
        
            
                
            
        

    
THE BLOODY HAND SAGA (9): THE CAESAR

By David Pilling

PLACE NAMES
 

Abydos – in Çanakkale/the Dardanelles, Turkey

Cherson – Chersonesus, Crimean Pensinsula

Chios – an island in the Aegean Sea

Dyrrachium – Durrës, Albania

Euxine Sea – the Black Sea

Micklegarth - Constantinople

Snaeland - Iceland

1.

I will die here, in exile. It won't be long now. The eye dims, the hand shakes. My body is full of pain. The abbot says I should rest, but I dare not. Lie down, he urges me. Go to bed, old man. You must go to bed.

No. That would be the end. The moment I sink, I will not rise again. He wants me dead, the grasping toad. I know. He has been hovering these past few months, impatient to put me in the ground. If I linger much longer, he might well usher things along.

It wouldn't be difficult. I am so weak now. A pillow to the face as I sleep, or a swift knife under the ribs. If the abbot had any courage, he would have done it long since.

He wants my treasure. Poor worm, he thinks I have left half my fortune to his abbey. I lied to him. It amused me to see the sparkle of greed in his little eyes. All of it, down to the last bracelet, will be divided among the people of New England.

My people. I played my part in bringing them here, to the far side of the world, thousands of miles from their conquered homeland. Here, in these halls of exile, they will survive and multiply. Something of England will be preserved. If I am proud of anything, it is that.

The other half goes to my son. Such a son! A feeder of wolves, a glutter of ravens, fit to lead the Varangian Guard, and slaughter the Emperor's enemies. I love him, more than my life. I envy him, his youth and strength. I fear him.

I miss him. He and his mother, Elene. Even writing her name twists a knife in my heart. This is how I lost them both, and came to this bare little cell on a spur of rock, whipped by storms and lashed by the sea, to my last exile.

2.

The door to the imperial bedchamber shuddered, then flew open. A man rushed through, naked dagger gleaming in his hand. Three more crowded behind him.

Alexios, my master, was sat playing at chess. I was his opponent. We had been playing for barely quarter an hour, and I was already in check. I was never any good at the game.

I glanced at the lead assassin. A tall, handsome man, olive-skinned, with a mop of dark curly hair. He hesitated, eyes darting between me and the Emperor.

"Well, Michael," I said mildly. "This is disappointing. I think you had better put that knife down."

His mouth worked, but nothing came out. My Varangians were already advancing on him and his brothers. We had brought ten of the hulking brutes, just to be certain. There was hardly enough space for them; three were sat on the imperial bed, while another had to stand on a chest in the corner.

Michael half-raised his dagger. I frowned, and gave a little warning shake of my head. Don't make a fight of it.

Seconds later the blade was knocked from his hand. Two Varangians seized Michael by the tunic and shoved him up against the wall. His brothers were treated the same way. One, Leo, aimed a wild stab at the nearest Varangian. His knife opened a cut on the man's cheek. I looked away, wincing, as he was bustled into a corner and shown the error of his ways.

"Not too rough, boys," I said, raising my voice above the screams. "Remember, he must be able to walk and talk. No lasting injuries."

Alexios was still focused on the game. God's death, that man had nerves of iron. He fingered his beard, eyes narrowed as they weighed up my bishop for execution.

"Lord," I said when Leo's howls had faded to a whimper. "What shall we do with these men?"

Alexios didn't answer for a moment. He placed his hand over a pawn, then thought better of it.

"Bring in that fat fool, Solomon," he said quietly.

I nodded at two Varangians by the rear door. They strode out, and returned a moment later, ushering another man before them.

This was John Solomon. Head of the Roman senate, self-proclaimed scholar, would-be assassin. He was a little round man, apparently made entirely of dough, pale and fat and trembling. Fifty or thereabouts, thinning yellow hair slicked back over the bulbous white dome of his skull.

I thought he would die of fright. His little eyes were wet with tears. They kept blinking, as if he suffered from a tic. His teeth chattered audibly, and there were beads of foam at the corners of his mouth.

"My God, he's going to have a fit," I muttered. "Hold him up, you two, before he falls down."

The Varangians gripped him under the armpits. At the sight of Michael and his brothers, Solomon uttered a piercing squeal, and tried to break free. In response to his feeble struggles, the Varangians lifted him off his feet. I almost laughed at the sight of them, kicking hopelessly at the air.

"Traitor!" snarled Michael. "I knew you would betray us in the end. Caesar, I demand trial by combat. Let me fight this coward in the arena, and have my vengeance before I die!"

If not for the knife at his throat, Michael would have launched himself at his fellow conspirator. As it was, all he could do was glare balefully at Solomon and make growling noises.

Alexios was still studying the board. "Consider these men, Thorkell," he remarked, scratching his ear. "They are descended of senators and generals, some of the best blood in the Empire. What a descent it has been, eh?"

I grinned dutifully at his joke. In truth, this melodrama was unnecessary. Solomon had been arrested the previous night, and confessed all under interrogation. It would have been a simple matter to arrest the other conspirators. Alexios chose to make a three-act play of it, so the tale would spread and discourage other traitors.

Small chance of that. Such conspiracies were almost a national sport in the Empire, where the nobles and generals were never happy unless they had some murderous plot to chew on.

"Take them out," he said at last. "Put them in the cells. Tomorrow, they shall go to the Hands."

"No!" wailed Solomon, now openly blubbering. "I beg you, Caesar, please - we had a bargain!"

"I promised you should keep your estates," Alexios replied. "Not your eyes. Go."

Solomon and the others were dragged away. His sobs and pleas  echoed down the corridor outside. Michael and his brothers were grimly silent, although Leo didn't have much choice. The Varangians had beaten him so badly he had to carried out."

"Now," said the Emperor, with a little smile at me. "Back to business."

He moved his pawn and swatted my bishop off the board. It fell onto the tiled floor and rolled away. As usual, Alexios was winning.

*

That was the end of the Solomon Plot, so-called after its founder. He wanted to be Emperor, you see, and recruited Michael Anemades and his brothers to his cause. They had other allies, certain officers in the Roman army, who were soon purged. Alexios never failed to pounce swiftly on any threat.

It was just one of many conspiracies against him. Any Roman Emperor who dies naturally in his bed is considered exceptional - being murdered, or killed in battle, or having his eyes and balls ripped out, practically is natural for an Emperor.

I only mention the Solomon affair because it threw me into the path of Alexios's daughter, Anna Komnenos. Most of my dealings have been with men, but three of the most extraordinary people I ever knew were female - Anna Dalassene (Alexios's mother, God rot her) my wife Elene, and Anna. These three were just as formidable as any man I encountered; William the Bastard, Alexios himself, even Robert Guiscard and his whelp, Bohemond of Antioch.

I cannot describe Anna adequately, only my experience of knowing  her. First, we must go to the Emperor's judgement.

3.

Alexios was not in a merciful mood. Perhaps it was age, or the increasing pains in his body, or impatience with the endless conspiracies. Whatever the reason, he chose to make an example of the Anemades brothers. While Solomon was merely held in prison - not worth the effort, perhaps - Michael and the others were sent to the Hands.

This was a pair of bronze hands, the size of a man, which Alexios had fixed up on a lofty stone arch, near the great public space called the Agora. Any man condemned to death who passed under the Hands was beyond salvation. Not even the Emperor's mercy could save his life. The Hands, Alexios said, stood for the hands of fortune, which he interpreted as the decree of God.

In truth, I never knew quite what that meant. Nor, I suspect, did he. It simply made for good theatre, as condemned prisoners were forced to walk through the Agora, before jeering crowds, while actors and musicians pranced in front of them. Sometimes Alexios, watching from above with his Empress, would order the men to be pardoned. He liked to leave it to the very last moment, when the condemned were just a few steps from the archway, with the executioners grinning at them from the other side. These public reprieves made him wildly popular.

"The old saying of Juvenal still holds true," he remarked to me once, with a knowing smile.  "Panem et circenses, my friend - bread and circuses!"

This was the scene when Michael and his brothers were dragged out from their cells. Alexios did not mean to kill them. Instead, once through the Hands, they would be subjected to the customary Roman punishment of blinding with a hot iron. If they survived this brutal operation, they could look forward to being tonsured as monks, and locked up in a monastery for the rest of their days.

First, they were conducted through the Agora under heavy guard, where the citizens pelted them with filth and curses. And laughter.

The master of ceremonies had been instructed to make the prisoners look ridiculous. To that end, he dressed them in sacks and decorated their heads with the stinking entrails of slaughtered cows and sheeps, like crowns of flesh. They were then forced to ride on oxen, not astride like men, but sideways. Meanwhile painted boys called lictors pranced before them, blowing on horns and yelling at people to come and watch the entertainment.

I was secretly impressed with Michael. Somehow he kept his dignity, tall and straight-backed, looking straight ahead, like a general on parade. While his brothers cringed under the hail of shit and rotten vegetables, and snarled back at the crowd, he seemed to rise above it all. They looked like a pack of shorn sheep: as an extra humiliation, Alexios had ordered their heads closely shaven and their beards hacked off.

"Such a pity," remarked Irene, Alexios's wife, popping a grape into her mouth. "Could you not show a little mercy, my dear? Michael is such a useful soldier. It would be a shame to take his eyes."

"The plebs would like it," she added when the Emperor failed to reply. Still he said nothing. An awkward silence fell over the imperial box, where Alexios and his family sat.

Irene went red. I felt a little sorry for her, but not much. She had questioned her husband's judgement, in public, before his kin, advisers and bodyguards. Even if well-meant, it was still foolish.

 Or calculat. Everyone could see that Alexios was old, and in poor health. There was already a power struggle brewing at court over his successor. As he slowly declined, Irene pushed herself to the forefront. When the time came, she meant to hold the balance of power.

Gently, my lady, I thought. Your time is not yet. Alexios will cling on for a while yet.  Draw your horns in, else they get snapped off.

It turned out Michael had one last trick to play. As the procession wound slowly towards the Hands, he twisted round to look up at the imperial box. Then he raised his arms above his head, stretching towards Heaven, and started to make frantic gestures.

"What in God's name is he doing?" muttered John Doukas, the Emperor's brother-in-law. He sounded nervous. Suddenly the attention of the crowd was diverted. Thanks to Michael's antics, the hundreds of upturned faces were now looking at us.

I swallowed. The mood of the Roman mob can turn, very quickly. More than one Roman Emperor has been torn to pieces by his own citizens. Not that there was much chance of that. I had placed a strong guard of  Varangians, three ranks deep, between the Agora and the gates of the palace. They were my own men, English and Danes, and could be relied on to hold their ground.

Now Michael was making throat-slitting gestures, or pretending to tear off his own arm, or his legs. He seemed to be asking to be tortured, as if blinding was not enough. It should have looked absurd, but the man was a fine play-actor. Some of the citizens, who had been throwing dung at him moments before, started to weep.

There was movement at the front of the royal box, among the ranks of the imperial family. Anna stood up suddenly, pushing past her sisters to reach her father. She started to entreat him, begging on her knees, though her words were drowned by the mob below.

When he showed no response, Anna placed her head on his lap. She, too, began to weep.

Finally the Emperor came to life. I thought he would angrily throw her off, but instead Alexios gently stroked her hair with one hand. The rest of him remained still and silent, gazing down at Michael. He was wearing his grim, shut-in expression, which I knew all too well. It usually meant someone was about to suffer.

 On an impulse, I moved forward to kneel beside Anna. “Caesar,” I whispered, bowing my head. “I beg you, soften your heart towards Michael, and spare his eyes.”

I found myself staring down at the imperial feet. Both were heavily bandaged. In recent years Alexios had started to suffer from gout, a hideously painful affliction. Despite the best efforts of imperial physicians, his screams could often be heard ringing through the palace at night.

“Listen to the people, Caesar,” I added in an undertone. The crowd was starting to turn ugly. You could hear it in their voices, the chant sweeping through the Agora.

“Mercy-mercy-mercy!”

I dared to glance up. Alexios's face might have been carved in stone. He looked ill, his face thin and ravaged, the skin yellow, drawn taut over fine bones. The eyes, both terrible and kind, were sunk deep in their sockets, half-hidden under heavy lids. There was a palpable tension in him, his fists clenched, jaw clenched, mouth drawn into a tight line. I shivered, waiting for the explosion of imperial wrath.

“I have never,” he murmured, so quietly I barely heard him, “in all my days, been driven by the public.”

“You must not be proud, father,” said Anna, lifting her tear-stained face. “Don't let stubbornness stand in the way of policy. There will be time enough to deal with Michael, when he is back in prison. The Roman mob is fickle. They will soon forget him.”

I looked at her with interest. For all her tears, Anna didn't care for the prisoners at all. She just wanted to prevent a riot. As for telling Alexios what to do – well, I had never known anyone speak to his face like that.

After a long silence, in which the noise of the mob swelled to fever pitch, he cracked a smile. “My clever girl,” he said approvingly. “You have put me in a good mood. Very well, there shall be no blinding today.”

“As for you, Thorkell,” he added, with a wry glance in my direction. “You may stand down. There will be no massacre either. Another day, I might order you to to teach the people of this city a lesson. God knows, they are sorely in need of one.”

Anna and I hurriedly moved away from the throne. He slowly got up, grimacing in pain, and lifted a hand for silence.

Almost immediately, the thousands of people gathered below fell silent. He drew the moment out, arm extended, reminding everyone present who held the real power in Micklegarth. In his gold and purple robes, flashing with precious stones, silver diadem glittering at his brow, none could doubt it.

“Pardon,” was all he said, in a loud voice that carried like a trumpet. It was greeted by a moment's silence, and then an explosion of noise. A new chant echoed back and forth inside the gigantic public space, surrounded by ancient marble columns and porticoes, erected by long-dead emperors.

“Caesar – Caesar – Caesar!”

Alexios remained on his feet, smiling faintly, while the prisoners dismounted and were led away by a troop of Varangians. The citizens closed in to try and touch their new heroes – the same people who had been throwing shit, not quarter of an hour gone, and would have cheered as the blinding irons were applied.

Not just fickle, but mindless. Who was it, I wonder, who remarked that the intelligence of the average mob was that of its most stupid member? Some clever man, good with a quip.

I glanced sidelong at Anna, who had rejoined her sisters. While they looked demurely at the scenes below, she wore an expression of triumph. To my horror, she turned to look straight at me, and closed one eye in a knowing wink.

God help me, I thought. There is no escape from politics.

4.

So now, honoured reader, you see Thorkell in the evening of his days. I had reached the great age of sixty, somehow, leaving a long trail of dangers and alarms (and corpses) behind me.

I could not complain. The Norns had seen fit to spin out my life, and make me rich and respected. Rich, at any rate. To the Romans, I was still a barbarian, and always would be.

Not that they said as much to my face. Gold has a wonderful effect on people. It stuffs their mouths and eyes, compels them to show good manners towards someone they secretly despise, visit his house, attend his dinners, even bow to his chariot as he rides past in the street.                            

It helped that I was seen as a war hero. Thorkell Skaldsson, survivor of a hundred battles, who had fought in every one of Alexios's endless campaigns, against the Pechenegs and Cumans and Normans and Turks and rebellious generals, and lived to tell the tale.

Many stories were told of my warlike deeds - all exaggerated, some invented. When Roman citizens saw the stout, white-haired old general come limping down the Mese, pausing to belch mead, they were careful to nod and smile and give him the time of day.

"There goes the righteous man," they whispered to their children, "who carried the Holy Lance at Antioch, and saved the Franks."

How, then, did this wealthy old soldier come to spend his last days in a barren cell, on the edge of the world? Instead of enjoying my well-earned retirement in a luxurious mansion, overlooking the Bosphorus, I am condemned to fasting and prayers and scourging, with cold pottage for supper and a bare board to rest my aching bones on at night.

Because I am a fool. I always was. Read on, and learn from my folly.              

My marriage to Elene, if not always blissful, had at least produced a son. I had insisted on naming the boy Waltheof, after my dear departed lord, Waltheof of Northumbria. Elene only bowed to my wish after weeks of bitter argument - the only time I ever defied her, really. She wanted our children to have good solid Greek names, so people might forget their unfortunate parentage.

"You selfish pig!" she howled at me in one especially furious row. "Waltheorf is already lumbered with a barbarian for a father. Can you not see, we must do everything to help him fit in? Otherwise he will never be accepted at court!"

"A barbarian father, and an ex-whore for a mother," I replied hotly, determined not to give ground. "Hampered indeed. Perhaps we should drown the poor little mite, and end his suffering before it begins?"

Elene let out a wordless scream, and threw a pot at my head. I still carry the scar. It was a valuable pot,  too, from the ancient palace of Minos at Crete, decorated with a man killing a bull. Ah, well.

In the end, we hammered out a compromise. Elene would bow to my wishes, and let the boy have an English name, but that was it. Any further children would have Greek names.

I grabbed at this olive branch, and a kind of peace was restored to our household. Waltheolf turned out to be a sturdy little brute, strong as an ox, brave as a mastiff, savage as a wolf. He brushed off childhood diseases, made the house foul with his noise, and from early infancy showed a remarkable talent for breaking things.

"He will be a soldier," Elene declared on his third birthday, dandling the boy on her knee. "A great soldier and general of the Empire."

I looked doubtfully at the fruit of our union. For once he was sound asleep, thank God. She had a great calming influence on him - the only one, in fact. Hired nurses were no good. He had gone through five already, all of whom had quit in floods of tears, covered in scratches and bruises. Waltheof had even one pulled one poor girl's hair out in great fistfuls, laughing as she wept and screamed for help.             

"Either that, or be hanged for a murderer," I remarked sourly. We must tame his wild spirits, my dear, or pray he grows out of them. It must come from you. I was a quiet, sweet-tempered baby."

"Timid, you mean," she replied scornfully, shifting Waltheof's weight on her lap. He was always big for his age, even from birth; Elene's labour had lasted almost four days. In truth, I think the pain sent her a little mad. "I will have no milksop for a son. He shall grasp the world in his hands, and squeeze every last drop from it."

The boy grew like a young tree. He turned out to be just as his mother predicted – strong, aggressive and grasping, with a taste for bloodshed. When I first pushed a wooden practice sword into his hand, he seized hold of it with a happy cry, and immediately started hacking at my ankles. He was just three, God help us.              

I also wanted him to be strong. The decaying Roman Empire, rotten and corrupted within, besieged by enemies without, was no place for weaklings. As I did my best to drum into him, it was no place for mindless bullies either.

“A man with a sword can go far,” I used to say, “but he must have brains to go with it. Where must your brains stay?”

“In my skull, father,” Waltheof would reply obediently.

“Where must they not end up?”
“Splattered all over the floor, father.”

“Just so.” And I would nod, and give his forehead a poke for emphasis.

Strength and brains. Waltheof, praise God, turned out to have both in abundance. As the years passed, he grew taller than most boys of his age, dark-haired and handsome, with olive skin and green eyes, every bit his mother's son.

I could see a little of me in him, if only a little. He was fond of sagas, the old songs of Snaeland and England, which I sang to him from early childhood, but had no talent for music or rhyme. Weapons and horses were his chief delight. When I tried to make him play the lyre, he showed no interest, and quickly put it aside. As for singing, he had a voice like a raven, harsh and tuneless, incapable of holding a note.

Such was my son. My only son. I was proud of him, but wary of what he might become. A great man, as Elene predicted, or a holy terror?

Life has a way of sneaking up on you. Almost before I knew it, Waltheof was ten years old, and looked half that age again. At the same time an old enemy raised his head.

Bohemond of Antioch.

 5.

An old enemy, and an old friend. I had fought alongside Bohemond in the great pilgrimage, which ended with the capture of Jerusalem. I was not there to witness the sack of the Holy City, and the mass slaughter of most of its inhabitants. For me, the pilgrimage had ended at Antioch, where I led the charge that broke the Turkish host of Kerbogha and Kilij Arslan.

You will have read all about that in my previous chronicle. Since then Bohemond and his fellow Franks had carved out a great realm in the Holy Land, crowning one of their own as King of Jerusalem. I thought Bohemond would seize the crown, but he didn't want it. Instead the prize went to Godfrey of Bouillon, and after him to his brother, Baldwin. Another old friend, whom I knew well from the march through Anatolia.

Men like Bohemond are never satisfied in their ambition. He was a Norman to his boots, driven by the relentless land-hunger of his Viking forebears. To be Prince of Antioch was not enough for him. Like his father, Guiscard of evil memory, he wanted an imperial crown. The crown of the Caesars.

Bohemond was forced to wait a few years. First, he got involved in a foolish war  between the Armenians and the Turks, in which he took a rare beating, and was captured into the bargain. When we heard the news in Micklegarth, there was dancing in the streets, and everyone in the palace got beastly drunk for a week. Between drinking bouts, I found the time to visit the Church of Holy Wisdom and send up a special prayer.

"Lord God, let the Prince of Antioch get his throat cut, and remove his stain from this earth!"

 No such luck, tragically. Bohemond was ransomed, and went scuttling back to the West to beg for money and men to attack the Empire. The joyful mood in Micklegarth swiftly curdled, especially when reports filtered back of Bohemond's hateful speeches against Alexios. Here is a sample of one he gave in France:

"He has oppressed many thousands of Christians with wicked treachery, some consigned to shipwreck, many to poison, more still to exile, and countless others he has handed over to pagans.This emperor is not a Christian but a mad heretic, Julian the Apostate, another Judas, friend of the Jews, pretending peace but inciting war, cut-throat to his brothers, a bloody Herod against Christ..."

Here was gratitude, when you consider all Alexios had done for Bohemond. Without the Emperor's support, his money and provisions and costly gifts, the Franks would never have got halfway to Jerusalem. Their entire army would have starved in the wastes of Anatolia, or been cut to pieces by Turkish war-bands. Ah, God, if only!

When Alexios heard of Bohemond's actions, he went very quiet. Another man might have raved, and stamped his foot, and sworn vengeance on the faithless Norman. Not Alexios. While the travel-stained envoy reported the terrible news, he sar very still on his throne, eyes hooded, mouth drawn into a thin line. He sat braced, the tension in him palpable. His physician, a harassed-looking Greek, hovered nearby. 

I stood leaning against a pillar, arms folded, trying to look nonchalant. The battered old general, surprised at nothing. We all have an image to maintain. Waltheof stood next to me, one of his first appearances at court.

The boy drank it all in. His eyes were round as plates, taking in the gorgeously dressed Emperor on his golden throne; the courtiers in their silken robes, eunuchs and generals and prelates, the magnificence of the audience chamber, with its vaulted ceiling and glittering mosaic floor. It must have been like stepping into a dream.

At  last the Emperor spoke. "What are Bohemond's plans?" he asked, pinching the bridge of his nose. He suddenly looked very weary, even older than his sixty-odd years.

"He is set to go to Lombardy, Caesar," the envoy answered. "From there he will sail to attack our western provinces. He is rumoured to have an army of thirty thousand men, mostly recruited in France, as well as his own lands."

"But not England, though?"

"No, Caesar. King Henry of England refused to allow Bohemond to land on his shores."

Alexios glanced at me. "Do you hear that, Lord Thorkell? Your king has done us a favour. At least we have one good friend in the West."

"No king of mine, lord," I replied gruffly, with a slight bow.

A ripple of polite laughter ran through the hall. Everyone knew that I did not acknowledge William of the Bastard of Normandy and his brood as true kings of England.

This Henry was the Bastard's youngest son, known as Fine-Scholar because he could read a little. He was, by all accounts, every bit as savage and ruthless as his accursed father. Fine-Scholar had even connived in the murder of his brother, Rufus, who had worn the stolen crown before him.

