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			Prologue

			The Goths Cross

			Northern Gaul

			New Year’s Day 410 AD

			It had been a bitter winter. Even the most ancient men and women in the village agreed that they’d never known another like it. Snow choked the roads and cut off the grain dole. Flotillas of skiffs, plying their trade along the River Rhine, panicked and flocked south. White drifts turned a row of hauled up Roman patrol boats into burial mounds.

			Half a mile back from the river, in a stone-walled house only six paces square, Diana helped her five-year-old daughter to dress. With numb fingers, she sectioned Sola’s curls into three long tresses. Clumsy with cold, she wove them into a plait and thought back to the day a fur trader had smuggled her family from barbarian to Roman shores. A sallow man, he’d poked a blunt finger through a handful of bronze and silver coins.

			“No gold?”

			Diana shook her head.

			He looked her up and down. “I’ll need your amulet as well then.”

			“It belonged to my grandmother.”

			“D’you want to cross or not?”

			The year of her wedding, Diana’s home had been burned to the ground by the Goths. Her brothers rebuilt it but the following spring the Sueves had raided and left them all dead. Only Roman territory was safe from tribal wars. She wriggled her amulet off.

			The boatman scowled at her pregnant stomach and the little girl clinging to her hand. “Lie flat in the bottom and keep that child quiet.” 

			Diana levered herself down, curling her body around her daughter’s while the ferryman buried them under layers of uncured deer pelts. Sola wrinkled her nose at the smell. The sudden darkness frightened her but she knew she could not move.

			Midstream, a Roman river patrolman ordered the boat to heave to. The trader wiped a sweating palm on his tunic then proffered it to steady the soldier aboard. Diana didn’t breathe as she heard him plant his foot on the gunnel. She listened to water rippling along the flat-bottomed hull. A deck-board creaked; metal-toed boots clacked towards her head. With the tip of his spear the patrolman flicked back the top deerskin. 

			“Pwah!” he took a step back from the reek of a hide crawling with maggots, “nothing else to declare?” 

			“Nothing but pelts this time of year.”

			“No wonder all you barbarians stink,” he sniggered, stepping back on to his own craft. “Move on.”

			What relief Diana felt as she swung her toddler over the last yard of water and saw her daughter leave tiny footprints in the gravel sand; what joy when she watched Tallus, the girl’s father, step out from behind the bush where he’d been waiting and scoop his child up into his arms.

			Diana sold the silver scabbard of her husband’s sword and the last of her mother’s jewellery to pay a stone mason to help build a house. Each morning she listened out for the donkey braying as the mason arrived, walking alongside a cart laden with slabs to cut to shape on site. The chime of hammers on chisels brought a smile to her lips. Her husband’s hands grew calloused as he learned the stonemason’s trade. Despite her expanding belly, Diana helped the men lay out the blocks to build a wall. It was heavy work and she wasn’t used to it, but each stone she levered into place with a long iron rod brought hope. The windows covered with cowhide shutters couldn’t keep out the cold but, at the end of each week, imperial waggons rolled into the village forum and dished out the grain dole. Her neighbours, Roman citizens, shared their quota with the newcomers.

			Weaving her daughter’s hair in their freezing home, Diana huffed over memories, so recent yet so distant, in this winter where not one cart had made it through snow-buried roads. Her husband hunted farther afield each day only to come home at nightfall, blue-lipped and empty-handed. 

			Diana twisted the last blonde curl at the end of Sola’s plait around her finger, too cold to tie a ribbon, and looked up. A dim shaft of light edged between stone and shutter and picked out the face of her weather-beaten mother-in-law as she stirred melted snow and the thrice boiled bones of a rooster in an iron pot. Grizzling on empty bellies, two small boys huddled next to her. White puffs of breath painted hunger in the air. 

			Starvation drove Diana to the frozen river. Gritting her teeth to stop their chattering, she tucked her daughter’s plait down the back of a fine-woven cloak that had been hers as a child and was a reminder of better times. She wrapped a rabbit skin scarf around Sola’s neck, pulled up the hood and brushed her forehead with a kiss, then passed her a satchel and helped her wriggle her arms through the straps. 

			The aged woman looked up from her fire. “I’ll feed the boys enough to get them settled and save the rest for when you get back. Good luck.”

			“Thank you,” said Diana, pulling on mittens. She cupped her sons’ cheeks. “Be good my darlings”.

			Diana listened to her daughter’s footsteps smooshing in the snow behind her as they waded in muffled silence to where she hoped the river would flow. 

			For a glacial hour, Sola tailed her mother down a dug-out track with banks as high as a man’s waist. She could only just peer over the top of them. Her lips and chin were too frozen to speak and her eyes and nose watered from the cold. When the track petered out, mother and daughter were forced to high-step on numb feet through last night’s powder. Diana carried a sharply pointed shaft of wood and a stone-headed mallet to break the ice for a fishing hole. Sola carried rough twine lines with pebble sinkers and bone hooks in the small leather pouch across her back. She didn’t mind the straps cutting into her shoulders; she felt grown up and important. 

			If it were not for the Roman frontier watchtower, as sharp and threatening as a brandished spear, neither mother nor daughter could have told where solid land ended and frozen water started. As they passed by its foot, Sola tilted her head back to see if the soldiers were watching. Against a looming sky she glimpsed armour moving. Winter sliced at her exposed throat. She tucked her chin back into her rabbit skin and glued her eyes to her mother’s hem.

			Diana led her a furlong past where the banks would normally be in search of the middle of the river. She knelt and pushed the sturdy stick through the snow. Her mittened hands made a hollow and twisted its point into the surface of the ice. She told Sola to hold the base steady. Diana stood up, raised the stone mallet above her shoulder and prepared to strike.

			Horn blasts split the frozen air. 

			Three short. Two long. 

			Diana’s head snapped backwards in the direction of the Roman sentry post. Her first thought was that the noise was an admonition intended for her, but she quickly realised otherwise. 

			A shriek of alarm rushed up her body. Her eyes seared the slow sweep of the Rhine. One after another, the brush bales of warning flares atop the watchtowers shot up, red against the grey-white sky. Diana grabbed her daughter’s hand, held it tight and stared into the frozen expanse behind the Roman defences but saw only blank whiteness. The river rumbled beneath her feet. Unable to make sense of what was happening, she looked down at the patch of ice she’d cleared in fear that it was about to cave in, but it was solid and opaque, without the tiniest crack. 

			Roman trumpets blasted the call to action stations down the line.

