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PROLOGUE

Constantinopolis; 23rd day of Mensis Ianuarius, AD 393

Five-year-old Galla Placidia stared through the open window, unable to take her eyes from the dark clouds rushing in from the coast towards the palace. ‘A storm is coming,’ she said. ‘Father won’t like it. We will get rained on.’

Elpidia, her nurse, short, stout, appeared behind her and pushed the window to. ‘It does look threatening, but the bad weather should hold off. God will look after your father the emperor, and your half-brother Honorius, whose big day it is. Come, you must ready yourself as well.’

With a last glance through the glass at the lowering clouds, Galla obeyed. As was her habit, she walked along one of the blue lines that broke up the multicoloured marble floor. ‘Where is Mother?’

‘She is abed,’ replied Elpidia, indicating that Galla should sit on the ebony-legged stool by her dressing table.

‘Is she ill?’ Galla was used to this.

‘She is pregnant; that is not the same thing.’

‘Will she be coming to the parade?’

‘She would like to, but the surgeon has advised against it.’

‘Why?’

‘It is best for the baby.’

‘I would like a sister.’ Galla thought for a moment. ‘Arcadius is mean – he didn’t allow Mother and me into the city until Father arrived – and Honorius is not interested in playing with me.’ Reaching Constantinopolis with her mother just over a year before, excited about meeting her two ‘new’ brothers, Galla had been baffled by Arcadius’ hostility and Honorius’ indifference.

‘Hmm.’ Elpidia, a slave, had her opinion, but knew her place.

‘Father was so angry with Arcadius,’ said Galla, remembering. ‘He told me I would have my own property from then on.’

‘It’s a lovely house.’ The size of a villa, it lay in a grand quarter close to the imperial palace.

‘I’m glad you like it too.’ Galla stuck out her chin. ‘Honorius and Arcadius aren’t allowed to visit.’

Honorius, eight, and Arcadius, fifteen, were the children of the first wife of the emperor Theodosius the Great. Galla Placidia had been born to his second wife, making the three children half-siblings.

‘Eucherius and Maria can come as often as they like,’ said Galla. These were the children of the general Stilicho and his wife Serena, the latter of whom Galla knew well. Serena was kind and thoughtful. Five-year-old Eucherius was fun too, and playful Maria, a year younger, was even more talkative than Galla.

‘It would be nice if your mother had a girl.’ Elpidia combed Galla’s hair with deft strokes. ‘What would you call her?’

‘Justa. Or Grata.’

‘Those are your mother’s aunts?’

‘Yes. Mother’s mother was also called Justina, and her half-brother was the Imperator Gratian – my half-uncle.’ Galla enjoyed listing off her relatives. She wasn’t completely sure what being emperor meant, except that her father, whom she adored, could do whatever he wanted.

‘We need to get you into this.’ Elpidia was holding up a glistening golden robe.

Galla clapped. ‘It’s beautiful!’

‘There is a gold filigree headdress as well,’ said Elpidia. ‘You will look stunning.’

‘What does stunning mean?’

‘It means everyone will be staring at you, admiring you.’

Galla smiled; she liked the sound of that.

‘Let me stand there, Arcadius!’ Honorius, his expression annoyed, elbowed his older brother, shoving past to the front of the large gilded chariot. The driver bowed and moved a little to the side. Honorius made no acknowledgement.

‘I am the oldest son.’ Arcadius had Honorius’ long face, and with it, protuberant eyes, and sounded as petulant as a child half his age. Despite his size, he didn’t jostle against Honorius.

‘Who cares? It is I who shall be invested as emperor today.’ Honorius, also in golden robes and wearing a magnificent gold-leafed wreath, was smaller and far more stubborn.

‘Of the west only.’ Arcadius’ tone was snide. ‘I am to be emperor of the east.’

Honorius ignored him.

Standing behind her half-brothers, Galla sighed and wondered if she would ever be empress of anywhere. She wished too that Elpidia was in the chariot. She was not allowed, however. She had kissed Galla’s forehead, told her to wave to the crowds, so, and to enjoy the procession.

When Galla asked worriedly about Honorius and Arcadius, Elpidia had said they would be busy and would pay no attention to her. ‘Boys don’t care much about girls,’ she declared, adding with a sniff, ‘Not much changes later on.’ Galla wasn’t certain what that meant, but was glad of her nurse’s counsel. With her mother often ailing, it was Elpidia who fussed over her when she fell, Elpidia who watched as she ate her meals, Elpidia who bathed her and was there at bedtime. Elpidia was her world.

An officer in shining armour appeared at the side of the chariot, bowed and announced that the procession was about to start.

Honorius squared his shoulders. Arcadius moved until he was just behind his brother. Galla was content. She could see their father in his own chariot, and could move freely about the back of the vehicle, thereby seeing both sides of the street.

Trumpets blared. The soldiers assembled in the palace courtyard cheered. The driver snapped the reins, and the four black horses moved forward in unison. Out of the palace they went, and into the city. A wall of sound was their greeting: shouts, applause, blessings being called down on Honorius. Galla could not believe her eyes. To left and right were the biggest crowds she had ever seen, thousands of people. More people than she could have believed existed. There were men, women, children. They were old, young, rich, poor, sick, hale and every shade in between. Bearded, smooth-cheeked, unshaven, with plaited hair, braids or bald. They waved, smiled, blew kisses, threw flowers.

Galla, a little overwhelmed, forgot to acknowledge the acclaim until Arcadius, turning for some reason, chided her. ‘We have to give the rabble something,’ he said with a curl of his lip. ‘Even if it’s only a wave.’

Galla did as she was told, wondering why he was so unpleasant. He didn’t seem to like anyone except their father, and that, she had heard Elpidia muttering once, was because he knew which way the wind blew. Honorius wasn’t much better.

Happiness filled Galla as she began to wave. The crowd’s reaction was instantaneous. A woman thought she was waving at her and screamed in joy. A boy gaped, tugged on his father’s sleeve and pointed. Galla thought she heard him cry, ‘She saw me!’ Galla smiled at an old crone, who bared her toothless gums in delight. And so it went, all the way to the massive ornate Golden Gate, where the procession exited the city.

Elpidia had told Galla that the paved road they followed, the Via Egnatia, led to the seventh coastal suburb, the Hebdomon. There, amid the royal palaces, churches and vast open spaces, Honorius would be crowned emperor. Crowds lined both sides of the road, almost as deep as within the city. Units of immaculately turned-out soldiers stood at regular intervals, raising their standards and shouting Honorius’ name as the chariot drew near. Small boys dared one another to run alongside it, waving frantically. Her brothers ignored them, but Galla waved and smiled. How wonderful it would be, she thought, to lead a procession like this one day, alone, with the people’s acclaim aimed just at her.

The seven-mile journey passed in the blink of an eye, and although the banks of black cloud remained overhead, the rain they threatened did not fall. Elpidia had been right, Galla decided. God had blessed this day for her half-brother.