I must not bore you with my old grudges. Henry is dead now, leaving no son, and England torn apart by civil strife. The Norman robbers have, at last, turned on their own. I confess, the thought of them butchering each other, while the conquered English watch in sullen joy, gives me a certain pleasure. One must snatch at morsels of comfort.

To return to my tale. Henry had not allowed Bohemond to come to England, fearful of the support he might raise among his barons. Fine-Scholar was unsteady on his throne, and needed the great lords to stay at home and fight for him, not wander off on some hair-brained adventure to the East.

Bohemond had still raised a sizeable army.  Not as big as the one led by his father, Guiscard, but formidable. Thirty thousand was more than enough, given the weakened state of the Empire's defences. After so many wars, Alexios's forces were stretched painfully thin. Many of the border fortresses stood empty, or were garrisoned by a tiny handful of men.

I, as a trusted adviser and army officer, was one of the few who knew this dire state of affairs. The thought of yet another army crashing down onto the western frontier, led by the greatest captain of the age, brought me out in a sweat.

The envoy had little more to tell. There was much rumour and hearsay, so Alexios waited on further reports from his agents in the West. He had them planted in every court from Rome to Paris to London.

While he kept up a brave face in public, and calmed the citizens by dishing out an extra ration of grain, Alexios confessed his worst fears in private council.

"Bohemond is coming," he informed us. "It is certain. He has already assembled a great fleet to cross the straits of Lombardy."

"Dyrrachium again?" said John Doukas. The emperor nodded grimly.

"Just so. He means to do what his father could not, and conquer Ilyria. Once our western flank is rolled up, he will march on Constantinople."

"Our former ally has grand dreams, my friends," Alexios added with a bitter smile. "Just think of of it. Bohemond the Great, Emperor of Rome and Prince of Antioch! What is the kingdom of Jerusalem by comparison? He means to make all other kings grovel at his feet, and carve his name into posterity."

An angry murmur passed round the table. Alexios had summoned his inner circle, the tiny handful of men he trusted in this world. Apart from myself and John Doukas, they included his brother Isaac, and his son-in-law, Nikephoros Bryennios.

This Nikephoros was married to Anna, whom we have already met. He was the rising star at court; in the prime of life, handsome in a burly, square-jawed sort of way, with smouldering grey eyes and thick black hair, carefully brushed and swept back. Nikephoros was a fitting mate for Anna. Handsome, learned, witty, engaging and a brave and talented soldier. Nobody could cast a spear so well from horseback, or shoot a bow with such accuracy.

Nikephoros might sound unbearable, but he had no side or arrogance about him, and would cheerfully crack a cup with the lowest footsoldier. He was one of those rare men, born with all the qualities and virtues,  yet completely unaware of his own brilliance. If he had any ambitions, he kept them well-hidden. It was impossible not to like him. Even I, crusty old Thorkell, pickled in a lifetime of suspicion and danger, could not help but warm to the man.

Nobody is faultless, of course. Nikephoros was impulsive, with a quick temper. Now he went red, and banged his meaty fist on the table.

"Bohemond will not enter this city, except over our corpses!" he roared. "Father, I beg you, give me a thousand horsemen and led me ride to Illyria, this very day. I will raise the garrison, and the provincial levies, and meet the Normans to their beards!"

"We appreciate your courage," said the Emperor, smiling affectionatly at Nikephoros, "but I will not risk your life in some pointless sortie. I have already dispatched orders to Isaac Constostephanus to prevent Bohemond from crossing the strait. If Isaac fails."

This Isaac was Grand Duke of the imperial fleet. I didn't know him at all, but Alexios was usually a good judge of character.

Alas, this was one of his rare mistakes. Isaac completely bungled his efforts to prevent Bohemond from landing on Roman soil. First, he disobeyed orders and crossed to Lombardy himself, when he was only supposed to watch the coast. Then  he allowed himself to be tricked by a woman, one of Bohemond's cousins. This clever female charmed Isaac with false promises, pretending allegiance to the Emperor while sending secret messages to Bohemond.

The upshot was that Bohemond came tearing down to Lombardy, and trounced Isaac in pitched battle. Our Grand Duke barely escaped with a whole skin, fleeing back across the water with a few survivors.              

Bohemond was clever. He sent a few of his prisoners, Pecheneg mercenaries, to the Pope in Rome, as proof of the kind of pagan savages Alexios liked to employ. When the Holy Father saw these men, their outlandish foreign dress and speech, he had a fit.

Alexios made no secret of the looming disaster. In open court, before the assembled nobles and clergy, he read out the Pope's message.

"His Holiness has declared that the Emperor of Rome is no true Christian at all," he declared in a ringing voice. "My friends, we must prepare. Bohemond of Taranto has been given papal blessing for the invasion and conquest of the Empire."
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All the while, as the flood of bad news poured into Micklegarth, I took care to stay firmly in the background. Why not? I was old, and had done more than my share in defence of the Empire.

"Let the younger men fight," I remarked to Elene. "It is their turn now, and I have no wish to hog the glory. I am content to water my cabbages."

Elene made a face, but I ignored her. It was a fine crop of cabbages, by the way; the garden was my pride and joy, abundant with herbs and vegetables, enclosed by a high wall. I loved to potter about, pruning, weeding, and watering the brassica. A little well-earned peace at last.

"I wish you would throw away that horrible hat," she snarled. I grinned. It was a horrible old thing, a yellowing wide-brimmed monstrosity, which I had picked up cheap in the Agora. In truth, I only wore it to annoy her. This is how old couples get along.

Poor Elene. She hated the thought of retirement, with nothing to do except sew and gossip with her female cronies, or bully the servants, or sit in the sun. We were of an age, but she might have been ten years younger.

I could not blame her, really. She had lived an adventurous life, constantly in danger, constantly on the move - spy, assassin, double agent. Now she was suddenly becalmed, no longer privy to the Emperor's secrets, no longer at the heart of events. Put out to grass, as she put it, like an old horse. Forced to live - Elene added when she was in an especially foul mood - with an old donkey.

"You should be more often at court," she growled. "Pushing your son's interests, even if you no longer care for your own. In two years he will be twelve, on the verge of manhood. The sooner we can get him a place in the army, the better."

"Are you truly so eager to get him killed?" I sighed, peering at a dusty grey patch on a cabbage leaf. Aphids, perhaps. "Waltheof is still a child, for God's sake. Let us keep him out of harm's way for as long as possible. At least until these present storms have passed over."

"Until there is peace, you mean?" she spat. "And how in hells can he hope to distinguish himself, rotting away on garrison duty somewhere? He must earn his reputation in battle. As you did, once, when you were a man!"

"I was fortunate," I replied gravely, letting the insults flow over me. "Very fortunate. I might easily have been maimed, or drowned, or cut down. I have used up all the family luck, my dear. It is too much to hope the Norns will bless our son the same way."

She made an indelicate snorting noise. "Norns! Even now, you cling to your barbaric superstitions. Every man makes his own luck, husband of mine. You know our son's character. If you do not help him, he will run away and help himself."

While you hold the door open, no doubt, I was tempted to reply. I kept my tongue behind my teeth. If I threw any more fuel onto this fire, it would blaze all night.

Elene stormed off into the house. I gave a low whistle, pitying the first hapless servant she ran into.

Shadow-boxing with Elene was one thing, but it was a grave mistake to think that Alexios would leave me alone. More than ever, he needed his loyal men about him. Just three days later, while I was wandering about the garden, I heard a commotion in the house.              

At the sound of raised voices, my old instincts flared. I dropped my watering can and clapped a hand to the dagger under my tunic. Where were my Varangians? Probably drunk again, the old sots. I employed two of them, greybeards pensioned off from imperial service, to guard my door. In truth, all they did was guzzle and stuff themselves, and bother the kitchen maids.

At last a stranger emerged, dirty and travel-stained. He came hurrying towards me, flanked by two of my slaves. Elene strolled along in the rear, hand in hand with Waltheof, a triumphant smile on her face. Hello, I thought.What conspiracy is this?

The stranger dropped to one knee. "Lord Thorkell," he said, bowing his head. "I come from the palace. The Emperor requires  your presence. At once."

"Bohemond?" I asked, though I already knew the answer. He nodded.

"Yes, lord. I am lately come from Illyria. Bohemond landed at Valona a fortnight ago. Our fleet could not stop him, nor our armies on land. Even now he is besieging Dyrrachium."

I glanced at Elene. We both knew what this meant. Alexios can only have summoned me for one reason. It was time to strap on my armour, mount horse, and take spear in my fist.

I looked regretfully at my garden.The neat rows of vegetables, the little patch of herbs, the yellow rose twining up the sun-bleached pink walls. Would I ever see it again?

"Very well," I said, though the words stuck in my throat. "To the palace."
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Dyrrachium. The very name is like a curse. I had evil memories of the place, a great Roman city on the western coast of Illyria, bounded by rivers and marshes. You may remember how I fought there, against Robert's father Guiscard and his puppet Emperor, whom he meant to set up on the throne in place of Alexios. How I barely escaped the slaughter of the imperial army, witnessed the death of my friend Hereward, and damn near buried alive under a collapsing church.

It was the last place on earth I wished to see again, but the Emperor's will came first. He ordered me to go to Thessalonica, at once, take command of all the local forces and do everything in my power to hurt Bohemond.

"Cut his supply lines, kill his foragers, skirmish with his outriders," Alexios commanded. "You will not," he added sternly, wagging a finger at me, "on any account, engage him in battle. His army is larger than we feared, and you know how formidable a captain he is. Remember Dorylaion."

I was unlikely to forget. The battle of Dorylaion, in the middle of Anatolia, where I had fought shoulder to shoulder with Bohemond (or rather, shoulder to waist, given his monstrous size) against the Turks.

Any other commander on earth, even Alexios, would have lost that battle. The Franks were surrounded, outnumbered, forced back into a stinking marsh. The air was black with a constant rain of arrows, as if night had fallen. Bohemond fought in the front rank like some god of war, until he was drenched in blood from head to toe. Somehow he kept his army together until help arrived, and the Turks were broken.

This was the man I now had to face, until Alexios could come up with the main army. I was flattered by the Emperor's confidence in me, as well as secretly terrifid. Were there no other competent generals in the Empire? Why did he have turn to me, broken-down old Thorkell?

Still, there was no use whining. I had a reputation to live up to, and my son to think of. If I failed, or refused my duty, he would be tainted by his father's shame. I had to do well, for his sake.

My departure was difficult. Elene clung to my neck, like a besotted child, covering me in tears and burning kisses.              

"Have a care," she cried, holding me so tight I feared strangulation. "Oh God, have a care!"

Strange woman, very. She had been cold and ill-tempered for weeks, and practically thrown me aboard my horse. Now, on the eve of my departure, she broke down in hysterics. Perhaps it was all an act. I could never be certain.

I finally managed to escape, and rode for Thessalonica with all the men I could gather in a hurry. These included some English Varangians, the sons of the men I had brought over from England, so many years gone, and a band of Cumans and Greek regulars, supplied by Alexios. Not more than two hundred. I had to move fast, unencumbered by baggage and equipment, before Bohemond overran the whole of the west.

I did my best to play the strategos, sending on orders ahead for all able-bodied fighting men to muster at Thessalonica. No exceptions. Anyone who refused would be fined or imprisoned.

"That is too much mercy, sir," growled my second. "Let them be flogged through the streets of the city, as a warning to others."             

This was Asketil, the young English officer I had met in Laodikea, after the fall of Antioch. I liked him from the start, not just because he was a fellow countryman. He struck me as promising material - raw, true, but loyal and brave and cunning. There was something of my old friend Hereward about him. He looked like a brute, big and brawny and with shaggy fair hair, but there was a shrewdness in his pale eyes.

In short, I thought Asketil might go far. When I returned to Micklegarth, I took the lad with me, and found him a comfortable berth in the palace guard.

The Emperor had given me freedom to choose my own officers for the war against Bohemond. Asketil was first on my list.  I gave him the title of Komes or count - strictly speaking, a komes was a regional governor, but it didn't matter. I just liked the sound of it.

"No floggings," I replied with a smile. "At least, not yet. The people of the Empire are fickle. If we abuse them, they might turn to Bohemond."

Asketil went red, and muttered something about dogs being all the better for a whipping. I sent him off to shout at the Cumans for a bit, while I enjoyed (if that is the word) a quick supper of dried game-flesh and black bread. We ate in the saddle, stopping only to rest or change horses.

After several days of this, my rump was a mass of saddle-sores, while my belly was swollen fit to burst. I had led a pampered life for too long, used to easy living and the best of everything.

"Thorkell the Skald, they call him," I overheard one of my Varangians whisper to his mate. "Thorkell the Trumpet is more like it. Jesus, the Normans will hear his farts a mile off!"

Army humour. I let it pass. There are worse nicknames, and it was comical. Let the men laugh, I have always said, so long as they obey. 

We reached Thessalonia to find, for a miracle, that my orders had been obeyed to  the letter. The local governors had scrambled all available fighting men from the district, from the age of sixteen to sixty.

I ordered an immediate review, so I could inspect the troops and indulge my vanity. I am a terrible show-off, and enjoyed prancing about on a fine horse before the admiring crowds, decked out in brightly polished armour and a white cloak. Not purple, of course; I didn't want anyone to think Lord Thorkell had ideas above his station.             

I had another pleasant surprise at  the review, held outside Thessalonica. In place of a slovenly, ill-disciplined rabble, I found the men drawn up in proper companies, captains in front and the rear-guard, imperial banners proudly displayed, armour and weapons polished to a shine. The companies were drawn up in close order, resembling a solid wall of iron, every man in his place, absolutely still.

My spirits rose a little. If this lot could march in step, and form line of battle without falling over each other, perhaps there was a sliver of hope. 

"They look well enough," I remarked to Asketil. "Let's move them about a bit."

Asketil and his officers charged off to bawl orders at our new command. Again, I was quietly impressed. The soldiers moved as one, front ranks kneeling to present spears, or falling back to lock shields.

“Well, lord?” the mayor of Thessalonica asked nervously. He was a pudgy little functionary, bald as an egg, pale and sweating in the blistering sun. Once again I felt that tingle of absolute power. This man's fate, his very life, depended on my good opinion.

“Not bad,” I grunted without looking at him. “They can march and wheel about, but can they fight?”

“M-many lack experience of battle, lord,” he stuttered. “But we have g-gathered all the best fighting men into a single unit. See, there.”

He pointed a quivering finger at a company of hoplites in the centre. I had already noticed these men. They were furnished with the best gear, kitted out with mails hauberk and nasal helms, grasping long spears and big oval shields.

I cantered forward to get a better look at the front rank. Yes, these were veterans right enough. I knew the look; the quiet competence of their drill, the row of hard faces gazing back at me. Coolly weighing me up, unimpressed by the silly peacock general on his costly nag.

You'll do, boys, I thought. If only there a few more of you.

I did a quick head-count. Three hundred, no more. There were about three thousand spears and bows gathered on the open plain outside Thessalonica. A solid core of decent fighters, padded out by raw levies.             

Ah, well. It might have been worse. After thirty years of Alexios on the throne, the provinces could at least drum up some sort of army. When he first seized power, the Roman military was a bad jest, gutted by decades of defeat and corruption. The army  was still a pale shadow of its former might, when the Caesars could put half a million men in the field, but a shadow is better than nothing.

They would have to do. Until the Emperor came, it was our task to defend the West. God help us all.
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I got to work at once. First, I decided to make best use of my three hundred veterans. After taking a good look at them, I picked out the cleverest and made them captains. They were a mixed bag, Thracians and Illyrians and a couple of Armenians.

"You're a very long way from home, boys," I said to these last two, when I summoned them to my tent. "Why should that be, I wonder?"

They stared levelly back at me, and said nothing. One, a leering villain with a great curving nose and pointed chin, spat a gobbet of phlegm my expensive rug. I gave him a bright smile.

"You, my friend, have the look of a horse-thief," I said quietly. He did, too; I expect he had been raiding and pillaging from the moment he could walk. "And a cut-throat, no doubt. Good. So much the better. I have plenty of work for scum like you."

"Bohemond will march through here ," I added, stabbing my finger at the map of Dyrrachium on the desk between us. "I'm sending your lot to guard the valleys and passes. When he comes, your job is to harry his army, hang off his flanks, kill stragglers. Do everything in your power to slow him down. Bleed his army like a pig. Understand?"

"Yes, thir," one of the Thracians sniffed. He was the eldest, a hard-boiled grunt in his fifties, his rough good looks spoiled by a great chunk hacked out of his jaw, which had left him with a lisp. What in hells was his name? Ah, it doesn't matter.

"It will be dirty work," I said, glancing at his hands. They were red and swollen, marked by old scars. "Dirty, and bloody, and difficult. You might be out for weeks at a time, with scant rations, in bad weather. Nothing you cannot handle, eh?"

He shrugged, and gave me some apology for a salute. I dismissed them all to prepare their men. When they had slouched out, I sat alone for a while, listening to the chatter and bustle of the troops outside. A rare moment of privacy. Dark thoughts crowded in.

Strange. I had spent much of my life in one army or another. The Roman emperor had seen fit to make me a general. And yet, even now, I didn't think of myself as a soldier. I was a skald, born and raised to make music. My lot in life was to sing about battles and heroic deeds, not perform them.  How had I got here, from my lord's hall at Halum in the quiet woods and fields of northern England?

"You're an imposter, Thorkell," I muttered, drumming my fingers on the desk. I stopped to look at them. They were almost as swollen as the Thracian's. When I was young, my fingers were long and pale and thin; delicate, sensitive, able to coax the most subtle melodies from any stringed instrument. These ugly pink sausages belonged to someone else.

Where had that happy boy gone? I had never meant to harm anyone, let alone kill. All I wanted was a comfortable spot by the fire, to play my music, sing the sagas of old, and earn the drunken applause of real warriors. Now the fire was cold, the hall roofless and silent, the land taken by grasping invaders.

"Where have the horses gone," I murmured. "Where are the riders? Where are the givers of gold? Where are the seats of the feast? Where are the joys of the hall?

My fingers slowly balled into a fist. The old hatred came seeping back, lit new fire in my veins.

Normans. Bastard, misbegotten, thievish Normans. They had done this to me. They had taken my lord and land, cut the proper thread of my life, and sent me spinning off in the wrong direction. I was supposed to live and die in England, and be buried in six feet of good English soil. Instead I was condemned to this eternal exile. Hiding my head under an Eastern sun, labouring in the service of a foreign Emperor. 

"How the space of years has spread, growing gloomy beneath the night-helm. As if it never was!"

The words tailed off in a whisper. I sat, jaw clenched, shaking, unable to bear it any longer. The load of years, the shame of exile, the pain of loss...they had broken my back at last.

In that moment, I changed. Suddenly I was reckless, sick and savage, willing to risk all, and to hells with the consequences. My thoughts fixed on Bohemond. He was no longer something to be feared. Now I saw him as a target.

I stared down at the map. Alexios had ordered me not to risk a battle. Bohemond had more men, and was too formidable a captain. If I disobeyed, the Emperor would have my eyes. After half a lifetime in his service, I knew Alexios, and what he was capable of.

I recalled my advice to the Thracian. Bleed his army like a pig.

Now I thought of Bohemond as a wild boar, pursued by the hunt. How did you bring down such a quarry? Get men with long spears to fix it in place, while hounds slashed at the beast's flanks. A few of the dogs would die, gored by tusks, but that was unavoidable. Eventually the boar would run out of strength, and sink to the ground. Then it was time to close in.

 Yes. Bleed him, until his strength was gone. I studied my hands, and imagined them wrapped about Bohemond's muscular neck. Choking him, squeezing his windpipe, until his eyes threatened to pop from their sockets. The thought filled me with fierce joy.
All in good time, I told myself. Tomorrow, I would ride out and see what I had to contend with.
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I rode west with my guards, leaving Asketil in charge of the army. His job was to drill and bully the raw recruits into shape, a task he set about with relish. Perhaps too much. By the time I came back, they would either be battle-ready, or fit for nothing.

It was a long journey, ten days on horseback, through territory plagued with brigands and outlaws and roaming bands of Bulgarians. The frontier was unstable, many of the imperial garrisons decimated or non-existent. We rode past deserted forts, once part of the great chain of Roman defences, now empty stone shells, open to the wind and rain. Sometimes we took shelter in them at night, huddling for warmth under our blankets, surrounded by the crumbling ruins of imperial splendour.

It wasn't all desolation. Alexios had done all he could to prepare for Bohemond's invasion, hiring foreign mercenaries to guard some of the larger towns and fortresses along the coast of Illyria. The interior was wild and mountainous, a land of broad rivers and deep, wolf-haunted forest. Without our local guides, we would have quickly got lost in the trackless woods.

One of those guides was the one-eyed Armenian who spat on my rug. Despite his lack of manners, I had taken a liking to the man. I have always been drawn to villains and pirates; make of that what you will. He gave his name as Leo.

His comrades, the three hundred veterans I had picked out at Thessalonica, had already ventured into this wild country. Once, as we crossed a stream, I looked up at the surrounding hills. They soared high above, a mighty green wall, the tops wreathed in mist.

"They're watching us, aren't they?" I remarked to the Armenian. "Your friends. I can sense it."

Leo sniffed, and fingered his neat little oiled beard. "Yes," he replied shortly. No 'sir', you notice, and I didn't insist on it. As for calling me 'lord' - well, I suspect he would have died first. Leo was a border brigand, like my old friend Digenes Akrites. They are fiercely proud, those folk, with their own savage code of honour, and bow to no foreign master.

"How long have they been tracking us?" I asked. He flashed me a knowing grin. His teeth were few, poor and bright yellow, like the fangs of an old dog.

"Ever since we left Thessalonica. They will see us safe through the mountains."

Soon afterwards, we reached the edge of a wood. Four men dangled upside-down from the branches of trees, or what was left of them. They had been stripped, skinned and left as food for carrion-eaters. Ravens had already picked out their eyes and tongues. The corpses twisted gently on the end of ropes, gazing sightlessly at nothing, jaws hanging open.

"Robbers," Leo grunted. "This is the work of our men. See. They have left a sign."             

He nodded at a wooden cross stuck in the earth, made of two sticks roughly bound together. That, Leo said, was the sign used by his comrades.                We encountered a few more dangling corpses along the way, skinned and covered in swarms of flies. I congratulated myself on making the right decision. If Bohemond was fool enough to send his men through these stark hills and valleys, they would be cut to pieces.

At last we reached the shores of the Adriatic, and Dyrrachium. I drew breath at the sight of the city. It was just as I remembered, impregnable behind its massive walls, wide enough for four horsemen to ride abreast on the parapets. Bound to the west by the glittering ocean, Dyrrachium was surrounded by broad lakes and stinking marshlands, which an enemy had to navigate before reaching the city.

To the east, beyond a great lagoon, lay the plain of Dyrrachium, where I had witnessed the great battle between Guiscard and Alexios, over twenty years ago. My heart lurched at the sight. Thousands of my countrymen had met a bloody death on that field, slaughtered by Norman knights.

Their bodies would now lie in grave-pits, covered over by soil and time. Among them lie the headless remains of my old friend, Hereward of Bourne. The English sing songs of him now, how the great hero cut his way out of the fall of Ely, and vanished into exile, to live forever in legend. Ah God, if only they knew!

"General." Leo's quiet voice brought me back to the present. He pointed north-east. There, on that side of the city, great plumes of black smoke were rising into the sky.

