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For Edmund


Haec uerba


Accipe fraterno multum manantia fletu,


Atque in perpetuum, frater, aue et uale.




It was death, for us, to have lived


Amidst such disasters


And the ruin of the world.


 


Sidonius Apollinaris
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Prologue
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Men say, as much as the sayings of men are worth, that it began with a cowherd. He had lived his whole life in the country beyond the great river Danube. As a boy he had herded his lazy father’s cattle between the sweeping grasslands and snowy peaks of that barbaric land, and when his father died the cattle became his.


Because he was a strong and ambitious man his herd soon doubled in size, and he decided to take a wife, who gave him a son. When his herd doubled again, he took a second wife, who gave him two sons; and when it doubled a third time he took a third wife, who gave him three sons.


By this time, judging that he had enough cattle and wives and more than enough sons, the cowherd fancied himself an important man, worthy of the attention of his king. But when he went to see the king he was mocked even before he entered the palace. ‘You have nothing to offer him,’ the king’s guard said. ‘You think yourself wealthy, but your entire herd would barely be enough for a single feast in this hall.’


The cowherd returned home dejected. His first wife asked him what was wrong. ‘I have seen the splendour of the king’s palace,’ he replied. ‘Now I look at you all and think myself a simple farmer, little more than a beggar.’


The second wife said, ‘Make a sacrifice to the gods and ask for their help.’


‘How will the gods help me?’ he asked.


‘Ask them to give you something to offer the king,’ said the third wife. ‘Something that no other man has.’


And so the cowherd, heeding this wise counsel, went to his herd and chose the finest looking beast he could see. Some say this was a full-grown ox, others a heifer; but whichever it was, when he found it he was dismayed, for it was limping and its front leg was covered in blood. ‘This is a bad omen,’ the man grumbled to himself as he inspected the wound. ‘The gods are punishing me for the laziness of my father.’ He saw at once that the wound had been caused by something sharp, and that a trail of blood led across the meadow towards a mound in the distance. Worried that another of his animals might also injure itself in the same way, he began following the blood trail.


Soon he came to a small hollow at the top of the mound, where the trail ended. Peering inside the hollow, he glimpsed something shiny. Straight away he returned to his house to fetch a mattock, before hurrying back to dig out the mysterious object. It was not long before he realised it was a sword. When he had exposed the grip, he pulled it from the earth and held it up to the sun. Never before had he seen such a perfect blade.


So bright did it flash that his wives came running from the house. ‘It is a sword of the gods,’ they told him. ‘They have answered your prayer!’


‘I made no prayer to them,’ he answered, ‘but I know why they have revealed this to me.’


He wasted not a single breath returning to the king’s palace. This time the guard took one look at the blade and his face turned pale. He immediately led the cowherd into the great hall. The cowherd fell to his knees when he glimpsed the king sitting on his throne.


‘Come closer,’ Attila said.


The cowherd approached him, offering the sword in outstretched hands. ‘My king,’ he said, ‘I found this buried on my land.’


Attila’s eyes fixed on the blade. He rose from his throne and took hold of the weapon. The steel shone like fire as he turned it this way and that, marvelling at its workmanship, which surpassed anything made by man in any corner of the world.


‘Last night I had a dream,’ Attila said in a sonorous voice. ‘I dreamed that a stranger would come to me with this sword. Today I commanded my guard, if such a man should appear, to bring him to me. Now I see that it was no mere dream, but a prophecy.’


‘What is the prophecy, great king?’ asked the cowherd.


Attila replied, ‘This is the ancient sword of Mars, god of war, lost for countless generations. Now it has been revealed to me for these reasons: that I might be invincible in war; that I might grind the empire of Rome into the dust; that I might sit above the whole world as its conqueror and master.’


This, then, is the tale as told by men. Some call it fanciful, and dismiss it as a tale best told by children.


But they are not the ones who saw Attila amass his hordes and ride on the west. They never saw the fields of the Rhineland turn black with the tide of horsemen, nor did they see the towers of its once-proud cities tumble to ruin before the Hunnic weapons of war, and nor could they have seen the weeping of the women and children as they were led into slavery or death.


Fanciful the tale may be, but Gaul would come to know the truth of it.




I


Vicus Helena, near Tournai, A.D. 448


It was so fine a day for a wedding: one of those days in August when the sky stretches high and blue towards the sun and not a cloud can be seen. It was a day of blossom and freshness and all the scents of summer, a good day for galloping across meadows, feeling the sure earth beneath the horse’s hooves, sucking the air deep into one’s lungs. Such days, Ecdicius felt, were made for men to enjoy.


For a moment, only a moment, his thoughts wandered. Three hundred miles, across fields and forests, rivers and towns, his mind took him to a lake in the hills, where a friendly breeze played on the water like the voice of an old friend. He saw a dancing reflection of hills, and above the shore, through the reeds and bulrushes where the bitterns nested, the white walls of home, the playing shapes of his sisters and brother …


The moment passed. Now was not the time for such thoughts. Ecdicius made himself sensible to the strap biting into the flesh beneath his chin, the helmet clamped on his skull, the weight of the mail on his shoulders. The ranks of cavalry in front of him, the most experienced of the regiment, made no sound or movement beneath the cover of the trees. Without turning his head, for he did not want to appear nervous, Ecdicius felt the reassurance of the other ranks beside and behind him. One hundred men of the First Gallic Horse waited in perfect silence, hidden just within the treeline.


Now he could hear the sounds from beyond the ridge. The Frankish enemy must have crossed the river. The drums carried best, each with its own throbbing echo. Less distinctly he heard a muddle of pipes and flutes, and beneath them the first voices. The barbarians were laughing and singing, ignorant of what would soon befall them.


Zephyros, sensing that the moment of release was near, shook his mane with a snort and scuffed the ground impatiently, but knew better than to whinny. Ecdicius brushed a calming hand on the steed’s neck. He discreetly slipped three fingers beneath the throatlash. There was no cause for anxiety; the bridle was not too tight. This morning at camp he had dismissed his groom and saddled and bridled Zephyros himself, testing every strap, piece and ring over and over again, making sure that nothing might slip or snap in the frenzy of battle. Even so, he could not stop himself reaching back to the javelin case behind his saddle. For the third time he checked that he had left it fastened open, and that each javelin was secure, but loose enough to pull with ease when the time came.


Calm yourself, Ecdicius thought. You must look like a frightened maiden on her wedding night. He returned both hands to the reins and breathed deeply, trying to steady his thumping heart. He looked to the commander in the front rank. Dappled light glinted on the tribune’s helmet of steel and gilded bronze, and on the immaculate rings of his mail shirt. For half an hour Majorian had been sitting like that, not moving an inch, watching the ridge with the patience of a statue. That’s how a soldier awaits battle.


Watching Majorian did not help. Ecdicius could think only of how dry his mouth had become. He would have taken a drink from his flask, but he was afraid of fumbling with the cap. Not for the first time, doubts entered his mind. Perhaps he should not have pressed his father so hard to get him this commission. True, the First Gallic Horse were the elite of the field army, and Majorian was second in fame only to Count Aëtius himself, but Ecdicius had never before ridden into battle. He should have joined a lesser regiment, gained some experience. What if he disgraced himself? The slightest mistake, the briefest hesitation, and Majorian would hear of it. Such a commander would not tolerate a second-rate cavalryman in his regiment. Ecdicius would be dismissed and sent back in shame to his father – his famous father, the great hero and general, whose name was renowned the length and breadth of Gaul.


Such a fate would be too much to bear. It would be better to fall in battle.


Ecdicius was distracted by movement at the top of the ridge as the first of the barbarians appeared. Through the foliage he glimpsed them arriving on foot, on horse or mule, in ox-drawn carts, gathering on the high ground to prepare for their celebration. Some hoisted planks of wood from carts and set up tables, which others loaded with fruits and bread. They rolled kegs of beer and raised awnings, stacked faggots ready for the cooking fires. Three boys fixed a post in the earth and tethered a pair of bleating goats. Still the drums and pipes were playing, and now the revellers, dancing, laughing, drunk, were coming into view. There must be two hundred at least, Ecdicius judged, with more coming up the ridge: warriors, garlanded women and girls, boys following their fathers, servants. A large crowd, as one would expect for a princess.


It was indeed a fine day for a wedding, Ecdicius thought. But firm ground, clear air, and an open meadow were fine for many things.


