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Part One: Italy
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When I look back now, I realise that the year I landed in Italy marked the epoch of my career.

Winter had passed and before long Easter was upon us. Lent passed easily, as the climate and fresh food made the fasting easier in Sicily. I held several meetings with my staff but until the sea calmed, and we received letters from either Peter the Patrician or Justinian, there wasn’t much to do except plan and re-plan the liberation of Italy. Timothy kept us well entertained; I also regularly mined his deep well of knowledge of Italy during long evenings. Antonina found the city more to her liking, as the markets and shops were well filled with luxury goods, even if the trading ships weren’t due till after Easter. Her wardrobe increased every week, as did our household!

But there is only so much rest a soldier can take; so, on the day after Easter, I determined to finalise the planning of the liberation of Italy. Antonia had already left with her maids for a trip through the market when my officers were escorted into my office. Once they were comfortable around my desk and the wine and fruit had been served, I opened the planning session.

“Gentlemen, I know we have been over this operation several times since Christmas, but today I want to finalise it and begin preparations for our landing at Messina. Constantius, I want you to command our fleet, Bessas you command the infantry and Peranius, you, to command the cavalry. I’ll leave it to you to assign your commanders... Constantius, I think we will keep the siege artillery with you till we need it... but I’ll need part of the fleet with supplies to shadow us as we advance up the coast towards Naples. I had considered, as you Peranius suggested, landing all of our forces close to Naples... but if the Goths have changed their last positions, then they could easily cut us off and besiege us, instead of the opposite.... Lastly, because of the reduced size of our forces, we just can’t be as daring as before!” There followed a few moments of silence while my colleagues considered what I had said.

“I thought I was going to have the artillery with me?” Bessas grumbled in a slightly miffed tone.

“Well, after speaking with Timothy, I have learnt that apart from Naples, none of the towns or cities have proper defences.” I replied.

“Well, that makes sense, er, then.” Replied Bessas with a much more resigned tone.

“Anyway, Bessas, I need you to assign troops to take control of Cumae when we reach Naples, as well as garrisons to be left behind here, as well as at Reggio and at Catanzaro on the East Coast.” I added, hoping giving him more to do might increase his mood.

“That’s going to stretch my forces thin, Belisarius... I’ll leave Herodian here. I trust him, and he can begin recruiting and training more men for us.” 

“I know, but we need to hold our line of advance, so supplies and hopefully reinforcements from the east can reach us safely and later the new recruits from here.” I replied.

“What about the Goths?” Queried Constantius.

“Apparently there is a small garrison at Reggio and Timothy has already bribed the commander to come over to us when we land. Apart from them, there are no other garrisons till we reach Naples.” I replied.

“So, we will ride for Naples!” Peranius announced.

“That’s the plan. The sooner we are at Naples, the faster we can force its surrender. Then we could be in Rome before Christmas and Ravenna by the summer next year.” I stated.

“That’s as long as Mundus can keep up the pressure in Dalmatia.” Commented Constantius, and Bessas nodded in agreement with him.

“The last I heard from Peter and Mundus, was that the plan was working, and the majority of the Gothic army was still in the north, waiting to deal with either a threatened Frankish attack or of course Mundus. Hence, why there is so little facing us and why we need to move fast.” I replied.

“What about the other towns and ports on the east side of Italy?” Bessas queried, grimacing.

“That’s the one major problem we can’t deal with, till we have more men. As it is, if the Goths realise that we are the major threat and reinforce Rome... then we are going to be in for a long winter and spring trying to force our way into the city...  and none of us want to be stuck outside the walls here in Italy, as I’m told it's similar to a winter in Thrace!” I added.

“Well, let’s hope Theodatus doesn’t develop eyes in the back of his head!” Laughed Constantius.

“Perhaps the Emperor will dispatch a force to seize control of Otranto and Brindisi, and save us from having to waste time and men?” Added Peranius, more in hope than faith. The silence that followed, seemed to answer his question.

“Lastly, I want to take Timothy with us as an acting Praetorian Prefect of Italy. He knows the people and those of note in Rome, I think it will save time and have the lands south of Rome producing food and equipment as well as income to keep us in the war.” I added with a note of laughter.

“Sounds good to me!” Peranius beamed and the other two agreed.

“I need a time frame from you on when we will be ready to sail?”

“I’ll have my men ready at Messenia by the end of the month.” Said Bessas.

“Mine will be here as well.” Said Peranius.

“The fleet hopefully will all be at Messina as well. Though the artillery will have to be loaded on the ships at Palermo first...” said Constantius, then he added. “That might mean they are delayed. But as we are sailing for Naples, they can head directly there and meet us... I also plan to blockade the old naval base at Miseno, as well as the bay itself. Once we have taken Cumae, then it will become our new base of operations, as it offers a direct link with Sicily... I will have enough ships here and at Messina to move the army as soon as they assemble. But I’ll need to keep several transports back to carry supplies for the army. However, that won’t cause any problems, as they will be following you up the coast, and they can move just as fast at night as during the day. Unlike the army!” 

“Good, it looks like all our previous planning has paid off. Now, all we need is word from the Capital and Peter. Ummh, but to be honest, if I haven’t heard anything by the end of the month then we will cross. We require all the time we can grab, as Naples will be the key to this year’s campaign. Good, anything anyone wants to add?” I queried. 

My commanders had nothing they wanted to add, so the meeting ended, and they departed. Now I only had three things more to deal with. The first would be easy, as I expected, Timothy would enjoy the challenge as he would only be away from his business for no more than a year if we were successful. After-all, I suspected that Justinian would already have a planned appointee for the post of Prefect of Italy, who, once we had been successful, would arrive to take up his post. If I were to be really unlucky, it would be John the Cappadocian in disgrace! 

I was distracted from my speculation when Timothy entered with a calm smile on his face and sat down in front of me.

“Well, did your meeting go well? Your officers seemed pleased as they left, they were smiling and chatting. I waited till they had left the house before coming to speak to you.” He said calmly.

“Yes, it went very well... we should be in Italy before the end of the month... actually, while you’re here, I wanted to ask a favour of you?” I said, speaking cheerfully so that Timothy did not think I might request something dubious.

“Speak, I can only refuse, after all.” He said with a smile on his face.

“Would you act as my temporary Prefect in Italy, till the Emperor appoints one?” I asked, not wanting to beat about the bush, but Timothy curled an eyebrow and gave a thoughtful expression.

“How long, you know I have a business to run...” He asked in a pleasant but still cautious tone.

“No more than a year.” I replied with confidence.

“I think I can arrange my business to survive without me for that long. I surmise it’s because of my connections to Rome and Naples.” He replied in an enquiring tone.

“Certainly, I need to have the Imperial fiscal system up and running, and I can’t do that without the co-operation of the Senators, landowners, and merchants. As you know, I have little resources at present and once the army is in Italy, we will need support even more. Especially if it’s from the local population, as that would ease our situation... obviously, you will be compensated for your time and effort, and I’m sure your connections will benefit you in other ways.” I replied with a gentle hint of an unwritten agreement between us.

“A year is a short time to return to the Imperial system. It will depend on how much damage you cause as you advance into Italy.” He replied, a slightly worried hint to his voice.

“As little as possible, apart from Naples, if it refuses to capitulate.” 

“Good, the Goths tended to demand silver and gold rather than produce. I gather that you will need supplies rather than coin? That will mean you will receive little till the late summer when the harvests begin. Your ships can collect it from the smaller ports along the coast. If you move as quickly as you hope, then little damage will occur to the countryside, which will be good for all. We produce a good surplus even in poor years, so you won’t go hungry.” He added with a smile.

“Good... an army needs food, especially in winter.” I said. 

“Now the reason, I came to see you; a ship has just entered the port, it’s a warship, they haven’t docked yet.” He said.

“Hopefully, it has come from the Capital, I was expecting one any time.” I added, my voice clearly showing my excitement, as I stood up. 

Timothy followed me out of the room and through his house. We both hurried down to the port. Antonina and her servants were heading towards the house, as I passed her at speed.

“Darling, a ship has arrived from the Capital!” I turned, shouting to her. 

She stopped in her tracks; she had a hurried conversation with her servants, then I heard her voice calling for me. I halted; Timothy smiled as he continued on past me. I stood and waited for her; she made no extra effort to reach me. Instead, she calmly walked towards me, her face beaming with pleasure, her smile calmed me, and I forgot for a moment the reason for my haste to reach the ship. Once next to me, she took my arm lovingly and guided us both at a gentle pace towards where I had last seen Timothy. A crowd had swiftly assembled as word of the arrival of the first ship of the year quickly resonated around the city. A path was made for us through the chattering crowd. Antonina said nothing as we walked through the crowd and out of the shadows of the buildings and onto the quay. 

A small Imperial warship had just tied up, the boarding plank was about to be connected with the ship as we walked towards her. I suddenly realised that I recognised her, she was one of the ships that had escorted us here last year and had then been sent back to Carthage. Any doubts that my speculations were wrong were dispelled by a whisper that reached us, that indeed she had come from Carthage. The crowd quickly lost interest, and we found ourselves caught in a wave of disheartened people receding from the quay, along with assorted comments amounting to a general disappointment concerning the origin of the ship. Antonina suddenly halted our approach and turned to me; her face too showed disappointment.

“I’ll leave you here, I need to sort out the servants.” She said in an abrupt tone, no sooner had she spoken than she released my arm and was walking away from me. 

I continued on to see who was on the ship, I was intrigued and concerned all at the same time, I wasn’t expecting any news from Carthage, as far as I knew Solomon with the aid of Procopius was doing a grand job administrating the new province. As I got closer to the ship, I noticed arrows embedded in her upper hull. Her sails, even though they were being folded also looked worse for wear. Now I became concerned, those arrows were Roman! Something was wrong, I sped up my approach and as I passed the stern, I caught sight of two familiar faces walking slowly down the gangplank. It was Solomon who saw me first, and from his expression I could tell that something had gone terribly wrong, Procopius looked very sheepish as he caught sight of me. Once Solomon was on dry ground, he prostrated himself in front of me and was quickly followed by my secretary.