Even at a distance, I could see the walls of Dyrrachium were thronged with soldiers, their helms twinkling in the bright sun. The music of war drifted on the breeze, squalling trumpets and the ominous pulse of drums. To distant cheers, the imperial standards of the Virgin and the Cross were hoisted over the eastern gate.

 "You two," I snapped, picking out the fastest riders from my escort. "Get over there and see where those fires are coming from."

They galloped away, skirting the edge of the lagoon. One of the terrors of war is blindness. I knew Bohemond had crossed the strait from Lombardy, outmaneuvering the Roman admirals, but where in hells was his fleet? Apart from a few scattered vessels, mere dots on the sea, there was no sign of the hundreds of transports he must have used to convey his men.

 The riders soon came tearing back. "It is Bohemond, sir," one said breathlessly. "His entire host is camped over the land to the north and north-east. Yea, just as God stretched His hand over Egypt, so that locusts swarmed over the land and devoured everything in the fields, and-"

"Yes, yes," I said irritably. Trust me to choose a pious Greek for a scout. "What about the fires? Is he burning the suburbs?"

"No, sir. He has set light to his ships. All of them. The ships of burden, cavalry transports, troop-carriers. Everything."

I exchanged glances with Leo. The Armenian gave his long nose a pull, a sign of agitation. Neither of us spoke. There was no need. Any fool could divine Bohemond's intention.

The destruction of his fleet was a grand gesture, to show all the world his intention. Bohemond of Taranto, Prince of Antioch and would-be Emperor of Rome, had a single aim in mind. Conquer or die.
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He moved swiftly. Even as we watched, Bohemond surrounded Dyrracchum with his mercenary archers, peltasts and crossbows. Then, with the smoke of his burnt ships still hanging in the air, he brought forward his siege engines and stone-throwing machines.

I swallowed at the sight of them, at least ten mighty siege towers and half a dozen massive trehuchets, ferried over the strait and pieced together by his engineers. These were joined by a row of battering rams, tipped with iron and bronze, hung inside wheeled timber sheds or tortoises.

Bohemond's men, sappers and diggers, pushed these engines of war towards the city walls, under a constant storm of arrows from the battlements. Many fell, but others swarmed forward to take their place.  At least Dyrrachium was well defended, the ramparts crowded with troops.

"He cannot afford a long siege," said Leo. "Bohemond knows the Emperor is coming up with a relief army."

I glanced at the coast. Bohemond must have made arrangements for more supplies to be sent by sea. If not, his army would starve. Unless that was a deliberate ploy, to spur his troops on.

 This was not the Bohemond I  knew; the cool, calculating general who had triumphed at Dorylaion and Antioch. He was holding a knife to the throat of his own army.

I cursed my own mistakes. If I had brought my own troops, in force, up from Thessalonica, we might have done something to disrupt the assault. Instead, with only a handful of men, I could only sit idle and pray the defenders held out.

No, I decided. That would not do. "Go back to Thessalonica," I ordered Leo. "Take half my guards. It should be safe enough, with our friends guarding the passes. Collect the army and bring them here, as quick as you may. If God is kind, Dyrrachium will hold out until you get back."

"You mean to fight Bohemond?" said Leo, raising his bushy brows. "I thought the Emperor told you to avoid battle."

I bit back a curse. It was not his place to question my orders, but Leo was not a regular Roman officer. If I shouted at him, he would probably laugh in my face and desert, never to be seen again.

  "I mean to do what I can," I replied coldly. "As we all must. Go!"

Leo sped off with half my retinue. I was left with just fifty Varangians and Greek regulars.  A man of sense would have held back, kept his men out of sight, and waited patiently for reinforcements.

Once again, that strange recklessness fell over me. My heart kindled with rage. I fingered the hilt of my blade.

"Sword-time. Killing-time..."

The Normans were rolling up a tortoise to the easten wall. This was a large wooden shed on wheels, the roofs and walls covered with ox-hides sewn together. This was to protect the battering ram inside, pushed by strong men inside.

Despite myself, I watched with interest. I had never seen one of these machines in use before. The tortoise was driven up to the wall, careless of the Roman defenders raining arrows and stones down onto the roof. The wheels were removed, and the machine fixed securely on all sides with wooden pegs. This was to stop it being shaken to pieces, when the great ram started  to pound against the masonry.

The ram got to work. I could hear the great blows, echoing across the marsh. I cursed. It would soon open a breach, allowing Bohemond's shock troops to pour through. What could I do about it? Nothing!

For a moment I was tempted to lead a desperate charge, cut through his men and get inside the city. Most of us would die, but at least we might delay the assault. For a while.              

I stamped down on the impulse. Madness. I had no right to sacrifice my men, or throw away my life. If I died, what of Elene and Waltheof? They would be left helpless, dependent on the Emperor's charity, exposed to the wolves at court. With no father to guard him, the boy's life would not be worth a hair.

A better opportunity presented itself. Bohemond was sending out groups of light horse to scout the land around Dyrrachium. One of these, about twenty mailed riders, came riding in our direction. Normans, Flemings or Lombards, I cared not which.

"Spread out," I ordered my men. "Take cover. On my word, mount and follow me."

My men were all veterans, and knew what I intended. They spread out quickly, leading their horses behind any available cover. There were a few clumps of thorn trees scattered about the edge of the marsh. I crouched under one of these, one hand clapped over my horse's muzzle, watching the enemy pick their way through the bogs and pools.

Closer, curse you, I thought anxiously. A little closer...

They came within forty paces. Then, the troop-leader raised his arm to signal a halt. He stood up in his stirrups, turning his head this way and that, like a dog warily sniffing the air.

Close enough. Wincing at the pains in my legs - rheumatism, damn it - I clambered into the saddle and lugged out my sword.

"Now!" I roared. "Up, you dogs, and at them!"

My horse took off before I was ready. I found myself clinging to the brute's mane, one foot in the stirrup, the other dangling loose.

Bohemond's scouts turned to flee. Sensible lads. We outnumbered them two to one, and their comrades were almost within earshot. 

Too late. My men were already at the gallop, fanning out to close on them from both flanks at once. Several of the Varangians had crept round to shut off their escape. Now, the scouts found their route blocked off by ten looming Englishmen and Danes, brandishing their fearsome long-axes, capable of slicing through a horse and rider with one stroke.

“Leave one alive!” I shouted above the noise of drumming hoofs. “Kill the rest- just kill them!”

Hearing this, the scouts had no option but to try and cut their way out. They closed round their leader and charged the Varangians, hoping to ride them down.

My warriors shuffled together until their shields overlapped. Half the enemy horsemen shied away from contact, the rest plunged on. The terrible axes rose and fell, blades glinting in the sunlight.

Animal shrieks pierced the air. Several horses went down in a welter of blood, necks and forelegs hacked through. Their riders were thrown clear, or crushed under their own mounts. One rolled into a muddy pool, screaming, his right leg hacked off above the knee.

My horsemen closed the trap. For a moment all was dust and shouts and clanging blades, steel on steel, the wet thump of swords and spears driving into flesh, horses whinnying in fright. I lurked at the back, roaring and shaking my sword. Hells, why get involved? As I had told my wife, it was time for younger men to shine.

The fight was over quickly. Only a minute or two passed before the swirl cleared. Most of the scouts were down, riders and horses, piled up in in a bloodied heap on the fringe of the marsh. One or two tried to crawl away, only to be dragged back and have their throats cut.

In contrast, we had suffered none dead, and only a few men wounded. One of the Varangians had lost his nose, and was holding the severed appendage to his face.

“Never fear, Sigrid,” I called out cheerfully. “The physician can soon stitch that back on for you.”

Take one alive, I had ordered. This fortunate survivor was thrown at my feet.

“God's death,” I murmured. Under the streaks of blood and sweat, I knew this man. He had aged since I last saw him, but I would have recognised those sharp features and sly, calculating eyes anywhere.

It was my old Norman squire, Robert of Brix.
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I hadn't seen him for over ten years. He and his younger brother, Roger, had been in my company when I was an outlaw in Apulia, and in the wars against Guiscard. Roger had died after a wound he suffered in a skirmish turned bad. I suspect Robert blamed me for the lad's death. At any rate, he deserted not long after, and I had heard nothing of him since.

It was of no account. Men often deserted, in search of better pay and conditions, or simply because they grew bored. If a runaway was caught, I had him flogged as an example to others, but it was seldom worth the effort.

For the present, there was no time to chat. I had Robert thrown aboard a spare horse, and took my men south, back into the hill country. Fortunately, there was no sign of pursuit. Bohemond had better things to do than waste his strength, playing tag with enemy outriders.

That night we pitched camp in ruins of an old watchtower, on a ridge with a distant view of the sea, glimmering to the west. Once the men were settled, I went to interview Robert. He had been placed against a crumbling wall, his wrists and ankles securely bound. One of my Varangians had just finished forcing some cold supper down his throat.

"Is this really necessary, Thorkell?" he demanded, spitting out crumbs of dried bacon. "At least untie my hands, for pity's sake!"

"No," I replied, grunting as I lowered my rump onto the grass. Every man, over the age of fifty, makes this noise when he takes the weight off his feet.

"I know you too well, Robert," I added with a smile. "You were a dangerous snake as a youth, one of the quickest killers I ever saw. From the look of it, you haven't changed very much."

It was true. Apart from his face, which had grown hard and prematurely lined, like a strip of old leather, he was the same lean, wolfish character I remembered. All  bone and muscle and sinew, not a scrap of spare flesh. 
"I'm disappointed," I went on, while he fixed me with his pale green eyes, hard as diamonds under their heavy lids. "I thought you would be a great man by now. A lord in your own right, with a castle and fief. Instead I find you riding with Bohemond's rabble. Not even a captain, but a common trooper!"

"We all must eat," he snarled, looking away. "Some of us are not so blessed with good fortune, lord."

He spat the word with bitter sarcasm. "It is true," I replied with a shrug. "I have always enjoyed the Devil's own luck. As for rations...from the look of you, they are in short supply."

Robert hesitated. He was always thin, but on closer inspection he looked sickly, with a pinched, half-starved look about him. I waited patiently for him to speak again. There was no need to drag answers out of him. At least, not yet.

"There was trouble with the victualling in Lombardy," he said at last. "Bohemond was in too much haste to sail, and let himself be swindled by the local grain merchants. They sold him cheap millet at high prices."

I listened with interest. It wasn't like Bohemond, usually so canny, to let himself be gouged.

"We couldn't stomach it," he added with a grimace, placing a hand over his lean belly. "Many of us fell sick on the crossing. Dysentery. The army-killer. I spent five days shitting and puking into the sea. God knows how I survived. Many did not. By the time we reached Valona, some of our troop-carriers were more like floating mortuaries."

So that was why Bohemond burnt his ships. It wasn't just a heroic gesture - he needed to purge the miasma of disease, before his entire army was infected.

I glanced north, towards Dyrrachium. The wisps of distant fires were still visible, hanging like fog above the distant city.

"How bad is it?" I asked. "Are his men still dying?"

"Men and horses," came the reply. "There isn't enough food or fodder. The camp is struck by famine. Bohemond has but one hope. To throw his army at the walls, and storm Dyrrachium before everyone starves."

Robert had no loyalty. He was quite happy to cough up everything he knew, without much prodding from me. If I asked him to change sides, and join the Emperor, he would accept in the blinking of an eye.

I shifted uncomfortably, and not just due to the hard ground. Turncoats always made me feel dirty. Tainted.                           

"I can tell you more," said Robert, with a new urgency in his voice. "Come, lord. We were friends once. Let me be of use to you, like the old days. I know all of Bohemond's troop dispositions, his strengths and weak points."

"You can be useful, certainly," I replied. I asked him more questions, until his well of information had run dry. Then, with a heavy heart, I turned and signalled to my Varangians.

"Take him to the cliffs," I said, "and cut off his head. Bring it back to me. Throw the body into the sea."

"What? No!" Robert cried as the Varangians advanced on him. "You cannot kill me - I told you everything! You promised!"

"I made no such promise," I replied sadly. "You should not have appealed to our former friendship, Robert. It turned my stomach."

He carried on bawling as they dragged him away. His pleas turned to curses, even threats. I sat and drank, until the sound of his voice was adruptly cut off.

The Varangians fetched back his head. I forced myself to look at Robert of Brix, one last time. His eyes were hooded, the mouth dangling open, his blood pooling on the ground.

Did I feel guilty? Not a bit. Robert was a born traitor. He had cheerfully betrayed Bohemond, and would have done the same to me, at the first opportunity. And he was a Norman. My rediscovered hatred for their race overrode any old comradeship. 

"Cruel necessity," I remarked, climbing stiffly to my feet. "Give that thing to the gulls, and then follow me. We  have work to do."
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It was time to finish Bohemond. When Leo returned, with the rest of the army from Thessalonica, I had a plan ready.

"We block the valleys and passes," I told my officers, "and even the sea-board itself. Bohemond's foragers have already stripped the land around Dyrrachium. There is nothing left to plunder."

This was true. The invaders had reduced all the fertile countryside to a blackened, stinking waste. There was not a village left unburnt, not a single goat left wandering the fields. Bohemond's men had ranged for miles, taking everything.

Now famine was setting in. My spies reported the worsening conditions in Bohemond's camp. Men were still dying of dysentery and stomach-cramps, caused by the tainted millet he had bought in Lombardy. Others were starving, or fighting each other for scraps of food. Prices had rocketed, until a single egg cost as much as a flock of hens. 

Bohemond fought on. He had never suffered defeat in his life, had no idea what it looked or tasted like. Even as his army died on its feet, he pressed the siege of Dyrrachium with almost maniacal energy. His engineers came up with all kinds of ingenius devices. These included a kind of burrowing machine, or mole, a long wooden shed driven by men who cleared away the earth with poles and shovels, until they had dug a tunnel under the city walls.

Fortunately, the defenders were alive to this danger. They dealt with the moles by digging counter-tunnels, then opening a little hole opposite. A reed pipe was pushed through the hole, and a combustible mix blown through it. This was made from pine and other evergreen trees, mixed with sulphur. It burst into flame and burnt the faces and beards of the men inside the mole, forcing them to rush out, like a swarm of bees smoked from the hive.

These little triumphs filled me with hope. The men inside Dyrrachium fought with indomitable courage, like the Romans of old, throwing down enemy scaling ladders, destroying his war-engines. This warlike spirit had been almost dead, when I first came to Micklegarth as a young man. Then, the Roman Empire was on its knee, wrecked by generations of defeat and corruption, its armies decimated, its citizens on the point of despair. Somehow, it had risen again from the ashes.

"All down to one man," I remarked to Leo one night in my tent, as we sat and played chess over too much wine. He beat me effortlessly (just like Alexios) but I didn't mind. I just wanted company. "Alexios. Only Alexios. He has rekindled the Roman spirit, breathed life into Rome's corpse, restored her pride and strength."

I paused to belch. "I hate him, you know. He has almost got me killed more times than I can remember. No, that's a lie. I remember every time. See this? Do you see it?"

I rolled back my sleeve to show one of my collection of scars. This was an old spear-wound on my forearm, inflicted by a Turk at Dorylaion. Leo glanced at it without much interest. He was the last man to be impressed by old battle wounds.

"Alexios Komnenos is a great man," I muttered, staring at the puckered flesh. "Great men are best avoided. One can admire them from a distance, or after they die. A long time after."

"I disagree," said Leo, with his usual bluntness. "However great Alexios may be, he could do nothing on his own. How many men have fought and died for his grand project of restoring the Empire? His rekindling, as you call it, rests on a mountain of bones. Blood and guts."

"You," he added, stabbing a yellow-nailed finger at me, "have done more than most. Even in my homeland, far to the East, I heard tales of Thorkell Skaldsson, the poet-general, the barbarian with the voice of a nightingale. Do you know what the bards call you? The Emperor's Fist."             

I rather liked that. The Emperor's Fist! I peered suspiciously at Leo. Was he flattering me? God knows. His single eye, full of cunning inside a deep socket, looked back at me, unblinking and unknowable. I knew better than to try and read the thoughts of such men. Besides, I was too drunk to care. 

The next day I received a packet of letters from Alexios. It was delivered by one of his special agents, spies-cum-assassins, who told me to open the correspondence in private. The man sped away on a fast courser from the imperial stables, as swiftly as he had come.

I went into my tent, with orders not to be disturbed. Head pounding, I broke the imperial seal and slit the oilskin packet with my knife. My hands shook slightly. I was getting old, I drank too much, and a personal missive from the Emperor seldom brought good news. This one did not break the cycle. 

"Alexios, Emperor of the Romans, to his good and faithful Thorkell Skaldsson. Health.

Know that our coming is delayed. The cause is a new plot against my life. A certain slave, Demetrius, was hired by my enemies to drive a sword into my entrails when I was alone, or sleeping. He was prevented by my beloved consort, the Empress, who does not leave my side day or night. The conspirators have been revealed, and duly punished..."

I shivered when I read this. God's death, another attempt on the Emperor's life? When would his people realise how well-off they were? Had they forgotten their previous disasters, the parade of fools and imbeciles who had worn the Purple before him? Ah, well. There is no end to the folly of man. I read on. 

"We hope to reach Dyrrachium by the spring. Until then, continue to blockade the valleys and roads. Only fight when you must. Do not risk a general battle under any circumstances.              

We shalll overcome Bohemond by other methods. Know, Thorkell, that a general ought not to try and gain victory always by the sword. When opportunity offers, it is as well to rout the enemy by playing the rogue.

It is my plan to sow discord between Bohemond and the Counts who have allied with him. I have sent you certain false letters. These are answers to some of Bohemond's close friends. His brother Guido and three of his most powerful followers, Coprisianus, Richard, Principatus..."

My headache grew worse as Alexios described his latest scheme. The letters were apparently answers from the Emperor to Bohemond's friends, in which he offered them grateful thanks for their secret offers of support. They had, of course, sent no such offers.

"You will send the letters to each of these men by different messengers, with orders to deliver them personally. On their heels you will send a trusty servant, to follow the messengers without being seen. When they are close to the enemy camp, he will slip past and find Bohemond. To him the servant will pretend to be a deserter, who has come over to Bohemond because he hates the Emperor. While professing friendship and goodwill, he is to accuse those men openly to whom the letters are addressed..."

 This, Alexios concluded, would provoke Bohemond into accusing his closest followers of betraying him. If God was good, the enemy would split, or even start fighting each other. Victory would be assured, with barely a drop of Roman blood spilt.

I almost laughed. What overheated brain on the Emperor's council had come up with this, I wondered? More to the point, why had Alexios agreed to it? Unless Bohemond had lost his wits, such an obvious ploy would never come off.

My amusement quickly faded. Alexios, not Bohemond, was the one losing his grip. I recalled the last time I saw him in Micklegarth. Thin, stooped and grey, wracked with pain, leaning on a stick to walk. Sometimes, when his gout was too much to bear, he had to be carried on a litter. No wonder the army was moving slowly. Alexios blamed his delay on a plot, but I suspected the truth. He could no longer ride to war, or lead his army on horseback.

Stil, the Emperor's will was absolute. I must follow his orders,  no matter how crackpot they seemed, or lose my eyes.

With a sigh, I folded the letters into the packet, and summoned Leo.

13.

The Emperor's scheme failed abysmally. Like a good little servant, I went along with it, and sent off four men to act as messengers. Disposable men, mark you, picked out by Leo as surplus to requirements.

The fifth man, who was to follow the messengers and seek out Bohemond in person, was a different matter. He had to be clever, and quick, and know how to slip past well-armed sentries. To my alarm, Leo volunteered himself.

“I know this sort of work,” he said modestly, and I could well believe it. He was a horse-thief, and a killer, on the run for some crime or other. I had no doubt he had been knifing fellow brigands in the dark, and stealing their cattle, since he was old enough to back a horse.

When I put this to him, Leo merely grinned, and gave a little bow. “Good,” I said, “so now we understand each other. You are useful to me, Leo, and I will not throw your life away on some futile sortie. Because it is futile. You see that? I am merely following orders.”

“Maybe so,” he answered carelessly, spreading his hands. “But it is an adventure. I get bored in camp, and I must not  be bored. I might get fretful.”

The implied threat was obvious. Unless I gave him something to do, Leo and his little band of Armenian savages would cut out and desert one night, taking my best horses with them.

“You should have more confidence in your Emperor,” he added. “If he is so great, then his plans must be great too. It may work.”

Now he was mocking me, but I let it pass. “If you wish to get yourself killed or captured, that is your affair,” I said brusquely. “Go, then, and the blessing of God be with you.”

Off they went, he and his cut-throats, creeping out of the camp that same night.

Only one came back, seven days later. He was tied to the back of a mule, facing the animal's backside, naked save for a loincloth. His throat had been slashed, and his manhood cut off and stuffed into his mouth.

This was Bohemond's idea of a jest. The plot had been discovered, as I predicted it would. Our messengers had all been killed, along with Leo and his Armenians. I suspect his head was mounted on a Norman lance, and the rest of him thrown into a ditch. Ah, well. That was one certain cure for boredom.

I had a pretty good idea who would take the blame for this failure, and it would not be Alexios. My old suspicions of him flared up. Sweet Christ, had he set up this whole scheme knowing it would fail, just to prod me into action?

If so, it worked. Terrified of losing my eyes, and my family, I threw myself into the war. I suddenly rediscovered my energy, and spent much of the day in the saddle, encouraging the soldiers, checking and re-checking our positions. I placed more picked men on the hilltops and mountain passes, and blocked all the paths against the Franks with great piles of timber. My men grumbled at the extra labour, but I sweetened their temper with offers of double pay.

At last, as the winter snow and ice melted into the first rays of spring, reinforcements arrived. Alexios lingered with the rearguard, but he sent on the main body of horse and foot under his young captains, eager to win glory and have a stab at the Franks.

Too eager. The Franks still had a kick in them, and our men got themselves cut up in a string of battles with Bohemond's brother, Guido. I warned them not to engage Frankish knights in the open, but they laughed at the timid old man.

"Stay in bed with a hot posset, grandfather," one sneered, "and leave the fighting to us."

Camytzes, his name was. A few days later he was trounced by Guido at a place called Devra, where his division was outflanked and slaughtered, almost to a man. Hundreds of Romans were killed, including several of Alexios's childhood friends. Camytzes survived, sneaking off the field with his bodyguard. I suffered no more jibes from him.

That was a bloody spring. More skirmishes followed, as Bohemond's knights tried to cut through our lines. Now they were besieged, surrounded on all sides, by land and sea. No matter how many battles they won, the noose was slowly tightening. Alexios simply poured in fresh levies, while Bohemond had no reinforcements. He was caught in a snare, like the boar of my imagination, trapped by hounds and huntsmen.

I thought it best to win a victory or two, to remind Alexios of my loyalty. To that end I took a risk, and rode out of camp with a few hundred Greek and Pecheneg cavalry. I also took Asketil, my promising young Varangian, who had brought the rest of our men up from Thessolonica.

"Stay close to me," I instructed him, "and follow my orders without question. Obey, and you shall do very well. If not, you shall end up dead or disgraced. Understood?"

"Lord," he said, with a grave nod. After Leo, it was a relief to have a real officer again, who knew his place.

My spies had told me that Bohemond's knights were plundering the towns near Valona, along the coast south of Dyrrachium. Even from our camp, we could see fires burning over the hills. I pushed my men hard, riding by day and night - "nor did sweet sleep overtake the man", as some old poet said - and fell upon the Franks at dawn.

They had stopped on the banks of a swollen river, loaded down with plunder, every man rolling drunk on pilfered wine and ale. In their arrogance, the Franks had set no watch, so we took them completely unawares.

