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Translator’s Preface

The historical novel Ein Kampf um Rom (A Struggle for Rome), by the German historian and novelist Felix Dahn, was begun in Munich in 1859, continued in Italy (Ravenna) and completed in Koenigsberg in 1876. It was first published in German later that year.

The work was dedicated to Dahn’s friend and colleague Ludwig Friedlaender, and bears as its motto:

“Wenn etwas ist, gewaltiger als das Schicksal, dann ist’s der Mut, der’s unerschuettert traegt.”

(Translation: If there is anything mightier than fate, it is the courage to bear it undaunted.)

The novel is set mainly in sixth century Italy, and partly in Byzantium, and it describes the decline and fall of the Ostrogothic Empire. It has been widely read in German and translated into a number of languages.

The story begins with the death in 526 AD of the great Gothic king Theodoric, who also appears with his “Waffenmeister” Hildebrand as “Dietrich von Bern” in Germanic mythology. (The word “Waffenmeister” is difficult to translate. It literally means “armourer”, but also implies tutor and mentor of a young warrior.) This book describes the fate of the Gothic nation under the various kings who came after Theodoric, until the final annihilation of the entire nation after the battle of Taginae by the Byzantine eunuch and general Narses in 553 AD, thus covering a span of twenty-seven years. Among other source material the author has drawn heavily on the Gothic Wars by contemporary historian Procopius, who also appears in the story. The novel closely follows historical fact, and all the major events described in the story actually took place. Judging by the great detail given by the author it is probable that most if not all of that is also historically accurate; to be certain one would need to have access to Dahn’s original source material, particularly the writings of Procopius. As far as I have been able to ascertain most of the major characters in the story actually lived, the notable exception being Cornelius Cethegus Caesarius, the Prefect of Rome, who is a figment of the author’s imagination, although he may be based in part on one or more real characters. But such a man could have lived, and if he had much of history might have turned out differently.

In my present and entirely original translation I have tried to adhere as closely as I could to the author’s words, using limited poetic licence only where a literal translation would have seemed clumsy or stilted to a modern reader. One problem has been with the names of the many characters, nations, places and tribes which appear throughout the book. As far as I reasonably could I have used the names with which an English reader is most likely to be familiar. In the case of well known characters, such as Justinian and Theodora, the choice was easy. Where I could find them I used names as they appear in the Encyclopaedia Britannica (i.e. Amalasuntha, Witigis, Totila, Teias, Belisarius), or the names used by Gibbon in his Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, and where all else failed I have simply used the name from Dahn’s original. Where it comes to place names I have used modern names for well known cities (i.e. Rome, Naples) and the ancient names otherwise. To the casual reader the words I have used for either a people, a person or a place will not matter, and the historian will soon work out what each name refers to. The word “Arian”, where it appears in this book, refers to the so-called Arian religious controversy, and has nothing to do with the “Aryans” which featured so prominently in Hitler’s abhorrent racial theories.

Felix Dahn apparently wrote a number of novels, described by his critics as “professorial novels” because of the wealth of historical information woven into them. A Struggle for Rome is by far his best-known work, and the only one that has been widely read. I first read Ein Kampf um Rom as a twelve-year-old German boy living in China and attending a German school, on the recommendation of my then history teacher, and I have been fascinated with it ever since. Literature, like any other art form, is subjective, but for me there is nothing better than a good historical novel, and as far as I am concerned Ein Kampf um Rom has no peer.

It is my hope that the present translation will enable more English-speaking readers to read and enjoy this magnificent, informative and compellingly readable novel, and if so then the four years of my spare time which I have devoted to the present translation will have been time well spent.

Herb Parker

Redcliffe, Queensland, Australia

June 2002






BOOK ONE

Theodoric







Chapter 1

It was a warm and humid night in the summer of the year 526 AD.

Thick clouds lay heavily over the dark plains of the Adriatic coast. It was difficult to make out details of the landscape and its many waterways in the gloom, interrupted only by occasional lightning in the distance, briefly lighting up the sleeping city of Ravenna. Gusts of wind howled through the oaks and pines along the crests of the hills to the west of the city. Once these hills had been crowned by a temple of Neptune, which even in those days had fallen into disrepair, and which today has disappeared entirely, but for a few barely recognisable traces.

It was quiet on this forest plateau, the silence being interrupted only by the occasional boulder torn loose by the storm, which would roll noisily down the rocky slopes, finally splashing into the swampy waters of one of the many canals and ditches which surrounded the fortress city on all sides, except where it bordered directly on the sea.

Now and again a weathered plate would come loose from the inlaid ceiling of the temple and smash itself into a thousand fragments on the marble steps, warning signs that before long the entire structure of the old building would collapse.

But these eerie sounds were as if they did not exist to a man who sat motionless on the second highest step of the temple. He rested, his back against the topmost step, his gaze directed in steady silence toward the sleeping city beyond the plateau.

For a long time he sat thus, apparently waiting for someone. He ignored the heavy raindrops which were beginning to fall, and which the wind blew into his face and into the magnificent white beard which covered almost all of the old man’s chest with a blanket of silvery white, reaching down to his heavy metal belt. At last he rose and descended a few of the marble steps. “They are coming!” he said to himself.

The light of a torch became visible, rapidly approaching the temple from the direction of the city. Soon rapid footsteps could be heard, and shortly afterwards three men started to climb the ancient marble steps.

“Hail, Master Hildebrand, Hildung’s son!” the torchbearer who led the little group called out as he reached the Pronaos, or antechamber of the old building. He was evidently the youngest of the three men, and he spoke in the Gothic tongue with a peculiarly melodious voice.

He held the flickering light high in the air. It was beautifully worked, the handle of Corinthian bronze topped by a four-sided shade made of ivory. Without hesitation the young man placed the torch into a metal ring that held together the remains of the main central column of the building.

The light of the torch illuminated a face of almost godlike beauty, with laughing pale blue eyes. His long waving blond hair was parted in the middle and reached down to his shoulders. His mouth and nose were delicately formed, almost feminine, and he wore a light golden beard. He was dressed entirely in white. A white cloak of finest wool was held together over his right shoulder by a golden clasp in the shape of an eagle, and under it he wore a Roman toga of the finest silk, embroidered with gold thread. On his feet he wore sandals, fastened in the Roman manner by white leather straps tied in a cross pattern reaching to his knees. His bare arms were covered with broad bands of gold, and as he stood there, resting from the arduous climb and leaning on a tall lance, it seemed as if a youthful Apollo had returned to the ancient temple, just as he might have done in the distant past when it was still resplendent in its former glory.

The second man to arrive bore an unmistakable family resemblance to the first arrival, and yet differed markedly in appearance from the torchbearer. He was a few years older than his brother, and his build was broader and more powerful, of gigantic height and strength. His tightly curled brown hair reached to his bull-like neck, but his face lacked that confident and joyful glow which lit up the features of his younger brother. Indeed, his whole appearance resembled that of a bear, full of strength and raw courage. He wore the hide of a large wolf like a cape, its head crowning his own, and its shaggy fur dripping raindrops. Under the wolf cape he wore a plain woollen garment, and on his right shoulder rested a short, massive club fashioned from the root of a stone oak.

The third man followed with measured step, apparently deep in thought. He was of medium height, with an open face suggesting intelligence, honesty and integrity. He wore the brown cloak, steel helmet and sword of a Gothic foot soldier, and his light brown hair was trimmed straight across his forehead in the ancient Germanic style, as depicted on Roman victory columns. His regular features and his whole appearance suggested calmness, manliness and dependability.

When all three had reached the cella of the old temple and greeted the old man the torchbearer called out in a lively tone: “Well now, Master Hildebrand, it must be quite some adventure that caused you to call us together here, into this wilderness and on such a wild night. Speak, what’s on your mind?”

Instead of replying the old man turned to the last of the three and asked, “Where is the fourth man I invited?”

“He insisted on coming alone,” was the reply. “He turned us all away, but you know his manner well.”

“Here he comes now!” said the blond youth, pointing to the other side of the hill, and indeed a man of most unusual appearance was approaching.

The full light of a torch shone on a seemingly bloodless face with an almost ghostly pallor. Long strands of shiny black hair, wet with rain, fell from his bare head to his shoulders in wild disarray, like a cluster of dark serpents. Melancholy eyes with long lashes under arched brows held a hint of inner fire, and a finely shaped aquiline nose contrasted sharply against a clean-shaven mouth and chin. It was the face of a man who had endured much grief and sorrow, and whilst his build and movements were those of a young man in his prime, his soul seemed to have aged prematurely with suffering. His chest and legs were clad in an expertly made suit of armour fashioned entirely of black steel, and his right hand held a battleaxe on a long shaft. He greeted the others by nodding his head and placed himself behind the old man. The latter now gathered all four men together near the column bearing the torch, and began in a subdued voice:

“I have called you together here this night, because there are serious matters which need to be discussed by loyal and dependable men willing to help, and in a place where we cannot be overheard. For months I have looked about me, among our whole nation. You four are the ones I have chosen because you are the right men. After you have heard what I have to say you will understand why you must keep to yourselves those matters which we will discuss this night.”

The soldier with the steel helmet looked at the old man seriously and said in a calm voice: “Speak! We will listen and remain silent. What is it of which you wish to speak to us?”

“Of our people, of this our Gothic nation and Empire, which are on the brink of disaster.”

“Disaster?” cried the blond youth animatedly. His gigantic brother smiled and raised his head, listening intently.

“Yes, on the brink of disaster,” replied the old man, “and you four, you alone can avert it and lead our nation back to glory.”

“May heaven forgive you those words!” the torchbearer interjected passionately. “Don’t we have our king Theodoric, whom even his enemies call great, the finest warrior and the wisest monarch in the world? And then do we not also have this wonderful, smiling land, Italy, with all its treasures? What in the world can compare with our Gothic Empire?”

The old man continued, undeterred. “Listen to me. King Theodoric, my noble master and more than a son to me, is as you say a very great ruler, and nobody knows his worth better than I, Hildebrand, Hildung’s son. More than fifty years ago I brought him to his father in these very arms, a sturdy and lively infant, and said to him: ‘He is strong and of noble breed; he will give you much joy.’ And as he grew up I made him his first arrow, and washed his first wound. I have accompanied him to the golden city of Byzantium, and there I guarded him with my life. And as he conquered this beautiful country I rode ahead of him, step by step, and in thirty battles I held his shield. I know that he has found more learned advisers since then than his old mentor, but I doubt that he has found anyone more wise, and certainly none more faithful. Oh how strong his arm was, how sharp his eye and how clear his mind! He could be terrible in battle, yet so friendly over a goblet of wine, and when it came to sheer intelligence he could outwit even the wily Greeks. All of these things I had experienced a hundred times long before you, my young falcon, first left the nest.

“But the old eagle’s wings have grown tired. His many years of war weigh heavily on him, for he and you and your generation are not able to carry your years as I and my compatriots did. He is ill, mysteriously ill in body and spirit as he lies there in his golden rooms in Ravenna. His physicians remark how strong his arm still is, but every heartbeat could strike him down like lightning, and every sunset could be his last. And who is to become his heir? Amalasuntha his daughter, and Athalaric his grandson. A woman and a child!”

“The princess is wise,” said the one with the helmet and sword.

“Yes, she writes letters in Greek to the emperor, and speaks Latin to the pious Cassiodorus, but I doubt that she thinks like one of us, like a Goth. May the gods protect us if she is the one who must hold the helm in a storm!”

“But I cannot see any sign of a storm, not anywhere!” the torchbearer laughed as he shook his blond locks. “From where can it possibly blow? We are at peace with the emperor, the bishop of Rome was appointed by the king himself, the rulers of the Franks are the king’s nephews, and the Italians are better off under our shield than they have ever been. I see no danger, not anywhere.”

“Emperor Justinus is a weak old man,” agreed the one with the sword. “I know him.”


“But do you also know his nephew, who is already his right arm and who will soon succeed him? Justinian is as dark as the night and as treacherous as the sea! I know him, and I fear what he has in mind. I accompanied our last group of envoys to Byzantium, and he came to our feast. He thought I was drunk, the fool, not knowing just how much Hildung’s child can drink. He questioned me at length about anything and everything one needs to know in order to destroy us. Well, I told him what I wanted him to think, not what he wanted to know, but I know it as surely as I know my own name; this man wants Italy back for the Empire, and he will not rest until he has wiped out every last Gothic footprint from these shores.”

“If he can, that is!” growled the giant.

“Right, friend Hildebad, if he can. But make no mistake; he can do a great deal. Byzantium is immensely powerful.”

Hildebad shrugged his shoulders in disagreement, causing the old man to ask angrily: “Have you any idea just how strong they are? For twelve long years our great king fought with Byzantium, and even then he could not win decisively. But you weren’t even born then,” he added, calming himself.

“Very well,” the giant’s younger brother interjected, “but in those days we Goths fought alone in a foreign country. Since then our nation has gained another half. We now have a home, Italy, and in the Italians we have brothers in arms.”

“Italy our home!” cried Hildebrand. “What a delusion! And the southerners our allies against Byzantium? You young fool!”

“Those are our king’s own words,” the youth replied, defending what he had said.

“Yes, I know them well, those delusions which will eventually destroy us all. We are foreigners here, just as we were forty years ago when we first came down from the Alps, and a thousand years from now we will still be foreign. In this land we will always be Barbarians.”

“But why must we remain Barbarians? Whose fault is that but our own? Why don’t we learn from them?”

“Be silent!” the old man cried, shaking with anger. “Be silent, Totila. Thinking such as yours has become the curse of my house!” Controlling himself with difficulty he went on: “The southerners are our mortal enemies, never our brothers. Woe betide us if we trust them! If only our king had followed my advice after our victory and wiped all who could carry sword and shield, from babes in arms to old men. They will always hate us, and with reason. Yet we are fools enough to admire them.”

There was a pause, and the youth continued in a more serious tone, “Do you really believe that friendship between us and them is out of the question?”

“There will never be peace between the sons of Gaut and these southern people. We are like the man who enters a dragon’s golden lair, and forces the dragon’s head down with an iron fist. The creature begs for its life and the man has pity, blinded by its glittering scales, and his eyes wander to the treasure in the cave. And what will the poison worm do? As soon as it can it will attack its benefactor from behind and kill him.”

“Very well then, let them come, and let this horde of vipers rise against us!” cried the huge Hildebad. “We will smash them, like this!” With those words he raised his club and smashed it into the floor, so that the marble plate smashed into fragments, shaking the old temple to its very foundations.

“Yes, let them try!” Totila added, his eyes aglow with a fire which made him look even more handsome. “If these ungrateful Romans betray us, and if those treacherous Greeks attack us, then look, old man! We have men like oak trees.” He allowed his eyes to rest with loving pride on his brother’s huge frame.

The old man nodded agreement. “Yes, Hildebad is strong, very strong, even if he is not quite as strong as Winithar and Walamer and the others I knew in my youth. And strength is a good thing against Germanic peoples like our own. But these southerners fight from walls and towers. They conduct war like an exercise in arithmetic, and in the end they can calculate an army of warriors into a corner where they can barely move. I know of one such master tactician in Byzantium. He is not a man himself, and yet he defeats men. You know him too I think, Witigis.”

The last words were addressed to the one with the sword, who had become very serious. “Yes, I know Narses, and I am afraid that what you have said is only too true. I have often had similar thoughts, but they were more like a dark foreboding. You are right! The king is nearing death, the princess is more Greek than Gothic, the Italians false as vipers, and the Byzantine generals veritable magicians in the art of warfare. But happily we Goths do not stand alone. Our wise king has made friends and allies everywhere. The king of the Vandals is his brother-in-law, and the king of the Visigoths his grandson. The kings of Burgundy, Thuringia, the Heruli and the Franks are all related to him by marriage. All nations honour him like a father, and even the Estonians send him gifts of fur and yellow amber from the far away eastern sea. Is all that—”

“All of that is nothing except empty words and pretty trinkets!” Hildebrand interrupted him. “Do you really expect the Estonians with their amber to help us against Belisarius and Narses? Woe betide us if we cannot win alone! These various allies will flatter us as long as they fear us, and once they no longer fear us they will threaten us. I have much experience with such matters as the faithlessness of kings. We are surrounded by enemies everywhere, some open and some secret, and we have not a friend anywhere other than ourselves.”

A silence followed, during which they weighed the old man’s words. The storm howled through the weathered remains of the old temple and shook the decaying columns.

Witigis was first to speak. He raised his eyes from the ground and said in a firm voice: “The danger is great, but I trust that the situation is not hopeless. Surely you did not call us together just to look helplessly at a threatening future? There must be some way we can help ourselves, and we want to hear from your lips what you think must be done.”

The old man took a step toward him and took his hand. “Well said, Witigis, Waltari’s son! Yes, I think as you do. We can still avert the worst, and that is why I have asked you all here, to seek your counsel where no enemy can hear us, and to find a way. So let each of you speak and offer your thoughts, and then I will give you mine.”

As they all remained silent, Hildebrand turned to the black-haired last arrival. “If you think as we do then you too should give your thoughts, Teias. Why have you remained silent?”

“I am silent because I think differently from the rest of you.”

The others were astonished, and Hildebrand asked, “What do you mean by that, my son?”

“Hildebad and Totila do not see the danger. You and Witigis see it with hope. I have seen it long ago, but I do not hope.”


“You are too pessimistic,” Witigis replied. “How can you surrender before the fight has even begun?”

“Are we to simply perish, our swords in their scabbards, without even a fight and without honour?” cried Totila.

“Not without a fight, my Totila, and certainly not without honour, believe me,” Teias replied, his hand on the shaft of his battleaxe. “We will most certainly fight, and fight in such a way that men will never forget it in all eternity. We will fight with courage that will become legend, and with honour and with the greatest glory, but in the end we will not win. The Gothic star is setting.”

“Nonsense! I think our star is about to rise higher than ever!” Totila replied impatiently. “Let us go before the king. Hildebrand, you speak to him as you have spoken to us. He is wise, and he will give us guidance.”

But the old man shook his head. “Twenty times I have spoken to him, but he no longer hears me. He is tired and wants to die. His soul is clouded by who knows what shadow. Hildebad, what do you think?”

“I think,” replied the giant, “that as soon as the old lion has closed his eyes we should mobilise two armies. Witigis and Teias will lead one of them to the gates of Byzantium and burn it to the ground. My brother and I will cross the Alps with the other army and smash Paris, the dragon nest of the Merovingians, into a heap of rubble for all time. Then there will be peace both in the east and in the north.”

“We have no ships against Byzantium,” said Witigis.

“And the Franks outnumber us seven to one,” added Hildebrand. “But you mean well, Hildebad. What do you suggest, Witigis?”

“I advise an alliance of all the northern tribes and nations against Byzantium, properly sworn and secured by an exchange of hostages.”

“You trust in others because you yourself are true, my friend. Believe me, only the Goths can help the Goths, but we must remind them that they still are Goths. Listen to me. You are all still young, and each one of you loves and enjoys something. One might love a woman, another his weapons, a third some hope or even a secret sorrow which to him is like a loved one. But believe me, a time will come, a time of need even for the young, when all these joys and even sorrows become worthless, like the dead flowers from yesterday’s feast.

“During such times people become soft and pious. They forget what is here on earth, and instead they seek something beyond this life and beyond death. I cannot do that, and I believe that many among us, including you here, cannot do it either. I love the earth, the mountains, the forest, the meadow and the babbling stream. I love the life here on this earth with its fierce hatreds and enduring love, with its violent anger and silent pride. Of the airy life hereafter up in the clouds, about which the Christian priests teach us, I know nothing and I want no part of it. But there is one thing a decent man can cling to, even when everything else is lost. Look at me! I am like a leafless tree in winter. I have lost everything that brought me joy in life. My wife has been dead for many years, my sons are dead and my grandsons are dead, all except one and he is worse than dead for he has become a southerner. All those whom I knew as a boy and in my prime have long been dead and buried, and even my last great love, my king, is tired and not far from the grave. What do you think it is that gives me my will to live?

“What is it that burns under this white beard, that gives me courage and purpose to drive me out on a wild night like this, like a young man? I will tell you what it is. It is that deep urge which is for ever in our blood, the pull toward my and our people. It is a mighty and enduring love to everything that is Gothic, to all those who speak the beautiful tongue of my parents and who live and feel as I do. It alone remains, this love of my people, like a fire which goes on burning in my heart long after no other glow is left. It is the holy of holies, and the most powerful force in a man’s breast, to stay with him to the grave, utterly invincible.”

The old man’s eyes glowed with idealistic zeal. His long white hair fluttered in the wind and he stood there like a heathen priest from a bygone age among the younger men, their fists gripping their weapons.

At last Teias spoke. “You are right. This one flame still blazes where all else has long been extinguished. But it burns in you, in us, perhaps in a hundred or so more of our brothers. But can that save an entire people? No! And can that fire grip the masses in their hundreds and thousands and hundreds of thousands?”