“My lord... I bring terrible news from Carthage...” Murmured Solomon, not daring to look up at me.

“Get up and speak, you as well, Procopius.” I said, my voice clearly showing my worry at what was about to be said.

“My lord, we can’t speak here.” Spluttered Solomon.

“Alright follow me.” I ordered, as I led them through the now empty quay and into the city.

I sat down back in my office; I left the pair standing in silence. Furthermore, I waited for my colleagues to join us, as I guessed they would have quickly heard the news of the ship’s arrival. Likewise, I wasn’t wrong, and I didn’t have to wait long before they joined us. Not only that, but I bid them to sit, and then we all turned to face, the ashen faced Solomon. I noticed for the first time just how ragged he looked, his clothing was a mess, and Procopius was in a similar disarray. This didn’t help my mood, and my colleagues clearly noticed this because they waited for me to speak.

“Solomon speak to us?” I ordered.

“My lord, where to begin...” He muttered in response.

“Just tell me, the worse that can happen is I have your head cut off!” I said, not meaning it to sound as menacing as it did. Solomon visibly shook as I spoke, swallowed hard, tried to speak, coughed, and finally regained his composure.

“The army revolted!” He said.

“What!” I bellowed at him. Solomon fell to the ground.

“Please forgive me...” He pleaded.

“Tell me precisely what you did to cause this, Solomon?” 

“Sir, it wasn’t my fault... after you left, agents from the Prefect of the East arrived carrying orders from him...”

“Stand up, the pair of you...” I said, my temper easing as I realised that it probably wasn’t just Solomon’s fault, if the hand of the Prefect was involved. The pair stood up, looking a lot less nervous than a moment ago.

“Whenever I hear mention of the Prefect, I know there is trouble, from rotten food to no money for supplies.” Grumbled Constantius. 

Peranius and Bessas agreed with him, and I had to admit the same. He always found a way of getting his hand in, as well as that of his allies, into any new project of the Emperor’s, and it looked like he was in Africa already!

“Sir, these agents represented families who had fled the Vandal invasion and had settled in the Capital... I was ordered to return their estates to them, which meant removing some of our men from land you had granted them on retirement, as well as many citizens who had taken on these lands from their departed Vandal overlords.” 

“Great, my word and honour has been shot through by the actions of the Prefect. But that doesn’t explain why the army has revolted, Solomon?” I said.

“Sir, also land that you confiscated for the use of the province, had tax arrears dating back to before the invasion and the Prefect demanded direct payment of these Sir... there was nothing I could do, so I sent the payments back to the Capital, which meant I couldn’t pay the men in either cash or produce.” Replied Solomon.

“Why didn’t you raise taxes in Carthage and other markets?” I asked.

“I did Sir. But that fuelled resentment among the population, who had already lost income. Those of the Vandals you had allowed to remain used this as a pretext to rouse their fellows and unite with the tribes in the hinterlands, claiming that under them, the people were never treated like this. It all exploded on the day the army was meant to be paid and wasn’t as there was nothing to pay them with!”

“Why didn’t you write to me as soon as this started?” I said, frustrated by the way his report was going.

“Sir, we didn’t think the situation was as bad as it was; otherwise, we would have written to you!” Added Procopius.

“How bad does it have to be before you... don’t bother answering, as your presence here says it all!” I replied, my tone now clearly reflecting my renewed anger with the pair, as well as with myself. After all, I had left them there thinking they were capable of dealing with the Province till Justinian sent out his choice of Governor.

“So, how bad is it?” Asked Bessas, there followed a few moments of deathly silence from the pair, and I realised that it was even more serious than they had hinted at, and I remembered the arrows in their ship. The pair turned quickly looking at each other, seeking some reassurance, then Solomon spoke.

“We only just escaped Carthage. They were besieging the city as we left.”

“What...! You waited till they almost had complete control of the province before alerting me!” I shouted back at them. They quickly resumed a prostrate position on the ground.

“Well, that has put the invasion off for now, eh, Belisarius.” Added Peranius.

“I’m not so sure. If it is about pay, as Solomon says, then we could resolve it quickly.” I commented.

“But taking our forces back to Africa, for even a short campaign, is going to stop us from reaching even Naples by winter?” Constantius grunted in warning.

“These men have always been loyal to me...  what about if I sail with just a small force of my guard under Theodatus, and some silver... Pay the army and deal with those who have truly become disloyal?” I said, hoping that my presence would bring order along with the silver.

“You’re sure it would work?” Asked Bessas.

“How long do you think you might be?” Asked Peranius and Constantius almost simultaneously.

“A month or two at the most.” I replied. 

“If you’re certain, then we could still mount the landing, but it pushes it back to June. Any later and it will be Naples we reach before the dreaded rains begin.” Noted Constantius.

“You’re right, of course...  Bessas and Peranius you’ll cross in June, even if I haven’t returned and Constantius blockaded Naples... If I’m delayed, I’ll sail along the coast till I find you both.... Now I’ll take these two back with me to Africa, I’ll sail in the morning.” I said. 

The meeting broke up, leaving the pair still standing in front of my desk. I ordered Solomon and Procopius back to their ship and to prepare it for sailing tomorrow on the first tide, under the escort of a hundred of my guard, with orders to ensure that the pair of them remained on the ship till I arrived. I remained at my desk, frustrated with my choice of the pair of them. I asked myself, how could they have so messed up? If nothing, it was a poor reflection on me. 

Angry with myself, I got up and walked into the garden; the smell of fruit filled the air with a calming scent. I found a shaded area to sit under, and I did my best to relax. Once I felt a little calmer, I then considered what my next move would be once I reached Carthage. I didn’t hear Antonina as she approached me. It was her soft hands around my head, covering my eyes, that betrayed her presence. Normally, her perfume would have told me it was her, before she even touched me, but with all the scent in the air, it was masked completely.

“Darling, I have news from the Capital and a guest.” She purred into my right ear. I felt a shiver of pleasure run through me as I turned to look at her. She had already changed her clothing from what she had worn at the quay. 

“How did you get the news then?” I asked.

“Oh, after I left you, I got a message to say another ship had been sighted, and I returned to the harbour. You can guess my delight at finding it was a ship from the Capital. I have several letters from Theodora as well as a guest.”

“Hopefully, I’ll have my orders today. Who is the guest?” I asked.

“It’s our son-in-law, Ildiger.” She calmly replied, pausing for a moment, not long enough for me to answer, then she continued. “I promised him that you would find him a role, so he is here ready and waiting... come, let us go and see him, he is in the house waiting for us.”

She rushed me into the house, without waiting for me to make a reply. I knew I had lost any chance to get out of this, he was family. On the terrace he stood waiting, wearing the white of an Imperial Guards uniform, it didn’t suit him. As he saw me, he came to attention and gave me an overexaggerated salute, typical of those who only serve in the headquarters of armies. I felt my back twang at the thought of his presence in my staff. He removed several letters from a leather bag he was carrying and handed them to me.

“Father, these are from the Emperor and the Prefect.” He said in an overly flattering voice, trying to emphasise just how important he was, as he had been entrusted with these.

“Thank you, Ildiger. I’ll read them straight away, if you will both excuse me.” I said, slipping out of Antonina’s gentle but firm grip and heading for my office. She didn’t seem to mind as she then warmly hugged her son-in-law. The last I saw of the pair was Antonina dragging him off to the garden, as she loudly explained how she wanted to show him the wonderful flowers that Timothy grew there. I was glad to be away from him, but not Antonina.

Sitting in my office I reviewed the letter from Justinian, the seals looked good, but these days that meant little to a good spy. Once opened, I read through it, Justinian sent his congratulations on the swift victory here in Sicily. Then he went on to say that Mundus had been killed, along with his son Mauricius, in battles with the Goths led by Asinarius and Gripas outside Salona. This was bitter news. Mundus was one of the best of us, and I had been relying on him to deal with the Goths, keeping them busy while I advanced towards Rome. Eventually linking up with him and wiping out any Gothic resistance that might be left. The second shock was learning he had a son! He never mentioned him to me, the name was familiar as one of Mundus’s commanders, but that was all I knew. The letter continued on that the army had withdrawn eastwards for the winter but would resume the campaign at about the same time as I was planning to. The next piece of bad news concerned Peter, Justinian related that he had heard nothing from him, since around the time of Mundus loss, and that rumours had reached him that Peter was being held captive by Theodatus.

I put down the letter at this point and sat back in my chair. So far, all I had was bad news... revolt in Africa, defeat in Dalmatia and the imprisonment of Peter. I said a quick prayer for my friend and his son, what else could I do? After a few moments pondering the news, I decided to read on, hopefully it would be better. Justinian then gave me permission to retake Italy, as well as confirming my power as Military Master of the West. He ended the letter wishing me luck and a blessing from the Trinity of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The good news now almost cancelled out the bad, as I had complete authority to conduct the campaign as I wanted without reference to the Capital, or more importantly the Prefect. This meant that Timothy was safe in his new role till I had defeated the Goths. But as I had promised him, he’d be away for no longer than a year, then if he wanted, he could continue in the role. The defeat of Mundus also had an upside for me, it meant the Goths were now more than ever convinced that Dalmatia was key to the defence of Italy, and so I was of little importance to them. With Peter, no longer able to communicate with me, I lost some vital intelligence on what was happening in Ravenna, but on the plus side it meant that he couldn’t negotiate any deal with them and interfere with my campaign! 

I put down Justinian’s letter, now I felt cheered with the prospect that the tide had turned a little in my favour, I now sensed I could deal with the Prefect’s letter, which compared to Justinian’s felt a lot lighter. Again, the seals seemed intact, I opened it and read straight through it. It was short and direct, John simply stated that there were no reinforcements to spare and no money either. But at least he gave a sound reason for the lack of men, and for once, I trusted him on this. Barbarians north of Thrace were using the current campaigns here in the west to raid into the province, as the main field army was away, John couldn’t spare any men because of this threat. Then he casually added that the east was also showing signs of a gathering storm. He added his best wishes for my campaign and congratulated me on my command. Well, at least he appeared to be straightforward on his reasons for no troops, but as to the money he was silent! I noticed he made no mention of Sicily or Italy in relation to his post. So, for now, it looked like I was free to use the revenues from Sicily and Italy to finance my army. 

