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ABOUT THE BOOK

1073. Under the merciless sun of the East, a dark force has risen – a Norman adventurer whose bloody and unquenchable ambition rivals that of King William himself. He has conquered his land, he has built his fortress and he has amassed his army. And now he has taken Constantinople’s ruler as his prisoner . . . 

It falls to Hereward to rescue this precious captive. For the great warrior-in-exile and his spear-brothers, it will mean mounting a raid that could prove the most daring of their lives. Assisting them in this task will be an elite and legendary band of fighters, the Immortals – so-called because they believe they cannot die in battle. But it will not be enough – for enemies hide within the bloated, bejewelled heart of Byzantium: vipers who would spread their poison, who wish to see the English dead and who will strive to turn a mission that was at best dangerous into one that is now suicidal . . . 


In this action-packed adventure full of dazzling swordplay, betrayal, bravery and honour, James Wilde continues his bestselling tale of the life and times of a great English hero: Hereward the Wake.
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HEREWARD
The Immortals

James Wilde


For Elizabeth, Betsy, Joe and Eve


FOREWORD

FOR THE WARRIORS, wealthy merchants and nobles who fled the iron rule of King William after the invasion of England in 1066, Constantinople was the shining star in the east. Filled with immense wealth, secure behind its great walls, and accepting of strangers, the city could become, many hoped, a home away from home. Constantinople was poised at the point where east meets west in what is modern-day Turkey, with trade, and wonders, flowing into it from the Mediterranean and from Asia. But for all the comforting familiarities of the magnificent churches, the commerce, and the civilized values of art and law, those travellers would have found a world that was in many ways alien.

Constantinople was fading. After centuries as a seat of vast power, its finances were no longer on a sound footing and its army had deteriorated, relying heavily upon foreign mercenaries. The empire – essentially the eastern half of the old Roman empire – was beginning to crumble as enemies on every side began to nibble away at the territory under its control.

Those pressures were taking their toll internally. The court had become a nest of vipers, with any family that could lay even the flimsiest claim to the throne plotting to seize power. In the fifty years leading up to the English influx, Constantinople had seen twelve emperors. There were a great many claims.

When Hereward led his men into the city, Michael Doukas wore the crown. Only seventeen when he ascended to the throne on his father’s death, Michael was more interested in books than political power. Into that vacuum stepped his mother and his uncle, John Doukas, who effectively governed as regents. John was the Caesar, at that time a title awarded to an influential relative of the emperor and one of the highest positions at the court. Cunning and cruel, with a long history of treachery, he also made a great many enemies.

One of those foes was Anna Dalassene, the matriarch of the Comnenoi, another family with a strong claim to the crown. Her brother-in-law, Isaac Comnenos, had been emperor. When he became gravely ill, Isaac wanted Anna’s husband, John Comnenos, to succeed him. But despite Anna’s lust for power, her husband refused, and Michael Doukas’ father was chosen in his stead.

Anna Dalassene would never give up her desire to see her family rule the empire. That made her a dangerous rival in the eyes of John Doukas. He put her on trial for treason, and then had her banished to a monastery on the island of Prinkipos.

Soon after, however, the Caesar met his match. The emperor’s adviser, the eunuch Nikephoritzes, eventually turned Michael against his uncle, and John Doukas was compelled to retire to his estates. But even at a distance, the Caesar’s relationship with the emperor made him a force with which to be reckoned.

As the pressures upon the empire continued to grow, at court whispers of dissent mutated into a multitude of plots against the emperor. It was said that there was a knife in every shadow. But Emperor Michael had one thing in his favour, the ever-loyal Varangian Guard, his elite force of mainly English and Viking warriors who were perceived as the fiercest fighters in the world. Extremely well paid, celebrated, even adored by the people for their prowess, the Guard was the pinnacle of ambition for any half-decent warrior with an axe. But it was not easy to be accepted. Gold, and lots of it, was needed to buy a place in the ranks, and then the fighting men had to prove themselves. Still, the potential rewards were so great that many were prepared to try.

Constantinople was awash with simmering violence, intrigue and conspiracy, with dangerous enemies everywhere. As our story begins, Hereward and his spear-brothers must navigate a safe passage without knowing who can be trusted, who is friend, and who is foe …

James Wilde


PROLOGUE

The Anatolian plain, east of Constantinople, 16 May 1073

DEEP IN THE hot night, death howled.

The man and the boy fled from it across a moonlit plain of jagged rocks and brown dust. Ahead of them, their shadows carved paths towards a twisted tree surrounded by clumps of scrubby vegetation. It was not enough. There was nowhere left to hide.

As he pulled himself over the stones with his one remaining hand, the man mewled like a babe. He could not rest, not even for a moment. Those full-throated shrieks demanded vengeance.

His face was ruined. A gaping hole whistled where once his nose had been. One eye was milky. His ears had been sliced off and his bottom lip was split in two. Some of his hair had been torn out or seared away, and what remained of his features was a mask of scar tissue.

His name was Ragener, once a sea wolf who brought terror to his victims on the waves, now little more than a frightened rabbit, less even than the wrecked man he had always considered himself to be. Ragener, a furnace of hatred, all of it burning for one man: Hereward of the English, the warrior who had taken his hand and thereby plunged him even deeper into hell.

On he staggered, glancing over his shoulder. The Turks swarmed in his wake, leaping like wolves at the hunt. There were six of them, dressed in felt boerk hats and belted yalma coats. He imagined he could see their single-headed axes glittering as they whirled above their heads.