“Yes, it can, my son, and I thank the gods for it. Hear me well. It is now forty-five years since the day when we Goths, several hundred thousand of us, with women and children, were trapped in the inhospitable chasms of the Haemus Mountains.

“We were in a desperate situation. The king’s brother had been defeated and killed in a treacherous surprise attack by the Byzantines, and all the provisions he was to bring to us were lost. We sat between bare walls of rock, and suffered so badly with hunger that we were boiling grass and leather. Unscaleable cliffs behind us, the sea in front and to our left, and in a narrow pass on our right the enemy, outnumbering us three to one. Thousands of us had died from hunger that winter, and twenty times we had tried to break through that pass, in vain. We were on the point of despair. And then an envoy came to us from the emperor, offering us our lives, freedom, bread, wine and meat with only one condition. We were to be scattered in groups of four throughout the Roman Empire. We were never again to wed a Gothic woman. We were never again to teach our children our Gothic language or Gothic customs. Even the very name and character of us Goths were to vanish, and we were to become Romans. When he heard that, our king leapt to his feet and called us together. In an unforgettable, passionate speech he put the enemy proposal to us, and then he asked us to choose. Would we rather give up the language, customs and traditions of our people, or would we rather die with him? And his words swept through the hundreds, the thousands and the hundreds of thousands, like a forest fire through dry twigs. A great cry arose from those fine men, like a roaring sea, and with swords flashing they stormed that pass! The enemy were swept away as if they had never been there, and we were victorious and free.”

The old man’s eyes glowed in proud remembrance, and after a pause he went on: “That alone can save us, now as it did then. Once our Goths know that they are fighting for that ultimate treasure, to preserve their precious customs and the language of their people, then they can laugh at Byzantium’s hatred and southern treachery alike. And this, above all else, is what I want to ask of every one of you, with all my heart. Do you feel in your innermost being, as I do, that this love of our people is the ultimate, the finest treasure and the strongest shield there is? Can you truthfully say with me: ‘My people are more to me than anything else in the world, and compared to my people all other things are nothing. To my people I will give everything I have, and to my people I will sacrifice myself if need be.’ Can you, will you say that with me?”

“Yes, I can. Yes, I will,” the four men replied in turn.


“That is good,” the old man continued. “But Teias is right. Even now many of us Goths no longer feel like this, and yet if we are to survive they all must. Therefore will each one of you swear to me that from this day you will work tirelessly, night and day, so that you and those of our people with whom you come in daily contact are filled with the spirit of this hour? Many, many of us have been blinded by the glitter of foreign finery. Many wear Greek clothes, and think Roman thoughts. They are ashamed to be called Barbarians, and they want to forget that they are Goths. They have torn their hearts from their breasts, and yet they want to live. They are like leaves from a tree, which the wind can blow into muddy puddles where they will rot. But the trunk of the tree will survive the storm, and with it will live all that adhere to it. That is what you must teach our people, and remind them of it constantly. Tell the young boys the legends of our fathers, of battles against the Huns, of victories over the Romans. Show the men how danger threatens, and how only our Gothic spirit can be our shield. Tell your sisters that they must not embrace a Roman or one who has become one, and tell your wives and your brides that if need be they must be willing to sacrifice everything, themselves and yourselves and your children, for our Gothic people. And then, if the enemy should come, they will find us a strong nation, proud, united and firm, and the enemy will be destroyed like a wave on a rock. Will you help me achieve this?”

“I believe you,” he continued, after they had all agreed. “But I still believe in our ancient customs, and the traditions of our fathers. Our aims are more likely to meet with success if we follow those old customs. I therefore ask that you follow me.”






Chapter 2

With these words he took the torch from the column and strode through the interior of the temple, past the crumbling main altar and the pedestals of statues long gone, to the posticum at the building’s rear. The others followed the old man in silence as he led them down more steps into the open.

After a few more steps they stood under an ancient stone oak, whose majestic crown held off rain and storm like a roof. Under the tree a strange sight met the Gothic men, reminding them at the same time of an ancient custom dating back to their heathen past, which their forebears had brought with them from their distant northern homeland. Under the tree a strip of the dense turf had been cut open, only a foot in width but several feet long. The ends of the strip of turf were still attached to the ground, its centre raised above the ground resting on three spears of different length, which had been rammed into the earth, the longest of them in the centre. The whole arrangement formed a raised triangle, and several men could comfortably stand under it between the spears. A brass kettle filled with water stood in a shallow crevice under it, and beside it lay an ancient slaughtering knife, sharp and pointed, hundreds of years old, with a blade of flint stone and a hilt made from the horn of a mountain steer. The old man approached and rammed the torch into the earth beside the kettle. He then stepped into the crevice, right foot first, and turned to the east, bowing his head. Enjoining them to silence by placing a finger on his lips, he then bade the others to follow his example. Silently the four men stepped into the hole and stood beside the old man, Witigis and Teias on his left and the two brothers on his right, and all five then joined hands to form a symbolic chain. Letting go of Witigis and Hildebad, who were nearest to him, the old man knelt. First he gathered a handful of the black forest earth and threw it over his left shoulder. With the other hand he reached into the kettle and sprinkled a little water behind him on his right. Finally he exhaled deeply into the night air, his long white beard blown about his face by the wind, and waved the torch above his head from right to left.

In a soft murmur he began to speak, as if to himself: “Hear me, old earth, flowing water, light air and flickering flame! Hear me well and mark my words. Here stand five men from the people of Gaut, Teias and Totila, Hildebad and Hildebrand, and Witigis, Waltari’s son.

“We stand here in this quiet hour to forge a bond of blood brothers, for evermore and for all eternity. We will be as true brothers in peace and war, for better or for worse. One hope, one hate, one love, one pain as we now combine into the one drop our blood as blood brothers.”

With these words he bared his left arm. The others followed suit, holding their bare arms close together above the kettle. The old man picked up the knife, and with one stroke he scratched the skin of his own forearm and those of the four others, so that a few drops of blood from each of them fell in red drops into the kettle. He then resumed his former position and continued to speak:

“And we swear an eternal oath to give up everything we have, house, land and possessions, horse, weapons and cattle, sons, kinsmen and servants, wife and body and our lives to the good and glory of the people of Gaut, the good and noble Goths. And if any one of us should refuse to honour this oath with all its sacrifices—”

At this point he and the others stepped out of the crevice and from under the turf roof. “—then his red blood shall flow un-avenged like the water under this forest grass—”

With that he picked up the kettle, poured the bloody water into the ditch, and then removed it along with the other implements.

“—and on his head the halls of heaven shall fall with thunder, and crush him to death with the might and weight of this turf.”

With a single stroke he cut down all three spears, and the strip of turf fell heavily into the crevice with a dull thud. The five men joined hands once more and stood together on the strip of grass which had now been restored to its former state. In a faster tone Hildebrand continued. “And if any one of us should fail to honour this oath and this bond, or fail to defend his blood brothers like a real brother, or to avenge their death, or if he should refuse to sacrifice everything he has to the Gothic people in their need, then he shall for ever be damned. He shall live for all eternity among the dark powers which live under the green grass of this earth. The feet of good men shall trample on the traitor’s head, and his name shall be without honour wherever Christians sound their bells or heathens make sacrifices, wherever a mother suckles her child or the wind blows, across the whole wide world. Speak, brothers, is that the fate which must befall a lowly traitor?”

“That is what shall happen to him,” the four men repeated.

After a pause Hildebrand broke the chain of hands and said: “Now I want you to know why this place has a special significance for me, as it now does for you, and why I chose this place for what we have done here this night. Follow me!” Picking up the torch he strode ahead to the other side of the ancient tree, exactly opposite where the crevice had been in which they had all stood. To their astonishment they saw yawning before them an open grave, and beside it a slab of rock which had been removed from its former role of resting over it. There, in the depth of the grave, lit by the ghostly glow of the torch, lay three long white skeletons, together with a few rusty weapons, spearheads and the remains of a shield. The four men stared in surprise, first at the old man and then at the remains. Hildebrand looked silently into the grave for a long time. At last he spoke again: “My three sons. They have been lying here for thirty years and more. They fell on this hill during the final battle for the city of Ravenna. They all fell in the same hour, on this day. Jubilantly they threw themselves into the enemy spears – for their people.”

He paused. The four men stood, deeply moved, each occupied with his own thoughts. At last the old man raised himself to his full height and looked up at the sky. “It is done,” he said, “the stars are growing pale, and midnight has long passed. Go on back to the city all of you, except Teias. Teias, I think you will want to stay here with me. You more than anyone have the gift of sorrow as you do the gift of song. You and I will be guard of honour to these dead.”

Teias nodded without uttering a word, and sat down at the foot of the grave where he had been standing. Hildebrand handed the torch to Totila and leaned against the slab of rock on the opposite side to Teias. The other three waved him farewell and descended toward the city, each one of them gravely absorbed in silent thought.






Chapter 3

A few weeks after the nocturnal meeting another meeting took place, also secret and also under the cover of night, but consisting of entirely different people gathered for entirely different reasons.

It took place on the Appian Way near the St Calixtus cemetery, in a buried passage of the catacombs, that complex maze which formed another city under the city of Rome. These secret rooms and passageways were originally burial places and once served as a refuge for the early Christians, and their various entrances, exits and intersections are so difficult to find that their innermost sections should only ever be visited with a competent guide. But the men attending the meeting we shall be witnessing this night were not afraid, for they were well led. None other than Silverius, the Catholic Archdeacon of the old church of St Sebastian, had led his friends from the crypt of the saint’s basilica down the steep steps into this section of the labyrinth. Roman priests were said to have passed on their intimate knowledge of the catacombs through the ages, and Silverius knew his way. The men who were gathered here this night did not look as if the surroundings were strange to them, and seemed immune to their gruesomeness. Quite indifferently they leaned against the walls of an eerie semicircle, dimly lit by a bronze lamp, which formed part of a low passageway. The drops of water which regularly fell did not concern them, and if perchance their feet struck a white bone here and there, they merely kicked it aside without looking at it or taking any notice of it.

Apart from Silverius there were a few more priests present, together with a number of Roman patricians, descendants from those old noble families whose members had held almost every important office in Rome for centuries, as their birthright.

Attentively and in silence they watched the archdeacon’s movements. The latter carefully scrutinised those present, occasionally casting inquiring glances into the adjoining passages where young men in clerical robes were keeping watch. At last he appeared to be taking steps formally to open the meeting. Once more he approached the tall man leaning motionless against the wall opposite him, with whom he had repeatedly exchanged glances. When the latter nodded silently in response to an inquiring look Silverius turned to the others and said:

“Dearly beloved, gathered here in the sight and name of Almighty God! Once again we are gathered here to do our holy work. The sword of Edom is drawn over our heads, and Pharaoh thirsts after the blood of the children of Israel. But we do not fear those who kill our bodies but cannot harm our souls. What we do fear is He who can destroy our bodies and our souls with everlasting fire. On this night we put our trust in Him who led his people through the desert, and we will never forget that our suffering is for God, and everything we do is to honour His name. Thanks be to Him, for He has blessed our efforts. Small were our beginnings, as were those of the gospel, but already we have grown like a young tree by a flowing stream. In fear and hesitation we first came here, for the danger was great and hope small. The noble blood of fine men had flowed. But today, firm in our faith, we say with courage and with confidence. Pharaoh’s throne stands on feet of straw, and the days of the heretics are numbered in this, our country.”

“Get to the point!” a young Roman with flashing eyes and short curly hair interrupted. Impatiently he threw back his cloak from his left hip over his right shoulder, revealing the short Roman sword he wore. “Get to the point, priest! What is to happen today?”

Silverius could not quite hide his annoyance, but maintained an outward calm as he went on sharply. “Even those who do not believe in the holiness of our purpose should not deny others the right to believe, especially if it is only to advance their own worldly aims. Tonight, Licinius my impatient friend, another highly welcome member will join our ranks, and his presence here is a sure sign of God’s mercy.”

“Whom do you propose? Have all the conditions been fulfilled? Will you vouch for him absolutely? Or is there another guarantor?” another conspirator asked, a man of mature years and regular features, who had been sitting quietly on a part of a wall, a staff between his feet.

“I vouch for him, Scaevola,” Silverius replied, “in any case his identity is sufficient assurance.”

“Not so! The rules of our association demand that someone must vouch for a new member, and I insist on it,” Scaevola replied calmly.

“Very well, Scaevola, you incorrigible lawyer, I said I’d vouch for him,” the priest replied with a smile as he waved to one of the guards in a passageway to his left.

Two young ostiarii led a man into the chamber, and all eyes were on the hooded head of the new arrival. Silverius removed the hood from the man’s head and shoulders.

“Albinus!” the others cried in surprise, shock and anger.

Young Licinius grasped the hilt of his sword, Scaevola rose slowly to his feet, and wild shouts came from all directions: “What? Albinus the traitor?”

The accused looked about him anxiously. His flabby features were those of a born coward, and as if seeking support his eyes sought those of the priest.

“Yes, Albinus,” the latter replied calmly. “Does anyone here wish to speak against him? Let him do so!”

“Great heavens!” Licinius interjected promptly. “What need is there for words? We all know who Albinus is, a coward and a disgraced traitor!” as anger choked his voice.

“Accusations are not proof,” Scaevola took over from the younger man’s objections, “but I now ask him myself. Let him confess here and now in front of us all. Albinus, are you or are you not the man who, when the beginnings of our conspiracy became known to the tyrant, saw fit to accuse our noble fellow conspirators Boethius and Symmachus? Although at that time only you were under suspicion did you not also involve them, even though they tried bravely to defend you? Were they not then shamefully executed and all their property confiscated? And didn’t you, the real suspect, then swear a despicable oath that you would never again concern yourself in the affairs of this city, after which you saved your hide by just disappearing? Speak! Are you the coward who caused the flower of our fatherland to perish?”

A murmur arose among the conspirators. The accused stood, quietly trembling, and for a moment even Silverius lost his calm. At that moment the man who had been leaning against the wall opposite Silverius rose and took a step closer. That seemed to give the priest new courage, and the latter continued: “Friends, everything you say did happen, but not the way you say it happened. Above all know this: of all those involved Albinus is the least guilty. What he did he did on my advice.”

“On your advice? You dare to admit that?”

“Albinus was compromised through the treachery of a slave, who had managed to decipher the secret code his master had used in letters to Byzantium. Once the tyrant’s suspicions were aroused any sign of organised resistance could only increase the danger. Boethius and Symmachus rushed to his defence on a noble but foolish impulse, which showed the Barbarians the mood of Rome’s nobility and that Albinus was not alone. They acted contrary to my advice, and sadly they paid for it with their lives. What is more their sacrifice was in vain, because the hand of the Lord claimed the faithless slave before he could make any further accusations, and it was possible to destroy the secret letters before Albinus was arrested. Now, do you think Albinus would have remained silent under torture and the threat of death when the mere naming of his fellow conspirators could save him? No, you do not believe that, and Albinus himself did not believe it either. Therefore above all else we needed time. We had to postpone the torture as much as we could, and that was done by way of that oath you call shameful. Admittedly Boethius and Symmachus were executed while all this took place, but at least we could be certain of their silence, even under torture. Albinus himself was freed from prison by a miracle, like St Paul of Philippi. It was said that he had fled to Athens, and that the tyrant was content to forbid his return, but in fact Almighty God had granted him a refuge here in His temple until the hour of freedom comes. In the loneliness of this asylum the Lord has been able to reach the heart of this man in a wondrous way. Undaunted by his near escape from death this man has once more stepped into our midst, and he now offers his entire enormous fortune to the service of God and the fatherland. Please note that he has donated all his property to the church of St Mary, to be used for the purposes of our conspiracy. Do you want to reject him and his millions?”

An astonished pause followed, but at last Licinius cried, “Priest, you are very clever, just like a priest. But I do not like such cleverness.”

“Silverius,” the lawyer added, “you may take the millions. That is your right. But I was Boethius’s friend, and I will have nothing to do with this coward. I cannot forgive him. Get rid of him!”

“Get rid of him!” The cry arose from all sides. Scaevola had put into words what they all felt. Albinus grew pale, and even Silverius was shaken by the contempt he saw all around him. “Cethegus!” he whispered quietly, seeking support.

So far the silent man had observed all with a superior calm, but now he looked up. He was tall and lean but powerfully built, with a broad chest and muscles of steel. A purple edge on his toga suggested wealth, rank and good taste, but the remainder of his attire was concealed under a long soldier’s coat, under which well-made sandals were visible. His face was one of those once seen never forgotten.

His thick and still shining black hair was cut short in the Roman manner about his temples and high, almost oversized forehead. Narrow eyes under delicately curved brows seemed to conceal an entire ocean of buried passions, and even more strongly they suggested iron self-control. His sharply defined mouth and clean-shaven chin gave him an air of proud disdain for God and the whole world. As he stepped forward, his calm but noble eyes firmly on the restless group, he commenced to speak in a tone which was neither dominating nor flattering, yet exerted its influence on all those present. Few men were able to bear his presence without feeling inferior.


Calmly he began. “Why do you quarrel about what must be? Surely you know that the end justifies the means. So you do not wish to forgive? No matter, it is not important, but one thing you must do is to forget. That you can do. I too was a friend of the two deceased, perhaps their closest friend, and yet I am determined to forget. I am willing to forget for the very reason that I was their friend. Only he loves them, Scaevola, who is willing to avenge them. For the sake of revenge, Albinus, your hand!”

All were silent, won over more by the personality of Cethegus than his logic. Only the lawyer added a further comment:

“Rusticiana, widow of Boethius and daughter of Symmachus and a most influential woman, is a supporter of our conspiracy. Will she remain so if the traitor joins us? Can she forgive and forget?”

“Yes, she can! Do not believe me, believe your eyes.”

With these words Cethegus turned quickly into one of the side passages, which his back had until now concealed. Close to the entrance a veiled figure stood listening. Cethegus grasped the stranger’s hand and whispered: “Come now, come!”

“I cannot. I will not!” the reluctant woman replied quietly.

“You must! Come, you can and you will, for I will it so.” He threw back her veil, and after another glance she followed him as if she had no will of her own.

They turned into the main chamber. “Rusticiana!” they all cried.

“A woman in our midst,” said the lawyer, “that is against our rules.”

“Yes, Scaevola, but the rules were made to serve our cause, not the other way round. And you would never have believed from my lips what you now see with your eyes.” With that he laid the widow’s hand into the trembling right hand of Albinus.

“Look, Rusticiana forgives. Who can now hold out?”

They were all silent, overcome and convinced. Cethegus seemed to have no further interest in whatever was to follow, and with the woman he retreated to the wall behind him. The priest declared solemnly: “Albinus is now a member of our conspiracy.”

“But what about the oath he swore to the tyrant?” Scaevola asked hesitatingly.

“It was forced on him, and has been made null and void by the holy church. But now it is time to part, and we have time only for the most urgent business and for the most urgent messages. Here, Licinius, is the plan of the fortifications of Naples. You must have it copied by tomorrow, as it is going to Belisarius. Scaevola, here are some letters from Byzantium, from Theodora, Justinian’s pious wife. You must reply to them. Calpurnius, please take charge of this remittance for half a million solidi from Albinus and see that it gets to the Major Domo of the Franks. He will use his influence with his king against the Goths. Pomponius, here is a list of patriots from Dalmatia. You are familiar with conditions there, and you know the people. Please check if any important names are missing. Finally I have this to pass on to you. According to letters just arrived from Ravenna today the hand of the Lord rests heavily on the tyrant. It is said that deep sorrow and belated repentance for his many sins are weighing on his soul, and he is far from the solace of the true church. Be patient a little longer. Soon he will be called away by the Almighty’s angry voice, and the day of freedom will follow. We meet again on the next ides, at the same hour. May the Lord’s blessing go with all of you.”

The Archdeacon concluded the meeting. The young priests stepped out of the various side passages with their torches and led the conspirators in different directions to the exits of the catacombs, known only to them.






Chapter 4

Silverius, Cethegus and Rusticiana together climbed the steps leading to the crypt of St Sebastian’s basilica, and from there they walked through the church to the archdeacon’s house immediately next to the church. On arriving there the priest made sure everyone in the house was asleep, except for one old slave waiting up for his master in the atrium by the light of a candle. On a sign from his master he lit the tall silver lamp next to him, and pressed on a spot on the inlaid marble wall. The marble plates revolved on an axis and permitted the priest, who was now holding the lamp, to step with the others into a small room on the other side of the wall. The marble wall closed silently behind them, and there was no sign of any door.