Climbing down from the chariot, Honorius was surrounded by soldiers, and as their approving father watched, he was thrown into the air with a loud shout of proclamation. He landed and was hurled aloft again. As if by magic, the clouds split, and dazzling sunlight lanced down, lighting up the entire forum.

Laughing, Theodosius came running from his chariot and jumped into the children’s one. ‘It is a sign from heaven!’ he cried, embracing Arcadius and Galla. ‘God Himself favours our house!’ To Galla, he whispered, ‘You should be recognised also. This very day I will name you nobilissima puella, “most noble girl”.’

Wrapped up in Theodosius’ hug, encompassed by his love, Galla was the happiest she could ever remember being. One day, she thought, her father might name her augusta. She could be an empress, as her half-brothers were emperors.

Theodosius went next to Honorius, now wrapped in a purple military cloak, and embraced him. As the emperor placed a diadem on his son’s head to fresh cheering by the soldiers, Arcadius leaned towards Galla.

‘You will never be honoured in this way,’ he muttered. ‘You are only a girl. You will never rule, unless you have a husband, and even then, he will be far more important. Women are good for nothing except bearing children.’

Galla did not know how to respond. Her eyes filled with tears.

Arcadius turned away, satisfied.

I don’t care what he says, thought Galla defiantly. I am worth something.
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CHAPTER I

Near Florentia, Etruria, Italia; Mensis Maius, AD 406

The sun beat down from a cloudless sky, a burning globe in the vast blue. An eagle soared high on the thermals. The rolling countryside was covered in latifundia; all had seen better days. Laneways and entrance roads were overgrown, thick with brambles and nettles. Buildings were ramshackle, in poor repair, abandoned. Still, though, as they had done for close to a millennium, vines covered the south-facing slopes, and in the fields wheat grew, and barley, emmer and spelt. The young crops rippled in the faint breeze. Skylarks sang above, but the landscape was empty of people, and there was no activity around the houses or farm buildings. A lone unseen dog barked its unhappiness.

From the north came an ancient road, the Via Aurelia, and over its ruts and broken paving slabs marched an army, tens of thousands strong. Cavalry led the column, foot soldiers followed. Officers barked out commands. Messengers rode from unit to unit, relaying orders. A pack of strays loped alongside, watchful for dropped food scraps and well-aimed kicks from less appreciative soldiers.

Trees were scant by the roadside, nor would there be a halt for hours. Vadomar, riding near the front of the column, was tired and hot, and sick of the journey, which was in its seventh day. The constant grumble among his comrades was that they would much rather head towards Roma and a week of leave than seek out and destroy their enemies.

Invaders did not just appear at the frontier and ask for permission to enter the empire, however, and their quarry, Radagaisus, was no different. He and two other tribal leaders had unexpectedly crossed the Alpes the previous autumn with many tens of thousands of warriors at their backs. The vast barbarian host had split into three, and any resistance in northern Italia was soon overcome.

In the subsequent months, one of the armies had been defeated by Huns allied to the empire, and another had returned whence it came, but Radagaisus and a sizeable force yet rampaged up and down the land. Florentia, the focus of their current assault, had been under siege for half a month. It was towards that town that the Roman army marched. Unlike many of his comrades, Vadomar was itching to reach it, to fight after what had been a long and boring winter.

In the main, the empire’s slow response had been thanks to the out-of-nowhere appearance of Radagaisus and his host. It had not helped either that the Goths were so numerous. Gathering a force large enough to defeat them took time. Stilicho, most senior commander of the imperial army and Vadomar’s leader, had finally done so at Ticinum, to the north. His soldiers originated from all over, but in particular the garrisons along the Rhenus. At least two thirds were not Roman. Vadomar was Gothic, for example. There were Huns also, and Alani.

It was amusing, thought Vadomar, how so many barbarians were marching to save Florentia, and Roma, Radagaisus’ stated objective.

A lanky individual, Vadomar sat his horse with an easy grace, his feet not far from the ground. He was a bucellarius, one of Stilicho’s personal retainers, named for the bucellatum hard biscuit eaten on campaign. He had been in the Roman military for ten years, working his way up the ranks to his current position, and had hopes of further promotion. The magister militum, Stilicho, would not live for ever, went his reasoning, and his son, Eucherius, showed no inclination towards the military life. Vadomar dreamed of one day taking orders directly from the emperor Honorius, like Stilicho himself.

‘How much further?’ asked Dog, who was riding alongside Vadomar. Fond of howling in battle or when drunk, he was lean, scarred and sardonic.

‘What did the last milestone say?’ This was Eriulf, large, noisy and opinionated.

‘Fifteen miles,’ said Vadomar, pulling out his leather Pannonian cap. He wiped his forehead and sweaty ears, then replaced the cap inside his neck-slung helmet. ‘Not that Stilicho will take us right to Florentia. He would be asking for an ambush by Radagaisus.’

‘Five miles out, he’ll stop us,’ said Eriulf. ‘That would be my guess.’

Dog squinted at the sun. ‘Sounds reasonable. It will be late afternoon, early evening before we halt.’

‘A good night’s sleep and we’ll crush the enemy tomorrow,’ said Eriulf.

‘Might not be so simple. If the scouts are correct, Radagaisus’ host is larger than ours.’ Dog was ever the pessimist.

‘Shame on you!’ cried Vadomar.

‘Thirty thousand against forty thousand is no odds at all,’ added Eriulf.

‘Scouts could be wrong.’

‘Wouldn’t be the first time.’

A stranger might have mistaken the arguing and bickering as serious, but it was their modus operandi. The trio were comrades of old, who had fought side by side on numerous occasions, and got pissed together even more. Dog was the gloomy one, yet fiercely loyal to his friends. Eriulf liked the sound of his own voice, although he often claimed Vadomar was worse. And Vadomar, as his friends never tired of telling him, was the one who liked to do things a certain way. He didn’t always take the constant ribbing well either, which of course meant they commented at every opportunity.

There was nothing wrong with his habits, he decided. Just because a man folded his blanket like so, went over his gear and practised the same fighting moves every morning, it didn’t make him a mindless fool. Counting everything made sense too. His horse’s steps from one point to another, the number of birds in the sky, how many scales there were in a section of his armour, it mattered. Why, he didn’t know, but it did. If the distraction also stopped him from worrying, well, that was good. It was odd that Dog and Eriulf didn’t copy him.

‘Once we have sorted out Radagaisus, there’s still Alaric to think about.’

This was the Visigothic war leader who had been a thorn in the side of both the eastern and western empires for years. Currently, he and the tens of thousands of warriors who followed him were somewhere between Dalmatia and Pannonia, east and north-east of Italia.

‘He’s been quiet for a year or two, thank God.’ Like most, Eriulf was a Christian. And like most, he wasn’t above calling on the old deities in times of need as well. Vadomar often accused him of being a hypocrite; Eriulf’s response was to shrug and say it made sense to hedge one’s bets.