			Her heart galloping against her ribs, Diana looked up and squinted towards the far side of the river. It was only then that she saw horned heads appearing through the icy fog. Barbarian boots kicked up clouds of snow before them. The advancing warriors could have been mistaken for oxen were it not for the long pikes and the edges of double-headed axes that spiked the mists. 

			She and Sola were an isolated black speck in the whiteness. 

			Sola’s bottom lip quivered and she started to cry. Diana dropped her mallet and stick, hitched up her skirt and dragged the child behind her as she bolted in the opposite direction to the encroaching hordes. The balls of fishing twine and sinkers bounced out of Sola’s bag and trailed behind her then the strap slipped off her shoulder and the pouch fell to the ground. Her plait unravelled and her hair flew loose. 

			Woman and girl ran until their limbs were so deprived of air that they had to stop, doubled over, their stomachs heaving. Diana barely dared to look behind her. Although she had put distance between herself and the advancing men, the situation was hopeless. There were too many of them, her village was too far away and Sola couldn’t run any farther. She scanned the stark landscape for cover. A few mounded bushes, buried in snow along the river bank, were the only hope. Panic pumped her limbs as she dragged her daughter towards them. When they came to the largest she threw herself to her knees and, her hands a flurry, dug out an entrance way. She shoved Sola into the heart of the thicket then, insensate to the claw of twigs, scrambled in after her. Her stomach churned. Had the barbarians passed through the copse where her husband went hunting? 

			*****

			A horse reared and whinnied behind the stable-gate at the bottom of the Roman watchtower. Impatient for the order to ride, a youth called Avitus, pulled hard on the bit. A decurion clad in a chainmail tunic ducked the horse’s hooves, slid two greased bolts from their slots, and looked over his shoulder. On his officer’s signal, with all his force, he threw the door wide. Hit by the brightness of the snow outside, Avitus’ blue eyes flinched as he spurred the horse into hostile space. The decurion slammed the gate shut and rammed the bars back into their sockets. 

			From his vantage point on top of the watchtower, the captain of the Roman guard riveted his eyes on the horse as it bounded across the snow. Lips thin and face rigid, he waited to see if the barbarians would give chase. With grim satisfaction he watched just long enough to see that a burst of pace had put Avitus out of reach of the hordes, who wallowed in comparison.

			But there was only a moment of hope to be found in his horseman’s alacrity. The captain took the measure of his enemy and clenched his jaw. He would not waste the lives of his men by sallying out into a sea of barbarians that bled into the mists in the distance. Instead, he positioned a spindly row of archers around the top of the watchtower. With bows at the ready and faces blanched they waited for the order to fire, but the invaders skirted out of range. The captain commanded the rest of his skeleton force to defend the tower stairs. Nine men drew up in rows of three and made ready to fight until they fell.

			*****

			Diana stared out aghast from her hiding place. Her footprints looked black, enormous and obvious. She huddled with her whimpering child tucked under her shoulder and moved her lips in silent prayer. As if in answer, snowflakes fluttered down like feathers and blurred the marks that betrayed their presence.

			Barbarian boots crunched through knee-deep powder. Sola’s eyes were wide and glassy with terror. Her mother put her finger over her lips to signal silence and the child held her breath.

			First came the warlords mounted on horses, behind them warriors of all ages, wearing little armour apart from their helmets, but coated with as many weapons as a hedgehog’s back. Tribes of Goths, Alani, Sueves, Franks and unrecognizable others appeared from across the water as if conjured by a sorcerer’s spell. Mother and child kept still and waited for what seemed an eternity for the first wave to pass. With a long twig Diana worked a hole through the thicket and watched. It was only as daylight faded to a washed-out gloom and she had seen no movement for an hour that she dared to enlarge the hole and stick her head outside. 

			The barbarians had cut a swathe twenty times wider than a Roman road through the snow. The hollows of her footprints had been tramped into oblivion. She pulled back into the bush, trembling violently, retched then wiped her mouth and sat up. Sola was crying. Diana pulled her into her chest to muffle her sobs, stroked her hair until they stopped then kissed her brow and mouthed, “Don’t move”. 

			Her knees trembling, Diana pushed her way right out of their hiding place, stood up, listened and looked in every direction. All was still; she heard nothing except the soft plush of an armful of snow as it slipped from an overburdened bush. 

			She knelt and took her daughter by the hand to lead her out but Sola pulled back. Smothering her urge to shout at the girl, Diana coaxed and tugged in whispers. All she could think about was her two baby sons and their grandmother as she dragged Sola onto the track flattened by the barbarians. It led to their village. 

			Diana didn’t hear the rear-guard approaching until their leader kicked his horse into a canter fifty strides behind her. With an iron grip on Sola’s hand she burst into a sprint. The Goth drew his sword and gained ground on them. A full-grown woman could cause trouble and slow his men down but a small child would sell well in the slave markets.

			Only the tips of Sola’s toes were touching the ground when she felt the swoosh of a blade pass over her head; her mother’s hand went slack. Through a spray of blood, she saw her neck split sideways on its shoulders. The body crumpled. In the moment that Sola’s arms shot out to gather the pieces and put mother back together, the barbarian grabbed a fistful of the girl’s hair, yanked her off the ground and threw her face down over his horse’s withers. With one elbow nailing her spine to the pommel of his saddle he spun the beast around and trotted back to his men on foot. 

			Two of them stepped forward. One held a length of rope while the other grabbed Sola by the waist. The horse skittered sideways as the child swiped at the rider’s eyes as he lurched out of reach. The man on the ground tightened his grip on Sola’s waist but she lashed out with all four limbs. He cursed and held her at arms’ length but she drew five streaks of blood across his cheek. 

			The rope man laughed and threw a punch into her jaw, not quite hard enough to break her neck, and Sola’s white world went black. 

			*****

			Granules of ice stung Avitus’ eyes as he spurred his horse along the river bank. Breath blew like smoke from its nostrils, but it found its rhythm, heaving and steaming twelve miles to the next staging post. Leaping from one saddle to the next without rest, Avitus gave staccato orders to the troops to make ready to defend themselves. 

			A week of mountains and rivers later, he glimpsed a smudge of smoke from the hearths and bakeries of the world’s largest city in the distance. Under an arch of the Claudian aqueduct he slowed to a canter, a prayer of thanks to Mercury on his lips, then crossed a dry moat. Wiping the grit of the road from his brow, he arrived at portcullised gates built high enough to let elephants pass. With a perfunctory salute, the sentries ordered him to dismount and wait. 

			Avitus paced the confines of the guardhouse courtyard, his eyes narrowing with derision at the sight of off-duty soldiers seated on mats, playing dice or buffing their breastplates. 

