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Preface
The death of Carloman, younger brother of King Charles of the Franks, is a mystery. Twenty-three years of age, in perfect health and in a time of peace when no plagues threaten? It might be thought to warrant investigation. Yet no investigation is made.
King Charles of the Franks is a superlative military leader and a lover of scholarship and high culture who has conquered all the provinces lost to Rome and made a Christian empire. Now, he seeks the immortality of sainthood. First, he needs the backing of the Pope. No problem. He has waged several campaigns to defend the Papal claim to lands in central Italy. Secondly, he needs to be seen to work miracles. Again, to unite all Christendom against paganism will probably be miraculous enough. Thirdly, he needs to be without sin. Problems arise when the king’s claim to beatification meets this condition.
There is the matter of his brother’s death. There is the unknown fate of his brother’s wife and children. And what about the massacre of a large part of his army due to his appointment as commander the obviously inept Count Roland? Military blunders might not be seen as sinful but putting a scapegoat to a cruel death might. Who will investigate these matters?
Osulf, a humble monk, gets the job. Osulf, the drunk, Osulf the fornicator, who would believe Osulf? Even if he was witness to a terrible war-crime.
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Chapter One
The Royal Villa at Samoussy, North of Paris, 770
Carloman I, King of Neustria, stood on the gate tower looking down the road from Reims. He had watched the approach of the little cavalcade for an hour, but as it drew near its details had become obscured by a dense haze of fine rain sweeping across the low terrain from the west. Before that, he had seen hooded monks, the glint of armour in the failing light and two carriages preceded by banners. He hadn’t been able to make out the emblems on the banners, but he thought one depicted a cross. An archbishop, then. Important people. But, in that case, the cavalcade was smaller than it should be and Carloman formed the impression that it had been put together in haste and driven by urgency. Soon, he could hear the singing of the approaching monks leading the cavalcade. Later, when his visitors disappeared below the villa wall, the singing ceased.
He descended to the courtyard. There were no sentries. The silence of the palace proclaimed its loss of kingly power. His hopes for that now converged upon his sons, fled with their mother to Lombardy. Across the courtyard his boots slipped on cobbles, neglected for months and slick with rain-soaked moss. He continued his wait in the great hall his back to a dying fire which failed to dry him. When the door finally crashed open behind him, he didn’t turn at the sounds of heavy breathing, muttered curses and logs thrown to the flagstones. It would be that insolent, Thuringian brute his brother, Charles, had foisted on him in the guise of trusted retainer. Spy in other words. The knave had been thoroughly suborned before he ever came to Samoussy, and informed Charles of Carloman’s every move. Not that he had many moves left in the undeclared war between his brother and himself. The kingdom bequeathed to him by his father had now been completely encircled by Charles’s manoeuvrings and even his Picard-speaking servants here had deserted him, sensing his impending demise.
‘Who are they?’ Carloman asked.
‘How should I know?’ The man muttered, throwing damp logs on the fire which billowed smoke across the room.
Carloman waited until the man had knelt to mend the fire before he whirled and kicked him hard enough to send him sprawling across the floor. The man made no attempt to rise or retreat. Few men did after a kick or blow from father or son. Stocky and swarthy like his father Carloman had learned brutality from a master of the art.
‘Your majesty,’ the man whimpered in a belated attempt to introduce some tone of servility into their interchange. Carloman cut him short by placing his boot on the man’s throat.
‘My Count of the Palace is, of course, no longer on the premises,’ he said. ‘So I’m appointing you in his place to greet my visitors, establish their identity and announce them to me here. Can you do that?’
He took his foot away and pulled the half- strangled servant to his feet.
‘Before you do,’ he added, waving away smoke and sparks floating in the air before his face. ‘Mend that mess you’ve made before it sets fire to the place.’
When the man had staggered from the room, Carloman went to the window and resumed his gloomy conjecturing. Aquitaine! That had been his big mistake. If he’d stayed the course in Aquitaine instead of withdrawing his army in a fit of pique, he would at least have some claim to the throne there. As it was, his brother had gone on to win the rebellious province on his own and become sole ruler while he, Carloman, had committed the unforgivable offence of desertion and retreat. He possessed a half-barbarian mind like his father’s, albeit lacking King Pepin’s instinctual cunning, and now it groped blindly towards an abstraction. Impulsive actions lead to whole sequences of unforeseen consequences. After Aquitaine his south-western border had been threatened along with all the others. His father wouldn’t have fallen into that trap.
Below, in the courtyard, the bustle and clatter of arrival had begun to quieten. At some point figures had left the closed carriages and hurried in from the worsening rain, huddled in thick, dark cloaks. Protection or disguise? One of the cloaks failed to completely obscure the bulky form of Tilpin. Of course, Carloman smiled knowingly. His pious brother would never undertake any course of action until it had been endorsed by the church, even if it originated from a bloodthirsty brute as the Archbishop of Reims. Carloman’s distrustful instincts, painfully acquired over the years, had no need of exertion to guess who the other figure emerging from the carriage might be.
When the commotion began echoing down the empty halls of the palace, Carloman’s conjectures were partly confirmed. Two imperious voices rose above the scurrying footfalls of a considerable entourage of servants. One bellowed for light, fire and wine; the other screeched orders that would activate the dormant kitchen. Eventually, the tone changed. They were perplexed by the absence of his wife and children. The sudden flight of his queen with their children had taken him completely by surprise and had evidently not come to his brother’s ears. She had broached the subject of seeking sanctuary in Lombardy and he had forbidden it. The Alps would already have been seized by winter. Only the desperate would choose to traverse the passes and, at that time, he had not completely given way to desperation. Now, despair, anger at her disobedience and a deep ache of longing for her vied for possession of him.
‘Lord King, your mother is here,’ said the servant, appearing at the door and speaking with some difficulty.
Carloman nodded indifferently. Somehow, he didn’t seem reassured by the news.