Beside him, the boy seemed to care little. His face was like the moon above, pale and still, but his dark eyes were unnaturally large. Some would say Justin Verinus was no boy at all, but a ravening beast, and Ragener was inclined to agree.

‘Why did you kill that girl?’ the sea wolf spat. The words took odd shapes as they escaped from his misshapen mouth. ‘There was no need. You have doomed us both.’

His thoughts flew back to the torn body lying among the rocks as the boy sat beside her, peering up at the stars as if nothing were amiss. Ragener had spent the previous hour creeping into the camp of the Turks to steal some flatbread to assuage their growling bellies. Those black-bearded warriors had been lost to their singing around their blazing campfire, swathed in the spicy aromas of roasting lamb. All had seemed well. He and the boy would eat a little and be on their meandering journey into the east before they were discovered. That had been his hope. But barely had he shaken the boy roughly for his stupidity when the querying shouts had rung out from the nearby village. Once the warriors had been roused to pursuit, Ragener knew that any hope that remained was thin.

Justin loped on without answering. Not a flicker of emotion crossed his face.

‘To have come so far …’ the sea wolf all but sobbed, ‘all our suffering, and so close to our prize, for it all to be snatched away now.’ He could almost taste the power that would have been his if the boy’s father, Victor Verinus, had succeeded in his plot to murder the emperor and place Justin on the throne in Michael’s stead. But now Victor was dead, slaughtered by his rivals the Nepotes, a family just as bloodthirsty, just as cunning, as the Verini. Ragener spat. All he had left was the life of an outlaw, fleeing from his many enemies in the court at Constantinople, with only this beast for companionship and the thin hope of finding the one ally on whom they could still count. For a moment, he thought about snapping the boy’s neck to show his anger, but with only one hand he could not be sure he would come off best.

Clouds began to sweep in from the west on the dry wind. If only they could evade their enemies for a little longer, the bright eye of the moon might be obscured. But as he crested a low ridge, his foot clipped a rock. Over the top he spun, and rolled down the incline. He yelped as his bones cracked against stones, and then his head slammed against the hard ground and darkness engulfed him.

When next he looked up, he was lying on his back in the dust. Dark shapes loomed around him. Ragener choked off a cry of shock as he realized they were unmoving, yet still he felt his blood run cold. Though he was not a godly man, a muttered prayer crept from his lips.

Ten Turks hung from X-shaped timber crosses. All dead, a feast for the birds. Some had been flayed, others dismembered. What demon-haunted land is this? he thought. Whoever committed this atrocity did not fear those savage warriors, even though a multitude of them seethed across the east of the empire.

Ragener jerked his attention back to the ridge as one by one the Turks of the village war-band emerged. Their howls ebbed away and a silence fell across them that was somehow worse.

‘It was not me,’ he cried out, not knowing if they understood the English tongue. ‘It was the boy!’ He stabbed a finger towards where Justin crouched at the foot of one of the crosses. The lad was looking up at the sticky remains as if he had found a new game to play.

The sea wolf thrust himself back over the dusty ground, but when he looked up at the bearded warriors he realized that they had barely registered his presence. Their eyes had grown wide with fear as they gazed upon their tortured brothers, and they began to babble in their throaty tongue. If warning this was, it worked its hellish magic well, he thought.

The light dimmed. The clouds swallowed the edges of the moon.

As the Turks’ chatter was plucked up by the rising wind, Ragener watched their attention fall back upon him. The warriors still desired their vengeance, but at least now they would not linger over it. He could see in their glinting eyes that it would be a quick death and they would be away before they were found by whoever had caused this slaughter. He tasted bitterness at the vile life he had lived, but one regret haunted him above all: that he had not slain the English dog Hereward who had lopped off his hand.

Trying to hide his fear in the face of his enemies, he bared his teeth. What came after death must surely be better than this miserable existence.

Behind him, Justin began to laugh, a thin, reedy sound, like a bird at twilight. Ragener felt a surge of rage. If he could have slit the boy’s throat at that moment, he would have.

The wind began to moan. Whorls of dust licked up along the ridge. The Turks gripped their swords tighter, eyes flickering from the rotting corpses to their prey. Summoning their courage, Ragener thought. All around, shadows began to pool. Only a sliver of moon remained. The warriors became silhouettes against the lowering sky.

Raising his blade, the first Seljuk took a step down the slope.

Justin’s high-pitched laughter spiralled up, drowning out Ragener’s whimpers. The sea wolf blinked away tears. There was no justice in this world. He deserved so much more than this ignoble death.

The growing gloom snatched away all but the barest details. The Turk edged down one more step, his movements becoming more confident.

And then Ragener heard a whistling beneath the wind that ended in a sticky thud. A shape flew through the air towards him. A moment later he found himself staring into dead eyes. The Seljuk’s head lay in front of him, leaking blood into the dust.

A maelstrom of sound and fury swept along the ridge. Cries of alarm rang out. The warriors began to stumble back and forth in confusion, yelling as they hacked at the air with their swords. Ragener squinted, trying to pierce the dark, but he was as lost as those raving Turks.

Another whistle. Another wet thud. Ragener was reminded of his father preparing the lamb for the pot as the cold weather drew in. Raindrops swept on the wind, spattering the sea wolf’s face. But then he smelled iron and knew it was not water.

The dying screams of the Turks became one voice, punctuated in the lulls by the boy’s shrieking laughter. A body tumbled down the slope, flapping like a landed fish. Another head rolled among the crosses.

