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  AACHEN, FRANKIA, 780 AD


  
    
      Sorely wounded, Roland felt his death coming upon him.


      He made his way to where a great block of marble stood.


      Raising Durendal, he struck the stone with all his strength.


      The sparks flew and the rock was scored, but Durendal did not break.


      Three times he struck the rock.


      Still the blade did not shatter.


      Lamenting, Roland laid himself face down on the grass,


      his sword and the oliphant beneath him,


      and prepared to give up his soul to God.

    

  


  I put down my pen and wait for the ink to dry. I am pleased to see that my letters are neat and evenly spaced. I learned the new script under the critical eyes of the men who
  persuaded the king that it should be made standard throughout his realm. I sit straighter on my stool to ease the nagging cramp in my spine and try to ignore the low incoherent muttering to my
  right. An Irish priest, ruddy cheeked and bald, has an irritating habit of talking to himself at his desk. It is mid-January in Aachen and the royal chancellery is full of draughts; every few
  minutes the priest wipes his streaming nose on the sleeve of his gown. He is making notes of what he has seen and heard at court, and has already confided to me that he is writing a biography of
  our lord and master.


  I shall call it The Life of Carolus Rex, he said, his Latin tinged with the musical accent typical of his island.


  A dull title for a colourful topic, I thought. But I restricted myself to enquiring why he embarked on this labour when the notaries of the imperial secretariat were being paid to compile the
  official record.


  My dear Sigwulf, he replied, the wisdom of the ancients tells us that when great men die, the story of their deeds deserves more than burial in mouldering archives. Their
  lives must be celebrated in classical prose, enduring and invigorating.


  I wonder just how lively his prose will be when, between sniffles, he adds, With Gods help, my book will be read and re-read for generations to come. It will not be some fanciful
  yarn recited by the fireside or sung to a simple tune that soon fades from memory.


  He is wrong, of course. Tales of the tongue can be more vivid than tales of the pen; they endure just as long, as I know from personal experience, and they are more widely remembered.


  However, the priests disdainful remark plants an idea in my mind: I will write a story about the brave, chivalrous and noble man who was my patron and my friend. He also saved my life. My
  tale will be my way of keeping his memory bright. At times he could be arrogant, vindictive, headstrong and greedy for wealth, yet all agree that his death is a tragic loss. Few, if any, know that
  I abandoned him in his final hour. That is why I begin this homage with the moment of his dying.


  I still grieve for him.


  



  Chapter One
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  RUN! RUN FOR YOUR LIFE, you fool! the man
  yelled. He was meant to be my bodyguard and had sworn to my father that he would protect me. He grabbed me by the arm and spun me round so I faced away from the disaster. Then he gave me a hefty
  shove between the shoulder blades so that I had to take a few steps just to keep my balance. A moment later, he took his own advice and barged past me, racing off with great leaps across the turf,
  tossing aside his shield and sword. I stood there stupidly, my head still ringing from the blow of some missile, probably a slingstone, which had struck my helmet. Behind me I heard the whoops and
  shouts of the Mercians. They had smashed our feeble line with their first charge. The majority of our men had come to the fight carrying their seaxes, though the way they gripped their weapons made
  it look as if they were about to trim and lay a hedge rather than use them as the lethal fighting blade that had given our Saxon people their name. The rest arrived equipped with clubs, staves and
  the hatchets they used for chopping firewood. A few brought bows and a handful of arrows more suitable for hunting small game. None of them thought to bring along spare bow strings. I had noticed
  one man armed only with a threshers flail. My father should never have ordered them into battle.


  Our plan had been to stop the Mercians at the hill crest. Two deep and shoulder to shoulder, we shouted our war cries and waved our pathetic weapons, more to keep up our spirits than in real
  defiance. It was a late spring day full of sunlight with the cloud shadows chasing across the downland. The breeze had the faint salty tang of the distant sea and fluttered our family banner
   two black stags on a yellow field. My father managed to extract a few extra cheers from our men as he rode up and down in front of our battle line. But you had only to compare his scrawny
  horse with the sturdy charger of the Mercian commander waiting at the foot of the slope to know the difference in our resources. My Uncle Cyneric and my two brothers took their places in the front
  line. I, as the kings youngest son, was stationed a little distance to the rear. My duty was to direct our pitiful reserve, a score of elderly churls and the same number of household
  serfs.


  Only the slope was in our favour. We reasoned that the Mercians would not attack up such a steep hillside. But they came on regardless  a terrifying mass of warriors stamping and
  hallooing, beating their leather-covered shields with their heavy iron swords. They were confident in the knowledge of a dozen victories over petty kingdoms like my fathers. They
  out-numbered us, two to one.


  Still dazed, I twisted round and looked over my shoulder. The Mercians were wading among our men, crushing any hint of resistance. A man toppled backward as the bronze boss of a Mercian shield
  smashed into his face. I saw swords and spear butts rising and falling as they cut down or spiked anyone who showed a glimmer of fight. I recognized a farmer who had visited our great hall only
  last week to pay his tithe. He was a slow-spoken gangling man who was half a head taller than those around him and wore a metal helmet like my own. God knows where he had found it, but it did him
  little good. A Mercian swordsman feinted at his face, then smoothly dropped his blade and hacked him across the legs. The farmer tumbled to the ground like a slashed nettle. Desperately I looked
  for any sign of my father. He was nowhere to be seen. Our flag was tangled around its staff and swaying back and forth. Seconds later it was dragged down and disappeared. A riderless horse,
  wild-eyed with terror, bolted past me. I recognized the beast as the one that my oldest brother had ridden. He too must have fallen. The triumphant howls of the Mercians were beginning to fade.
  They were running out of breath. Here and there our men were falling to their knees, hands clasped, pleading to be spared. That would limit the massacre; it made no sense to injure a prisoner who
  would soon be a slave.