Majorian raised his right hand, fist clenched. A ripple ran through the ranks as men stirred their mounts and prepared to move. That morning the tribune had said there was to be no trumpet when they charged, no battle cry, nothing to alert the enemy. Their only task was to fight through the Frankish warriors guarding the wedding party and capture the barbarian princess, the granddaughter of King Chlodio. If they took her hostage, Chlodio would have no choice but to make a treaty and pay compensation for the war he had started. Justice would be done.


Majorian lowered his fist, and the regiment moved out from the trees. He led the advance, pressing ahead while the far flanks held back. One hundred troopers cantered onto the open ground and flowed into a wedge, nine ranks deep with Majorian and two other riders at the point. Ecdicius, with firm, well-practised movements, kept Zephyros in formation, knowing his place three ranks from the rear in the middle of the wedge, trying not to jostle with the over-eager riders around him.


By the time the Franks noticed the approaching thunder of the cavalry it was too late. They had no time to organise themselves. A few of the men whipped out their axes and swords and prepared to stand their ground, but the rest ran, or stumbled in a drunken stupor. Singing stopped, and laughter turned to cries of alarm.


Straight away the charge lost momentum as the front riders crashed into the chaotic throng of barbarians and carts. Ecdicius found himself hemmed in among the rear ranks, slowed almost to a standstill. Ahead he saw blades rise and fall and awnings topple, heard the horrified screams of the barbarians, of women and children trampled underfoot. His comrades cursed and shouted at the men in front to move on, impatient to reach the fighting. The trooper on his left, whose name Ecdicius could not remember, was pressing against him, trying to push him aside so he could cut across to the right edge of the wedge. Ecdicius pushed the man back with his shield and struggled to keep Zephyros straight. ‘Hold your position!’ Ecdicius snapped. In response the trooper yanked aggressively on his reins, twisting his horse’s head so sharply to the right that it squealed; Ecdicius was forced to lean back to avoid a mouth of furious square teeth, froth bubbling over the bit, and a frenzied dark eye; Zephyros shied, twisting to the right, almost throwing Ecdicius, who stayed in the saddle only with a tremendous effort. By the time he had righted himself the trooper had pushed past. Ecdicius cursed, making sure to remember the face of the reckless idiot. There would be time after the battle to settle scores.


The rest of the rear ranks were loosening as the formation broke apart and individual riders sped towards the fleeing barbarians. Ecdicius, left almost alone, stared after them in disbelief. These were meant to be the flower of the Roman cavalry, yet discipline had broken down at first contact with the enemy. What had been the point of those weeks of drills?


Drawing his sword, he urged Zephyros after his comrades. As soon as he reached the crest of the ridge he looked for where the fighting was thickest, but could not find it. What he saw was not fighting.


Carts and piles of debris were scattered across the grass. The two goats, still tethered to their pole, bleated in distress. The cooking fires intended for them remained unlit. Ecdicius saw barbarians fleeing in terror down to the riverbank or the bridge, but many were too old or too young to get far before being ridden down. Some troopers had abandoned the chase to dismount and fill their satchels with loot, taking finger-rings and necklaces from the dead, or were clambering into carts to seek more precious goods. Others had found different kinds of plunder. Nearby, three soldiers, two on horseback and one on foot, were taunting a brown-haired Frankish girl who wore a garland of summer leaves around her neck. They prodded her with javelins this way and that. She wept, pleading in her barbarian tongue, unable to escape. Eventually the dismounted soldier ripped the garland from her neck, knocked her to the ground, and advanced on her where she lay.


Ecdicius turned away then, suppressing the rising sickness in his stomach. These Franks had invaded Roman territory, he told himself; they had robbed and murdered Roman citizens, enslaved whole families. This was just punishment for their crimes.


He sheathed his sword, not seeing any use for it. The few enemy fighters nearby were already dead, lying in the blood-soaked grass with their weapons beside them. One youngster was curled up on his side, a javelin through his chest. He had the distinctive haircut of the Frankish menfolk, a long fringe at the front and shorn at the back, except where his skull had been caved in by a hoof. His eyes were still open, a startling, living blue.


A hundred yards away was a large group of cheering cavalrymen, above whom rose the regimental standard: a blue, yellow-rimmed star on a black field. If the standard was there, Majorian must be too. Ecdicius headed towards it, riding over the mangled and gutted corpses of the slain. After a few yards the only bodies he saw were of old men and women and children, dressed in what must have been their finest tunics and cloaks. All had been cut down without discrimination. The smell reminded him of the butcher’s pen back home, but it was worse; there was the stench of piss and shit as well, mingled with the sourness of half-digested beer.


When he reached the gathering, Ecdicius saw at the centre a dozen women huddled together. One of them, close to elderly, was screaming at the cavalrymen. Ecdicius understood not one word of Frankish, but it was clear that she was cursing them. Majorian stared at her, impassive, and nodded to Primicerius Flaccus, his second-in-command. Flaccus dismounted and marched into the group of women. He grabbed one of the girls by the arm and dragged her away from the others, with his spare hand fighting off the attempt of the old woman to stop him. The girl was stout, big-breasted and rose-cheeked, wearing a long white dress fastened at the shoulders with a pair of gold and garnet brooches, between which hung a necklace of glass beads. As she struggled, Ecdicius caught a glimpse of her golden earrings. She looked high status for a barbarian; the princess, no doubt. She was refusing to weep or show fear.


‘Bind her and keep her here,’ Majorian said. ‘Make sure she is not harmed.’ He began to turn away.


‘The other women, tribune?’ asked Flaccus.


Majorian paused. He looked over the captives. Now even the old woman fell silent. ‘Woe to the vanquished,’ he said.


The soldiers cheered. As Majorian rode away, Flaccus barked instructions. Two men bound the princess and took her to one side. Others tied the remaining women to a nearby cart by their hands, slapping those who struggled too fiercely. The biarchi pushed their squads into order. Ecdicius watched as the first squad of the regiment dismounted and handed their reins to the second squad. Due to their seniority they were to enjoy the women first.


He felt the bile rise again from his stomach. This time it was too much; he was going to be sick. He slipped clumsily from his saddle. As soon as his feet hit the ground his legs seemed to lose all their strength. He clutched the saddle horn to steady himself. A cloud filled his head with a sudden throbbing. He unfastened his chin strap and pulled off his helmet, gulping the cool air. Steady, you fool! They are only barbarians. Did they weep for us when their menfolk invaded our lands and raped our women?


Then the screams started. Ecdicius did not look. He needed to get away. He began to walk, but his legs took him only a few yards before he fell to his knees. With a long, heavy retch he emptied that morning’s breakfast onto the ground.


He vomited until his stomach was a lurching, empty bag. Lumps of bread, lentil porridge, and wine were splattered on the grass before him. He spat the last bitter remnants from his mouth and raised his head, wiping a sleeve across his lips.


There was a wet snort by his ear, and the wiry muzzle of Zephyros brushed against his cheek. Ecdicius reached up and stroked it gently, closing his eyes. ‘I’m all right, boy,’ he muttered.


He became aware of a presence behind him. Raising himself quickly, he turned to see several mounted men watching from a few yards away. One of them was Tribune Majorian. Next to him was a man with a solid, square-jawed face, his dark skin etched with lines. It was Count Aëtius, master of soldiers, supreme commander of the western field army.


‘Illustrious patrician,’ Ecdicius said, and by instinct fell to one knee. He lowered his gaze.


‘He looks familiar,’ Aëtius said.


‘The resemblance to his father is strong,’ said a voice Ecdicius recognised. It belonged to Aegidius, tribune of the Senior Honorians. ‘This is the eldest son of Eparchius Avitus.’


‘A physical resemblance, perhaps,’ scoffed Majorian. ‘I don’t recall ever seeing Eparchius Avitus shame himself on the battlefield.’


For a moment Aëtius said nothing. The cries from the cart were quieter now, except for the younger girls. Ecdicius kept his face lowered. One kelt before a patrician, and did not rise until commanded to do so.


Finally Aëtius spoke. There was a note of pleasure in his voice, even amusement. ‘Send him home. His father can deal with him.’




II


Bordeaux, the Gothic Kingdom


The facts were these. Three days before the kalends of August, one hour after dawn, Lupus the merchant had been driving his ox-cart towards the city market. The cargo was sixteen amphorae of North African wine, and his ten-year-old son was sitting by his side. They started to cross the bridge over the river. They had almost reached the far side when the last arch of the bridge collapsed. Lupus was able to jump to safety, snatching his son just in time. The cart, however, fell into the river, taking with it both cargo and beast. The amphorae were smashed, the wine washed away in the water. Both front legs of the ox were broken, and the beast had to be killed before its corpse was unfastened from the cart and dragged to the riverbank by a team of men. Thus by God’s mercy Lupus kept his own life and the life of his boy, but he lost his cart, ox, and the goods in which he had invested the last of his cash.