‘But Alaric has no land for his people, and as everyone from Roma to Constantinopolis knows, he will not be happy until that is achieved,’ said Dog.

Since their entry into the eastern empire a decade before, Alaric and his host had wandered thousands of miles in search of a new homeland. Neither emperor, east nor west, wanted them, but their sheer numbers made complete removal or annihilation an impossibility. Stilicho had defeated Alaric more than once, hence his current residence on the empire’s fringes.

‘I don’t see why they can’t have Illyricum.’ Vadomar was repeating something he’d heard Stilicho say. ‘Kills two birds with one stone, giving Alaric what he wants and ending the argument between Ravenna and Constantinopolis over its ownership.’

Dog snorted. ‘The Illyrians might have something to say about that arrangement.’

‘Aye, well, you can’t please everyone.’ This was also something Stilicho said, and Vadomar knew it to be true. Life wasn’t black and white, it was grey, and the best settlements came about when both sides compromised, each receiving a little less than it would have preferred and giving away a little more than planned. Illyricum was a sparsely populated region, he had seen it for himself, and the inlets along its long coastline offered ample locations for settlements.

Eriulf cast a look over his shoulder. ‘Stilicho’s on the move.’

Their conversation ceased. Preceded by two staff officers, Stilicho was riding up the side of the column. Vadomar knew why the officers looked nervous: the magister militum was fond of taking off on a whim, never bringing enough men with him as protection.

‘Come along with you, Magister?’ he called out in Gothic.

Bearded, with short hair and a priestlike fringe, Stilicho threw him a smile of recognition. ‘Vadomar, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, Magister.’

‘Bored?’

‘A little, Magister.’ It was true.

A chuckle. ‘You think I’m risk-taking, eh?’

‘Not at all, Magister.’

‘You and I both know that’s not your real reason. Follow then, you and your two comrades. It will keep this pair happy.’ Stilicho gave the staff officers a look.

Eriulf was delighted to have been chosen; Dog complained under his breath, but was silenced when Vadomar told him he would have reacted in the same way if Stilicho had denied the request.

They rode past two legions raised in Italia. A few men greeted Stilicho’s passing, and the senior officers saluted, but that was the height of it. The neutral, even vaguely hostile attitude was normal, but Vadomar’s anger stirred nonetheless. In their arrogance, Roman soldiers resented their supreme commander for being a semibarbarus, half a barbarian. They followed orders, fought for him, but he was not held in high esteem, and they did not love him in the way the Visigothic and other tribal soldiers did. The same was true of the civilian population, the politicians in the Senate and, Vadomar suspected, everyone in the imperial court, including the emperor Honorius. Romans looked down on barbarians. They always had and always would, despite the fact that nowadays, barbarians constituted two thirds of the army. They were the best soldiers too.

The back-to-front proportions were indicative of a far larger problem. Every unit in the army was below strength; many existed only on official lists. Unlike the hallowed days of antiquity, citizens no longer wanted to join up. In an effort to change the situation, Stilicho had recently offered large financial incentives to new recruits. He had even decreed slaves could be manumitted if they served in the legions.

Hearing a muffled insult from the ranks, Dog spat his opinion of Roman soldiers.

Even Eriulf, usually the most jovial, scowled at the cool reception.

It didn’t matter as long as they fought for Stilicho, Vadomar decided. That was what counted.

The foederati cavalry, Visigoths and Alamans, were next along. Fierce fighters, they cheered to see Stilicho, who smiled and waved and kept going. At the front of the column were several hundred Visigothic scouts. There was more yelling and beating of spears off oval shields, and their commander saluted with a grin.

‘What news?’ demanded Stilicho.

‘I was just about to send word, Magister.’

‘Here I am.’

‘Radagaisus is breaking off the siege, Domine.’ Seeing Stilicho’s frown, the officer continued, ‘I think his men saw mine.’

‘They were to stay hidden!’

‘I know, Magister. Sorry, Magister.’

Vadomar wasn’t surprised by Stilicho’s anger. Trapping Radagaisus’ host against the walls of Florentia would have ensured a swift victory. Chasing it into the countryside offered a far less certain outcome, and potentially months of pursuit.

‘They won’t go south,’ said Stilicho. ‘The flat terrain would make them easy prey. No, it’ll be east or north-east. What’s the name of the small town in the hills above Florentia?’

‘Faesulae, Magister,’ replied a staff officer.

‘Ten solidi says that’s where Radagaisus goes.’ There was a wolfish glint in Stilicho’s eyes. ‘He’s given us a God-sent opportunity. Vadomar, do you fancy some action?’

Stilicho threw caution to the wind, and sent all the foederati cavalry and most of his bucellarii to the attack. If it hadn’t been for his staff officers’ insistence, Vadomar overheard, the magister militum would also have taken part. More than nine thousand horsemen, a veritable army, they rode for Florentia at a fast pace. The Via Quinctia was empty, any farms close by ransacked or burned, barns emptied. The surviving locals were in hiding from the Goths, who as Vadomar often commented to his comrades, passed through the countryside like a plague of locusts.

Not long after midday, with the temperature close to summer’s heights, they neared Florentia. The bucellarii, who had taken the lead, came to a gradual halt about half a mile from the town, which was situated on flat ground between a set of low hills to one side and the Apenninus mountains to the other. A boiling mass of humanity could be made out: men running hither and thither, riders moving away to the east, and fewer in number, groups forming lines that faced Stilicho’s cavalry.

‘They know we’re coming,’ said Eriulf.

‘And panic has set in,’ added Dog, grinning happily.

Vadomar looked to their commander, a morose man who was devoted to Stilicho. ‘Domine?’

The commander shrugged. ‘There’s only one thing to do.’

The barritus started up, the war cry of the Visigoths and their ancestors since time immemorial. Men hummed, and held their shields up to their mouths as the volume increased. The sound rebounded off the shields, escalating to a loud thundering, thousands of voices united in one purpose. It stood the hair on Vadomar’s neck.

It was a long way for the sound to carry to Radagaisus’ warriors, but faces turned in their direction. Fingers pointed. Men began to run. Horses reared in alarm.

Voices were indiscernible amid the din. Vadomar’s commander drew his spatha. Sunlight flashed off its long blade, and when he aimed its point at their enemies, everyone knew what to do.

Vadomar urged his mount into the gallop.

Cavalry charges were second nature. Unsheathe his sword, hold it ready against his right thigh. Tilt his shield so it protected him from the air hissing past, and soon, from enemy spears. Lean forward in the four-horned saddle, moulding himself to the horse, exulting in its immense power. Sense the wind whistle by. Hear the barritus being whipped away, away into the sky. Swallow, move his tongue, try to produce moisture in his dry mouth. Take deep comfort from the presence on either side of his comrades, and behind them, of countless brothers-in-arms.

The charge had no particular formation; there was no need. Facing thousands of galloping horsemen was a bowel-loosening prospect. The majority of Radagaisus’ Goths had broken long before they arrived. Some braver souls, chieftains perhaps, had rallied men, inadequate shield walls from behind which a few spears were lobbed. The veteran bucellarii and foederati paid no heed, focusing on their targets.