We attacked immediately, riding out of the first smile of morning, in a single wild rush. I had almost forgotten the intoxicating joy of battle - the smell of blood in my nostrils, the veins pounding in my neck, the primitive excitement that wells up in the gut. I killed at least three Franks, slicing off the top of one man's head, as neatly as a boiled egg. They ran like rabbits, chased down by my men, spearing or hacking them down without restraint, trampling down their tents. 

We took a few prisoners, but most were slaughtered on the spot, or drowned in the wild eddies of the river. The Frankish knights, weighed down by iron, sank like stones. I might have cursed the loss of valuable ransoms, but the hells with it. This was my victory, and I refused to let anything cloud the day.

One of the prisoners was worth ten ordinary  knights. This man was Bohemond's cousin, even bigger than he, standing almost eight feet high. God knows what they fed that family as babies.

“As broad as a second Heracles,” remarked one of my Greek troopers, and he was right. The giant was only taken after killing seven Pechenegs, wielding a double-handed axe that even the strongest Varangian would struggle to lift. He finally sank to earth in a faint, bleeding from numerous wounds.

To amuse Alexios, I had this man loaded down with chains, and led off by the smallest Pecheneg in my company. Our men roared with laughter, to see this great giant held captive by such a pygmy. The other prisoners tramped along behind, with myself in the rear at the head of my guards. I took care to look splendid, my dirty armour thoroughly washed out with sand and wine, polished until it shone like mirrors in the blazing sun.

We found Alexios sat on his throne, perched on a specially made wooden platform, outside his magnificent silk pavilion. He looked godlike in his imperial robes of purple and gold, studded with precious stones, the silver fillet gleaming at his brow. There was no sign of his illness; the long robe covered his feet, hiding the bandages.

My doubts shrivelled away. The Emperor was still master of his affairs, feared and respected by all. Or, at least, anyone with a bit of sense.

His Empress, Irene, sat to his left. She looked as severely beautiful as ever, richly dressed in a stola or long dress of gold and cream silk, her head adorned by a jewelled diadem with three pendants, the mark of imperial status.

At first the imperial couple  stared down, frowning, at the line of miserable captives. Then, at the sight of the pygmy and the giant, the corners of Alexios's mouth twitched. The smile stretched into a grin of pure delight. Suddenly, the Emperor threw back his head and laughed and laughed. A joyous, high-pitched sound, almost hysterical, which I had not heard for many a year. 

The great crowd of nobles and soldiers also erupted with merriment. When Caesar laughs, you laugh. When he frowns, you frown. When he orders a man's death, justified or no, you nod along in agreement.

“Lord Thorkell,” said Alexius in a loud voice once the laughter had died down. “Light down, and come to me.”

I dismounted, before the eyes of the court – some hostile, some friendly, all watching with close interest – and approached. At the foot of the platform, I unfastened my helm and went down on one knee.

“We thank you for your gift,” he said with a smile, nodding at the Frankish giant. “Perhaps we shall put him to work hauling timber, or pulling an ox-plough.”

“Thorkell, my old friend. How many times have you proved your worth? From the time you first came to this land, and risked your skin in the service of the Empire, you have fought and defeated our enemies, at no small risk to yourself. We owe you much. More than can ever be repaid.”

I went red at this unexpected flow of compliments. While it flattered my vanity, I also felt a growing sense of alarm. What was Alexios driving it?

“To show our gratitude,” he went on, “we have, after taking advice from our council, decided to give you the chief honour of taming the pride of the Franks. You, Lord Thorkell, shall lead our armies against Prince Bohemond. You shall bring him before us, as you brought his kinsman here. In chains, and on foot, like a common criminal!”

This met with a rousing cheer. At a gesture from Alexios, I stood up and raised my fist in the air. The cheers rose to a storm.

I was too old to be carried away by the noise of a crowd. They were no different to the mob in Micklegarth, and would just as lustily cheer for my execution.

To whom, I wondered, did I owe this honour?  Alexios had mentioned his council. I glanced at the rows of courtiers either side of the platform. Most of the assembly were soldiers, officers and high-ranking generals.

John Doukas, Alexios's brother-in-law and my friend (of sorts) stood in the front rank. When I caught his eye, he gave me a knowing wink. Did I owe my sudden elevation to him? If so, the shrewd little man would have some selfish advantage in mind. He could barely eat his breakfast without seeing it as an opportunity for advancement.

He nodded, almost imperceptibly, at the man to his left. I found myself looking into the pale blue eyes of Nikephoros Bryennios, whom we have met before. The rising star of the imperial court, not only the Emperor's son-in-law but his chief adviser and trusted right hand.

Nikephoros met my gaze. He was in the full military regalia of a Roman general and member of the imperial family, a white cloak fringed with purple over his shining lamellar, mailed arms folded over his massive chest. His expression was unreadable, carefully composed, but the eyes were unblinking.

I remembered the look his wife, Anna, had given me at Micklegarth, when we saved Michael Anemades from the Hands. She and her husband, it seemed, had taken an interest in me.

A cold shiver wormed down my spine. Even in my long-awaited moment of glory, the applause and admiration of the court, I was afraid.
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For the moment I could think only of the war. Alexios meant what he said, and gave me command of the entire Roman field army. Meanwhile he stayed in the background, nursing his feet and making occasional 'suggestions' - which I was bound to obey, of course.

He had entrusted me with such high command before, during the great pilgrimage to Jerusalem. That had ended badly, when Bohemond and his allies chased me out. At least the Roman generals were more willing to accept my authority. They didn't like it, having an upstart barbarian placed over them, but none dared defy the Emperor's command. There were a few grumbles, but I could cope with that. 

Alexios withdrew to Diabolis, at the foot of the mountain passes, where he built a temporary fort. Even before he was gone, I put my strategy into action. First I sent out a flurry of orders, thick as snow-flakes, to every officer leading men down into the plains of Dyrrachium. I still have one of these orders in front of me, scratched out by a Greek scribe.

"This is the order of battle," it reads. "You will attack the Franks on horseback and ride back again, using bows and arrows. Do this repeatedly. Do not engage in close combat if it can be avoided. The spearmen will advance behind at slow march; if by chance our horse-archers are forced back too far, the infantry will shield them and drive off the Franks.

Shoot at the horses instead of the Franks. They are difficult to wound, practically invincible in their breastplates and coats of mail. Their mail coats are excellent, rings plaited into rings, strong enough to repel arrows and keep the wearer's skin unhurt. They are also protected by long shields, very broad at the top and running out to a point, hollowed out inside, gleaming with a brilliant boss of molten brass. Any arrows, whether loosed by Turk or Pecheneg, will glance off these shields.

When the Franks are dismounted, they can easily be captured. A Frank on horseback can drive a hole through the walls of Babylon, but on foot anyone can make sport of him."

These were my instructions. Some of it may sound obvious, but there were lots of young captains in the army, with no experience of fighting the Franks. I never forgot the painful lessons of my youth, when I had witnessed (and barely escaped) the unstoppable charge of Norman knights in England. Nor was I likely to forget the disasters of Alexios's first war against Guiscard, when the Franks had simply ridden over our Greek infantry. The only way to beat them was to fight like Turks. Hold off, avoid the dreaded charge, shoot the horses, then close in to finish the men on foot.

"This is not an honourable way to fight," grumbled my young friend, Asketil. He was itching to charge into the Normans and get his axe wet, cleaving heads and limbs, but I kept him on a tight leash.

"What use is honour to the dead?" I replied lightly. "Patience. Your time will come."

Dishonourable or not, the strategy paid off. Slowly, slowly, the jaws of the trap closed about Bohemond. While the Emperor sat in his timber palace in the Illyrian plain, taking his ease, with the best of meat and drink, Bohemond starved in the fly-blown marshes of Dyrrachium. He spurred on his commanders to attack our siege lines, but to no avail. As I had directed, our men avoided battle, and shot his knights down from afar. It was a comical sight, to watch those proud Franks in their heavy armour, trudging wearily back to their own lines.

If I judged it safe, I sent our Turkish and Pecheneg horse-archers in pursuit, to cut down the stragglers and fetch back any Franks who looked worth a ransom.

Fate smiled upon me: the Turks captured three wealthy barons of Lombardy, whom I sent off to Micklegarth as gifts for Elene. In my letters home, I explained that she was to hold them hostage, at our house, until their ransoms were paid. They were to be kept under guard, but otherwise treated as honoured guests. I thought they might be amusing company for her, and could teach our son a thing or two about the arts of war.

At last, in the dusty hot summer months, eleven hundred and eight after Christ, Bohemond started to crack. His men could not venture out of their palisades, to forage or water their horses, without being killed or taken prisoner. They were forced to stay inside, wasting away through disease and want.

Some of his nobles started to desert, stealing out of the camp at night to throw themselves on the Emperor's mercy. Alexios welcomed the deserters, took them into his service, lavished them with gifts and honours. This was the Roman way of war. Bleed the enemy, split his ranks, lure away his allies, until there was no enemy left to fight.

 Even now, at his last gasp, Bohemond was full of tricks. Alexios sent me and several other high-ranking officers to discuss terms with the Frankish leader. He had agreed to meet us under a flag of truce outside his camp.

I was shocked at the sight of him. The fleshy blonde giant I had known in Anatolia, capable of wringing a man's neck with one hand, was a sick parody of his old self. He rode hunched over in the saddle, barely capable of enduring the weight of iron. His face was fallen in, hollow-cheeked and unshaven, the brutish Norman haircut grown out to a shaggy, greasy mane that didn't flatter him one bit.

His knights were in no better state. They were all gravely ill, thin and ravaged by dysentery, their eyes burning with fever. If the sight them was bad enough, the stench was worse; we grimaced, and clapped hands over our noses against the smell of shit and piss. Several had lost control of their bowels, and made no attempt to hide it. One man had even cut away his hose, allowing the excrement to seep down his naked thighs. 

"Greetings, my lords," said Bohemond with a bitter smile, his voice a harsh croak. "I know one of you, at least. You look well, Englishman."

"I thank you, lord prince," I replied with a curt nod. "You, on the other hand, look like hell."

He snorted, and passed a hand over his face. It came away damp with sweat. "I have looked better, certainly. Your Emperor's pretty daughter would not make eyes at me now, eh?"

My Greek comrades murmured angrily. Bohemond referred to Anna, who had virtually fainted at the sight of the giant Frank in his glory, when he first came to Micklegarth. She drooled over him in her writings, which still make for amusing reading.

"Enough of that," I said adruptly. "We are not here to swap barbs, Prince Bohemond, but discuss your surrender. These are the Emperor's terms. After much labour you have neither succeeded in capturing Dyrrachium, nor have you gained any advantage for yourself or the men under you. Even as we speak, they are dying like diseased cattle in the fields."

He listened in silence as I spoke, swaying in the saddle. I feared he was about to faint. If so, it would take at least four strong men to pick him up again.

"Therefore, if you do not wish to bring about your own and your people's destruction, come to the Emperor without fear and explain your wishes, and listen to our wishes. Then, if our opinions should coincide, thanks be to God. If not, you shall be returned to your camp unharmed. All those of your people who desire to go to Jerusalem, to worship at the Holy Sepulchre, shall be given safe passage. Those who wish to return to their own country, shall be free to depart."

"So much my master," I concluded, folding my arms. "So much my message. What is your answer?"

I was enjoying myself, and why not? The feeling of power and supremacy, over a man like Bohemond, was impossible to resist. He was one of the great captains of the world, and I had him under my foot. Better still, he knew it.

Or so I thought. Bohemond's reply, after he had dragged out the silence, was astonishing. He held himself straighter in the saddle, and looked us in the eye.

"The Emperor has sent me men fit to give and render reason," he said, with something of his old confidence. "I beg therefore to be fully assured by you that I shall be received with due honours by the Emperor."

"You shall," I replied warily. He gave a satisfied nod.

"Here, then, are my terms. The nearest of his blood-relatives must come and meet me six stades from the town. When I approach the imperial tent, Alexios must rise from his seat and receive me honourably. He must make no reference to any former treaties between us, nor put me on trial. I must have full liberty to say what I like. The Emperor must take my hand and seat me at the head of his couch. I must be escorted by two of my knights. I will not bend my knee or neck to him."

Bohemond looked directly at me as he spoke, knowing that I had been given full power to accept or deny his terms. After a moment's thought, I answered.

"The Emperor will not rise from his throne," I said sternly, loud enough for all to hear. "And you will bow the knee, or the neck, as the Emperor commands. That is proper respect."

"Otherwise," I went on, relenting a little, "your requests are acceptable. We shall meet again here tomorrow. Bring your escort, and I shall bring some of the Emperor's kin. They will convey you to the imperial tent."

Where you will offer your final surrender, I added silently. Bohemond eyed me for a moment, a grim smile playing on his lips. I wondered if he would throw the terms back in my teeth. Turn about, ride back to his stinking camp, and prepare for battle. Lead out his men, or what was left of them, in one last, glorious, utterly futile charge.

A strange hush fell. The world seemed to hold its breath. I had experienced this feeling before, once or twice. We stood on the verge of a precipice - one of the hinge-moments of history, as Digenes used to say. The fate of thousands of men, Franks and Romans and many other races, of the Empire itself, rested on Bohemond. In that moment, and for the last time in his extraordinary career, he held it all in his mailed hands.

 Briefly, he seemed up to the task. He squared those massive shoulders and grasped the hilt of his sword. The same blade his father, Guiscard, had unsheathed against the Romans in my long-ago youth. The same Bohemond had wielded with such lethal, exquisite  skill at Dorylaion and Antioch, watering the earth with the blood of dozens of Turks.               

Then, just as quickly, the strength drained out of him. Bohemond sagged, like a burst bladder, and bowed his great head.  He raised one hand, palm outwards, as if warding off evil. His face twisted into a horrible grimace.

"Enough," he gasped, spitting the word through gritted teeth. "Let be, let be. I consent. Tomorrow, I will come to the Emperor."

Enough. Let be, let be. With those simple words, Bohemond gave up his grand dreams of conquest. I closed my eyes, only for a second, and tried not to let my relief show.

The war against the Normans was over. After thirty years and more, countless deaths and bloody battles and sieges and the near-ruin of a great empire, it was over at last. Even now, as I write of it, a tear plods down my wrinkled cheek and drips onto the leaf.

Thank God. Thank God Almighty.

15.

I was there, in the Emperor's tent at Diabolis, to witness Bohemond's submission. It is worth recording, both the downfall of a great man, and the start of my own.

He came with six noblemen, his brother Gui and five Counts. They were a miserable scarecrow crew, all the pride and arrogance of the Frankish race beaten out of them. It gave me a warm glow of pleasure to see these would-be conquerors humbled at last, trudging on foot into the Emperor's camp under heavy guard, keeping their eyes fixed on the ground. Now they knew how the English felt. The abject humiliation of defeat, the shame, the mockery of the world.

"A grand sight," remarked Asketil, beaming all over his youthful face. He was a serious lad, unusually sober for an Englishman, and it was good to see him smile. "If only my father was here to see it."

"Your father, and many others," I said quietly. I was thinking of Hereward, and Siward Barn, and all my fallen English comrades whose bones littered the world, from the shores of North Africa to the wastes of Anatolia. For a brief second their sad ghosts seemed to drift past, hovering over Bohemond's massive figure. The vision quickly faded, like a breath on the wind. 

I will see you soon, friends, I thought, touching the little crucifix about my neck.  So I will, God grant.

The Franks walked in a lane between the massed ranks of the army, standing in perfect silence. Alexios had ordered there to be no noise or shouting, no gloating over the beaten foe. The only sound came from the slow, ominous pulse of a single drum. The Emperor wanted to show the discipline of his troops, the army he had restored to its former glory, heirs to the legions of ancient Rome. Silence was more effective, in its way, than the most spectacular triumph.

When Bohemond reached the tent, he was made to go in alone, while his companions waited outside, surrounded by Varangians. I ducked in after him, unwilling to miss the show.

Alexios and Irene were waiting inside, enthroned in imperial splendour. The 'tent' was really a vast chamber of gold and purple silk, bigger than the great halls of many a Frankish castle, the roof higher than a church. The ground was covered with rich carpets, the twin thrones mounted on the same platform I had seen at Thessalonica, when Alexios raised me to supreme command.

The Emperor stared down at Bohemond awhile, stretching out the silence. At last, he rose with a rustle of silks, and paced slowly down the wooden steps. I could only admire his iron self-control. He walked with no stick, showed no sign of the pains in his body.

Bohemond, meanwhile, had the good sense to bend the knee. Alexios looked down at him again for a long moment, then reached down to grasp the Frank's hand.

“Welcome, dread prince of Syria,” he said in a loud voice, strong enough for all to hear. “Prince of Taranto and Antioch, conqueror of the Turks. A thousand welcomes.”

I shall skip over the bargaining that followed. Everyone knew how it must end. Alexios demanded Bohemond's complete submission, that he hand over the city of Antioch to the Empire – their original agreement, hammered out in Micklegarth – and swear fealty as the Emperor's vassal.

Bohemond hotly refused, and made a great show of indignation, turning his face away from the Emperor, as if he meant to leave. They argued it back and forth, like a couple of shopkeepers in the Agora disputing the price of meat, until another stepped in.

This was our friend Nikephoros. He put his hand on Bohemond's shoulder (he had to stand on tiptoe), smiled and called the Frank his dear friend, poured honeyed words of wisdom into his ear. At last Bohemond grew calm again, and promised to return the next day to re-swear his oaths to Alexios.

When the Franks were gone, the brittle atmosphere in the tent dissipated. Grinning, the Emperor clapped his hands to order a feast. Music started to play, accompanied by a rising swell of talk and laughter.

While the meal was being fetched in, Nikephoros beckoned me over to a corner.

“General Thorkell,” he said, with his most charming smile. “It is good to speak with you at last. Crack a cup with me, so we might congratulate each other.”

He gestured at a slave, who hurried over with two silver goblets of wine on a dish. Nikephoros took them both and handed me one.

“A toast,” he said, raising his cup, “to our shared victory. You have beaten Bohemond in the field, I have beaten him in the council chamber. Between us, we have tamed Guiscard's whelp.”

I took a drink to hide my smile. In other words, Nikephoros wanted to bask in reflected glory. Well, let him. I could afford to be generous. Now Bohemond was defeated, there would be rewards enough for all.

Still, I was wary. Nikephoros had never troubled to seek me out before, and these Greek courtiers did nothing save to their own advantage. I remembered Digenes's warning, when we first arrived in Micklegarth.

"Have a care, friend. They will come at you all ways, these folk, with a smile on their faces and a knife hidden in their cloaks..."

"The Emperor has chosen you as one of the witnesses to Bohemond's submission," he said, suddenly all business. "The treaty of surrender is already drawn up. When he swears the oath of fealty, you must be present to sign your name. You will be in exalted company. The bishop of Amalfi will also sign, along with the envoys from Dacia and twelve nobles of the imperial court."

"But not you, my lord?" I asked innocently.

"No," he replied, offhand-like, as though it didn't matter. I wondered. Had Nikephoros asked to keep his own name off the treaty, in case Bohemond should renege on it, or was he simply not important enough? Perhaps the tales of his influence with Alexios had been exaggerated.

"Your presence as witness was at my request," he added, rather too quickly.

Gently, my lord, I thought. He had placed me in his debt twice over. Fine, but I would not be intimidated. I just wanted to know his purpose.

"And now we shall have peace," I said, after a brief silence. Nikephoros seemed tongue-tied, as if he had forgotten the rules of his own game.                                         

"Perhaps," he grunted, signalling for more wine. He had tossed his down, another sign of nerves. "For a brief while. The Empire is never at peace for lon. As soon as one enemy is crushed, another springs up. There is much work to do in Anatolia."

I nodded politely. This was true enough. While Alexios had recovered most of the old Roman provinces in western Anatolia, most of the towns and cities lay in ruins. The Turks were nomads, with little use for walled settlements, and had let them fell into decay. Restoring their former prosperity, and re-settling the deserted places, would be a Herculean task.

Someone else's task. Whatever this thrusting young courtier had in mind, I was not going to spend my last years in the wilds of Anatolia, shepherding terrified Roman citizens into towns their ancestors had abandoned three generations ago.

"Soon enough, we shall have to march against the Turks," said Nikephoros. "You have heard the latest news, I take it?"

"You mean the return of Malik Shah?" I answered, struggling to contain my impatience. "Yes, of course. I am not deaf, nor do I bury my head in the dirt. The Turks have a new leader to rally behind. What of it? Have you arranged for me to lead the army against them, too?"

I was tired of this clumsy dance. Unless Nikephoros spat out his plans, I would turn my back on him. A dangerous insult, but the hells with it.

"Would you like me to?" he replied with a smile. "Or, if you prefer to go back into retirement, perhaps something could be arranged for your boy. He will be of military age in a few years. Best to start early."

"All right, my lord," I said wearily, pinching the bridge of my nose. "I surrender. Speak plain, I beg you. I am just an uncouth barbarian,  a man of my hands, not words. Why do you wish to do me so many favours?'

Nikephoros laughed, a startling neigh, and almost spilled his wine. His hand shook, I noticed. He was drawing attention. Whatever else Nikephoros might be, he was no politician.

"I wish to be friends, nothing more," he said cheerily. "Is that so hard to believe? We both serve the Emperor, and have his best interests at heart. It makes sense for good men to work together. That way, the Empire will be preserved for future generations."

Enough. Nikephoros had acted like a fool. If he wanted to have this conversation, he should have invited me to a private meeting, not played it out in front of the court.

"I'll drink to that, my lord," I said, draining my wine in one swallow. I handed the cup to a slave, gave my companion a smile and a nod, and moved away. The ranks of chattering courtiers parted to let the burly old general through, with more than a few suspicious glances at Nikephoros.

I strode out into the fresh air. After the close atmosphere of the tent, the heavy fug of tension and intrigue, it was like being doused in cold water. I paused  to let it wash over me, then hurried off into the night.

The old man craved his bed.
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Bohemond returned the next day to seal the treaty. I half-suspected he would play us false, and abscond during the night with a few loyal followers. It would be very like the Franks to break a solemn oath.

My suspicions were groundless. He came in, a thoroughly beaten man, and agreed to all of the Emperor's demands. All of his lands and castles, including the great city of Antioch, were now held in fief of the Empire.

He swore this oath with the holy Gospels in front of him and the Lance of Longinus, which had pierced Christ's side on the Cross. This was the same lance I had carried at the battle of Antioch, when the Turks were scattered and Bohemond won his greatest victory of all. Now it was used to ensure his greatest defeat.

"I have one request," he said at last, when every last concession had been extracted from him. "Let me return to my own country. I place all my forces in your power, O Emperor, and request my men should be allowed to pass the winter within your dominiions, wiith all the supplies and necessaries. When the winter has passed, they should be allowed to go where they wish."

It was a brave request, with some flicker of his old spirit. Alexios, who knew when to play the gracious victor, gave his consent. Finally, when all was done, Bohemond rose and was given the kiss of peace.


He departed, then,  the last time I saw him on earth. I vividly recall that giant figure, shambling away like a tired old bear, head bowed, his massive shoulders slumped. Soon afterwards he embarked on a ship, with one bank of oars and a skeleton rew, and sailed away  to Lombardy.

Bohemond lived just six months longer. He was buried at Canosa in Italy, where his body lies quiet in a fine mausoleum. No hero's death for the great warrior. He just faded away, defeated and disappointed. Some Frankish poet composed an elegy for him:

“The magnaminous prince of Syria lies under this roof;

No better man than he will be born again in the universe.