  One of the Mercians, a thick-set warrior in a leather jerkin sewn with metal plates, caught sight of me. I was standing by myself, numb with awful knowledge. His bearded face split into a
  covetous grin. He must have glimpsed at my neck the glint of the thin gold torc I had received the previous winter when I began my sixteenth year. He had no intention of sharing such loot with his
  comrades. Without a word, he began to run purposefully towards me. He had taken several strides before I gathered my wits and began to flee. I ran without hope. As a child I had never been able to
  run fast. My brothers had mocked me for being so sluggish, and they scarcely bothered to pursue me, knowing the chase would soon be over. Now it was the same. I heard the feet thudding on the turf
  behind me, the reverberation growing louder as the gap closed. Soon my breath was rasping in my throat, and my knees hurt. My loosely fastened helmet bounced on my head and slipped forward until
  all I could see was a yard or so ahead of me. I had dropped my sword but realized too late that my buckler was still strapped to my left forearm. I tried in vain to shake it free, but only
  succeeded in throwing myself off balance. I had gone no more than fifty yards when I became aware of the looming presence of the Mercian closing in. I heard his panting and sensed his air of easy
  triumph.


  Then something solid crashed into me from behind, and I fell forward, face down into the sun-baked ground. I caught a whiff of sweat and greased leather mixed with the sweet smell of bruised
  grass as a heavy weight dropped on my shoulders. Someone was kneeling on my back. My helmet flew off and rolled clear. A hand was grasping my hair, pulling my head upward; for a ghastly moment I
  thought the Mercian was stretching my throat ready to cut it. Then his hand pushed forward sharply and my forehead slammed down on to the earth. Pain jolted through me. I tried to feebly squirm
  away, but the grip on my hair held fast, and the Mercian raised my head and battered it against the ground a second time. This time I did not resist. I welcomed the wave of blackness that engulfed
  me.


  For more than a month I had known that this would happen.


  *


  I came to my senses, still lying face down. Someone had lashed my wrists together with a strip of rawhide. My face was now pressed against cracked and hardened mud. The slime on
  my cheek had the smell of chicken droppings. I stifled a groan and raised my head to look around. It was mid-afternoon, the sky had clouded over, and I was sprawled in the yard in front of my
  fathers great hall, my own home. A large group of Mercians was clustered in front of the building, still dressed in their war gear. They were joking amongst themselves and taking turns to
  step forward and pick up an item from a pile of goods heaped on the ground. I recognized the helmet I had been wearing at the battle and, with a lurch in my stomach, my fathers long ornate
  sword. To my right was the man supervising the division of the booty. He was seated on a tall carved wooden seat, which had once been my fathers place of honour. The Mercians must have
  dragged the better furniture outside when they looted the hall. The man sitting in my fathers place was middle-aged with a thick powerful body and heavy rounded shoulders. His hair was
  curled and greased and elaborately piled up on his head. Even without the crown that he wore for his image on the coins from his royal mint I had no difficulty in recognizing Offa, King of Mercia.
  I lowered my head back into the farmyard filth and lay still, gathering my thoughts. The sight of my fathers sword confirmed that he must have perished on the battlefield. I doubted that my
  two brothers had survived. My gold torc was gone, of course. I could feel the bruise around my throat where my captor had wrenched it away; doubtless it was now hidden in his clothing. I toyed with
  the idea of denouncing him but decided it would serve no purpose. To the victor, the spoils. Last autumn, Offa had sent a message to my father, demanding to be acknowledged as his overlord and a
  payment of tribute. When the demand had been rebuffed, Offa had used the excuse to invade. Our battered little kingdom would first be raped, then either become a tributary of Mercia or absorbed
  directly into Offas domain, which already included much of England.


  I had already dreamed it in vivid detail: an antlered stag was grazing peacefully on a lush meadow when a huge dangerous-looking bull, led by a vixen, emerged from the dark forest in the
  distance. With the vixen scuttling a few paces ahead, the bull advanced. Too late, the stag raised its head and confronted the intruder with its antlers. The bull charged and gored its victim to
  death while the vixen screamed her encouragement. I had woken, drenched with cold sweat, realizing the screams were my own.


  Rough hands were hauling me to my feet. Someone  I presumed he was the Mercian warrior who had captured me  took me by the elbow and marched me over towards King Offa. The pile of
  booty was gone. Now it was time to dispose of the prisoners of war.


  A group of well-dressed men stood behind the royal seat: the royal councillors. To my shock and utter disgust my uncle Cyneric was among them. He must have surrendered very early in the fight
  and been spared. The look he gave me, a mixture of shame and arrogance, told me all I needed to know  he was now King Offas man.


  This is the only surviving son, my lord, said my escort.


  Offa looked me up and down with hard, grey eyes. He saw a raw-boned young man of ordinary height, dishevelled and filthy, dressed in a tunic and leggings, strands of lank yellow hair flopping
  over his dung-streaked face.


  What is your name? Offa asked. His voice was gravelly, and he spoke with the thick vowels of his own dialect.


  Sigwulf, my lord.


  The royal mouth twisted into a sardonic smile.


  Victorious Wolf. Not very appropriate.


  My turncoat uncle stepped forward from the councillors.


  He is the youngest son. There was another . . .


  A raised hand cut his sentence short. Cyneric was already being treated like the vassal he had become.


  So what are we to do with you? Offa asked me.


  I stared down at the ground and said nothing. We both knew that the sensible step was to put me to death, ensuring the direct bloodline of the kingship died with me. I wondered if my uncle had
  been dealing in secret with the Mercians before the invasion. His wife was one of Offas distant cousins. The marriage was meant to be a bond-weaver, one of those alliances that cement
  friendships between neighbouring kingdoms. In this case it had been the reverse. Perhaps the screaming vixen had been her.


  Stand closer, lad. And let me see your face, growled Offa.


  I shuffled forward and raised my head, flicking aside my long hair. At that precise moment the sun broke through a gap in the clouds and lit up the farmyard. The light fell full on my face as I
  found myself staring directly into the grim countenance of the man who was bold and ambitious enough to style himself Rex Anglorum, King of the English.


  He flinched, just briefly, and then made a small movement as if to cross himself before he stayed his hand.


  I was born with dark-blue eyes. This is quite normal among my people, and usually the colour of a babys eyes changes to a lighter shade of blue when they are a few months old. Sometimes
  their eyes turn to grey, and very occasionally to brown. But something different happened to me. The colour of my right eye did alter, gradually becoming a greenish hazel, while the left eye faded
  to the normal pale blue. By contrast my twin brother  of whom I shall write later  underwent the opposite. His left eye changed colour, and his right eye remained the same. To many in
  our community these were certain signs of the Devil, all the more so because in the pain and difficulty of giving birth to twins, our mother died.