The first warrior Vadomar picked didn’t see death coming. He heard it, though, must have felt the earth shake as the hooves drew close, because he went from a run to a frantic sprint. Shield already discarded, he dropped his spear and ran like an athlete in the games. Vadomar’s angled slash opened him from shoulder to opposite hip. Blood sprayed. There was a fleeting impression of the screaming man dropping, and then he was past, on to the next warrior, who had turned to fight. His spear jabbed at Vadomar’s horse, a clever move. Bring down the mount and the rider would follow.

Vadomar yanked the reins. His horse swerved, and the spear, missing its target, ripped open the fabric over his calf. From the flare of pain that followed, plenty of skin went with it. Angry, he cut down hard and split the warrior’s skull. There was a moment to glance at his leg – the bleeding was slight, which meant the injury was too, or so he hoped – then he sought fresh prey.

From the corner of his eye, a dark shape flighted in. Vadomar threw himself down on his horse’s neck. A spear shot overhead. Next, a metallic spang. A bellow of pain.

‘Are you hurt?’ Vadomar shouted.

‘What does it sound like, fool?’ A litany of savage oaths left Eriulf’s lips.

Vadomar risked a glance, and was relieved to see Eriulf still in the saddle. Apart from a deep gouge along the top of his helmet, he seemed free of injury. ‘Head hurt?’

‘Like I’ve been on the wine after payday!’

‘Moaning as usual!’ Dog came riding between the pair of them and reined in. ‘Good sport, eh?’

Eriulf growled agreement, but Vadomar’s bloodlust was thinning. There was no glory in killing panicked men, no bravery in hacking down warriors without shields or spears. Show him an enemy who wanted to fight, that was a different prospect, but there was scarcely a Goth to be found with the heart to do so. Courage leaches away fast when one’s comrades flee, thought Vadomar. Of the small groups who had been standing their ground at the outset of the charge, there was now no evidence.

This did not mean it was time to rest on their laurels, as a Roman general of old might have done. The battle was not yet won; most of Radagaisus’ host was unharmed, even if it was fleeing up into the green, tree-clad hills above Florentia. There was plunder to be had too. Vadomar dismounted and stripped a bloodied silver torc from around the neck of a richly dressed warrior. He laughed, and raised the corpse’s purse. ‘This is full!’

‘Typical you find it, not me,’ said Dog sourly, his gaze more on the fallen than the fleeing.

‘Keep after them! You can look for coin later.’ This was their commander, with his habit of appearing when they didn’t want him to. ‘There will be plenty of spoil for all.’

He wasn’t wrong, Vadomar decided. The ground was carpeted with dead and injured. Radagaisus’ warriors had taken severe casualties, and, from the shouts and ring of arms carrying from the hillside, would suffer many more before the day was done.

Vadomar had only recently heard of Faesulae, and reaching the hilltop, he wasn’t surprised. Sited on a part-tree-covered ridge three miles from Florentia, it did not merit the title of town. It was small and run-down, a village at best. There was a wall, true, but like so much to do with the empire, it had seen better days. Radagaisus’ warriors could not all fit inside, so they had taken up defensive positions around the settlement.

With their backs to the wall, literally, courage had returned. As Vadomar said to Eriulf, it helped knowing thousands of their fellows had been slain, injured or taken captive. Goths were by nature fearless, and never more so than in desperate situations. Many foes would have surrendered after the rout from Florentia, but it appeared Radagaisus’ warriors had not totally lost their nerve.

Proof came with the first charge by the legions, which had arrived some hours after the bucellarii and foederati. Full-throated, thundering and accompanied by volleys of stones from the slingers, it was nonetheless a dismal failure. Radagaisus himself was in the front line of defence, a tall figure wearing, of all things, a Roman officer’s helmet. Whether it was his presence, or the knowledge they had nothing to lose, the Goths threw back the legionaries with fearful casualties.

It was no surprise to Vadomar when Stilicho decided against a second attack. Instead he ordered the construction of a defensive ditch around Faesulae. The spoil formed a rampart the same height as a man. Old-fashioned, just as in the empire’s heyday, it would, when finished, entrap the enemy host.

Realising this, Radagaisus’ warriors made several attempts to escape. Stilicho anticipated this, sending in the bucellarii and foederati by turns. Cavalry against infantry was never a contest on open ground, in particular when the foot soldiers advanced in a chaotic, mentally half-beaten mob. Vadomar and his comrades wreaked bloody slaughter. Then it was the turn of the foederati. Vadomar, Eriulf, Dog, et al. The foederati again.

With the air rent by screams and wails and pleas for mercy, Radagaisus’ men could take no more. They fled in utter terror towards Faesulae, discarding weapons and shields, trampling those who fell underfoot and packing the settlement to bursting point.

That should have been that. The Goths would surrender by sunrise, Vadomar and his comrades agreed over their evening cooking fire. A persistent stubbornness ran through their enemies’ veins, however. The next morning, Stilicho’s request for Radagaisus to surrender was met with derision, the messenger lucky to escape with his life.

The struggle became a siege, a war of attrition. Stilicho was content. As he told his men, from this point onward, hunger and disease would do it all. They merely had to wait, and throw back the occasional escape attempt. It was a well-won, deserved victory, and the emperor would be proud of them. So many prisoners had been taken, he went on, that every soldier in the army would be given one as a slave.

Drunk on looted wine, Vadomar cheered and hooted with the rest. He disregarded Stilicho’s faults. Tonight, he was the greatest general of the age, a man who time and again defeated the empire’s enemies.

Stick with him, Vadomar reasoned, and he would go far.
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CHAPTER II

Circus Maximus, Roma; Mensis Sextilis, AD 406

The hot air reverberated to the sound of the crowd. Waves of noise – cheering, chanting – echoed through the stairwells. The stairs were empty now, people having come long before. Tens of thousands had queued to enter the largest structure in Roma. Entrance was not an end to the ordeal either; a fight through the throng to secure the best seats followed.

Wise to this, eighteen-year-old Galla Placidia had arrived as the pompa circensis, the opening procession, ended. A slender figure in a shawl and dark blue dress, hair made up in the latest style, pearls round her neck and in her ears, Galla looked every part the member of the imperial family she was. Accompanying her were her nurse, Elpidia, and a dark-skinned Aethiopian. The latter was Darme, her major domus cum bodyguard.

‘Hurry,’ admonished Galla. ‘Or we will miss the start of the first race.’ With twelve chariots, this was one of the most important of the day.

‘Yes, Nobilissima Femina.’ Darme shot Elpidia a look, for it was she who was slowest.

Elpidia huffed, but picked up her pace.

At the slaves’ entrance to the pulvinar, the emperor’s loge, stood a pair of bored sentries. Comfortable in the cool shadow, their lassitude was understandable. Honorius had not visited Roma for two years, which meant no slaves were required to attend to him here. In turn that signified an easy duty at this door.