Greece was conquered four times, while the greater part of the world

Knew for a long time the genius and strength of Bohemond.

He conquered columns of thousands with a battle line of tens because of his virtue,

As the city of Antioch knows so well.”

Not bad, for a Frank, if a little clumsy, and full of exaggeration. All poets glorify their subjects, of course, as I know only too well.

In truth, Bohemond was a traitor and an oath-breaker and a wicked vicious brute. He was also one of the greatest soldiers of his time, until he finally overreached himself. At last he was defeated by a tired, ale-sodden, decrepit barbarian, who only wished to stay at home and water his cabbages. Me.

Now, after all the fighting and ceremony was done, I looked forward to a life of ease. The Emperor took the road home to Micklegarth, riding in a litter, while his troops sung songs of victory all the way back to the capital. I was given a place of honour among his retinue, and by his left side at dinner.

Nikephoros sat to his right, forever whispering into the Emperor's ear, serving wine and the best cuts of meat. I ignored the young courtier as much as possible, only nodding and smiling politely whenever he condescended to notice me.

“You think he won't last,” John Doukas said one night. The little man had sought me out while I sat with a band of Varangians, drinking and listening to their songs of England. I was in a heavy mood, both nostalgic and regretful, the past weighing heavy on my mind.

“I am in no mood for politics,” I growled, staring into the flames. “And I don't know who you mean, or care.”

“You do, and you must,” Doukas replied tartly. “Your future, and that of your family, is bound up with him. If he rises, you will rise. If he falls...”

He made a low whistling noise, and a downward gesture with his hand, as of a man falling from a high cliff. I rolled my eyes, and took another sip of honey mead. If Doukas wanted to provoke me, he would have to do better than that.

“Nikephoros has placed you in his debt,” he said when I failed to respond. “First, when he persuaded Alexios to give you the honour of taming Bohemond. Second, when he arranged for you to witness the surrender. If you didn't want his favours, you should have refused them. Now, it is too late.”

“For what?" I snarled. "I assume Nikephoros has sent you to dig an answer out of me. Great God, can nobody in this Empire speak plain? Everything must come via crooked paths. What does he want, Doukas?”

“Your support,” the other replied, lowering his voice so I could barely hear. “When the time comes. It won't be long. A year or two, nothing more. He grows sicker by the day.”

He? I gave Doukas a questioning look. His bony unshaven face, hairless dome glistening in the firelight, smiled back at me.

“Alexios is a strong hand,” he murmured. “When that hand is removed, what will happen? The next Emperor must be ready to step in immediately. No civil wars, no disputes, no factions. Think of the Empire as a ship, navigating through stormy seas. Who would you have for a pilot at the tiller? A man grown, of proven worth, or an untried stripling?”

“Think on it, Thorkell,” he added, tapping the side of his head. “We know you will make the right decision. Enjoy your old songs.”

He got up, patted me on the shoulder, and limped off into the night. Doukas liked to claim a Turkish spear-wound had lamed him for life, though I noticed the limp tended to come and go.

I spent the rest of the night enjoying the old songs, as he advised. I also got very drunk, accepting one hornful of mead after another, pressed on me by men young enough to be my grandsons. I was a fool to try and keep up with them, but I wanted to lose myself, if only for a night. All the while, as I laughed and sang and capered about, dancing like a clown while the Varangians roared and laughed, one word thrummed in my head.

Treason.

That was what Doukas had meant by the right decision. He and Nikephoros wanted me to join their conspiracy. Not against Alexios, thank God, but to secure the throne after his death. For that they would need the support of high-ranking army officers. Who better than old General Thorkell? Especially since I was now in their debt.

It was treason because Alexios had already had named his son, John Komnenos, as the next Emperor. Far from an 'untried stripling', as Doukas called him, John was in his early twenties, and married. Did the conspirators really think I was so ignorant?

Who did they plan to replace him with? Nikephoros, most likely. He had wormed his way into the ailing Emperor's confidence. He was young, strong, and a proven soldier; if not much of a politician, to judge from our recent talk. As husband to Alexios's daughter, Anna, he was also well-connected to the imperial family.

I remembered the knowing look Anna had given me at Micklegarth. What part did she play in all this? She was known for her learning, and forceful character. Unlike her sisters, she was not content to stay meekly in the background, used as a pawn on the marriage market.

What a mess I had blundered into. The next morning, when I woke to a skull-cracking hangover, I almost wished it would finish me off. Even as I groaned, rolled over and puked, the same hateful word echoed in my head.

Treason. Treason. Treason.
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I was given little time to plot my next move. Nikephoros and his friends moved quickly - far too quickly for me to predict or respond. Almost as soon as the Emperor returned to Micklegarth, at the head of his victorious army, I was pitched into fresh dangers.

The conspirators had everything planned out, well in advance. After just one night at home, back in the arms of Elene, I was summoned to the Great Palace.

I was woken by a thunderous pounding at my door, and Norse voices outside, raised in anger. One of my elderly dooerkeepers, Helgi, came creeping into my bedchamber. His haggard face was white with fear.

"A dozen palace guards, lord," he whispered. "They demand you go with them, now, else they will fire the house."

I crawled out of bed and threw on a tunic, boots and a warm cloak. Helgi offered me his sword, hilt-first, but I shook my head. Even in my prime, I could not have fought off twelve Norsemen. If they had come to kill me, so be it.

Elene sat up in bed, hugging her knees, and said nothing. There was nothing to say. They had come for me at last. We exchanged a long look, then I vanished down the stair.

Moments later, I found myself padding through the deserted pre-dawn streets, wreathed in mist. Two of the Varangians jogged ahead, holding aloft lanterns. My joints creaked, and I winced at the rheumatic pains shooting through my legs, but there was no use complaining. If I couldn't run, they would just have to carry me.

The looming bulk of the Great Palace rose through the mist. I was taken through a side-entrance, through a familliar network of corridors and stairways. Often, I had led prisoners through this maze, either to the black cells under the palace, or a private chamber for interrogation. I shivered. Now, perhaps, it was my turn. I had often wondered how long I would last under interrogation. Not very long, probably. Alexios employed some extremely talented inquisitors.

I was brought to an antechamber, which I judged to lie under the Chrysotriklinos or Golden Hall, a domed octagonal chamber where the Emperor received guests. The shabby little room beneath the hall was where he entertained (if that is the word) less public  visitors.

I expected Alexios to be present. Instead I was met by Nikephoros and Anna, sat side by side on a pair of carved wooden chairs. They looked like a cheap imitation of the Emperor and his consort, the Empress Irene. John Doukas stood near, leaning against the hood of the cold hearth.

Most of the Varangians left, but two of the blonde giants remained, looming either side of me. "What are these for?" I asked, with a bitter smile  at Nikephoros. "In case I make a sudden spring at your throat?"

"Just a little security, Thorkell," said Doukas. "We all know what you're capable of , even if you do like to play the feeble old goat. A useful disguise, but not very convincing. We saw you fight the Normans outside Dyrrachium. Your hair may be white, but you wield a sword like a man half your age."

"Most kind," I answered sourly.

"Are you ready to serve, general?" This came from Anna. She had a deep voice, almost as deep as a man's, and spoke with a quiet, firm authority.

I met her gaze. Those extraordinary green eyes bored into me. I had not been weighed and judged, with such cold precision, since my first meeting with Elene.

Anna was striking rather than beautiful, a touch overweight. Her face was round and fleshy, with full red lips, the prominent Komnenos nose, and her father's thick eyebrows. She seldom smiled, and only then at some private jest, hidden from the world.

A formidable face, and a truly formidable woman. This, after all, was the grandchild of Anna Dalassene, Alexios's late mother. The scheming old dam had finally given up the ghost, some years gone, removing a great burden from my life. She had always regarded me as a jumped-up barbarian, undeserving of her son's favour.

"I am always ready to serve the imperial family, lady," I replied with a stiff bow.

"You will serve us," she said, leaning forward slightly, "and us alone. There is no escape, general. We have you bound up tight. Unless, that is, you wish to retire into private life."

She spoke true. It was my choice. I did not have to return their favours. All I needed to do was step back, resign all my titles and commissions, and bow out. Let the Emperor's children fight over his crown, like rats in a sack.

Some devilment inside me, a flicker of ambition, and that lurking thirst for power, drove me to madness.

"What service do you have in mind?" I asked.

I told myself I was in control. If they wanted me to commit some crime - outright treason, such as leading a revolt against the Emperor - I would throw it back in their faces. But something more discreet, with less risk attached...
"We desire you to go East," said Nikephoros, piping up for the first time. "To deal with the Franks. They are old friends of yours, especially the one they now call King of Jerusalem."

"Baldwin?" I replied, frowning. "What am I to do with him?"

"Bribe him, general. The Emperor is going to entrust you with money. A great deal of money. You are to carry it to Jerusalem, and ensure it does not fall into the hands of our enemies."

"I see. And why should you wish to bribe the King of Jerusalem?"

"Simple," said Anna, before her husband could speak again. "To raise an army of Franks, and conquer the city of Antioch."

18.

Another hare-brained mission. Not quite as deluded as the scheme to bribe Bohemond's generals, but on a far grander scale. On the way to the East, aboard a fast galley loaded with the Emperor's gold, I had time to ponder it. 

You will remember how I rode with the Franks on their great pilgrimage, which ended with the capture of the Holy Sepulchre and city of Jerusalem. Afterwards they chose one of their own, Baldwin of Edessa, to be King of the new Christian realm they carved out of the Holy Land. Outremer, the Franks called it, the land beyond sea.

I knew Baldwin fairly well. He had served me, once, when I was briefly in command of the pilgrims. An able man, if hot-tempered and inconsistent, but he was not the problem. That was one of the Frankish lords of the new kingdom. Tancred, Prince of Galilee.

"Now Bohemond is dead, Tancred has seized control of Antioch,' Anna had told me. "The Emperor has ordered him to hand over the city to us, as the Franks swore to do. He refuses. Shall I tell you what he said, the last time my father sent an embassy to Antioch?"

"That mad and demented barbarian," she rattled on without waiting for an answer, "would not listen, even with the tips of his ears, to the truth of the words of our ambassadors. Instead, puffed up with the vanity of his race, he boasted that he would place his throne above the stars and bore a hole through the walls of Babylon with the point of his spear!"

I could well believe it. These Franks are a faithless, stiff-necked lot, but they have a way with words.              

Anna spoke with true passion, green eyes sparkling with anger. Holy Rood, I thought, what an Emperor she would have made! She had the presence, and the quickness of thought, and a firm understanding of politics. Sadly, an accident of nature meant she had to stay in the shadows, devouring books and learning, when all the while her fierce soul longed to be on the battlefield, spear in hand.

I understood their plan now. Anna and her husband meant to steal the throne from Alexios's son, John, and rule together. Nikephoros would be Emperor, of course, with Anna merely his consort. It was obvious where the power would truly lie.

Anna was a historian. She had learned, from countless previous usurpers, how to stage a coup. First, she and her husband needed to prepare their ground. That meant slowly taking control of the state: the treasury, the church, the army. It needed to be done with care, eliminating one potential threat at a time.

The Kingdom of Jerusalem was one such threat. So long as Tancred and his comrades defied the Emperor's will, our eastern borders would never be secure. Nikephoros (with Anna behind him, no doubt) had persuaded Alexios to get the Franks to fight each other. Bribe King Baldwin, with a great heap of Roman gold, to attack Tancred and force him to give up Antioch.

If Anna had a fault, she was too clever, with little experience of the world. Her strategy looked good on parchment, but in practice...God's death, it was risky, with any number of dangers and pitfalls. In vain, I tried to tried to talk a bit of sense.

"The treasure might be lost in a storm, Highness, or taken by pirates. Even if we reach the Holy Land, what is to stop Baldwin or the Frankish Counts from seizing it? They are thieves, as you well know, with little honour."

"Everything has been arranged," Anna replied curtly, waving away my objections. "Never fear, general. We do not walk blindly into a storm."                             To do her justice, it was well-planned. The money had already been secretly conveyed to Cyprus, so my task was to carry it the last stage to Tripoli, a Frankish city on the coast. There, the money would be placed for safe keeping in the palace of the local Count, Bertrand. He would hold it while I went off to persuade King Baldwin to join the alliance against Tancred.

The first stage went smoothly enough. My little squadron of five galleys streaked across the Mediteranean sea, powered by favourable winds, evading the local pirates. Even if attacked, I felt safe enough. The Emperor had given me two hundred Greek marines and a company of Genoese mercenaries, expert sailors and fighters. We picked up the sacks of gold at Cyprus, then crossed over to moor our ships in the harbour of Tripoli, an impregnable walled city, almost as impressive as Antioch.              

I was met at the dock by Count Bertrand, a sly-looking man, tall and spare as a lance, with a habit of speaking out the side of his mouth. I didn't trust him above half, and for good reason. He had recently deposed and killed his kinsman, William Jordan, to seize control of Tripoli.

 "Welcome, General Thorkell," he said with a deep bow. "Your reputation precedes you. Rest assured, I am ready to fulfil any wish of the Emperor, and suffer death for his sake, if necessary."

His voice practically oozed with insincerity, but I bowed in return and mouthed some pleasantries. One must be courteous. He had a train of mules all ready, to take the money to the episcopal palace of Tripoli. It looked strong enough, a squat fortress with thick walls and towers, and for that reason filled me with alarm. If this smiling Frank chose to keep the Emperor's treasure for himself, I would need an army to prise it out of his stronghold.

I pushed aside such fears. This was not my plan, after all. If things went wrong, others could answer for it. While the bulging sacks of gold hyperion were carried ashore by sweating Geneose, Bertrand told me where King Baldwin could be found.

"Our lord king is besieging Tyre, some ninety miles south of here," the Count explained. "He is having hot work of it, I understand. It is a strong place, and the Saracens are proving stubborn."

For all the passion in Bertrand's voice, he might have been discussing the weather. The fate of King Baldwin and the army of Jerusalem was clearly a matter of indifference to him. I had difficulty controlling my temper.

"This is unwelcome news, my lord," I said warmly. "You know, as well as I, that without Baldwin we stand no chance of defeating Tancred. The siege of Tyre must end, and soon. What have you done to help? Have you sent any troops or ships to Tyre?"

He just smirked, and spread his hands. "I have sent all I can spare, which is little enough. You must understand, general. My own position..."

I understood well enough. Command of Tripoli, his own fief, came first. Baldwin, and Antioch, and the rest of the kingdom of Jerusalem, were small beer by comparison.

This was the man Anna and Nikephoros had chosen to entrust with the Emperor's gold! I could see disaster looming, like an iceberg emerging from the fog, but no way to avoid it.             

Only one road lay ahead of me. I must take my own men and go south, with all speed, to help Baldwin conquer Tyre.

19.

The siege was grim work. At night, Frankish arrows lit up the sky like clouds of fireflies, while catapults and springalds hurled balls of flaming phosphorus into the heart of the town. Every morning, at first light, Baldwin threw his shock troops at the outer works, to fill the ditches and clear the trenches of Saracen defenders, hacking and bludgeoning their way to the next line of defence.

When we arrived, Baldwin's army had been pounding away at Tyre for almost a month. I found him in a determined mood, hell-bent on conquering the city, regardless of cost. The siege had already taken a heavy toll in Frankish lives; apart from battle casualties, his men also suffered in the roasting heat.

Heat, stench and noise. From the safety of the royal pavilion, well out of range of Saracen archers, I could only pity Baldwin's soldiers. Imagine, if you can, fighting in layers of mail and padded leather in such conditions, sweating buckets while the defenders throw down rocks and spars of timber down on your head, or gallons of boiling oil.

The physicians were hard at work, sawing and cauterising shattered limbs, or slicing through the gums of soldiers who had contracted lockjaw, so they might take food. Their screams of agony were pitiful to hear. Baldwin had brought along a small army of monks, to lift the spirits of the men (and drown their cries)- by singing constant Te Deums.

Baldwin had invited me to watch the siege, while he mulled over the Emperor's proposal. He had greeted me like an old friend, clasping me in a warm embrace, though we had not parted on friendly terms. The last time I saw Baldwin of Bouillon, as he was then, he was under my command, working secretly for the Emperor. Only a tiny handful of people knew of the service he had performed for Alexios, against his fellow Franks, and I was not fool enough to mention it.

"You had less frost in your beard then," he remarked, chuckling at my white whiskers. "Ah, the wheel turns for us all, eh? Just look at me. I am fifty, Thorkell. Fifty! How did that happen?"

Because you are fortunate, lord king, I might have answered, and have always taken care to destroy your enemies, before they destroy you.               Instead I laughed politely, drank his excellent wine, and smiled all the way through his rambling tales of old wars. The Frankish knights and squires gathered in his pavilion did the same. He was king, after all. Laugh when Caesar laughs.

In truth, I thought Baldwin looked ill, even older than his fifty winters. The slender, dark-haired knight I had known was gone, replaced by a stout greybeard with stooped shoulders, weighed down by a  mountain of care. Supreme power rests heavily on any man, no matter how ruthless or able. Baldwin looked as though he was being buried alive. His wits, however, were as sharp as ever. 

"You come at a welcome hour," he said, adruptly changing the subject. "But you always did have an exquisite sense of timing, Thorkell - my apologies, General Thorkell, we should call you."

"See, my friends," he added, resting a pale hand on my shoulder as he turned to his followers. "This is the man who carried the Holy Lance of Longinus at Antioch, and chased the Turks like frightened goats. Drink his health, I command you!"

So they did, roaring my name over and over until  the pavilion shook. I stood patiently, waiting for the noise to die down. I didn't like the tone of Baldwin's voice, or his reference to my timing.

"We are sorely in need of reinforcements," he said at last. "I send out writs of summons to my barons, but to what end? So much wasted parchment! They ignore me, or send a few broken-down old men and pot boys.               And now you come from the Emperor, with three hundred crack troops at your back. It seems you are destined to save the Franks, old friend."

"I am here as an envoy, lord king," I replied quickly. God's blood, he was not going to use my men as spear-fodder. "My retinue is just an escort. They are not here to fight. Nor am I."

"Ah, but you can spare a few of the Genoese, at least?" Baldwin said in his most reasonable tone, spreading his hands. "You may keep the Greeks, they're fit for nothing but guard duty."

"Not a single sailor, lord king," I answered, as firmly as I dared. I knew Baldwin of old. Give this man a slight advantage, and he would exploit it to the hilt.

He dropped it, then, thank God, and agreed to talk with me privately to discuss my mission. We spoke after dinner, a queasy meal of sour wine, fatty brisket and stale bread. Food was running short, Baldwin explained, since the enemy kept disrupting his supply lines.

"You must conquer Tyre soon, lord king," I said, determined to stick to the subject at hand. "Or else the Emperor will look for allies elsewhere, and you can bid farewell to his gold."

That cut him to the quick, as I knew it would. Baldwin swore the city would be his inside a few days, at most a week. He drew me a quick map of Tyre, scratching it out with his knife on a rag of parchment.

"The blasted place is defended by three outworks, do you see?" he explained, stabbing his blade at the rough diagram. "Oh, the Saracen commander knows his business. The outer lines are so close they overlap, set like girdles round the city. My engines have destroyed the first and second wall, and my men have cleared out the trenches. There remains only the third, where the Saracens have rallied their best troops. Once we deal with them, the city will be mine."

It sounded straightforward, though storming the last entrenchment promised to be bloody work. The enemy had their backs to a wall, with nowhere left to run. I didn't envy Baldwin's knights and men-at-arms.

  Until then, I could only wait, slowly boiling over with impatience, while Baldwin pounded away. The Saracens put up a stubborn defence, beating off his assaults, until I started to doubt the city would ever fall. A week passed, and a fortnight, yet still the enemy banners flew in defiance from the ancient walls. 

Baldwin, too, began to lose heart. He spent more time in his pavilion, playing chess with me, boring my ear off with tales of the fall of Jerualem. That was a fearful sack, even worse than Antioch, where the Franks had slaughtered the citizens until one could walk over heaped ramparts of the dead. At Jerusalem, of all places on earth, they simply butchered everything in sight, down to the last babe in arms.

"A great day," Baldwin liked to declare. "The Holy Sepulchre was washed in the blood of the heathen, and the city of Christ born anew!"

When he grew bored with chess, or drinking, he would gallop off into the hills for a bit of sport, leaving his men to press the siege. I was dragged along with his knights, riding for miles across the parched landscape in search of any game, human or animal. Once, we ran into a band of Saracen horse, and fought a bloody skirmish with them. After a brief fray, they turned about and fled into the hills.

"Seven to our two," he remarked, looking around with satisfaction at the dead. "Not bad, eh? Just like the old days, Thorkell!"

I grimaced, pulling a bandage tight over a shallow cut on my arm. A Saracen blade had sheared through the mail. I didn't even see the blow coming. 

Getting old, general, I thought. The sands are running out.                            

While Baldwin wasted his days in this idleness, the Saracens inside Tyre made a plan. They sent out envoys to talk of peace, but this was a diversion.  Baldwin was fool enough to negotiate, when he should have thrown all his strength at the defences.

The end came suddenly. One night, I was woken by an explosion of light, illuminating the thin wool of my tent. It was followed by a great whooshing noise, and Frankish trumpets sounding the alarm. I crawled out in my nightshirt, clutching my sword-belt, to see fires dancing in the dark.

 Baldwin's siege engines were burning. Men ran to throw water on the flames, but it was hopeless. The Saracens were throwing down clay jars full of liquid pitch onto the engines, which shattered on impact. The liquid inside spread all over the woodwork, onto which the defenders hurled lit torches.

I groaned. The defenders were also throwing jars full of naptha, which caught the blaze and made the flames erupt into the air. Those fires, I knew, could not be doused. I had seen naptha at work before, at Dyrrachium, when we threw clay pots of the stuff down on Guiscard's great siege tower. It was burnt to ash with terrifying speed, along with the men inside.

Now the gates were thrown open. The high-pitched wail of Saracen horns filled the air, followed by the thunder of hoofs. Armoured horsemen came charging out of Tyre, bristling with red lances, axes and curved swords. They slaughtered the Frankish soldiers trying to put out the blaze, driving them like frightened sheep. Some were killed, or taken prisoner and dragged back into the city.

I staggered through the smoke and fire and confusion, trying to reach Baldwin's pavilion. In the hellfire glow of burning war-machines, I caught sight of the king. He had scrambled aboard his charger, bareheaded, a cloak thrown over his night-shirt, and was riding about bawling at his men to stand firm.

"Come back!" he screamed, his voice cracking. "Stand and fight, you carrion - you are soldiers of Jerusalem, conquerors of the Holy City! Form line of battle, and fight for Christ!"

He may as well have ordered the fires to burn out. His soldiers had given way to panic; the army-killer, which I had seen at work too many times. Their morale, already dented, was shattered by the sight of the heads of their comrades, being catapulted over the wall. Seized with terror, even his knights leaped on their horses and fled.

I was knocked over by a riderless horse, scrambled on my hands and knees, spittting dust. A Saracen came screaming at me, sword raised to strike off my head. I threw myself flat. His blade swept past, a whisker away from carving my skull in two. He roared with frustration, but I was already up and hobbling away. A wave of Frankish horsemen crashed between us, sealing him off from view.

 "Thorkell!" Baldwin's raw shout roared above the chaos. I glimpsed him again, surrounded by a few of his bodyguards. They had closed up around the king, cutting down any Saracen that came near.

Two of them held the reins of spare horses. I grabbed one and heaved myself, puffing like a bellows, into the saddle. The brute reared and screamed and did his best to throw me off, but I clung on grimly, one hand dug into its mane.