			An hour passed before a slave-born litter deposited an over-fed senator on the parade ground. The starch in his purple-striped toga announced in advance of a word being spoken that the barbarian invasion of Gaul was a matter of little consequence. 

			“It was an act of the gods that the Rhine froze over,” said the toga, “we have no help to offer the provinces. There are barbarians at our gates.”

			Avitus drew himself tall, hands balled into fists at his side. He glanced round at the guardsmen lounging off duty. “With respect, sir, I saw no sign of enemy troops outside your walls.”

			The senator’s lip twitched at the insolence of a boy, not yet a man. But the intensity of Avitus’ stare, the wolfskin strapped across his shoulders and his hand on the hilt of his gladius made the toga glance round for his guards. Seeing them at hand, he puffed himself up and wielded words that cut – “Barbarians pose a constant threat to Rome. Gaul will have to deal with the invasion without the Emperor’s help. Now, young equites, there are affairs of state to which I must attend. Find your own way out.” 

			Rage burning in his gut and injustice welling his eyes, Avitus glared at the senator back as he walked, faster than he should have, to his litter. At the click of their master’s fingers, slaves knelt to help the fat man up. 

			Avitus called for his horse. This time, as he spurred it through the gates, the guardsmen held a long salute and, when the stallion’s hooves had thundered past, the eldest sentry said to his juniors, “One day Rome will march for that young man.” 

			With each milepost Avitus passed, he grew more resolute. The pompous indifference of the Senate deserved no allegiance and an emperor who could not defend his territories must be deposed. Crossing into Gaul, Avitus rode from camp to camp summoning the legions to arms. They rose with a roar, united with their cohorts in Britain and proclaimed their general, Constantine, Emperor of Rome. 

			*****

			Sola’s father comes home from his hunting to the blackened ruins of his home. Flakes of snow twist in a wailing wind while he sifts ashes through his fingers. Two little ribcages, barely bigger than those of a chicken, are unearthed. The skulls and legs are there. The body of his mother is hidden under a fallen rafter. He levers the log off. No sign of his wife or daughter. With the iron head of a spade whose handle burned away he scrapes a shallow grave and lays out the skeletons. Tears blind him as he joins together what is left of the bones of their hands. He makes no sacrifice to the gods who robbed him. He offers them anger and anguish, the only things real to him.

			Tallus discards the broken spade but puts his hammer and chisel into a sack on his back. His search spirals wider but he finds no trace of Sola or Diana. He waits a frozen week, then he gives up and falls in with a band of refugees. Tossed and spun like dead leaves in a winter wind they head south towards Lyon, the Roman capital of Gaul. 

			In 418, at last, they find peace when Constantine buys a truce with the Goths, allowing them to settle under their own king around Toulouse. Deep in the belly of Roman Gaul, barbarians take root.

		

	
		
			 

			Avitus

			Narbonne

			Roman capital of the Province of Narbonensis, Gaul

			428 AD

			A lone stallion, its mane and tail flying, clattered past the last milepost to Narbonne then disappeared into the canyons of shadowed streets. A warrior in a blood-red cloak reined the horse to a halt at the foot of limestone walls one hundred feet high. It reared then planted plate-sized hooves squarely onto echoing stones.

			From under the shadow cast by his general’s helmet, Avitus’ cobalt eyes scaled the implacable ramparts to where their crenellations stabbed at the belly of a dazzling sky. Black wisps of smoke rose into the blue. They whispered of death and burning but the iron-bound gates of the fort were intact and shut. Taken by sea, thought Avitus with grudging admiration. 

			At the sight of Gothic spears bristling on the Roman ramparts above him, his blood surged with indignation. A guttural order rang out and archers nocked arrows to their bows. They took aim at his throat but Avitus did not flinch. With exaggerated slowness, he took off his lion-embossed helmet. A sea breeze lifted sweat-drenched locks from his scalp and his cloak gusted like dragon’s breath behind him. 

			The weather-beaten creases at the corners of his eyes deepened as he squinted up and stared out his enemy then, with a wry grin, winked at the horned heads leering down at him. “You’ll have to do better than that if you want to oust Rome from Narbonne.”

			Their fingers trembled on their bowstrings as the archers glanced towards their officer for the order to fire, but dark circles spread under the captain’s armpits and he remained mute.

			“Bring me Theodoric, your king!” bellowed Avitus at battlefield volume.

			The Goth captain wiped a hand over dry lips. 

			“Only a dead man hesitates!” boomed Avitus. 

			The captain stood staring at him, panic blinding him to his next move.

			Avitus locked eyes on him. “My death would cost Theodoric more than his kingdom.”

			The Goth’s knees turned to water but he squeaked out to his bowmen – “Fire on my command.” 

			Avitus shook his head in disbelief. “A fatal mistake.”

			“Thus say you!” bellowed a new voice, thick and nasal from the blood of a broken nose, but familiar to Avitus. Theodoric, King of the Goths, pushed aside his archers on the battlements and leaned down to stare at his old friend and new enemy. On each shoulder of his mantle snarled a dead, fanged wolf.

			A sure shot with a ballista had knocked Theodoric’s helmet off as he had stormed the walls in the hours before dawn. The Gothic king had taken delight in avenging himself by having the boy crucified as soon as the fortress fell. The lad hung dead alongside his officers, a few still moaning, in a row of crosses at the foot of the bloodstained walls. 

			“About time you got here,” said Avitus.

			Theodoric studied the general sitting square-shouldered and calm in his saddle then lifted his head and strained his ears for the clang of legions on the march. All he heard was the snorting of Avitus’ horse, still breathing hard, and the caw of circling gulls. Their raucous calls goaded him to murder the most respected Roman in all five provinces of Gaul. 

			He grabbed a bow from an archer, pulled the string taut and aimed at the Roman’s jugular. “You’re a dead man, Avitus!” 

			“Come to your senses, Theodoric.” Avitus raised his shield to protect his neck nonetheless, “and if you plan to kill me, at least come down here and do it like a warrior, in hand-to-hand combat.”

			Theodoric looked up from his target. Through eyes swollen to slits he scanned the horizon for legionary banners. “Where’s your army?” 

			“At my back.”

			“Not today, they’re not.”

			“You can gamble your life on that if you like,” said Avitus. His horse shimmied as he slid his helmet back and tightened the strap under a jutting jaw. The cheek plates clasped Avitus’ face, leaving nothing in sight but two diamond-bright eyes and an eagle-beaked nose. “But you know that if you kill me, the magister militum himself will cross the Alps with ten legions to avenge me.”