It was just a pity that Africa had flared up, and I was going to lose vital time in dealing with it. Then I had an idea, I would take Ildiger with me to Africa and leave him with Procopius and Solomon. He could then prove his usefulness one way or the other, and he would be out of my hair for a while. Now all I needed to do was persuade Antonina that this would be a good role for him and gain him favour in the court. I didn’t have long to wait to try my powers of persuasion.

Antonina led Ildiger into my office, she took a chair and placed it next to mine and bid her son-in-law to sit in front of me. She summoned servants and demanded lunch be served immediately, as she felt hungry after a long morning. She quickly started a conversation with her son-in-law, and quickly the subject turned to why Melissa hadn’t accompanied him. I was meant to be part of the chat, but I wasn’t that interested and just added the required, ‘yes and no,’ when it seemed appropriate. All I learnt was that Theodora had suggested his trip west and that Melissa should stay with her in the court. The meal arrived just as I felt sleep creep upon me, I enjoyed the fresh bread and fish accompanied by the light wine.

“Darling, you have been very quiet?” Suddenly, Antonina asked me a question out of the blue and I came too and realised that this was the opening I had been looking for to deal with the visitor. 

“Oh, sorry my love, I was just thinking, I have the perfect role for Ildiger.” I mused gently, taking a drink, and rubbing at my forehead to make a point that I’d just been thinking somewhere else. But Antonina was quick to purr in curiosity towards me, asking what idea I had. I cleared my throat, knowing very well that Antonina was going to expect something big and knowing I couldn’t just grin at the thought of saying goodbye to him! “He’ll come with me tomorrow morning to Africa, Solomon was on the boat, and I’m needed to deal with a revolt that he has allowed to fester.” 

“Sir, I look forward to the challenge!” Ildiger grunted, before Antonina could speak, she looked a little irritated, but I guessed this was down to him speaking before her.

“Good, you can put your military training to good use and work with one of my best guards, Theodorus, when we get to Carthage.” I replied.

“Wouldn’t he be better served working in your headquarters when you arrive in Italy?” Antonina almost growled, low enough that I could understand she was trying to give me a warning.

“I think I would prefer the chance of combat in Africa, mother, and I feel that father is placing a significant amount of trust in me with this command.” He replied to both of us, I almost wanted to laugh that he was being so bold around my wife.

“I didn’t know about Africa, darling; will you be safe? I remember the Capital and the revolt you and Mundus dealt with so successfully. But it was such a bloody mess afterwards, will Africa be the same?” She said in warning.

“No, this time it’s about pay, which should be relatively easy to deal with.” I replied.

“Mother, no need to worry then, I should be back here before you have even missed me.” Added Ildiger.

“Good, you need to be ready by dawn tomorrow, Ildiger... speaking of Italy, darling, I want you to stay here till I reach Rome. We are going to be moving fast, and I don’t want to risk you or any of your household till we have taken Rome.” I added.

“Oh, I was looking forward to being with you again and marching through southern Italy. I hear it is gorgeous, a narrow coast with mountains and many beautiful towns. Oh well, I’m sure that Rome will compensate for what I’ll miss.” She said, with little emotion in her voice.

~
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The crossing to Carthage was swift, and we entered the inner harbour without any opposition, which I took to be a good sign. After we disembarked together with all my guards, we marched to my old headquarters. For a city under siege, it seemed pretty calm; the markets were flourishing, and the populace seemed very unconcerned. I was beginning to doubt what Solomon and Procopius had claimed, had occurred. In the headquarters, I was greeted by Theodorus who led me into his office, I told Solomon and company to wait outside and closed the door.

“Belisarius, the situation was grave when Solomon left, but once word got around that he had fled to you, the revolt calmed, and the siege was partially lifted.” Said Theodorus confidently.

“I noticed the markets and people seemed very calm for a city under siege.”

“Yes, they are waiting for you and are camped outside the walls. My men can’t leave the city, but they allow goods in and out.” He replied, clearly thankful for my arrival, but not letting anything else show on his face.

“Good, I hope very much I can resolve this quickly. How much support do they have from the Vandals and tribesmen?” I asked.

“They have some sort of alliance with them, but there are only our men here. The rest are located around Membresa. A junior officer, named Stotzas seems to be their leader. I know little of him; he may have been part of your guard when we landed here. But you know what rumours are like.” He added. 

“Well, he’ll be the first one to be executed for his role in this mutiny. What I plan is to pay your men first. Then offer a pardon to those who surrender to me and pay them. As far as the land goes, there is nothing I can do, as this province is now directly under Imperial control.”

“I thought as much, but a lot of this is due to Solomon, he was inept in his handling of this. He has spent too much on rebuilding the city and didn’t keep enough in reserve in case of any unforeseen contingency. Will you replace him?” He asked.

“I won’t have to, by now word of this has reached John the Cappadocian, and he’ll have his man on the next boat out of the Capital. Till then, you are in charge here, as I can temporarily militarise the province. Unfortunately, I’ll have to dump my son-in-law on you. Give him a command, but make sure his deputy is capable of running the unit.” I stated bluntly as Theodorus’s eyebrow lifted. 

“I understand, family can be a problem.” He laughed and I joined him.

The next morning, I rode out of the city with just four guards. I wouldn’t need any more, as there were several thousand men camped waiting for me. As I approached their lines, a cheer went up as I was recognised, and the men flocked towards me as I approached. The deeper into the encampment I rode, the denser the throng of soldiers became, till I could move no further. I waited for a moment, just in case this Stotzas should make himself known. He didn’t, so I decided to speak, as this was my chance to end the revolt here and now.

“Soldiers of Rome...” I was interrupted by a loud cheer from the men surrounding me, I paused as I waited for the cheering to calm. “I know that you feel betrayed...” 

Another cheer vibrated through them, again I paused, I had their attention now.

“I did, as well, when I learnt of what had happened to you...” The cheering erupted once again, this time I signalled for them to stop and gradually the message was passed around, and they became silent. Now I had them in the palm of my hand. “Firstly, I have brought your pay in silver coin, not rations...” 

I paused, allowing my message to circulate.

“Solomon has confessed to me his mistakes in not contacting me straight away when the actions of the Praetorian Prefect of the East directly affected you!” A good number of boos and shouts to kill both Solomon and the Prefect echoed through the camp. “But there is nothing I can do about the loss of land. They were returned to their rightful owners; I was mistaken in granting them to you, veterans, without first considering their original owners. For that, I ask for your forgiveness...” 

This was greeted by shouts of acknowledgement and cries that I had been deceived as well by the Prefect.

“Veterans, we will find you, brand-new land, and I ask you once again to take up arms with me to deal with those who have betrayed their sacred oaths to the Emperor.” I shouted. There was a pause while the offer was considered, then a cheer came from sections of the camp, which, I assumed, was where the veterans were located. “Now, I need any of the ring leaders to be brought forward for proper punishment.” 

I waited on my horse, none were brought forward till a grizzled soldier, who I thought I recognised as one of the senior centurions, pushed his way through them, till he stood before me.  He saluted me, and I returned the salute.

“Sir, the traitors, led by Stotzas, fled the camp last night on hearing of your arrival in the city.” He said in a typical parade ground voice.

“Good, now we know who our enemies are. Do we know where they fled to?” I asked, finally sure that they were all mine again.

“Sir, they have fled to Membresa in the west to join up with the remaining Vandals and the barbarians from the mountains.” He replied. 

Good, I thought, as that matched my intelligence and cemented their loyalty once again to me.

“Centurion, I want the men assembled at dawn tomorrow, the camp cleared away ready to destroy the enemy and capture new land that will be granted to our veterans once and for all.” I shouted as loud as I could. 

The centurion saluted and was about to turn to begin giving orders when an almighty cheer began from the men closest to me, arching outwards. I didn’t wait for the cheering to end, instead I turned my horse around and left the men to prepare themselves for the next day. 

As I came through the gate, Solomon, Procopius, Theodorus and Ildiger were waiting for me. I dismounted and one of my guards led my horse away. “Well, Solomon and Procopius you will now have to pay the men with the silver I brought with me... I want a list made of every man who is paid, their rank and how much they were paid according to normal pay scales. Do not refuse any man what he claims, unless it’s a recruit claiming to be a veteran, and then call for a witness to swear an oath and record the facts... only in this way will you redeem yourselves in my eyes and that of the army. Now get on with it, you have until dark to complete the task... if anyone asks where this money comes from, tell them it’s my money. You both understand!” 

They both nodded in agreement and retreated rapidly back to the headquarters. Turning to the other two, I said.

“Well, that’s how you end a rebellion, bloodlessly, especially when they outnumber you ten to one.” I said with a laugh. Ildiger seemed a little confused and ventured to speak.

“But shouldn’t you make an example of a section of the men to restore discipline?”

“Listen to you cloth eared idiot, didn’t you understand what I just said, they outnumbered us. Now they are back under my control, and tomorrow we all march west to end this rebellion.” I replied tersely to him. “Theodorus will oversee the army when I leave, and you will obey him and do whatever he asks, understand.” 

“I thought I was going to Italy with you, mother...” I cut him short before he could finish.

“Here, I’m in charge and here, you will learn to be a soldier. When I hear good reports about you, then I will consider calling you back to serve in my army. Till then, you stay here and do as you're told!” I barked at him. 

He went as white as a sheet, Theodorus said nothing and instead, tapped him on the shoulder and led him away to the barracks. I stood there, looking back out at what had once been part of my proud army of conquest. I regret now, not being able to take them with me to Italy. But this lack of discipline meant that deep down I could never trust them again, and the price they would pay for this was permanent exile here in Africa.