Recognising Galla, however, the more senior made a deep bow. His companion quickly did the same. ‘Nobilissima Femina,’ they chorused.

‘Am I in time?’

‘Your timing is impeccable, Nobilissima Femina.’ The lead sentry stepped aside, and with a grand flourish indicated she should pass.

No acknowledgement from Galla. Elpidia also ignored them, haughty even though she was a slave. Darme came last; coin chinked as a purse exchanged hands. Keeper of the household finances and as shrewd as a moneylender, Darme had long since acknowledged to Galla that this was a small price to pay for the best view in the house. The pulvinar was positioned halfway along the length of the eastern side of the hippodrome, a grand edifice in temple form standing high above the ordinary citizens’ seats.

Galla paused in the entrance, awed by the sight meeting her. It was always the same, no matter how many times she came here. Built of stone on three levels, with arches supporting the structure at ground level and pillars above, the hippodrome was an immense three and a half stadia in length, and two thirds of a stadion wide. The seating – which was at full capacity today, more than a hundred and fifty thousand people – ran in three tiers along both of the longer sides, and around the semicircle of one end. Opposite were the carceres, starting gates, and a grand superstructure above.

Down the centre of the circuit, running at a slight angle to the seating on either side, was the spina. This massive double-walled barrier enclosed deep pools of water; at each end was a turning point, the metae, three gilded bronze cones. The top of the spina was ornamented with statues of various gods, Galla had never bothered to find out which, and two incredibly tall carved obelisks from Aegyptus. There was also a structure bearing seven stone eggs; one was removed as each lap finished. Galla preferred the seven bronze dolphins near the carceres, which dropped into a pool one after another as each race progressed. The track itself was covered with fine, high-quality sand; disturbed by the pompa circensis, it was being raked into smoothness by teams of slaves.

Galla chose a seat halfway between the front and back of the loge, Elpidia quickly placing a thick cushion on the marble. In an ideal world, Galla thought, she would have been here with Stilicho and Serena’s son, Eucherius, whom she loved. There had been much talk of their betrothal in the past. She felt a pang of sadness. She did not understand why the arrangement seemed to have been forgotten, why Eucherius did not visit her as he once had. It had to be his parents, she decided.

‘The final chariots are entering the carceres,’ said Elpidia.

Galla’s attention came back to the present. She craned her neck. The starting gates were more than a stadion and a half away to the right. ‘Can you see any Blues?’ she asked. The starting stalls were randomly allotted, and the result was important to the outcome of each race.

‘A Blue team is going into Stall Two, Nobilissima Femina,’ said Darme. ‘I can’t see the driver well enough to recognise him, though.’

‘Stall One could be a Green!’ said Elpidia, annoyed. It and Stall Two were the closest to the metae at that end. Although the angled position of the carceres ensured every stall was the same distance from the turning point, the first and second afforded the best chance of establishing an early lead.

‘Correct,’ said Galla, pitching her voice so they could hear. ‘There he goes now. It must be Diocles.’

Name taken from a centuries-old star of the hippodrome, Diocles was the lead driver for the Greens, and for that faction’s supporters he was the best charioteer in Roma. He had been a Blue until the previous year, when, to Galla’s disgust, he had changed teams, presumably for a vast sum.

‘It is!’ she said. ‘With Diocles in One, we all know who’ll be in Two.’

The air rang with voices and shouts and excited cries. Requests of God mingled with the names of chariot drivers, of teams and individual horses. There were arguments over whose faction was best, and predictions about who would win which race. Like Galla, Elpidia and Darme, most spectators were keenly watching the gates to the carceres being closed, and the presiding magistrate, seated on a platform above. The sense of anticipation was palpable throughout the hippodrome. When the magistrate’s white flag dropped, waiting moratores, helpers, would throw open the locks, allowing the gates to spring outward and the race to start.

The chariots represented four factiones: the Blues, Greens, Whites and Reds. The first two teams had long been the most dominant, and as the colour of her dress announced, Galla favoured the Blues. Naturally, so did Elpidia and Darme. In this first race, three chariots from each team would take part. The role of two in every three was to act as pace-setters for the star drivers, to block their opponents and, if necessary, to sacrifice their own chance of victory so their faction came home first.

‘God is good. Polyneices is racing for the Blues,’ said Galla. ‘Listen.’

Sure enough, from the seating to their right, where the Blues supporters congregated in the greatest numbers, came the raucous chant, ‘POLY-NEI-CES! POLY-NEI-CES!’ Lengths of blue cloth rose and fell, waved to and fro in the air.

Polyneices had recently been poached from the Reds, with whom he’d notched up hundreds of victories. Like Diocles, his racing name was the same as a famous driver from centuries before. Galla had never seen him race, though.

From the Greens’ seats came the response, thousands of flapping strips of green cloth and an animal roar. ‘DIO-CLES!’

Galla was nervous. It wasn’t surprising. Polyneices was talented, but he hadn’t bedded in with the Blues. He was not long back from injury. His team of four horses changed from one week to the next, and he’d been well beaten by Diocles on the most recent occasion they had been pitted against each other. It wasn’t just his average form that had her on edge. Acting on her instruction, Darme had wagered a sizeable sum on Polyneices.

It was her tendency, so respectable and upstanding at first appearance, to place large amounts via Darme on dashing, risk-taking drivers. Polyneices had a good chance in this contest, yet it was by no means certain. Galla wondered if she had wagered more coin than she could afford. She suspected Darme felt the same way. The bet had been placed, however, and there was nothing to be done about it.

Conversations died away. Expectations rose. People saw the white flag being lifted, and the quiet spread. Soon an expectant hush fell over the entire hippodrome and its hundred and fifty thousand spectators. It was, as the saying went, as quiet as the grave.

Galla was on the edge of her seat.

The flag came down, and a heartbeat later, the starting stall gates opened. Out shot the chariots. A great cry rose to the heavens.

‘Diocles started faster,’ groaned Galla.

‘Only a little,’ said Elpidia.

Already the chariots, following their lanes, had reached the metae and disappeared from sight. All the noise came now from the far side of the spina, and the spectators who could see the twelve hurtling down the long straight.

Galla could picture it. A few chariots whose drivers had decided to take an early lead, Diocles and Polyneices neck and neck, a small gap perhaps, then four or five chariots jockeying for position and the rest at the back, trying to keep up. In between and outside, the hortatores, horsemen who relayed information, keeping the support charioteers up to date with the main drivers’ intentions and needs.

An enormous cheer. A name. ‘CORAX!’

‘He’s in the lead. A Red,’ said Elpidia. The supporters of that faction sat in the section close to the second turning point, and Corax was the best of their three men.

‘It is early yet,’ Galla quietly replied. It was something Eucherius had been fond of saying.

She was right. Few races were won by the initial leaders; it was too difficult, not to mention strenuous on the horses.