Terrified, the sea wolf jerked his head this way and that. The dark swallowed whatever prowled around him. What devil is out there in the night? he thought, his prayers rising in a wave. For surely this slaughter could be the work of no man. Too fast, too brutal, leaving not even a whisper of feet on dust to mark its passing.

When the last scream was cut short, and the final warrior crashed on to the stained ground, only the moan of the wind rolled out across the waste. Even Justin had grown silent.

Ragener’s breath burned in his chest. Then, after what seemed an unbearable moment, a terrible silhouette loomed up on the ridge. The sea wolf whimpered, and waited for the end.


CHAPTER ONE

THE PLUME OF dust hovered on the eastern horizon. Beneath a golden sky, the band of warriors lowered their spears and watched the cloud billow beyond the waist-high grass swaying in the hot breeze. Voices stilled. Faces darkened. Since dawn the high plain had been empty. But now, as the day turned towards dusk, every man there felt a grim sense of foreboding.

‘What do you see, Guthrinc?’ As Hereward of the English shielded his eyes his arm flexed, rippling the circular tattoos of a warrior. Though he had been born in the old English Kingdom of Mercia, he was a Dane by blood and his blond hair near glowed under that merciless sun. He had led the war-band for long years now, through the bitter, failed rebellion against the Norman cur William the Bastard who had stolen the English throne, and through the months of exile that had led them here, to these strange lands in the east.

Times had grown hard, and their enemies seemed to multiply by the day. His helm was dented, his mail-shirt torn here and there, each scratch telling a story of some hard-fought battle. His shield was splintered and needed a new lick of paint, but the golden hilt of his sword, Brainbiter, still gleamed as brightly as ever.

Guthrinc had the best eyes of all the spear-brothers. An English oak who towered over the others, he had known Hereward longer than any man there. ‘One rider,’ he said. ‘And riding hard.’

‘Watch him. The Turks rarely venture this close to the city walls. But one day they will come in force, and then our new masters will regret paying so little heed to the enemy on their doorstep.’ Hereward turned back to the rest of his men, irritated by the bitterness that had laced his words.

An angry voice rang out at the rear of the war-band. Hereward scanned his men: Hengist the Mad, Sighard, Hiroc the Three-fingered, Derman, Herrig the Rat and the rest; fifteen in all. Tempers had grown thin since they had been forced to take the coin of the Roman army to put food in their bellies. These were some of the bravest warriors he had known. In England, they had taken on the vastly superior Norman forces at the Isle of Ely. Only betrayal by the monks had brought about their defeat. But in Constantinople the Romans treated them like children who could not be trusted to raise a weapon, or, worse, like slaves. For day after day, week after week, they had roamed the deserted lands, watching for an attack that never came.

Pushing his way through the spear-brothers, the Mercian was not surprised to find Kraki at the heart of this disturbance. Wild of beard and hair, the Viking was a seasoned warrior, a former huscarl in the hall of Earl Tostig of Eoferwic, with a dark mood that rumbled away like a summer storm. Now the scar tissue on his face was crumpled in a scowl as he jabbed a finger towards Turold, a young warrior from Wessex who fancied himself a scop. His songs soothed the other spear-brothers at the end of a hard day, and every man listened, entranced, when he spun his riddles beside the fire.

‘Save your brawling for the tavern,’ Hereward commanded the Viking. ‘These days you are snapping like a wounded bear.’

Kraki glared. ‘This coward wants to throw down his spear and become a farmer.’

Turold held up his hands. ‘’Tis true. I have carried a spear with you ever since I wandered into the camp at Ely with nothing but the mud under my nails. I fought then because the Normans wanted to take everything we held dear. But there is not one here who would truly call me a fighting man.’

Hereward could not argue. Turold was always quick to smile and for the most part as gentle as a churchman.

‘Some Roman girl has stolen his wits,’ Kraki grumbled.

‘Leave him be,’ one of the others called. ‘He has done no harm to you.’

Kraki rounded on them, his fists bunching. ‘We are brothers! We stand together, we die together!’

Another warrior made a farting noise that only drove the Viking to even greater rage. Hereward stepped forward, placing one hand on Kraki’s chest to hold him back. Beckoning, he walked to where Guthrinc was keeping watch. Still scowling, the Viking followed.

‘You would pick a fight with Turold?’ the Mercian said when only Guthrinc could overhear. ‘No. Something else has been gnawing at you for too long now. What truly irks you?’

For a moment, Kraki chewed down on his anger. Then he swept an arm out towards the lonely countryside. ‘What is there for us here? When we left England, you promised us gold and glory. But gold does not come any easier in Constantinople than anywhere else in this miserable world. We will not be able to buy ourselves a new beginning until we have earned it.’

‘The coin will come. We have earned a little.’

‘Little. Aye, that is a good word.’ Kraki hawked up a mouthful of phlegm and spat at his feet. ‘We are trusted only with work that would not tax a child. The Romans laugh at us, when they are not treating us like the dirt beneath their feet. And for what? Pay that barely stills my rumbling belly.’ He hammered one fist against his chest. ‘We are the warriors who risked all against the fiercest army in the west. Where are our rewards? We came here to join the Varangian Guard. Those bastards have more gold than they can ever spend, and more glory too.’

Hereward stared across the wide plateau to where the mountains rose up in the distance, trying to find words. Kraki spoke true. For all their sacrifices, they deserved much more than this. Yet only gold, and a lot of it, would buy their way into the ranks of the emperor’s elite guard. He felt the weight of his burden. Without a moment’s doubt, his spear-brothers had followed him into a battle which had seemed unwinnable, and in defeat they had been forced to leave behind kin, friends, home. Where would he find the fortune required to repay them for such loyalty?