~     
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The next morning, the army was assembled in formation on the road. They had, since I had last seen them, cleaned themselves up and now looked a bit more than the former shadow of my army they had resembled yesterday. Now they would have to prove themselves, as they had now been paid. I had instructed the incompetent pair to compare the list they had compiled yesterday with the quartermaster’s returns list. From that they were to find those missing and post them as traitors and put a price on their heads on a raising scale reflecting their seniority. The list was to be sent to me and once we had defeated the traitors; the dead and captured would be compared against the list and bounty paid to those who had either killed or captured them. I knew from past practice that this would rapidly dwindle any underlying support the traitors might have among the men and local population.

On the third day, we came to where the road met the river Bagradas. With the river now on one side of us and the rising mountains to the other, we continued on towards Membresa. Before we reached the bridge, the traitors had placed what forces they had across our path. It was easy to see that this Stotzas had no idea of tactics, as he had placed his men in front of the bridge, with the river curving behind them to where it met the lower foothills. They had trapped themselves, with nowhere to go but forward. I halted my forces a good distance from the enemy, with Theodorus and Ildiger we rode up one of the lower slopes to gain a better view. Once there, we could clearly see the town on the other side of the river, as well as the enemies' disposition. 

“Well, what would you do here?” I said, turning to look at Ildiger. He looked at the enemy, then to me, and said nothing. For once, he had done the right thing. “Well, we have little cavalry, but enough to cause them to break ranks, eh Theodorus?” 

“There is a real mix of forces, no discipline, so I agree a faint cavalry charge should cause them to break ranks and charge forward. Then the archers can tear them up before our infantry charges into them and cuts them to pieces.” He replied.

“Ildiger, what you say?” I asked.

“Are they really that stupid? All the training I have done, I wouldn’t break a position just over cavalry?” He replied.

“Well, watch and learn. Only experience can teach you the real lessons of war.” I replied, turning my horse about and leading them back to the men. Once there, I assigned the cavalry to Theodorus, I took charge of the archers and gave Ildiger the lead over the infantry, with strict instructions to wait for my trumpet command before he attacked. 

As planned, the cavalry charged, letting flights of arrows into the centre of the enemy formation before feigning a retreat. As if on command, the centre broke and chased after the cavalry and straight into the range of my archers. The centre was visibly torn to shreds before I commanded the infantry to strike. Meanwhile, Theodorus had wheeled the cavalry around, and they passed to the side of the dying enemy centre and struck towards the bridge. This time, not bothering to avoid contact, they crashed into the enemy left wing, which visibly buckled. The right wing, instead of sweeping out to defend their colleagues, broke and fled in all directions. The infantry under Ildiger marched forward along the route of the road, sweeping up any remnants of the enemy before safely crossing the bridge and entering the town. I left the archers in place with orders to strike any enemies they saw. I then charged forward to join Ildiger and ensure he stopped his men from ransacking the town and putting the locals to the sword. 

Theodorus must have read my mind; he led the cavalry over the bridge after both Ildiger and the running enemy. By the time I reached the town, the battle was over, and the infantry and cavalry were collecting up the enemy wounded and prisoners and marching or dragging them over to the river’s edge. I found the same centurion very much in charge of the riverbank and handed him the list I had received. I didn’t need to tell him what to do next, I went into the town and found Ildiger and Theodorus and what was left of the population gathered in the market square. The scene was ordered, the population was under guard, and a number of my men were searching through them for any faces they recognised or men of military age who might be hiding among them.

“So, Ildiger, what did you think of that little engagement?” I said, leaning towards him from my saddle, so I was closer to him.

“I was surprised by how quick the battle was, I thought it would last all day.” He said in a triumphal voice. I heard Theodorus laugh at that, and a look of confusion crossed Ildiger’s face.

“Have I said something wrong?” He asked.

“No.” I said. “It wasn’t a battle, more a skirmish. In a battle, the enemy has leadership and tactics. Here there was none of that.” 

“But your plan worked.” He said.

“Yes, a simple plan for a simple action.” I replied, there followed several screams, followed by crying. I turned and saw a number of my men cut the heads off various men, women close by had screamed, either they knew them or were just shocked. I called Theodorus over, questioning him more in vain than in hope of a positive response. “Well, I think that has cleared up the main problem for now, any word on their leaders?” 

“Gone, they fled as soon as the battle, sorry skirmish, started.” He replied with a smile.

“Blast, I had hoped to clear this up here and now. I suppose they have fled towards the mountains and from there across the frontier into the Berber lands?” I grunted.

“I expect so.” He replied, not in the least down spirited by the turn of events.

“Well, you’ll have your work cut out for you, hunting the last of them down. Gather the men up and let’s return to Carthage. The men have slated their anger and have money to spend before you begin the next part of the operation.” I said.

“Sir.” He replied and turned and began giving orders to the surrounding men, Ildiger listened and called on his men to begin forming up back on the battleground. It would take many hours before the army was ready. The wounded who would live were collected and placed on requisitioned wagons ready to take back to Carthage. I rode out of the town, with my guards having left the main cavalry formation, forming up behind me. As I crossed the bridge, I saw the river was now flowing with a new cargo, the headless corpses of traitors. They would float down the river stripped naked as a sign to any who may have thought about revolt. The heads were carried by the victors to be displayed on the road outside of Carthage as a further message to any potential traitors. My men would also collect the bounty back in the Capital for their actions. The city would be happy, as a large mass of coin loaded soldiers needed something to do, and the city would provide. By the time they went back on campaign, part of that pay would be already working its way back into the treasury, ready to pay them in the winter at the end of the campaign season.

~

[image: ]


This time it took a week to reach the city, the wagons slowed us down, as well as the men no longer having to prove themselves. By the evening, the city was alive with the sound of an army relaxing. In the headquarters, after a good meal, I sat down with my staff to discuss the next move. Theodorus and Ildiger would split the army between them and return to the western end of the province and revert to the hunt. As for the veterans, they were not to be released from service till the revolt was ended, and then land confiscated from any traitors would be divided among them. Solomon was also instructed to use funds from my estates to ensure the army was paid on time. Lastly, in front of them, I opened a dispatch that had come via the Imperial post from Egypt and hence the Capital. It predated my departure from Syracuse and was from Justinian. I read it out to them.

“Belisarius, I have received word that the army of Africa has broken its compact with me. I order you to deal with the situation till my envoys arrive. I’m sending my cousin General Germanus to take control of the province as Dux, with him will come Senators Symmachus and Dominius to deal with the administration of the province.”

“How did the Emperor know you would be here?” Asked an incredulous Ildiger.

“That’s why he is Emperor... and don’t forget it” Replied Theodorus with a smug grin.

“A good lesson for you, Ildiger. He has ears everywhere!” I said in a mischievous voice. The others nodded, knowing full well that his weren’t the only ears operating throughout the Empire. Anyone who craved power and sat in the Capital in any position, paid to have ears like his, if they were to try and not only keep their positions but seek to please him by second guessing what he wanted!

“Well, I’m finished here. I’ll take the next boat back to Syracuse. Theodorus, what I said, runs till General Germanus arrives here. Solomon, I guess you will answer to the Senators till they have no more use for you. Then the pair of you go to Syracuse and then find me, I’ll have work for you in Italy. Well, there is nothing else to say. I’m going to have a bath and a good sleep before returning to Sicily.” I said, standing up, as the others did, bowing to me. I left the office, feeling successful and with renewed vigour for the liberation of Italy, and made my way to the main bathhouse.

~  
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The weather was just as warm in Syracuse as it had been in Carthage. As we came in sight of the harbour, I was taken aback by the number of warships tied up in the outer harbour and the mass of transports filling the inner harbour. Granted, it was a lot smaller than when we had departed for Africa, but it was still impressive. There was so little room that the ship’s Captain begged my forgiveness, as he would be unable to reach the inner harbour and instead would tie up to the closest warship to allow my guards and I to disembark. I was glad the sea was calm as I walked across the gangplank, there was still quite a gap between the two ships, and they still swayed with the current. The water was clear between the two ships, but deep enough to stop me seeing the bottom. Then I was on the steady deck of the tied-up warship, feeling a lot safer. From there I was quickly helped to their gangplank and onto dry land at last, even if it was only the outer mole of the harbour. I waited for my guards to join me before walking the circumference of the outer harbour, before even coming close to land proper.  

The harbour area was busy, the transports were being loaded up with stores, sails were being checked, and other general maintenance was being undertaken at the same time. Well, it looked as if my excursion to Africa hadn’t actually delayed the invasion. The city itself was even more alive than normal and the reason was quite simple, the troops were already billeted in the city awaiting embarkation and with nothing else to do, they were doing what all soldiers do before a campaign, sightseeing! 

I received many variations on the theme of salutes from the men as I walked back to Timothy’s house. They all seemed in good cheer and were mixing well, from Huns to Isaurians. As I walked into the courtyard, Antonina came out of the house to greet me. She seemed in a good mood and was dressed to suit the early warmth of late spring in Sicily, her head was covered in silk and of course she looked beautiful.

“Darling, you’re back so quick!” She commented as she hugged me.

“It’s calmed down enough for me to return and lead the liberation of Italy.” I replied warmly, hugging her.

“Where is Ildiger?” She mused into my ear.

“I left him in Africa to develop his military skills.” I said, almost immediately she released her grip on me and took a step back, her face looking slightly confused or was it concerned?

“Why did you do that? I thought you promised he would be part of your staff in Italy?” She said.

“To be honest, I don’t remember promising that. But I was right not to include him, he lacks any real military skills. He admitted as much to me.” I replied. She looked slightly taken aback by my comment and said quizzically.

“Darling, what did he admit to?”

“That he had only received parade ground training.” I replied, surprised by her sudden interest in his skills.

“Oh, is that all, I thought you knew that. So, when will he return?”

“Not till he has proved his worth.” I said, adding... “But I thought this would please you more, he will be serving under Germanus.”

“Justinian’s cousin, the General. Oh, well, I suppose that can only improve his chances of promotion.” She replied, her voice hinted at something I couldn’t quite reach. But her smile broke my chain of thought, as she led me back into the house. 

A light luncheon had been laid for three, but the servants were already removing the third place as I sat down after washing myself and changing my clothes. We ate in the customary silence; I was surprised by the lack of fish. Once I reclined on the sofa, she smiled again and spoke.