Her attention was caught by movement between the gilded bronze cones of the metae to her left. Astonished, she realised it was a small child, a boy; he was standing right above the track. A slave, she decided, so fascinated by the race that he had deserted his post, probably at one of the water pools. Now he had a bird’s-eye view of the chariots taking the turn, better than perhaps anyone in the hippodrome, but he was young enough to have no common sense. A fall amid the chariots would be lethal, not to say bloody. Land in front of Polyneices, Galla worried, and he might crash. Guilt-ridden at thinking of her favourite driver first, she offered up a prayer to keep the child from harm.

Loud applause. Cheers.

Around the metae came the first chariot, a Red, but not as close to the spina as its driver might have wished.

The Reds’ supporters were not going to give up hope that their team might hold on to the lead. ‘CORAX!’

Booing and jeering from the audience around the pulvinar, followers of the Blues and Greens.

Two more chariots appeared, side by side, a Green tight against the stonework and a White a good deal wider. Taking the turn too fast, the White driver had been unable to stop himself from swinging out. The error cost him dear, as they hit the straight and the Green surged ahead.

Through the dust cloud thrown up by the first chariots emerged a trio of hortatores, then two more chariots, one each for the Blues and Greens. The excited shouts that met their appearance died down as the audience realised that neither was Polyneices or Diocles. They resurged with a vengeance an instant later as the star drivers took the turn together. Diocles was on the inside, close enough to touch the stone, a demonstration of extreme skill. No less difficult, Polyneices was as close to Diocles as Diocles was to the metae.

Galla could hardly look. The slightest error and either driver would crash, bringing them both to ruin.

It didn’t happen. The pair took off down the straight, keeping pace with one another, but neither at full tilt. They were reserving their horses’ strength.

The shouts soon reached deafening volume again. ‘DIO-CLES!’ ‘POLY-NEI-CES!’

Galla was holding herself back from joining in, but her lips were also repeating the Blues’ driver’s name.

A mighty crash, cries of alarm from the far side of the spina.

The boy atop the metae slipped out of sight, gone to see what had happened.

A chariot rounded the bend, a Red, much wider than was advantageous.

‘He had to avoid the crash,’ said Darme.

Galla felt a trace of panic. Let it be a Green, White or Red, she prayed.

Her hopes came to fruition. The two chariots following were Blue and Red, but loud consternation erupted from the audience on the far side of the spina.

Galla had done the calculation. ‘A Red and a White must have collided.’

‘Let none of the horses have been injured, Nobilissima Femina,’ said Elpidia.

Galla hated this aspect of racing too, and was glad not to witness whatever was going on. Too often she had seen horses down kicking, trapped in the traces, or getting up, and unable to stand on one leg. Even if the moratores managed to lead them out before the chariots returned, their end was the same as the horses that were unable to walk: a blade across the throat.

She hoped none of the drivers had been injured either.

God heard her, or so it felt. Incredibly, when the dust cleared a little, they saw eight horses being led out of the main entrance, close to the metae. Behind walked one driver, acknowledging shouts from the crowd; a party of stretcher bearers carried the other. He was also waving; as Darme said, it meant his injuries weren’t too severe.

Teams of moratores hurried to clear the wreckage away before the other chariots returned. They succeeded, just. To Galla’s amazement and the full-throated approval of the Reds supporters, Corax still held the lead when the ten remaining chariots came around the turn for a second time. And the third time.

‘Men will have made money on that,’ said Darme quietly, a pleased look in his eye.

Galla chuckled. ‘You’re one of them.’

He didn’t deny it. Darme was shrewd, and was known to visit the various factions’ stables.

Galla’s attention went back to the race. Even when the chariots were out of sight, she sat listening to the noise rising opposite, interpreting what happened until the competitors rounded the turn to their left again. The fourth lap ended, and Corax had fallen back to the middle of the field. Another crash soon after, between the Blue and Green in second and third place; it did not force them to retire, but it sent Diocles and Polyneices into the lead at last. Coming around the turn midway through the fifth lap, Diocles moved ahead of his rival the length of a chariot and team. The Greens supporters went wild.

‘GREENS! GREENS!’ ‘DIO-CLES!’ ‘CRINI-TUS!’ ‘A-JAX!’ The last two were Diocles’ lead horses.

Glancing back, Galla noticed Elpidia chewing a fingernail, her habit when stressed. Next she heard Darme muttering. It was so quiet she had to slide a little towards him to hear the words. Eyes closed, he didn’t notice. She listened with a mixture of horror and a guilty wish for his words to come true.

‘Restrict Diocles’ horses’ ability to run, their strength, their spirit, their acceleration, their speed. Deny them victory, tangle their feet, obstruct them. May they fall down, along with Diocles. Bind up his hands, snatch the win from him, deny him sight, so he cannot see his rivals. Lay hold of him, lift him up out of his chariot, pull him out of his chariot and onto the ground, so that he falls and is dragged all around the track, especially through the turns, and is gravely injured, along with his horses. Do it quickly.’ Finished, he opened his eyes. His head turned.

Galla put on a blank face. A devout Christian, she could not be seen to approve of appeals to a pagan deity.

Just before the chariots came around the metae to their left for the sixth time, Galla saw a hortator in a blue tunic swinging wide of the turn, keeping clear of what was racing up behind. ‘He’s been talking to Polyneices,’ she murmured to herself. ‘It’s now or never, that’s what he will have told him.’

Diocles came into sight first, tight around the metae. Amid the billowing dust, it was momentarily hard to see if there was anyone chasing him, but Galla’s heart leaped as first heads, then the necks and bodies of horses pulling a chariot, a Blue chariot, emerged from the dense brown swirl. The crowd went wild, Green and Blue supporters screaming their desire to win. Polyneices had opted for a risky tactic, cutting in close to the metae, then angling out a little to overtake. That was if his horses had enough strength left, she thought, her nerves jangling.

Down the straight they hurtled, first Diocles, then Polyneices, now only half a length behind. Corax, who had led for so long, was beaten back into fourth, then fifth position. The cheering and shouting reached new levels, a vast, rippling wave of noise in which no words could be determined. Everyone was on their feet, women, men, children. Even the nobles had risen from their marble seats at the front. Galla spied one portly toga-wearing senator actually jumping up and down. Arms waved, strips of blue cloth and green fluttered in the air.

At the metae, the two chariots were neck-and-neck, but Diocles had kept his position on the inside. They slowed to take the turn, and Galla saw him lash out with his whip, striking Polyneices’ left lead horse on the head. It was cunning, because the slightest check or deceleration would give his team the chance to pull ahead again.

‘No!’ Galla was outraged, although the tactic was permitted.

Around the metae the pair went, and out of sight.

A baying howl rose from the seating on the far side of the spina as the spectators there were rewarded with the beginning of the final lap. Galla sat, and turned to Elpidia. ‘Did you see Diocles use his whip?’

‘I did, Nobilissima Femina.’

‘It should be banned! Damage to the eye is the most common type of injury. It can end a horse’s career!’