The little room was simply decorated with a tall wooden cross, a prayer stool and a few Christian ornaments against a golden backdrop. Upholstered seats along the walls suggested that at some time in its heathen past this small room might have been used for those intimate and informal little feasts with only two or three guests, described in glowing terms by Horatius. But now the room served as asylum for the archdeacon’s innermost religious and worldly secrets. Silently Cethegus sat down, and with the eyes of an art connoisseur he scanned the mosaic opposite him. While the priest was busy pouring wine into goblets from a tall jug and placing a bowl of fruit on a three-legged bronze table, Rusticiana stood opposite Cethegus and looked at him with reluctant admiration. Barely forty years old, she still showed traces of a rare, almost masculine beauty, which had suffered more from too much passion than from her years. Here and there grey hairs specked her rich black tresses. Her eyes were unsteady, and her mouth lined by deep creases. Her left arm resting on the table, she drew her right across her forehead as if in deep thought, staring at Cethegus at the same time. At last she said:

“Tell me this, what power is it that you have over me? I no longer love you. I should hate you, and I do, yet I cannot help myself from doing your bidding, powerless to do otherwise, just as a bird cannot avoid the eyes of a snake. And you lay my hand, this very hand, into the hand of that scoundrel. Just what is the source of your power, evil blasphemer that you are?”

Cethegus listened attentively, but in silence. At last, quite relaxed, he replied: “Habit, Rusticiana, habit.”

“Yes habit! A habit that is almost like a form of slavery, and a habit which has been there almost as long as I can remember. It was natural that I, as a young girl, should be attracted to our neighbour’s handsome son. I thought that you loved me, for you kissed me. Who could know back then that you are incapable of love? That you can love nothing and nobody, not even yourself? It was a sin that the wife of Boethius gave in to that love which you so playfully re-ignited in me, but God and the church have forgiven me. Yet even today, after I have known you and your heartless ways for decades, and long after the fire of passion has cooled in my veins, still I blindly follow your demonic will. It is madness, enough to make one laugh out loud.”


She gave a loud laugh. The priest halted in what he was doing, and cast a sidelong glance at Cethegus. His interest had been aroused. Cethegus leaned back against the marble and picked up his goblet.

“You are unjust, Rusticiana,” he said quietly. “What is worse, you are illogical. You are confusing the games of Eros with the work of Eris and the Erynnae. You know that I was Boethius’s friend, even though I did kiss his wife, or perhaps because of it. I see nothing special in that, and as for you, Silverius and the church have forgiven you. You also know that I hate these Goths, and I mean really hate them. Furthermore you know that I have the will, and what is more important the ability, to achieve the goal that possesses you, which is to avenge your beloved father and the husband you honoured. That is why you follow me, and you are wise to do so. Admittedly you have a remarkable talent for intrigue, but your impetuousness often clouds your judgment and spoils even your most carefully laid plans. You are wise therefore to follow one who keeps a cooler head than you, that’s all. But now you had better leave. Your slave is waiting for you sleepily in the vestibule, thinking you are here in confession with your friend Silverius. Now a confession can last only so long, and she might become suspicious. Please remember me to Camilla, your lovely child, and keep well!”

He rose, took her hand and gently led her to the door. She took her leave with apparent reluctance, nodding a farewell to the priest and casting a last glance at Cethegus, who seemed oblivious to the violent emotions within her. Quietly shaking her head she left.

Cethegus sat down again and emptied his goblet.

“What a strange conflict between you and this woman,” said Silverius as he sat down beside Cethegus with his wax tablets, stylus, letters and documents.

“Not strange at all! She is just trying to erase her guilt toward her husband by avenging him. And the fact that she is doing this through none other than her former lover makes her sacred duty that much sweeter. Of course she is not consciously aware of any of this. Anyway, what do we have to discuss?”

The two men now commenced their work handling those matters connected with the conspiracy which they considered were best not discussed with the other members.

The archdeacon began: “The most important thing we have to do today is to determine the exact extent of Albinus’s wealth, and how we can put it to best use in the immediate future. There is no question that we need money, a great deal of money.”

“Money matters are your speciality,” said Cethegus, “I understand them well enough, but they bore me.”

“Furthermore we must win over all the influential men in Sicily, Naples and Apulia. Here is a list of them, with detailed information about each one. There are men among them who will not yield to our usual methods of persuasion.”

“Give me the list, I will handle it,” Cethegus replied confidently as he cut into a Persian apple.

After an hour’s intensive work the most urgent business was done, and the master of the house returned the documents to their secret hiding place behind the large cross in the wall. The priest was tired, and looked with envy on his companion, whose steel body and indomitable spirit seemed tireless no matter how late the hour, whatever the exertion. He made a comment to that effect as Cethegus was refilling his silver goblet.


“Practice, my friend, strong nerves and a clear conscience,” Cethegus replied with a smile, “that is the whole secret.”

“No, seriously Cethegus. You puzzle me in other ways too.”

“I certainly hope so!”

“What do you mean by that? Do you consider yourself so superior as to be beyond the understanding of other men?”

“Not at all. I am only just mysterious enough to puzzle others as much as I puzzle myself. You can relax, your knowledge of human nature has not let you down. I do not understand myself any better than you do. Only drops are transparent.”

“The key to your being must certainly lie very deep down.” The priest went on. “Take the other members of the conspiracy, for example. With each one I know exactly what led him to join us. There is the hot-headed enthusiasm of Licinius, Scaevola’s misguided but righteous sense of justice, and in the other priests and myself the urge to serve God.”

“Of course,” Cethegus replied as he took a draught of wine.

“Others are driven by ambition, or by the hope of cutting their creditors’ throats in a civil war, or the sheer boredom of living in this peaceful land under the Goths. Some may be driven by a stranger’s insult, and most of us have a natural aversion to these Barbarians, together with a habit of recognising only the emperor as Italy’s rightful ruler. But none of these motives apply to you, and—”

“And that is very disturbing, is it not? Does one not rule men by knowing their motives? I am afraid I cannot help you, my pious friend. I really don’t know myself what it is that drives me. If only I knew I would gladly tell you and thus be ruled by you. There is only one thing I feel clearly. I simply cannot stand these Goths, these big peasants with their yellow beards. I find their boorish good natures as well as their naivety repulsive. As well as their crudeness and that silly heroism of theirs. The world is ruled by disgusting accidents of chance. Why should this land with its history and with men like, well, like you and me, why should this land be ruled by these northern Barbarians?” He threw back his head in disgust, closed his eyes and took a sip of wine.

Silverius replied: “There is no doubt the Barbarians must go, we agree on that point. And as far as I am concerned once that happens my own goals will have been achieved. All I seek is to free our church from these Barbarian heretics, who deny the godliness of Christ and try to make a pagan idol out of him. I hope that the Roman church will then occupy the pre-eminent place in Christendom, which is its unquestionable due. But as long as Rome is occupied by these heretics, and as long as the bishop in Byzantium is supported by the only rightful emperor—”

“The Bishop of Rome is not the first bishop in Christendom, and not Italy’s ruler. And therefore the holy chair of Rome, even if one Silverius should one day occupy it, is not what it should be, the highest office in the church. Isn’t that what you want?”

Startled, the priest looked up.

“Do not be alarmed, friend of God. I have known and kept your secret for a long time, even though you never confided it to me. But let us continue.” He filled his goblet once more. “Your Falernian wine is well aged, but a little too sweet. Really, from your point of view it would be best if these Goths would merely vacate the throne of the Caesars, not that the Byzantines should take their place. Otherwise the Bishop of Rome would still have a more senior bishop in Byzantium, as well as an emperor. So you don’t want an emperor like Justinian in the Goths’ place, but rather you want – what?”


Eagerly Silverius suggested. “Either an emperor of our own, an emperor of the western Empire—”

“Who would be a puppet in the hands of St Peter.” Cethegus completed the sentence for him.

“Or a Roman republic, a church state—”

“In which the Bishop of Rome would be the ruler, Italy the principal country, and the Barbarian kings in Gaul, Germany and Spain obedient sons of the Church. So far so good, my friend. But first we must destroy the enemies whose spoils you are already distributing. So I will propose an old Roman toast. Beware the Barbarians!”

He rose and raised his goblet to the priest. “But the night is almost over, and my slaves must find me in my sleeping quarters in the morning. Keep well!” He drew the hood of his cloak over his head and departed.

His host followed him with his eyes. “A most important tool!” he said to himself, “but fortunately only a tool. May he always remain just that.”

Cethegus walked from the Via Appia, where the church of St Sebastian concealed the entrance to the catacombs, in a northwesterly direction towards the Capitol. His house was situated at the foot of the Capitol, at the northern end of the Via Sacra and northeast of the Forum Romanum.

The cool morning air revived him. He threw back his cloak, took a deep breath and stretched his powerful arms and shoulders. Quietly he said to himself: “Yes, you are a riddle to be sure. Here you are, involved in conspiracies and nocturnal intrigues like a youth of twenty, or like a republican. And why? Why does the youth even draw breath? Because he must, and for the same reason I must do as I am doing. However one thing is certain. This priest may well become Pope, and it may even be necessary. But he must not on any account remain Pope for long, for if he does you can forget about your own dreams, Cethegus, those vague dreams as yet shadowy and unclear. Yet those same ideas may yet become a thunderstorm, with thunder and lightning, and that storm decide my fate. Look there, I can see lightning in the east. Very well, I accept it as an omen.”

With those words he entered his house. In his bedchamber, on a cedar table in front of his bed, he found a letter, tied and sealed with the royal seal.

He cut the string with his dagger, opened the double wax tablet and read:


“To Cethegus Caesarius, the Princeps Senatus, from Marcus Aurelius Cassiodorus, Senator. Our king and master lies dying. His daughter and heiress Amalasuntha wishes to speak with you before the end. You are to assume a most important office in the government. Come to Ravenna at once.”








Chapter 5

An air of oppressive gloom lay over the royal palace in Ravenna, with its cheerless opulence and its inhospitable spaciousness. The very air seemed heavy.

The old fortress of the Caesars had undergone many a change over the centuries, and many additions and alterations had been made, for the most part quite inconsistent with its original architectural style. Since the Gothic king and his Germanic court had taken the place of the old Imperators its appearance had become totally unappealing. Many rooms which had once served the peculiar customs of Roman life were now unused and neglected, the splendour of the original furnishings unchanged except for the effects of inevitable decay. Cobwebs covered the splendid mosaics in the once magnificent but long disused baths of Honorius, and small lizards ran over the marble framed silver mirrors of what had once been Placidia’s dressing rooms. On the other hand, the needs of the more warlike Gothic court had caused many a wall to be torn down, in order to enlarge rooms into drinking halls, military quarters or guardrooms. In addition a number of neighbouring houses had been connected with the palace by way of newly built walls, thus creating a fortress within the city. In the piscina maxima, now a dry pond, fair-haired boys were playing their wild games, and the horses of Gothic guards neighed in the marble halls of what had been the palaestra. Overall the vast building had a rambling, ghostly appearance, like a barely preserved ruin and an incomplete new construction at the same time. Thus the palace of this king was symbolic of his Roman/Gothic Empire, and of his unfinished yet already decaying political creation.

On the day that Cethegus entered the building again after an absence of many years a cloud of tension, grief and gloom lay over the palace even more heavily than usual, for the soul of its Royal master was about to depart from within its walls.

The giant who had directed the fate of Europe from here for a generation, the hero of his century, who was admired with love or hate in the Orient and Occident alike, the mighty Dietrich von Bern, whose name had become legendary even in his lifetime, Theodoric the great Amalung, was about to die.

His physicians had announced this, not to him but to his advisers, and soon the news leaked out into the city and among the people. Although such an end to the monarch’s mysterious illness had not been unexpected, yet the news that his end was imminent filled all hearts with uneasy anticipation.

The faithful Gothic people grieved and feared for their king, but even among the Roman population the predominant mood was one of gloomy expectation. Here in Ravenna, in the immediate presence of the king, the Italians had had ample opportunity to admire the greatness and tolerance of this man, and had experienced many acts of kindness and generosity from him. Many feared that a much harsher Gothic regime might follow the death of the king, who throughout his reign had sought to shield the Italians from the brutality and coarseness of his own people. The one exception had been his latest quarrel with the emperor, which had cost Boethius and Symmachus their lives.


But in the final analysis there was one even greater factor. The personality of this heroic king had been so grand, so majestic, that even those who often wished for the destruction of him and his Empire could not help feeling regret rather than joy now that his sun was about to set.

Such had been the mood in the city since early morning, when the first messengers had been seen hurrying from the palace in a state of great agitation. In the streets, in the squares and in the baths men stood about in pairs or small groups, exchanging what information they had heard, trying to glean more news from a nobleman coming from the palace, and speculating on what might lie ahead. Women and children sat on the doorsteps of their houses, hoping to hear some news. As the day wore on even people from neighbouring towns and villages, particularly mourning Goths, streamed through the city gates into Ravenna. Such agitation and worse had been anticipated by the king’s advisers, particularly the Praefectus Praetorio Cassiodorus who distinguished himself in those troubled days by maintaining law and order.

Since midnight all means of access to the palace had been closed off and manned by Gothic guards. A detachment of Gothic cavalry was drawn up in front of the building, on the forum of Honorius. Strong elements of Gothic infantry with shields and spears lined the marble steps leading to the main portal.

Only here could access to the palace be gained, on the orders of Cassiodorus, and permission could only be given by one of the commanders of the infantry, the Goth Witigis or the Roman Cyprianus. The latter admitted Cethegus, who now followed the familiar route to the king’s rooms. Throughout the palace there were groups of Goths or Italians whose rank entitled them to be there.

The large drinking hall, usually the scene of much gaiety, was almost silent. Young Gothic centurions and officers stood about in small groups or in twos and threes. Here and there an older man, a former companion in arms of the king, stood in a corner trying to hide his obvious grief. A wealthy merchant from Ravenna wept openly. The king, who was about to die, had forgiven him his part in a conspiracy and spared his warehouse from being plundered by angry Goths.

Cethegus walked past all of this with a look of cold contempt. In the next room, which normally served to receive ambassadors from foreign countries, he found a number of wealthy Goths and Gothic noblemen, who were obviously discussing the imminent change of ruler, and what that might mean both to their own particular circumstances and to the nation as a whole.

Among them were three of the leading Gothic nobles of the Balti clan. They were Duke Thulun of Provence, who had defended the city of Arles with great heroism against the Franks, Duke Ibba of Liguria, the conqueror of Spain, and Duke Pitza of Dalmatia, who had defeated the Bulgarians and the Gepidae. All three of them were not only powerful men, but also proud of their ancient nobility which gave them almost equal standing to the Amalungs. They also took pride in their successes in war, which had served to defend and enlarge the Empire. Another prominent member of their clan was Alaric, king of the Visigoths. Hildebad and Teias were also present, and these five men were the leaders of the party which had long sought a tougher policy toward the native Italians, whom they hated and despised. Only with great reluctance had these men accepted the king’s much milder policies. Looks filled with hatred from this group met the noble Roman, who evidently sought to witness their king’s last hours. But Cethegus calmly walked past them and lifted the heavy woollen curtain which led to the next room, the antechamber to the king’s sickbed. On entering he encountered a tall royal lady, dressed in dark mourning clothes and standing silently but without a tear, and greeted her with a nod of his head. In front of her was a marble table covered with documents. She was Amalasuntha, the widowed daughter of Theodoric.

A woman in her mid-thirties, she possessed an exceptional if somewhat cold beauty. Her rich dark hair was parted and arranged in the Greek manner, and her high forehead, large round eyes, straight nose and the pride in her almost masculine features gave her an air of authority, which was further accentuated by her imposing full figure. Dressed as she was in a mourning gown folded in the Greek manner, she looked like a statue of Hera that had climbed down from its pedestal.

A youth of some seventeen years stood beside her, his arm in hers. He was Athalaric, her son and heir to the Gothic crown. He did not look at all like his mother, having taken after his unfortunate father Eutharic, whom a heart disease had claimed while still in his prime. It was therefore with concern that Amalasuntha saw in her son an almost exact replica of her late husband, and it was no secret at court that he was already showing all the signs of that same mysterious illness which had claimed his father. Atahalaric was very good looking, as were all the Amalungs, a clan said to be descended directly from the gods. His dark eyes were shaded by heavy brows and long lashes, and their expression varied from aloofness to dreamy uncertainty. Dark brown locks covered his pale temples, which were lined with fine blue veins. There was a look about him that suggested physical pain or severe self-denial, out of place in such a young face. His almost transparent cheeks were a mixture of marble paleness and unhealthy red, and his tall but stooped frame seemed as if he was always tired. Only occasionally was he capable of surprisingly fast movement. Leaning against his mother, with his mantle about the young head which would soon wear a heavy crown, he did not see Cethegus enter.

A short distance from these two stood a woman, or perhaps still a girl, as if daydreaming near an open window from which she could see the Gothic soldiers guarding the marble steps. She was Matesuentha, Athalaric’s sister, and a young woman of startling beauty. Her tall frame and noble bearing were those of her mother, but her more sharply defined features hinted at passionate inner fire, masked only slightly by an assumed air of calm. Her well-formed slender figure was filling out to womanhood, and she was like the statue of Artemis in the arms of Endymion by Agesander. According to legend the aldermen of Rhodes had been forced to ban that statue from their city, because its marble sensuousness was driving the young men of their island to madness and suicide. Her rich, wavy hair was dark red with a metallic sheen, and was of such extraordinary beauty that it had earned her the nickname of “Princess Schoenhaar” (Princess beautiful hair) even among these people whose women had long been famous for their magnificent golden tresses. Her brows and long lashes however were a shining black, and contrasted sharply with her white forehead and alabaster cheeks. Her delicate, slightly curved nose complemented a sensuous mouth. But her most startling features were her grey eyes, not so much because of their indefinite colour as their expression, which could change from dreamy detachment to glowing passion in a split second. Her whole appearance, as she stood there at the window looking out into the night air, was one of seductive beauty, reminiscent of one of those irresistible forest nymphs with which Germanic folklore abounds. Her beauty made such a powerful impact that even Cethegus, who had known the princess for a long time, could not help a feeling of renewed admiration in his cold, burnt out breast.

However his attention was immediately claimed by the only other person in the room, Cassiodorus the king’s loyal adviser, and a leading exponent of the well-meaning but hopeless policy of conciliation which had been followed in the Gothic Empire for a generation. The old man’s features were disturbed not only by grief over the imminent death of his master, but also by concern for the Empire. Nevertheless they were kind, noble eyes, and he rose to greet the new arrival with uncertain steps. The latter bowed respectfully. The old man’s tearful eyes rested on him, and at last he threw himself against the cold breast of Cethegus, who despised him for such weakness.

“What a day!” he complained.

“A fateful day,” Cethegus replied thoughtfully, “and it will call for strength and self-control.”

“Well said, Patricius, and spoken like a Roman,” said Amalasuntha, disengaging herself from Athalaric, “greetings!” She gave him her hand which did not tremble. Her eye too was clear.

“Stoa’s disciple is showing the wisdom of Zeno, and her own strength,” said Cethegus.

“Let us say that the mercy of God is giving her soul wonderful strength,” Cassiodorus corrected him.

Amalasuntha began: “Patricius, the Praefectus Praetorio has suggested you to me, as if I had not known you for so long. You are the same Cethegus who translated the first two songs of Aeneis into Greek hexameters?”

Cethegus smiled. “Infandum renovare jubes, regina, dolorem. A sin of my youth, my queen. I bought up all copies of it and had them burnt on the day Tullia’s translation appeared.”

Tullia was Amalasuntha’s pseudonym. Cethegus knew this, but the princess did not know that he knew. He had thus found her greatest weakness, and she was immensely flattered. She went on:

“You know the situation here. My father’s hours are numbered, and although he is still strong and able the physicians say he could fall down dead at any moment. Athalaric here is heir to his crown. I will be his regent and guardian until he reaches his majority.”

“That is the will of the king, and both Goths and Romans have long recognised its wisdom,” said Cethegus.

“That is true. But the masses are easily influenced, and these crude men despise the rule of a woman.” As she said this, angry lines appeared on her forehead.

“It is contrary to both the Gothic and Roman custom,” Cassiodorus remarked, “for a woman—”

“Ungrateful rebels!” Cethegus said, as if to himself.

“Regardless of how we might feel about it,” said the princess, “I must accept it as a fact. All the same I know I can count on the loyalty of the Barbarians generally, even though there may be some among them who have designs on the crown, particularly certain members of the nobility. I do not fear the Italians either, here in Ravenna or in most of the cities. What I do fear is Rome, Rome and the Romans.”


These words struck a chord with Cethegus, who was now concentrating with every fibre of his being, with a multitude of thoughts racing through his mind. But outwardly he remained icily calm.

With a sigh she added: “Rome will never get used to Gothic rule. They will resist us always, and indeed how could it be otherwise?” It seemed as if at heart Theodoric’s daughter was part Roman.

Cassiodorus continued: “What we fear is that, once news of the king’s death reaches Rome, there may be a rebellion against the regency of the princess. Such a rebellion could have the aim either of becoming part of the Byzantine Empire, or even of establishing their own separate western Empire with its own western emperor.”

Cethegus lowered his eyes as if deep in thought, which indeed he was.

“Therefore,” Amalasuntha went on, “we must do everything we can to prevent this happening, long before the news reaches Rome. A determined man, who is absolutely loyal to me, must have the garrison in Rome swear an oath of allegiance to me, or I should say to my son. The most important strategic points and gates of the city must be occupied, the Senate and the nobility intimidated, and my rule firmly established before it is even threatened. For this task Cassiodorus has suggested you. Will you accept?”