			Theodoric searched the horizon again. If Flavius Aetius, the supreme commander of all the Roman empire’s troops, invaded Gaul, his own chance of survival would be nil. A chill ran through his blood as he caught sight of a bird in the distance, nothing but a thin black line in the sky, rising on a thermal wind, like an eagle. He swallowed and did not reply.

			Avitus shook his head in sadness. “I’m disappointed in you. I strung your bow for you when you were but a boy. Taught you the ways of a Roman warrior so that we might fight side by side, allies, not enemies.

			The Goth looked back down at the man in the gleaming imperial breastplate, whose greaves were grimed with dust from the road but whose voice was deep and unhurried, then he shook his fist. “I’m a king now, Avitus. Save your lectures for someone who cares what you think.”

			“I offered you the friendship of almighty Rome,” boomed Avitus’ baritone.

			Theodoric wondered how the Roman, a man of only moderate height and one hundred feet below him, seemed to tower above him, but snarled back, “And what does friendship with Rome bring besides taxes and death?” 

			“It brought you your kingdom and peace! D’you choose to live – a friend to Rome – or meet your death?”

			Theodoric’s ears were ringing from his injuries and Avitus’ words reverberated in his head. He breathed roughly through his mouth and searched again for the bird on the horizon. He caught sight of its feathers’ tips shimmering in the wind and took it as an omen. With a thick, dry tongue he tried to lick his lips then let out a coughing sigh. 

			“Why’d you ride down here? I made sure you were in Lyon before I attacked. Even you can’t cover 250 miles in under a day!”

			Avitus gave a wry smile. “You can’t attack the capital of Narbonensis and expect me to let you get away with it.”

			“But why d’you come alone?”

			“To save your miserable life, you fool! Give you the chance to evacuate. But if you won’t – ” slowly, finger by finger, Avitus pulled a red gauntlet from his hand and raised it above his head – “I swear you’ll die.”

			Theodoric’s face blanched behind its bruises and the thicket of his blood-matted beard. His eyes flicked towards the bird he was sure now was an eagle, a portent of a coming invasion and his own destruction.

			Avitus raised the gauntlet in his fist and pierced him with his eyes. “Ally or enemy, dead man or king – which is it, Theodoric?”

			The Gothic king slammed his bow on the edge of the battlements and stepped back from the abyss. “Alright! Come in and parley!”

			Avitus grunted. He tucked his gauntlet into his belt and drew his spatha. 

			Theodoric’s eyes widened at the sight of the gleaming blade, and fear coursed through him. Was it too late to sue for peace?

			“Not before I’ve run a sword through those men,” said Avitus, nudging his horse towards the row of crosses at the foot of the walls. 

		

	
		
			 

			Cuckoo in the Nest

			Villa of Avitacum

			Province of Auvergne, Gaul

			444 AD

			Three boys were practising their swordplay on a lawn that sloped from the doric façade of Avitacum down to its lake. With a flick of his wrist Ecdicius, Avitus’ fourteen-year-old son, sent Graecus’ sword spinning end over tip. It was the fifth time in as many minutes that he had unsworded him. Sidonius, son of the Praetorian Prefect of Gaul, bit his lip to hide his grin but Ecdicius guffawed. Graecus’ throat bobbed as he swallowed back tears and watched his blade arc through the air then land point first, upright and quivering, as if it too were laughing at him.

			Across the lawn, in the shade of a giant fig tree on the western side of the villa, Avitus leant forward in his chair. His forearms, hard as ironwood, were at ease on bronzed thighs; his chest and shoulders were broad and square. His bright eyes glanced up from under grizzled brows, but he said nothing. The boys were old enough to sort out their differences.

			Graecus, his pustulent acne comically obvious, yanked his weapon from the closely scythed turf, floundered up the lawn and slashed out wildly at Ecdicius who swerved and sent the sword hurtling through the air again. Crimson with humiliation, Graecus lunged for his throat.

			Avitus’ growl drowned out the scuffle. “That’s enough.” 

			Despite his urge to knock Graecus’ legs out from under him and rub his face in the dirt, Ecdicius backed off and looked up at the general, but Graecus kept his puff-adder eyes fixed on his rivals. 

			“Ecdicius!” Avitus summoned. Honorius, Sidonius’ father, signalled for him to come too.

			Ecdicius feinted with his dagger at Graecus then walked, in step with Sidonius, to face the two most powerful men in Gaul.

			With a wave of his hand Honorius invited Avitus to discipline both boys. Without rising from his seat, the general thrust a pile of wax tablets into Sidonius’ hands. “Copy these requisition orders onto parchment –” Ecdicius rolled his eyes behind his father’s back – “In triplicate. You have one hour.” Seeing both boys slump at the prospect, Avitus added, “Work together. Dismissed.” 

			“I swear he’s got eyes in the back of his head,” grumbled Ecdicius as soon as they were out of earshot, “and why does Graecus get special treatment? He started it.”

			“We’ll pay him back.” 

			From the shade of the giant fig tree, Avitus’ face mellowed as he watched Ecdicius and Sidonius stride off. Their quick wits and fine horsemanship would make them fine field officers. Then he looked at Graecus, who showed no such potential, and his features became sharp as a hatchet. There was venom in the way Graecus stared after the other boys and, not for the first time, Avitus wondered if Tertius – a favourite field-officer who’d bled to death in his arms – was really the boy’s father. Avitus’ last promise to the dying man had been that he’d raise his son as his own, but sometimes he regretted it. “Graecus, clean yourself up, get your marching boots on and report back, on the double.” Avitus turned back to Honorius. “That boy wouldn’t last a day in the army.” 

			The weight of managing the Empire’s affairs in Gaul had ploughed parallel furrows between the Praetorian Prefect’s brows. He didn’t want to be distracted. “You know the Goths better than any of us, Avitus, will they stick by their treaty or rebel?” 

			“The Goths are always unpredictable,” Avitus ran a hand over the half-day stubble on his chin, “took years to make that treaty work. But Theodoric’ll honour it or I’ll have his head.”

			Honorius cleared his throat to broach another awkward subject. “The Emperor has ordered another round of military cuts.”

			“Another!” exploded Avitus, “ever since the Vandals took Carthage that’s all I hear from you. Cuts?! We must raise an army and kick the barbarians out of Africa!”

			“You know that the Vandal occupation has blocked the grain supply and broken our tax spine. We can neither feed nor pay our standing army – let alone raise an invasion force.”

			“Pah! Where there’s a will there’s a way.” Frowning, Avitus scratched the back of his neck with a frown. “Has Rome ever had an emperor more useless than Valentinian III? When Galla Placidia was regent the army came first, but her son’s a spineless wastrel.” 

