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            ‘It will be as you wish, Master,’ came the obedient reply.

I looked down at the boy as he huddled over my feet. The gentler sea and the growing warmth of the February sun were doing me no end of good. If I say that twelve days in the Mediterranean had restored me to vigour, I’d be exaggerating. But there was no doubt I was feeling better than I had in several years. I wished I could say the same for Wilfred. Below that head of matted, greasy hair, he was still little more than a bag of bones.

‘Have you been here before, Master?’ he asked.

‘No,’ I said. I paused and allowed myself another sip of bad Spanish wine. ‘In all my years of service to the Empire, I made only one trip to Africa. That was about twenty years ago, when I came west with Constans. He was father of the present Emperor.’ I thought fondly of my last Lord and Master who’d really appreciated my services. Yes, he’d raped a nun in front of the Patriarch, and generally hadn’t gone out of his way to win friends and influence people. But he’d slowed the Saracens and left internal affairs to me. I hadn’t been making it up when I spoke about the Empire’s recovery of health. You can enable wonderful things with lower taxes and less control. If only his wretched successor hadn’t . . .

But I brought myself back to the present. ‘While he was on his looting pilgrimage in Rome,’ I said of Constans, ‘I spent a few months in Carthage trying to sort out the finances. I was so busy there, I never actually went beyond the walls. But I know Cartenna from the description of its double church. The place is a few hundred miles west of Carthage.

‘If we aren’t making direct for the capital, it may be the place has been lost to the Saracens – though, with Carthage gone, I’m not sure how anywhere else in Africa can be held. Mind you, I am assuming what is by no means beyond doubt – that these people know where they are going.’ I stopped again and thought of the rising tension aboard this big, heavy ship. In the open seas beyond the Mediterranean, I’d been impressed by how well Hrothgar and his crew of hired trash had worked the ship. Despite the endless and insane pitching, there had never seemed any chance that we’d go down. Ever since we’d entered the great, enclosed sea around which all civilisation had arranged itself, however, it had grown increasingly plain that we were lost. What could have been in Hrothgar’s mind when he’d come through the Narrow Straits without a pilot? It was almost funny that I’d been the only man aboard able to give our whereabouts as Cartenna.

As I opened my mouth to try for a bitter laugh, Wilfred dropped his pumice stone and gripped hard for a moment on my left foot. I took hold of the daybed and pulled myself forward to see him. He’d let go of my foot and was now huddled into a tight ball on the deck. His body shook with suppressed coughing. Then, with a soft groan, he opened his mouth for another long vomit. There was no retching this time. It was just a mass of clotted blackness that stank of blood. I pushed him with the head of my stick so he wouldn’t collapse into it, and got myself upright.

‘Drink this,’ I said with soft yet urgent authority. I’d got myself down on to my knees and was trying to straighten the boy. Even I was able to hold his head and shoulders up in one arm as, with the other, I held my cup to his lips. ‘Drink and look hard up at the sky,’ I commanded. I dipped the sleeve of my outer robe in the wine and dabbed at the bloody froth on the grey, bloodless lips. He clutched at his stomach with shaking hands and squeezed his eyes shut.

‘Open your eyes, Wilfred,’ I commanded in my firmest voice. ‘Open your eyes and look at that rope swinging from the front mast. Have you never noticed how often I’ve sat here looking at it? Have you never noticed how, whatever the distance it covers, each motion back and forth takes the same time? There is an inverse relationship between speed and distance. Think how there is an order in the world about us, and how this can be explained in mathematical terms.’ I’d got the boy’s attention. While he looked at the rope held taut along its length by the block of wood at its bottom, I repeated myself and elaborated on a set of ratios you’ll not find anywhere in the writings of that fool Aristotle.

‘It is proof of God’s providence,’ he gasped at length. That wasn’t quite how I saw it. But this was more a distraction than a lesson, and I nodded eagerly. ‘It is a sign of God’s boundless love for the world,’ he added. I painted on a smile of agreement, and cast round for some appropriate text from Scripture. ‘But, Master, surely God has abandoned me,’ he wailed, going straight off the path I’d appointed for him.