As she said this she inadvertently dropped her golden stylus from her hand, and Cethegus bent to pick it up. He had only this one moment to ponder the countless possibilities which her proposal had sent racing through his mind.

Had he and the conspiracy in the catacombs been betrayed? Was this a trap laid by a cunning, power-hungry woman? Or were these fools really so stupid as to offer him, of all people, such an office? And if that was indeed the case what should he do? Should he use this opportunity to seize the initiative immediately and commence the fight and capture Rome? And if so for whom? Byzantium? Or for an emperor of the western Empire, and if the latter, then who would that emperor be? Or was all this premature? Might it be better to be loyal now, for disloyalty later? He had only that moment as he bent down to retrieve the stylus to weigh all these possibilities, but his quick mind needed no more. From a corner of his eye he saw the face of Cassiodorus, trusting and unsuspecting, and as he handed the stylus back to the princess he said, in a forceful tone:

“My queen, I accept the office.”

“I am glad, thank you,” the queen replied as Cassiodorus shook his hand.

Cethegus continued, “If Cassiodorus suggested me for this office, then he has proved once again his deep knowledge of human nature. He has been able to see through my exterior to the core.”

“What do you mean by that?” Amalasuntha asked.

“Your Majesty, appearances could deceive. I have to admit that I do not like to see the Barbarians – I beg your pardon, Goths – ruling Italy.”

“Your frankness does you credit, Roman, and I forgive you.”

“Furthermore for many years now I have paid no attention at all to affairs of state or to public life. I have abandoned those former interests and passions and lived as a private citizen on my estates, dedicating myself to a life of scholarship and leisurely pursuits.”

“Beatus ille qui procul negotiis,” the learned women quoted with a sigh.

“But because I do honour scholarship and learning, and because as a disciple of Plato I want to see wisdom rule in my homeland, I want to see a queen rule here who may be Gothic by birth, but who has a Greek soul and the virtues of a Roman. For her sake I am willing to give up my life of leisure, but under one condition. This must be my last official duty. I accept your proposal, and I vouch with my head for the security of Rome.”

“Good. Here you will find the various documents you will need, and your authority to act in my name.”

Cethegus glanced through the documents. “This is a manifest from the young king to the Romans, with your signature. It will require his signature also.”

Amalasuntha dipped her quill into the purple ink, which the Amalungs used just as the Caesars had done. “Come, my son, write your name.”

During the whole conversation between Cethegus and his mother Athalaric had stood there, leaning on the table, sharply observing Cethegus, but now he rose. Although a sick man he was accustomed to behaving as a crown prince, and to the authority which went with it. With tremendous feeling he now said: “No! I will not sign. Not only because I don’t trust this cold Roman, but because I find it distasteful to find you tampering with my grandfather’s crown while he still breathes, like dwarfs aspiring to the crown of a giant. The greatest hero of the century lies dying behind those curtains, and yet all you can think of is how to divide his royal garments!” With that he turned his back and walked to the window, where he placed his arm around his beautiful sister, stroking her hair.

For a long time he stood thus, and she paid no attention to him. Suddenly she came alive as she grabbed his arm and pointed to the marble steps. “Athalaric,” she whispered, “who is that man who is just coming round the pillar, the one with the blue helmet?”

“Let me see,” the youth replied, leaning forward. “Oh him! He is Count Witigis, a worthy soldier who conquered the Gepidae.” He then told her about some of the count’s deeds and successes in the last war.

Meanwhile Cethegus looked questioningly at Cassiodorus and Amalasuntha. “Let him be,” the latter sighed. “If he does not want to do something then no power on earth can force him.”

Any further questions were cut off when the triple curtain separating the king’s sickroom from the noise of the antechamber opened. It was the Greek physician Elpidios, who reported that the patient had just woken from a long sleep, and sent him away to be alone with old Hildebrand who never left his side.






Chapter 6

Theodoric’s bedchamber had already been used by the Caesars for this purpose, and was decorated in the gloomy splendour of the late Roman style. Detailed reliefs on the walls and golden ornamentation still described Roman victories and triumphs, and heathen deities floated above all this, creating an overall atmosphere of oppressive ostentation.

The couch on which the Gothic king lay presented a marked contrast to this. Barely a foot above the marble floor, it was an oval framework made of rough hewn oak, covered only with a few blankets. Only the precious purple rug covering the sick man’s feet and the lion’s skin with golden paws, a gift from the king of the Vandals, betrayed the patient’s royal rank. All other objects in the room were simple and without ornamentation, almost barbaric in their severity.

The king’s heavy shield and broadsword, unused for many years, were hanging from a pillar in the background. At the head of the bed stood old Hildebrand, head bowed, carefully scrutinising the sick man’s face. The latter was leaning on his left arm, his majestic and powerful face turned towards his old companion. His hair was thin and showed signs of the many years it had spent under the weight of a heavy helmet, but it was still light brown without any sign of grey or white. His mighty forehead, sparkling eyes, eagle’s nose and heavily lined cheeks spoke of a lifetime of great challenges and achievements, and of the ability to cope with them. It was a regal and exalted face, yet despite the fierce grey beard it also showed the benevolence and peace-loving wisdom for which Theodoric was famous. For a generation these qualities had brought about a golden era in Italy, and raised the Empire to heights of glory which had become legendary even in his lifetime.

For a long time the king allowed his golden brown eagle eyes to rest on his gigantic nurse with loving grace. Finally he stretched out his thin but still strong hand and said: “Old friend, the time has come to say goodbye.”

The old man sank to his knees and clutched the king’s hand to his broad chest.

“Come, old friend. Do I now have to console you?”

But Hildebrand remained on his knees, raising only his head so that he could look his king straight in the eye. The latter said: “I know, Hildung’s son, that you have inherited from your father and from your ancestors a deep knowledge of man and his illnesses, and that you know far more of such things than all the Greek physicians and the other quacks who attend me. Above all you are more truthful than they are. So I will ask you what I myself feel. Must I die today, before nightfall?”

As he said these words the king looked into his old friend’s eyes in a way which would tolerate no deception. But Hildebrand had no intention to deceive; he had regained his composure and strength.

“Yes, King of the Goths, heir of the Amalungs, you must die. Death’s hand has already passed over your face. You will not see the sun set again.”


“Thank you!” Theodoric replied without batting an eyelid. “The Greek whom I just sent away has been lying to me of whole days, and I need what little time I have left.”

“Do you want me to call the priests again?” Hildebrand asked, but without enthusiasm.

“No, they cannot help me, and now I no longer need them.”

“Your sleep has strengthened you immensely, and lifted the veil from your soul which has clouded it for so long. Hail Theodoric, Theodomer’s son, you will die a king and a hero!”

“I know,” the latter smiled, “you did not like to see the priests near this bed and you are right. They did not help me.”

“And who did help you then?”

“God, and myself. Listen carefully, for these words will have to be our farewell. I am going to thank you for your loyalty for fifty years by confiding in you, and only you, what has been torturing me. I have not told Cassiodorus or even my daughter. What are the people saying? For that matter what do you yourself think has caused my great sadness, which struck so suddenly and plunged me into this illness?”

“The local people say that it was remorse over the deaths of Boethius and Symmachus.”

“And did you believe that?”

“No. I could not believe that you would regret spilling the blood of traitors.”

“You were right. Perhaps their deeds did not merit the death sentence according to their laws, and I did love Boethius dearly. But they were traitors a thousand times over. Even though they were Romans I regarded them more highly than the best among my own people. And their thanks were to wish my crown upon the emperor and to write flattering letters to Byzantium. They preferred Justinus and Justinian to Theodoric’s friendship. No, I have no regrets on their account. But guess again, what did you believe?”

“My king, your heir is a mere boy, and you have enemies all around you.”

The sick man knitted his bold brows: “You are nearer the mark. I have always known what my Empire’s weakness was. Many nights I have lain awake with concern over just that, after putting on a brave and confident face the previous evening during the feast. Old friend, I know that you thought me too confident. But I could not afford to let anyone see a sign of weakness or see me sway, not friend nor foe, otherwise my throne swayed too. But I sighed when I was alone, and bore my worries alone too.”

“You were wisdom itself, my king, and I a fool.”

“Look,” the king went on, stroking the old man’s hand with his own, “I know everything about me of which you approved, and also of which you disapproved. I also know of your blind hatred for the southerners. Believe me, it is blind, as perhaps my love for them was also blind.” He sighed and paused.

“Why do you torture yourself?”

“No, let me finish. I know that this Empire, this my life’s work, can fall and fall only too easily. And perhaps my own generosity towards these Romans is to blame. So be it! No work of man lasts for ever, and if posterity lays the blame at my feet for being too benevolent then I will bear that.”

“My great king!”

“But Hildebrand, one night as I lay awake, worrying about the dangers threatening my Empire, another guilt oppressed my soul; not of goodness but lust for fame and bloody violence. May the gods have mercy on me if the Gothic people are to perish as punishment for Theodoric’s crime! He, his picture appeared before me!” The sick man was now speaking with effort, and hesitated for a moment.

“Whose picture? Whom do you mean?” Hildebrand whispered, moving closer.

“Odoacer!” Theodoric whispered almost inaudibly. The old man lowered his head. At last the king broke the silence: “Yes, old friend. This hand – you know it well – slew the mighty hero while he was dining, as my guest. His blood spurted hot into my face, and his breaking eyes looked at me with undying hatred. A few months ago in a nightmare his bloody, angry image appeared before me like a god of revenge. It was as if my heart convulsed, and a terrible voice inside me said: For this one bloody deed your Empire will fall and your people will perish.”

After a further pause Hildebrand took up the conversation once more, looking stubbornly at his king.

“My king, why do you torture yourself like a woman? Have you not slain hundreds with your own hand, and your people thousands on your command? Did we not come down into this land from the mountains, through thirty battles, wading up to our ankles in blood? What is the blood of one man in comparison to all this? And think back to how things stood at the time. For four long years he had resisted you, as the mountain lion resists the bear. Twice he drove you and your people to the brink of disaster. Your Goths were being decimated by the sword as well as by hunger and pestilence. At long last, after a fiercely stubborn resistance, Ravenna fell, forced into surrender by starvation. Your conquered enemy lay at your feet at last. And then you were warned that he was planning treason. He planned to resume the fight one more time, and he planned to do it by ambushing you and your people in your sleep that same night. What were you to do? Face him openly? If he was guilty that would have achieved nothing. So you courageously took the initiative and beat him to the punch, by doing to him in the evening what he would have done to you later that night. And how did you then exploit your victory? This one deed saved your people, and avoided another round of desperate bloodshed. You pardoned all his people, and for thirty years you have allowed Goths and Romans to live together in this land as if it were heaven. And now you want to torture yourself over this one deed? Listen to me! Two peoples will thank you for it in all eternity. And I, I would have slain him seven times over!”

The old man halted, his eyes flashing fire. He looked like a furious giant. But the king shook his head.

“Old warrior, you mean well, but all that solves nothing. I have told myself the same things a hundred times, and much more persuasively than you put it, but it does not help. He was a hero, the only one who bore comparison with me. And I slew him out of suspicion, jealousy, even – I must admit it – out of fear, fear of having to wrestle with him one more time. That was and always will be a crime and an outrage. Excuses would not buy me peace, and a gloomy sadness came over me. Ever since that night his image has haunted me, whether I was asleep or awake. Then Cassiodorus started sending me bishops and priests. They heard my confession, saw my remorse and forgave all my sins, but they could not help me either. Peace would not come to me, for even though they forgave me I could not forgive myself. Perhaps it is something I inherited from my heathen ancestors, but I cannot escape the ghost of my murdered foe by hiding behind a cross. I cannot believe that I am absolved from my bloody deed by the blood of an innocent god who died on the cross.”


Hildebrand’s face lit up happily at this, and in a subdued voice he said: “You know, I have never been able to believe in these priests and their crosses either. Oh please tell me, do you still believe in Thor and Odin as I do? Did they help you?”

The king smiled and shook his head. “No, you incorrigible old heathen! Your Valhalla is not for me either. But I will tell you what did help me. Yesterday I sent the bishops away and I thought, and I prayed and I called to God. I became calmer. At last I fell into a deep sleep, such as I had not known for months. And when I awoke I was no longer plagued by self-reproach. I was calm and able to think clearly, I decided that what is done is done, and no miracle of God can undo it. Very well then, let them punish me. If He is indeed the God of Moses then let Him punish me and my whole house unto the seventh generation. I submit myself and my people to the revenge of the Lord, and He can destroy us for He is just. But because He is just He cannot punish this noble Gothic people for another’s crime. He cannot destroy a nation to avenge a crime committed by their king, and I know that He will not. And if these people are to perish then I know it has nothing to do with my misdeed. I and my house alone will pay for that, and I am ready to submit to His justice. And so a feeling of peace came over me, and I am able to die with courage.”

He was silent. Hildebrand bowed his head and kissed the hand that had slain Odoacer.

“That was my farewell to you, and my legacy and my thanks for a lifetime of loyalty. Now let us devote what time is left to our Gothic countrymen. Come, help me get up. I cannot die in these cushions. My weapons are hanging over there, please give them to me. Don’t argue! I can, and I will!”

Hildebrand had to obey. With his help the patient rose from his sickbed with vigour. He threw a purple robe around his shoulders, put on his belt and sword, and placed the crowned helmet on his head. He stood leaning on his spear, his back resting against the room’s thick central column.

“Now please call my daughter, and Cassiodorus, and anyone else waiting outside.”






Chapter 7

Thus the king stood quietly, while Hildebrand drew back the curtains on both sides so that bedroom and antechamber were again one room. Those waiting outside – several more Goths and Romans had joined the original number – approached the king with astonishment and in respectful silence.

The latter spoke: “My daughter, have the letters been prepared to Byzantium, announcing my death and my grandson’s succession?”

“Here they are,” Amalasuntha replied.

The king glanced through the papyrus scrolls. “To the emperor Justinus, and a second letter to his nephew Justinian. He will of course be wearing the diadem before long, and is already his master’s master. I can see from the beautiful parables that Cassiodorus composed them. But what’s this?” His face became grave. “This is too much of a good thing, where it says: ‘and so I commend my youthfulness to your illustrious protection.’ Protection? Woe betide us if you have to rely on protection from Byzantium. It is sufficient for Theodoric’s grandson to end the letter with: ‘In friendship I remain.’ And here is another letter to Byzantium, but to whom? To Theodora, the illustrious wife of Justinian? What? To the circus dancer, the lion tamer’s shameless daughter?” His eyes flashed with anger.

“She has much influence with her husband,” Cassiodorus interjected.

“No, my daughter will not write to a harlot who has sullied the honour of all women.” He tore up the papyrus scroll, and handed back the other letters to Cassiodorus.

“Witigis, my brave warrior, what will be your task after my death?”

“I will go to inspect our garrison at Tridentum.”

“There is no man better suited to that task. But you have still not expressed the wish I granted you after the battle with the Gepidae. Is there still nothing you desire?”

“There is, my king!”

“At last! I am glad. Speak!”

“Today a poor prison warden is to be tortured because he refused to torture an accused criminal, and he struck a superior officer who tried to force him. My king, please set the man free. The practice of torture is disgraceful, and—”

“The warden is free, and from this moment torture will no longer be used in the Gothic Empire. See to it, Cassiodorus. Noble Witigis, give me your hand. So that all will know just how high you have always been in my esteem I now give you Wallada, my thoroughbred warhorse, as a reminder of this hour of parting. And if ever you find yourself in danger on his back, or—” he whispered very quietly “—or if he is about to fail you, whisper my name in his ear. Now, who is to guard Naples? Duke Thulun was too severe. The people of Naples are a happy people, who can only be won over by a cheerful man.”

“Young Totila is to assume command of the port there,” Cassiodorus replied.


“Totila! A fine young man with a sunny outlook, a real Siegfried and a favourite of the gods! A good choice, for no heart can resist him, but of course these southerners—” he sighed before continuing “—who will secure Rome and the Senate for us?”

“Cethegus Caesarius!” Cassiodorus replied, and indicated the latter with his hand. “This noble Roman.”

“Cethegus? I know him well. Look at me, Cethegus!”

Reluctantly the latter raised his eyes, which he had lowered to evade the king’s searching look. But by using all his vast willpower he bore the piercing eagle eyes, which seemed to penetrate to his very soul.

“It was most strange, Cethegus, that a man like you should have kept himself away from affairs of state for so long, and from our royal presence. Either that, or it was dangerous. Perhaps it is even more dangerous that you return – now – to serve the state.”

“It was not my wish, my king!”

“I vouch for him,” Cassiodorus added.

“Quiet, friend. No man can vouch for another, indeed barely for himself. But—” he maintained his searching look “—this proud man, with the look of a Caesar, will not betray Italy to Byzantium!”

Cethegus had to endure one more look from the golden eagle eyes. Suddenly the king grasped his arm, so tightly that the Roman almost winced with pain, and whispered to him: “Listen to what I now tell you, as a prophesy of warning. No Roman will ever again grace the throne of the Occident. Don’t argue. You have been warned. What is all that noise outside?” He turned quickly to his daughter, who was issuing quiet instructions to a Roman messenger.

“Nothing, father. Nothing important, my king.”

“What? Secrets from me? By my crown, are you trying to rule while I still breathe? I heard the sound of foreign tongues outside. Open the doors!”

The door connecting the antechamber to the hall outside was opened. Among the numerous Goths and Romans there several strange figures could be seen, small strange-looking men in jackets of wolf hides, wearing pointed caps and long shaggy sheepskins hanging from their backs. Surprised and overcome by the king’s sudden appearance, they sank to their knees as if struck by lightning.

“Ah, envoys from the Avars, that bunch of thieves near our eastern borders! Have you brought the tribute which you owe?”

“Your majesty, we still bring it this time, furs, woollen rugs, swords and shields, here they are. But we hope that next year – we thought we would ask if—”

“You thought you would see if old Dietrich von Bern had grown weak with age? You hoped I might be dead? And that you might refuse tribute to my successor? You are mistaken, spies!”

He picked up one of the swords the envoys had brought as if to examine it, together with its sheath. He took it in both hands, grasping it firmly by the hilt and by its point. Quickly he exerted pressure with his powerful hands, and threw the sword in two pieces at their feet. Calmly he said:

“You Avars use shoddy swords. Now come, Athalaric my heir. They don’t believe you can wear my crown. Show them how you can handle my spear.”

At this the youth flew to the king’s side, the fire of ambition giving colour to his usually pale features. He picked up his grandfather’s heavy spear, and hurled it with tremendous force against one of the shields which the envoys had leaned against a pillar. The spear pierced the shield completely and penetrated some depth into the pillar itself. Proudly the king placed his hand on his grandson’s head and called out to the envoys: “Now go home and report what you have seen!”

He turned away, and the doors closed, leaving the astonished Avars outside. “Now give me a goblet of wine, perhaps my last. No, I want it undiluted, the Germanic way!” He pushed the Greek physician aside.

“Thank you, old friend Hildebrand, for this drink which you handed me so faithfully. I drink to the glory of the Gothic people!”

Slowly he emptied the goblet, and placed it firmly on the marble table.

And then, suddenly like lightning, it struck him just as the physicians had long predicted. He staggered, clutched his chest and fell backwards into Hildebrand’s arms. The latter knelt down slowly, lowering his king onto the marble table while cradling his head with the crowned helmet in his arms.

For a moment all held their breath, but the king did not move. With a loud cry Athalaric threw himself over his grandfather’s lifeless body.







BOOK TWO

Athalaric







Chapter 1

It was not without good reason that both friend and foe either feared or hoped for grave dangers threatening the young Gothic Empire. It had been less than forty years since Theodoric, at the emperor’s behest, had crossed the Isonzo River with his people to take both crown and life of the adventurer Odoacer, to whom a rebellion by the Germanic mercenaries had given the throne of the western part of the old Roman Empire. All the wisdom and greatness of King Theodoric had not been able to remove that sense of insecurity, which in a way was part of the very nature of his bold creation. In spite of the benevolence of his regime the Italians, not that one can blame them, felt the reign of foreigners to be a disgrace to their national pride. Furthermore the foreigners were hated with a double intensity, for they were seen not only as Barbarians but also as heretics. According to the prevailing contemporary view the western and eastern parts of the Roman Empire were seen as two parts of the one indivisible entity, and once the Caesars of the Occident were no more, the emperor of the eastern Empire was seen as the only rightful ruler of Italy. Thus the eyes of all Roman patriots and of all orthodox Catholics in Italy were directed toward Byzantium. It was from Byzantium that they hoped the long-awaited liberation from the Goths would come, from the Barbarians, heretics and tyrants. And Byzantium had both the will and the means to fulfil these hopes. Even though the subjects of the emperor were no longer the Romans of Caesar’s or Trajan’s day, nonetheless the eastern Empire possessed tremendous power, based on a long-established system of government together with an abundance of learning and science. Byzantium’s power was superior to that of the Goths in every way.