			Honorius glanced around the lawn and lowered his voice. “I agree my friend. Valentinian isn’t half the man his mother is. He’s weak, vacillating. Rome would be stronger if . . . ”

			Avitus raised a hand to cut him off and shook his head. “Such talk is treason.” 

			“Would it really be treason to give the Empire a decent leader?” hissed Honorius. “Galla ruled for the good of Rome, but since Valentinian attained his majority. . . ” the Praetorian Prefect raised despairing hands “and we can expect worse. Since his fourth attempt to assassinate her –”

			“Fourth? It’s hard to keep up with them! What happened this time?” 

			“He sent her to sea in a ship then had it sunk,” said Honorius. “Sat drinking on the terrace of his palace in Capri, staring out over the bay in his ghoul-eyed way, sending messengers to the coast every half hour to keep him apprised of progress. When he heard that the ship had gone down with all hands, he punched the air for joy. But the next morning a courier ran up with the news that there had, in fact, been a sole survivor and Valentinian fell into a morass of apprehension.” 

			Avitus slapped his thigh and chuckled. “True to form, the old battle-axe managed to swim ashore, did she? Who’d have expected that! That’s a rugged bit of coastline too, nothing but cliffs and rocks.” 

			“Galla did rule the Empire for nigh fifteen years.” 

			“She’s as tough as the girth of my saddle,” said Avitus, “and as sharp as the tip of my gladius, but even she could never have lasted that long without Aetius’ support.” 

			“Be that as it may,” said Honorius, “yet again Galla Placidia’s shown her son to be blundering, cruel and inept and he’s in a frenzy to be rid of her. He’s retained the world’s top poisoner to assassinate her and threatened him with a slow and excruciating death if he fails.”

			“Poison – just what you’d expect from a fop who’s never lifted a sword in his life.” 

			“Shrewd though she is, Galla’s in mortal danger, and when she’s gone, a fool will rule.” Having said more than he should have, Honorius clamped his mouth shut.

			Avitus rubbed calloused fingers over his creviced brow. “The Empire has survived worse emperors than Valentinian, but you, my friend, you must be careful. To have such thoughts is one thing, to speak them aloud another.” From under his brows, Avitus looked round. “Even here, in my own home, the trees may have ears.”

			With consummate discretion, Honorius scanned for spies. Empty lawn stretched out from the ancient fig tree in all directions. He looked up into its branches and noticed a cuckoo. It called, as if on signal, then flapped loudly skywards. 

			In the moment of stillness it left behind, Honorius asked, “Avitus, if the day ever comes where you have to choose between loyalty to the Empire and loyalty to the Emperor, what will you do?”

			“Speak no more of this,” said Avitus, “I don’t aspire to be Emperor. Those who wear the diadem are cursed. Give me battle tactics, not politics.” 

			Avitus turned his shoulder to the governor and watched Graecus’ ungainly progress across the lawn towards Avitus’ dark-haired daughter, Papianilla. She was reading in a bower where a fountain played but snapped shut her book and hid it in the folds of her chiton when she caught sight of the intruder. Avitus smiled wryly. He’d noticed that Plato’s Apology was missing from the men’s end of the library and Graecus would be quick to tell tales to Papianilla’s mother, Sedulla, if he caught her reading it.

			Last summer, on sweltering days like this, Papianilla would swim in the lake with her brother and Sidonius but the passage of four seasons had transformed her body from girl to woman and Sedulla had put a stop to that. While Graecus ran water through his clammy hands and slicked down his kinky hair, Papianilla abandoned her alcove and sought refuge inside the villa. 

			Drumming his fingers on his kneecap, Avitus tried to mask his impatience with the way the day was turning out. When Graecus finally sorted himself out and came back, he thrust a roll of papers into his hands and snapped, “Take these drawings to the stone mason in charge of works at my church.”

			“Yes, Sir.”

			“Give my greetings to the priest and be of use to him for the rest of the day.” Stay away from my daughter and out of my sight.

			Graecus dismissed, Avitus turned to Honorius. 

			The Praetorian Prefect was shaking his head. “You’re building a church? Your money would be better spent on bucellarii.” 

			“Every estate is expected to have a church these days, and I don’t need a private army.”

			“You have the biggest temple of Mercury in Gaul on your doorstep.”

			“Mercury isn’t Christian but the Emperor is. I used to think this new religion was a passing cult but it’s sprouting like weeds around us.”

			Honorius shrugged. “Has Valentinian ever heeded the teachings of the prophet from Nazareth?” 

			“I doubt he even knows what they are.” Avitus stared into the distance. “How am I to feed my cavalry horses after all these budget cuts?” 

			“Yes, we need to keep your horses,” said Honorius.

			Avitus cocked an eyebrow at his friend. “That’s the first time I’ve heard you defend the cavalry. Usually you complain they cost too much and tell me we must cut them first.”

			Honorius’ furrows deepened. “I heard this morning that Attila has murdered his brother, Bleda, and taken sole control of the Hunnic Empire. The crippling tribute he exacted from the Emperor of the East after the defeat at Constantinople last year won’t satiate Attila’s appetites.”

			“You fear Attila will turn against us?”

			“He lusts to rule the world, including us. Bleda was rational but his brother revels in blood.”

			Avitus sat back in his chair, chewing on a blade of grass. “While Rome weakens, the Hun strengthens.” 

			“A diplomat returning from the Hun camp told me that to meet Attila is to stare into the face of the devil.” Honorius shivered and leant closer to Avitus. “Attila ate four of his own children.”

			“That may be true, or it may just be one of the myths Attila weaves.” Avitus ground the stalk of grass between his canines then spat it out. “The Hun’s a fearsome adversary but he’s still a distant threat. He’ll attack Persia next.”

			Honorius wiped his brow. “You’re right. He’ll devour the rest of the East first, but then he’ll come for us.” 

			Avitus picked up a stylus and wax tablet. “Give me precise figures for your budget cuts, Honorius. I must work out how to feed my cavalry and where the infantry can lose some flesh – there’s no fat left.”

		

	
		
			 

			A Suitor for Papianilla

			Avitacum

			Roman Province of Auvergne, Gaul

			448 AD

			In the sitting-room overlooking his favourite fishing lake at Avitacum, Avitus struggled to make himself comfortable on a sofa plumped up with goosedown cushions. Despite the fact that Honorius was married to Avitus’ favourite cousin, Andromeda, and that they’d been friends for over twenty years, he’d had come to dread the Praetorian Prefect’s visits. Honorius was a pessimist, his news always negative, and today he’d told Avitus that Galla Placidia had succumbed to Valentinian’s poisoner and was close to death. 