  Whatever fate King Offa had in mind for me changed in the instant that he saw my mismatched eyes.


  I sensed the hesitation in the kings manner as he tried to devise a way of eliminating me without doing me an injury. He was thinking that harming anyone who bore the Devils mark
  would invite trouble from the Wicked One.


  He turned to question my uncle.


  What do we know about this youth?


  His fathers pet, my lord, answered my uncle. I could hear his bitter dislike of me in his voice. Too precious to be sent away for fostering like his older brothers.
  Taught how to read and write instead of how to hunt and make war.


  Not dangerous then? Offa raised an eyebrow.


  I wouldnt say that, my uncle replied hastily. He is slippery, not to be trusted. He produced a sycophants smile, nastily deferential. Maybe Your
  Majesty should have him tonsured and shut up in a monastery.


  Incarcerating an unwanted person in a monastery was an effective way of putting them out of sight and mind.


  A more thoughtful expression appeared on Offas face.


  What are his manners like? he asked, as though he was enquiring about the training and discipline of a house dog he was considering buying.


  He should know his place among his betters, my uncle admitted grudgingly. He was brought up in the great hall.


  Languages? This time the royal question was addressed directly to me.


  My tongue felt thick and dry in my mouth.


  Only Latin, I mumbled.


  There was a long pause as Offa regarded me seriously.


  Clean him up and find him some decent clothes, he announced finally. Mercia has a better use for him.


  And what has the king decided? The question came from one of the royal councillors, a greybeard with the air of someone long in the royal service. His obsequious tone indicated
  that his query was a customary one, designed to allow Offa to show off his wisdom.


  Hell go to live with the Franks. Their king has been asking for someone to be sent from Mercia as an earnest of our good relations. If hes as educated and personable as is
  claimed, hell make a good impression. Well scrubbed, he could even be quite good-looking. That should keep the Franks off our backs.


  Offa was cleverer than I had given him credit for. It was the custom for rulers to send family members to live in other courts. Officially they went as guests and as a gesture of trust and
  friendship between kingdoms, but in reality they were kept as hostages. They lived in their new homes until they died or were recalled. Should war break out, they were killed out of hand. As the
  only surviving scion of a noble family, I could be passed off as a suitable pledge of Mercias good neighbourliness as long as my Frankish hosts did not enquire too closely. If they did
  discover I was not as important as had been made out, they would put an end to me and that would suit Offa just as well.


  The king turned towards me again.


  You will not come back, he said flatly. He did not need to say that if I did return, I would forfeit my life.


  I kept my expression neutral but, strange to say, his judgement caused a sudden thrill of excitement to run through me. I was to be an exile without hope of return, a wanderer. Offa had not
  demanded my allegiance, and therefore I no longer had a lord. To many in our close-knit society, this would have been a terrible sentence. There is a special term for such an outcast. I would be
  winelas guma, a friendless man, living without protection, prey to all who would harm or exploit him. Yet for as long as I could remember, I had wanted to travel to foreign
  lands and see how others lived. Here was my chance. Perhaps I would even find a place where I would feel less of an outsider and my mismatched eyes would not arouse such unease.


  The court of the Frankish king was as promising a destination as I could have wished for. Even our rustic villeins had heard of Carolus. For more than a decade he had ruled Europe from the dark
  forests beyond the Rhine to the sunlit plains of Lombardy and west to the ocean. It was such an enormous area that there were rumours that one day he would be crowned the emperor of Europe, the
  first true emperor since the days of Rome. His court must surely attract all manner of exotic and unusual folk. Perhaps I would blend in with them despite my unusual appearance.


  You have three days for the funeral rites, Offa grunted. With a twinge of conscience I realized that I had been thinking only of myself. My father and two brothers had been proud
  of their warrior heritage. They would want that I gave them a fitting burial rather than lament their passing.


  A request, I said.


  Offas chin came up as he glared at me. A scruffy and defeated youth whose life he had just spared was not expected to make requests.


  What is it? His tone was truculent. For a moment I thought he was going to change his mind about my exile and order my execution instead.


  That my personal slave goes with me, I said.


  Once again Offa glanced towards my uncle.


  Is this slave of any value?


  Hardly, my lord, answered Cyneric. He did not bother to keep the sneer from his face. Hes a defective cripple. An out-lander who can barely string two words
  together.


  He looked after me throughout my childhood, I interrupted. I am in his debt.


  And you in mine, said Offa coldly. Take your worn-out slave with you, but he has cost you a days grace. The day after tomorrow you will be escorted to the coast and
  put on the first ship sailing for Frankia.


  



  Chapter Two
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  OSRIC, MY BODY SLAVE, had been to sea before, that I knew. My father had bought him from a travelling dealer who must have heard that the woman looking
  after my brother and me was refusing to touch us after she noticed something strange about our eyes. The other household servants had been equally frightened.


  Make a good babysitter, he would. Hes quiet and gentle and, with that gammy pin, not likely to run away, the slaver had said as he showed off a battered-looking, scrawny
  man, perhaps thirty years old with skin the colour of a fallen autumn leaf. The unfortunate man had evidently been in a very bad accident, for his head was permanently canted over on a slant and
  his left leg broken and set so badly that it was crooked.


  Where does he come from? my father had asked.


  The dealer had shrugged.


  I got him down in the west country, part exchange for a couple of brawny lasses fit for mine work. Locals found him washed up on the rocks, like a half-dead mackerel. Probably off a tin
  ship that wrecked.


  My father had looked doubtful.


  Worth owning someone as hardy as that, the slave dealer had wheedled. Any other man would have died. Besides, he doesnt understand any speech so he wont be
  taking up any wild ideas and gossip.


  My father had allowed himself to be persuaded. Hed paid a few coins and named his new slave Osric as a joke; his namesake was a rival kinglet in neighbouring Wessex, a man famously vain
  of his good looks.


  Over the years Osric became an essential, silent member of our household. He spoke so rarely that many visitors thought he was a mute. Growing up in his care, however, I knew that he learned our
  language in secret. When alone with his two charges, he would talk with us, though only a few words at a time. As I grew older I came to the conclusion that he preferred to stay withdrawn, locked
  away in his battered body.


  Are you afraid of the sea after what it did to you? I asked Osric as we had our first glimpse of the distant blue line on the horizon. We were travelling on foot, since Offa had
  seen no reason to provide us with horses, only a couple of Mercian armed guards plodding along behind us, out of earshot.