“So, when do we leave for Italy?”

“I thought we agreed you would stay here till I gained Rome?” I replied, slightly confused by her question, as I thought we had dealt with this.

“I couldn’t bear you being left on your own for so long. I thought my company would lighten your burden.” She replied calmly.

“No, I’m sorry, but the march on Rome will be tough enough. I want you to stay here on the island and keep an eye on our affairs. After all, Solomon needs to be able to contact one of us if he has any further problems.” I replied.

“You should get rid of that incompetent man, give his job to Procopius, he seems to be a bright and charming young character. He is very well-read, and I find it a pleasure to converse in Greek with him.” She said in an idle way.

“No, Solomon has learnt his lesson, Procopius isn’t experienced enough for such a role.” I replied.

“Well, if you don’t give him challenging roles, how will he gain any experience?” She replied.

“True, but to be honest with you... there is something about him, I don’t trust.” I replied.

“Is it because he is ambitious?” She replied.

“Probably.” I answered.

“I know, it’s because he isn’t a soldier?”

“Yes, you’re right. You see through me so well; at times I don’t know what I would do without you.” I replied.

“I know dear. Anyway, on a lighter note. I had news from Theodora.” She replied, then added softly. “She is sick and tired of the Roman Pope Agapetus. He arrived in late winter on behalf of Theodatus and demanded that you be stopped from Invading Italy. You can only imagine how that went down with Justinian. Once he received a direct refusal from Justinian, instead of returning, he decided to remain. He is now interfering with matters that directly interest Theodora.”

“I didn’t know he had left Rome. With Peter being held, I lack any news concerning Ravenna. But why would he interfere with matters in the Capital?” I replied, intrigued, as Theodora’s letters to Antonina were my only door into the inner workings of the court.

“He has decided that Anthimus, the new Patriarch of the Capital, is not suitable for the role as he is a so-called heretic. He had a showdown with Justinian, and the Emperor agreed and deposed him for not accepting the teaching of the Councils.” She replied.

“I recall the name now. He caused trouble in Africa over the conversions of Arian priests, or something like that. I can’t say I was extremely interested. But to go up against Justinian over a matter of faith, he is either one determined man or a complete fool. Anyway, what happened next?” I asked.

“Anthimus is now in her care and out of sight. She has not forgiven this Roman priest, as she now calls him. Anyway, apart from that, our children our all well and thriving in the Palace with their aunt to guide them.” She added. A servant interrupted our chat, and I was called away to my office. As I left, I hoped that this Roman priest didn’t linger in the Capital, as upsetting Theodora wasn’t good for your health. I could do with a strong man like him back in Rome and on my side. Someone with his character would be useful in swaying the city to come over to us; instead of us having to besiege the city, something I desperately wanted to avoid. According to Timothy, it’s walls were in good shape and apparently the best in Italy, and far better than Syracuse’s had ever been!

~
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Standing on the coast of Italy and looking back at Sicily in the early morning sunshine, it seemed so close that if I picked up a stone, a simple throw would have reached the far shore. Below me, the last of the transports were making the short journey back to Messina, the sea a brilliant blue with their wakes cutting v shaped notches into the surface. At any other time, I could have spent all day here watching the sea between the two lands, but the army waiting behind me was already spread out along the Popilian Way. According to the milestone outside Reggio, it was about 350 miles to Capua and the Appian way. But we only needed to go as far as Naples, which we judged to be about 310 miles or a good twelve-day hard march for the infantry, depending on the weather. I had decided at the last minute that the army would travel light and carry only what was needed for defence. The rest of their equipment would be put back on the transport and collected when we reached Naples. In this way, the infantry would be better able to keep up with the cavalry. As we had landed, the Gothic commander of Reggio, one Ebrimous, who turned out to be the son-in-law of Theodatus surrendered to us, thanks to Timothy, which made the landing so much easier.

After we had spoken with him, he confirmed that there were no other garrisons before we reached Naples. There he knew to be about two thousand Goths, and he was sure they wouldn’t come over to us. The main reason being that his father-in-law was in Rome, not Ravenna, as I had thought. His presence meant that the garrison commander had no fear of us, as wherever the king was, so was the army. But as to how many men he actually had with him, this Ebrimous wasn’t sure. As the commanders, Asinarius and Gripas had gathered as many men as they could from all of Italy before marching to face Mundus. Timothy had done as he said, but had failed to mention who this Goth was, but that didn’t matter, he had his gold, and his men happily laid down their arms. Ebrimous and his family I sent back to Syracuse with orders that they should be sent on to the Capital for Justinian to decide their fate. His men excepted service and swore oaths to the Emperor, and I sent them on to Carthage.

So, by the end of the first day we had climbed into the lower mountains and then down into a wide river plain where we camped by a river for that night. Food didn’t prove to be a problem, as the towns and villages we passed through willingly gave us food and wine, so pleased were they to see a Roman army once again in Italy. That night, Bessas and Peranius and I briefly discussed the campaign so far. We agreed, at this rate the army would be in a far better shape than we could have hoped for, as for the element of surprise, well, that was lost as it had taken us a full day to disembark. I was sure Theodatus would be aware of our arrival before another day was up. Now, if he had an army with him and that was a big ‘if’, would he march to Naples and reinforce the city and take personal charge? Or would he instead call forces into Rome and hold us there, till Gripas and company could march back to support their king? 

In the morning, a third of the cavalry under Peranius would ride ahead and reach Capua and keep a watch on the road for any signs of Theodatus. We decided it was worth the risk, as there was no opposition for us till we reached Naples. A messenger was to be dispatched in the morning to find Constantius who should be holding station at Tropea, with orders for him to make for the bay of Naples and begin the blockade. I decided that we didn’t need his supplies as we had enough food, were making better time, as the weather was good, and the morale of the infantry was better than expected.

~
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On the evening of the ninth day, we billeted in Salerno. The town council had welcomed us with open arms, they were, in fact, awaiting our arrival for several hours. The men were fed and wined and expected to have a good night of rest. I, with my officers, were entertained by the council members inside the old Praetorian. The food and wine was as good as in Sicily and before the sunset, they took us up and onto the roof of the building and showed us the extent of the bay the town laid in. They then pointed out the direction we would have to march in the morning, it was slightly indirect due to the mountains that crossed our route, but they promised on the other side was a wide plain, dominated by the legendary Mount Vesuvius with its entrance to hell. I queried them over this as being a pagan belief, but they assured me that when we saw its domineering size with the smoke that it gave off, we would be in no doubt that it was indeed a pathway to the underworld. We laughed at that, and I assumed it was the drink that had made them speak in this manner. I took no offence, as even the local Bishop had been among this group, and he had nodded in agreement.

The next morning the army assembled, and it took quite a bit of time to round up all the men. As I trotted up and down the ranks, they looked more like they had spent the night in battle rather than eating, drinking, and sleeping, though I do confess that Bessas and I felt almost the same. The wine was good, but the after effects were stronger than I had expected. The day was already getting warm by the time we headed out of the town and up into the mountain pass.

Late in the afternoon, we finished filing through the pass between the line of mountains and had our first clear view of the land before us. The councillors had, if anything, understated the vista that would greet us. There in front of us lay a lush green plain, the line of the light-coloured road snaking away from us and disappearing into the base of the towering dark object that dominated everything. A wisp of smoke gently rose from the peak of Vesuvius’s dark, brooding mass. Its lower slopes were greener than that of the plain. To the mount’s left, I could just make out the rough contours of what, I thought, might be Naples, lying next to a glistening blue expansive bay. Italy seemed to be becoming greener the further north we travelled. The descent was a lot easier on us than the ascent had been, even though it would soon be summer, the heat felt like we were back in Africa, as the sky had remained clear all day, with the sun beating down on our backs. For the first time, our advance had slumped to a snail’s pace. We entered the town of Nocera, here the road divided, the main route heading on to the Appian Way and Capua, while we would take the other road directly to Naples which followed the line of the bay. Again, the town welcomed us, and the army was billeted as before. We spent a comfortable night and at dawn the army assembled along the road to Naples. This time we actually looked like a Roman army, the heavy revelry of Salerno wasn’t repeated here in the much smaller and quieter town of Nocera.

By noon, we reached the bay and the village of Sora, close to the old Greek town of The Tower. Now we were but a day’s march from Naples at the head of the bay. I halted the army here to await a message from Constantius and the fleet. The bay here was so large that we couldn’t see any of the ships that might be blockading it. I hadn’t received any messages from Peranius, which I took to be a good sign. Bessas and I decided that there was no need to construct a proper marching camp, and instead the men found shade under trees and among the orchards surrounding the village. A guard of cavalry was assigned to the north along the road and to the south a few miles back the way we had come.

Bessas and I, along with a few of my guards, walked along the road towards the ruins of the Greek town. Whatever had happened to it was a mystery, even the bathhouse was slowly being stripped of materials by the inhabitants of this village and the other village of Calastro close by. It was easy to see why the town had once lain here, the setting was dramatic and the land was incredibly fertile, the only shadow, was literary that cast by the brooding mountain lying to the east. In a way, it reminded us of towns that we had seen in the east destroyed by the Persians time and time again; at which point the locals gave up and moved to a new location. A rider approached us as we stood by the remains of the bathhouse. Bessas had already commented on the shame that it wasn’t working, as he could do with a good clean after all the marching we had done. The rider dismounted, and after he was checked for concealed weapons by my guard, was escorted to where we both stood. He saluted me and handed me a leather wrapped scroll and said.

“My lord, this is from Timothy of Syracuse, acting Prefect of Italy.”

“Where did you ride from?” I asked.

“Reggio, my Lord. I’m sorry for the delay, as I only had this horse.” He replied, bowing deeply to me. I ordered one of my guard to take him back to camp and have him fed, before giving him a new mount and returning him to me here. Once the messenger was gone, I carefully opened the leather bindings and gently broke the seal on the scroll. It had been a long time since I’d seen a scroll used. I read through it, then summarised it for Bessas. “He has already sorted out the town council of Reggio and expects them to begin raising taxes and produce shortly. He has already summoned the local dignitaries from the region that Reggio once served as the main centre. They will act as his tax collectors and send the returns to the town, where they can be shipped onto us at Naples. As he expects, it will be in our hands by the time the collection is due. Once he reaches Salerno, he expects to have set up a basic postal system. Apart from that, he has no other news for us.” 