‘If we stay here, the Romans will destroy us by degrees,’ Kraki said, releasing the words he had kept tight inside him.

‘And if we flee, we will be running for ever,’ Hereward countered. ‘Would you be known as the cowards who abandoned England, and then ran from every hardship?’

The Viking shook his head and looked away, wrestling with his doubts. He would not be easily placated, Hereward could see. This was not like Kraki at all. No battle had ever seemed too great for him to fight.

Guthrinc glanced over at his friend, a wry smile playing on his lips. ‘Do I hear the whining of a babe in arms?’ he murmured.

‘You would be happy hunting fowl with your bow,’ the Viking spat. ‘Some of us want a just reward for the use of our strong right arm.’

‘You are full of vinegar,’ Guthrinc replied, chuckling. ‘You would be sour even if the gold came up to the top of your beard.’

Kraki grunted. ‘Chance would be a fine thing.’

‘Wait.’ Guthrinc’s attention snapped towards the horizon. Narrowing his eyes at the dust cloud, he said, ‘There is more than one rider. I count three …’ He squinted. ‘No, four … more. A war-band. It looks to me as though they are chasing the other one down.’

‘Turks? Here?’ Hereward furrowed his brow. At first the Seljuks had merely crept across the edges of the empire from the south and the east, but in recent years that trickle had become a deluge. Grown lazy on their wealth, the Romans had done little to fight for their land, as if this problem would somehow fade like the mist under the sun. Facing no resistance, the Turks had grown fearless. But surely any war-band would not venture this far west and risk waking the sleeping beast?

‘Ready yourselves,’ he called, turning back to his men. ‘Lie low and wait for my command.’

As one, the spear-brothers fell silent, dropping down into the long grass so that it seemed they had never been there. Guthrinc kneeled to hide his huge frame. Peeling aside the green curtain, he watched the riders approach.

‘If this is none of our business, we let them ride by,’ Hereward breathed beside him.

At first the English could have been alone for a hundred miles with only the singing wind for company. But then the ground began to throb. The sound of hoofbeats rumbled across the grasslands. When Hereward peered over Guthrinc’s shoulder, he glimpsed a dark smudge taking shape in the dust, gradually coalescing into a man hunched over the neck of his horse.

‘A Roman,’ Guthrinc murmured.

‘How can you tell?’

‘He carries a standard, the eagle with two heads. Tattered, it is.’

‘He has been in a fight, then.’ Hereward weighed this information, then craned his neck back and whistled a sharp blast through his teeth. The grass swished. Deep in their hiding places, his men would be stiffening as they raised their spears and shields.

If this was a Roman soldier being run down by enemies, Hereward knew they would have no choice but to act. He felt a tremor of passion run through him. It had been too long since his blood had been up, and he had grown afraid that the dullness of the days had taken the edge off him. Deep in his head, he heard a hungry whisper from the part of him that he had grown to hate, the devil that lusted for slaughter and filled him with a rage that made him blind to all reason.

As the riders left the barren landscape and plunged into the grass, the dust drifted away to reveal eight men hard on the heels of the fleeing Roman. To Hereward’s eyes, they did not look like Turks – they wore hauberks and helms that gleamed in the setting sun.

Guthrinc cocked his head to one side. ‘Can this be? Normans?’

‘They are everywhere,’ Kraki sniffed. ‘They know how to make good coin with their strong right arm.’

When the leading rider neared, the Mercian could see that the warrior’s face was twisted with terror. His leather armour was filthy with the dirt of the road, and his horse seemed exhausted. Spittle sprayed from its mouth as it veered through the grass. In contrast, the closest pursuer was bearing down upon them fast, sword raised to take the Roman’s head.

Hereward tapped Guthrinc on the shoulder. The English oak knew the command without looking. Snatching his bow from his back, he nocked an arrow in one fluid movement, took aim, and loosed it. His shaft rammed into the forehead of the attacking warrior, flinging him off the back of his mount. When his horse reared up in shock, confusion erupted among the war-band. Milling in the long grass, the Normans searched this way and that for the enemies they now knew were hidden nearby.

Hereward felt the blood thunder into his head, and his devil cry out in anticipation, but he was no longer strong enough to resist it. With a roar, he burst into the open, axe in hand. At his heels, the rest of the English surged out, yelling. The Normans fought to keep their mounts under control, shouting warnings.

Guthrinc towered up, loosing another shaft in a blur, and then another. One arrow splintered harmlessly upon a shield, but the other smacked into the chest of one of the riders. Flailing, the man tried to wrench the arrow out, even as blood bubbled up over his fingers.

The Normans had the advantage of horseback, and they hacked down with their double-edged swords. But the courage of the English – some would say madness – had thrown the enemy into disarray. Spears herded their beasts into a frenzy and stabbed at thighs and arms. So many weapons bristled that the Norman shields were not enough.

As one rider tumbled back with a scream, Hereward thumped his axe down, splitting the man’s face in two before he had even hit the ground. Kraki ripped his blade through the leg of another, and Sighard, Hiroc and Hengist unseated a third.

The surviving Normans were not stupid. Seeing they were outmatched, they rounded their horses and spat epithets as they thundered away. In response, the English shook their spears in the air and cheered. Hereward could see that even that short battle had been good for them. Grins sprang to lips and cheeks flushed with passion. Men whose spirits had been whittled away suddenly remembered who they were in the thick of a fight. He felt proud. Brave men, all of them. He would give them what they deserved, however much it cost him.