The orator Sedatus laid out these facts before the judges in the forum, and paused to give a sympathetic shake of his head. He dabbed the sweat from his brow, using the hem of his cloak. Then, with exquisite timing, he raised a single finger. ‘Of course this is a tragedy,’ he said. ‘But who, I ask you, is to blame?’


The panel of judges – Bishop Frontinus, the chief civic administrator, the two city magistrates, and Count Wulfilas, who represented the king – watched him from the podium, awaiting his answer. Sedatus faced the crowd that filled the forum, pointed his finger into their midst, and slowly turned. His finger swept over the silent faces of the people, and came to rest on the two figures sitting on a separate bench next to the judges. They were the aediles, the councillors responsible for civic maintenance, who normally would have been sitting with the judges themselves. Today, however, they were the ones under judgement, accused by the merchant of negligence for failing to keep the bridge in good repair.


But Sedatus lowered his finger. ‘My fellow citizens,’ he said, ‘why must we place blame? These two aediles before you are well known by their reputations for good public service. Their very names are spoken with reverence throughout Bordeaux – nay, throughout the whole of Aquitaine. Have they not already begun to repair the bridge? So why, I ask you, must we place blame? Misfortune breeds anger, I admit. When we are hurt it is natural to lash out like an injured animal, heedless of where our blow might land. But if, because of this, one misfortune leads to another, who has been helped? These innocent men should not suffer because of another man’s bad luck. Yes, bad luck I say, and mean it; and yet was God not watching over the unfortunate Lupus, so that he and his son survived the disaster unscathed? We should be thanking God for His mercy, not seeking to ruin good names. Why, if we condemn these two innocent men, where will it end? Shall we accuse the ox, for being too slow to cross the bridge? Shall we prosecute Neptune for theft, because the ocean drank the spilled wine?’


The absurdities attracted laughter from the crowd and from the panel of judges, even the bishop. But not everyone looked amused. The two aediles remembered to keep their expressions sombre, the better to win the sympathy of the crowd. The prosecuting lawyer, fidgeting on his stool at the edge of the podium as he awaited his turn to speak, seemed too nervous to react at all. Next to him was his client, the unfortunate Lupus, his face red from the summer heat and his own impotent anger. And at the edge of the forum, standing in the shade of the portico among a small group of students, a certain young man spat into the gutter.


‘It’s as good as over,’ he muttered. ‘Lupus has lost.’


His tutor, a balding, rat-faced man called Concordius, gave him a sharp look. ‘Quiet, Arvandus,’ he snapped. ‘Watch and listen. Dare I suggest that at the grand old age of sixteen you still have something to learn from your elders?’


The other students glanced at him. A couple of the younger boys tittered. The boy standing closest to the tutor gave Arvandus a well-practised stare of contempt, breathing out loudly and slowly through a wrinkled nose. That was Pontius Leontius, the second oldest boy in the class after Arvandus, tall for his age and with the shoulders of a wrestler. He came from the wealthiest family in Bordeaux, and he never let his classmates forget it.


Arvandus decided to ignore Leontius and their old fool of a tutor, and turned his attention back to Sedatus, who had not yet finished winning over his audience. He was a well-known orator who rarely took on legal cases, and so when he did, he always drew a large crowd, and professors throughout the city would cancel their regular classes and bring their students to watch him. Arvandus could not deny that Sedatus was worth watching. He was a master of his craft, as well as a natural entertainer, and he never failed to put on a good show. It was simply a shame that he was now using his talents to defend two men who were obviously guilty.


‘Now comes the prosecutor’s final statement,’ said Concordius. ‘Watch carefully, my boys.’


It was exactly as Arvandus had expected. The prosecuting lawyer forgot to bow to the judges, remembering to do so only halfway through his opening sentence, which made him forget his place and stand for a moment in dumb silence. When he started to speak again, he mumbled his words, gulped with every breath, and was afraid to look anyone in the eye. His material was also uninspiring, full of the most hackneyed tropes about a poor honest man struggling to feed his starving family; a man whose hopes, like his wine, had now been washed away into the ocean. Concordius snorted at that pathetic image, his snort quickly echoed by Pontius Leontius. A few of the crowd began to hiss. Lupus the merchant seemed ready to explode from humiliation.


The more he listened, the angrier Arvandus became. The whole trial was a sham. Any half-decent advocate would have won the case for the merchant with ease. Both aediles were well known by their reputations, as Sedatus had said – except they were known to be negligent, lazy, and cruel-minded. But it happened that one of them was related by marriage to the family of Pontius Leontius, and the Pontii were like every aristocratic clan. When threatened in the courts they closed ranks, mustered forces, and hired the most expensive advocate they could find. The prosecuting lawyer, meanwhile, needed whatever meagre fee the poor merchant was paying him, but was clearly unwilling or unable to put up a real fight. He did not want to cross the Pontii.


It wasn’t even that these two aediles were especially bad. The dire state of the bridge had been obvious to the whole city for years, yet one aedile after another had done nothing. The Pontii and the other noble families, those who claimed senatorial status, cared nothing for the public good. They cared only about their countryside villas and their sprawling estates. When they came to the city it was to strut about the forum amidst their fawning admirers, or to petition government officials for undeserved tax relief, or, as today, to crush in public any poor citizen who dared challenge them.


As they had once crushed Arvandus’s family. It had happened thirty-five years ago, long before he had been born, but Arvandus felt the lingering injustice of the crime as though he had witnessed it himself – as though he, not his grandfather, had been forced into exile during the Great Invasions, when Goths and Vandals and Alans had swept across Aquitaine and laid the country waste. Along with thousands of others, his grandparents had sought refuge here in Bordeaux. Eventually the wars had ended and this small corner of the empire was handed over to the Goths. Barbarian rule had brought peace; but when Arvandus’s grandfather had tried to take the family home after five long years away, they had found their modest ancestral estate occupied by a Roman steward who claimed to be in the service of the Gothic king. The property had been empty for too long, they were told. It was forfeit to the imperial fisc, and had been surrendered to the Goths as part of the settlement treaty.


Such was the official story. In truth the vacant land had simply been stolen by a local senatorial family. They had forged documents of ownership, and then, eager to ingratiate themselves with their new rulers, had handed it over to the Goths. Arvandus’s grandfather had appealed in the courts, only to be accused himself of forging documents. The legal fees had almost ruined him. They had never been a wealthy family, but they had been comfortable and respectable, with a history of dutiful service in the imperial bureaucracy since the time of Diocletian. That now changed. Because they no longer held any property, they had been demoted from the equestrian class to the ranks of the humiliores – in the eyes of the law, mere peasants.


The family had lived in this city ever since. Only by sacrificing everything they had left, by surrendering their pride for a three-room hovel above the docks, had they been able to pay for Arvandus’s education. Five years ago he had watched his grandfather die a broken-hearted old man. He had watched his grandmother follow soon after. His parents had buried his little brother and little sister when they got the bloody flux and no money could be found for the doctor. Now it was just he and his mother and father, and whatever future Arvandus could hope to build for them.


The rising jeers of the crowd brought Arvandus back to himself. The prosecuting lawyer had finished his ineffectual address and was shuffling back to his stool. Although the judges made a show of conferring with one another, the outcome was certain. The aediles would be acquitted, and Lupus the merchant would get nothing. Of course, Arvandus thought bitterly, the Pontii were rich enough to compensate him with ease, but by accusing the aediles of incompetence he had angered them, and thus condemned himself to this public humiliation. The injustice of it made Arvandus sick. He felt the same anger in the murmuring crowd: they had jeered the prosecuting lawyer not because they were against his case, but because he had argued it so poorly. The common people of Bordeaux were no lovers of the Pontii. They merely lacked a voice and the courage to speak out.


Concordius told his students to gather around. The nine boys did as they were told, except for Arvandus, who remained leaning against his portico column. ‘Now,’ Concordius said, looking at each boy in turn, ‘do you see how Sedatus has won the day? His opponent could not hope to match him. Eloquence, my boys, is the force that rules the world.’


Arvandus laughed. Were they truly meant to believe that?


‘Do I amuse you, Arvandus?’


‘I don’t know about the world, Master, but it seems to me that Bordeaux is ruled by the Pontii.’


‘But the Pontii hired Sedatus for his eloquence,’ said Concordius. ‘And thus my point stands.’ He gave a conceited smile. ‘Now, boys, as you’ll see when Bishop Frontinus returns the verdict—’


‘And what of justice, Master?’ interrupted Arvandus. ‘Shouldn’t justice rule the world?’


