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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.


[image: ]
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 three 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.

OPS/images/cover.jpg
THE SUNDAY TIMES BESTSELLER





OPS/images/chapter_image.jpg





OPS/images/map.jpg





OPS/images/orion_fiction_logo.jpg
&K

ORION