Their attention returned to the race. It was possible to estimate the position of the chariots by the moving increase in noise. Spectators opposite them who were near the metae were on their feet. Arms pointed. Hands were cupped to mouths, shouts rose. There were even people throwing things. A curse on them, thought Galla, uncaring if it was a sin to wish such a thing. Shards of pottery and pieces of broken glass were most common, but she had even heard of tribuli being hurled onto the track. Dreadful four-pronged iron weapons used by the legions, they always landed with one prong sticking up.

If any of the missiles landed near enough, they did not harm Diocles’ or Polyneices’ team. Around the turn they came, side by side in a great cloud of dust, chariots and men so coated they were at first hard to differentiate.

The Blues supporters to their right got in first. ‘POLY-NEI-CES!’

‘They’re right!’ Galla positively squealed. ‘He’s in the lead!’

She was aware of Elpidia rushing forward. It didn’t matter. In the excitement, no one would notice the breach of protocol. Her heart leaped. Polyneices was ahead of Diocles – even the dust could not disguise that one of his horses was black – and his lead was increasing. The finish line was right below the pulvinar. He was so close to victory. She let out a little cry of excitement, willing the Blue charioteer on.

‘POLY-NEI-CES! POLY-NEI-CES! POLY-NEI-CES!’

He crossed the line two lengths ahead of Diocles, whose horses were fading fast.

Galla turned, her face alight with joy. ‘He won!’

Elpidia beamed. ‘He did, Nobilissima Femina, and convincingly.’

At once Galla’s gaze went to Darme. ‘How much will my winnings be?’

He did a quick mental calculation. ‘Somewhere in the order of three hundred solidi, Nobilissima Femina.’ This number of gold coins was a fortune.

Galla clapped her hands together, her worries about Eucherius forgotten.

It was an auspicious start to the day’s races.
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CHAPTER III

Mogontiacum, west bank of the River Rhenus, Germania Prima; late Mensis December, AD 406

Even with the scarf wrapped around his face, it hurt to breathe in. This was the coldest temperature Vadomar had ever experienced. He was wearing clothing enough for two: a pair of undertunics and the same number of long-sleeved tunics under his subarmalis, and two pairs each of woollen trousers and socks. His cloak was a bear pelt, leather-trimmed, and he was warm enough. Just.

It’s your own fault, he thought, being out in weather like this. He had to be, though. Duty called. In the day, with the trees obscuring, it was hard to judge the number of men on the far bank. Counting fires in the darkness might be more fruitful.

It was a still, black night, and there were no clouds. Starlight glittered off the frosted grass, which crunched beneath his boots, announcing his presence to one and all. Although that should not matter on this, the Roman side of the Rhenus, Vadomar’s hand did not stray far from his sword hilt. It paid to be careful. He had made light of the sentries’ warnings of demons, Huns, Alani and Suebi, however. He told them he’d never seen a demon yet. Weren’t the barbarians supposed to be on the eastern bank, he had demanded, unless they knew something he did not? The sentries had huffed and scowled, and muttered behind their hands, but they had opened the gate. He was the soldier with the official letter from Stilicho, and had the right to do what he wanted, more or less. If he wanted to wander around in the darkness like a witless fool, that was his issue.

Vadomar wasn’t surprised by their low morale and cynicism. The garrisons along the Rhenus were perilously depleted, in the main because Stilicho had ordered large segments of them to Italia earlier in the year. The threat from Radagaisus then had been real, and urgent; Stilicho, short of soldiers, had had little choice. Radagaisus was food for the worms now, though, and his warriors dead, enslaved or forced to join Stilicho’s army. And here in Germania Prima, where the forts were bare of men, a fresh threat to the empire loomed.

The alders and ash trees lining the bank were bare of leaves, but their branches restricted views of the Rhenus and its western side. Searching, Vadomar found a gap, a muddied narrow track down to the water’s edge used by deer and other wild creatures. Close in, the water moved slowly, and there was an oily sheen to its surface. He knew this meant it was close to freezing. Let that never happen, he prayed, knowing the gods rarely listened to mere mortals, and that he was powerless to do much else.

He took heart at the river’s width. The sentries had told him it was four hundred paces. Waterways of this magnitude did not ice over, he told himself, but the knifing pain in his lungs as he breathed in fed doubt rather than certainty. Pinpricks of light winked amid the trees opposite, the fires of the gathered tribesmen. The light came and went as men walked in front of the flames or stood to savour the heat. Vadomar began to count left to right. He stopped at sixty-nine.

If six to eight men shared a tent, and each group had a fire, he estimated that between four hundred and five hundred and fifty warriors were encamped on this short length of riverbank. If the reports from patrol vessels and other forts were correct, and he had no reason not to believe them, the same density of barbarians continued for many miles along the eastern side. According to one story he’d been told, of a spy sent over the Rhenus a week since, the camps stretched inland as well. Bar a few hangers-on, wives and whores, they were composed of men of fighting age.

To come up with an accurate figure was impossible, but it seemed probable the host ran into tens of thousands. It was also conceivable, thought Vadomar grimly, that over a hundred thousand warriors were on the far bank of the Rhenus. There was dreadful purpose in their patience, their willingness to wait for the right time to cross. Rumours about their origin were rife. They were the same warriors who had entered Italia with Radagaisus but left during the summer; now they intended to test Roma again. They were organised bands under charismatic leaders who, hearing tales of Alaric’s success in both eastern and western empires, had decided to try their own luck.

It didn’t matter, thought Vadomar, treading a wary path along the water’s edge, picking out yet more fires. They were an army. Disunited, most likely, but an army nonetheless, and their number dwarfed the Roman forces on the western bank. Even at full complement, the Rhenus fort garrisons would have been outnumbered by a massive margin. Unsurprisingly, Mogontiacum’s commander, a doleful, thin man by the name of Saturninus, had reported to Vadomar that desertions were a daily occurrence, and getting worse. ‘No surprise really,’ he’d said, wiping a drop from the end of his reddened nose. ‘Our situation is hopeless.’

‘Why haven’t you fled?’ Vadomar had asked, curious. He’d received a haughty stare in reply.

‘I am a soldier of Roma. I took the sacramentum. It might mean nothing to some …’

There had been a clear implication that Vadomar, a barbarian like those waiting on the eastern bank, would not honour the sacred military oath. It rankled.

‘Visigoth I may be, but I am also a soldier of Roma. And you are not alone in having taken the sacramentum,’ Vadomar had snapped.

A surprised Saturninus apologised, and they had drunk warmed wine and honey together, toasting the emperor, the empire, and victory over the invaders. Hollow words, they felt like – Vadomar had seen the same awareness in Saturninus’ eyes – but it felt better than to speak the truth and despair.