"Lord king," I croaked when I got the horse under a semblance of control. "You must get out of this. If you were captured..."

Baldwin didn't seem to hear me. He gazed at the ruin of his great army, the flaming wreckage of his engines, jaw hanging open, tears glistening on his raddled cheeks.

More Saracen riders came plunging towards us, eager to scoop the King of Jerusalem for a prize. The pick of his knights threw their bodies between him and the enemy. One tossed a spare sword at me.

"For God's sake, you idiot!" I screamed, seizing Baldwin's arm. "Will you listen to reason, or must I carry you out of this on my back?"

His head snapped round, jaw clenched. For a moment I thought he would curse me, but then he looked away. I saw him mouth a single word.

"Shame."

Then he turned his horse about, signalling at his men to follow. We clapped in our spurs and raced away, swifter than any bird, leaving the carnage behind.
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We were pursued for several miles, along the rugged coast road from Tyre to the great Frankish port city of Acre. The Saracens had swift-moving light horse, Arabs and Berbers in light armour, and could easily run down mailed knights. Three times, Baldwin's guards were forced to turn about to defend their king. They drove off the enemy, cutting down the light-armed horsemen with swords and axes, but suffered casualties in return.

At last, there were only a dozen of us left. Acre was still over twenty miles off, and the Saracens were at our heels, closing fast. Baldwin suddenly steered off the rough highway and galloped inland, roaring at his men to follow.

I rode after him, praying my horse didn't founder. If I was caught, the Saracens would cut my throat, or strangle me with a bowstring. They were just as merciless as the Turks, with little use for prisoners. Thankfully, my beast was strong, and sure-footed, and just as eager to live.

Then I glimpsed a pile of rubble, on the crest of one of the bare hills nearby. Baldwin was heading straight for it, the hoofs of his charger kicking up a storm of dust. As we got closer, I saw it was a fort. A small place, with a single round tower and enclosing wall. The latter was in ruins, but the tower was still intact, pointing like a defiant finger at the sky.

Our horses scrambled up the stony ridge. Arrows skittered among us, shooting down two of the beasts.

"Help!" one of their riders cried as he tumbled from the saddle. "Don't leave us, in God's name!"

Their nearest comrades turned back to help. Too late! The Saracens were already upon them. I glanced over my shoulder to see the tiny group of Franks overwhelmed. In an instant, almost before they could draw steel, they were ridden down. I saw a curved sword flash as it struck down, hard. A knight fell under the blow, his head split open from scalp to chops, blood splattering the earth.

"In here, quickly!" Baldwin's voice rose above the screams of men and horses.

He had leaped down from the saddle and dragged his horse through a narrow breach in the ruined wall. The rest of us followed. I was the last to get through, shivering as I watched the poor devils butchered on the slope below. God's death, I was still in my night-shirt! I almost laughed as Elene's voice sounded in my head, scolding me for not wearing a warm cloak in winter.

"You old fool! Do you wish to catch your death?"

I clambered off my horse and squeezed through the gap, seconds before the first Saracen horse-archers came howling up the slope.

Once through, I leaned against the rough masonry, fighting for breath. My heart pounded fit to burst, my back ached, the sweat was pouring off me in waves. When I opened my eyes, my vision was blurred. Oh well, I thought, this was as good a place to die as any. At least I was on my feet (just about) with sword in hand.

Eight of us, men and horses, were crowded into the tiny courtyard. Fortunately, enough of the broken masonry still stood to hold off the Saracens. One of Baldwin's knights pressed a flask into my hand. I raised it to my lips and took a long swig of wine. It burnt in my throat, filled me with a warm glow. It was the good stuff. My heartbeat slowed, and I felt almost human again.

"Beware!" someone cried. A hail of arrows fell among us like deadly rain. The knights crouched under their shields. By some miracle I was not hit, though an arrow stuck, quivering, in the ground barely an inch from my naked left foot.

Baldwin was scrambling up the stone steps to the doorway of the tower. He kicked in the rotten timbers of the door and shot inside, like a ferret into its hole, shouting at us to follow.

We went after him, one at a time, up the narrow stair. The storm of arrows continued to pour down. I heard the Saracens laugh as they used us for target practice. The Frank in front of me was hit by three barbed shafts at once, two in his chest, one in the groin. He went down, gurgling, to measure his length on the step. I heaved him off and sent him tumbling into the yard - I have always been a survivor, dear reader, not a hero - and lunged at the door, gibbering in fright.

A mailed hand pulled me inside. The chamber was dark as pitch, with an unpleasant musty smell. We crouched in the darkness, the last survivors of the great army of Jerusalem.

"Trapped like rats," Baldwin panted. "How long before they smoke us out? I will not die here, my friends, in this squalid hole. Come the morning, if we still live, I will ride out to meet them."

"Walk out," I remarked, peering through the slit window. Most of the horses in the yard below were already dead or dying, riddled with arrows. Unlike us, the poor brutes had nowhere to hide. So much expensive horseflesh, wasted.

 You may not credit it, dear reader, but we survived for two days. Two days and nights in that accursed tower, accompanied by spiders and scorpions and the shades of the men who had dwelled there, long ago. The Saracens held off awhile, reluctant to commit men to prising us from the tower. They knew we would fight like cornered beasts, and much Saracen blood would be spilt before Baldwin was taken prisoner. We had enough rations to last a few days, hard bread and dried game-flesh, so long as we eked it out.

"I will not be taken," Baldwin declared. "When the food is gone, and before my strength fails, one of you must kill me."

He offered his dagger, hilt-first, to his six remaining knights. They shook their heads grimly, or looked away. At last he offered it to me.

"Here, Thorkell," said Baldwin with a ghastly smile. "This would be an epic saga to tell your English warriors in the mead-hall, eh? Now you may you say, I killed a king!"

To spare his blushes, I took the dagger. In truth, I thought it would be better to kill him now, or charge out and die on Saracen blades. Anything, rather than the slow torture of starvation.

The enemy made two attempts to storm the tower. Once at dead of night, and once before sunrise, when they hoped to catch us unawares. While some tried to force the door, others climbed up the wall to get onto the roof, so they could drop down inside.

We threw them back after a couple of bloody scuffles in the dark. The second effort was more determined. A burly Saracen captain, in a coat of shining grey scales and spiked helm, led the attack on the door. He struck down two of our knights with his axe, the half-moon blade gleaming in the murk. 
Like a fool, I threw myself at him, grappling with a man half my age and twice my weight. He shook me off, like a dog shaking off a rat, only for Baldwin to stab him in the throat. The Saracen fell back, gurgling, and toppled off the stair. His men fled, scuttling back down the steps. We were safe again. For the moment.

The sun was rising. Faint with hunger, I crawled over to the slit window to gulp in air. What I saw killed my last hope. 

"Jesu have mercy," I murmured, clasping the little crucifix about my neck. "We are done for."             

The yellow plain outside the tower was filled with horsemen. Saracen reinforcements had come riding in from the south and west. I looked out in despair at the massed ranks of horse-archers, wheeling about the fort, and the battalions of mailed lancers.

To judge from the storms of dust on the horizon, even more were pouring in. Word must have spread to all the neighbouring towns and garrisons that King Baldwin was trapped.

"Cowards," he spat, shouldering me aside to peer through the slit. "So many, to take a single man! They will find nothing but a corpse. Are you ready, Thorkell?"

I gave a reluctant nod. When our friends outside finally worked up the courage to attack, I would fulfil my oath, and drive the blade into Baldwin's heart. Then die fighting. I could not take my own life. Suicides are condemned to everlasting damnation.

I glanced at his knights. We were down to four now, after the big Saracen slew two with his axe. I cannot say I wished to die in their company - one Frank and three Normans - but at least they were brave men, ready to sell their lives deadly.

The thunder of approaching hoofs rolled across the plain outside. More Saracens! How many was that, now? I looked back outside and did a quick spear-count. Five or six hundred, at least.

I spotted their commander, a tall white-haired fellow in splendid armour of silver and gold, under a black standard. He was fingering his beard, no doubt contemplating Baldwin's value. Alive, the King of Jerusalem's ransom would beggar the Franks. Dead, he could be paraded as a trophy of war through the streets of Cairo and Alexandria, his crowned head mounted on a spear.

With mine alongside it, no doubt. I cursed Nikephoros Bryennios, and his scheming bitch of a wife, Anna, and the evil hour I decided to quit England, all those years ago.

Distant horns sounded. Some of the Saracens had started to look over their shoulders, puzzled. They looked north, where the dust-storm was rolling closer. Closer, and closer yet, rippling across the plain until it was filled from end to end.

Baldwin's mailed finger gripped my shoulder. "Salvation," he hissed through gritted teeth.

Suddenly we were hugging each other, shouting for joy like excited children. We had glimpsed banners to the north, showing an eight-pointed white cross against a black field. Blazing sunlight flashed off knightly helms, shield bosses and glittering spear-heads.

"The Knights of Saint John!" roared one of Baldwin's men. "The Knights of Saint John have come!"

A phalanx of horsemen came charging out of the storm, knights in black tunics emblazoned with the white cross on their chests. At full gallop, they spread out to form a crescent, spears lowered. Their war-cries echoed across the flat.

"Saint Jean! Saint Jean! DEUS VULT!"

The rear ranks of Saracens wheeled about to meet them. I swallowed, trembling like a sick dog, as the two sides met with a shuddering crash. For a moment all was whirling dust and screaming horses, the flash of steel in the murk, indistinct figures hacking and stabbing at each other.

Then it was over. The Saracen horsemen came flying back, their ranks all smashed to pieces, fleeing for their lives. At the sight of this, the horse-archers scattered like autumn leaves. They might have rallied, and shot our rescuers down from afar, but their nerve was gone.

A group of Franks split off and galloped up the slope to the fort, while their comrades chased the enemy from the field. We scrambled out to meet them, almost tripping over each other in our haste.

The first knights clattered to a halt, men and horses blown from the wild gallop across the plain. These were the Knights of the Hospital of Saint John. I had encountered a few of their brethren, employed to care for sick Christian pilgrims.

Unlike their peaceful brothers, the Knights were fighting men, recently founded to guard pilgrims and holy places in the Kingdom of Jerusalem. I had never seen such warrior-monks before, and was quietly impressed by their steely discipline and efficiency in combat. They had just engaged and driven off a Saracen host, over three times their number, in the space of a few minutes.

One of them, at least, was no warrior-monk, or even a Frank. I laughed at the sight of him, trotting out from among the Knights. A little Greek officer, sitting proudly on his pony, dwarfed by the men around him. He wore shining lamellar, splashed with a few drops of Saracen blood, and carried a richly decorated helm, tucked in the crook of his arm. I had barely clapped eyes on him since the battle of Antioch, over ten years gone.

"Thorkell," said Butumites, flashing a gap-toothed grin at me. "Well met. I must say, you pop up in the most unexpected places."             
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Butumites was my old comrade from the wars in Anatolia, when we had ridden with the Franks on their great pilgrimage. He was with me at the fall of Nicaea, where we climbed the walls together and planted the imperial standards, after the city fell to the Emperor's forces (by way of a trick, but never mind that).

He was also the man who gave me the Lance of Longinus, to carry at the battle of Antioch. Butumites saw me as a 'righteous man', God help him, one of the chosen of Christ. Incredibly, he held to this view, even after spending time in my company. I suppose even the best of us have blind spots.

Now he had saved my life, and the Kingdom of Jerusalem with it. There was no time to waste on explanations. We had scarcely exchanged a word before Baldwin led us off north, at a tearing pace, desperate to reach the safety of Acre before the Saracens regrouped.

With the Knights of St John for an escort, none dared attack us before we reached Acre. This is an ancient city overlooking the Levantine sea, guarded by triple layers of walls and towers. It had only fallen to the Franks recently, and was now their chief port and centre of the spice trade. Christian merchants had flocked to Acre, Venetians and Genoese, driving out most of the Islamic traders who had dwelled there before.

I was invited to lodge with the Knights by their Grand Master, Brother Gerard. He was seventy or thereabouts, tall and thin and stooped with age, with an ascetic, self-denying look about him. The sort who wears a hair shirt, and flogs himself with a knotted rope while saying his prayers of a morning. His face was bony and pale, with a big nose, piercing blue eyes and a wide rat-trap of a mouth. A fighting priest to his knuckle-bones, equally at home wielding a sword as a crosier.

Despite his years, Gerard was full of energy, fuelled by his intense piety and (so far as I could tell) a diet of three boiled eggs a day. He had a far greater appetite for politics, and insisted on inviting me to supper in his Spartan lodgings. These lay next to the Sainte-Croixe church in the heart of Acre, which King Baldwin had granted to the Knights.

I would rather have dined with Butumites, but he was busy arguing with Baldwin, trying to persuade him to return the Emperor's money. The disaster at Tyre had laid waste to all our plans - there was no hope, now, of stitching together an alliance to attack Tancred and reclaim Antioch for the Empire.

All the while, as Gerard pressed me with questions, I sat and sweated on my future. If the Franks chose to cling onto the gold, what then? Alexios would, I was convinced, throw all the blame onto his advisers. That meant John Doukas, and Nikephoros, perhaps even Anna, although she had played no official role.

Would I share in their disgrace? Probably. Friendship means little to kings and emperors, let alone gratitude. If he deemed it wise, Alexios would feed me - and my family - to the wolves along with the rest. I might end up riding to the Hands, to have my eyes burnt out by his grinning torturers. As for my wife and son...sweet Christ, it didn't bear thinking of.

"You seem distracted, my son," said Gerard as he poured me a little more wine. The Grand Master insisted on serving food and drink with his own pale, liver-spotted hands. Like the rest of his brethren, he loved to show off his poverty and humility.

Needless to say, the meal was wretched. Stringy leeks, thin gruel, black bread and a nugget of hard cheese with mould on it, when my lean belly craved meat. He had an egg.

"My apologies, brother," I replied, forcing a smile. "I was thinking of Tyre, and the comrades we lost there."

A lie, but he swallowed it, nodding solemly as he picked a bit of eggshell from his yellow teeth. "Ah, yes. It is only right you should mourn the loss of so many good Christian warriors. We can scarcely afford such defeats. Jerusalem has too few soldiers, general."

Now you have even fewer, I remarked silently. I thought of my own men, the Greeks and Varangians who had accompanied me to Tyre. Had they escaped, or been killed in the rout? None had come into Acre, so I feared the worst. 

"You must forgive me," Gerard said suddenly, "but I am a plain man of plain speech, who loves God and adores the truth. Truth, above all. Without it we are lost, like wandering beasts in the desert."

Pompous old fool, I thought, struggling to contain my impatience. What in hells was I doing here, in this strange city, so far from Micklegarth and all I cared for?

 "You must pardon what I say next," he droned on. "It strikes me that your Emperor is no true friend to Jerusalem. When we ask for help, he makes pleasing noises, but does nothing. He has promised, many times, to send aid. Soldiers, provisions, ships. His promises are wind. Fair words, nothing more."

"He sent me," I pointed out. "And my loyal men, who may be dead or taken as slaves, for all I know."

"Just so," he replied quickly. "I meant no slight against you, general. But you were, I understand, more in the way of an embassy than an army, hmm?"

I gave him a sharp look. How much did this old devil know of my secret mission to destroy Tancred? An unbidden laugh rose in my throat. Secret! That was a jest. The Franks had spies everywhere, just like the Emperor. By now, our half-cocked conspiracy was probably the gossip of every alehouse from Antioch to Jerusalem. 

"God has blessed me with a long life," Gerard said after I failed to answer. "And the means to sustain it. Strength of body and mind."

"Above all, mind," he added, tapping the bony dome of his forehead. "Happily, I have always known when to stand, and when to beat a retreat. Will you take a little advice from an old man, general?"

"Certainly," I said, raising my cup slightly."As one old man to another."

He smiled briefly at that. "Very well. It is just this. Leave Acre, tomorrow, on a fast ship. I will find you one, if you wish. Tonight you will be my guest. Nothing can penetrate these strong walls. We are well-guarded here."

My honed instinct for danger stood up and howled. What did he mean? I looked around at the dimly lit chamber, half-expecting to see cloaked assassins lurking behind every pillar.

"I, too, am a man of blunt speech," I said, "so let me ask a blunt question. How much danger am I in?"

Gerard sat back in his hard wooden chair, rubbing his knuckles, red and swollen with arthiritis. "The presence of your friend, Butumites, is no accident. He came to Acre a month ago, on a private mission from the Emperor. Or rather, the Emperor's son, John Komnenos."

"Butumites and his master wanted to know the reason for your presence in the Holy Land. There was talk of money, and some plot against Tancred of Galilee. I found that interesting, but then word arrived of King Baldwin's defeat at Tyre. All talk of politics was forgotten, while we scrambled to rescue him. The cost of his ransom alone would have beggared Jerusalem."

"Now the crisis is past," he murmured, "and Butumites can return to his original mission. Even as we speak, he will be asking questions, general. I'm surprised your ears aren't burning."

Despite the fire in the hearth, I had gone cold listening to all this. If true - and I had no reason to doubt it - then John Komnenos must have got wind of the scheme to destroy Tancred. If his agents had ferreted out that much, he probably also knew of the conspiracy against him.

As for Butumites, our comradesip would not stop him moving against me. Unless I got out of Acre, quickly, I would be arrested and brought in for questioning, or simply killed outright.

"Why are you helping me?" I demanded. "Where does the interest of Jerusalem lie in all this?"

"Stability," Gerard answered crisply. "Your Emperor may be no friend to us, but he is sick, not much longer for the world. When he dies, there must be a smooth succession. If the Empire collapses into yet another stupid civil war, we shall lose our only powerful ally in the East. I have heard good things of John. He is said to be wise beyond his years. Perhaps he will prove a better man than his father, and have the wisdom to help fellow Christians."

Gerard was harsh on Alexios, who had done all he could to help the Franks march through Anatolia, fighting off clouds of Turks. That didn't matter. The point was, John knew everything, and I was in deadly danger.

"A fast ship," I said. "Tomorrow, before first light. I also require a little money. Get me to Cyprus. I can make my own way from there."                           

Gerard nodded, and smiled his weary smile. "It shall be done. God speed, General Thorkell."             

22.

I got away after a sleepless night, spent on a hard cot in the chamber Gerard set aside for guests. Two of his servants escorted me to the docks, the three of us muffled up in hoods and cloaks. A longboat was waiting, rowed by six mutes who took me to a galley, crewed by reliable Venetians. Once again I was impressed with the brisk efficiency of the Knights of Saint John. Soon the galley was speeding east, towards Cyprus, driven by favourable winds.

There was no pursuit. Butumites had other things on his mind, chiefly how to recover the Emperor's gold from the Franks. The wrangling kept him busy for weeks, while I made my way from Cyprus to Anatolia, with a brief stop at Nicaea before continuing on to Micklegarth. Thanks to Gerard's money, I was able to hire a couple of Turcopoles to guard me on the journey. I didn't trust them above half, and they cut out shortly after I left Nicea, forcing me to travel the last stage alone.

It was a lonely journey, through that desolate, war-ravaged land. Once, these western provinces or themes were among the richest in the Roman Empire, providing much of the grain to feed Micklegarth, and manpower for her army.

Alexios had recovered them from the Turks, but they were still waste, the towns and cities lying in ruins, the highways overgrown with weeds. Here and there a village or farmstead was occupied, but they were miserable little places, inhabited by a few squatters who gazed stupidly at the lone horseman as he galloped past.

At least Alexios had driven out the Turks, otherwise I might have had my neck snapped long before I reached the Great City. At last I reached the eastern harbour of the Golden Horn, and looked once again on the dome of Holy Wisdom, the greatest church on earth, gleaming in the noon sun. I spent the last of Gerard's coin on a barge to take me across.

Few recognised the shabby, travel-stained old man who rode wearily through the city gate. That suited me. My heart ached for home, but instead I steered my horse's head towards the Great Palace. Alexios must know his general was still alive. He, and his scheming advisers.

"Be off, you old dolt," growled one of the Varangians on duty at the Chalke Gate, clapping a hand to his nose. "Faugh! You stink like a blocked privy. Get away from here, unless you want a broken skull."

"A trifle liverish this morning, Cenric?" I asked innocently, pushing back my hood. "You never could hold your ale. How many times did I hold your head over the side, eh?"

He gaped at me, eyes bulging. Cenric was an old comrade, one of the original band of exiles who had sailed from England with Siward Barn. There were few enough of us left now, thinly spread between Micklegarth and the new English colony I had helped to carve out at Cherson, far away across the Euxine Sea. Novo Anglia, they called it. New England.

"L-lord Thorkell," he stammered, ducking his head. "My apologies. I did not recognise you."

I waved it aside. His mane of red-gold hair was faded to grey, I noticed, and his paunch strained at the belt. Another reminder of mortality. This man was at least ten years my junior.              

"I see you've found yourself a comfortable berth," I replied cheerfully. "Guard duty at the palace, is it? With as much food and drink as you can force down that well-muscled throat, and triple wages to keep you loyal. Not bad, my friend. Not bad at all. In time they will bury you in the special cemetery earmarked for the Varangians. If they can dig a big enough hole. I daresay you will burst, like William the Bastard, and cover the priest with your guts."

A crude enough jest, but sophistication was wasted on Cenric. He grunted, which I took for a laugh, and insisted on escorting me into the palace. On the way he informed me that Alexios had gone.

"The Emperor is away with the fleet," he said dismissively, "chasing pirates somewhere. In truth, I think he just wanted to get out of the city. He's not popular. There is constant talk rumours of fresh wars and revolts, with more crushing taxes to pay for it all. The people are exhausted. Bohemond's death was meant to bring peace. Instead it is the same old story. One crisis after another."

"Who did Alexios leave in charge?" I asked, though I could guess the answer.

"Lord Nikephoros," came the reply, as expected. "I will take you to him now."

Soon I found myself standing in the Chrysotriklinos once again, the octagonal throne room and very heart of power in the Empire. The golden throne was vacant. Instead Nikephoros sat on a plain wooden chair on the step under it.

Anna was absent. I glanced about the chamber and its high-domed roof, wondering idly how many spies she had planted here, and where they were hiding. She would, I was certain, want to know every word of our conversation.

"Thorkell," said Nikephoros. "It is good to see you safe. There were rumours that you had been killed at Tyre. I refused to believe them. So did the Emperor. Do you know what he said? Our tame Englishman can survive any storm. Indeed, he would survive the Flood itself."

His smile was brittle, with no real humour in it. There was a feverish, bright-eyed look about Nikephoros. He looked pale and thinner than I remembered, the fleshy cheeks fallen in, a nervous tic playing at the corner of his mouth.

This man's ambition is not his own, I thought. He is being driven, not led.

"It was a near thing," I replied, offhand-like. "Did any of my men return to Micklegarth? I must know."

"Some. About half, I think. Your concern for them does you credit. They were hostages to our folly."

Your folly, my friend, I replied silently. "Don't be too harsh on yourself, lord. Who could have predicted that Baldwin would make such a mess of capturing Tyre? He is not the man we took him for. I would advise you to give up on Antioch, for now. It will take the army of Jerusalem months to recover. Tancred will have to stay where he is."

He nodded, slowly, gazing down at the backs of his hands. They were folded on his lap, trembling slightly. "Yes. Of course. It is a bad business, Thorkell. When Alexios learned of the defeat at Tyre, and the ruin of our plans, his anger was terrible to behold. He blamed me, and John Doukas, and threatened to have our eyes. We calmed him down, eventually, thanks to Anna..."