“That was quite a long letter he sent you?” Commented Bessas.

“I gave you the best points, the rest were the minor needs of rebuilding an administration suitable for Romans.” I replied in a jovial tone, as I patted him on the back and turned to walk back to our camp. As we walked, we could see a large sail appear out of the heat haze that rested over the water. It was difficult to clearly make out the design of the sail, as the sun was in such a position as to make details difficult to see from its glare. Gradually it moved out of the sun’s brightness, and it quickly became apparent it was one of our warships heading towards us. A signal fire was lit outside the camp, and smoke was made using damped straw. The ship saw the signal and made towards the closest beach.

A small boat was dragged up the beach by a combination of sailors and soldiers. The well-dressed figure of Constantius jumped onto the dry sand and walked up to us. He had caught the sun since I had last seen him and looked like his old self. He was in a good mood as he greeted us, and we all headed to the village, where I had commandeered a small house to act as our headquarters. It lacked any good furniture, so we sat on the straw laid floor with a small table in the centre. Some wine and bread was brought to us by the mistress of the house. After a snack and a good swig of wine from clay bowls, I spoke.

“Well, Admiral Constantius, how goes the campaign?” 

“Excellent, Belisarius, one might even say excellent. So far, we have met with no opposition. I have already taken control of the islands of Capri on this side of the bay and Ischia and Procida on the other. We control the bay and so far, no ships have tried to enter or leave. All the contact I have had is with local fishermen, who relate that what was left of the Gothic fleet sailed north, before the winter. The old naval base is empty, but in such a poor state it isn’t worth using. I propose that once you have reached Naples, I’ll land the remaining infantry and the heavy equipment at Pozzuoli which still has a good-sized working port.”

“How close is it to Naples?” I enquired.

“Spitting distance.” He replied.

“Great, that allows us to cover the west of the city while we arrive from the east.” Said Bessas.

“Splendid, Constantius, we will be on the outskirts of the city by late tomorrow. So, begin landing the men as soon as you can and will set to besieging the city. I’m told there is a town close to the city, Ercolano, I’ll make my headquarters there. Once you have finished disembarking the army, come and meet us there. Bessas and I will make a detailed reconnaissance of the city once we are in that town. Anything else?” I said.

“Yes, there is. They are, eventually, going to realise how small a force we are and if that happens, they are going to hold out longer.” Said Constantius in a concerned voice. 

“I know, that’s why I will hold the army at Ercolano, till we’ve completed the reconnaissance. They won’t be able to see how large the army is till we begin the siege. So, for now, we won’t have to worry about that. But it is a good point.” I replied, standing up, as did my colleagues. We stepped out into the low-lying sun, I turned and said. “Can you reach your fleet by night?”

“Yes, we have ships with lit beacons marking the blockade.” Replied Constantius.

“Don’t land all the men at once, make a big show of the transports arriving, could you sail so that they are seen by the populace of Naples?” I asked.

“Yes, they have no working artillery covering the sea, so I’m informed. You know, we could sail empty transports along with full ones. That should confuse the Goths as to how many men we have, at least on the western side.” He replied.

“I’ll have the men light extra fires at night from now on.” Added Bessas.

“Good, that will keep them guessing, as well as any spies watching us.” I replied.

~
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We finished our survey of the walls, starting at the eastern side of Naples. The city had four gates, with well situated towers on either side of them. The walls were in a particularly good state of repairs, with the standard arrangement of turrets and ditch well maintained. One main aqueduct entered the city but appeared to be in use. We could see little of the Gothic garrison, who wisely decided to watch us discreetly, instead of showing themselves to us and allowing us to count their numbers. To the east of the city, the ground rose steadily upwards as it reached back to the dark mountain. But it wasn’t steep enough to allow us to see inside the city but made the placing of artillery difficult. Once back at our headquarters, together with Bessas we called in all our commanders. Together, we decided to concentrate on the four main gates. All the artillery would be brought up and assembled at these positions, as the ground was pretty level here and the road allowed easy access. It would take at least a week to finalise our positions and rotate the men in and out of the positions during the night. It was agreed that campfires would be lit at night at the four locations, as well as here and at Pozzuoli. I also decided that I would have Constantius completely seal the city from the sea. The last thing we needed was for some fishermen to have eagerly eyed our true positions and relay them to the Goths. I made one final statement before dismissing them.

“Normally, I would have approached the city and offered terms. This time, as we are weak in numbers, I won’t approach them till we have them besieged. Hopefully, this will show our confidence in the ease in which we expect to take the city. So far, Peranius has seen no sign of any relief force. The Gothic garrison must also be aware of this, so, we will play on their fears.” Once the commanders had left to issue orders to the men, Bessas turned to me. 

“We could be stuck here for quite a while. Summer is coming and the men our going to suffer the longer we are here.”

“I know, that’s why I’m going to try to bluff them into surrendering. I’ll promise the garrison they will be free to leave by boat and the populace that there will be no plundering if they quickly open the gates to us.” I replied. 

“It’s worth a try... otherwise we will have to consider digging tunnels under the walls! I have spoken to Paucaris, the engineer, and he says the ground here is made of a soft rock that is quick to cut through, though even if they start now, it will be at least a month before they are anywhere close to the ditch let alone any of the turrets.” He said.

“I’d forgotten about tunnels. But now you mention it, doesn’t this part of Italy remind you of the east? Especially after you mentioned tunnels.” I replied thoughtfully.

“Yes, I have been thinking that since we camped at Nocera.”

“Well, speak to the engineers and set them to work, I think we have enough men to spare for one tunnel. Have them recruit the locals to aid in the labour. Tomorrow I’m going to see Constantius and see if he has any good ideas.” 

~
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On the eighth day of the siege, a deputation left Naples via the Capua gate and were detained at our barricade outside that gate. I was summoned and ordered Bessas and Constantius to join me here at our main camp. I sent word that the deputation should be blindfolded before they left our front line, no need for them to learn how small we were!

Bessas and Constantius had already arrived before the two old men were led into my presence. We sat with a table between us and the two Neapolitans. Once their blindfolds were removed, it was clear they must be part of the city council. They were well-dressed, the second wore clothing one would associate with the Levant, rather than the west. I waited for them to speak, the silence became a little painful, and I wanted to speak first, but I required them to feel as uncomfortable as possible. Finally, the more Italian looking of the pair spoke.

“Do I address the General Belisarius?” He said in broken Greek. 

“I am, and you may speak in Latin to us.” I replied, in Latin. The man smiled, obviously relieved, as his Greek wasn’t up to having a proper conversation.

“My name is Stephanus, leader of the council and this Antiochus who represents the guild of merchants and luckily speaks excellent Greek.” He replied, Antiochus bowed in response to his name being mentioned.

“Well, have you come to seek terms?” I asked politely. Both of their expressions changed from one of slight hope to a look of desperation. Then Stephanius, coughed before he spoke.

“My lord, no... we have been sent by the garrison commander, and I’m to relay his message to you.” He replied. I nodded for him to continue. “The commander of the Gothic garrison, Alaric son of Gunnar, says that you should withdraw, now before his master King Theodatus arrives with an army and crushes you before the walls of our city.”

“Is that all?” Laughed Bessas. Stephanus and Antiochus both looked sheepish at the laughter.

“Now, I will give you my terms... Alaric, son of whoever... and his men are free to leave the city by boat if they surrender to me. You and your fellow citizens will be spared as well. Otherwise, when I break into the city, which I will... I can’t be held responsible for my men’s actions.” I said in a very stern voice, I glanced to either side of me and both Bessas and Constantius had their serious faces on display. 

Stephanius and Antiochus both looked visibly shaken by my words. I then gave out an order, dismissing the pair with a casual wave of my hand. They staggered out under the rough directions of my guards. “Guards, blindfold them and return them to the gate where they appeared from.” 

“So, they expect relief to come from Rome?” Injected Bessas.

“I think, well, I’m sure you put the fear of God into the pair. I thought that Stephanus was going to drop dead before you finished speaking.” Added Constantius with a grin.

“Ummh, we have heard nothing from Peranius. I am going to send the rest of the cavalry up to him. They seemed so sure that Theodatus was going to come to the city’s aid. That worries me, as it could mean he is not waiting for men. Or he is panicking as he doesn’t know which Roman army is more of a threat?” I replied. There followed a few moments of silence, then I spoke again and said. “Well, I think they are trying to slow us down, hoping Theodatus will arrive. Have Paucaris brought here, we need to get into the city as quickly as possible. With those walls, our artillery, and the ships we can hold out here for good.”

~
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Paucaris entered the room, he was dirty, and dust covered. I bid him to sit down, had refreshment brought in and allowed him time to get his breath back.

“Well, how are the tunnels going?” I asked.

“Sir, as I said, the three tunnels will take at least two months before we are clearly inside the city. The rock is good to carve and strong enough to need minimum shoring up.” He replied, clearing his mouth, and spitting onto the ground.

“If we concentrate on one tunnel, say at the gate closest to us, how long would it take you?” I said, without pausing, he replied.

“About sixteen days, the ground is optimal, and the angle is good to get below the ditch and rise behind the gate.”

“Right, forget about the other two, concentrate on this tunnel and get through as fast as you can. I won’t keep you, anything you need just demand it and if we have it, it’s yours. Also tell your men there is a bonus if they finish by the end of the month.” I said.

“Sir, I ‘m sure they will work as fast as they can. But when we are under the ditch, we can’t work at night, as they will hear us.” Paucaris replied.

“How so?” Asked Bessas.

“It’s simple, the city quietens down at night, and the sound of stone being chipped away with iron tools echoes through the rock and into the city!” He replied in a confident tone.

“Well, we’ll have to make noise when you are close. Could we mount mock attacks at night, as well as during the day? Keeping them awake for longer?” Suggested Constantius.