Concordius scowled at him. ‘Eloquence is a tool to be used in the cause of justice. Now be quiet, Arvandus. Why must every lesson with you descend into moral philosophy?’


Arvandus was stunned into silence by his teacher’s words. Descend into moral philosophy? Did he truly say that, as though morality were a shameful topic? He looked to his fellow students, but they were oblivious. That was no surprise; they were young, half of them not yet twelve years old, and were awed by the facile old grammarian. The only boy who met Arvandus’s eye was Pontius Leontius, and that was to give him a scornful, triumphant look. This is what happens when someone like you crosses my family, he seemed to say. Mark this well, peasant.


Arvandus could no longer contain his anger. Something had to be done. He stepped out of the portico and began to push his way into the chattering crowd. He would give Leontius a lesson worth heeding.


He positioned himself close to the front of the crowd, where the leading citizens tended to gather at such events. Nobody paid him any attention. He was small, not much over five feet, and well used to being ignored until he desired otherwise.


Up on the podium the judges were still in feigned conference, but it would not be long before they declared their verdict. At one end of the bench, next to the bishop, sat the Gothic count. He represented the king in public legal cases, and was the only one of the judges who would not be under the thumb of the Pontii. ‘A word to the count!’ Arvandus cried. ‘A word to Count Wulfilas!’


Small he may have been, but Arvandus knew the strength of his voice. Wulfilas was engaged in discussion with the bishop, but looked up at the sound of his name. It was a moment before the men standing around Arvandus realised it was he who had spoken, and when they did, their surprise at hearing so commanding a voice come from a youth so small in stature bought him the precious moment of silence he needed. They stepped back to give him space.


‘Noble count,’ Arvandus said, ‘we beg the protection of your master, the munificent King Theoderic, glory of the Gothic people!’


One of the Roman magistrates spoke up. ‘Hold your tongue, boy. This is a public legal case, not the count’s private audience.’


Arvandus ignored him. ‘Noble count, I appeal to your kindness.’


‘Are you deaf?’ snapped the magistrate. ‘You are disrupting procedure.’


Count Wulfilas raised a hand. ‘Let him speak,’ he said, his Latin thick with the tones of his Gothic mother tongue. ‘Who are you?’


The crowd had quietened. The bishop and the other judges stared down at him with a mixture of annoyance and bemusement. ‘I am a humble citizen of Bordeaux, noble count. A person of no consequence and no great family, begging the king, on behalf of this city, for protection.’


‘Protection from whom?’


‘From the ravages of time. Noble count, it was time that destroyed the bridge. It is time that blocks our harbour, tears up our roads, breaks down our walls.’ He indicated the aediles, still sitting on their bench. ‘These honourable men have battled this enemy in vain. But what can two men do against so relentless a foe? Every citizen of Bordeaux knows how keen is their sense of duty, how honourable and pious their conduct.’ That attracted sniggers from those in the crowd who recognised the sarcasm. Careful, now, Arvandus warned himself. Do not fly too close to that sun. ‘Our city is crumbling, noble count. By God’s mercy Lupus and his son were spared. But how long before lives are lost? If only Bordeaux had a benefactor who could truly protect her people! We strive hard to please our king, to pay our taxes. But what does it profit the most glorious King Theoderic when merchants are ruined through no fault of their own?’


‘The aediles are having the bridge repaired,’ Wulfilas said. ‘What more can be done?’


‘The honourable Sedatus was right. This is not a matter of placing blame. I do not say that the worthy Lupus deserves compensation – how can there be compensation, when no one is at fault? He is a proud, honest man. He would never beg. And so let us beg on his behalf. Pray let the king grant him not compensation, but a gift of largesse. Let the king show how his heart is pained by the misfortunes of the people entrusted to him. There is a story of how Julius Caesar, upon hearing that a certain merchant bringing wine to his army had been wrecked off the coast of Gaul, at once granted the man the cost of his ship and cargo. Such a noble act, worthy of a man like Caesar! And what is one cart of wine compared to a whole shipload? By this gift may Lupus be saved from ruination, and may he and his son pay their taxes for many years to come, giving thanks to God for the goodness of the great King Theoderic.’ He extended both hands to Wulfilas, palms upwards in a gesture of supplication. ‘We beg the king!’


Almost at once a voice in the crowd echoed his appeal. Another voice followed. Then suddenly more, until hundreds of mouths were chanting the same words, resounding between the porticos of the forum: We beg the king. We beg the king. The bishop leaned close to the count and whispered in his ear, evidently unhappy with what was happening. The count looked exasperated. People began to bunch towards the podium, crowding around Arvandus, obscuring him. He took a step backwards, slipping between two men who paid him no heed, and kept his face low. It was a simple matter to work his way to the rear without being recognised.


The chanting ceased only when the count rose from his bench and raised his arms. ‘I have heard your plea,’ he said. He was squinting into the front of the crowd, trying and failing to find the young man who had started the commotion. Arvandus could not help but smile to see the confusion in his face. ‘King Theoderic is generous,’ Wulfilas declared, addressing the whole forum. ‘Speaking in his name, I swear by Christ that the honest Lupus will receive his largesse.’


Arvandus did not stay for the cheers. He had made his point to Pontius Leontius, and that was enough. Besides, he was hungry and it was time to return home.


He was almost at the south porch of the forum when he found Concordius blocking his path. ‘There is no such story about Caesar,’ the tutor said.


Arvandus shrugged. ‘Now there is.’


‘You think it is permissible to tell lies in the pursuit of justice?’


‘It’s better than telling lies in the pursuit of injustice.’


Concordius twisted his mouth in anger. ‘You need not attend any more of my lessons. Clearly I have nothing more to teach you, since you care for nothing but simple tricks and rabble-rousing. May God help you.’


Arvandus pushed past him.


‘You’ll never find a patron in this city,’ the old man shouted after him. ‘I’ll see to that!’


His walk home led through the web of busy market streets behind the docks. Fishmongers called out, urging him towards their squirming bowls of eels, baskets filled with cod, tables stacked with lobster and ray; boys pestered him with trays of freshly shucked oysters whose vinegar dressing made his stomach yawn. He ignored them all, fuming at the words of Concordius. The chicken-brained dotard, talking as though Arvandus cared more about patrons than about justice.


He tried hard to calm himself. He had just won the greatest triumph of his young life, turning the heart of a city and helping an innocent man by using nothing but words. Why should he let Concordius spoil it? Despite his best efforts, he was still irritable when he reached the side alley that led to his home, and he stopped before heading down it. He did not want to upset his parents with another of his dark moods, or disappoint them by confessing that Concordius had expelled him from the class. Instead he took another lane down to the wharves.


It was late in the afternoon, and the last of the fishing boats was coming in, the sails drooping low as the sailors cast ropes to the dockhands. Arvandus walked along to a quiet stretch of the wharves and sat on a large coil of rope. Nobody paid him any attention. He breathed in the pungent river air, listened to the shouts and laughter of nearby men, to the jabbering of gulls, to the lapping of the waves on the moss-faced stones below. He closed his eyes. Slowly he felt his frustration dissolve.


Did it really matter that Concordius had expelled him? His grammatical education was due to end in a few weeks anyway. In the autumn he would start his rhetorical training under a different professor, and three years after that he would be ready to start his legal career. One day Concordius would be nothing but a bitter old memory.


Opening his eyes, Arvandus looked to his right, tracing the course of the river south. Why did he even have to stay in Bordeaux? A hundred years ago this had been the greatest university city in Gaul, famed throughout the empire for its poets and professors. Now it was no longer even part of the empire. Its buildings were crumbling, its old glories forgotten. There was no future here. If he took a barge upriver, within a week he would reach Toulouse, the capital of the Gothic kingdom. True, King Theoderic was known to be illiterate and uninterested in culture – he was a barbarian, after all – but he still needed educated men to run his government. Surely there would be professors of rhetoric in Toulouse, not to mention more opportunities for young lawyers. Most of all, nobody there would care about the Pontii. It would be a fresh start. Arvandus could ask his father about it. Provided they had enough money to live on, he was sure that his parents would not be sorry to leave Bordeaux.