It was hard not to despair here, though, alone in the bitterly cold black night, the only indication of life the fires on the opposite bank. Vadomar fought the feeling. It was possible the estimates of the barbarian host’s size were wrong, he told himself. The spy who had crossed over the previous week had been terrified out of his wits by a close encounter with a warrior suspicious of his accent. A mission supposed to have lasted several days had been little more than a night and a day, scarcely enough to come up with a reliable assessment. It was true the enemy fires continued for miles along the eastern bank, but it was the oldest trick in the book to have fires by which few, or indeed no men sat.

It was ironic, because Saturninus was utilising the tactic himself, as well as other ruses such as units leaving camp under the cover of darkness only to return to the acclaim of the fort’s trumpeters the following morning. He had also ordered the construction of fortlets at regular intervals along the western side, each equipped with shooting platforms and replica ballistae. Soldiers occupied them during the daytime, and left at night.

Shadow-boxing, army fitness instructors called it. Whether it was working on the barbarians, no one knew, but Vadomar had it in his head now that the enemy chieftains might well be delaying their crossing to maximise the intimidatory effect of their seemingly vast numbers. Stilicho had ordered him to find out the most accurate information possible before returning to Italia. Maybe he was being foolish, thought Vadomar, but crossing the Rhenus to see with his own eyes the barbarian host was not just advisable, but essential.

What Saturninus would make of his decision was another matter.

The following morning, he went to the commandant’s office bright and early. The reaction he got was not unexpected.

‘Are you insane? A safer bet would be to try to swim across the Rhenus wearing your armour.’

Surprised by Saturninus’ vehemence, Vadomar said, ‘You forget I am Visigothic.’

‘And your intonation and pronunciation are those of a man who’s lived in Italia all his life! I am not fluent in your tongue by any means, but I understand a decent amount. I have also taken enough prisoners to know you sound nothing like the warriors on the far bank. My man who went across, the one who was nearly undone because of his accent, only joined the imperial army two years ago.’

‘There won’t be much need to speak,’ Vadomar muttered.

‘And if there is?’

Saturninus was right, Vadomar admitted to himself, but he had made up his mind. Stubbornness took hold. ‘I’m going whether you like it or not.’

‘Have you a wife? Children?’

‘No.’

A snort. ‘I thought as much.’

‘Do you?’

‘A wife and two sons.’

‘When the barbarians cross, you will die in the fighting, leaving your family behind. What’s the difference?’

‘I will be doing my duty, and I will not be throwing my life away!’

‘Stilicho charged me with finding out as much as I can about the enemy’s numbers. Going over the river is the only way I can see of doing that. Rely on what I have been told, and I would fail in my duty. I will not be seeking death intentionally, but if death finds me over there, well, the gods will have decreed it so.’

Saturninus held Vadomar’s gaze for a long moment, then he sighed. ‘You are a brave man, and an honourable one. It is a shame you are a pagan.’

‘And I say it is a pity you worship the Christ god!’

The commandant belly-laughed. ‘Not many dare say that out loud nowadays.’

‘Are they the same men who will not join the legions?’

Saturninus shook his head in wonder. ‘I would there were more soldiers of your kind.’

‘Men probably say the same about you.’

‘Maybe.’ Saturninus smiled, and poured more wine. ‘You’ll be needing a boat and crew.’

‘Thank you.’ Vadomar raised his cup. ‘May the Rhenus never freeze over.’

‘That I can drink to!’

There was a bridge over the Rhenus, but to use it risked being seen. It was agreed that Vadomar would be rowed over in the middle of the night, then make his way into the enemy encampment and lie low until daybreak.

This was how he found himself being transported across the water the same night, in a boat originally used for ferrying goods over the river. It was no longer being used, for obvious reasons. It was a crying shame, said the soldier charged with seeing Vadomar safely to the opposite bank. Fresh mutton was almost impossible to come by now, not to mention furs. Whether the soldier considered it ironic to be complaining about a lack of supplies when he and his comrades faced an imminent invasion by tens of thousands of tribesmen, Vadomar didn’t ask.

They didn’t talk further. The soldier had three companions; together they expertly poled the craft towards the far bank. Mid river, the current was strong; knowing this, the crew were aiming to come ashore some distance downstream. It was again a cloudless, freezing night; they would be visible to anyone paying attention. Vadomar’s hope was that, already confident thanks to their overwhelming numbers, the Goths would be asleep, wrapped up in furs and blankets. In the event, he was correct. There seemed to be no sentries, and no shouts or challenges were made.

Edging through the reeds, the boat’s prow came to a nudging halt against the bank. Vadomar was ready to jump.

‘Christ be with you,’ one of the crew whispered.

Vadomar nodded, grateful for the sentiment even if he didn’t believe it, and leaped, arms outspread to help him balance. A loud crunch marked his landing on the frozen ground, easily enough to alert anyone nearby. He crouched down, ears pricked, but all he heard was the poles’ soft plash as the men turned the craft and made for home. He waited for two hundred heartbeats, when he was satisfied no one had witnessed his arrival.

Standing, grateful for the weighty folds of his bear pelt cloak, he moved his belt to make his sword sit just so. He scarf-lapped his face and pulled down his fur hat – so used to wearing his Pannonian cap that until Saturninus commented, he hadn’t even considered taking it off – and then, picking up his shield, began to walk. It didn’t matter where he went. Saturninus’ spy had reported that the enemy encampment did not appear to be organised in any way. Explore, get a feel for it, that would be his best option, Vadomar had decided, and count the tents.

They had left crossing as late as possible; dawn would not be far off, when men began to stir, to empty bladders and rekindle fires. Everyone was still abed, however, so he trod lightly. To his good fortune, there had been no snow for days, which meant the ground between the Gothic tents was well trodden, beaten down by countless men’s passage. It was difficult to be completely silent, but by moving with great care, Vadomar made little sound. If anyone awake or stirring from sleep heard him, they would not be alarmed.

So he hoped and prayed, even as an acid feeling took hold in his belly. Talking with Saturninus, the risks had not seemed quite so perilous, but now that he was here, alone among thousands of men who regarded him as the enemy, his life hung by the thinnest of threads. He did not consider the option of turning back. His reappearance over the bridge would tell its own story, and Saturninus would soon hear. Vadomar was not prepared to endure the resulting shame. Death was preferable to dishonour.

He trudged inland, away from the river-hugging alders and ash, counting tents all the while. There were stumps everywhere, the trees felled to make space and provide firewood. Oaks and beeches began to dominate. Still the tents continued, and Vadomar’s count rose into the hundreds. Reaching the end of the cleared ground at full light, he entered the treeline. Not far within, he chanced on a grove in which the bodies of strangled men hung from trees, and the constituent parts of a dismembered horse lay scattered about.

Vadomar stopped dead. He had only ever heard of a sacred space like this; too few pagans remained in Italia to keep the old traditions alive. His father had told him about them, though, hair-raising tales of human sacrifice as well as animal, scores of bare-chested warriors deep-chanting the barritus, robed priests standing before red-stained stone altars, wickedly sharp knives in hand. Part of him wanted to explore the grove, maybe even pray there, but he did not dare. The
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