“That would work, sir.” Replied Paucaris.

“Good, then that’s settled, you get on with your tunnel. We will plan the assaults for when you need us.” I replied. Paucaris stood up, saluted, and left the tent. 

I turned to Constantius, how many of your sailors can you spare? I want them to start building siege ladders in sight of Naples’ gates, especially at night, so have them make as much noise as they can. I think the idea of noise at night is a good idea. Bessas, during the night keep a light guard on our positions and withdraw the men a good distance so they can rest without being kept awake by the noise.” I said.

“If we are going to storm the south gate, then we need to concentrate as many men near there. I think nearer the time, we should begin repositioning the men at night and have them keep out of sight during the day, till we attack.” Commented Bessas.

“May I suggest we send the Huns, as they are shorter and would find the tunnels less of a problem?” Proposed Constantius.

“No, I think the Isurians are a better choice. The Huns are good with the bow, but not so good as horseless shock troops.” I replied.

“I agree, the Huns would be better with Peranius. I’ll lead the Isaurians into the city and take the guard towers.” Announced Bessas.

“No, I need you to lead the army in through the open gates. Use Magnus from my guard, he speaks their tongue.” I replied.

“Look, how am I to gain glory for myself, if you keep me safe all the time, Belisarius.” Grumbled Bessas.  

“Better a live General, than a dead Achilles!” Laughed Constantius.  

~
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A week later, I visited Paucaris’s work site. He led me down a rough sloping tunnel, I was surprised how wide and high it was considering they had only been working at it a week. Close to the face, the tunnel had levelled out. The men had stopped work before I entered; otherwise, there wouldn’t have been any room, and the dust would have half choked me to death! But under the light of oil lamps, Paucaris showed me with a length of cord how far they had advanced horizontally.

“Sir, we have cut two hundred feet of rock, and are thirty feet down, so we actually have only travelled 198 feet. Thanks to a hard-learnt lesson in geometry.”

“So where are we now?” I asked him in almost a whisper.

“Just before the ditch, I reckon, Sir.” Replied Paucaris, also in a whisper.

“It’s hot down here and the air is thick.” I commented.

“Yes sir. We have done the easiest part. Now it gets harder, as the air gets thinner, and it also gets hotter. So, the men can work for less time at the face. Look and feel the texture of the rock here?” He replied. It was softer than the walls I had guided myself down on. It was almost like extremely hard sand and just as rough to the touch. “We’ve had a stroke of luck. Below the ditch, it seems its sand. If this keeps up till at least the foundations of the walls, then we’ll be inside the city before the end of the month as you so ordered us, sir.” 

“Great, now I need to get out of here, it’s so cramped and hot.” I said, turning and just stopping myself from trying to run out of the tunnel. Instead, in as much of a dignified way as possible, I scrambled back up the tunnel, it was only going back up that I realised how steep it was. Once back on the surface, I took in several deep breaths of warm free air, then dusted myself down. One thing was for sure after visiting that hole, the engineers were going to get paid well in silver for their work!

I walked back to my headquarters in what had been a tavern, judging by the racks at the rear of the building. One thing was for sure, it was comfortable and made a good workplace as well as a sleeping quarters. Once inside, I stripped off my sweaty and dirt encrusted clothing and walked from the tavern come headquarters to the beach. It was a short walk, and I entered the mildly warm water and rinsed off the dirt. It was so comfortable sitting on the wet sand, breathing in clean air, the sun warming me and the water lapping around my waist. That I completely failed to hear my guards calling for me. I turned to see them shouting and waving at me to come back to the shore.

Once back inside my headquarters, I dressed in a light tunic and trousers. Then went out to find what the fuss was about. Evidently, Stephanus and Antiochus were seeking an audience with me. I considered if it was worth meeting them, then realised I had nothing to lose and had then brought to me, blindfolded as before. I sat at my table come desk, while they were escorted in, and I ordered some wine brought to us.

I bid them to sit on the bench in front of my desk and waited for them to drink their wine. This time I decided to be pleasant with the pair of them. So, instead of waiting for them to speak, I spoke first.

“Gentlemen, so good of you to call. What can I do for you?” They were slightly perturbed by my different attitude, which seemed odd to me, as Antiochus was a merchant, and must be well-used to haggling over deals.

“We have been sent again by the Goths to speak to you...” I interrupted Stephanus by raising my hand, then injecting. 

“Let me be honest with you. This is what I want you to do for me. I want you to bribe the Goths to surrender to me. I’ll send them to Africa with enough silver so that each of them can live well for the rest of their lives.” The pair were completely taken aback by my suggestion and seemed at a loss. So instead of waiting for them, I continued. “Of course, the pair of you will be rewarded for your service to the Emperor. I will need a good and trustworthy man to lead the city council once I have control of the city. And you, Antiochus, could do well for yourself, as my men are always in need of fresh supplies.”

“But that wasn’t why we were sent... but you say a new leader... our current one, Pastor, was appointed by the Goths and his deputy, Asclepiodotus, has made much money from them. You know they have recruited a small force of citizens to help the thousand strong garrison man the walls.” Said Stephanus.

“I can get supplies to your men with little problem, we have an excess inside the city, you know, more than we need.” Added Antiochus, almost salivating at the thought of making a profit.

“Well, I suggest, you return to the city and speak to your people and warn them that anyone who takes up arms against the Emperor is a traitor and can expect no mercy. I expect to hear from you, shortly. Goodbye gentlemen... guards show them back to the city.” I ordered.

After they had left, I reflected on how easy it had been to appeal to their base instincts, power, and greed. Now it would be interesting to see how well they performed trying to undermine the Gothic garrison as well as the collaborators. I had also learnt two things from this meeting with them. Firstly, there were only a thousand Goths in the city and secondly, they had plenty of supplies to withstand a long siege. It was the first piece of information that genuinely interested me. With only a thousand men, they couldn’t protect all the gates at the same time, which meant when we were ready to breach the southern gate, several diversions at the other gates should draw all but a skeleton crew from our intended target. Then it occurred to me, that they hadn’t mentioned water and that made me think of the aqueduct. In the morning, I would have it blocked, no point in making life too easy for them inside the city. For the ordinary citizen, it would remind them that we hadn’t given up, and it was their leadership and the Goths who were making them suffer.

~
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Three days later they returned, and we again sat around my desk in my headquarters. This time they didn’t seem as confident as before. Stephanus spoke first this time.

“General, I didn’t recognise this building before, but now I do, it’s one of the taverns that led down to the sea here at Ercolano.”

“Yes.” I replied.

“The city council, on behalf of the poor, beg you to allow water to run again into the city.” Said Antiochus.

“Do you both need a drink of fresh water?” I asked out of interest.

“Oh, no, we have private wells... as do the Goths.” Replied Stephanus, casually. 

“Of course, I will, when the city surrenders to me. Please remind everyone that my terms are still valid, but only up to the moment my men enter the city!” I said, in a menacing tone, wishing I had a short Egyptian dagger to balance its tip on the desk. But I didn’t need its presence, as the pair went very silent for a moment, then Stephanus spoke.

“I have had no luck in persuading anyone to come over to ‘our’ side, as they still believe Theodatus will arrive at any moment with his army to destroy you.” Antiochus nodded quickly in agreement, and I was surprised he didn’t bother to speak to add that he was on ‘our’ side.

“Well, gentlemen, this is the last time we will speak here. The next will be when I’m in command of Naples. Good day gentlemen.” I said, they both stood up and the guards who had this time remained standing behind them, escorted the now blindfolded couple back to the city.

~
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“So far, the faint night attacks have cost us a few men, but the men are becoming bored and restless as they know they are not expected to actually storm the city.” Said Bessas through a mouth full of bread.

“I know, but until we break through with the tunnel, we need to keep the attacks up. But I’m still surprised by the relative lack of casualties, considering how predictable we have become.” Added Constantius as he swigged his way through a bowl of wine. 

I waited till my mouth was clear before speaking; last night had been rough on us, as in the middle of the faint attack it had suddenly burst down in heavy rain. The ground, which we had been trampling over for weeks, abruptly turned into a flowing mass of mud. Most of our casualties had been caused by slipping and falling with the ladders while crossing the ditch. 

The figure of a muddy but cheerful Paucaris came into the room come office. Without speaking, he sat down, took wine and bread, and enjoyed a good breakfast while we looked on in silence. This was the first time in weeks he had joined us for breakfast, and I feared he might have bad news from all the rain last night. Once he’d taken a last gulp of wine, wiped his face of the remaining mud, he smiled and with a broad grin that showed his teeth and spoke.

“Sir, gentlemen, we are through, only a thin section divides us from the surface. At dawn, this morning, we peeked a look through, and we were directly behind the right turret of the gatehouse. We have fitted a temporary cover under the remaining soil... just in case someone should stand on it!” He announced in a triumphant voice. We sat and looked at him in astonishment, he had worked even faster than I had expected possible or even dared to hope for.

“What about all that rain last night?” Asked Constantius.

“I had a small earth wall erected at the mouth of the tunnel, as a precaution, so no rain flowed down into the tunnel. We have about an ankle’s worth of water below the ditch, as it flowed down easily through the sand. But the stone stopped a lot of it... but we must use it tonight, as that water will eventually seep through the rock and flood the tunnel!” He replied in a serious tone.

“Well, that settles it. Tonight, or rather just before dawn, we storm the city. Bessas you know what to do. Constantius, I want the ships to move in closer at dusk, I don’t want anyone escaping. So, the other gates will need guarding in case part of the garrison, or their allies, try to flee in the confusion.” I said.

It was a clear night, and the moon wasn’t doing us any favours as it was almost full and lit up the countryside, and our positions, enough so that any keen-eyed sentries on the walls stood a good chance of seeing movement. Before the Isaurians moved out, Magnus had them leave behind any heavy armour or anything else that would rattle and make a noise and alert the sentries to their approach. We had prearranged a signal for when the gate was secure, four long blasts on trumpets. Before that two-long blasts from my location would announce the mock attacks on the other walls, any change in our behaviour might just tip off the Goths to our real attack. The Isaurians moved off in near silence, even their saddles were difficult to hear over the sounds of the night and the surf rolling up and down the nearest beach. I gave then just about enough time for the first of them to be approaching the tunnel, when I ordered my signal for the mock attack.