  Osric gave a slight shake of his head. We had left the burgh at daybreak two days earlier. There my father and two brothers lay side by side under a single, fresh barrow grave. I had buried them
  hastily with the few paltry goods that had survived the Mercian sack  a handful of damaged and long-discarded weapons, some cheap ornaments, a few pottery jugs and bowls and the bones of the
  pigs slaughtered for the funeral feast. These would have to suffice for their banquet in the afterlife. The only item of real value in the grave was my fathers best hunting hound. A courser
  with a glossy dark-red coat and a nervous temperament, the creature had panicked and run off during the battle and had escaped becoming part of the Mercian plunder. We were digging the burial pit
  when the hound reappeared, slinking on its belly across the raw earth, whining as it sought its master. I coaxed the dog closer, looped a cord around its neck and strangled it. Then I carefully
  laid the body at my fathers feet. He had loved the hunt. Now he would at least be accompanied in the afterlife by his favourite hound.


  Only a handful of our people had attended the funeral rites. They were too scared of incurring my uncles displeasure. He was their new master, and their daily drudgery would continue as
  before. Slave or freeman, it was better not to anger him. Their taxes would be heavier now that King Offa would demand his share.


  With Osric limping beside me, I came down the worn track that led to the cove where the trading ships called. A tubby, high-sided vessel lay on the damp sand of the shoreline, tipped awkwardly
  on one side. At first I thought something was wrong and the vessel had run aground, but then I noticed the rim of seaweed further up the beach and realized that the waters edge must advance
  and recede. I had never seen the tide before.


  The captain of the vessel had set up his tent at the spot where the track came down to the strand. A heavy-set man, his pot belly held in by a thick leather strap, he had a notched stick and a
  knife in his hand for counting off the bundles of fleeces and hides his crew were busy sorting through. He turned and scowled at us as we approached.


  What do you want? he snapped. His gaze went past me and took in our two Mercian guards. Clearly he recognized them as King Offas retainers. It was in his interest not to
  offend the most powerful ruler along the coast but he resented being interrupted.


  Passage for myself and my slave, I said, keeping my chin down. It was an old trick I had learned. It meant my long fringe of hair flopped forward and concealed one eye.


  Where to? The response was blunt.


  Any port on the mainland. I am on my way to the Frankish capital. I tried to make it seem as though the two Mercians were my honour escort, not my guards.


  I dont take passengers. He hooked a thumb in his belt and looked me up and down. He was calculating what fare he could extract from me. The clothes that Offa had provided
  were far from luxurious. My only baggage was a leather satchel, supplemented by the pack that Osric carried. Altogether I cut a seedy figure.


  I am travelling at King Offas request. Here is his authority, I said grandly, pulling out a parchment from my satchel. It was nothing more than the brief letter written by
  Offas scribe, introducing me to the court of the Frankish king. I gambled that a captain who needed a tally stick would not be able to read. We can pay for our passage, I added
  sweetly. Offas reeve had grudgingly provided a few silver coins for travelling expenses, scarcely enough to cover our costs.


  The captain took a half-step forward, trying to snatch a glimpse inside my satchel to see if it contained anything of value. I closed the flap quickly.


  All right. Four pence for each of you, he said after a pause.


  Four pence for the both of us, I countered.


  The captains eyes flicked back towards our two guards. They were leaning on their spears, looking bored. One was picking his nose.


  Payment in advance.


  I counted out the coins  Offas currency, of course  and dropped them into the out-thrust palm. The captain belched as he slipped them into the purse that he then tucked
  inside the front of the tunic. We leave on the next high water. He nodded in the direction of Osric standing silently a few paces to one side. Your slave can help load
  cargo.


  I bridled at his tone.


  He will do no such thing, I snapped.


  The captain treated me to a look of such insolence that I was about to drop my hand to the dagger in my belt. Then I remembered that Offa had not trusted me with a sword or knife in case I tried
  to attack my guards and escape.


  The captain shrugged and deliberately turned his back on me, before bellowing at his sailors to hurry up with the work.


  It was dusk by the time the cog  as I later learned was the name for such a vessel  was loaded. I could see her beginning to lift and rock on the incoming tide. The captain was
  ignoring us so Osric and I waded out thigh deep and hauled ourselves aboard. Behind us the two guards, their task accomplished, began making their way back up the path. Doubtless they would report
  to Offa and my uncle that they had seen us safely on our way.


  There was a good deal of grunting as the sailors came aboard and hauled on a heavy, wet rope hanging over the vessels side. It must have been tied to an anchor set some distance off the
  beach. The cog bumped several times on the sand, and then began to back her way out into deeper water. The moment she was properly afloat, there was a different flurry of activity. The men ran here
  and there, unfastening, hauling and re-fastening ropes, untying the sail, hoisting it, fitting a long wooden handle into the shaft of a massive paddle that hung down into the water. I presumed it
  was the device which guided the ship. The captain shouted and swore, directing his men to their tasks with strange commands whose meanings were a mystery to me. I understood about one word in five.
  I looked on, trying to grasp what was happening, and every few moments I was shouldered out of the way by an impatient sailor.


  Eventually the big, single sail flapped and banged, then filled with a great groaning of the mast and a twanging of ropes. All of a sudden the deck tilted beneath my feet and I had to sit down
  on the planking before I fell over. Out to sea the sky was darkening, and the wind seemed stronger than it had been on land. There was nothing to be seen ahead of the ship except an expanse of
  grey-blue water flecked with an occasional wave. I was feeling queasy already. I wedged myself in a corner and fought down my rising panic. A wave slapped against the side of the ship which gave a
  shudder, and a few flecks of spray fell on my face. I licked my lips and tasted the saltiness.


  I closed my eyes and an image swam up into my mind. I could not push it away. It was my brothers face, greyish white, the sodden hair clinging to the scalp. It was how he had looked when
  I found him. Both hands grasped tendrils of the weed he must have seized as he tried to claw his way to the surface. Around one ankle looped a single thick, slimy snake: the massive lily root that
  had wrapped around his foot and held him down as he gulped desperately for air.