			Avitus had always had a soft spot for Galla. She had intelligence and guts and had been a friend to the army and Gaul. Although she was the daughter, wife and mother of Roman emperors, when Avitus had first met her she’d been a barbarian queen. Ataulf, King of the Goths – ‘Father Wolf’- had taken her prisoner during his sack of Rome in 410 then married her. 

			When Avitus met her in Toulouse, the Gothic capital in Gaul, Galla had been young, beautiful and madly in love. Dark-haired and dark-eyed, she’d been quick to smile. Yet only two years later both her husband and her infant son were dead. Her husband’s assassin had humiliated Galla by making the newly-delivered mother march twelve miles in his victory procession. But his reign was short-lived. Only seven days later he too was murdered. Avitus smiled wryly. Sudden and unexpected death was often the consequence for those who opposed Galla Placidia. Avitus admired her, for, in the years that followed Athaulf’s death, Galla had risen above her grief to rule Rome. After a second marriage ended in the death of another husband, she claimed the throne for her six year old son, Valentinian III, and held it for him against usurpers and barbarians alike. After decades of division and decline, Galla and Flavius Aetius had put the Empire on its feet again.

			Avitus sighed. After all she’d survived, Galla didn’t deserve to be murdered by her own son – Emperor in name but not act. Valentinian wasted his days playing with his bow and arrows on the Campus Martius and his nights with his eunuch, Heraclius, debauching honest men and women. He financed his excesses by ordering the army to tighten its belt but it was pulled so tight already that tugging it in another notch would emasculate the Empire’s fighting force. 

			Seated on a sabre-legged chair opposite him, Sedulla, Avitus’ wife of more than twenty years, looked up from her study of St Paul’s epistles to assess his mood. His forehead was creased and his lips a down-turned crescent on a wide, square chin. She closed her book. It was no surprise that Galla Placidia was dying and it was time he cheered up. Sedulla missed his deep belly laugh. Perhaps the prospect of a suitor for Papianilla would soften the crags in his face. “It’s time we talked about our daughter, dear.” 

			“What, again?” Avitus looked out to the terrace where, in the shade of the purple wisteria that tumbled in clouds down the walls of the villa, Papianilla was poring over a book. She looked as graceful as a swan but he could tell that she was fuming at her mother who had insisted she wear a pale pink palla and remain at home.

			“She’s nearly eighteen,” said Sedulla.

			Resigning himself to a long discussion, Avitus asked a slave to bring him some figs and a pitcher of sparkling water from his mineral springs. 

			“Marcus Aurelius Pontius,” said Sedulla, “has been widowed again and is looking for a new wife.” 

			“Pontius?” Avitus knew that a marriage to a local dignitary would never satisfy his wife’s ambitions but he couldn’t bear the thought of his only daughter being sent far from home. 

			“You remember him, don’t you? At the forefront of senators. Extremely rich. With Pontius’ support and a skilled throw of the dice, Rome itself could be within our reach.”

			Avitus tapped the flat of his palm on the arm of the sofa and tried to summon an image of Pontius forward from the rear ranks of his memory. It came to him: tall, with a purple-veined snout betraying his drinking habits and brown-grey hair that had receded from his pate and relocated to his nose and ears, out of which it protruded with unseemly vigour. “Isn’t Pontius older than I am?” 

			“There are few men more ancient than you, my dear, but Pontius is, indeed, one of them.”

			“I’m not about to marry off my spirited young daughter to a man who’s older than her father and has hair sprouting from his nostrils.”

			“Since when has nose hair been a criterion for the eligibility of a suitor?”

			“Since the beginning of civilised time, ” said Avitus. “You’d never have married me if I’d been ungroomed.”

			“You were in the army, dear, you had no choice but to keep yourself tidy. Pontius sent you some gifts while you were away, generous gifts, and invited us to stay with him in his new palace near Narbonne.” 

			“Money means nothing to Pontius,” said Avitus. “Send his gifts back.”

			“That’d be rude. He’s just trying to show that he’s serious about Papianilla. A man with his connections could advance your prospects.”

			“My prospects? How often have I told you that Rome doesn’t interest me? I’m a soldier, Sedulla, a fighting man. The army is all I know, all I care for, and I don’t need to sell off my daughter to advance my military career. My victories speak more loudly than money or connections ever could.”

			The corners of Sedulla’s lips tightened. Whilst it was true that Galla Placidia had always rewarded her generals well, under the reign of her son Valentinian their victories counted for nothing. “Pontius’ money could help fund your household guards or Ecdicius’ cavalry unit. Besides, I’ve already accepted Pontius’ invitation.”

			“You should’ve deferred to me before doing that! And to suggest that I’d let someone else pay for my bodyguards or my son’s horses is ridiculous.”

			Sedulla attempted a disarming smile; it had worked in her youth but was less effective now. Decades of keeping the estates running during her husband’s long absences on campaign, never knowing if he would return again, had hardened her features. “You would have agreed anyway, my dear. You’ve always wanted what’s best for Papianilla and a man with a fortune like his is not to be ignored. Quite tragic for Pontius that his wife died just before the palace he was building for her was completed, but that poor woman’s loss may mean a windfall for our daughter.”

			“Opportunity arises from tragedy, eh?” Avitus was not fond of his wife’s scheming, although she saw it as one of her better points. The slave returned with the wine and figs. “Put them in my library.” 

			With a nod to Sedulla, Avitus took his leave. “Saving my soldiers from that capricious idiot’s military cuts takes precedence over our social life.”

			Sedulla frowned. “Hush, Avitus – you know one mustn’t speak of the Emperor like that.”

			*****

			The next afternoon Papianilla was chatting to her maternal grandmother, Nona, in the old lady’s sitting-room. In a world where Papianilla’s parents were often absent, and even when present were usually distant, Nona nurtured Papianilla.

			“I heard your parents talking yesterday evening.” Cataracts had clouded Nona’s eyes, but she had the knack of hearing everything important.

			Papianilla’s stomach tightened. “Are they trying to marry me off again?”

			Nona nodded. “Your mother has found a suitor.”

			“Is he young, handsome and rich?” 

			“Rich, old and ugly, I’m afraid.”

			“Not again! I bet he’s fat as well.”

			Nona made a curious sound that was not quite a tut-tut but expressed both sympathy and disapproval. “Remember your manners, Papianilla.”

			“Everyone talks about me as if I were a lump of meat to be sold off to the highest bidder.”

			Nona couldn’t deny it. “This time your mother’s serious.”

			“I’m not going to do it.”

			“You’ll have no choice if your father tells you to.”