Sighard, the youngest of the English warriors, was beckoning frantically from where the Roman’s exhausted horse roamed riderless. Under his shock of red hair, his pale face looked worried.

The Roman lay on his back in the long grass, shaking as if in the grip of a fever. He was barely more than a boy, his cheeks so hollow it seemed he had not eaten in days. Blood caked the corner of his mouth and a gash seeped on his forehead. Delirious, he jabbered as his eyes rolled white.

‘What does he say?’ Sighard asked.

Kraki peered into the lad’s face. ‘And why was he fleeing so hard?’

Hereward knelt beside the fallen man, noticing how his right fist was gripped tight. Gently prising open the fingers, he revealed the object the rider clutched as if his life depended on it: a gold ring with a large oval engraved with the sign of the two-headed eagle.

Sighard gaped. ‘That is no warrior’s ring. It can only belong to someone great.’

The Roman seemed to find peace now that he had delivered his prize. For a moment his eyes swam, and then he looked clearly into Hereward’s face. ‘You must warn the emperor,’ he croaked. ‘We were not prepared. Now doom is coming for all of us.’ And with that his eyes fluttered shut as exhaustion claimed him.

‘What did he mean?’ Sighard whispered, his eyes wide.

Hereward looked up and across the swaying grass into the west, where the red sun dipped towards the horizon. ‘Make ready,’ he said. ‘We return to Constantinople this night.’


CHAPTER TWO

IN CONSTANTINOPLE, EVEN the night bowed its head to man. Outside the entrance to the hippodrome two vast stone bowls of oil blazed, and above them, along the whitewashed walls, torches sizzled. In the glare, sharp emotions burned too. Those who had not gained entry to the races haggled over bets, over winners and losers, jostling amid the stink of sweat and pitch. Desperation seethed in the ones who stood to lose more coin than they could afford. Greed, excitement, fury, all of it was at boiling point.

From within that grand stone building, the roar of the crowd boomed above the rumble of hooves as the horses thundered round the circuit. Riders yelled their encouragement, whips lashed flanks.

Hereward pushed his way through the throng, weary from the long journey back to the city. In his homeland, the villages would be quiet at this hour. Folk would be gathered with their kin around their hearth-fires, sharing tales of the day. Not here. They did things differently in this vast, greedy, hot, dangerous, scheming city. The Mercian looked round at the feverish men and women, cocking their heads as they tried to make sense of the din of the race. The lure of gold kept men from their beds, drove them out into the streets at first light. Gold was all that mattered to these Romans, and all that mattered to the desperate folk who streamed through the gates every day, fleeing from threat or hungry for a new dawn.

Sighard hurried up, his pale skin and red hair standing out among the swarthy Romans. ‘The others are inside,’ he said. ‘They bid me wait for you.’ His eyes were questioning.

‘The Roman we found will live. The leech is tending to him at the Boukoleon palace.’

‘The ring? His warning?’

‘Whatever he knows is not for the likes of us,’ the Mercian said, unable to hide his sardonic tone. ‘He is saving it for the emperor’s counsel.’

Sighard sighed. ‘And a reward?’

Hereward shook his head, irritated. The guardsmen had shown him the door so fast he had barely had time to speak.

As the race ended, the cheers of the victorious surged up. Within moments, a knot of men swept out of the entrance. At their heart, Hereward glimpsed the emperor Michael, too bright-faced for a man who carried the burden of empire. He was young, an innocent. But as always the eunuch, Nikephoritzes, stood behind the emperor’s left shoulder with eyes like brass. He was the true power, Hereward knew. Both men were swallowed up by ten warriors of the elite Varangian Guard, their hands never far from their long-hafted Dane-axes, their gaze continually searching the crowd for any sign of threat. They never smiled, rarely spoke.

Sighard followed the Mercian’s stare. ‘The emperor should thank his god that he has men like that at his back. He would have been torn from his throne and tossed to the wild dogs in the street by now, if not for them.’

‘Aye,’ Hereward agreed. ‘This is a troubled city. Plots growing like weeds, the emperor loathed for his weakness. And beyond the walls, more enemies than any man can count.’ He eyed the young Englishman. ‘The emperor needs more men, men like us, to keep him safe. Soon he will see that.’

‘I am sick of waiting for fortune to smile upon us.’

Hereward turned at the gruff voice. Kraki scowled at anyone who dared meet his eye. He and Guthrinc had emerged from the hippodrome with some of the other spear-brothers. The English oak was gnawing on hot lamb that he had bought from one of the street sellers, wiping the grease from his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘I would be away, in the north,’ Kraki continued. ‘I miss the cold, and the rain, and the wind that cuts right through you. Weather like that keeps you hard. Here they are all too soft.’

Guthrinc frowned, seemingly sensing something else in his friend’s words. Laying one of his big hands upon Kraki’s shoulder, he said, ‘You need some wine inside you.’

‘I need mead.’

‘Wine will drown your grumbles as well as anything. Come, we will find what passes for a tavern in these parts.’ He gave the Viking a shove.

Once the warriors were shouldering their way through the crowd, Sighard leaned in and whispered, ‘I worry for Kraki.’

‘He has been walking under a cloud for too long. What troubles him?’

‘Why, he misses Acha,’ Sighard replied, surprised that the Mercian did not know.