As Arvandus watched the placid blue-grey waters, another thought occurred to him. Toulouse was not the end of the world, either. Not far beyond it lay those provinces of Gaul that were still part of the empire. There was Arles, the greatest city this side of the Alps, where the praetorian prefect ruled in the name of Emperor Valentinian. Once Arvandus completed his education in Toulouse, what was to stop him from applying for a post in the prefect’s offices? A couple of months ago he had heard of a student from Bordeaux who had managed to start a career in the imperial civil service. Admittedly the youth had been from an equestrian family and had relied on family contacts in Arles, but it still showed that one might cross from the Gothic kingdom to the empire. Arvandus would just need a good recommendation from a reputable professor. It would get him through the door, at least – even a humble clerkship would be something. From there it would be a matter of talent and patience before he rose through the ranks. He could save up enough to buy some property and have the family restored to the equestrian class, where they belonged.


Arvandus smiled, his head filling with dreams. He saw himself ten years from now, wearing the cloak and belt of an imperial civil servant, standing in the garden of a pleasant little villa somewhere far away from Bordeaux. There was a small vineyard, a few acres of ploughland, some well-behaved house slaves. His parents were sitting in the shade of the orchard, content in their old age. There was a pretty girl with them, Arvandus’s wife; she was sensible and kind, from respectable parents who had not judged him or his family for their temporary misfortune.


This was all he wanted. It was not much to ask.


Arvandus rose from the coil of rope. He felt happier than he had done for a long time, as though Concordius had not so much expelled him as liberated him. He no longer had to endure those tedious grammar classes, with their endless recitations and stilted dialogues. He would never again have to put up with the smug bullying of Pontius Leontius. A few weeks from now he might even be in Toulouse, with this city long behind him.


The last of the fishing boats was mooring as Arvandus steered his way back along the wharf, weaving between dockhands as they unloaded crates of squirming fish. He passed by the rope-makers’ warehouse, by traders’ offices, by the bars that sold cheap wine and fish stew, until he came to the alleyway that led up to his home. He hopped over a fetid gutter in the middle of the lane, and climbed the external staircase to the upper floor apartment where he and his parents lived.


He was already reaching for the latch when he saw that the door was open. In fact it was not there at all, but had been smashed down by force. He stepped across the threshold, peering into the gloom. ‘Mother? Father?’


‘Arvandus!’


The voice came from his mother, Flacilla, who was sitting on the bed over his reclining father. She held a wet linen cloth to his father’s head. At her feet was a bowl of bloody water.


Arvandus came deeper into the room. Fragments of pottery vessels crunched under his feet. A shelf had been ripped from the wall, leaving smashed jugs and pewter strewn in chaos across the floor. Garments and blankets had been torn from a chest.


‘Your father tried to stop them,’ Flacilla said, ‘but they struck him down.’


Arvandus knelt beside her. ‘Who?’


‘I don’t know. They just came and took everything.’


He took his father’s hand. He was conscious, but his eyelids were flitting and he made no sound but for a vague murmur deep in his throat. Arvandus lifted the bloody cloth on his forehead and saw the gash beneath it. ‘We need to get him a doctor.’


His mother shook her head. She looked so much older than her years. ‘We have no money for a doctor.’


‘We still have my great aunt’s jewellery. I can sell it, pay for a doctor and have plenty left over. Mother, I have a plan for us to leave. It’ll be all right.’


But she was starting to weep. She looked away, seemingly unable even to look him in the eye.


A fearful knot rose in his gut. He got to his feet. ‘No.’


He raced into the back room where he slept. His cot was lying on its side. The floorboards were covered in the straw from his mattress, which had been torn apart. He plunged his hands into what remained of the mattress, feeling into every corner. This is where they had kept the leather bag containing the last of their family wealth – a pair of gilded brooches, three gold armlets, an engraved silver bracelet, a necklace set with gemstones.


It was all gone.


He stood up, his head spinning. It was gone. His eyes darted over the rest of the room. He threw the mattress aside, kicked over a chair. It was no use. They had taken it.


‘We tried to stop them,’ his mother said when he returned to the front room. She rose, clutching the cloth in both hands. It dripped blood onto the floorboards between her feet. ‘I’m sorry, Arvandus,’ she sobbed. ‘I had to tell them, they were going to kill your father. Please, I’m so sorry.’


‘Don’t,’ Arvandus muttered. She had always borne their poverty with such guilt, as though she herself were to blame for it. But no one had suffered more than she. Newly wed when the Great Invasions tore a swathe through Aquitaine, she had chosen to stay with her husband rather than return to her own family. She had endured poverty and shame, and had buried one child after another until grief and sorrow were the bones that held her together. She had denied herself everything to make sure they could pay for Arvandus’s education. It had meant living in this miserable hovel with no comforts or servants, wearing out her knees and shoulders at the grinding stone. Now this last hope had been taken away.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said again, this time barely above a whisper.


Arvandus took her in his arms. ‘I’ll get it back,’ he said. ‘I’ll get us out of here.’


Whether or not she believed him, he could not say. He breathed deeply, fighting the tears. Without that jewellery they could not even buy their passage to Toulouse, let alone afford a professor’s fees. It was over; all his dreams, all those stupid boyish fantasies – they would come to nothing.


He closed his eyes, desperately seeking calm, but all he could see was the mocking face of Pontius Leontius.




III


Clermont


The situation was becoming desperate. The brigands held the stronger position, having encircled both flanks, and were ready to press on to the centre. The Roman forces were sorely outnumbered, with just a small guard left to protect the duke, and a few soldiers scattered across the battlefield. It was only a matter of time before the end.


‘You’re beaten,’ said Papianilla.


Attica ignored her elder sister. She studied the board closely, planning her next move. It had been a mistake to make that impetuous frontal assault without first securing the centre of the field. Such a tactic always worked against her younger brother, but she should have known better than to try it with Papianilla, who had calmly drawn the Roman forces in, surrounded them with her brigands, and cut them up while taking possession of both sides of the board.


‘You should concede,’ Papianilla said, growing impatient. ‘I’d like to get back to my reading.’


Attica would not give her the pleasure. Win or lose, she would hold out until the bitter end. Annoying Papianilla would be a small victory, at least.


She moved a piece one square closer to the duke, drawing in her defences. Papianilla frowned in irritation, her dark eyes focused on the board, and made her counter-move. ‘You might have won if you weren’t so distracted.’


‘I’m not distracted.’


‘You are. You know he’ll be back any moment.’


Attica moved another piece. ‘Who?’


‘You know who I mean.’


‘Our beloved elder brother, I assume?’


‘Don’t be facetious.’


Attica said nothing. Naturally she knew whom Papianilla meant. Their brother Ecdicius was due to arrive that afternoon, but it was their house guest who had been most in Attica’s thoughts for the last few days. Consentius, currently out at the city forum with their father, would soon be returning. She had promised to show him her herb garden.


‘It’s pathetic, you know,’ said Papianilla. She moved one more piece towards the increasingly encircled duke, cutting off his escape. ‘You’re too young for him, anyway.’


‘I’m fourteen,’ protested Attica, adding quickly, ‘not that I am interested in him. But if I were, what’s pathetic about it? He’d be a good match.’


‘A good match for the family. A good match for him, and for Mother and Father. Marriage is never a good match for the wife. Saint Paul told the Corinthians it was better for nobody to marry at all.’


Attica was tiring of her sister’s biblical references. They were growing more frequent by the day. ‘Well, if we all listened to Saint Paul, the human race wouldn’t last long, would it? Marriage only makes a great woman greater.’


‘Empress Galla Placidia isn’t married.’


‘She’s widowed. Besides, she was married not just once, but twice – first to King Athaulf, then to General Constantius.’


Papianilla scoffed. She moved one of her brigands back a space, consolidating the centre of the board. She was being cautious, as always, trying to win the game with as few risks as possible. Their brother Ecdicius would have charged in for the kill by now. ‘Both times Galla Placidia married,’ Papianilla said, ‘it was at the point of a sword. If you want to be free, Sister, then you should forget about men.’


‘Free to do what? A woman can’t hold political office. Nor can she lead an army, write laws, or sit as judge, or even deliver a speech from the public podium.’ She moved her duke forwards one square – a defiant, reckless move, but she enjoyed seeing the consternation disturb her sister’s normally sedate features. Attica leaned forwards and whispered, ‘Men are the podium we must climb if we are to rule the world.’


Before Papianilla made her counter-move, they heard the front door open, and male voices entered the house. Attica recognised the laugh of Consentius – deep and rich, alive with joy.


‘It sounds like your podium has returned,’ said Papianilla, rising from the table and smoothing her dress. These days her clothes were ostentatiously modest: a dark linen tunic, plain leather shoes and belt, a yellow mantle fastened with a single brooch, and a simple pair of bronze earrings.


It was her perverse way of trying to get attention, Attica thought as she went with her sister from the day room into the atrium, their handmaidens following. When an eligible girl from a noble family chose to dress in such a common way, of course it would be remarked upon. Attica was the younger and prettier of the two, and so Papianilla had decided to impress people with how pious she was. The bishop might fall for it, but Attica knew her sister better than that.


