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​Author’s Note
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This is a work of historical fiction, told in American English. It’s based on true people, real events, and one truly horrifying dispute.

When Justice Goes Too Far

In the long and complex history of the Catholic Church, there are moments that defy belief. Some are miraculous. Others, like the Cadaver Synod, are harder to explain.

In January of 897, Pope Stephen VI convened an extraordinary ecclesiastical trial. The defendant was his predecessor, Pope Formosus, dead and buried for nine months. His body was exhumed, vested in papal robes, propped on a throne, and brought before a synod of bishops to face formal charges. A deacon was assigned to speak on his behalf.

This was not legend. It wasn't even satire. It was a real moment in Church history, deeply political, theologically fraught, and ... disturbing.

The purpose was clear, by condemning Formosus posthumously, Stephen sought to invalidate his predecessor’s decisions, particularly the appointment of rival bishops. But what began as a calculated power play quickly descended into something far more unsettling. It was a spectacle of desecration, a courtroom liturgy that blurred the line between justice and vengeance.

It’s easy, from a modern perspective, to treat such events as farce. But that would miss the deeper tragedy. Everyone in that basilica believed in something sacred. They believed in the Church, in divine judgment, in order in the chaos. And yet here they were, watching their leaders tie a corpse to a chair and put it on trial.

This story does not mock faith. Faith endures. What it does expose, unflinchingly, is what happens when power exploits that faith for its own ends. When ritual is twisted into spectacle. When memory becomes a battlefield, and even the dead are summoned to fight.

You’re about to read a dramatized account of real events. The characters may be imagined, but the horror was not. History did not flinch from putting a dead pope on trial.

Neither will I.

Let the Synod begin.
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​THE CADAVER SYNOD
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Brother Dominic pressed a perfumed cloth against his nose as the basilica doors groaned open. Two deacons entered backward, their faces twisted with strain, dragging something heavy between them. Behind them came two more, supporting what appeared to be...

Dominic's stomach lurched.

A corpse. Dressed in full papal regalia.

The body had been seated upright on a wooden throne, but the head lolled grotesquely to one side, the jaw hanging slack beneath sunken cheeks. The rich vestments, white silk trimmed with gold thread, draped awkwardly over the stiff limbs, failing to disguise the unnatural angles of death. Despite the heavy incense burning in censers throughout the room, the stench of decay thickened the air.

Pope Stephen VI leaned forward on his throne, his thin lips curling into what might have been a smile.

"Bring forth the accused," he said, voice echoing through the Basilica of St. John Lateran. "Let the Synod begin."

The deacons positioned the corpse directly before the current Pope, then hastily tied it to the chair with rope, presumably to keep it from sliding off again. One of the corpse's hands dangled at an unnatural angle, and Dominic realized with horror that it had been reattached with string.

Cardinal Boniface thrust a scroll into Dominic's trembling hands.

"Read the charges," he hissed. "Clearly. For all to hear."

Dominic stared at the parchment, the Latin words swimming before his eyes. Three weeks ago, he had been a simple cleric in Ravenna. Now he stood in the holiest court in Christendom, serving as prosecutor against the moldering remains of Pope Formosus.

He scanned the gathered bishops, cardinals, and nobles filling the basilica. None would meet his eyes. Everyone seemed to accept this macabre theater as normal, necessary, ordained.

"Your Holiness," Dominic began, his voice cracking, "I present the charges against Pope Formosus..."

He wasn't supposed to be here. He was told this assignment would be quiet.

—-
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TWO MONTHS EARLIER, Rome had appeared to Dominic as a vision from heaven itself. After years of study and prayer in the monasteries of Ravenna, his superiors had finally deemed him worthy of service at the heart of the Church. He had arrived with his few possessions, a change of robes, his prayer book, and his mother's wooden crucifix, staring slack-jawed at the ancient monuments, the sprawling basilicas, the streets where actual saints and martyrs had walked.

"Close your mouth, boy," his escort had grumbled. "You look like a peasant."

Dominic had quickly composed himself, but the wonder remained. Here was the center of God's kingdom on Earth, where Christ's representatives dispensed wisdom and justice. Here was order amidst the chaos of the collapsing world. Here was meaning.

The reality proved somewhat different.

On his third day, he witnessed two cardinals openly bidding for a vacant bishopric, the price rising with each exchange.

On his fifth day, a servant whispered to him that the holy water in the papal chapel had been poisoned last month. "Best to just wet your forehead and pretend."

By his tenth day, he had learned that Rome had seen three popes in two years, each succession bloodier than the last.

"But how can this be?" he had asked Brother Matteo, another junior cleric. "These men are Christ's representatives."

Matteo had laughed, a harsh sound devoid of humor. "Christ's representatives who murder each other for a fancy hat." He'd shrugged. "The Saracens are at our gates, the Empire is in fragments, and these princes of the Church fight over scraps like dogs."

Dominic had chosen silence after that. He kept his head down, performed his duties flawlessly, and prayed for guidance. At night, he wrote long letters to his former abbot, asking theological questions that disguised his growing despair. He never sent them.