Hereward nodded. Now he understood. His thoughts flew back to the first time he had seen Acha, in Earl Tostig’s hall in Eoferwic on that cold, cold winter’s night. Hair the colour of raven wings and skin like snow, she had used her beauty to bend many a man to her will there. But in the end she had given herself to the Viking. Though he hid it well, Hereward knew Kraki had been bereft when they had been forced to part. Acha had returned to her own folk, the Cymri, and the Viking had found himself here, in a strange world, where his worth was rarely appreciated. Little surprise that he yearned for England. ‘Do not let him hear you say that,’ the Mercian cautioned. ‘He will cuff your ear so hard it will grow larger than your head.’

‘When the blackness claimed me after the death of my brother, Kraki dragged me back into the light. I would do the same for him.’

‘He is a proud man. He does not take help easily.’ Hereward felt concern for the gruff Viking, as he did for all his men. ‘His spirits will recover once we have bought our way into the Varangian Guard.’

Sighard did not look convinced.

Curses echoed above the babbling voices and Hereward turned to see a bobbing head thrusting its way through the throng. A moment later, Alric shoved his way next to them. He was a monk who had found himself a companion of warriors and through it had seen as much blood and hardship as any of the other exiles. His face was flushed with anxiety. ‘I was afrit you would be gone from here.’

‘You are late,’ the Mercian said. ‘The others are already drowning themselves in wine.’

‘There is talk of war—’

‘There is always talk of war.’ Sighard grinned. ‘Have you not yet learned how these Romans are? They talk and talk and then fill their bellies with food and drink and sleep it off. When they are not plotting to murder some rival or other, that is.’

Alric shook his head. ‘No, the Varangian Guard has been summoned to the palace. And the wise men, and the advisers. Never have I seen so many worried faces.’

‘Calm yourself,’ Hereward said, clapping a hand on his friend’s shoulder. ‘We are not dead yet.’

Sighard grabbed the monk’s left arm and raised it high. A leather sheath capped the wrist where Alric’s hand should be. ‘Tell me, monk,’ the young warrior teased, ‘does God still hear when you pray with one hand? Or do you make as much sense to his ears as the thief who has had his tongue torn out?’

‘God hears us all, even you when you have filled your skin with ale and make as much sense as a babe in arms.’ Alric cocked one eyebrow in defiance. His skin had grown thick in the long years since Hereward had first met him, when they were both fleeing from death through that frozen forest in Northumbria.

Sighard spied Turold entertaining the crowd with one of his songs and wandered over, ready to be caught up in the skein of his friend’s words. Alric beckoned Hereward to one side. From the leather pouch at his hip, he pulled a small object wrapped in a white silk cloth. ‘A gift. For you.’ Glancing around, he unfolded the cloth in the crook of his arm. On the silk lay a sliver of wood, capped with silver and attached to a leather thong. ‘Do not judge,’ the monk said with haste. ‘There are some who say the power of God lies in that splinter. It is from a bowl St George himself once prayed over, which then made a blind woman see when she sipped from it, so it is said.’

The Mercian knew what value Alric’s fellow monks would have placed upon such a relic. His friend must have gone to great lengths to secure it, perhaps even risking his own life. ‘Why do you bring this to me?’

The monk searched for the right words. ‘You have a devil inside you, one that drives you to slaughter like some beast, that puts at risk friend as well as foe when the rage eats your heart. We both know this is true.’

Hereward nodded. That devil had been with him for as long as he could remember. ‘Aye. And with your prayers … your help … I have all but shackled it.’

‘But I will not always be at your side, my friend. Now that you fight in the army beyond these walls, I cannot help keep it in check. You must do it yourself.’ Alric pressed the relic into Hereward’s hand. ‘When you are on your own, when the night is dark, and you feel the devil’s presence, take this in your fingers and ask for God’s help, and he will give you the strength you need.’

Peering down at the fragment of wood, Hereward felt touched by his friend’s concern. But as he murmured his thanks and slipped the thong round his neck, he felt a sudden movement at his side. Furtive fingers were closing about his purse. A blade flashed, cutting the strap.

‘Hold!’ he bellowed. ‘Thief!’ He lashed out, but his own fingers closed on thin air. He caught a glimpse of a young man darting away, his hair matted and his tunic filthy and threadbare. No doubt one of the rogues who preyed upon the rich men and women wandering through the streets.

Hereward barged a path through the stream of bodies. He would get no help from the fine folk of Constantinople, he knew that. They looked after their own business, and be damned to the rest.

The thief weaved through the throng like a rat. When he plunged into one of the narrow tracks that ran between the grand houses in the shade of the emperor’s palace the darkness swallowed him up, but the Mercian’s eyes were used to the fenland nights and he did not slow his pace. Rats fled from his feet. His nose wrinkled at the stink of middens. As the din of the crowd fell away, he fixed his attention on the pounding of feet ahead.

The track led into a maze of silent streets leading towards the Genoese quarter along the north wall, and Hereward began to close upon the fleeing youth. Finally, he found himself close enough to snarl a hand in the rogue’s long hair and with a sharp yank brought him to the ground. His prey snarled and spat and thrashed. Hereward cuffed him once and pinned a hand across his throat. When his fingers flexed, the youth’s furious resistance ceased.

‘My coin,’ the Mercian snarled. ‘Now.’

Before the thief could respond, the night sang with the familiar clash of steel upon steel. An angry cry echoed. A curse. A threat. Hereward glimpsed rapid movement flashing in a street to his right: caught in a shaft of moonlight, a young man of some seventeen summers was surrounded by a gang of four cut-throats. The Mercian could see that the victim was of some standing. His tunic was well cut, and embroidered with gold or silver that glinted as he moved. Long black hair fell in ringlets around a serious face, dark eyes glimmering with sharp intelligence.