I sighed. Unless I could think of something fast, we’d be back to the confused ramblings of our journey through the grey, mountainous waters that lay beyond the Narrow Straits. Then, barely noticing myself, I’d forced him into my own heated cot, and plied him with soup and encouraging words, as he’d snivelled on about the torments that surely waited for him beyond the grave. Edward hadn’t been at all pleased: I, after all, was the one who
had
to be kept alive. In truth, I’d been pretty pissed off at times. I didn’t fancy any return to that.

Chapter 8

I was saved from having to deliver another lecture on theodicy and teleology by a loud crash over on the right. Someone had cut another of the dangling ropes, and the block it was supporting now fell heavily on to the deck. His spasm over, his reflections on the coming fires of Hell forgotten for the moment, Wilfred sat up and looked round. That was my chance. I got my arms about his chest and dragged him to his feet. I guided him over to the side of the ship and got him to breathe in and out. In and out, in and out, he breathed. I could feel the return of his limited strength. Relieved, I looked over at the shore.

And this was Cartenna. I could have no doubts of that. I shaded my eyes and again tried to look through the glare of the morning sun to see the details of the place. There were a few trading ships in the harbour, and I could see the two churches. I could say nothing beyond that. The city might still be a busy port. Just as easily, it might be as derelict and as empty of people as everywhere else we’d touched on this voyage.

‘Look, Master!’ Wilfred cried weakly.

I followed his shaking finger. Fifty yards over on the right from the direction I’d been looking, there was the rowing boat the northerners had seized during one of their supply raids on the French coast. With a couple of the biggest northerners to pull on the oars, Edward and Hrothgar had set out for the shore. Edward sat very still, his body radiating sullen hostility. Hrothgar’s voice had its slurred, nagging tone about it. I couldn’t hear what he was saying. But I had no doubt there’d be another beating tonight. Bad luck, Edward, I thought complacently. Still, until he faded to a blur, Edward looked most fetching in his white tunic. It wasn’t just his Latin that had blossomed since leaving Jarrow. In that fairly short time, he’d grown from pretty boy into a rather scary beauty.

And I wasn’t the only one who’d noticed. It didn’t take perfect vision to see how the northerners currently on deck had left off their work and were leaning over the side, the lust plain on their horrid faces. Forget the lack of any pilot, I told myself: this alone would be trouble for Hrothgar. None of it, sadly, would be of my making. When I was younger, I believed the conventional wisdom that lust is abolished by age. I then found that, if lust may be dulled, all that really goes is the ready means of satisfying it.

‘I suppose we need more supplies,’ I said, trying not to sound as morose as I suddenly felt. ‘Since it’s just the two of them, we can assume some intention to pay. I wonder why we’ve anchored so far out, rather than gone in to dock?’ I looked again into the harbour. If the exchange was to be made here, I was surely worth a convoy for taking back to Constantinople. There wasn’t so much as a single Imperial galley moored against the docks. It probably was just a matter of supplies.

But I pulled myself together. I plucked at Wilfred’s sleeve. I tried to ignore how loose it hung on his arm. If possible, he might have been still smaller now than he’d been three years before, when he’d been sent to me with Bede to improve his Latin. I pointed at my slippers that I’d left beside the bowl, and waited for him to struggle back to his knees and get them on to my feet. We were going on another of the slow circuits of this ship that served for my daily exercise. Since the boards were new and not properly planed, I had no wish to pick up any more splinters.

‘Listen,’ I said, ‘this is our first proper time alone in over a month. It may well be our last. There are things we need to discuss. It’s pretty obvious I’ve been lifted by the Emperor, and we’re on our way to Constantinople. What will happen there with me is impossible to say. But the moment we dock and the palace officials take charge of me, your own value as a hostage will be at least diminished. When that happens, I want you to grab the first excuse for a getaway. This time, I rather hope you’ll be a little faster than you were in Jarrow. I want you to get yourself to the Nunnery of the Blessed Theodora. It’s where the main wall joins the Golden Horn. The Abbess there is the great-niece of someone I knew well in the old days. Tell her I sent you. She’ll see you come to no harm. Whether you see Jarrow again, or even Rome, is another matter. But that much I can do for you.’