			“My father wouldn’t make me marry a man I don’t like.”

			“You can’t go on living here alone all your life, reading books. No man will want to marry you if you’re too clever.” Nona’s gentle eyes smiled out from under crinkled-silk lids. She feared her words were wasted on Papianilla. The girl loved learning, more than her brother did. Give Ecdicius a sword and he was happy, but Plato bored him.

			“I need to read,” said Papianilla, “there’s nothing else to do around here. Since Ecdicius left home, none of his friends visits anymore.”

			“I didn’t think you liked his friends.”

			“Graecus is the only one who annoys me. The others are fun.”

			Nona noticed that Papianilla avoided mentioning Sidonius by name, although he was the only friend of Ecdicius with whom the girl had spent much time. “Your mother should take you back to Lyon. There are plenty of young people from good families there.”

			“I don’t want to go to Lyon. All that matters there is who you know, what you wear, whom you’re going to marry. All the girls are in their groups already and I don’t belong.”

			“That’s because you choose not to. You’re the best connected of all of them.” Nona felt her granddaughter’s sense of isolation. Papianilla’s intelligence, hip-length tresses of hair so black that it reflected blue in the sunlight, amber eyes and watermelon lips made her too beautiful for her own good. She was the daughter of the most powerful general in Gaul. Unless she married and had her own family, she would remain a threat to other women and the object of jealousy. “You should talk to your mother about what she has in mind. You’ve been invited to visit this man in his palace in Narbonne.”

			“I don’t want to go.”

			“Papianilla, I’m afraid you have no choice this time.” 

		

	
		
			 

			A Trip to Narbonne

			Gaul

			448 AD

			The lesser vehicles on the journey from Clermont to Narbonne melted off the road to make way for Avitus’ shining black carriage drawn by four perfectly matched black stallions. On each corner of its roof a gilded lion rampant reared up with claws extended. The horses’ polished hooves flashed in an elongated stride as they clipped past the highway markers. They were so fit that Avitus skipped every second staging post and changed teams every fifty-two miles instead of twenty-six. This was private business, not an imperial trip, but Avitus could never stand to move slowly when he could move fast.

			Papianilla’s excitement rose as she counted down the mile-markers. Through the carriage window the landscape changed from volcanic plateau to tumbling fields. On hilltops at all strategic points Roman fortresses stood stern-walled and alert. On the approach to Narbonne the land became more verdant before shaking off all cover and exposing its rich, red flesh. Lines of ploughed fields and row upon row of trimmed vineyards heralded the outskirts of the thriving capital of the province of Narbonensis.

			When the carriage approached the forum, the coachman reined his horses to a walk.

			A fountain with three open-mouthed lions as spouts cascaded crystal water into a pond in the central square. In the cool of vaulted alcoves either side of the footpath, handcarts and pedestrians jostled for space and merchants showed off their wares. Slaves dressed in dun-coloured linen carried baskets brimming with rust-red and lupine-yellow spices on their backs. The fragrance of cloves, verveine and frankincense competed with the reek of sweat. Matrons ran gossamer-thin organza, dyed pink and blue, between bejewelled fingers. 

			A gust of wind caught the edge of a bolt of apple-green silk carried on the shoulder of a passing merchant. Papianilla let out a wistful gasp – “Can we stop, Mama – can we please stop?” 

			Sedulla and Avitus shared a smile as their daughter leaned out of the carriage window and watched the silk float tantalisingly past.

			“Of course, we can,” said Avitus. “I’d like to look in on the garrison.”

			“Looking in” on the garrison was a characteristic understatement. The garrison would greet him, their hero, in full parade formation.

			Papianilla glanced at her father then up at the hundred-foot walls of the fortress. She had heard the story of how he had single-handedly evicted the Goths from the city but found it hard to believe.

			“Shall I accompany you on your inspection?” Sedulla asked her husband.

			“Just come in long enough for the commander’s wife to say hello then take your leave and amuse yourselves. We’ll spend the night in the fort. It’s a comfortable journey along the Via Domitia to Pontius’ palace, no need to rise early tomorrow.”

			“Our daughter needs new robes for our visit.”

			“That’s understood, my dear,” said Avitus with a wink.

			The carriage pulled to a smooth stop in front of the arched gateway leading into the fortress that guarded the port. The garrison commander had called up a cohort of five thousand men in parade formation and only the plumes of their helmets stirred in a warm sea wind. Twenty trumpeters blasted out a series of rising notes and sustained the last until their lungs nigh burst. Sunlight bounced off polished helmets and dazzled the crowd who jostled to get a glimpse of fabled General Eparchius Avitus, the Roman who had saved their city from the Goths. With majesty, Avitus returned the salute and inspected the ranks.

		

	
		
			 

			Pontius’ Palace

			South Coast of Gaul

			448 AD

			The visit to Narbonne was a great success for Papianilla. The apple-coloured gossamer was hunted down, a fair price negotiated, and a palla made to order. Draped in her finery, she readied herself to play the role of the virgin bride about to meet a powerful future husband. The weight of her hair, piled up and fixed with solid gold pins, made her neck ache but she held her head high. Her stomach fluttered as the carriage suddenly turned off the Via Domitia, slipped between the tallest corinthian pillars she’d ever seen and headed up a driveway shaded by plane trees. Their branches made a tunnel of the road, hand-sized leaves waving the visitors on towards the palace. Papianilla felt that the moment the carriage passed the trees would lower their branches and form a wall to prevent her escape and her mouth went dry. Pontius, like her father, had a church under construction but it was at least four times the size – would he want to marry her under Roman or Christian rights?

			The stallions huffed and jangled their bits as the coachman slowed them to a walk and the palace façade loomed at the end of the tunnel of trees. With each step it became ever more enormous until the coach pulled to a halt and a bevy of slaves leapt forward to take the horses’ reins. Papianilla looked round for the master of the palace but he remained out of sight.

			Pontius was hidden by the deep shadow of a pillared portico. He allowed his guests a long moment to descend and be impressed by the view over his fields to his harbour where the fingers of his oyster farms stretched into the distance before giving way to navigable water. He let them admire his sailing ships, laden with his wine, as they plied his blue waters on the way to his warehouses in Rome. Mt Julius, hovering in the background on the far side of Pontius’ horseshoe-shaped bay, formed the back-drop to his magnificence.

			Sedulla stepped down from the carriage first. With the grace of a dancer, Papianilla followed her mother. The girl’s eyes, enhanced by a smudge of Egyptian kohl Sedulla had insisted she wear for the first time, took in the height of the portico and opened wide. Thick, white, fluted columns towered along the façade of the building. The ornate plasterwork of the coffered ceiling had been picked out in gold and green against a background the colour of oxblood.