  It was only a small pond. In summer, clouds of gnats and midges danced above its surface like swirls of smoke. In winter, it froze over, and the cowmen smashed the ice so that their beasts could
  drink. The pond was as much a part of our lives as the sheep pens and the cattle byres, and we had known it since early childhood. As toddlers we had made mud pies on its rim, and in later years
  tested our aim by throwing stones at floating twigs. The still water was so black that it was impossible to judge the depth. Nothing and no one warned of its dangers.


  We were six years old and that afternoon we were climbing in an ancient alder tree. It was early autumn and the deep green leaves were still thick on the branches. They concealed just how far
  the alder overhung the pond. Normally Osric would have been in attendance but was suffering one of his recurrent fevers and had stayed in the slave quarters. My brother and I were alone when the
  branch beneath him broke. He gave a cry of surprise and crashed down through the foliage. I heard the heavy splash as he struck the water. I swarmed back to the ground as fast as I could, skinning
  my hands and knees on the tree bark. The moment my feet touched the ground I ran to the edge of the pond. The inky black water was swirling and eddying, but there was no sign of him. Dismayed, I
  stepped into the water. Immediately my feet sank deep into the sucking slime, and in another two paces I was up to my waist. I lost my footing and fell backwards, the water closing over my head.
  Neither my brother nor I could swim and I panicked. I scrambled back to safety and crawled out on the bank on all fours. Then I ran home, seeking help.


  There was only one person in our inland burgh that could swim  Osric  and he was handicapped by his deformity. It was he who dived down again and again until we recovered my
  brothers body. We dragged it out and lay on the bank. The water trickled from his clothing and he was utterly limp. His head flopped over to one side. A pinkish froth oozed out from his
  mouth and nostrils. He looked small and helpless. I was numb with shock and pain. It was as if half my existence had been torn away, and I turned aside unable to watch. On the ground nearby lay the
  broken alder branch that had caused the accident. The raw splintered end was changing in colour from a creamy white to reddish-orange. According to our village elders, it was Natures warning
  that the alder tree harbours evil in its veins.


  *


  I must have passed out with sea-sickness. The next thing I knew was someone kicking hard on my outstretched foot to rouse me. It was shortly after dawn on a dreary overcast
  morning and I was still seated on the deck. I could not remember ever feeling so ill. My limbs would not move, and there was a nasty sour taste in my mouth. I must have vomited in my wretchedness.
  I looked up at the captain of the cog who stood over me, gloating.


  Too rough for you, pretty boy? That was nothing more than a little chop, he said, smirking. Get up! He kicked me again, even harder.


  The ugly menace on his face made me reach feebly for a handhold. Shakily I pulled myself to my feet. My knees were weak and I swayed, unable to keep my balance. An abrupt heave in my gut caused
  me to turn and grab the edge of the ship. I thrust my head out over the sea, closed my eyes and retched violently. I felt as though I wanted to die.


  The captain hauled me back by the collar. Tie him up, I heard him say. Well see what hes got in that satchel. Later we can find what price hell fetch.
  Some dried-up old spinster might like to have him close to hand.


  I turned to face my tormentor, hoping perhaps that the sight of my ill-matched eyes might deter him. But the brute noticed nothing. The daylight was too murky to make colours stand out
  clearly.


  Get me a length of codline, he shouted to one of his crew standing a few feet away. As the man hurried off, I saw a hand rise up behind the captains head as if from nowhere.
  An instant later an arm clamped around the captains neck and jerked his head backward. There was a quick glint of something sharp and pointed, the hand struck forward, and all of a sudden
  the captain was frozen in place, his eyes bulging in shock. Whatever was held in that hand was now against his throat, just below his right ear. A bright red squirt and then a trickle of blood
  dripped down on the soiled fabric of the captains tunic.


  Osrics dark face appeared over the captains shoulder. No one had paid him any attention until now. He must have scuttled across from wherever he had spent the night. Now he was
  clamped like a deadly spider on the captains broad back.


  The sailor sent to fetch the codline took a half-step towards the pinioned captain as if to go to his help. His movement produced a scream of pain, and a gurgled command for the sailor to stay
  back. The flow of blood onto the captains collar increased a fraction.


  I had no idea where Osric had obtained his weapon. It must have been a tiny dagger or a sharpened spike. Perhaps he always carried it on his person. The sailors had not bothered to search a
  crippled slave. Certainly they hadnt expected him to spring to the defence of his master.


  Knife, Osric said to me. Shakily I reached out and took the captains knife from his belt.


  The captain gave another squeal of anguish as Osric dug the point of his weapon a little deeper.


  The crew of the cog gathered in a threatening group, barely a couple of yards away. They had recovered from the shock of seeing their captain taken prisoner and were watching us closely,
  calculating how to rescue him. I counted five men and one further sailor at the wooden bar that steered the ship. One of the men closest to us made a furtive gesture. He was signalling something to
  the steersman, who in turn jerked the wooden bar abruptly. The big sail above my head flapped thunderously and the slope of the deck beneath my feet suddenly altered. I clutched for support. But
  whatever it was that the sailors had planned, Osric knew what they were doing. He kept his fierce grip on the captain and shouted some sort of command. He emphasized the order by twisting the point
  of the blade in the captains neck. His victim let out another yelp of pain, and his back arched in anguish. The steersman hurriedly pushed the wooden bar back to its previous position, and
  the angle of the deck returned to what it had been before.


  Pull in the little boat, said Osric to me. He nodded towards the back of the ship. I looked in that direction and saw that the cog was towing a small open boat behind her. I had
  been too seasick to notice such matters before.


  Unsteadily I made my way to the rope tied to the boat and began to haul it in. It was surprisingly difficult, but the effort made me feel a lot better. When the boat was close under the side of
  the cog I fastened the rope tight and stood waiting.


  Move! ordered Osric, jabbing again with his blade. He obliged the captain to sidle sideways around the edge of the ship until the two of them had joined me.


  Cut that big rope! Osric said to me, nodding towards a rope as thick as my wrist tied at the base of the mast. I had seen the sailors use it to haul up the sail at the start of our
  voyage.


  I still had the captains large knife in my hand. The cogs crew had murder in their eyes as they watched me begin to saw through the heavy rope. It took several minutes. When the
  last strands gave way, I had the good sense to jump backwards. The big sail came slicing downward and collapsed in a great heap on the deck.


  I ran back to rejoin Osric and the captain.


  Now take away the helm, Osric told me. I had no idea what he was talking about until I followed his glance and realized he meant the big wooden handle controlling the ships
  direction.