As has already been said, there was no shortage of desire to use these superior powers in order to destroy the Barbarian kingdom, particularly as the relationship between the two governments had from the beginning been based on mistrust, barely concealed hate and deceit. Before their conquest of Italy the Goths had been settled in the region of the River Danube, and had formed an alliance with Byzantium. That alliance had been unsatisfactory to both sides, due partly to the ambition of the Gothic kings, and even more so because of the duplicity and deceitful conduct of the emperors, so that the uneasy truce erupted into warfare every few years. On several occasions Theodoric, who had been honoured by the emperor in times of peace as Consul, Patricius and adopted son of the emperor, had led his armies before the very gates of the Imperial city.

In order to avoid this constant friction the emperor Zeno, who was a very capable diplomat, found a typically Byzantine solution to put an end to the troublesome Gothic wars. That solution was to make the Goths a present of Italy, which they first had to wrest from Odoacer’s iron grip. This solution not only removed the Goths from the immediate proximity of his own capital, but it also ensured that two potentially dangerous enemies were now fighting each other instead of Byzantium.

Whichever side ultimately won the struggle in Italy Byzantium stood to gain. If Odoacer won, then the Goths and their terrible king, to whom heavy tribute had to be paid every year, were eliminated for ever. On the other hand, if Theodoric won then the usurper Odoacer, whom Byzantium had never recognised, was defeated and punished. Furthermore, as Theodoric was acting in the name and at the behest of the emperor, it meant that the two halves of the Empire would again be reunited, at least in theory, as a result of a glorious victory.

However this grand strategy did not end the way it was intended. As soon as Theodoric had won and established his own rule in Italy, his great mind and vast abilities rapidly secured for him supreme power in his own right. Even though formalities were still observed, in reality there could be no question of any subservience to Byzantium.

Theodoric deferred to the emperor’s instructions in a formal sense only when it suited him, for example as one way to soften the animosity toward Gothic rule on the part of the Italians. In fact he reigned over both Goths and Italians, not as governor in the name of Byzantium, but in his own right as “King of the Goths and Italians”. Not surprisingly this led to the emperor’s displeasure, and open warfare broke out repeatedly between the two Empires. Therefore there could be no doubt that Byzantium would be only too willing to end the suffering of the Italians by ridding them of the yoke of Barbarian rule, just as soon as Byzantium felt strong enough. The Goths on the other hand had no real allies against these enemies, both internal and external. Theodoric’s fame and his policy of building ties by marriage with the other Germanic rulers had won for him only a kind of moral support, but not any tangible reinforcement of his own military strength.

The Gothic Empire, which had been planted with just a little too much daring and trust in the midst of an entirely alien world of Roman culture, lacked direct contact with other Germanic tribes which had not as yet been Romanised. They lacked the infusion of fresh Germanic elements, such as those which constantly rejuvenated the Empire of the Franks, which in turn was also being established around this era. At least the northeastern part of the latter Empire had been spared the decay which was an inevitable part of Roman influence. On the other hand the small island of Gothic culture, surrounded on all sides by a hostile sea of Roman life and customs, grew smaller and weaker every year.

While Theodoric lived, the mighty creator of this daring work, his reputation and the very glamour of his name were enough to cover up the weaknesses of and dangers to his kingdom. But the Goths had every reason to await with trepidation the moment when their endangered ship of state was to be steered by a woman or by a sickly youth. They feared insurrection by the Italians, interference from the emperor, defections from conquered neighbouring countries and attacks from hostile Barbarian tribes. If the moment of danger passed quietly and without major incident then this was due to the tireless efforts of Cassiodorus, the king’s well proven minister and friend. For weeks he had been active, and now that Theodoric was dead he redoubled his efforts. In order to maintain peace among the Italians he had released a manifest to Italy and all the provinces, announcing as an established fact Athalaric’s succession to the throne under his mother’s guardianship. This was accepted without causing so much as a ripple. At the same time representatives of the new king were despatched to all parts of the Empire, firstly to seek and accept assurances of allegiance, and secondly to reassure the people that the new government would respect the rights of Italians and provincials alike, and that it would maintain and even exceed the benevolence and generosity of the dead king, particularly toward his Roman subjects.


At the same time strong elements of the Gothic armies were despatched to the borders and to key cities. Their aim was to discourage, by a show of Gothic military might, enemies of the kingdom from starting hostilities. The relationship with the Imperial court in Byzantium was renewed and secured by the sending of envoys, and also by the sending of letters. These letters were composed with great diplomacy and in a suitably subordinate tone, so as to preserve the illusion of subservience to and dependence on Byzantium.






Chapter 2

Apart from Cassiodorus there was one other man who played a most important role during these days of change, and in the eyes of the court he did so most satisfactorily.

The man in question was none other than Cethegus, who had assumed the important office of Prefect of Rome. As soon as the king had closed his eyes he had rushed immediately from the palace and out of Ravenna to the city on the Tiber, which had been entrusted to his care, arriving there before the news of the King’s death.

Even before daybreak, he had assembled the senators in the Senatus, in the hall of Domitian near the Janus Geminus to the right of the arch of Severus. He had surrounded the building with Gothic troops and informed the surprised senators of the impending change of government. Many of the same senators he had seen only recently in the catacombs, where he had helped to incite them to rebellion against the Barbarians. Finally he hastily forced them to swear oaths of allegiance to Athalaric, not without making reference to the spears of a thousand Gothic soldiers, which could easily be seen outside.

He then left the Senatus, keeping the city fathers locked up until he reached the Slavic amphitheatre, where he had convened a public meeting of Roman citizens, again within sight of strong Gothic forces. By means of a masterly speech he was able to inspire the easily influenced Quirites in favour of the young king. He listed the generous deeds of Theodoric, and promised similarly benevolent rule from his grandson, who he said had already been recognised throughout Italy, and in particular by the city fathers of Rome. Finally he announced that, as the first part of Amalasuntha’s reign, there was to be general feasting of the Roman people together with seven days of games in the circus. The games were to consist of chariot races with twenty-one Spanish teams, as well as other feature events.

A thousand or more voices broke into loud cheering, praising the regent and her son, but the name Cethegus was heard most of all. The people, wild with joy, dispersed, the detained senators were released, and the city of Rome had passively accepted the change of ruler without incident. The Prefect himself rushed home to his house at the foot of the Capitol, where he locked himself in and promptly started on his report to Amalasuntha.

It was not long before there was a furious knocking on Cethegus’s heavy front door. It was Lucius Licinius, the young Roman whom we met in the catacombs, who was striking at the door with the hilt of his sword so that the whole house reverberated. With him were Scaevola the lawyer, who had been among the detained senators, and Silverius the priest. Both had grave expressions on their faces.

Carefully the ostiarius looked at the three men through a secret hole in the wall, admitting them only after he had recognised Licinius. The furious youth stormed along the familiar passage through the vestibule and the Atrium into Cethegus’s study. When the latter heard the rapidly approaching footsteps he rose from the lectus on which he had been reclining as he worked, and sealed the letters he had written into a capsule, the domed end of which was made of silver. “Oh, the liberators of the fatherland!” he said with a smile as he rose to greet them.

“Despicable traitor!” Licinius shouted at him, his hand on his sword. He could speak no more, as he was livid with anger. Threateningly, he partly withdrew his sword from its scabbard.

“Halt!” Scaevola, who had caught up with the youth, gasped as he restrained the latter’s sword arm. “First let him defend himself, if he can.”

Silverius, following, added: “It is impossible that he should have betrayed the cause of our holy church.”

“Impossible?” Licinius laughed, “What? Are you mad or am I? Did he not cause us, noble Romans, to be detained in our homes? Did he not bar the gates and incite the mob to swear allegiance to the Barbarians?”

Cethegus continued for him: “Did he not trap the honourable city fathers, three hundred of them, in the curia like mice in a trap? Ha! Three hundred of the noblest mice in Rome!”

“And now he mocks us, are we to tolerate that?” Licinius cried as Scaevola went pale with anger.

“Well, what would you have done, if you had been free to act?” Cethegus asked calmly, crossing his arms across his broad chest.

“What would we have done? Exactly what we, and you, had talked about a hundred times. As soon as news of the tyrant’s death reached here we would have killed every Goth in the city, proclaimed a republic and elected two consul—”

“Named Licinius and Scaevola, that’s the main thing!” Cethegus remarked calmly, “And then?”

“And then? Freedom would have triumphed!”

“Foolishness would have triumphed!” Cethegus roared at the surprised patriots. “What a good thing your hands were tied! You would have killed all hope, and for all time. Look at me, and then thank me on your knees!”

As he said this he took some papyrus documents from another capsule and handed them to Licinius and Scaevola. “Read it. The enemy was forewarned and had his noose expertly placed around Rome’s neck. Had I not acted as I did Count Witigis with ten thousand Goths would at this moment be at the northern gate, young Totila with the fleet from Naples would be blocking the mouth of the Tiber from the south tomorrow, and Duke Thulun would be marching on Hadrian’s tomb and the gate of Aurelian with another twenty thousand from the west. If you had harmed the hair of a single Goth this morning, what would have happened?”

Silverius breathed a sigh of relief, and the other two were embarrassed and silent. At last Licinius regained his composure. Courageously, eyes afire, he said: “We would have resisted the Barbarians behind our walls.”

“Yes, my Licinius, the way I am going to restore our walls we would have held them off for ever, but the way they are now not a single day!”

“We would have died as free citizens,” Scaevola said.

“You could have done that in the curia three hours ago,” Cethegus smiled with a shrug. Silverius stepped toward him with outstretched arms as if to embrace him, but Cethegus drew back.

“You have saved church and fatherland, you have saved us all! I never once doubted you,” the priest said. Licinius grasped the Prefect’s hand, which the latter willingly offered.


“I did doubt you!” Licinius cried with admirable candour. “Forgive me, great Roman. From this day my sword, which a moment ago was to have pierced your heart, will be for ever at your service. And when the day of freedom does come let us have no consuls, but let us join in saying Salve Cethegus, Dictator!” His eyes gleaming, he ran from the house. The Prefect’s eyes followed him with a look of satisfaction.

The lawyer followed Licinius, and said in parting: “Dictator yes, but only until the republic is secure!”

“Indeed,” Cethegus smiled, “then we will awaken Camillus and Brutus, and take up the republic where it left off a thousand years ago, won’t we, Silverius?”

“Prefect of Rome,” the latter replied, “you know that I had aspirations to lead our fatherland as well as our church, but from this hour that is no longer so. You lead, and I will follow. Promise me only one thing, freedom of the Roman church and free elections of the Pope.”

“Agreed!” said Cethegus, “as soon as Silverius has become Pope. It is a bargain.” The priest left with a smile on his face, but also deep in thought.

For some time Cethegus silently followed the three of them with his eyes. At last he said to himself: “Go! You will not overthrow any tyrant. You need a tyrant!”

This day and this hour were of decisive importance to Cethegus. Almost without any conscious effort on his part he was carried by the torrent of events. His mind was embracing new horizons, and goals that he had never before dared set himself, or of which he had at best only dreamed.

In this historic moment he saw himself as the only master of the situation; both the major political parties of the day, the Goths and their enemies the conspirators, were completely in his hands. And suddenly the mainspring in the breast of this man, which he had thought dormant for decades, drove him once more into intense activity. His almost boundless desire to rule, which to him was a basic need almost like air, took possession of him and drove him to concentrate all his inherent abilities, honed by the experiences of an eventful life, into feverish action once more.

Cornelius Cethegus Caesarius was the descendant of a very ancient and immensely wealthy Roman family, whose founder had established the fame of his house as a general and a statesman serving Caesar during the Civil Wars; it was said that he was an illegitimate son of the great Dictator. Cethegus had inherited from his forebears many-sided talents and desires, and his wealth had given him ample opportunity to develop the former and indulge the latter to the fullest extent possible in his time. He had received the most thorough education then available to a young Roman aristocrat.

To begin with he had studied the arts under his early tutors. Later he attended the best schools in Berytus, Alexandria and Athens, where he studied law, history and philosophy with outstanding results.

But all this failed to satisfy him. He sensed the breath of decay in the learning of his day. In particular, his study of philosophy served to destroy in him the last vestiges of religious belief, without putting anything positive in its place. When he returned from his studies his father introduced him to government service, as was the custom of those times, and the gifted young man rapidly rose to positions of ever-increasing importance.

Then, quite suddenly, he dropped out. Having become thoroughly familiar with the workings of government he no longer wished to remain a cog in the great machinery of an Empire, an Empire which not only restricted his freedom but which also served a Barbarian king. At about this time his father died, and suddenly Cethegus became not only master of himself but also the controller of incredible wealth. With the same dedication which had characterised all his pursuits he threw himself into the wildest turmoil of life, lust and pleasure. He quickly tired of Rome, and undertook long journeys to Byzantium, to Egypt and even to India. There was no luxury and no pleasure, innocent or otherwise, which he did not sample. Only a body of steel could have endured the exertions, privations, excesses and adventures of these travels.

After twelve years he returned to Rome. It was rumoured that he would erect grandiose buildings, and people looked forward to the full life of a rich patrician developing in his villas and estates, but they were to be disappointed. Cethegus contented himself with building a house at the foot of the Capitol, small but comfortable and in the most exquisite taste, and lived in the large city like a hermit.

Quite unexpectedly he published an account of his travels, together with descriptions of the little known people and countries he had visited. The book was a huge success. Cassiodorus and Boethius sought his friendship, and the great king wanted him at his court. And then, suddenly, he disappeared from Rome. Whatever caused him to do so remained a mystery in spite of all the enquiries and inquisitiveness of friends and enemies alike.

Gossip at the time had it that poor fishermen found him one morning, on the banks of the Tiber, unconscious and close to death.

A few weeks later he turned up again near the northeastern borders of the Empire, in the inhospitable countries along the Danube, where a bloody war was raging with the Gepidae, the Avars and the Slavs. There, on the Gothic side, he fought these wild Barbarians with death-defying bravery, and pursued them into their hiding places among rocky mountains with select mercenaries, whom he paid out of his own pocket. And when the Gothic general entrusted him with a small force to undertake a raid he went and attacked Sirmium instead, the fortified capital of the enemy, and he captured it with a display of generalship which was in no way inferior to his bravery. During all this time he shared the privations of his troops, sleeping every night on the frozen earth. After peace had been concluded he travelled once more to Gaul, Spain and Byzantium. Finally he returned to Rome and for some years he lived in a state of embittered leisure, withdrawn from public life. He refused all the honours which Cassiodorus tried to force upon him, be they to do with war, civil administration or academic pursuits. He appeared to have no further interest in anything at all except his studies.

A few years before our story begins he brought back with him from Gaul a handsome youth, to whom he showed Rome and Italy, and toward whom he exhibited all the love and concern of a father. It was said that he planned to adopt him, and as long as his young guest was with him he appeared to be coming out of his self-imposed solitude. He invited the young noblemen of Rome to glittering parties in his villas, and whenever he accepted a return invitation he was the most charming of guests. But as soon as he had sent young Julius Montanus off to Alexandria to study, with an impressive retinue of pedagogues, slaves and servants, he suddenly retreated back into his impenetrable shell, apparently angered by God and the world. It was only with the greatest difficulty that Silverius and Rusticiana had persuaded him to abandon his hermit-like existence and take part in the conspiracy in the catacombs. He told them that he was willing to become a patriot out of sheer boredom. And indeed, until the king’s death he appeared to be taking part in the conspiracy only with obvious reluctance, even though he and the archdeacon were its leaders.


All this had now suddenly changed. He had an irresistible urge to try himself at every possible intellectual pursuit, to overcome all difficulties, to leave all rivals in his wake, and to be the undisputed master in everything he did. As soon as he had mastered any one challenge he immediately threw to one side the laurels of victory and looked for another, but until now nothing had given him complete satisfaction. He had tried art, science, self indulgence, bureaucracy and warfare. He excelled at them all like none other, yet they all left him unfulfilled. He had to rule, to be undisputed master, to conquer all adversity with superior strength and intellect, and then to lead an iron regime over those he had subordinated. This is what he had always, unconsciously, aspired to. Only in this one role would he ever feel satisfied and content.

And so it was that at this hour his broad chest filled with deep breaths. He, who had always been so icy cold, was aglow at the thought that he was now in control of the two great powers of his time, Goths and Romans. And out of this feeling of power a deep conviction came over him, that for him and his ambition there was only one goal that would make life worthwhile, a goal beyond the reach of any other mortal. He liked to think of himself as being descended from Julius Caesar, and he felt the blood of Caesar rise in his veins at the thought: Caesar, Imperator of the Occident, emperor of the Roman world!

Months ago this flash of lightning had first crossed his mind, not a wish and not a thought, rather more like a dream. At first he was shocked at his own boldness, and amused at the same time. He, Cethegus, restorer and emperor of the Roman Empire? While Italy shook under the tread of three hundred thousand Gothic soldiers? The greatest of all the Barbarian kings, whose fame filled the then known world, sat firmly on his throne in Ravenna. And even if Gothic might could be broken there were the Franks beyond the Alps and Byzantium beyond the sea; both would be reaching for the rich prize of Italy with greedy hands, two mighty Empires against him, one man.

It was only too true: he stood alone among his people. He knew his countrymen only too well, and he despised them as unworthy descendants of great ancestors. He had to laugh at the daydreams of Licinius and Scaevola, who wanted to restore the republic with these so-called Romans. Yes, it was true; he did stand very much alone.

But it was precisely this that stirred his ambition. In this moment, after the other conspirators had left him and after his own superiority had become clearer than ever both to them and to himself, in this moment that which had been merely a dream and almost a game became a firm resolve in his mind.

With his arms crossed over his powerful chest he started pacing the room with purposeful steps, like a caged lion, and started talking to himself.

“Drive out the Goths with a capable people behind me, and not let in the Franks or the Greeks, that would not be difficult. Another man could do that also. But to do it alone, entirely alone, more hindered than helped by these men without spine or will, that would be to achieve the impossible. To make these sops into heroes, these slaves once more into Romans, and then make these clerics and servants of the Barbarians masters of the world once more, that and that alone is worth striving for. To create a new nation, a new era, alone, one man alone with nothing but the strength of his will and the power of his intellect – no mortal has ever done that! That would be more than even Caesar achieved – he led legions made up of warriors and heroes. And yet, if it can be thought it can be done. I who thought it will do it! Yes, Cethegus, that is a goal! That is worth living for and if need be dying for. To work, Cethegus, and from this moment nothing else matters but this one great goal.”

He stood still before a giant statue of Caesar sculpted from white marble, a masterpiece by Arkesilaos and a perfect work of art. According to family tradition Caesar himself had given it to his son, and it formed the shrine of this house, standing opposite the writing divan.

“Hear me, immortal Julius, great forebear! Your descendant is tempted to wrestle with you. There is something greater even than that which you achieved; even to aim at a higher goal than you is an immortal ambition, and to fall from such dizzy heights would be the most magnificent death imaginable. Hail me, for that I know once more why I am alive.”

He strode past the statue and cast a glance at the military map of the Roman Empire, which lay rolled up on the table.

“First crush these Barbarians – Rome – then re-conquer the north – Paris! Then regain the rebellious eastern Empire and make it obedient once more to mighty Caesar – Byzantium! And then further, ever onward, to the Tigris, the Indus, further than Alexander, and then back through Scythia and Germany to the Tiber – your course, mighty Caesar, which the dagger of Brutus cut short. And so, greater than you, greater than Alexander – oh, stop, intoxicating thoughts, stop!”

And the icy Cethegus was ablaze with a mighty passion, more powerful than any even he had known. His blood pulsed through his temples. At last he placed his burning forehead against the cold marble chest of Caesar, whose marble face looked down upon him with serene majesty.






Chapter 3

This day was to become a decisive one, not only for Cethegus but also for the catacomb conspiracy, for Italy and for the Gothic Empire.

Up until this time the patriots, under a number of different leaders, had made little progress, largely because they could not agree on the means to be used to attain their goals, or even the goals themselves. All this changed dramatically from the moment Cethegus, who was by far the most gifted man among the conspirators, took the reins of the party firmly into his strong hands.

All the previous leaders of the conspiracy, apparently including even Silverius, willingly accepted the Prefect as their leader, who had so convincingly demonstrated his vast capabilities and saved their cause. It was only now that the conspiracy became a real danger to the Goths.

Cethegus himself went to work immediately, working tirelessly day and night to undermine the power and security of the Gothic regime. Using his great capacity to see through people, to win them over and then to rule over them, he was able day by day to build the party’s numbers, strength and means.

But he was also able, through clever foresight, to allay any suspicions on the part of the Goths on the one hand, and to prevent a premature uprising by the conspirators on the other. It would have been easy to suddenly, on the one day, attack the Barbarians all over the peninsula, to begin the uprising and then to call in a Byzantine army to complete their victory, particularly as Byzantium had been waiting for just such an opportunity for a long time. But that would not have achieved the Prefect’s secret aims, and would merely have exchanged Gothic rule for Byzantine tyranny.