Word had obviously travelled through the camp and the siege camps that tonight was the night. As the sounds from the troops launching the mock attacks was extra loud, I judged it loud enough to order Bessas to begin marching the assault troops up the road towards our frontline. Before this, Bessas and I had considered the need for the troops to fast march towards the frontline. The downside of this was that they would be more exhausted when they finally charged through the open gates. Now they would be more than ready, and their nerves would fire them up for the assault. I walked behind the tail end of Bessas’s assault force, with what was left of my guard, fully dismounted. We had also dumped our cavalry armour and were now like the infantry, very lightly armoured but far more manoeuvrable. I had at one point considered holding back till Bessas was inside the city and entering it in daylight. But I hated waiting and doing nothing when my men were fighting, so rather than pace around, I decided to do something I considered constructive and march with the others into the city.

The four blasts from Magnus’ trumpets echoed over the sound of the mock assaults. Quickly, the sounds from the other three gates died for a moment, only to be replaced by an almighty roar from the direction of Bessas’ troops, as they surged forward. I was caught standing still listening to the change in sounds, when in the half-light my guards knocked into me. This was followed by apologies from my would-be assailants, then laughter as we realised what had happened.

“Charge!” I shouted as I picked up speed running after the tail end of Bessas’s force, which had almost disappeared from view. My guard’s rapidly over-took me and formed a physical barrier around me as we ran towards the gate. Flames started to erupt and flashed and wriggled as they came into view the closer, we came to the now wide-open gates. Shouts and screams mixed with the sound of metal on metal greeted us, as we bound through the open gates. I was forced to slow, as we became entangled in the dead and dying of the initial assault. Even the stone pavement was slippery with wet blood and guts. There is nothing more uncomfortable than feeling blood and gore washing over your feet through open sandals, more so as you weren’t sure who had caused it and if they were from your own men or the enemies. 

Dawn came swiftly and lit the city up, casting shadows towards the sea. I stood with my guards in what I considered to be the main square of the city. Several impressive buildings surrounded us, one looked like an old-style praetorian with a matching basilica beside it. I had only a few fights since entering the city, mostly from fleeing Goths who literally ran into us as they fled the rest of the army. One or two armed civilians had also crossed our path and joined the dead on the pavement. Several small fires were well alight from the direction of the sea wall. All I could see was the smoke drifting over the buildings surrounding us. The sounds of fighting had eased with the dawn, now all I could see was the army moving in and out of buildings and piling up anything that took their fancy on the pavements. Most of it was impractical, such as chairs, tables, and even one or two beds. How they were going to carry all that on their backs would be a sight to see! I walked over to the praetorian and entered through its open doors. A number of Bessas’s men stood guard in and around it, as well as the basilica. He had sensibly ensured that the official buildings were protected from looting. My guard had followed me in, looking around at the entrance hallway, I could see little use for them and instead ordered them to get their fill of the loot. They didn’t need asking twice as they tore off in every direction looking for something to prize.

The Praetorian was in a good state of repair, even several decades of Gothic rule hadn’t diminished its Roman elegance. The plinths where statues once rested were still present, the tiled floor had an interesting design I hadn’t seen before, even in Sicily, and the colour scheme was different here than what I had so far found in Italy. It probably reflected differing availability of material or taste. The city was old by the standards of the Empire, I was taken aback to find many Greek inscriptions inside the building, as well as on some of the old plinths. Finally, I found the council chambers and there, under guard, were two familiar faces and two I didn’t recognise. All four of them, on seeing my entrance into the chamber, prostrated themselves in silence.

“Stephanus and Antiochus, I see you have survived, and I told you we would meet again... now who are those two next to you?”

“Pastor and Asclepiodotus, my lord!” Replied Antiochus in a particularly gloating voice, without looking up to see my face.

“Well, Stephanus, I appoint you as council leader, and I expect you to conduct yourself in the manner befitting an Imperial agent of our Emperor.” I replied, not bothering to acknowledge Antiochus’s comment or the other two. I walked past them and to the far end of the chamber where a chair rested in the centre of a raised platform and sat myself down. A few of my guards had returned empty-handed and marched up to where I sat and positioned themselves on either side, spears held in their right hands, shields in their left, with the bottom tip resting on the floor.

Bessas entered, followed by Constantius, and they both stood to one side of me, while a number of Isaurians formed up at the rear of the chamber. They looked particularly menacing, their clothing smeared with blood, even their greaves were dulled from the smearing of combat. They stood in silence, while the four twitched uncomfortably on the floor, not daring to look up or behind them. Once silence had returned to the chamber, I cleared my throat.

“Well, how did it all go?”

“Excellent, Belisarius, sorry, Sir... the city is ours, the Gothic garrison and those who resisted are no more. The men have finished looting and have collected what they found into the square outside. It’s quite impressive.” Replied Bessas.

“We burnt a few ships in the port and halted any ships leaving, sinking one or two. The western and northern gates caught a few trying to flee, but they were dealt with on the spot.” Said Constantius.

“Casualties?” I enquired.

“Over a hundred.” Replied Constantius.

“Three times that. It was the Isurians who caught most of it as they charged the Gothic reinforcements and halted them, till I could reach them. Then I think a few were caused by over exhilaration of the men, falling from windows and the aqueduct thanks to finding supplies of wine!” He replied laughing. 

“That is a lot better than I expected. Well, stand Stephanus and Antiochus.” I said, and the pair stood, then I spoke again. “You both accuse these two here, Pastor and Asclepiodotus of treason?” 

“Yes, my lord, I do.” Replied Stephanus, Antiochus seemed a little shy and just nodded.

“Yes or No, Antiochus?” I said in a loud voice. He stammered and, in an almost inaudible reply, finally responded. 

“Yes, my lord!”

“So, I sentence you both to be impaled at the Capua gate. With a notice, stating your crime of treason. Take them away.” I ordered. The Isaurians, almost as one, leapt at the pair and dragged them away as they screamed their innocence. Both Stephanius and Antiochus looked shocked, judging by the colour the pair had turned. Antiochus recovered first and spoke again. 

“My lord, which ships were burnt in the harbour?” I looked over to Constantius and nodded for him to reply. 

“The ones that rested heavy in the water, as they obviously held a cargo!” He replied nonchalantly. There was a moment of silence from Antiochus and his faced showed a look of extreme pain as it dawned on him which ships, they were. I pre-empted his next question.

“Your ships, I presume. I suppose you will be looking for compensation, since I’m the Emperor’s representative here, that also makes me as you have seen, the dispenser of justice...”

“Err, yes, my lord...” He replied, then abruptly thinking better, and remembering what had just occurred, added. “No, my lord, they were the sad victims of war...”

“Good.” I said, then adding, “There is one thing I hate more than traitors, and that’s those who profit from war. Isn’t that right, Bessas and Constantius?” 

They nodded, wide smiles on their faces. Antiochus had returned to his pale colour once again, and I thought he just might be shaking. I dismissed the pair of them, once they were out of the chamber I got up and walked over to my comrades with a grin. “Well, let us get on with the auction. Have your men round up all the citizens and tell them now is their chance to buy back their goods at a reasonable price. Anything left will be given to the poor or burnt!”   

~
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The auction was a bit confusing at first, but to those who were well-off and had survived the siege, they soon understood the rules. By the end of the second day, little was left, and our treasury was full of silver and gold coins. Some were Gothic in origin, whilst others predated their time. It didn’t matter, as the army would be paid their bounty by weight according to rank. That would take at least three more days to sort out. The more astute of the soldiers had pocketed any coins they found, as well as rings, as these could be hidden from their officers. I didn’t bother ordering a search of the men, as they were granted leave for the next three days, and I was sure gambling, drinking and other pleasures would soon redistribute the loot.

Three days later, I called a meeting of the council and my officers in the council chamber. There were a few gaps in the council seats, but that didn’t concern me. As I sat on the chair which, Stephanus would have occupied at any other time, but as the most senior man in the city it was, by rights, mine to claim, I turned to him. 

“Stephanus, I have read your report on the siege of the city and the number of losses suffered by the population. I hope you’re not trying to make a claim for compensation on their behalf?” I said in a cheerful voice.

“No, my lord, just the facts.” He replied calmly.

“Good, I have considered the problem, and its solution also provides an answer to a dilemma I have.... So, this is how I have decided to solve your problem. We were ably assisted by two villages during the siege, Calastro and the other village, who name escapes me for the moment... as a reward, they will be moved into the city here and given the houses of those who no longer require them. That I think should replenish and begin restoring the city to its old Imperial standards. What say you?” He hesitated for a moment, trying I think to second guess me, and then he replied.

“Yes, my lord, but we will have difficulty fitting them into the ordinary citizens' houses...” I stopped him from saying any more, as he hadn’t or didn’t want to understand my last statement.

“No, they are to be given as a reward the houses the Goths took, and any, your citizens have vacated... do I make myself clear Stephanius?”

“Yes, my lord...”

“Now I need accommodation for my wife and our household. I have written to her and the lady Antonina will be arriving shortly. She..., we, will need the accommodation till we take Rome.” I added.

“Yes, my lord. You can use my house; it would be my pleasure!” He added in an obvious attempt to curry favour with me. 

“Good, now for the Goths who were captured here. Any soldier who survived will be offered the choice of serving in the army or slavery in the mines. The others will be sent to Carthage and, depending on their usefulness... will be found work... there will be no auctions here. I don’t need an enemy hiding within our midst. Do I make myself clear on that matter?” I said, looking at the assembled council members and judging by their looks, especially that of Antiochus, I guessed that they had been literally banking on making a profit from the prisoners. Instead, any profits would go towards the cost of the campaign so far. “Lastly, the temporary Prefect of Italy is due here soon. The city will be his temporary headquarters. He will need an office and suitable men, as well as accommodation.” 
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