  I walked across the deck towards the steersman and when he hesitated to step aside I raised the blade of the captains knife menacingly; I was beginning to enjoy myself. He retreated, and
  I found I was able to pull the wooden bar free. Osric did not need to tell me what to do next. I threw it overboard.


  In a couple of strides I was back with Osric and the captain, whose tunic front was now stained with blood. The cog was no longer moving through the water but was wallowing awkwardly, heaving up
  and down, turning this way and that, pushed by the wind.


  You first, said Osric to me. I scooped up my satchel and Osrics pack and dropped them into the little boat. I swung myself over the side of the ship, hung for a moment, then
  let go. I landed awkwardly in the little boat, falling in an ungainly heap. I recovered myself as Osric joined me, dropping nimbly down from the cog. Without a word he took the captains
  knife from my hand and slashed through the rope that fastened us to the larger vessel. Instantly the gap between us widened as the wind blew our boat away.


  I looked to Osric for guidance. He was busily untying a pair of oars that had been lashed in the boat. Only then did it occur to me how Osrics broken leg and twisted head had made very
  little difference to his agility aboard the cog. For a man with his handicap, being on a ship was altogether different from being on land.


  Something plunged into the sea nearby, throwing up a little spout of water. I looked up. Someone on the crippled cog had found a bow and arrows, and in his rage was shooting at us. But we made
  an almost impossible target, and very soon we were out of range. The last I saw of her, the cog was drifting helplessly away into the distance, the small figures of her crew gathered on deck trying
  to raise sail.


  I took the oars from Osric and he showed me how to slide them through two rope loops to hold them in place as I settled on the bench and made ready to row.


  Which way? I asked.


  He pointed. I could see only the waves around us. Then the rowing boat rose on the crest of a large wave, and far in the distance I saw a low grey line. It had to be the coast of Frankia.


  I turned to my task and took a pull at the water. One oar dug into the sea, the other waved in the air. I nearly fell off my bench. Rowing a boat at sea was not going to be easy.


  Osric had found a wooden implement that looked like a grain shovel with a short handle. He began using it to scoop loose water from the bottom of the boat and back into the sea. He paused for a
  moment and reached inside his shirt. He pulled out a purse that I recognized had belonged to the captain of the cog, and passed it across to me. As I took it, I opened my mouth, about to thank him
  for saving our lives, when I saw that my words were not needed. Osric was doing something which I had not seen since the day my brother drowned, a death for which he had blamed himself.


  Osric was smiling.


  



  Chapter Three


  [image: ]


  WE CAME ASHORE ON a beach of round, smooth grey stones. Two urchins stood up to
  their knees in the shallows and watched me clumsily row the last few yards. The boys had been gathering shellfish and cautiously retreated as I climbed out of the little boat. The land swayed
  slightly as I walked towards the boys with a smile fixed on my face.


  Can you take us to your homes? I asked.


  They looked at me blankly. Without a word, they turned and ran, the stones clattering under their bare feet as they disappeared over the dunes at the back of the beach.


  Osric and I picked our baggage out of the boat and began to trudge after them. With an afterthought, I stopped.


  Let me have that pack for a moment, I said. He took off the pack and I searched among the garments that I had managed to save from my home: shirts and underclothes; a pair of spare
  shoes and a rolled-up cloak; an extra tunic and sandals for Osric; an embroidered belt; leggings. There was nothing else. I used the captains dagger to trim a strip of cloth off an old shirt
  and wrapped it around my head, covering one eye. At home everyone had known about the colour of my eyes, but now I was among strangers and it would be best to leave it to others to suppose that the
  bandage concealed an empty socket.


  Osric looked on and said nothing. He closed the pack and swung it on his back, and together we resumed our journey. We crested the slope and, a short distance away, hurrying towards us across an
  expanse of boggy ground thick with reeds was one of the two lads we had seen on the beach. He was accompanied by a man dressed in the long brown robe of a priest.


  They halted in front of us, barring our way. The priest was an old man, so bony and shrunken with age that his threadbare gown hung loose upon him. His face was deeply lined and only a few wisps
  of grey hair surrounded his tonsure. He regarded us with a mixture of curiosity and mild suspicion. He had lost most of his teeth so he mumbled as he spoke. It hardly mattered. I did not understand
  what he was saying, only that he was asking a question, and his tone was not hostile.


  We would welcome your help, I said in Latin.


  He looked at me in surprise, as I did not have the appearance of someone with an education.


  The lad tells me that you came out of a small boat, he said, switching to the same language.


  Were travelling to the court of the Frankish king, I replied.


  Again he looked surprised.


  I supposed you are shipwrecked mariners or perhaps pilgrims. We sometimes see pilgrims from across the water, on their way to Rome.


  We had to abandon ship, I lied.


  I was met with a puzzled look.


  There has been no storm.


  A fire on board, I invented hastily. The cook was careless. The other passengers and crew got away in another boat. If you could set us on our way, I would be
  grateful.


  The old priest hesitated, looking uncertain.


  Carolus, our king, could be in any of a dozen places. He has no fixed residence.


  It was my turn to be taken aback. I had imagined the great ruler of the Franks to be living in a splendid palace in a settled capital, not wandering from place to place like a nomad. Life would
  be more difficult if Osric and I had to go searching his vast kingdom to catch up with him.


  But most likely he is at Aachen in this season, said the priest. He is engaged in building works there, an extraordinary project I understand.


  Then perhaps you could tell me the best way there, and how far we must travel, I said.


  What about your boat? Will you be leaving it behind?


  I guessed that the priest considered a small boat to be an item of considerable value.


  I will be glad if you accept the boat as a thankgift. I have no further use for it, I said magnanimously.


  The priest glanced at Osric standing crookedly a pace behind me.


  You will need the permission of my abbot if you and your companion are to go any further.


  He spoke a few words to the boy. Doubtless he was telling him to go to the beach and secure the boat before it drifted off for the lad scampered away over the dunes.


  Come with me! he said, Theres a village nearby where you can rest. Tomorrow we will go on to the monastery and meet the abbot.


  We squelched along the footpath which wound through the reed beds. The priest led the way, splashing through the puddles. The ragged hem of his gown was dark and sodden. We skirted several large
  ponds, their dark brown water still and silent. I shivered at the memory of my brothers death.