As we are well aware Cethegus envisaged an entirely different eventual outcome, and in order to achieve his aims he had to establish himself in a position of strength and influence in Italy, such as no other man possessed. He had to become the most powerful man in the country, even if secretly, long before the first Byzantine set foot on Italian soil and before the first Goth had fallen in battle. He had to be so far advanced in his preparations that the Barbarians were in effect driven from Italy by the Romans, led by Cethegus, with only minimal assistance from Byzantium. Thus, once victory was complete, the emperor would have no alternative but to leave the government of the liberated country to its liberator, even if nominally he would rule initially as governor in the name of Byzantium. Cethegus would then have gained the time and the initiative to stir up national pride against the “Greeks”, as the Byzantine rulers were contemptuously called in Italy.

It was true that for two hundred years, since the days of the great Constantine, the glamour of ruling the world had passed from Rome to the golden city on the Bosporus, and the sceptre of the sons of Romulus had passed to the “Greeks”. Even though the eastern and western Empires were supposedly one in theory, and a seat of culture and civilisation as opposed to the world of the Barbarians, nonetheless the “Greeks” were hated and despised by the Romans, just as they had been in the days when Flaminius had declared the conquered Hellas to be a freed slave of Rome. That old hatred was now compounded by envy, and therefore a man who could drive the Byzantines from the country after ridding it of the Goths could be certain of enthusiastic support in the whole of Italy. The crown of Rome and rule over the western Empire would be his certain reward. And should it then be possible to drive the Italians and their newly re-awakened nationalism as Romans into a war of aggression across the Alps, and if Cethegus should succeed in re-establishing Roman imperialism on the ruins of the Franks’ Empire in Paris and at Aurelianum, then it might no longer be too daring to try and win back the rebellious eastern Empire as well. And so the city on the Tiber might once more become the capital of the world, just as it had been in the days of Trajan and Hadrian.

But if these distant glittering goals were to be attained, then every step along the steep and treacherous path had to be taken with the utmost caution, and one false step could ruin everything. If he was to rule Italy as its emperor, then above all else Cethegus had to have Rome, for it was only in Rome that his ambitions could be realised. Therefore the new Prefect devoted the utmost care to the city which had been entrusted to him. Rome had to become, physically as well as symbolically, a fortress and a seat of government, obedient to and possessed by him alone. His office gave him the perfect opportunity to do just this, for it was the responsibility of the Prefectus Urbi to look after the welfare of the people as well as the security and general upkeep of the city. Cethegus knew to perfection just how to exploit the rights and privileges which these duties involved in order to further his own goals. He had won over all classes of the Roman population with ease. The nobility honoured him as the head of the conspiracy, he ruled the clergy through Silverius, and the latter was the right hand and widely tipped successor of the aging Pope. Furthermore Silverius was showing a devotion to Cethegus which even he found strange.

Finally he managed to tie the lower classes of the population to himself, not only by providing grandiose circus games and regular food distributions out of his own pocket, but also by undertaking a series of major works. These provided work and sustenance for the people for years at the expense of the Gothic treasury.

He persuaded Amalasuntha to give an order to effectively restore the fortifications of Rome, which had suffered from the ravages of time, repeated sieges and neglect since the days of Honorius. The order was to restore the fortifications of Rome rapidly and completely, “to honour the eternal city” and “as protection against a Byzantine attack” as Amalasuntha fooled herself.

Cethegus himself had drawn up the plans for this huge undertaking and, as future sieges by Gothic and Byzantine armies were to show, in doing so he displayed a degree of generalship verging on genius. With tremendous drive and sustained zeal he went about converting the huge city, with its circumference of many miles, into a first class fortress. The thousands of workmen knew very well whom they had to thank for their well paid work. Every time Cethegus showed himself on the walls, instructing, checking or even lending a hand, he was loudly cheered. And the trusting queen in Ravenna went on pouring million after million of solidi into a structure which was to become an impregnable fortress, against which the flower of her nation’s fighting men was soon to perish.

The most important point in the fortifications was Hadrian’s tomb. This magnificent building, which Hadrian had built from large blocks of marble without mortar, was located only a stone’s throw from Aurelian’s gate in those days, towering over both it and the wall at that point. Cethegus had recognised how this solid structure, which in its present position served as a fortified bastion which might well assist a force attacking Rome, could easily be converted into the city’s main defence. He had twin walls built from Aurelian’s gate to and around the tomb, and so the towering marble fortress now formed an impenetrable defence of Aurelian’s gate, which could no longer be taken by storm, all the more so because the Tiber formed a natural moat immediately below. High up on the walls of the mausoleum stood three hundred beautiful statues of marble and bronze. Some of them had been placed there by Hadrian himself and his successors; they included the Divus Hadrianus himself, his handsome favourite Antonius, the Pallas “guardian of the city”, a sleeping faun and many others.

Cethegus was pleased with his conception and loved this place. Every evening he would walk here, surveying “his” Rome with his eyes and checking on the progress being made with the fortifications. For this reason he had added a number of beautiful statues from his own private collection to those already there.






Chapter 4

But if Cethegus was to succeed in furthering his aims there was a second task he had to accomplish, and it called for much more caution. If he was to be in a position in Rome – “his” Rome as he liked to call it – where he could independently offer resistance to the Goths, and a Byzantine army as well if need be, then he needed not only walls but soldiers to defend those walls. At first he thought he might meet this need by way of forming a personal bodyguard of mercenaries, as was the custom with many high officials, statesmen and generals. In Byzantium, for example, both Belisarius and his rival Narses had long had such personal bodyguards. By using old connections made during his travels in Asia, and by using his immense wealth, he was able to attract into his service a number of the courageous mountain tribes of Isauria, who in those days played much the same role as the Swiss mercenaries of the sixteenth century. However this method had two major limitations.

In the first place he could hope to employ only limited numbers of mercenaries without exhausting his financial resources, which he needed badly for other purposes as well. He could afford enough Isaurians to form the backbone of an army, but not an army as such. Secondly it was impossible to import these mercenaries into Italy in large numbers without arousing Gothic suspicion. Thus bringing them in involved much cunning and considerable risk to himself. He could import them only singly or in pairs, under the pretext that they were his slaves, freedmen, clients or guests. He spread them around his various villas scattered through the peninsula, and even employed some as sailors on his ships in Ostia, or as labourers in Rome.

In the final analysis, therefore, it had to be the Romans themselves who had to reestablish and then defend Rome, and hence he had to get his countrymen used to bearing arms again.

Unfortunately for Cethegus, Theodoric had wisely excluded the Italian populace from military service, except for a small number who were regarded as being particularly reliable. During the unsettled last days of his reign, while the prosecution of Boethius was under way, a law had been passed making it illegal for any Italian to bear arms. Admittedly this law had never been strictly enforced, but even so Cethegus could not hope that the queen would permit him to establish a fighting force of any significant number of Italians, as this would be contrary to her great father’s law as well as the Gothic interest.

Cethegus therefore persuaded Amalasuntha that she could win the hearts of the Romans by an entirely harmless small concession, namely by relaxing Theodoric’s much hated law just a little. He suggested to her that he be permitted to set up a small garrison of Italians for the defence of Rome, consisting of only two thousand men, whom he would equip and train personally. He managed to convince her that the people of Rome would thank her for even this token gesture that the eternal city was no longer defended only by Barbarians. Amalasuntha was a lover of Rome, and her greatest wish was that the Roman people should love her in return. She therefore willingly gave her consent, and Cethegus immediately set about forming his “home guard”, as he was to call it. In a proclamation to the people he recalled “the sons of the Scipios to the arms of old”, he made the young noblemen from the catacombs into “Roman knights” and “tribunes”, and he promised every Roman volunteer to double the official Gothic pay out of his own pocket. Out of the many thousands who now answered his call he selected the most suitable, equipped the poorer ones and made gifts of swords and helmets to those who distinguished themselves. But most importantly he made a practice of discharging his soldiers as soon as they had been adequately trained, making them a gift of their arms, and promptly replacing them with fresh recruits. Hence at any given time only the two thousand men permitted by Amalasuntha were in service, yet within a short time many thousands of well trained and well armed Roman soldiers were at the disposal of their leader, whom they worshipped like a god.

While Cethegus was busy thus building his future capital and training his future Praetorian Guard, he had to constantly mollify the enthusiasm of his fellow conspirators, who were clamouring for an immediate start to hostilities. He urged them to wait until his preparations were complete, which of course only he could determine. At the same time he kept up steady correspondence with Byzantium. His aim was to ensure that he could count on their help when he wanted it, and that they would be ready to invade Italy the moment he called them. On the other hand he wanted to make sure that they would not appear before he was ready, or in such strength that they would be difficult to get rid of again.

What he wanted from Byzantium was a good general who was not a good statesman, with an army strong enough to support his Romans, but too weak to win without them or to remain in the country against their will. As we will see in the events that follow, many things developed just as the Prefect wished them to, and others did not. The Goths still thought themselves secure in their possession of the prize over which Cethegus was already haggling in his mind with Byzantium. The Prefect’s efforts were directed at dulling them into a false sense of security, splitting them into factions where he could, and ensuring that a weak administration remained in control.

The former task was not difficult. With typically Germanic arrogance the Goths had great confidence in their own strength and despised all their enemies, overt or covert. We have already seen how even a highly intelligent and clear thinking young man like Totila was difficult to convince that danger lay ahead. The smug stubbornness of a man like Hildebad was more typical of the general attitude among the Goths, and furthermore there was no shortage of competing factions.

Apart from the ruling Amalungs there were two other prominent noble houses within Gothic society. There was the Balti clan, with the three dukes Thulun, Ibba and Pitza at the heads of its three main branches. Secondly there was the wealthy Woelsung clan, led by the brothers Duke Guntharis of Tuscany and Count Arahad of Asta. As well as these there were many others who conceded little to the Amalungs in terms of rank or glory, and each of them was zealously guarding his own position close to the throne.

Among the Goths there were many who endured only with reluctance the reign of a boy under the guardianship of a woman, and who would have liked nothing better than to bypass the royal house in accordance with the ancient traditions of their people, electing a proven warrior as their king. On the other hand the Amalungs also had their faithful following, who would have condemned any such idea as treason. Finally the whole nation was split in two camps anyway, those who supported the benevolent rule of the Amalungs, and those who favoured a harder line. The latter group had long been dissatisfied with the mild rule of Theodoric and his daughter, particularly as far as the Italians were concerned. They now wanted to punish the Italians for their secret hatred with brutality, which was what they believed should have been the policy when the country was first conquered. Much smaller in number were their counterparts who, like Theodoric himself, were sympathetic to the more advanced civilisation of their conquered foe, and who sought to raise the cultural level of their own people accordingly. At the head of this party was the queen, Amalasuntha.

Cethegus saw it as being in his interest to maintain this woman as head of state, because she and her weak regime promised that the dissatisfaction and fragmentation already in evidence among her people would become lasting, and consequently the Gothic national strength would in time weaken. Her ideals precluded any development of Gothic nationalism, and the Prefect shuddered at the thought that a strong man might manage to gather together the scattered strength of these Germanic people into a unified and powerful fighting force once more.

There were times when he was seriously concerned at the domineering traits which were starting to show in this woman, even more so than the occasional sparks of concealed fire which Athalaric showed from time to time. Should mother and son show these traits more frequently, then he would have to use the same zeal to overthrow them as he had used so far to prop up their regime. For the time being he could still revel in the mastery he had gained over Amalasuntha. He had achieved this very rapidly, not only by exploiting her passion for learned discussion, but by making it appear as if her vast learning was superior in all respects to his own. Cassiodorus, who was often a witness to these discussions, could not help feeling regret at the way this once razor-sharp mind seemed to have become rusty through lack of use.

Cethegus’s deep understanding of human nature had enabled him to reach an even more vulnerable spot in this proud woman’s make-up. Her great father had not been blessed with a son, but only with this one daughter, and from early childhood she had heard the constant wish for a male heir, not only from her father but from the mouths of the people. The highly talented woman felt it an affront that she should be considered inferior to a possible brother merely because of her sex, and that a brother was generally accepted as being more able and better suited to wear her father’s crown. As a child she had often cried bitter tears because she had not been born a boy.

As she grew up, of course, she was to hear the wish for a son less often, and only from her father’s lips. Everyone else at court praised the princess’s great intellect, considerable talent and masculine courage. This was not merely flattery either. Amalasuntha was indeed an extraordinary creature in every respect, and her capable mind and resolute will, as well as her cool toughness and lust for power, far exceeded the accepted limits of gentle femininity. The knowledge that her future husband would gain with her hand the most influential position in the country, if not the crown itself, did little to limit her self-assurance. In time her driving ambition was no longer to be a man, but to show that she, a woman, was as equal to the demands of government as any man, and that fate had chosen her to disprove once and for all the assumed inferiority of her sex.

The marriage of the cold princess to Eutharic lasted only a short time, and was not a happy union. Eutharic was from another branch of the Amalung family tree, and was a gifted man with high ideals, but he died from a severe illness after a few years. It was only with the greatest reluctance that Amalasuntha had submitted to her husband, and as soon as she was widowed she raised her proud head once more. She became obsessed by the ambition to realise her favourite dream as guardian and regent to her son, and she wanted to reign with such obvious ability that even the proudest men would humbly acknowledge her as being their worthy ruler. We have already seen how the expectation of becoming ruler enabled this cold soul to endure even her father’s death with comparative calm.

She assumed the duties of government with the greatest zeal, and worked with tireless dedication. She wanted to do everything herself, and pushed the aging Cassiodorus to one side because in her opinion he was unable to keep up with her own quick and able mind. She would not tolerate advice or help from any man.

Jealously she guarded her position at the top as sole ruler of the Gothic Empire. Among her advisers there was only one to whom she would listen gladly and often, the one who praised the manly independence of her mind frequently and publicly, and who still more often seemed to be secretly admiring those same qualities in her, without ever trying to dominate her. In short she trusted only Cethegus. She was convinced that he wanted nothing but to serve her ambition, and to help her realise all her thoughts and plans with conscientious attention to detail. Unlike Cassiodorus or the Gothic leaders he never opposed her favourite plans, but encouraged her to pursue them instead. He was instrumental in helping her surround herself with Romans and Greeks, and excluding the young king from the business of government as much as possible. Gradually he influenced her to remove from court one by one her father’s old Gothic friends, because they felt entitled to voice many a word of criticism in view of their rank and past service to her father. More and more she saw the Goths as ignorant Barbarians. Money which had been designated to buy warships, horses and weaponry for the Gothic forces was used instead, on the advice of Cethegus, to further learning or the arts, or on the beautification and fortification of Rome. In short he helped her in everything which would estrange her from her people, make her nation defenceless and her regime hated. And if he did have a plan of his own he knew how to conduct negotiations with the queen in such a way that she became convinced the plan had come from her alone. Cethegus, she thought, was merely doing his best to help her carry out her wishes on her explicit instructions, as well as obeying her orders faithfully and promptly.






Chapter 5

In order to gain and then maintain the necessary influence with the queen, Cethegus found it necessary to spend a great deal of time at court, far more time than he could afford without neglecting his other interests in Rome. For this reason he strove to surround Amalasuntha with persons who would save him the need to be constantly in Ravenna, and who would at the same time serve his interests and keep him well informed. It so happened that a number of Gothic noblemen had angrily left Ravenna, and their wives needed to be replaced at court. Cethegus therefore toyed with the idea of using this opportunity to introduce Rusticiana to the court, the daughter of Symmachus and widow of Boethius, but this was no easy task. The families of these two executed men had been banned from Ravenna in disgrace, and it was therefore necessary to first influence the queen in Rusticiana’s favour.

Cethegus soon achieved this aim by playing on the noble woman’s compassion for the deeply disgraced family of the executed traitors. Amalasuntha had never wanted to believe in the guilt of the two noble Romans, whose guilt had never been proven, and in addition she had always honoured Rusticiana’s husband Boethius as a great scholar and teacher. Finally Cethegus managed to convince her that pardoning this family would do more than anything else to win her the hearts of the Roman population, who would applaud her action, be it one of mercy or one of justice. And so the queen was easily persuaded to extend compassion, but it was much more difficult to persuade the proud and temperamental widow to accept it. Rusticiana’s entire being was filled with anger against the royal house and with thoughts of revenge. Cethegus even had good reason to fear that, once Rusticiana was in the constant company of the “tyrant”, she would be unable to control her almost boundless hatred and thereby betray herself. Repeatedly Rusticiana had rejected his proposals, in spite of the tremendous influence he had over her.

Then, one day, they made a surprise discovery which was to lead to the Prefect’s wishes being realised.

Rusticiana had a daughter Camilla, barely sixteen years old. She was a beautiful girl with dark eyes illuminating a very pretty and typically Roman face. Her slender body had only just grown to maturity, and her movements were quick and light like those of a gazelle. Within this lovely body there dwelled a sensitive young mind and a lively imagination. She had loved her unfortunate father with all the devotion of childhood, and the blow which cost his head left her with deep emotional scars. Her dreams were filled with mourning and sadness, together with passionate admiration of his martyrdom for Italy.

Before her family’s fall from grace she had been a popular guest at court, but after the fateful blow she and her mother had fled across the Alps to Gaul, where an old family friend had offered them a refuge for some time. Camilla’s brothers Anicius and Severinus were at first also condemned to death, but later their sentences were commuted to banishment from the Empire. As soon as they were released from prison they rushed directly to the imperial court in Byzantium, where they immediately started agitating against the Goths. Once the storm had passed the two women returned to Italy, where they led a life of quiet grief in the small house of a former slave named Corbulo in Perusia. From there, as we have seen, Rusticiana had managed to find her way to the conspirators in Rome.

Summer had arrived, the time of year when wealthy Romans were in the habit of fleeing the humid heat of the cities in favour of their cool villas in the mountains of Sabinia or on the coast. The two noblewomen found it difficult to endure the smoke and dust in the narrow streets of Perusia. With many a sigh of regret they thought of their beautiful country estates near Naples and Florence, which along with all their other possessions had been confiscated by the Gothic treasury.

One day the faithful Corbulo appeared before Rusticiana with a strangely embarrassed look on his face. He had long noticed how the patrona was suffering under his unworthy roof, and how his work as a stonemason had caused her and her daughter much discomfort. For this reason he had recently bought a little country estate, a very small one, with a house that was smaller still, up in the mountains near Tifernum. Of course there could be no comparison with their former villa near Florence, but there was a little permanent spring, oaks and cherry trees to give ample shade, and the ruins of an old temple overgrown with ivy. He had planted roses, violets and lilies in the garden, just as he thought Domna Camilla liked them. And so he begged the two women to mount mule and litter, and to move into their villa like other noblewomen.

The two women were deeply touched by the old man’s loyalty, and gratefully accepted his kind offer. Camilla, who was looking forward to this change of scene with almost childish joy, was happier and more cheerful than she had been at any time since her father’s death. Impatiently she insisted on making an immediate start, and left that same day with Corbulo and his daughter Daphnidion. Rusticiana was to follow with the slaves and the luggage as soon as she was able.

The sun was already setting behind the hills of Tifernum when Corbulo, who was leading Camilla’s mule, reached the small clearing from which the little estate could first be seen. He had long looked forward to seeing the child’s delight when he would show her the nicely situated little house from here.

But instead he stopped in astonishment, shielding his eyes with his hand to make sure the sun was not blinding him. He looked about him to make sure he was in the right place, but there could be no doubt. There, where the forest bordered on green meadow, was the grey statue of the border god Terminus with its pointed head, which served Corbulo as a landmark. It was certainly the right place, but the little house could not be seen. Where it should be there was a dense thicket of pines and plane trees, and the other surroundings too were completely changed. Where there had been cabbages and carrots there were now hedges and beds of flowers, and where there was formerly nothing but a ditch and a road bordering the small property there was now a delightful pavilion.

“May the mother of God and all the higher gods help me!” Corbulo cried, “am I bewitched or is it this area? Something magical has happened, whatever it might be.” His daughter handed him a charm she wore on her belt, but she could offer no explanation either, as this was the first time she had seen the new house. And so there was nothing else for it but to drive the mule to utmost haste, and father and daughter ran down the hill with the animal, jumping with joy.


As they came closer Corbulo did find the little house he had bought behind the trees, but it had been rejuvenated and beautified almost beyond recognition.

His surprise at the change which had come over the whole area soon turned to superstitious fear. At last he stopped, his mouth open, and dropped the reins to burst forth in a mixture of Christian and heathen oaths. Suddenly Camilla, who was just as surprised, called out: “Look, there is the garden where we used to live, the viridarium of Honorius in Ravenna, the same trees, the same flower beds, and even the little temple of Venus near that small pond, just like the one on the coast in Ravenna. Oh how beautiful, and what lovely memories it brings back! Corbulo, how on earth did you do it?” Her eyes were brimming with tears of happiness.

“May the devil and all the evil spirits torture me if I did that! But here comes Cappadox with his clubfoot. At least he is not bewitched! Speak, you old Cyclops, what has happened here?”

