Theodore pointed out the watermark left by the floods when the Tiber burst its

  banks each winter. There was rubbish everywhere. Thin cats picked their way across open drains, and packs of mangy dogs nosed bloated and unspeakable things in the gutters. The air stank of rot,

  decay and much worse. Crudely lettered signs indicated the shops and taverns, though most of them were shuttered against the midday heat that had driven the people indoors. We saw the usual shoals

  of urchins and a few slatternly looking women, some hauling buckets of water. I recalled Paul telling me that many of the aqueducts that once brought water into the city had fallen into disrepair.

  People had to draw water from local wells and carry it home.




  We kept our pace slow and relaxed. Under his hat brim, my companion’s glance was flicking from side to side, checking the side alleys. Once or twice he drew me into a doorway and we

  paused, waiting to see if we were being followed. Soon I had lost all sense of direction and we were deep within the tangle of streets when, abruptly, Theodore darted into passageway so narrow that

  I was obliged to walk behind him. On either side rose the scabby walls of centuries-old warehouses converted into dwellings. The all-pervading stink of urine caught in the back of my throat. From

  an open window high above us a quarrel was in progress between a man and a woman, their angry yells bouncing off the walls.




  A dozen paces down the passage, Theodore put his meaty shoulder to a door and quietly forced the lock. He went up the sagging treads of a worn stairway to the first floor, then turned into short

  corridor lined with half a dozen doors.




  Treading lightly, Theodore stopped in front of the third door and knocked. I waited half a step behind him, hearing the bawling of a baby somewhere further off. There was a smell of boiled

  cabbage. There was no reply to Theodore’s knock and, for a moment, I thought we had wasted our time. I eased the mail shirt on my shoulders.




  Theodore knocked again, more insistently, and this time there came a response. The words must have been in the local Roman dialect, but it was clear that the occupant of the room was telling us

  to go away. In reply, Theodore mumbled something indistinct, using an apologetic tone, and rapped on the door a third time. There was a burst of obvious profanity, then the tread of approaching

  feet.




  The door opened a few inches and I caught a glimpse of a sleepy, unshaven face with black stubble and a rash of pockmarks on the cheeks and jaw. The man’s gaze focused on Theodore. The

  eyes widened in alarm, and the man jerked back, pushing the door shut. Theodore was much too quick for him. He had a foot in the gap and, a moment later, his weight hit the door and he burst

  in.
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