			Pontius stepped out from his portico into the blazing light of day. Manners stopped Papianilla from staring at him but, from under lowered eyelashes, she analysed every detail of his appearance. He was gigantically tall, with an ogre-like belly hanging over a gold belt. He had not quite dressed himself as an emperor but had created the same effect by draping a red cloak on top of a blue one, creating a shade of Tertullian purple. Like a snorting bull, he strode towards Avitus with his right hand extended.

			“Welcome, my old friend!” 

			Avitus did not care for word “old”, given that Pontius was years his senior, nor for the word “friend” given that he had barely met him before, and his square shoulders stayed rigid. Pontius tried to pull him into an embrace. The result of Avitus’ unflinching posture was that Pontius, who was a head taller, looked as though he was collapsing onto his shoulder and sobbing. For an awkward moment he hung there, patting Avitus on the back, and Papianilla noticed that black and grey hairs crawled like spiders across the back of his hands. 

			When Pontius raised his head, her eyes homed in for a closer look and the polite smile fell from her lips. Her prospective husband had a cobweb of purple veins across his bright pink splodge of a nose and Papianilla suspected his proboscis maintained its colour by his constant sampling of his stock. She noticed the corrugations running in ruts across his forehead then a wave of revulsion overtook her as she imagined that his nose and ear hair might have lives independent of their host. 

			Then Pontius pulled himself to his full height, his dynamic energy came to the fore and his exaggerated gestures drew all eyes towards his dominating presence. When he looked at Papianilla his eyes had the intensity of molten iron in a blacksmith’s crucible. 

			He could be a bully, she thought, glad her father was with her. Yet even while these words ran through her head, Pontius’ charisma started its work of compelling her to please him. 

			Pontius ushered his guests into a salon forty feet square with walls clad from floor to ceiling in sheets of blue-grey marble. The floor was covered with a myriad of mosaics laid to create the illusion of protruding then receding when guests stepped over them. They made Papianilla feel dizzy and vaguely sick. 

			Pontius bragged, “This floor is laid with 100,000 stones per square metre, not the normal 30,000.”

			“Remarkable,” said Sedulla, unimpressed.

			Slaves led Papianilla to a bedroom furnished with a tall cupboard, a double bed, and a dressing table on which three mirrors had been set up so that she could see both sides of her head as well as her face all at once. The floor mosaics were black ribbons laced round red rosettes. Papianilla got down on her knees, counted the chips and calculated that they were laid in only the normal density. The pattern was slightly off centre and it looked as if Pontius had tried to hide the error under the plethora of furnishings.

			Rather than risk encountering the pot-bellied Pontius naked in his bathhouse, the virgin bride washed in cold water in her room. Sitting down before the three-faced mirror she took a long hard look at herself. She had a sense of what was expected of her, but Pontius was so old, fat and ugly. Did her parents really believe she could go through with it?

			Papianilla wanted nothing more than to hide in her room but a slave-girl summoned her to join the other guests in the atrium. Two dancing girls, twirling saffron veils and striking tiny brass cymbals, led them into a banquet hall sixty feet square. Each wall was perforated by a domed alcove where dining couches fanned out around small, round tables. Slaves carrying platters of steaming dishes wove their way through musicians, acrobats and singers of all shades of colour and gender. Pontius had placed Papianilla in the alcove opposite his and, although the floor between them was never empty, through it all she could feel his tentacles reaching out to her.

			To make matters worse, she knew she couldn’t refuse to sample the platers he sent over to her. While she did manage to nibble at the sows’ udders stuffed with giant African snails not even Sedulla’s disapproving stare could force her to taste the stuffed dormice with singed ears. 

			Wine, served warm or chilled on snow, flowed ceaselessly from silver pitchers. Papianilla put down her fork and lifted her glass to the light, for as much as the food repulsed her, the sight of glasses of every hue made her catch her breath. Some were tall and pale blue, others garnet or cobalt almost as dark as black. Some were clear, others speckled. The most intriguing had finely twisting spirals rising through the centre of their stems and splintering the light. 

			Pontius, lounging on his dining couch with his belly flopping to one side, was pleased with himself. He made a habit of marrying high-born virgins. Although he was over fifty, his last wife had been only seventeen. He had seen her, wanted her, spoken to her father and acquired her. It had taken only two days to negotiate the marriage contract. A shame the girl had died but Papianilla was both beautiful and aristocratic and would be a most satisfactory replacement. Her long neck, the poise with which she held her head and her cupid’s lips lit his loins. He decided to negotiate with Avitus for her hand in the morning. With that in mind, he levered himself to his feet to address the banquet. “Gentlemen, ladies! Unaccustomed as I am to public speaking, I propose a toast to my honoured guest, Avitus, the man to whom we owe everything.”

			The room fell silent. Avitus dipped his head in embarrassment.

			Pontius encompassed the full magnificence of his domain with an expansive wave of both arms, warming to his theme. “Fellow Romans, do you know the story of how Avitus liberated Narbonne?”

			Everyone in the room had heard some version of it but all remained quiet.

			“When Theodoric the Goth broke his treaty and seized the capital of Gallia Narbonensis, did the Emperor send an army to evict the invaders? No!” said Pontius, oblivious to the folly of criticising Valentinian III in public. A sober man would have been more circumspect. “Avitus alone saved Narbonne and were it not for him, my palace, my vineyards, my oyster farm would not exist. Citizens of Rome, I raise a toast to the man whom one day, might rise to be emperor – Eparchius Avitus!”

			The room sat in open-mouthed silence for a moment, not sure how to respond to the treasonous toast, then Avitus rose to his feet. “I thank our host for his amusing joke. We all know that I’m a soldier, plain and simple, and have neither the ambition nor the ability to meddle in politics.”

			To murmurs of approval, Avitus sat down while Pontius again raised his glass – “To Avitus!” 

			“To Avitus!” the crowd chorused.

			A slave helped lower Pontius back down into the prone position on his dining couch and the banquet continued.

			Papianilla turned to her mother. “Did father really save Narbonne the way Pontius said he did?”

			“Not exactly, my dear, but near enough,” said Sedulla. Thankfully, none of the slaves had ever dared to talk about the spectacle she had made of herself clinging to Avitus’ booted leg as he sat astride his stallion, begging him not to set off alone to challenge Theodoric. “You must ask your father to tell you about it some time.”

			“And when will he ever have time for that, Mother?” Papianilla’s eyes lost the lustre of pride the story about her father had lit. If she married Pontius, Avitus would be far away
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