Their father entered the far end of the atrium, followed by Consentius, whose athletic, confident strides seemed to give him command of the room. Attica almost hated the way her heart leaped at the sight of him.


‘Welcome home, Father,’ Papianilla said. ‘How was your morning?’


‘Busy,’ he said, removing his cloak and handing it to a servant. He bent down to kiss each daughter in turn. ‘By now everyone and their bath attendant knows Count Aëtius will be passing through the city next month, so the petitioners are out in force, all wanting me to get them an audience, as though Aëtius cared a jot for my recommendations. Well, then, how have you been occupying yourselves?’


‘Playing brigands, Father,’ said Papianilla. ‘I think Attica could use your help. Her duke is on the brink of surrender.’


‘That’s rubbish,’ said Attica.


‘I have him surrounded!’


‘That may be so, but he is not going to surrender.’


‘You’ll get no help from me, I’m afraid,’ said their father. ‘I’m officially retired as a general, isn’t that so, Consentius?’


‘I could petition the imperial court to have you reinstated,’ said Consentius.


Her father laughed. Attica missed seeing him in such good spirits. He seemed to have aged so much in the last couple of years; his shoulders and arms still looked thick and strong, the light was still in his eyes, but the paunch around his belly had grown, and his blond hair had turned grey and retreated from the top of his head. With his trimmed silvery beard he looked an old man.


‘I need to discuss some business with Soranus,’ he said, slapping Consentius on the back. ‘Go on, Attica can show you her garden. I know she’s been pestering you about it for days.’


‘And I’ve been looking forward to it,’ Consentius said. ‘Attica will be one blooming flower amongst many. Papianilla, will you join us?’


‘I don’t think so. I’m sure Attica wants you all to herself.’


Attica blushed as her father and sister left the atrium, irritated by their teasing. Were her feelings for Consentius so obvious? Did the whole household know? She must learn to be more subtle.


When Consentius bowed and invited her to lead the way, she made sure not to smile, and tried not to betray the mixture of excitement and fear that was turning over her stomach. She led him through the house towards the small walled garden at the rear, where they would be alone – except for her handmaiden Cyra, but Cyra already knew how she felt about Consentius. One did not keep such secrets from a handmaiden. Cyra knew that Attica thought Consentius the handsomest man she had ever seen. He was not too old, either, still only twenty-five; Attica had known girls her own age to be married to men of fifty or more. Why, her father had been more than twice her mother’s age when they married. Yet more important were Consentius’s wealth and prospects. Whoever became his wife would find herself moving in the highest circles of the empire. Attica intended to be that woman.


The garden had a wide central path, framed by flowers and hedges closest to the house, with vegetables, herbs, and orchard trees towards the back. The kitchen servants managed the vegetables and trees, but Attica had taken on the herb garden for herself. She had directed the servants where to plant everything, and sometimes she even did the trimming and harvesting. ‘Papianilla doesn’t approve of my herbs,’ Attica told Consentius as they started walking slowly down the path. ‘She says I’d be better off looking after just the flowers.’


‘So why don’t you?’


‘Flowers are so useless. We hardly do a thing with them. But look at this mint here – it can cure a sick stomach or a sore throat, soothe an insect bite, calm the nerves, and a hundred other things.’ She picked up a small basket and pruning knife that had been left on a bench. ‘But one must be careful with mint. It’s a greedy little barbarian, always wanting to invade its neighbours. That’s why we grow it in a box.’ She knelt by the plant, cut a bunch of leaves, and placed them in the basket. She offered Consentius the knife. ‘Would you like to cut some?’


‘Gladly.’ He took the knife and crouched beside her. She did not move, thus obliging his knee to brush against hers as he leaned over to harvest the plant. That slight touch provoked a warm rush through her whole body. She felt the heat rise to her cheeks as she gave him a sidelong glance. His clear skin, glowing from the sun, that strong jaw with its dusting of stubble, those deep brown eyes that narrowed with such earnest intent on the task at hand … she was sure that there never had been, nor ever would be again, a creature as perfect as him.


‘Enough?’ he asked, wielding a handful of mint leaves.


‘Quite enough,’ she said. Before he could drop them into her basket, she took them from his hand. That was our first touch, she thought as they both rose. It would be a moment to remember for the rest of their lives.


She took him around the remainder of the herb garden, aware of her handmaiden in the colonnade watching their every move. Consentius seemed charmed by the rich beds of parsley and dill, the basil and the bay leaf, the hyssop with its sweet purple blooms. She kept a larger summer garden at their country estate of Avitacum, she told him, but this small one was enough to keep her busy whenever they stayed in the Clermont town house. He was interested, judging from the way he asked questions, and he smiled when she told him that the ancient Egyptians had worshipped garlic as a god.


‘You shouldn’t make fun of my ignorance,’ he said. ‘Cats are one thing, garlic quite another. It’s an odious plant. Who could possibly think it was a god?’


‘I didn’t say they thought it was a good god.’


He laughed, throwing his head back. Even his teeth were perfect.


‘What are you doing?’ came a voice from the colonnade.


Attica, with a pang of irritation, saw that it was her younger brother Agricola. He had become insufferable since Consentius had arrived, trailing him everywhere and pestering him with questions. It was all because he missed his big brother Ecdicius. That was one more reason Attica was glad that Ecdicius was returning today, after six months’ campaigning with the army in the north; with him back, she might have Consentius to herself.


‘Your sister is showing me her garden,’ Consentius said, smiling. ‘And what are you doing, young master? Don’t you have lessons?’


‘My lessons are finished,’ said Agricola, sauntering towards them. He whacked the leaves of each plant as he walked by. ‘I want to hear about the chariot race again.’


‘Again?’ said Consentius, with mock amazement. ‘I’ve told you that story so many times, you surely know it better than me by now.’


‘You mustn’t keep bothering our guest,’ said Attica.


‘It’s quite all right.’ Consentius beckoned to the boy. ‘I’ll tell you one more time, but this time with a difference. This time, you’re going to win it for me. Come on.’


Agricola rushed forwards and leaped onto Consentius’s back. Once he was secure, Consentius carried him to the far end of the broad garden path, next to Attica’s handmaiden. ‘Here’s the track,’ he said, nodding down the length of the path. ‘A bit shorter than the Circus Maximus, but it’ll do. You see your sister? She’s one turning post. Her handmaiden here is the other. We’re the white team – we’re partnered up with the blues, remember, so we have to work together against the greens and the reds. Now, are you ready? Hold those reins tight!’


Attica could not help but smile as Consentius took on the persona of four eager racing steeds, scuffing the ground, snorting, shaking his head, jostling the excited boy on his back.


‘Go, go!’ cried Agricola.


‘Not until the trumpet – Attica, you must be our trumpeter! Quickly, before I smash through the starting pen!’


She obliged, using her hands to form a makeshift instrument in front of her mouth and making the nearest sound she could to a trumpet blast. The chariot team burst from its pen and came hurtling up the path towards her, Consentius urging Agricola to keep the reins firm, for they needed to make the turn as tightly as possible. She kept her place as they brushed around her, only for Consentius to lament that they had been overtaken by their opponents, and so had to shift to the outer track and hope that their partner could hold the lead until the seventh lap. Down the path he raced, turning around the handmaiden at the far end and charging back up towards Attica, rushing around her for a second time, hurtling away again, to the screaming delight of Agricola.


She watched him as he made his circuits. It was not just that Consentius was a masterful poet, loved and respected by all who knew him; it was not that he had served at the imperial court and earned the personal esteem of Emperor Valentinian, who had sent him as his special envoy to the eastern court in Constantinople; it was not even that last year in Rome he had triumphed at the magistrates’ races, driving his chariot to a bold and death-defying victory that had earned him a golden torc from the emperor himself. Any of these would have been enough, but that he was beautiful and kind as well – what else could she do but want him?


With the fifth lap things became more desperate, as Consentius’s invisible partner bowed out from exhaustion, leaving him to beat both opponents by himself. The race came to its critical stage. Consentius nudged close behind the blue team, causing its horses to veer away across the track and crash into the basil patch. The red driver, thinking that his partner still held the lead, had shifted to the outside track to receive the adulation of the audience. Only when he noticed Consentius passing him on the inside did he realise his mistake, and he swung his horses in, seeking by foul play to put his rival out of the race; but by a fatal misjudgement he made his own beasts stumble, and with a terrible explosion of squealing horses and splintering wood he was hurled from his chariot.