The gigantic Cappadox, a broad-shouldered slave, limped towards them with an uneasy smile, and amid many interruptions and astonished questions he told a strange tale indeed. Three weeks ago, a few days after Cappadox had been sent to the estate to manage it for his absent master, a distinguished Roman had arrived with a large train of slaves, workmen and heavily laden carts. He asked if this was the estate which the stonemason Corbulo had bought on behalf of the widow of Boethius, and when this was confirmed he introduced himself as the Hortulanus Princeps, i.e. the chief superintendent of gardens in Ravenna. An old friend of Boethius, who did not dare mention his name for fear of the tyrant, had instructed him to take care of his widow and daughter, and he was to restore, re-decorate and beautify their residence with all the means at his disposal. Cappadox was not to spoil the surprise by saying anything to his master, and he had been detained at the villa kindly but firmly. The superintendent immediately devised a plan, and his workmen and slaves started work without delay.

A number of neighbouring properties had been bought at high prices to enlarge the original estate, and then a flurry of demolition and building, digging and planting, hammering and sawing, plastering and painting had commenced, so that poor Cappadox was driven nearly out of his wits. If he tried to interfere or ask a question the workmen would laugh in his face. If he tried to escape the superintendent would wave his hand, and half a dozen strong arms would hold him. And this, the narrator concluded, had been going on continuously until the day before yesterday. Then suddenly they were finished and had left.

Cappadox continued: “At first I was afraid, when I saw all these costly wonders appear out of the ground. I thought I would be in deep trouble if Master Corbulo had to pay for it all in the end. I tried to inform you, but they would not let me leave, and in any case I knew that you would not be at home. And when I saw the unbelievable amount of money the superintendent seemed to have, and how he threw gold pieces around the way children throw pebbles, I calmed down and just let things happen. Master, I know you can put me in blocks and have me beaten, but why? Because you are the master and I Cappadox the slave. But it would not be just, Master, because you bade me look after a few cabbages, and under my care they have become a garden fit for an emperor.”

Camilla had long since dismounted, even before the slave had finished his tale. Her heart beating with joy, she ran through the garden, the summerhouses and the house itself. She flew along as if she had grown wings, and Daphnidion could barely keep up with her. One cry of delight or surprise followed another. Every time she rounded a corner, or another clump of trees, again and again a picture from that other garden in Ravenna appeared before her delighted eyes. But the biggest surprise was yet to come. When she entered the house itself she found a little room, furnished and decorated just like the room she had once occupied in the former villa, perfect down to the motifs in the woven curtains and her favourite harp on the little tortoiseshell table. This was the room where she had played her last childish games, and dreamed her first girlish dreams. At last the weight of memories and gratitude for such a generous display of friendship overcame her, and sobbing with joy she sank down on the soft cushions of the lectus. Daphnidion could barely calm her as she cried, again and again: “There are still some noble hearts, and a few friends of the house of Boethius.” And she offered a prayer of thanks to God.

When her mother arrived next day she was no less surprised, and immediately wrote to Cethegus to ask him which of her late husband’s friends might be her mysterious benefactor. Secretly she hoped that it might be Cethegus himself, but the latter was just as surprised as she was and could offer no explanation. He suggested that she should watch carefully for any clues which might help solve the puzzle, and indeed the secret was to be revealed very soon.

Camilla never tired of walking through the garden, and drawing comparisons with that other garden she had loved so much. Often these walks led her beyond the garden and into the adjoining forest, and the cheerful Daphnidion accompanied her on these walks, the two girls having become firm friends. Several times Daphnidion had warned the Patrona that a forest faun must be following them, as they often heard rustling in the grass or bushes near them. But Camilla laughed at her superstition.

One day the girls, driven deeper into the forest than usual by the heat, found a lively little spring, gushing forth from the rock in a clear and plentiful stream. But it did not flow along any defined course, and the girls were able to catch a few drops of the cool water only with difficulty. Camilla cried: “What a pity so much of this lovely water is wasted. You should have seen the Triton spring in the Pinetum in Ravenna. A stream of clear water used to pour from the bronze sea god’s mouth into a seashell made of brown marble. What a pity!” And they continued on their way.

A few days later they came back to the same place. Daphnidion, who was leading the way, suddenly stopped with a sharp cry, silently pointing to the spring. It had been tamed, and a stream of water now poured from a Triton’s head into a delicate brown basin shaped like a seashell. Daphnidion now firmly believed that this must be the work of ghosts and turned immediately to flee, shielding her eyes with her hands so that she would not see the spirits, which she considered very dangerous. She ran straight back to the house, calling to her mistress to follow. But Camilla did not frighten so easily, and a thought flashed through her mind that the secret listener who had overheard them last time was probably not far away now, enjoying their surprise. Searchingly she looked about her, and her eyes caught sight of a wild rose bush, whose branches were moving. Quickly she walked toward that spot, and presently a young hunter stepped toward her from the bushes, armed with bag and spear.

“I have been discovered!” he said quietly, evidently embarrassed.

But Camilla drew back with a cry of terror. “Athalaric, the king!”

A torrent of thoughts and feelings raced through her head, and semi-conscious she sank down on a patch of grass near the stream. The young king stood before her slender figure for a few seconds, with a mixture of shock and delight. Thirstily his burning eyes feasted on her lovely face and noble features as she lay before him. Like lightning a flash of crimson crossed his face, and at last he sighed, his hand on his rapidly beating heart. “Oh love of my life! If only she were mine I could want for nothing else ever! Even if I could just die now, with her, I could not wish for more!”

She moved her arm, and this brought him back to his senses. He knelt down beside her and splashed some of the cool water from the well on her forehead. She opened her eyes. “Barbarian! Murderer!” she cried shrilly. Pushing his arm aside she sprang to her feet and fled like a startled doe.

Athalaric did not try to follow her. “Barbarian, murderer!” he sighed to himself with deep pain, and buried his feverish face in his hands.






Chapter 6

Camilla returned home in such a state that Daphnidion could not help thinking that the Domna must have seen nymphs or even the forest god Picus himself.

But the girl threw herself into her startled mother’s arms with violent emotion. The raging torrent of her emotions gave way to a stream of hot tears, and it was some time before she was able to offer coherent answers and explanations to Rusticiana’s worried questions.

A heavy struggle of conflicting emotions filled Camilla’s young soul.

When she was growing up into a young woman at the court in Ravenna it had not escaped her how the pale youth often looked at her with a strange, dreamy look in his eyes, and how he listened to her voice with rapt attention. But she had never become consciously aware that he was attracted by her. Whenever she caught the young prince looking at her thus she would return his stare frankly and openly, which immediately caused him to lower his eyes. They were both children then, and it had never occurred to her what might be going on inside Athalaric – indeed he barely knew himself. Nor had it ever occurred to her to wonder why it was that she too liked to be near him, and how she liked to share his bold ideas and fantasies, so different from those of her other playmates. Often she would walk with him silently, through the gardens in the twilight, where he would often speak to her quite suddenly as if in a dream. And yet his words always made sense to her, and she felt that she fully understood the poetry of youthful idealism which they contained.

And then the catastrophe of her father’s sudden death sharply and abruptly tore the delicate fabric of this blossoming affection. Not only was the heart of this passionate Roman girl filled with mourning for her murdered father, but she was also filled with burning hatred for his murderers. Boethius had always displayed an attitude of arrogant condescension toward the Goths, even during his days in favour at the court. Since his death everyone in Camilla’s circle, her mother, brothers and family friends, had seethed with hatred and contempt, and that hatred was not only directed at the bloody murderer and tyrant Theodoric. They hated with equal fervour all Goths, and above all the king’s daughter and grandson, because in their eyes they shared his guilt by failing to prevent him. And so the girl had barely given Athalaric another thought. If she heard his name mentioned or if, as happened occasionally, he appeared in her dreams, all her hatred of the Barbarians concentrated on him. Perhaps this was because, subconsciously, she had developed an affection for the handsome prince, although her conscious mind rejected any such possibility with all her might.

And now this evildoer had dared to strike at her unsuspecting heart with such a cruel trick!

As soon as she had seen him step from the thicket and recognised him she had known immediately who had been responsible for the transformation of the spring, and indeed the whole villa. It was him, the hated enemy and member of the accursed house, her father’s murderer, the Barbarian king! All the joy she had experienced these last few days, as she had walked through the house and garden, had evaporated. This mortal enemy of her people and her family had dared to give her joy and pleasure! For him she had offered prayers of thanks to heaven! Not only that, but he had had the temerity to follow her steps, to listen to her words, and to fulfil her most secret wishes. And at the back of her mind, even more terrifying, was the question of why he had done it. He loved her! The tyrant of Italy, surely he could not hope that the daughter of Boethius – no! It was too much! With painful sobbing she would bury her face in her pillow until, at last, an exhausted sleep would come over her.

Before long Cethegus, who had been hastily summoned, arrived at the villa. At first Rusticiana had wanted to follow her own and Camilla’s initial impulse and flee from the villa and the king’s hated nearness, so that she could hide her child as far away as possible on the other side of the Alps. But so far Camilla’s condition had prevented any departure, and as soon as the Prefect entered the house all the excitement seemed to settle down before his cold eyes. He went into the garden alone with Rusticiana and there, leaning against a laurel tree, he listened to her emotional tale with calm attention.

“And now tell me,” she concluded, “what must I do? How can I save my poor child? Where can I take her?”

Cethegus opened his eyes, which had been half closed as was his habit when he was thinking or concentrating hard.

“Where to take Camilla? To the court, to Ravenna.”

Rusticiana responded angrily: “This is no time for your cruel jokes!”

But Cethegus quickly rose to his full height.

“I am not joking. Quite the contrary, I am in deadly earnest. Be quiet and listen to me. The fate which will ultimately destroy the Barbarians could not have placed a more wonderful gift at our disposal. You know how completely I control Amalasuntha, but what you do not know is how powerless I am against that stubborn young idealist. That sick boy is the only one among the Goths who, although he may not have seen through me, suspects me. And I don’t know whether he hates me or fears me more. It would not concern me so much if the youth was not so determined and so consistently successful in his efforts to oppose me. You will understand that his word weighs heavily with his mother, often more heavily than mine. And all the time he is becoming older, more mature and more dangerous. His mind is mature well beyond his years, and he is starting to play an increasingly effective role as adviser to the regent. He always opposes me, and he often wins. Only the other day he succeeded, against my wishes, in having command of the Gothic troops in Rome given to that black galled Teias, in my Rome! In short, the young king is becoming very dangerous, and until now I have not had the slightest control over him. Now, to his peril, he loves Camilla, and through her we can control him.”

“Never!” Rusticiana cried, “not while there is breath in my body! Me, at the tyrant’s court? And my child the beloved of Athalaric? Boethius’s daughter? His bloody shadow would…”

“Do you want to avenge that shadow? Do you want the Goths destroyed? Yes? If that is the end you want, then you must also want the means to achieve it.”

“Never! I swear it!”

“Woman, do not anger me! Don’t resist me! You know me well. Did you not promise me obedience, blind and unconditional obedience, when I promised you revenge? Was that not your oath? I seem to remember that you swore that oath on all the saints, and that you and your children should be cursed in all eternity if ever you were to break it. It is wise to be careful with you women, so now obey or fear for your soul!”

“You terrible man! Am I to sacrifice all my hatred to you and your schemes?”

“To me? Who is talking about me? All I am doing is to look after your affairs, and your revenge. The Goths have done me no wrong. It was you who tore me away from my books, and who appealed to me to help you destroy these Amalungs. Don’t you want to any more? Very well then, I will return to Horatius and Stoa. Farewell!”

“Stay, stay! But must Camilla become the sacrifice?”

“Nonsense! Athalaric will be the sacrifice. She is not to love him, only control him. Or do you fear that she might really fall in love with him?” Cethegus added, looking sharply at her.

“How dare you even think that? My daughter love him? I would sooner strangle her with these hands.”

But Cethegus had become thoughtful. “It is not the girl I am concerned about,” he said to himself, “I care little about her. But if she loves him, and after all the Goth is a handsome youth, intelligent and idealistic… Where is your daughter?” he added aloud.

“In her room. But even if I wanted her to she would never agree. Never!”

“We will try. I will go to her.”

They went into the house. Rusticiana was about to go into the room with him, but Cethegus pushed her aside.

“I must have her alone,” he said, and stepped through the curtain. When she saw him the lovely girl rose from the cushions on which she had been resting and brooding. From childhood she had become used to seeing in this clever, older man her father’s friend and a trusted adviser. She therefore greeted him trustingly, much as a patient greets a physician.

“You know, Cethegus?”

“Everything.”

“And you bring me help?”

“I bring you revenge, Camilla.”

That was a new and powerful idea to her. Until now she had thought only of flight and escape, or at most angry rejection of the royal gifts. But now – revenge! Revenge for the pain of these last few days, and for the shame she had suffered. Revenge against her father’s murderers! Her mental wounds were still fresh, and her hot Roman blood pulsed through her veins. Her heart rejoiced at Cethegus’s words.

“Revenge? Who is going to avenge me? You?”

“You will avenge yourself, Camilla. It will be sweeter that way.”

Her eyes flashed. “Against whom?”

“Against him. Against his house, against all our enemies.”

“How can I do that? I am just a weak girl.”

“Listen to me, Camilla. I will tell you, Boethius’s noble daughter, something which I would tell no other woman on earth. There exists a strong conspiracy of patriots, which will wipe out these Barbarians without leaving a trace of them in our land. The sword of revenge hangs over the tyrant’s head, and your fatherland and your father’s memory are calling on you to bring it down on them.”

“Me? I am to avenge my father? Go on!” Camilla cried, her face aglow as she brushed her black hair from her temples.

“A sacrifice is called for. Rome demands it.”

“My blood, my life, anything! I will die like Virginia!”


“You will live to see victory. The king loves you. You must go to Ravenna, to the court, and through that love you must destroy him. Only you have control over him, and you shall avenge yourself by destroying him.”

“Destroy him?” Camilla sounded deeply moved as she asked this question, almost inaudibly. Her voice was trembling, and her bosom heaving, reflecting her inner struggle. With tears in her eyes she buried her head in her hands.

Cethegus rose. “Forgive me. I did not know you were in love with the king.”

A cry of anger, as of physical pain, was the anguished girl’s response. She jumped up and grasped his shoulder.

“Who said that? I hate him! I hate him more than I ever thought I could hate anyone.”

“Then prove it. I do not believe you.”

“I will prove it,” she cried, “he shall die! He must not live!”

As she said it she threw back her head. Her eyes flashed, and her black hair flew about her shoulders.

She loves him, thought Cethegus, but it does not matter because she does not know it. She also hates him, and that alone she knows. It will work.

“He shall not live,” she repeated. “You will see how I love him!” she said laughing, “what do you want me to do?”

“Follow me in all things.”

“And what can you promise me in return? What will he suffer?”

“An all-consuming love to his death.”

“Love for me? Yes, that he shall!”

“He, his house and his Empire shall fall.”

“And will he know that, through me…?”

“He will know it. When do we leave for Ravenna?”

“Tomorrow! No, today, there is still time.” She stopped and clutched his hand. “Cethegus, am I beautiful?”

“One of Italy’s most beautiful women.”

“Ha!” she cried, shaking her head and its flowing tresses, “he shall love me and perish! Let us go to Ravenna! I want to see him, I must see him, now!”

And with those words she stormed from the room. Her entire being was now possessed by the desire to be with Athalaric.






Chapter 7

They left the villa that same day for the capital. Cethegus had sent a messenger ahead with a letter from Rusticiana to the queen, in which Boethius’s widow declared that she was now willing to accept the invitation to return to court, which had been extended to her repeatedly via the Prefect. The letter also implied that Amalasuntha’s gesture was being seen not so much as an act of mercy, but rather as a sign that Theodoric’s heirs were trying to right the wrong they had committed. The wording sounded as if it had come directly from Rusticiana’s heart, and Cethegus knew that taking this stand would not only do no harm, but would remove any suspicion which the sudden change of heart may have aroused. The queen’s reply reached them while they were still en route, bidding them welcome at court. Upon arrival in Ravenna they were received with every possible courtesy and honour by Amalasuntha, surrounded by slaves of both sexes and accommodated in the same rooms which they had previously occupied, much to the delight of the Roman ladies.

These gestures however also served to severely anger the Goths, who despised Boethius and Symmachus as traitors, and who interpreted the latest happenings as a silent condemnation of their great king Theodoric. The late king’s last remaining friends angrily left the court, which by this time had become almost entirely Romanised.

Meanwhile the diversion caused by the journey and arrival in Ravenna, as well as the time which had elapsed, had done much to calm Camilla. And her anger had all the more time to settle as it was to be several weeks before she saw the young king again. Athalaric had fallen seriously ill.

The story doing the rounds at court had it that the king had gone to Arentium with only a few companions, to enjoy hunting, the mountain air and the baths. While there he was said to have become overheated while hunting, causing him to take a cool drink from a spring, and this in turn had brought on a renewed attack of his old illness. In fact his followers had found him unconscious beside the spring where he had encountered Camilla.

The story had a strange effect on Camilla, and her hatred of Athalaric now changed at least in part to silent pity, and even a degree of self-reproach. Yet on the other hand she thanked heaven that any further meeting with Athalaric had been delayed because of it. Since arriving in Ravenna she had dreaded this meeting, just as much as she had longed for it when she was still far from him in Tifernum. And when she went for walks through the beautifully kept palace gardens she could not but admire the care with which Corbulo’s little property had been modelled on their example.

The days and weeks passed. Nothing was heard of the patient except that he was slowly recovering from his illness, but still confined to his rooms. The physicians and courtiers around him often praised his patience and courage, even while he was in great pain, as well as his gratitude for the smallest act of kindness and his dignified and gentle manner. But when Camilla caught herself thirstily taking in these words of praise she would say sternly to herself: “But he did nothing to prevent my father’s murder.” At this her face would flush with anger, and she would hold her clenched fist to her heart.

One hot night in July Camilla, who had been tossing and turning restlessly for hours, at last fell into an uneasy sleep in the early morning hours. She was plagued by nightmares, and it seemed as if the ceiling of her room with its heavy ornamentation was pressing down on her. Directly over her head was a beautiful and youthful likeness of the god Hypnos, the god of sleep, created by some distant Hellenic sculptor.

She dreamt that the god of sleep was assuming the paler, more serious features of his brother Thanatos. Slowly the god of death lowered his face toward hers. Steadily he came closer, and his features became more and more distinct. Already she could feel his breath on her forehead, and his lips were almost touching her mouth. Then suddenly, to her horror, she recognised the pale face and dark eyes. This god of death was Athalaric, and with a cry of terror she sprang up.

The pretty little silver lamp had long gone out, and dawn was breaking, its light illuminating her room. A red glow shone dully through the stained glass windows. She pushed open the window and rose from her bed. Somewhere a cock crowed, and the first rays of the sun were rising out of the sea, of which she had an unobstructed view from her window across the palace gardens. She could bear it in the stuffy room no longer, and so she drew a loosely flowing robe about her shoulders before silently making her way through the sleeping palace and down a flight of marble steps into the garden.

Here a refreshing morning breeze was blowing off the sea and into her face, and she rushed out toward the sun and the blue Adriatic Sea, which bordered directly on the high walls of the eastern part of the royal gardens. A gilded trellised gate with ten broad steps of hymettic marble beyond it led down to the little harbour which was a part of the palace gardens. In the harbour pretty little gondolas with beautifully made oars and sails of purple linen were gently rocking to and fro, fastened to the bronze ram’s heads in the quay with silver chains. On the palace side of the gate there was a spacious semicircular section of the garden, surrounded by shady pines. Its surface was made up of carefully tended lawns, crossed with little paths, and here and there could be seen small beds of flowers, their perfume filling the morning air. A little spring flowed down the banks into the sea, and in the centre of the semicircle stood an ancient temple of Venus. A single tall palm rose above it, and fiery red saxifrage was growing in the empty niches of its outer walls. To the right of the closed gate stood a bronze Aeneas, but the Julius Caesar on the left had collapsed centuries ago. In its place Theodoric had erected a statue of Amala, the mythical ancestor of his dynasty. Here, between the statues and sitting on the steps one could enjoy a lovely view of the sea through the trellised gate, with its bushy islands and their lagoons, and a poetic group of sharp cliffs known as the Needles of Amphitrite.

It was an old favourite spot of Camilla’s, and she now headed for this place, sweeping the morning dew from the grass as she ran along narrow paths, her gown slightly raised. She wanted to see the sun rising over the sea. She was just rounding the back of the temple and about to place her foot on the first of the steps leading down to the trellised gate, when her eyes caught sight of another figure, dressed in white, sitting on the second step to her right, looking out to sea.

She recognised the brown silken hair. It was the young king.

Their meeting had been so sudden that there had been no time to think of evasion, and the girl stood on the first step as if rooted to it. Athalaric sprang to his feet and turned quickly, a light red colour flushing across his marble face, but he was first to regain his composure and the first to speak.

“Forgive me Camilla, but I did not expect to see you here at this hour. I will go and leave you alone with the sun.” With these words he gathered his white cloak about him.