Short swords stabbed towards him. The victim whisked his own blade back and forth to hold them at bay, with some skill, Hereward could see. A robbery, no more. The young man had strayed too far from the crowds and now he would pay the price. And yet, as he watched, the Mercian saw that the rogues were hacking with concentrated fury. They seemed intent on ending the young man’s days.

‘Help me,’ the victim called in the Roman tongue, breathless. ‘I will make it worth your while.’

Seizing his moment, the cutpurse squirmed like an eel and broke free of the Mercian’s grip. In an instant, he was up and running once again. Hereward knew that if he delayed for even a moment he would lose him.

In the next street, the rogues slashed with renewed vigour. The victim was outnumbered; not even his skill with a blade could save him. With a curse, Hereward spun away from the disappearing thief. He could not leave a brave man to be cut down.

Unsheathing Brainbiter, he barked, ‘Leave him. Save your own necks.’

From somewhere nearby, another Roman voice said, ‘Kill him too.’

The shadows were too deep for Hereward to see the source of that command, but now he knew one thing for certain. This was no mere robbery. It was murder.

Two of the rogues turned towards him. Their faces were hard, their eyes cold. These were not warriors, but men used to slitting throats in dirty alleys. They would fight like rats to the last.

Gripping his sword tight, Hereward braced himself. ‘Come, then,’ he snarled. ‘You have picked the wrong man this night. My blade is thirsty for your blood.’


CHAPTER THREE

MOONLIGHT GLINTED OFF steel. As Hereward stepped beside him, the young man hissed, ‘Hesitate and you are lost. There is a high price on my head. These snakes will not let it go easily.’

Slow-witted they might be, but Hereward’s two foes were cunning enough to strike as one. When they stabbed their blades towards his chest, he was ready, clashing their weapons aside with his own sword. Sparks glittered. Again they stabbed, one high, one low, growing more confident now they had the measure of him. Or so they thought.

The Mercian feinted left and lunged. His blade ripped into the stomach of the nearest rogue. As the man stumbled back with a shriek, his life-blood pumping between his fingers, the other rogue blanched. Hearing the cut-throat’s dying cries, the one who had been the prey called out, ‘First blood. Now we have a fight upon our hands.’

From the corner of his eye, Hereward glimpsed the youth slash and thrust with the poise of a seasoned warrior. No weakling there. A moment later one of his foes was falling back, trailing a ruby stream.

With a full-throated roar, Hereward’s second enemy overcame his fear and threw himself at the Mercian in a frenzy of hacking and slashing. Within moments, the man lay twitching in a spreading pool. Gold or no, the final rogue had wits enough to see he was outnumbered and outclassed. Turning on his heels, he fled.

Hereward sheathed Brainbiter, pleased that he had managed to keep his devil in check. Perhaps Alric’s relic did indeed work wonders.

His companion’s face had been grim during the battle, but now a wry smile flickered on his lips. Prowling round the bodies, the young swordsman peered into the night in search of the one who had barked the order to end Hereward’s life. His attention fell upon a pool of gloom on a narrow track between two houses. Levelling his sword, he called, ‘Out, now, and answer for yourself.’

On the edge of Hereward’s vision, movement flashed on the other side of the street. A sallow-faced man with hair streaked with silver separated from the shadows. Steel shimmered; a knife swept high.

Distracted by whatever he thought he had seen in the dark, the young man was oblivious of the enemy at his back. Snatching out his blade, Hereward lunged, impaling the silent assailant.

The young man whirled, cursing through clenched teeth when he saw the body tumbling to the ground. ‘You have my thanks,’ he said, clapping a hand on Hereward’s shoulder. ‘I let my guard down like a boy fighting his first battle.’

‘These were not thieves.’

‘No, they wanted me dead.’

Hereward eyed the younger man. He showed the confidence of someone twice his age. ‘You owed them coin?’

The stranger grinned. ‘I do not need to walk far to stumble across an enemy in Constantinople. There are many who do not like my name.’ Crouching beside the fallen man, he turned the face up to the moonlight so he could study it. His smile drained away. ‘Sabas Apion.’

‘I should know of him?’

The young man pushed himself up. His thoughts could be read in his expression as he weighed his discovery. ‘Only if you spend your days at court. Sabas Apion is a powerful man, an ally of the eunuch Nikephoritzes. The emperor has leaned heavily on his counsel in recent times.’

‘Why would such a man want you dead?’ Hereward thought for a moment and added, ‘Why would such a man be here, in the streets, wielding the blade himself? Powerful men do not dirty their own hands with killing. They pay others to spill blood while they are looking the other way.’

If he knew the answers to these questions, the younger man was not saying anything. He looked up and down the street and seemed to reach a decision. ‘We must be away from here, and fast. The rogue who fled may be raising the alarm, and if we are found here, over the body of Sabas Apion, our heads will not stay on our shoulders much longer.’

‘This cur attacked you—’

‘That matters little. No one will believe our claims.’ He gave a bitter smile. ‘There are already many at court who are keen to judge me. And a man like Sabas Apion, a wise man, a friend of the emperor …’ He shook his head. ‘This will be enough to do for me, finally.’

‘Perhaps that was the true reason for this attack.’ Hereward sensed movement behind him and whirled, his sword flashing up. The younger man frowned, seeing nothing, but the Mercian knew better. ‘Step out where I can see you.’

A figure separated from the shadows. Robes swirled, as black as a moonless sky, and a cloth of the same colour was wrapped around the head. The man’s skin was dark, his eyes like coals, and his shaped beard, too, was the colour of pitch.