The way forward was clear. Consentius gratefully slowed for the final two laps while Attica, standing in for one hundred thousand people of Rome, clapped and cheered Agricola’s triumph. At last the race was over.


Consentius deposited Agricola on the path. ‘Shame we don’t have a prize to give you. Perhaps your sister will make you a victory wreath from those mint leaves, what do you think?’


A new figure appeared in the shadows of the colonnade. It was Ecdicius, still in his travelling cloak. He looked sunburned and dusty from the road, his blond hair bleached by the sun, an unruly beard covering his lower face. Agricola, seeing his older brother, ran to embrace him around his middle. Ecdicius put a tender hand on his head, but did not lift him for his usual hug, and did not smile.


‘Such a pleasure to see you back safe, Ecdicius,’ said Consentius. ‘How are you? How was the journey?’


‘Tiring.’


‘I see you’ve grown a beard, it looks quite fearsome on you. Don’t you think, Attica?’


‘Yes,’ she said, making her way down the path towards her brother. He had yet to look her in the eye, and it upset her that he had not bothered to greet her properly. ‘I almost mistook you for a Frank.’


‘The Franks prefer moustaches, I believe,’ said Consentius. ‘Isn’t that right, Ecdicius? You should know, I dare say you’ve seen enough at close quarters by now. So, did you win the war for us already?’


Ecdicius did not reply. He stared into the garden. ‘Are Father and Mother home?’


‘Yes,’ Attica said. ‘Father’s with Soranus, going over some business.’


He nodded. ‘I’m going to take a bath.’


Consentius clapped his hands. ‘Excellent idea. I’ll join you. I could do with a wash after that chariot race.’


‘I’d rather take it alone,’ said Ecdicius, a hard edge in his voice. He turned and walked back into the house.


‘He’s tired, no doubt,’ Consentius said to Attica. ‘He’s been riding a long time to get home. This time of year, that would be enough to wear out anyone.’


But Attica watched him go with concern. Her brother did not seem himself. There should have been hugs and laughter between all of them, joy at his safe return home. He had always brought such light and life with him, but not today. Something was wrong.




IV


Ecdicius had not known how it would feel to arrive home. Over the last two weeks, during the long ride south after his dismissal, when he had been mostly alone with his thoughts, he had tried to imagine himself crossing the threshold of the Clermont town house. He had imagined relief or joy; he had pictured himself falling to his knees and weeping. But even during the ride those images had appeared to his mind as though through dark-tinted glass, and he had never truly seen himself in them.


When he had stepped through the front door for real he had felt nothing. Following the sound of laughter, he had walked through the atrium to the garden, where he had seen first Agricola running to him, and then Consentius standing on the path. Then he had seen his sister, and it was as though an iron gate closed within his breast. He had been unable even to look at her.


The warmth of the bath suite was the first pleasure he had felt for a long time. He did not mind that the servants had not had time to fire up the hypocausts properly. He sat on a wooden stool in the caldarium, wrapped in the pleasant heat, feeling the sweat ooze from his open pores while the attendant scraped him clean. He let the dirt of weeks and months leave his body. He closed his eyes and imagined everything else from the last half-year leaving with it: the miserable campaign food, the drudgery of the endless paperwork, the envious prejudice of his comrades, who had hated him for having a famous father, the final disdain of Tribune Majorian and Count Aëtius … all of it.


Except the one thing he dared not touch. He did not need to think of it now. It would be in his dreams again tonight.


After the bath he had the attendant shave him. In his old bedroom he found another servant waiting with a fresh tunic. Ecdicius dismissed the boy, whom he did not recognise, saying he could dress himself. He did so slowly, making sure to brush out every crease, to pluck every loose thread from the embroidered hem, to tighten his belt and the straps of his shoes.


He prepared himself for what was to come. He did not expect to be shouted at or beaten; that was not his father’s way. But there would be anger, disappointment, shame. His father had always wanted him to finish his rhetorical education in Arles before entering the military, and it was only through stubborn persistence that Ecdicius had won him over. He remembered stepping onto the barge that had carried him away from Arles, away from his pedantic tutor, away from the lessons that had always left him feeling like a dullard. He had felt like a liberated prisoner. Back then he had seen nothing but glory ahead, the promise of joining a heroic campaign against the barbarian Franks, of proving himself as a warrior and defender of Rome. And now he was back home, disgraced and despised.


Ecdicius drew himself up to his full height, holding his chin high. It was time.


He found his father in his private office with his secretary Soranus, who was dictating to a scribe. His father was listening carefully to Soranus’s words. Ecdicius waited just inside the open doorway, hands clasped at his front. When Soranus had finished speaking, his father nodded. ‘Good. Have a copy drawn up and sent to the bureau of petitions.’


Soranus bowed. ‘Yes, Lord Avitus.’ He gestured to the scribe, who hurriedly rolled up the parchment, and the two of them walked out past Ecdicius. Neither acknowledged him.


‘Close the door,’ his father said.


Ecdicius obeyed. It would have been too much to expect a warm welcome. It was not his father who now stood before him, but Eparchius Avitus, the illustrious general, former praetorian prefect, hero of Clermont and saviour of Gaul, oldest living descendant of Flavius Eparchius Philagrius. It was the man who ten years ago had brought an end to the Gothic Wars by negotiating a treaty with King Theoderic, establishing a peace that had endured ever since. This man did not abide weakness in the servants of Rome.


‘I received a letter from Majorian regarding your discharge,’ Avitus said. ‘Do you have anything to say?’


‘Father,’ Ecdicius began, and hesitated. He cleared his throat. ‘Father, I was not treated fairly by Count Aëtius.’


‘Indeed?’


You sound pathetic, Ecdicius thought. No matter what you say, he will despise you. ‘It was the weakness of a moment,’ he continued. ‘I believe it was something I ate, maybe some bad wine. But when the count saw me, he …’


‘He sent you home. With your tribune’s consent. In his letter Majorian says you disgraced yourself on the field of battle. He also expresses his disappointment in your performance as staff officer. He speaks of orders left unissued, letters left uncopied, and those which were copied were half illegible. He describes accounting errors that not even a halfwit would commit.’


‘I didn’t join the regiment to be a scribe. I was there to fight.’


‘That hardly matters, since you failed in both.’


‘Father, if you had been there—’


‘That’s enough. Don’t compound your fault with childish pleading. When a soldier fails in his duty, he takes the punishment like a man. You ought to thank God that Aëtius sent you home. He could have had you lashed and branded as a coward.’ He held up the letter. ‘Instead he and Majorian have decided to punish me with this. “The boy lacks a soldier’s disposition,” they tell me. “He may be better suited to the civilian life.”’ He tossed the letter on the desk. ‘I can see them smiling as they wrote it. Do you have any idea what this will cost me? The honour and respect I stand to lose from this humiliation?’


The door opened. Ecdicius turned to see his mother enter. She closed the door behind her and went to stand by her husband.


‘Mother,’ Ecdicius said, bowing his head.


‘I’m glad to see you home safe,’ she replied. He could hear the restrained affection in her voice. It was clear that both parents had already agreed on how to deal with him.


Ecdicius addressed his father. ‘I need another chance. If I’ve harmed your reputation, let me repair it.’


‘That’s beyond my power now. So long as Count Aëtius is the master of soldiers in Gaul, he’ll never approve another commission for you.’


‘Then I can go to Italy, join a regiment there.’


‘No,’ said his mother, Severiana. ‘If you cross the Alps you won’t see your family again for years. Who knows where they would send you – Africa, Pannonia? It would be as good as exiling yourself.’


Ecdicius felt a rising worry. He had expected to be reprimanded, but not to be banished from the army for ever. It was all he had ever wanted to do, all he was good for. He had never had the brains or temperament for a civilian career. ‘Then what would you have me do?’


His father paused, and glanced at Severiana. ‘There are other ways of serving the empire,’ he said.




V


As the homecoming meal for the eldest son, and in honour of their guest, dinner that evening was to be more lavish than usual. For hours the scent of eastern spices had been drifting from the kitchen: ginger and costum, spikenard from the snowy peaks of India, pepper of Malabar for Ecdicius’s favourite dish of prunes and lamb. The large semi-circular couch in the dining room had been polished and newly furnished with feather cushions. Attica had the central position on the couch, at fourteen still young enough to enjoy the novelty of reclining with the adults instead of sitting on a chair. To her right was her mother, and then her father in the host’s position at one end of the couch. Her sister Papianilla was to her left, with Ecdicius beyond her, and finally Consentius in the guest’s place of honour, facing the host across the table. Young Agricola sat quietly on a chair next to their father.