Nikephoros abruptly broke off, realising he had said too much. "What's done is done," he said in a stronger voice, straightening his back. "Now we must look to the future. You come back to us, Thorkell, at an evil hour. Troubles are falling upon the Emperor, one after the other, like a snowstorm."

"The seas are ravaged by pirates. The lords of Pisa, Genoa and Lombardy are raising a new fleet to ravage our coasts. In the East, the Turks under Malik Shah are threatening our western provinces. Unless we march against him, soon, Anatolia will be lost again. That must not happen. There could be no recovery, this time."

I listened to this tale of woe with a familiar sense of trepidation. Unless we march against the Turks. That could only mean one thing. Old General Thorkell would only be allowed a short rest, before he must strap on his armour once more, and heave his tired old bones into the saddle.

"When the Emperor has destroyed the pirates, he will lead the army against Malik Shah," Nikephoros went on. "I will go with him."

Of course he would. After the debacle in the Holy Land, Nikephoros badly needed to rebuild his reputation, and his standing at court. Otherwise he could never hope to seize the Purple once Alexios was gone. What better way than to win a crushing victory against the Turks? The Emperor was too sick to ride, let alone fight, so Nikephoros would lead the men in battle.

"At least let me see my wife and son," I said wearily, holding up a hand. "A week or two, I beg. I have earned that much."

"You mistake me, Thorkell," said Nikephoros. "There is no question of rushing you off to the front in Anatolia. We are not so cruel, and the war at sea comes first. Besides, you must have your rest."

"As to your son, he is showing great promise. I made him a bandaphoroi in the imperial cavalry. An auxiliary unit. He rides well, I am told, and is constantly at exercise with spear and sword. His temper is a little wild, but that is to only to be expected."

From a barbarian's whelp, he might have added. A bandaphoroi was a standard bearer. In the Roman army, there were about forty of them per thousand men. A lowly enough rank, but one that allowed Waltheof to learn his trade. He was still only twelve - or thirteen? Christ, I had lost count - and far too young to lead men on the battlefield.

I knew perfectly well that Nikephoros was holding my son hostage. If I switched sides and joined the faction of John Komnenos, the boy's life would not be worth a hair. He was in easy reach, after all, lodged in the barracks at the imperial stables.              

Nikephoros hated himself for making such a threat. I, who have known many ruthless men, could sense his fear and self-disgust. I could see the desperation in his eyes, the silent entreaty.

Forgive me. Help me.

I pretended not to notice. This man would get no help from me, unless he openly begged for it. Even then, what could I do? We were both tangled in the same mesh, being drawn over the rocks to our doom. I had long since resigned myself to that.

Still, before the end came, there was time for a bowl of wine or two.

23.

My reprieve lasted six months. I am grateful for that time, a long hot summer that seemed to stretch away forever. Elene welcomed me back – she had been fearfully bored, all on her own, with no-one to snap at except the servants – and I got to see my son again. He came home when he could; big for his age, tall and swaggering, handsome as the Devil and almost as dark-skinned as a Saracen, with all the confidence of a grown man.

“But for this,” I would remark, tapping his beardless chin, “you might be taken for fifteen or sixteen, even older. Will you ever stop growing, boy? At this rate, we shall have to build a special tower to house you in.”

He smiled mirthlessly at my good-natured mockery. I could sense his contempt. All youths of a certain age despise their parents, of course, and Waltheof was no different.

“He looks on me as a tiresome old man,” I said to Elene as we lay in bed one warm night. “I can see it in his eyes. It is only natural, I suppose, the young stag butting against the old. I thought the same of my own father, when I was his age.”

“Nonsense,” she replied sharply. “He worships you as a hero of the Empire, as he should. What else, after all your wars and battles and heroic deeds? Waltheof is deeply proud of you, my dear. Never doubt that. He may not such as much to your face, but he takes after you in that respect. You are both tongue-tied, far too embarrassed to admit your feelings.”

“A hero of the Empire?” I stroked her hand, laid on my chest. “Well. Perhaps I am. Alexios will have a statue put up to me, any day now. I can see it, thirty feet high and made of solid marble, looming over the Mese.”

I swung my legs out of bed and adopted a mock-heroic pose, legs apart, one hand raised, like the statues of Augustus, the first Roman Emperor. “Will this suit, do you think?” I cried. “Perhaps I should have one in marble and one in gold!”

I knew I looked absurd, stark naked, the white hairs bristling on my withered chest, manhood dangling down like a tired chicken, waiting for the chop. Elene shrieked with laughter, and threw a pillow at me.

Yes, a golden summer. Darkness followed, as the clouds of war billowed across the Empire. At sea, Alexios struggled against pirates, Franks and Lombards, all seeking to land on imperial soil, ravage and conquer. Their old way. Meanwhile his generals struggled to hold the line in Anatolia. Under their new sultan, Malik Shah, they were resurgent, battering against our fragile defences, sacking towns and dragging off thousands of slaves.

 The expected summons came in the autumn. I was to join the Emperor, who had mustered the army in Anatolia for a campaign against the Turks. He had sent officers to raise every able-bodied man in Micklegarth, from sixteen to sixty. I was slightly older, but there was no excuse. The Emperor's orders, delivered to my house by a glowering Varangian, were explicit. General Thorkell must attend.

"Let me go with you," begged Elene. "The Empress Irene is with her husband in Anatolia, so why not take your wife? We rode together often, in the old days."

"When we were young," I said regretfully, stroking her hair. Once raven-black, it now had streaks of grey. She had stopped dying it. "The world was different then. For one thing, you never used to ask my permission."

To my surprise, Elene did not argue, and agreed to stay at home. Such meekness and wifely obedience worried me. Was she ill? The thought of losing her filled me with sick terror. I owed her much. Without Elene, I would probably have ended up doing garrison duty in some remote outpost, drinking myself to death with the other English exiles.             

At least I got to campaign with my son. Waltheof was a sight to make any father proud, tall and splendid in his shining lamellar and high-stepping white gelding (which cost a pretty penny, I can tell you), bearing aloft the standard of the Cross. He drew the admiration of all, riding at the head of his troop of Greek regulars.

"I must congratulate you, Throrkell," remarked John Doukas, who had crawled out from a hole somewhere to join the muster. "Your son will make a fine, big officer. To look at, nobody could tell he has barbarian blood."

He meant it as a slur, but it was true. Waltheof was dark as any Greek, without a speck of my fair Northern colouring. He was Elene's boy, through and through. Well, I didn't mind that. It would help him climb up the ladder, and boys always take after their mothers.

We had a last meal together, just the three of us, in our modest house overlooking the Bosphorus. I will remember it forever. It was a warm evening, the Great City bathed in a tawny golden light. We talked of this and that, little things, trying to avoid politics and war. I complained of my garden, which Elene had allowed to fall into neglect while I was away, being chased by Saracens about the Holy Land.

"I will hire a gardener," she said, patting my hand. "Never fear, the cabbages will be in full bloom when you return."

"That will be in the spring, then," I replied. "Do you hear that, Waltheof? This campaign must last at least nine months, for the sake of my cabbages."

"And my advancement," he replied seriously. Great God, he was a humourless lad at times.

We set off the next morning. To the Emperor, and war, with Elene among the wives and children crowded onto the battlements, waving farewell to their menfolk. 

So my last campaign began. It would end in the bloodiest battle of all, a final triumph, and a final disaster.

24.

The Emperor had moved to Iconium, a city in central Anatolia. There his men flocked to him; lords and generals and battalions of horse and foot,  mercenaries from all quarters, everything the Empire could spare. To push back the Turks, he stripped every Roman garrison in the Eastern provinces, leaving only a handful of men to hold the line elsewhere. They were left dangerously exposed, but Alexios took the risk.

I found him in terrible pain. His gout was worse than ever, and at first sight of him I knew this was a dying man. Alexios never had much flesh to spare. Now he was wasted away, fragile bones and yellow skin, only held upright by the sheer force of that incredible will. For the first tim in our long association (I will not call it friendship) I pitied him.

"Don't look so horrified, Thorkell," he said when I entered the imperial pavilion."You must have seen a sick dog before, no?"

I mustered a smile. Alexios sat propped against a bolster, in a loose robe of blue silk, bathing his hideously swollen feet in a bowl of hot water. It was sprinkled with herbs, filling the vast tent with a sweet scent. His wife, the Empress Irene, knelt by his side, gently massaging his feet. She didn't even turn her head to acknowledge me.

"I have a legion of physicians," he said, gently stroking her coal-black hair, "but she is the only one who gives me any relief. They are butchers, Thorkell, sadists and torturers! Never put your life in the hands of a physician. It is better to swallow poison, and have done."

"You are in still rude health, I see," he added, giving me a sour look. "One advantage of barbarian blood, I suppose."

"Indeed, Caesar," I replied. "It comes from being closer to the animals."

He laughed, but it quickly died away to painful retching. A Greek servant hurried forward with a cloth. When Alexios took it away from his mouth, the cloth was stained with blood. Consumption as well as gout.

Nikephoros was loitering in the background. He wore full armour, back straight as a lance, ready for duty. I gave him a nod, but he avoided my eye.

"The Turks have made an attack on Nicaea," Alexios croaked, wiping the blood from his mouth. "We will march against them tomorrow. No time to waste. I will lead the army in my own chariot."

Nikephoros suddenly came to life. "Caesar," he said urgently, "you must not over-exert yourself. Stay here, I beg, and let me take the cavalry to Nicaea. General Thorkell can march in support with the infantry."

Most kind, I thought cynically. He would charge ahead to win glory, while I plodded on behind with the foot-sloggers, eating his dust. I saw the policy behind it, as well as selfishness. If Alexios agreed, the army would now be in the hands of his son's enemies.

Anna's plan again, I suspected. She was far away, in Micklegarth, but I could sense her influence at work. Nikephoros, for all his ambition and skill on the battlefield, was merely her puppet.

They had miscalculated. Alexios might be gravely ill, but it only made him stubborn. I doubt he suspected the conspiracy at work, otherwise he would have put out Nikephoros' eyes without a second thought.

"No," he snapped. "I am the Emperor, and the Emperor commands the army in the field. My physicians can mix a drug to kill the pain awhile. Long enough to get me to Nicaea, and chase away a few grubby Turks."

Nikephoros pleaded, but Alexios refused to listen. In the end he got out of temper, and ordered the favourite from his presence. Irene, I noticed, was careful to keep her mouth shut. So was I. If Alexios wanted to heave himself into a chariot, and suffer excruciating pain as it bounced and rattled over the poor roads, that was up to him.

The imperial will prevailed, as ever. The next morning, shortly after first light, the army was ordered to march. Alexios led the cavalry, plying the whip on a team of six pure white horses at the head of his mounted guard. From afar he looked young again, a splendid figure in shining golden lamellar, purple cloak streaming in the wind, silver diadem gleaming at his brow.                

His enthusiasm filled the men with high spirits. Some of our young peltasts ran alongside his chariot, swift as deer, while the rest of the foot snatched up their spears, eager to fight. They were also cheered by the sight of Irene, riding behind her husband on a glossy black mare, wearing silver mail and holding spear and shield. I had not seen a woman ride to war since Guiscard's wife, Gaita, rallied his fleeing soldiers at Dyrrachium.

Alexios could not bear it for long. After three days the pain could no longer be held at bay, even by the strongest drugs. He had to be taken down and confined on a couch, which meant command of the army passed to Nickephoros after all. He, most graciously, made me his second.

On the march to Nicaea, some disturbing reports were fetched back by our scouts. Not of troop movements, but the laughter of the enemy.

“They are mocking the Emperor as a coward,” Nikephoros informed me privately, “who only feigns illness to cover his fear of the Turks. Some of Malik Shah's poets are weaving comic tales of the Emperor's gout, and making it the subject of plays and comedies.”

“So?” I shrugged. “Let the Turks crack foolish jests, if it gives them any pleasure. It's not unusual for soldiers to mock each other. Back in England, we used to waggle our bare arses at the Normans.”

He winced – I did love to play the barbarian sometimes – and showed no sign of amusement. Now I think of it, I never did see Nikephoros crack a smile.

“The point is, they have lost their fear of Caesar,” he said irritably. “You know how the Turks outnumber us. We must give them a bloody nose, and quickly, before they grow too confident.”

That suited me. I wanted this campaign over with, as swiftly as possible, so I could get home again. The army pressed on to Nicaea, to find the Turks had decamped and retreated East, into the broad wastes of Anatolia. We threw some men into the outlying forts and gave chase, with Nikephoros pushing on ahead with the pick of the cavalry. He was brave, I must give him that.

Now the Turks were on the run. They played a trick, lighting beacon fires on the distant hills, to give the illusion of a massive army. Some of our raw levies were frightened, but neither I nor Nikephoros were taken in by such an obvious ploy. He charged on, hoping to catch the Turks in the open, but they moved too quickly. All he found were a few slaughtered Roman prisoners, abandoned by the Turks as useless baggage.

This cat-and-mouse went on for weeks. I will not weary you all by describing all the skirmishes and marches and counter-marches. We wanted to get the Turks in one place, so we can smash them all in a single battle. Malik Shah, for his part, sought to retreat before our army, using his horse-archers to whittle away our numbers. Soon it became obvious he would only give battle on his terms.

At this moment, with the war hanging in the balance, Alexios played his master-stroke. He had been dragged along behind the army, in a litter, every day in worse pain. Irene begged to be allowed to stay by his side, but he ordered her back to Micklegarth by ship. We were heading into dangerous territory now, where few Romans had set foot for decades.

The Emperor summoned us to a council, under an awning next to the broken and overgrown Roman highway. There he lay on his couch, ghastly pale in the blazing noon sun, while the long lines of footsoldiers tramped past. I remember clouds of dust hanging in the air, and the constant music of war, drums and trumpets. Somewhere a lone pipe, tootling away amid the din.

"If we cannot go to the Turks," he said in a rasping voice, between sips of the latest hell's brew concocted by his physicians, "then we must make them come to us."

"We are nearing Iconium," waving his yellow hand at the country to the east. "Nikephoros, you will send out foragers to all the nearby villages. Burn them, and drive the people back here, to the army."

"To what end, Caesar?" I asked. He grinned at my concern.

"Never fear, Thorkell. I have no mass slaughter of innocents in mind. All the people hereabouts are Roman citizens. They cannot defend themselves from the Turks, and we lack the men to garrison every local fort. So, we shall take them back to the west, to be re-settled."

I saw the wisdom of his plan. The loyal citizens of central Anatolia, where Roman power was weak, were to be evacuated. Alexios would use them to repopulate the abandoned towns and cities, forming a new bulwark against the Turks. They would be much closer to Micklegarth, and easier to defend.

"Malik Shah will not let them go easily," said Alexios after a pause for breath. "I have watched him closely these past few years. His hold over the Turkish tribes is fragile. He has many enemies, circling about him like hungry wolves. Poor man. We have much in common..."

The Emperor's weak voice died away. His eyes closed, and his head slumped back on the bolster. After a long moment, in which I thought he had fainted, he suddenly came to life again.

"His...survival," Alexios rasped, "rests on the outcome of...this war. The sultan must destroy us, or be...destroyed himself."

"You will use his weakness as bait, Caesar," said Nikephoros. The Emperor nodded, and motioned at the nearest orderly. The man came forward and placed a cane in Alexios's hand.

"Now, attend to me," he grunted, rising slightly. "This is our new order of march..."

We stood and watched in silence as the Emperor carefully traced out lines in the earth. As his strategy took shape, I could not help but smile.  Like all the best plans, there was a beautiful simplicity to it. 

25.

The army marched on to Iconium. As we neared the city, our scouts came flying back to report the Turks had fired all the crops and field to the east, so there was nothing for our foragers. Alexios waved this aside.We had more than enough supplies, piled high on the baggage train rumbling along in the rear, to feed the men for weeks.

Only once did he hesitate. Uncertain of what to do, the Emperor decided to ask God. I watched him write out, with his own trembling hand, a list on questions on two squares of parchment. These were then laid on his portable altar, after which he spent the entire night in prayer. In the morning, his priest picked up one of the two parchments, and opened it in the presence of the entire staff.

"God has answered," the priest announced in a loud voice, "and He commands us to take the road to Philomelium."

I am a pious man (when I remember to be) but this was absurd. Not that I dared say as much. The army swerved north-east, away from Iconium, following the road to Philomelion. This was another ancient Roman city, lost to the Turks after Manzikert but recaptured in recent years.

Our light horse went racing ahead to scout the land. After some bloody skirmishing, they spied a few hundred Turks camped on the banks of a wide river. These men had stopped to dress wounds and water their horses.

Nikephoros seized this opportunity. While I sat on the ground, munching breakfast, he galloped over the river with his Latin mercenaries. Some of the Turks leaped into the saddle and fled away, but the braver souls dashed down to the water to fight.

It almost ended badly. Nikephoros plunged up the muddy bank to engage the nearest Turkish champion. I winced as the Turk's curved blade swept down, swift as a snake, and opened a deep gash on Nickephoros's upper leg, just above the knee. He cried out in pain and anger, and rammed his spear into the Turk's unprotected chest.

The steel tip drove into his heart, killing him almost instantly. He dropped to the ground, stone dead, while his pony shrieked and cantered away. Seeing this, the rest of the Turks lost heart and turned their backs.

Nikephoros got off his horse, cut off the Turk's head and held it up before our troops, wobbling precariously on his wounded leg. A couple of his men lighted down to help him onto a spare horse, and he was paraded back through our lines to deafening cheers. Alexios received him with delight, rising (with difficulty) from his couch to embrace the hero of the hour.

When I was permitted to clasp his hand, Nikephoros gave me a knowing look. Congratulations, my lord, I thought. You have taken one head. How many more, before you sit on the throne of the Caesars?

Fired by this little victory, the army swept on. We passed a lake, called the Forty Martyrs, and arrived within sight of Philomelium. Like most Roman cities in Anatolia, it was half-deserted, the old walls broken and tumbledown in places. It was held by a few Turks, who quickly surrendered after the first assault.

Alexios sent out his riders to gather up the local people. They came flooding in from the villages, either willingly or driven like sheep by our men. I stared in wonder at at the great shambling mob of rustics. Women with babies, young children and old men, all rushing to the Emperor. It was a disquieting sight

“This reminds me of Peter the Hermit,” I remarked to John Doukas. “He, too, was lumbered with a crowd of useless mouths, peasants and beggars. This is folly. The rabble will only slow us down.”

“Don't be so quick to judge, Thorkell,” Doukas replied. “Remember, these wretches have a purpose.”

This purpose now took shape. The people were herded into the centre of the army, and made to stay there while our lines drew up in the new formation devised by Alexios.

Imagine, dear reader, the entire army drawn up in one massive hollow square. Refugees and baggage in the centre, cavalry between at the corners, infantry on the outside. This vast mobile quadrilateral – or parataxis, as Alexios called it – now moved off down the road it had come, heading back towards Roman city.

I can best describe it as a living walled city on the march. At first the Turks didn't know what to do. Their horse-archers retreated, baffled, to the edges of the dusty plain west of Philomelion. Riding in the centre, at the head of my own troop, I spied a band of horsemen on the nearest heights. From their banners, I judged this to be a Turkish satrap and his officers, peering down at the great square rumbling across the flat.

“This won't last, father,” said Waltheof, peering right and left. “They have men lying in wait, either side of the road. Look, can you see the horse-tail standards?”

"No," I replied gruffly. "Your eyes are younger and better than mine."

My ears were sound enough. As we approached the Lake of Forty Martyrs, I heard the rattle of kettle drums, and the wailing of Turkish horns. They came sweeping down from both directions at once, scattered waves of horse-archers, howling like wolves as they galloped within range, loosed their arrows, wheeled, and came again.

The skies darkened with flights of arrows, but they did little harm. Our armoured hoplites, forming the outer line of the square, merely put up their shields and marched calmly on, to the regular tap of a drum. These were our best men, veterans of many wars, deliberately placed there by Alexios to hold the line. Here and there a man fell, to be scooped up by his comrades and passed to the stretcher-bearers. Any gaps in the line were quickly filled.

The Turks kept this up for hours, all through the turgid heat of noon and the blessed cool of evening, until the cusp of night. When darkness cloaked the broad plains, they gave up at last, and rode back to the hills without making a single dent in the moving square. They lit bonfires on the tops and howled all through the night, jeering at us and mocking the Emperor for a coward.

Our army also settled down, in the same formation in which it had marched; infantry forming the perimeter, cavalry held in reserve. The poor villagers, dragged from their homes and forced to endure a Turkish arrow-storm for hours on end, wept and moaned and kept up a dismal racket all night. Have you ever tried to sleep on the hard ground, using a shield for a pillow, with hundreds of young children screeching their heads off a few paces away? It is no easy matter, I can tell you.

At dawn, with the sun a thin peel of golden light, just glimmering over the mountains to the east, the Turks attacked again. This time they came in force, with all their fury and teeming numbers, to break Alexios once and for all.
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Their horse-archers descended upon the rear of our army, hoping to break up our lines and get into the square. They came out of the dark, screeching like devils, horns blowing, while others circled round the flanks.             

I rose, bleary from lack of sleep. Waltheof was already in the saddle, bawling at the rest of our troop to get in line. A young soldier came running up with my horse. He knelt to help me climb stiffly aboard. All round us trumpets screamed, and the war-yell rose.

Our rear ranks were engulfed in a storm of dust. I glimpsed blades flashing in the murk, stabbing spears, the gleam of mail and shield bosses as our hoplites ran to form a shield-wall.

"Waltheof!" I yelled at my son, my voice cracking as it strained to be heard above the din. "Get back - do you hear? Obey me!"

Too late. He was already spurring towards the fight, head down, sword in hand. The little fool had forgotten his helmet. Cursing, I rode after him, whipping my horse into a gallop.

I plunged into a storm. The Turks had broken through, scattering our footsoldiers like autumn leaves. My troop was the first to meet them. I found myself blade to blade with a tall bearded warrior, eyes and teeth flashing in the dim light as he stabbed at me.

Fortunately, I had slept in my armour. His spear deflected off my lamellar, until I had gathered the strength to aim a blow at his head. He jerked away, just in time to avoid being decapitated. My long cavalry sword opened a wide gash on his brow.

It bled freely, as such wounds do, pouring down into his eyes. As he tried to shake it away, one of my troopers came up and cut him down from behind. His horse, suddenly riderless, screeched and plunged away.

I looked around desperately for Waltheof. He had vanished among the knots of fighting men. My heart lurched as I pictured him lying on the ground, bleeding his life out

"Oh God, Oh Sweet Christ," I babbled under my breath. "Not that, I beg you, anything but that...."

He suddenly came surging up from nowhere, laughing as he seized my bridle. I almost fainted with relief when I saw he was unhurt.

"Look, father," he cried in truimph, holding aloft his sword. "I have killed my first man!"

The blade was spattered with blood. I gazed at it dully, lost for words, while he steered my horse away from the fight.

"Let's get you out of this," he said gently. "It is no place for a general, brawling like a common trooper. Your place is at the rear, directing the battle."

"What?" I exclaimed, suddenly coming out of my daze. "Let go of my horse at once, sir! Talk down to me like that again and I'll whip the skin off your arse. You're not too old for it, you know!"             

Waltheof had overstepped the mark. What was I, a drooling old dotard, fit only to sit by the fire with his posset? He would like that, wouldn't he, to shove his old father aside and take all the glory and credit for himself. He wasn't even shaving yet!             

I tore my bridle free of Waltheof's grasp and spun my horse round. Singing under my breath, I heeled her into a gallop. Waltheof shouted something, but I ignored him.