“Stay, king of the Goths. I have no right to chase you away – nor do I wish to,” she added.

Athalaric took a step closer. “Thank you. But I must ask a favour of you. Please don’t betray me to my physicians or to my mother. They lock me in so carefully all day that I have to escape them before the day has even begun. This fresh sea air is doing me good, I feel it. It cools me. You will not betray me, will you?” He spoke calmly, and looked at her with natural ease.

This calm and ease confused Camilla. She would have been much more courageous if he had shown more emotion, and she saw his calmness with pain in her heart, but not because of the Prefect’s schemes. She shook her head in silence and lowered her eyes.

At this moment the sun’s rays reached the spot where they were standing. The old temple and the bronze of the statues shone in the morning light, and a broad band of shimmering gold stretched from the east across the mirror smooth sea.

“How beautiful!” Athalaric exclaimed, carried away by the scene before him, “look at that bridge of light and brilliance.”

She too looked out to sea, and her thoughts were with his. Slowly, as if lost in memories, he went on. “Do you remember, Camilla? Do you remember when we used to play here as children, when we dreamed together? We said that this golden road, painted on the sea by the sun, leads to the islands of the blessed.”

“To the islands of the blessed,” Camilla repeated. Silently she could not help admiring the tenderness and ease with which he, avoiding any reference to their last meeting, spoke to her in a way which completely disarmed her. “Look how those statues are glowing, that wonderful pair, Aeneas and – Amala! Camilla, I owe you an apology.”

Her heart started beating faster. Now he would talk about the transformation of the villa, and their meeting at the spring. Blood rising to her cheeks, she waited in silent anticipation.

But the youth continued calmly: “You know how often we used to stand here, you the Roman and I the Goth, competing with one another in praising the relative merits of our people. You would stand under Aeneas and speak of Brutus and Camillus, of Marcellus and the Scipios. And I, leaning against the shield of my ancestor Amala, would praise Ermanaric, Alaric and Theodoric. But you spoke better than I did. And often, when the glory of your heroes threatened to outshine mine, I would laugh at your dead and say that the present and the future belonged to my people.”

“Well, and now?”

“Now I no longer speak as I did then. You have won, Camilla.”

And as he said this he seemed prouder than ever before. The look of superiority on his face angered the Roman girl, already irritated as she was by the implacable calm with which the young king stood opposite her. She and Cethegus had made such great plans, counting on his passion. She just could not understand this calm. She had hated him because he had dared to show his love for her, and now her hatred burned anew because he was able to conceal that love. With the intention of hurting him she said slowly: ‘So you concede, do you, king of the Goths, that your Barbarians are no match for the nations of humanity?’

“Yes Camilla,” he replied calmly, “but only in one respect, and that is luck. Luck of fate as well as luck of nature. Look at that group of fishermen over there, hanging out their nets on the olive trees by the beach. How beautiful they are! Whether moving or standing still, despite their rags each one of them looks like a statue. Look at that girl with the amphora on her head! Or the old man there, lying on the beach with his head resting on his arm, and looking out to sea. Every beggar among them looks like a dethroned king. How beautiful they are! They are sure of themselves, and they are happy. A glow of luck hangs over them, as it does over children or noble animals. That is what we Barbarians lack.”

“Is that the only thing you lack?”

“No, we lack the luck of fate too. My poor, glorious people! We have been swept off course into a strange world, a world in which we cannot prosper. We are like an alpine flower, which a storm has carried down here into the hot plains. We cannot take root here. We wither and die.”

As he said this he looked out to sea with a melancholy look in his eyes. But Camilla was in no mood to ponder a king’s prophetic words about his people, and asked coldly: “What did you have to come here for? Why did you have to cross the mountains, which God has erected as an eternal barrier. Why?”

Without looking at her Athalaric said softly, as if to himself: “Who knows why a moth flies toward a bright flame, again and again? Without heeding pain until at last it has been devoured by the beautiful, seductive enemy. Why? Because of a sweet madness. And it is that same kind of madness which has lured my Goths away from their oaks and pines to these laurels and olives. They too will get their wings burned, and nothing will deter them. And who can blame them? Look about you. Look how blue the sky is, and the sea. Look how the tips of the pines and the temples glow there, reflected in the mirror of the sea. And over there, beautiful hills rise. Floating on the sea are lovely islands, bountiful with grapes and elms aplenty. And caressing it all is this soft, warm air, which gives everything such a special charm. Look at the miracles of form and colour which the eyes drink in and the senses breathe! That is the magic spell which will always tempt us, and which in the end will destroy us.”

The young king’s intense emotion did not fail to make an impression on Camilla. The tragic power of his thoughts gripped her, but she did not want to be overcome. Inwardly she was wrestling with her emotions, which were becoming softer towards him, but coldly she said: “What? A whole people attracted by a magic spell, against all reason?” Coldly and dubiously she looked straight at him.

But she was shocked to see an immediate transformation in the young king. It was as if a flash of lightning had sprung from the youth’s dark eyes, and passion long suppressed suddenly erupted from the very depths of his being. With intense emotion he cried:

“Yes, believe me! A whole nation can follow a foolish infatuation, a sweet and fatal madness, a deadly longing, just as –just as one person can. Yes Camilla, there is a force in our hearts, stronger than will or reason, which can sweep us away into disaster, our eyes wide open. But that is something you have not yet learned, and I hope you never will, never. God be with you!”


With that he turned quickly into a path to the right of the temple, overgrown with vines, which hid him immediately not only from Camilla but also from the palace windows.

The girl remained standing, deep in thought.

His last words rang strangely in her ears. For a long time she stood there, looking out at the sea, with strangely mixed feelings. At last she turned back toward the palace, in a totally changed mood, and returned to her room.






Chapter 8

On the same day Cethegus arrived in the capital and called on the two women. He had rushed from Rome on urgent business, and had just come from a meeting of the council of advisers to the regent, which had been held in the sick king’s rooms. His hard features showed suppressed anger.

“To work, Camilla,” he said angrily, “you are taking too long! This cheeky boy is becoming more difficult every day. He is resisting me, and Cassiodorus, and even his mother. He confers with dangerous people like Witiges, Hildebrand and their friends. He writes and receives letters behind our backs, and he has even managed to persuade the queen to only call meetings of her advisers in his presence. And during these meetings he crosses all our plans. That must stop, one way or another!”

“I no longer hold out any hope of influencing the king,” Camilla said seriously.

“Why, have you already seen him?”

The girl remembered her promise to Athalaric not to betray him, and in any case it was contrary to her own feelings to betray him or reveal the meeting that morning. She therefore evaded his question and said: “If the king even resists his mother, the regent, surely he will not be ruled by a young girl?”

“Golden innocence!” Cethegus smiled, and let the conversation rest as long as the child was present, but secretly he implored Rusticiana to see to it that her daughter should have contact with the king. This was now possible, as his health was improving. At the same time, as his health recovered, his mind and his will were also maturing rapidly. He was becoming stronger and more self-confident. It seemed as if opposing Cethegus strengthened him in body and soul.

Thus it came about that he was able to spend many hours in the spacious gardens, and it was here that his mother and the family of Boethius often found him in the evenings.

And while Rusticiana was conversing with the queen, appearing to return her favour with genuine friendship and listening attentively to everything she said so she could report it word for word to the Prefect, the two young people walked together through the shady gardens.

Often the small group would embark in one of the gondolas in the little harbour, with Athalaric himself working the oars to steer toward one of the small green islands, which lay out in the clear blue sea not far from the bay. On their way home they would hoist the purple sail and allow the fresh westerly wind, which usually accompanied the sunset, to carry them back slowly and effortlessly. At other times the king and Camilla enjoyed their walks and gondola trips alone, with only Daphnidion for company.

Amalasuntha recognised that there was a risk this might increase her son’s affection for Camilla, which had not escaped her. But she placed the beneficial influence this association seemed to be having on her son ahead of all other considerations. In Camilla’s presence Athalaric tended to become calmer, more cheerful and kinder towards his mother, whom he otherwise often treated quite harshly. He also seemed able to control his feelings with a confidence which seemed doubly strange in the sickly, excitable youth. Last but not least, the queen was not disinclined to the idea of such a union, which promised to completely win over the Roman nobility and wipe out all memory of the executions of Boethius and Symmachus.

Within the young girl a strange transformation was taking place. Day by day she came to know the young king, his sensitive manner, imaginative mind, sincerity and his poetic side. Gradually she felt her anger and hatred declining, and it was only with difficulty that she could remind herself of her father’s fate as a talisman against the spell the king held over her. More and more she was able to separate fairly in her mind the Goths and the Amalungs, who had brought about her father’s death, and more and more she came to ask herself if it was fair to hate Athalaric for a tragedy which he had not caused, but merely failed to prevent. Moreover she did not know if he could have prevented it even if he had tried, for he had been young. In her heart she wanted to forgive him completely, but she mistrusted her own feelings, fearing them as if they were a black sin against her father and her country.

She noticed with trepidation how indispensable the noble youth was becoming to her, and how strongly she longed to hear his voice and look into his dark eyes. She was afraid of this sinful love, which she could deny to herself only with difficulty. The only weapon she had to fight it was his assumed guilt in connection with her father, and she clung to this defence with all her might. Thus she swayed between conflicting emotions, her inner struggle made all the more difficult by Athalaric’s calm self-confidence. After all that had happened she could not doubt that he loved her – and yet! Not one syllable, not one look gave any hint of that love. The remark he had made when he left her so suddenly at the Venus temple was the most meaningful one he had made, in fact the only significant word to escape his lips until now.

She could not even guess at the inner struggle the youth had been through himself, until in the end his love for her was still there, but he resigned himself to her hatred. Still less could she suspect where he had found the strength for such resignation. Her mother was even more surprised at his apparent coldness. “Patience!” she said to Cethegus, with whom she often conferred behind Camilla’s back. “Patience! Soon, within three days, you will see a changed man in him.”

“It would be high time,” Cethegus replied, “but how can you be so confident?”

“I am relying on a method which has never yet failed.”

“Surely you don’t propose to give him a love potion?”

“Indeed I do, in fact I have already done it.”

Cethegus smiled sarcastically. “So even you, the widow of the great philosopher Boethius, subscribe to such superstition! In the madness of love all women are the same.”

“It is neither superstition nor madness,” Rusticiana said calmly. “The secret has been in my family for over a hundred years. An old Egyptian woman gave it to my great great grandmother by the Nile, and ever since no woman of my house has loved in vain.”

“That requires no magic, yours is a beautiful family,” was the Prefect’s laconic reply.

“Save your jokes. The potion works without fail, and if it hasn’t worked until now—”

“So you have already tried, you reckless woman! How could you, without it being noticed?”


“Every evening, when he returns from a walk or a trip in the gondola, he drinks a cup of spiced Falernian wine. His physician prescribed it, and it contains a few drops of Arabian balsam. The goblet always stands ready on a marble table in front of the Venus temple. Three times now I have managed to pour some of the potion into it.”

“Well,” said Cethegus, “it has not had much effect so far.”

“Only your impatience is to blame for that. The herbs must be picked during a new moon, which I knew, but because of your haste I picked them during the full moon and as you see it did not work. But last night was a new moon, and I went to work with my golden scissors. If he drinks now—”

“You are a second Locusta! I think I will place my faith in Camilla’s lovely eyes. Does she know of this?”

“Not a word to her, she would never tolerate it. Quiet, here she comes.” The girl entered, quite excited and with her face aglow, a strand of her black hair loosely about her slender neck.

“Tell me, you two wise and worldly adults, what do you make of this? I have just come from the ship. He has never loved me, the conceited Barbarian. He pities me! No, that’s not the right word. I can’t work it out.” With this she burst into tears and threw herself into her mother’s arms.

“What happened, Camilla?” Cethegus asked.

After taking a deep breath she began: “He often has a peculiar look about his mouth and eyes, as if he was the one who had been hurt by me, as if he had made some great sacrifice for us, and as if it was up to him to forgive us.”

“Immature boys often see it as a sacrifice when they fall in love.”

Camilla’s eyes flashed with anger at these words as she turned to confront Cethegus. “Athalaric is no longer a boy! You should not belittle him like that!”

Cethegus remained silent, but a surprised Rusticiana asked; “Don’t you hate the king any more?”

“To the death, but he should be destroyed, not belittled.”

“What happened today?” Cethegus asked again.

“Today that puzzling cold, proud look was on his face again, but more clearly than ever before. A coincidence caused him to put it into words. We had just landed. A beetle had fallen into the water and he bent to pick it up. But the little creature struggled against its rescuer, and with the claws in its head it bit deeply into his finger. I commented on how ungrateful it was, but Athalaric smiled bitterly as he placed the beetle on a leaf and said that we always hurt those the most who have done the most for us. And as he said it he cast a proud, melancholy look over me. And then he quickly took his farewell and turned away, as if he had said too much.” She was breathing heavily and clenching her small fists. “I will not bear this any longer. That proud man will either love me or he will die!”

“That he shall,” Cethegus said almost inaudibly, “one or the other.”






Chapter 9

A few days later yet another independent action on the part of the young king caught the court by surprise. He himself called a meeting of the regency council, a right which until that time only Amalasuntha had exercised. The regent was more than a little surprised when a messenger from her son summoned her to his chambers, where the king had already assembled many of the highest officials in the land about him, among them Cassiodorus and Cethegus.

The latter had at first decided to stay away, so that he would not appear to be recognising the right which the boy had assumed. He sensed that nothing good would come of it, but then he changed his mind for that very reason. “I must not turn my back on danger, but face it head on,” he said to himself as he reluctantly started his walk to the king’s chambers. When he arrived there he found all the invitees already assembled, with only the regent herself missing. Athalaric rose as she entered. He was wearing a long abolla of purple, Theodoric’s crown glistening on his head and his sword rattling under his cloak. He rose from his throne, which was situated in front of a niche closed off by a curtain, and walked towards her to lead her to a second, higher throne, which was however situated on his left. When all had taken their seats he commenced: “My royal mother, brave Goths and noble Romans! We have summoned you here in order to make our wishes known to you. This Empire is threatened by dangers which only we, the king of this nation, can avert.”

Such words had never before been heard from his mouth. All were silent, including Cethegus who thought it best to hold his tongue until the right moment. At last Cassiodorus began: “Your wise mother and your faithful servant Cassiodorus—”

“Our faithful servant Cassiodorus will be silent until we, his lord and king, ask for his advice. We are not pleased, not at all pleased, with the things which our royal mother’s advisers have done, or failed to do. It is high time that we ourselves saw to the affairs of government.

“Until now we have been too young and too ill. We no longer feel too young or too ill. We hereby make it known that the regency will shortly be abolished, and we ourselves will assume power.”

He halted. Everyone remained silent, as nobody wished to follow the example of Cassiodorus, only to be humbled into silence.

Amalasuntha, who was dumbfounded by this sudden display of energy and resolve on the part of her son, spoke at last: “My son, the age of majority, according to the laws of the emperor, is—”

“Let Romans follow the emperor’s laws, mother. We are Goths and we live by Germanic law. Gothic youths reach their majority when the assembled Gothic army declares them fit to carry arms.

“We have therefore decided to call a general mustering of our armed forces in Ravenna, to which all military leaders, dukes, counts and free Goths are invited, as many as will answer the call. They will arrive at the next midsummer festival.”

The entire assembly was silent with shocked surprise.


“That is only fourteen days away,” Cassiodorus said at last, “will it be possible to deliver all the invitations at such short notice?”

“They have already been delivered. Hildebrand, my old mentor, and Count Witigis have seen to it.”

“Who signed the decrees?” Amalasuntha asked firmly.

“I did, dear mother. I had to show those who are invited that I am mature enough to act on my own initiative.”

“And without my knowledge!” said the regent.

“Without your knowledge, because otherwise I would have been forced to do it against your will.”

He paused. All the Romans present were stunned by the sudden resolve of their young king. Cethegus alone immediately resolved that this general mustering had to be prevented from happening at any cost. He saw the very foundation of his plans tottering. Gladly he would have risen to his feet in support of the regency, which was disappearing before his eyes, using the full power of his oratory. Several times he would have loved to cut the bold youth down to size with his own superior intellect, but something held him back, and he held his tongue in check, his thoughts spellbound as if by some magic.

He thought he heard a noise in the niche behind the curtain, and concentrated his eyes on that spot. Behind the curtain, which did not quite reach to the floor, he could see the feet of a man.

True, he could only see as far as the ankles. But those ankles wore armour made of steel, fashioned in a most unusual manner. That leg armour looked somehow familiar, and had to be part of a complete suit of armour made in the same way. He also somehow felt that the man wearing that armour was someone he hated, very dangerous to him, but he could not work out who his enemy could be. If only he could see that armour up to the knees! Quite against his will his eyes were drawn to that curtain again and again, and he guessed and guessed. This kept his mind tied in knots, at the very moment when everything was at stake. He was angry with himself, but could tear neither his eyes nor his thoughts away from that niche. The king however, who had encountered no resistance so far, continued.

“Further, we have recalled the dukes Thulun, Ibba and Pitza, who had angrily left this court, from Gaul and from Spain. We find that we are surrounded by far too many Romans, and not nearly enough Goths. Those three worthy warriors, together with Count Witigis, will examine the defences of our Empire, and our armies. They will also check our ships and our fortresses and repair any damage. They will be here soon.”

“They must leave again immediately,” Cethegus said to himself quickly, but his thoughts ran on. “That man is hidden there for a reason.”

The royal youth went on: “Further we have recalled Matesuentha, our beautiful sister, to court. She had been banished to Tarentum because she had refused to marry a much older Roman man. She, the loveliest flower in our nation, shall return and adorn our court.”

“Impossible!” Amalasuntha cried. “You are now interfering in the rights of your mother as well as those of your queen.”

“I will be head of the family as soon as I reach my majority.”

“My son, you know how weak you were just a few weeks ago. Do you really think that the Gothic army will declare you fit to carry arms?”


At this the king blushed almost purple, partly from embarrassment and partly from anger. But before he was able to reply a rough voice by his side spoke: “Don’t let that worry you, my queen. I have been his mentor and his tutor, as I was of the great Theodoric, and I tell you that he is a match for any foe. When old Hildebrand declares a man fit to carry arms then all Goths will accept it as a fact.” Loud acclaim by all the Goths present confirmed what the old man had said.

Again Cethegus thought to intervene, but a movement behind the curtain distracted him. There stood one of his greatest enemies, but who?

“There is one further matter we wish to announce,” the king began again, casting a glance toward the niche which did not escape the Prefect’s notice.

Could it be an accusation against him, Cethegus? Is the king trying to catch me off guard? That he will never do. And yet he was surprised when the king suddenly called out in a loud voice.

“Prefect of Rome, Cethegus Caesarius!”

He winced, but quickly regained his old self-control. He bowed his head and said: “My lord and king.”

“Have you nothing to report to us from Rome? What is the mood of the Quirites? What do they think of the Goths there?”

“They are respected as the people of Theodoric!”

“Do the Romans fear us?”

“They have no reason to fear you.”

“Do they love us?”

Cethegus would have liked to say they had no reason to love the Goths either, but the king continued.

“So there is no sign of discontent? No cause for concern? Nothing special is happening?”

“I have nothing to report to you.”

“Then you are poorly informed, Prefect, or else your intentions are suspect. Do I, barely risen from my sickbed in Ravenna, have to tell you what is happening in Rome right under your nose? The workmen on your walls are singing derisive songs about the Goths, about the regent and about me. Your legionaries are making threatening speeches during their exercises. Most probably there is already a widespread conspiracy with senators and priests heading it, which assembles at night in unknown places. A fellow conspirator of Boethius, the banished Albinus, has been seen in Rome, and do you know where? In your garden!” The king rose, and all eyes were focussed on Cethegus with surprise, anger or anticipation. Amalasuntha trembled for the man she trusted. But the latter was once more fully in control of himself. Calmly, coolly and silently he looked the king straight in the eye.

“Defend yourself!” the latter called out to him.

“Defend myself against a shadow? A rumour? An accusation without an accuser? Never!”

“There are ways to force you.”

A mocking sneer appeared on the lean face of Cethegus. “No doubt I can be murdered on mere suspicion. We Italians have much experience of this! But you will never convict me. Against brutality there is no defence, only against justice.”

“You will receive justice, we assure you. We will charge the Romans present here with the task of investigating your case, and the senate in Rome will pass sentence. You may choose a defender.”


“I will defend myself,” Cethegus said calmly, “but what is the charge? Who stands to accuse me? Where is he?”

“Here” cried the king, and drew back the curtain. A Gothic warrior in a full suit of armour made from black steel stepped forth. We know him. It was Teias.

The Prefect’s hatred caused him to lower his eyes, but the other man spoke: “I Teias, Tagila’s son, accuse you Cethegus Caesarius of high treason against this Gothic kingdom. I accuse you of having harboured the banished traitor Albinus in your house, and of protecting him from the law. That offence carries the death penalty. Furthermore you plan to subjugate this land to the emperor.”
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