None of them spoke as the courses were brought into the room on plates of engraved silver and set with almost religious solemnity on a table covered with a cloth of the finest Tarsian linen. Attica stole glances at Consentius, dreading to see any hint of disappointment. Her father, despite being the senior member of the Philagrii clan, was not the wealthiest man in Gaul, nor even the wealthiest in Clermont. At the imperial courts Consentius must have seen opulence that she could only imagine. He seemed delighted, however, smiling with anticipation as each dish was placed on the table. Once the feast was ready he tugged out his personal napkin, flourishing the embroidered Chinese silk for all to see, and placed it on the cushion before him.


Her father nodded to the two musicians standing at the door, one bearing a lyre and the other a flute, who began playing a soft melody. ‘That’s an impressive napkin, Consentius,’ he remarked as a servant approached to pour the wine.


‘Thank you, Lord Avitus. It was a gift from the prefect of the east. While at court I helped his daughter with her Latin composition, and this was his thank-you.’


Attica felt a stab of jealousy at the thought of Consentius tutoring this girl. She might have asked a discreet question to learn more, but protocol required her to remain quiet for now. It was the duty of the host to invite each diner to speak in turn, beginning with the guest of honour, which meant that Attica would be the last on the couch to say anything. Perhaps if she was lucky, her father would ask about the prefect’s daughter.


He did not. ‘I’m glad to hear you’ve kept up with your poetry.’ He reached for an olive. ‘Too often these days young men don’t appreciate the importance of literacy. I would have liked to be a poet myself, had I the brains for it.’


‘That would have been a sad loss for Gaul, if I may say so. She needs soldiers more than she needs poets. Isn’t that right, comrade?’ He nudged Ecdicius, who stared at the table in sullen disinterest. He had not yet taken anything to eat.


‘Ecdicius might surprise you yet,’ her father said. ‘In two weeks he’s returning to Arles to complete his education.’


‘Good heavens,’ said Consentius. ‘Back to school? I had you down as a career soldier through and through. Surely there are still some barbarian tribes in the north in need of a good pummelling?’


If Ecdicius intended to reply, his father did not give him the chance. ‘Count Aëtius has negotiated an honourable peace with the Franks; they’ve given hostages and sworn not to raid our lands again. I don’t foresee any more trouble in the Rhine provinces.’


‘Assuming one can trust the pledge of a barbarian,’ said Consentius.


‘King Chlodio is old and tired of war. I’d say the same of King Theoderic – he’s kept the peace for ten years now. There’s no sign of trouble from the Alemanni, not since Aëtius settled the Burgundians next to them to keep them in check. Even the Armoricans are quiet for once.’


Their mother nodded. ‘With everything looking so calm, we’ve decided it’s time for Ecdicius to finish his schooling. Soldiering is a young man’s game, but he must think of his later career.’


‘He doesn’t look very happy about it,’ said Attica, attracting a disapproving look from their mother.


Papianilla gave her a slight slap on the arm, and hissed, ‘You shouldn’t speak until you’re invited to.’


‘Well, for that matter, neither should you,’ replied Attica, slapping her back.


‘Stop it,’ snapped Severiana. ‘Both of you. Or Agricola here can take the couch, and you can go back to your chairs.’


‘Mother,’ Attica said with indignation, ‘I merely observed that Ecdicius doesn’t look very happy about going back to school, which is a plain fact.’


For the first time Ecdicius spoke. ‘I’m going to Arles. Whether I’m happy or not has nothing to do with it. I’m going.’ He snatched a piece of bread, dunked it in olive oil, and stuffed it in his mouth. ‘Consentius,’ he said as he chewed, ‘for God’s sake tell us more about your precious napkin.’


A heavy silence hung over the table. Such an outburst was not like Ecdicius at all; Attica did not know whether she ought to be anxious for his sake, or angry that he was embarrassing her before Consentius. She knew how fiercely her brother had always wanted to follow their father into the army, but that did not excuse him acting like a brat in front of such an important guest.


‘Ecdicius won’t be the only one going to Arles,’ said Severiana, clearing the air with her pleasant tone. ‘Attica – your father and I will be sending you after him next month.’


That was unexpected. She stared at her parents in surprise. ‘I’m going to Arles? For how long?’


‘Until spring at least. You and your brother will live with Uncle Ferreolus and Aunt Papianilla. You’ll be fifteen soon; it’s time you became accustomed to the world. Your cousin Felix is also very eager to meet you.’ She smiled as she brought her wine cup to her lips.


So that was why they were sending her to Arles. This was not the first time her mother had mentioned Felix. Attica had never met her first cousin once removed, and did not particularly want to do so, given that Ecdicius had already described him to her as dull and plain-looking, a humourless pedant with the charm of a wet rag. She did not want to marry someone like that. She wanted Consentius.


She looked up to see him smiling directly at her. ‘She seems thoroughly awed by the prospect,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry, Attica. I’m sure your brother will take good care of you.’


Her father grunted. ‘Or perhaps we should ask her to take care of him.’


At that Ecdicius reached out and grabbed a lump of bread, depositing it on his napkin, followed by handfuls of olives and cheese, and a pair of boiled eggs. He bundled up the napkin and rose from the couch. ‘Now that we’ve won our honourable victory against the Franks,’ he said, ‘I have no purpose other than to chaperone my sister like a slave. I’m obviously not worthy to dine in this company.’


He stalked towards the door. Avitus barked his name and made to rise, but Severiana held him in place. ‘Let him go, husband.’ She looked to Consentius. ‘Forgive our son.’


Their guest seemed undisturbed. ‘Of course, my lady. Ecdicius is as passionate in disappointment as he is in joy.’ He cleared his throat, and turned to Attica. ‘Now, tell me, Attica – what excites you most about going to the little Gallic Rome?’




VI


Bordeaux


The doctor arrived three hours later than promised, excusing himself by saying that those patients he could help would not die in so short a time, while those who did die were beyond his help. He laughed at his own joke, wheezing as Arvandus led him up the staircase to the apartment.


‘Here’s your patient,’ Arvandus said. ‘My father. His name is Patroclus.’ His father was lying on the bed, a moistened towel across his brow. He had been like this for two days. The bleeding from his head had stopped, but he had been suffering from crushing headaches ever since, and was unable even to stand without crying in pain like a man under torture. His wife Flacilla was sitting beside him on a stool. She had hardly left his side since the attack.


The doctor, a bald, sweating man who went by the name Galenos but sounded about as Greek as Arvandus, went over to the bed. His large Gothic companion remained at the top of the staircase outside the still-broken door. It concerned Arvandus that a doctor might feel the need for a bodyguard, but he had not had time to investigate the man before agreeing to hire him. He had come recommended by the owner of the nearest tavern, who knew Arvandus’s father well and had said Galenos was an expert at dealing with the results of dockside brawls.


Galenos took the damp towel and tossed it aside. ‘That can go for a start. Chills are what cause migraines.’


‘It’s obvious what’s causing it,’ said Arvandus. ‘Just look at his head.’


‘Please refrain from giving me your medical opinion,’ said Galenos, leaning down to press his fingers against Patroclus’s temples. Patroclus winced at his touch. ‘Has he been suffering nausea? Darkened vision? Ringing in the ears?’


‘Yes,’ said Flacilla. ‘Lots of pain, and he’s hardly eaten a thing in two days. Can you give him some relief?’


‘That depends. Has he been sleeping?’


‘Very little.’


‘Regular bowel movements?’


‘Passing water, nothing more.’


Galenos straightened up, looking down at his patient. ‘I may need to induce an evacuation just to be sure. A case this severe normally ends up with leeching, but I prefer to try other things first.’ He opened the wooden box hanging from his shoulder, rummaged inside it, and brought out a small pouch. ‘This is a mixture of knotgrass and endive,’ he said, handing it to Flacilla. ‘Mix it with olive oil and pig fat to make a plaster, and apply it to his brow. He’s to have two cups of watered wine every day, and a third of his regular amount of food, if he can keep it down. And make sure to keep him on his back, with his head up. It’ll help to rub his limbs, too. I’ll be back in three days, and we’ll see how he’s doing.’


‘I understand, doctor.’ She took hold of his hand. ‘Thank you.’


He smiled, pulling his hand free, and turned to Arvandus. ‘Now, about the fee.’


This was the part Arvandus had been dreading. ‘We can give it to you next time you come.’


‘Oh! Can you, indeed?’ Galenos snatched the pouch from Flacilla’s hand. ‘I’m afraid not. Payment on service, or no service.’


‘I swear to you, we’ll have the money in three days.’
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