  My name is Lothar, he said over his shoulder. You were fortunate that I was in the area when you arrived, or no one would have understood you  they speak their own
  local dialect. The village belongs to my monastery and is a very poor place. The families live by fishing and by collecting whatever is cast up along the shoreline.


  From his tone of voice I gathered that he was still not fully convinced that Osric and I were genuine castaways.


  I didnt see any fishing harbour, I said.


  The coast here is too exposed to heavy winter storms. The villagers keep their boats in a river mouth nearby, and in bad weather they net the inland ponds. He could no longer
  restrain his curiosity. Where did you learn to speak Latin so well?


  My father arranged for a priest to teach me. I did not say that the priest had been on the run. Bertwald was being pursued by the Church for theft and had arrived with his mistress
  in tow, a wild-looking slattern with a dramatic bush of wiry, auburn hair. My father, who believed in the Old Ways, took pleasure in giving shelter to a renegade from a religion for which he had no
  use. Bertwald had stayed with us for nearly ten years, with little to do except breed children and instruct me, his only pupil. Together he and Osric had been the two great influences of my growing
  up and I was only just beginning to appreciate how good a teacher Bertwald had been. Besides Latin, he had taught me how to read and write and even some grammar and logic. When he was drunk he
  would boast about the importance of the foundation to which he had once belonged. Hed claimed it had its own school and a library with fifty books. But in the end his loose talk undid him.
  One of our local Christians betrayed him to his former bishop and he had left as hastily as he had arrived.


  We reached the fishing village, a huddle of small huts thatched with reeds. There were nets everywhere. They were heaped outside doors, draped over roofs, stretched between posts to dry, and
  strung out at a convenient height so they could be repaired. Every able-bodied man who was actively employed was mending nets. Unsurprisingly, the place reeked of fish.


  Our supper was stale bread and shellfish stew, and we passed the night in one of the huts, asleep on mattresses of discarded nets. When we rose in the morning, we too had a distinctly fishy
  smell.


  Well bathe when we reach the monastery, Lothar assured me. It was not yet full daylight, and a dozen villagers joined us. In the half-darkness each man was bent forward
  under the weight of a large wickerwork pannier strapped to his back. I thought I heard a faint creaking as if their burdens were alive.


  The dawn came, dull and grey and with not a breath of wind as we walked inland. The ground rose gently, the landscape changing from wet marsh to dry uncultivated heath. Flocks of small birds
  rose from the low bushes on either side of the path, and a large hare lolloped away before stopping and turning to look back at our little column as we tramped along. It was a wild and desolate
  place and we saw no sign of human habitation. After three hours we stopped briefly for a meal of chewy strips of dried fish washed down with lukewarm water from leather bottles. There was no
  conversation. The accompanying villagers were a taciturn lot. They sat on the ground, not removing the panniers from their backs. Eventually, soon after midday, we came to an area of open woodland
  and finally saw some buildings. Our guide quickened his pace. We should arrive in time for nones, he said.


  I had been expecting his abbey to be something substantial and impressive, yet the place could have been mistaken for a large farm sheltered by an outer wall.


  We plodded in through the gate and found ourselves in a large unpaved courtyard surrounded by stables, cattle byres and storage sheds. The abbey itself formed one side of the yard and was no
  bigger than my fathers great hall. A priest on his way in through the abbeys entrance door turned and called out greetings. Lothar waved to him but our silent companions who had
  tramped up from the coast ignored him. They went directly to a large stone trough set to one side of the yard. One by one, they halted in front of the trough, bent forward at the waist, and a
  colleague unfastened the lid of the pannier. Out from the basket poured a writhing brown and black mass. It cascaded over the porters head and landed wetly into the trough and slithered and
  thrashed. An image flashed into my mind of the lily root that had drowned my brother and my stomach heaved. The villagers had been carrying a delivery of live eels, most of them as long as my
  outstretched arms. They knotted and wriggled, vainly trying to climb up the sides of the trough and escape.


  Relieved of their burdens, the porters were already making their way back towards the gate. They wanted to be back in their homes by nightfall.


  How often do they bring eels up here? I asked the priest.


  Every second month. They net them in the ponds and keep them until it is time to pay their tithe. He looked pleased with himself. One of Gods wonders. Fish of the sea
  and fish of the rivers come and go with the seasons, but eels are always there. A constant crop.


  A strikingly dressed figure emerged from the doorway of the main abbey building and darted across the courtyard to inspect the roiling mass of eels. A short, balding, rotund man, he wore a pink
  tunic of fine wool with dark-blue leggings and orange cross garters. His fashionable shoes had long, pointed upturned toes and were bright yellow. There was an expensive looking chain around his
  neck.


  Theres Abbot Walo. You can explain yourselves to him, said Lothar.


  I noted a jewelled Christian cross suspended from the neck chain.


  You have done well, Lothar, said his abbot, rubbing his hands together briskly. The crucifix bobbed up and down on his paunch. There is enough here to meet our
  obligation.


  Abbot Walo reminded me of an active plump bird with bright plumage, an impression strengthened by the beady-eyed look he gave me.


  And who are you? he demanded.


  He came ashore near the village and says he is on his way to the kings court, explained Lothar.


  My name is Sigwulf, I broke in. I am travelling to the Frankish court at the request of King Offa of Mercia. I had no need to mention Osric. Clearly he was my
  attendant, however worse for wear.


  Any proof of this? demanded the abbot.


  I produced the letter that Offas scribe had provided me. The abbots flamboyant taste in clothes was misleading. There was evidently a sharp mind behind the colourful exterior. He
  quickly scanned the document and handed the parchment back.


  King Offas mark is known to me. He stepped back a half a pace though not before I caught a whiff of his perfume. Lothar will see you to our guesthouse after a visit
  to the lavatorium.


  Before I could apologize for my own smell, he added, If youre not in a hurry to get to Aachen, you can accompany my eels. They leave in the morning. With that, he turned on
  his heel and strode off.


  A remarkable man, said Lothar, watching his superior leave.


  How long has he been your abbot? I asked. Walo did not strike me as very devout.


  Less than three years. He was sent here to improve the revenues.


  His previous abbey must have been sorry to lose him, I said tactfully.


  Oh no, he was directly created abbot by the king. Previously he was assistant to the royal chamberlain. Very efficient.