‘Surely, Master,’ came the predictable reply, ‘surely, I shall never see Constantinople or anywhere else. Long before then, I shall be paying for my sins.’

I thought of bringing him to his senses with a hard poke in the chest. But that might easily have knocked him to the deck. Besides, his face was taking on a more cheerful look.

‘And,’ he began again, ‘I remember how, the Easter before last, we were visited in the monastery by the Emperor’s representatives. You told me then that they had made fair promises. Whatever refusal you made at the time, I cannot see how the objective circumstances will have changed. Your state of health could not be known in Constantinople. If you are wanted for punishment, it would make better sense to have killed you in Jarrow. If you are now going back, therefore, it is unlikely to be for punishment.’

It was a fair point. I thought again of that clerical shitbag Alexius. Silly of me to have supposed he was the last I’d hear from the Empire. Certainly, if I’d paid attention to him then, we’d not be here now. I stopped and took hold of the ship’s rail. We hadn’t gone far from my daybed. Now, guessing my wishes, Wilfred went back for my cup. He brought it back invitingly full. Sadly, it carried more promise of cheer than performance – one part wine, three of water. I pulled a face. Edward was far more generous about refills. But I smiled and looked into the bright if sunken eyes.

‘You could be right,’ I said. ‘I haven’t discounted that possibility. At the same time, we do need to prepare for the worst.’ I looked hard at the boy. What was the worst? I wondered. I changed the subject. ‘Is there anything you can tell me about Edward I don’t already know?’ I asked. Wilfred looked steadily back at me. He waited for me to continue. ‘I know,’ I said, ‘he really is English. But can you tell me anything about how he fell in with these northerners? Has he said anything to you that we can spin into actual knowledge?’

‘I have heard him speaking English with Hrothgar,’ came the reply.

That was interesting. I hadn’t been able to catch anything of their conversations beyond the shrill cries for mercy. Was there a blood relationship? They didn’t look very alike, though that was no bar to the hypothesis. I pressed Wilfred on the nature of their conversations. But they’d mostly been connected with the day-to-day running of the ship and keeping four dozen dangerous wild beasts from tearing us all limb from limb.

Otherwise, there wasn’t much Wilfred could give me from Jarrow that I didn’t know for myself. Edward had turned up at the monastery after the last harvest, and been taken in by Benedict without questions. He’d maintained an appearance of plodding idleness that had raised no suspicions with anyone. Since then, his manner had changed markedly. Whatever conversations he and Wilfred had managed out of my hearing, though, were entirely about grammar and history and all else he’d evaded in class. He hadn’t boasted about the brilliance needed to keep up his pose. He hadn’t even gloried in the horrid end that might await the pair of us. This wasn’t the place for dispassionate judgements. But I had to admire the boy.
If only!
I thought again.
If only!

‘But, Master,’ Wilfred asked with a gentle smile, ‘are these enquiries leading anywhere? Is there any plan of escape from this ship?’

I laughed carefully, waiting for my chest to explode. No – the Mediterranean was working more of its magic. The cough I’d thought many times during the early days of the voyage would finish me off was gone. I laughed again and looked at the boy.

‘I might once have conceived a daring plan,’ I said with an attempt at brightness. ‘See those two savages over there by the mast? The others are below, taking advantage of Hrothgar’s absence to break out the beer. I could take up that lump of wood that has fallen so conveniently on to the deck and brain one of them, and grab his axe to finish off the other. Meanwhile, you could jam the hatch shut on everyone else. You and I could then rearrange the sails and take the ship off to some place of safety.

‘Leave aside, however, that I might have trouble lifting anything as heavy as that piece of wood, let alone being up to a desperate but brief struggle with a man who can probably lift me with one hand while wanking with the other.’ I smiled at the dark look that passed over Wilfred’s face. ‘Leave all that aside. Do you know anything about the management of any ship, let alone one this big and heavy? For myself, the only attention I’ve ever paid to ships is a purely abstract interest in the balance of forces. And this one really is bigger and heavier than anything I’ve ever seen below supply carriers. I never thought barbarians might be up to building anything so large. As for a place of safety . . .’ I trailed off and allowed myself another laugh.
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