His diligence was noticed. Cardinal Boniface began requesting him specifically for certain tasks, transcribing letters, delivering private messages, assisting at minor ecclesiastical functions. Dominic took pride in these small recognitions. Perhaps he could still make a difference, still serve God among the corruption.

That was why, when Boniface informed him he would assist at an important synod. "A great honor for one so junior." Dominic had felt a flutter of hope. Perhaps this was God's plan. Perhaps this was his chance to witness true Church governance, to see justice and wisdom in action.

"What manner of synod is it, Your Eminence?" he had asked.

Boniface's eyes had gleamed strangely in the candlelight. "A most unusual one. Pope Stephen will try his predecessor for crimes against the Church."

"Pope Formosus? But... he died last April."

"Yes." Boniface had smiled thinly. "He did."

—-
[image: ]


THE MORNING OF THE synod, Dominic had been summoned to a small chamber beneath the basilica. There, in the flickering torchlight, he found three deacons standing around a table. Upon it lay the disinterred body of Pope Formosus.

Nine months dead, the corpse was in a state of advanced decay. The skin had turned a mottled greenish-black where it hadn't shrunk back from the bones. The eye sockets were hollow, the lips withered to reveal yellowed teeth in a perpetual grimace.

"We need to dress him," one deacon said matter-of-factly, as if discussing preparations for Mass.

Dominic stared, waiting for someone to laugh, to reveal the jest. When no one did, he choked out: "This... this is blasphemy."

"This is politics," the oldest deacon replied, shaking out the white papal vestments. "Now help us lift him."

The body was surprisingly light, desiccated by time, yet still horrifically solid. As they struggled to maneuver the stiff limbs into the ceremonial garments, Dominic felt something give way beneath his hands. With a dry crack, the right hand broke off at the wrist.

He dropped it with a yelp.

"Careful!" the oldest deacon snapped, snatching up the detached appendage. "These are the fingers that blessed emperors."

"And appointed bishops Stephen wants removed," muttered another.

The oldest deacon scooped up the broken hand with a scowl. "Go get the vestments," he snapped at Dominic.

When Dominic returned, the hand was back in place, hidden beneath wide silk sleeves, the wrist stiff but intact.

Throughout the process, Dominic's mind screamed at him to flee, to denounce this abomination. Yet some colder, more pragmatic part of him, a part he hadn't known existed, whispered: Stay silent. Survive.

After all, who would listen? This desecration had been ordered by the Pope himself.

When they finished, the deacons sprayed the corpse with perfume and rosewater, which did little to mask the underlying stench of putrefaction. One produced a scroll and handed it to Dominic.

"You'll read the charges," he said. "Brother Octavius will speak for Formosus."

A thin, nervous man stepped forward, nodding to Dominic. "I am to say only 'I am guilty' when prompted," he explained, his voice barely above a whisper. "Nothing else."

Dominic wanted to laugh. Or scream. Instead, he simply nodded.

Before they carried the body upstairs, the oldest deacon paused, turning to Dominic with unexpected gravity. "Remember, boy. We serve the Church, not the men who lead it. The Church endures. Even through this."

But as Dominic followed the macabre procession up the narrow stairs, he wondered what kind of Church could endure this and remain holy.

—-
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NOW, STANDING BEFORE the assembled witnesses with the charges in his shaking hands, Dominic struggled to keep his voice steady.

"Formosus, formerly Bishop of Porto, is charged with perjury, violating canon law by transferring from one see to another, and coveting the papal throne while Pope John VIII still lived."

Pope Stephen VI leaned forward, his eyes fixed not on Dominic but on the corpse before him. His voice, when he spoke, trembled with barely contained rage.

"How do you answer these charges, usurper?"

Brother Octavius, standing beside the corpse, dropped his gaze to the floor. "I am guilty," he murmured.

"Louder!" Stephen snarled. "So all may hear the confession!"

"I am guilty," Octavius repeated, his voice cracking.

A murmur ran through the assembled crowd. From his position, Dominic could see the faces of Rome's elite, some horrified, others calculating, a few openly smirking. No one objected. No one walked out.

The trial continued, a grotesque parody of justice. Stephen's questions grew more unhinged with each exchange. He stood from his throne, circling the corpse like a predator, spittle flying from his lips as he enumerated Formosus's supposed crimes.

"You ordained priests illegitimately! You betrayed your oath! You conspired with the enemies of Rome!"

Each accusation was met with the same monotonous response from Octavius: "I am guilty."

The smell in the room had become unbearable, even through Dominic's perfumed cloth. The heat of the crowded basilica and the hundreds of candles had accelerated the corpse's decomposition. A dark fluid began to seep through the white vestments.

Midway through Stephen's diatribe, something happened that froze Dominic's blood. As the Pope jabbed an accusing finger toward the corpse's face, the body shifted slightly, the head rolling to one side. A collective gasp rose from the audience.

"It moved," someone whispered. "The dead
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