‘Salih?’ Hereward said. The other man gave a slight bow of greeting, but his mouth remained a grim slash in a face of granite. His hand rested on the curved silver dagger that hung at his hip.

Salih ibn Ziyad was as cold and unknowable as the ocean, a wise man who studied the movements of the stars, and the ways of animals, and the plants that could be used for healing. But his heart – that remained unknown even to those, like Hereward, who had travelled at his side. Yet the Mercian had seen enough to trust this earth-walker. Brave, he was, certainly, and fierce in battle. But it was the loyalty Salih had shown to his mistress, Meghigda, the queen of the desert tribe called the Imazighen, that Hereward would never forget. When Salih had encountered her as a girl he had helped her cope with the murder of her mother and father, and thereafter he had dedicated his days to guiding and shaping her into the great warrior-queen she had become in that harsh, hot land in Afrique. Her followers had believed her to be imbued with the powers of the gods, a trick that Salih had crafted to ensure the fealty of every Imazighen man and woman, and a part that Meghigda had played as if born to it.

But then Meghigda had been caught up in the great games of power played by the aristocratic families of Constantinople. The Nepotes and the Verini, between them, had brought her low. Maximos Nepos had professed love for the queen and then betrayed her for his own gain. That betrayal had seen her fall into the hands of the cruel Victor Verinus, where her life had finally been snuffed out.

In the end, it was for Maximos and the Nepotes that Salih reserved his deepest hatred, the Mercian knew. Maximos was the one who had lured Meghigda from her home, and from Salih’s side. Maximos was the begetter of the ultimate misery. And so Salih slipped through the shadows of Constantinople, biding his time until he could gain his vengeance by using that knife on the throat of any of the Nepotes clan who rose before him. In his grief, he had become Death himself. He had no other purpose.

‘Is it fate that our paths cross here, after so long apart?’ Hereward asked.

‘God guides us all, according to his plan. But this night …’ Salih looked first into the face of the younger man, searching for the truth of him. Satisfied, he glanced down at the bodies. ‘This city seethes with lies and deceit and plots. I walk a path among them, and they led me here.’

There was movement behind the wise man. A young girl of no more than eighteen summers hovered on the edge of the shadows. She was a ragged thing, so thin her cheeks were like the edge of his sword. Her eyes were dark-ringed, her red hair lank and greasy. Hereward frowned. Her name was Ariadne Verina, a girl who had been whipped like a cur by her own father, and, no doubt, had suffered even worse things at his hands. Bending women to submit to his monstrous desires was the inhuman hunger that had consumed Victor Verinus. But in the end it had proved the curse that had destroyed him. At the moment when all his plots seemed to be coming together, the women of the Nepotes, Juliana and Simonis, who had been victims of Victor’s lusts, had risen up and unmanned him. How the Devil must have laughed at that ending!

Hereward narrowed his eyes at the girl. Did she feel any joy that her tormentor-father was now gone? And why, he wondered, was she now travelling with Salih ibn Ziyad?

Taking a step forward, Ariadne reached out a trembling hand. Her eyes rolled up to white, the muscles of her face growing taut so that her features subtly altered, and she shuddered before speaking. ‘I am al-Kahina, slayer of devils.’ Her voice was low and rasping, like a woman more than twice her age.

Hereward stiffened. Al-Kahina was the name that Meghigda had taken among her people. ‘What is this?’ he growled.

‘I live on, as I will always live, for all time,’ Ariadne continued in that voice that was not her own.

The Mercian glanced at Salih, but the wise man said nothing. Only the faintest smile danced at the corners of his lips. Hereward had seen that look before. Salih was playing with him. The wise man wanted him to believe that this wild girl was now the vessel that contained the spirit of Meghigda, a warrior-queen who would continue her fight for justice even beyond the gates of death. Perhaps that were so. Alric had told him how the power of God’s spirit could fill a man, and how angels came down to earth to guide the needy. And yet Ariadne had faced agonies beyond measure at her father’s hands, and Hereward had seen time and again on the battlefield how the madness of suffering could drive the wits to flights of wonder.

‘What do you say?’ he asked, playing along.

Ariadne pointed a wavering finger at him. ‘You are in grave danger. Enemies rise up on every side who would see your doom.’

Hereward smiled. This was not news.

But then Salih nodded in agreement and cautioned, ‘You must leave this place, now. The alarm will have been raised by the one who fled. The Varangian Guard will soon be here. There are some who would profit from seeing an English barbarian blamed for this night.’

‘What do you know, Salih?’

‘When I move through the city, unseen, I hear whispers; I divine the arc of plots that others can never see until too late. Constantinople is not a safe place for you, Hereward of the English.’

‘You have my thanks, as always,’ the Mercian said, bowing his head.

The words had barely left his lips when cries cracked the night. The thunder of running feet echoed closer. Hereward glanced in the direction of the tumult, and when he looked back, Salih and the girl were gone.

With a nod, the young swordsman darted along one of the tracks between the houses. Choosing another path at random, Hereward raced away just as the clamour reached the end of the street. He silently cursed his misfortune. The English had fought hard to gain a foothold in the city, with its strange rules and near-contempt for any who did not have gold to buy their place. He would not see it all destroyed for one good deed gone amiss.

The baked mud whisked by under his feet. The cries rose in pitch when the body of Sabas Apion was discovered, but the pounding of feet at his back did not seem to slow, and he could only guess his escape had been spotted. He ducked into
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