Then I was in the thick of it, hacking right and left at the nearest Turks. God, or the Norns, preserved me. A thrown spear rattled against my thigh, swords and axed clashed against my armour. One terrific blow split the plates of my lamellar and parted the cloth beneath, opening a shallow wound on my sword-arm. More blood flowed from other dints and gashes. I fought on, gritting my teeth against the pain, aware of my strength ebbing.

Silly old fool, you might say, trying to relive the days of his youth. I was saved by Waltheof and a handful of troopers, who closed up around me before the Turks could drag me down. I bent over in the saddle, panting, and took a long drink from my wine-flask. It restored me enough to straighten up again.

The dust had lifted, revealing a scene of carnage. Dozens of men and horses lay scattered about, mostly Turks, with the odd armoured Greek lying among them. Our charge had driven them back, long enough for the hoplites to rush into position. Now the grim-faced footsoldiers stood ready, braced in a triple wall of shields, determined and unbreakable.

It was only a brief respite. The Turks gathered and came again. Even as the arrows fell, and their horse-warriors savaged our infantry, Alexios ordered the army to move. The gigantic square rumbled into life, marching steadily down the road, harried every step of the way.

 Try as they might, the Turks could not break us. Melik Shah threw wave after wave of his men at us. Every time they withdrew, leaving heaps of Turkish dead and wounded. Our own archers had plentiful stocks of arrows, and shot down many riders.

The Emperor gave strict orders to the cavalry to hold our positions. Waltheof and the younger men were straining at the leash to have another crack at the Turks, but the discipline held. Alexios had spent almost thirty years drilling and rebuilding the shattered Roman army. Now, on the dusty plain of Philomelion, next to the Lake of Forty Martyrs, his life's work came to fruition.

It ended suddenly. At about midday, after hours of futile attacks, the sultan pulled back all his men. Our soldiers gave a ragged cheer. It seemed the enemy had given up, at last, and we were free to march back to Roman territory.

 Not so. Melik Shah was working up his courage for one last throw of the dice. My heart sank as war-horns boomed across the plain once more, and the ground shook to the racing tread of horses.             

The great tidal wave of Turkish cavalry came crashing down upon our hoplites. For a moment all was chaos and dust and confusion. For one chilling moment I thought the line of veterans had broken at last.

No – they held! The tide receded. Before the Turks could rally a single Roman bugle sounded above the din of battle. 

“Andronikos!” the cry went up. “Andronikos has come!”

You may not know his name. Andronikos Porphyrogenitos, one of Alexios's sons. A brave young captain, who commanded the left wing of the army. Apart from courage, he also had an exquisite sense of timing: he chose this moment, just as the Turks were sent reeling back from our battle-line, to lead his cavalry into their exposed flank.

Picture a knife, driven into a soft underbelly. The heavy Roman horse, an entire battalion of mailed lancers, smashed into the side of the Turks and rolled them up, carving deep into their lines, toppling men and horses like hundreds of skittles.

“Forward!” A raw voice bellowed. “Now, now is the time – charge, charge, charge!”

It was my voice, ripped from my throat, commanding the infantry to advance. More trumpets sounded, and I spurred forward to lead the charge. The hoplites were before me. Finally, after almost two days of standing in ranks and soaking up endless pressure, they were unleashed. They swarmed forward, baying like dogs, to spear the bewildered Turks from their saddles, slash the girths of their horses, finish off the fallen men on the ground.

I was carried along, like a stick in a fast-flowing river, buffeted this way and that by the rolling tides. It no longer mattere.The battle was won, the Turks were smashed, fleeing for their lives or being slaughtered in droves. I could die, now, and be content.

Part of me longed for it. A chance spear or random arrow to take my life. Just make it quick, I prayed. Kill me quick and clean, and keep  me out of the hands of the physicians.

When all was done, and the roaring tumult died down, the old man was still alive. I found myself wandering on foot among the piles of bodies, dead and wounded. My horse plodded along behind, head bowed, both of us lost in a blood-spattered dream.

“Come, general,” said an unfamiliar voice. “The Emperor summons you.”

I looked up, wearily rubbing the film of sweat and dirt from my eyes, to see a young mounted officer smiling down at me.

I gave a mute nod, and followed him to my master's tent.
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That was not quite the end of it. The sultan escaped the field with a single companion, his cupbearer. These two fled to an old chapel on a nearby mountain, hotly pursued by some of our men. Melik Shah got away, but the cupbearer was seized at the altar and brought back to the Emperor. After gabbling out everything he knew (not muh the man was given a horse and turned loose.

Alexios had watched the battle from a hill, propped up on his couch. He rejoiced in his victory, ordering extra pay and wine rations for the men, but was angered the sultan had escaped his grasp.

"This war will continue," he said gloomily, "unless my enemy is taken."

Happily, God smiled upon us. A Turkish deserter came creeping into our camp, to betray his master's plans for a bag of gold. Alexios hated turncoats, and was tempted to pour the gold down his throat, but listened to what the man had to say.

"The sultan has gathered up the rags of his army," said the traitor. "With these, he plans to come down to the foothills at night, and discharge showers of darts upon your men. He means to harass you, all the way back to the west, attacking only under cover of darkness."

"Then we will not turn our backs," Alexios said grimly, "but go to meet him."

It was done. That very night, the army divided in two. One half stayed to keep watch inside the camp, while the other half left to engage the Turks. They were led by Nikephoros, since Alexios was laid up with his gout.

I was put in charge of the men who stayed behind, which meant I could sit in my comfortable pavilion and drink. Outside it rained, unseasonal for the time of year, with rumbles of thunder in the distance.

"God help poor soldiers on a night like this," I remarked to my son. "Come, boy, crack a cup with me. You must learn to drink properly, if you wish to be taken seriously in the mess."

Waltheof sat cross-legged on the floor, his naked sword across his knees, glowering out at the night. I pitied him. He actually wanted to be out there, in the dark and wet, chasing Turks. Ah, youth.

"Father," he said, without turning his head. "How many of the stories about you are true?"

"Oh, about one in ten," I replied airily. "And even those are grossly exaggerated. I keep telling the bards, I only killed one giant, and he wasn't that big. But they never listen."

Waltheof swung round on his backside to face me. He was clearly troubled, his brow furrowed, chewing his lower lip until it threatened to bleed.

"When I listen to the legends of Thorkell Skaldsson," he said, "I hear of a man who did anything to win, and rise in the world. A man who let nothing get in his way. Tell me, father. Is that the accurate bit?"

A serious lad, and a clever one. His mother's brains, no doubt, as well as her looks. He had my eyes, though. When I met his unblinking gaze, I had the uncomfortable sensation of looking into a mirror. The reflection was not entirely flattering.

"Yes," I replied with a grin. "There, my boy. I am honest with you. Don't get used to it. I am the only truthful man you will ever meet."

 I forgot this conversation in the following days, as the Turks threw the last of their strength at us. Melik Shah might have given up, and melted away into the hills, but the Emperor had shrewdly guessed the danger he was in. The sultan needed to win a thumping victory over the Roman army, or his Turkish rivals would destroy him.

His desperation worked to our advantage. Finally, after three more days of futile bloodshed, our enemy was forced to sue for peace. Alexios rose from his couch to receive the sultan, surrounded by his kin and the pick of his soldiers.

I remember it vividly, the crowning truimph of Alexios's life. We were all clad in gleaming mail, our weapons and armour illuminated by the fiery glow of the setting sun. The Emperor himself, his pain in abeyance, wore his golden lamellar and purple cloak and buskins.

The sultan came in with his leading satraps, a single file of horsemen, plodding slowly down a long and winding valley floor. When they saw the Emperor from a distance, they dismounted and knelt on the ground, heads bowed.

Melik Shah remained on his horse. He rode forward to within a spear's length of Alexios. This was my first sight of him. A noble-looking man, in a long tunic of red silk embroidered with gold thread, silken breeches and soft black boots. He carried no weapons, as a sign of trust. His face had a long, melancholy look about it, with sad dark eyes, arched brows and a forked beard. This was no heathen savage, I reckoned, but a born leader of men.

"I have never abased myself before any man," he announced in a high, clear voice. "But I will abase myself to thee, O Caesar, as my conqueror. I beg only one thing. Have mercy on my loyal followers."

When he attempted to dismount, Alexios limped forward suddenly, and caught hold of his arm.

"No, my friend," said the Emperor. "You are a brave man, and will bow to no-one."

The sultan hesitated. His dark eyes filled with tears. He leaped down quickly, caught one of the Emperor's feet (swollen and wrapped in bandages) and kissed it.

If Alexios had let out a great howl of pain, it might have spoiled the effect. Instead he gave Melik Shah his hand and rose him up. Then, he unpinned his cloak and threw it round the sultan's shoulders. They spoke together awhile, in quiet voices, too low for any of us to hear.

God knows what passed between them. As Alexios said, they had much in common, with a special understanding that few other men on earth could comprehend. Supreme rulers, risen above mere mortals, with the power of life and death.

They were also deadly enemies. For the winner, all the fruits of victory, and the chance to write his own history. For the loser, shame and death. Alexios knew what awaited Melik Shah, and took pity on him.

The Emperor was truly great now, the equal of Augustus and Justinian. He might have humiliated his foe, cast him down into the dust, placed the imperial foot upon his neck. Plenty of Emperors had treated their defeated enemies this way. Alexios, for all my fear and envy and mistrust of him, was made of finer stuff.

 It was only a moment. The sun set behind the hills, the glow faded, and long shadows crept over the hills. Darkness had fallen.
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That was Alexios's last victory. He lingered another two years, wracked with gout and consumption, but unchallenged. There were no more conspiracies against his life. Those who circled about the throne, sniffing for weakness, were content to wait.

His enemy, Melik Shah, met with an evil death. Not long after his defeat at Philomelion, he was deposed by his own brother, blinded and eventually murdered. Such is the fate of the loser.

My own downfall was not long in coming. After the glory of Philomelion had faded, an air of uncertainty settled over Micklegarth. The court was full of whispers and rumours. Alexios shut himself away, hardly ever appearing in public, hidden behind a screen of physicians and advisers.  

He did not choose to confide in me. If he had, the final tragedy might have been avoided. When all was said and done, and despite all my services to the Empire, I was a barbarian. Alexios was fond of me, I have no doubt, but he trusted no-one save close family.

Two factions gathered at court. One round his son, John Komnenos, the other about Nikephoros and Anna. There was no bloodshed, at least not while Alexios clung to life. Almost to the end, he retained his iron grip on power. Instead the two sides quietly sharpened their blades. Waiting.

I should have stayed out of it. Withdrawn from public life, to my beloved garden, and let the fools rip each other to pieces. Ah, to hell with mock humility! I will play the hypocrite no longer. The truth is, I secretly loved power, and was unwilling to give it up. I was even starting to think in terms of dynasty. What might my son achieve, with me to help him up the ladder?

The final push came from an unexpected quarter. One warm summer's night I was summoned to the Great Palace. Two Varangians escorted me through the familiar side-streets and back alleys to the imperial apartments. Once again I was taken to the little antechamber where I had met Alexios for so many private talks.

Now, in place of the Emperor, I was greeted by his wife, the Empress Irene. She was dressed all in sober black, like a nun, her lovely oval face framed inside a coif. At first I thought she was dressed in widow's weeds, and she meant to tell me Alexios had died.              

"General," she said, holding out her hand. I bowed and kissed it. Irene regarded me with her usual cold, haughty expression, large black eyes glittering in candlelight. I was suddenly very conscious of the pair of Varangians standing behind me. My hand instinctively went to my belt. Empty. They had insisted I come unarmed.

"My husband is dying," she said. "It won't be long now. It is a miracle he has survived this long. The pain is unbearable. He can get no relief, not even from me. Death...death will be a blessed release."

Her voice cracked.She looked away, a hand over her eyes. My heart softened a little. Irene had never shown the slightest affection or respect for me, but she truly loved Alexios.

"You have always been a loyal servant of the Empire," she went on, mastering herself. "Soon, very soon, I will ask you to perform the greatest service of all."

"There must be a peaceful succession. The survival of the state depends on it. When Alexios dies, I want my daughter and her husband to follow him. They will rule jointly, Emperor and co-Empress. Only they can preserve stability."

"What of the designated heir, lady?" I asked carefully. Her own son, John Komnenos.

"He must be put aside," she replied dismissively. "John is rash, over-fond of pleasure, and weak. My husband is a loving man, blind to his son's flaws. If John took the Purple, the Empire would slide back into ruin."

Now I understood, or thought I did. Irene saw herself as another Livia, wife to the Emperor Augustus, safeguarding the Empire from her husband's folly. To that end she would eliminate every threat, even her own child.

"I know Nikephoros has already gained your friendship," she said. "I also know we can trust you, after that affair in the Holy Land. Your fortunes are bound up with ours, general. If we prosper, you prosper. If we fall, you fall with us."

"You command the respect of the army, which means you hold the balance of power. John is currently gathering as many followers as possible. He wants to lure you away from our party. Has anyone tried to approach you yet?"

I shook my head in bemusement. Irene was flattering me, of course, but not only that. I was a general, after all, and a man of high reputation.

"They will," she said confidently. "Soon, one of his partisans will try to bribe you. When that happens, pretend to show interest. Ask for a meeting. John will accept. He must. Gather some loyal men, go to the meeting place, and kill him."

I blinked, and rocked back on my feet. The Empress Irene Komnenos had just asked me to murder her own son, the heir-designate of the Roman Empire.

Treason. Treason of the blackest kind. My first thought was Alexios's response, if he ever got wind of it. The mere thought made my guts dissolve. I would go to the Hands, along with my son and Nikephoros and all their male co-conspirators, while Irene and Anna - and Elene, God help us - would be locked up in a monasteries for life. That is, if Alexios chose to be merciful. He was quite capable, especially in his last agony, of more inventive punishments. Even against those he loved.

On the other hand, I dared not refuse. Not to Irene's face, with those hulking Varangians at my back. If I wanted to get out of this chamber alive, I could only agree to her disgusting plan, then think again when I was safe in my own house.              

Safe? That was a jest. There was nowhere safe in Micklegarth, not now. I had to get out, that very night, take my family and most trusted servants, and ride hell for leather to the nearest refuge. If the city gates were closed, we would take ship. I was rich, and there were any number of captains willing to convey a band of fugitives out of the city.

In the meantime I had to assure Irene of my loyalty.

"As you say, lady," I said, the blood pounding in my ears, "I have always lived to serve."
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I went home and told Elene what had passed. "We are leaving," I said urgently. "At once. Come, gather your things. I will rouse the servants."

"Stay," she replied, catching my arm. "We must not panic. If we run away, now, like thieves in the night, what will everyone think? It will look like an admission of guilt. The Emperor will send men after you. At the very least, it will mean the end of your career, and of Waltheof's."

I let myself be persuaded. She was right, of course. The worst thing I could do was run away. But if I stayed - God's wounds, I had given my word to help Irene in her murderous conspiracy!

"I dare not betray her," I rasped. "She is a ruthless woman, Elene. If I break my word, or try to back out, we are all dead."

I was struggling to think clearly. Perhaps if I was younger, I could have puzzled a way out of it. But I was old, and getting shaky, and could no  longer endure such shocks. I thanked God for Elene.

"Stay here and rest," she said calmly. "I still have friends at the palace. Never fear."             

Elene went out, while I sat and slopped down my strongest wine. How in hells had I got myself into this mess? Then I remembered Waltheof. He was still in barracks. Sweet Christ, the boy was in danger! I called for my old Varangians, and ordered them to fetch Waltheof home.

"Go quickly, you hear?" I ordered, scribbling a chit and holding it out to them. "If any fool of an officer stands in your way, show them this. General Thorkell's direct order."

While I sat and shivered, events moved quickly. In his last agony, Alexios had himself moved to a monastery, so he could die in the house of God. There, unknown to our faction, John Komnenos secretly entered and spoke to his dying father. After obtaining the imperial signet ring he stole away again, to rouse his supporters in Micklegarth.

Rash, pleasure-loving, and weak. That was Irene's opinion of John. God's death, has any parent misjudged their own child more? Perhaps, like the Emperor Claudius, John had persuaded his mother that he was an idiot. If so, she fell for the ruse.

Alexios died the next day. The first I knew of it was a bell tolling in the city, quickly echoed by hundreds more. A great cry of lamenting went up, as people flooded into the streets to mourn their Emperor. After a sleepless night, with no food and too much wine and babbling scared into the bargain, I broke down completely.

Yes, I wept for him. My Caesar, my master, one of only two lords I had ever served. The other, Earl Waltheof, was long dead. Alexios Komnenos had dominated my life since. For the best part of forty years I had served him, fought for him, risked my precious hide for him.

Did I love Alexios? No. I didn't even like him, much. He was a jackal and a hypocrite, possessed of a cool head and an unfeeling heart. How many times had he called me his friend, embraced me with tears in his eyes, then tossed me away like a used torch?              

For all that, he was the only man who could have saved the tottering Roman Empire. Without Alexios, it would have collapsed into dust, overwhelmed by hordes of barbarians.

I resented him. I owed him everything. Now he was gone, the mainstay of my life had been knocked away. It came crashing down, very quickly.

Elene had been away for an entire day and night, and there was no sign of Waltheof. I put complete faith in my wife. By now I should have been out with my fellow conspirators, aiming to put a knife between John's shoulder-blades. Instead I sat tight, and waited.

At last, about noon, there came a knock at the door. It echoed through the house like thunder. I stood up, a trifle unsteadily, and went down the passage to open the door myself. All the servants had fled.

It came as no surprise to see a troop of guardsmen outside, come to arrest me. My heart turned over. Elene and Waltheof were among them.

"Please," I said to their officer, holding out my wrists. "Take me, but let them go. They have nothing to do with it."

It was futile, so much wasted breath, but I had to try anyway. The plot was discovered. All was over. Even now, Nikephoros, Anna and Irene would be in chains. Their followers were doomed. Blinded, or put to the sword. If he had any sense, John would show no mercy.

I raised a hand to my eyes. They would soon be burnt from their sockets. If I survived, I would spend the rest of my days in a monastery, groping in darkness, living off charity. The mere thought almost unmanned me.

"I'm sorry, father."

Waltheof piped up, serious and unsmiling as ever. Then I noticed. He was not in fetters. Nor was his mother. The captain of the guard, a burly Dane I vaguely recognised, made no move. Instead he looked to my wife.

"I have done all I can, my dear," she said, in that old brisk tone I knew so well. "The Emperor has agreed to be lenient. He does not wish to start a new reign with an orgy of blood."

"It is understood that you only played a minor role in the plot, and an unwilling one. You have been a good servant to the Empire. In light of your record, the Emperor will let you live, and keep your sight."

"The...the Emperor?" I gasped, barely able to speak. I was clinging onto the doorframe, my knees turned to water. It would not do to fold, like a cheap cloak, before these men.

"Yes. Of course. The new Emperor, John the Second. He has just been proclaimed. Hail Caesar."

"Hail Caesar," murmured the guard. God help me, I even mouthed it myself. Force of habit, and why not? John had seized the Purple, and supreme power, in the neatest coup you could wish for. His father had not been dead twenty-four hours.

I made an effort to master myself. It was hard. The hardest thing I ever had to do. Elene, my beloved wife, had betrayed me. So had Waltheof, the child of my heart. To do him justice, he was still a boy, probably dragged along by his mother.

How long, I wondered, had she supported John? For that matter, how much did she know of my treason? Probably from the start. All the while, she had prepared a way out for our son. Waltheof came first, always. For his sake, she threw me to the wolves.

Ah, well. Such is politics.

"So," I said, drawing myself up a little. "What now?"
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I was condemned to lifelong exile. Sent here, to the rock of Cherson, jutting out into the Euxine Sea, to live out my days in prayer and fasting.

This was the Emperor's mercy. There was a touch of humour in it. I, who had reconquered Cherson for Alexios, so many years ago, will now die here.

As Elene said, the new Caesar had no desire to wallow in bloodshed. His treacherous sister, Anna, was banished to a monastery. She is confined for life, with her books and the company of her mother-in-law, Irene. I cannot decide if that was a kindness on John's part, or a subtle cruelty.

Anna's husband, Nikephoros, escaped punishment. As I suspected, he was not a traitor at heart. At the last, he refused to have anything to do with the plot against John. His failure to move, at the crucial moment, caused the entire scheme to unravel. He is now a trusted general, employed fighting Turks and Saracens in the East. I wonder if he ever thinks of his wife, rotting away in her cloister.              

 I am not alone. The ruins of Cherson, a great port in the days of the ancient Greeks, are home to a small colony of English exiles. This, too, was my work. They have founded a new church here, dedicated to Saint Edmund. Father Joseph, the English priest I befriended when I first came to Micklegarth, lies in the crypt.

The exiles are prospering, thank God. They have married local women, and their children are spreading out, to found new colonies along the coast. This is a wild land, lashed by winds and storms, peopled by fierce barbarians. But we English are a hardy folk; this is not the first time we have come across the seas, like so many wild geese, to forge a home.

"...the Angles and the Saxons came up hither from the East,

and over the broad brine sought Britain;

when haughty war-smiths overcame the Welshmen,

and earls full of the lust of glory gat the land..."

Fragments of old songs. These, and my memories, sustain me now. The abbot tells me to seek solace in prayer, and repent of my countless sins. I pretend, mouthing the words, but in my heart I repent of nothing.

Save the loss of my family. Since coming here, I have heard little of my family. I do not hate Elene, although sometimes I wish I had left her in that hole on Chios. She did what she thought was right to save our son. And herself, you might say. Perhaps. If our entire marriage was a sham, and I was only a useful tool to her, a means to rise in the world - well, so be it. I wish her joy of her old age. It is all one, in the end.

Waltheof will be in his twentieth year by now. I hear occasional reports of him. He has already risen high in the army, and will rise higher yet. If I could see him just once more, before the end, I should be content.

Otherwise I cannot complain. My own folly brought me here, my lack of wisdom and foresight. The new Emperor, John the Second, is proving an even greater man than his father. Under his masterly guiding hand, the Empire flourishes. His people are calling him John the Good, or John the Beautiful, while Alexios slips into memory. 

I, too, shall be forgotten. The memory of this man and that, great or small, is but a drop in the vast grey ocean. On stormy nights, with the waves battering against the walls of the church, I hear the cries of the dead. Soon my voice shall join the chorus.

Enough. I have reached an end. Thorkell, son of the skald, has completed his saga at last.

I am frightened. The light fails. My body's end is near. Shall my soul awake, a bright candle in the gloom? God knows. Man must abide.

His strength wastes - his heart chills - his bones lie still.             

END

AUTHOR'S NOTE

The reign of the Emperor Alexios I Komnenos (1081-1118) was truly a great one. As Thorkell describes, Alexios seized power at a time when the Roman Empire was on the verge of ruin. Thanks to his drive and ability and ruthless political skill, it was preserved for another generation. By the time of his death, the so-called Komnenian Restoration had begun. Under his son, John the Good, and his grandson Manuel, the old glory of the Empire would return, if only for a while.

This is the last chapter in the saga of Thorkell Skaldsson. I based his story on a real Thorkell, a little-known poet in the service of Earl Waltheof of Northumbria, of whom little is known save a few scraps of poetry. It has been a long tale, and a winding one, but now we must leave him in his remote monastery. His fate, if not a happy one, is at least kinder than that of most failed rebels and conspirators in the Empire.

I hope you have enjoyed this nine-part series. Any mistakes or inaccuracies are my own, and I can only beg the reader's indulgence. If you have any comments or queries, please feel free to contact me.
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