  I tried to recall whether Walo had a tonsure. Probably not. I sensed that Lothar was getting fidgety and remembered that he was keen to attend afternoon prayers.


  I dont want to delay you any further, I said. My servant and I can look after ourselves now.


  Lothar brightened, evidently relieved to be rid of us.


  Ill show you to the lavatorium before I go to chapel.


  He led me and Osric into a small outbuilding attached to the main abbey. Bertwald had described how his grand abbey had a washroom with running water delivered through lead pipes and running
  down a stone trough. Here, though, were just four large wooden tubs of water standing on a stone flagged floor with a hole cut in the outside wall as a drain. Lothar splashed water on his face and
  hands, and then hurried off to his devotions. I washed more thoroughly, Osric handing me fresh clothes. As soon as Lothar was out of sight, I gestured to Osric that he could also use a tub. I knew
  that my slave was meticulous in his personal cleanliness.


  Afterwards, as I waited for Lothar to reappear, I wandered about the courtyard, peering into various outhouses and sheds. I had never before been in an abbey or even in a Christian church, and,
  in truth, I had no religion, but Bertwald had talked enough about the Christian life for me to pretend that I was a believer.


  I discovered the well, a bakery and a smithy, and also the laundry room where I left Osric to wash our dirty clothes. Everything seemed to be very well-run and orderly, a testament to the
  efficiency of Abbot Walo. With divine service in progress, there was no one about, and I finished up in the stables, enjoying the peaceful sounds of the animals as they snuffled and munched and
  moved about on their straw bedding. Unusually, two oxen were stalled beside the half dozen horses. At home my fathers tenants had kept plough oxen: working animals which were well treated in
  return for good service. By contrast these two beasts were more like pampered pets. Their tawny coats had been brushed until they gleamed, coloured thread wound around their horns, and their hooves
  had been oiled and polished to a shine. I gathered up a handful of hay and went to offer it to them.


  Keep your hands off! warned an angry voice. I was so startled that I jumped. A squat, powerfully built man had appeared in the doorway behind me. He set down the wooden water
  bucket he was carrying and scowled as he stepped past me and took the hay from my grasp.


  I meant no harm. I said.


  No one touches those beasts, except me, said the stranger. A gross reddish-purple birthmark disfigured the left side of his face, extending from his hairline down to his neck where
  it disappeared under his collar. In his heavy wooden clogs, homespun breeches and smock he looked like a farm worker rather than a priest, and his Latin was heavily accented and clumsy.


  I was trying to find the guesthouse. Perhaps you can direct me? I said.


  How should I know? I sleep next to my cattle, he answered rudely.


  I left the stable and found Lothar outside, looking for me.


  I see youve met Arnulf, he said.


  The surly stableman was standing in the doorway of the stable, hands on hips, making it plain that I was not to come back and bother his precious oxen.


  Perhaps someone should remind him that an abbey is a place of welcome, I grumbled. I was still smarting from the rebuff.


  Arnulfs not with the abbey. Thats his wagon there. He pointed towards a vehicle standing in one corner of the yard. It had the usual four large, solid, wooden wheels
  and a single shaft. Someone had fixed an enormous coffin-shaped wooden box on the flat bed where the load was normally stowed.


  For our eels, explained Lothar. Arnulf has been hired to carry them to Aachen. Thats what Abbot Walo meant when he offered you a way of getting there.


  *


  I had difficulty getting to sleep that night. Every time I closed my eyes I was tormented by unpleasant images of eels knotting and unknotting, and I was fearful of the
  nightmare that awaited me. Curiously, when I did eventually fall asleep I dreamed instead of an enormous horse made of metal that gleamed and sparkled. It came towards me at a ponderous walk. On
  its back was a bearded rider, also made of metal. He was dressed in a short cloak and a military-looking tunic. The beast came closer and closer until it loomed over me. I could feel the warm
  breath from each nostril so large that a bird could have nested there. The giant riders legs were bare and his feet, encased in heavy boots, hung level with my face. I sank to my knees,
  fearful that I would be crushed. At the last moment the horse stopped and stood still, one enormous hoof raised over me. I looked up, shivering with fear. The rider was staring down. His face was
  unknown to me. He raised an arm in a gesture which I did not understand and drops of blood seeped from his eyes.


  I awoke to find that I had overslept. Sunlight was pouring in through the guesthouse window and with it the sound of splashing water and a strange thumping sound. I rose hurriedly and went to
  the door and looked out on the courtyard. A gang of workers, slaves by the look of them, was standing in line and passing bucket after bucket of water drawn from the well. The last man in the chain
  was up on the wagon next to the wooden chest. Another slave stood next to him. Each time a full bucket arrived, he lifted up a heavy wooden lid for a moment, the water was tipped in, and the lid
  was slammed shut. It was this that made the thumping noise. I guessed that the eels had already been transferred into their new home.


  Osric was beside the tail of the wagon. He had spent the night in the servants dormitory and our pack lay on the ground beside the wagon. Arnulf had already harnessed his two oxen to the
  shaft, and the two beasts were standing motionless, drools of saliva hanging from their jaws. I called to Osric that I would join him in a moment, and was rewarded with a black look from Arnulf as
  though I was about to cause a delay. The wagoner carried a long light wand in his hand.


  The water carriers finished their labour. The man dealing with the lid banged it closed one last time, hammered in a wedge, then jumped down to the ground. I watched as Arnulf took up his
  position, facing his two huge beasts. He made a low clucking sound with his tongue, and the two oxen stepped forward with surprisingly short dainty paces. Behind them the massive vehicle rolled
  forward on its thick wooden wheels as though it was weightless. Arnulf walked backwards, facing his animals. He reached out with his long wand and very gently touched it to the outside ear of the
  right-hand animal. Without changing gait the two oxen shifted the balance between them so that the wagon turned away from his touch and headed directly for the abbey gate. Behind them a thin, dark
  trail was drawn across the earth of the courtyard as water dripped from the eel tank.


  I wasted several minutes going in search of Lothar. I wanted to thank him and to say goodbye but there was no sign of him, nor of Abbot Walo. Slinging my satchel over my shoulder, I ran out
  through the gate to catch up with Osric. The wagon had gone barely fifty yards. It occurred to me that I had no idea how far it was to Aachen, or how long we would take to get there at a stately
  walking pace.
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